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“That’s right, let me feel all of it, babe. That’s your job, to cum for me.”

She’s coating my cock with another creamy orgasm, my name on her lips and her flavor on mine. I can still smell her sex, sweet and heavenly in my nostrils.

We’ve been at it all night. The first pink of the sunrise–the same shade as her battered pussy–sneaks through, bathing the windows in its glory. They're floor to ceiling in this suite and it's a beautiful day. Right now, if you asked me the name of the hotel, I wouldn’t remember. Every one of my brain cells is engaged in the wedding night activity of spraying my seed inside my wife until I’m sprouted in her womb.

I’m a driven, single-minded fuck and her pleasure is my duty. My dick has his own agenda as well. I haven’t cum anywhere but inside her for the last ten hours of marathon pussy-eating and bride worship. Who knows, there could be a little Beck or Beck-ette inside her already, but I’m an overachiever. Nothing makes me hotter than the thought of claiming her in a way everyone can see.

Jesus, look at her. The sunrise is no match for her beauty.

“Slow, I want to watch your pussy work.”

“I need to cum,” she whispers, her voice raw from hours of orgasm and screaming my name.

“Cum for me then. Get those fingers down between your legs and touch yourself. Make your pussy rock my cock.”

I can’t decide which view of her I like best when we fuck. They are all divine, but this way, with me sitting, leaning back on the fifty fucking pillows upon this massive honeymoon bed, certainly has its benefits. She’s facing away from me, gliding her slick, sore cunt up and down my ever-ready dick, leaning her body forward while she moans pleasure and pain. Her hands are squeezing the tops of my legs for support. My fingers are spreading her ass cheeks, pulling them apart so I can get the best view of all of what's mine.

Promise chokes out a little fuck-hurt sound as she lifts one hand and settles it gingerly on her swollen, pink slit. Her fingers start rubbing and her hips sway and pulse as she pants. Her lush ass is bouncing in time with her movements and I’m mesmerized by the way her pussy opens and pulls my thick meat in and out.

She’s got me so hard, the vein on the top side of my dick looks like a damn tendon standing up. Her tight-as-hell snatch is stroking me off and my balls are giving me that tingle for the tenth time since I practically knocked the fucking door down to get my bride into this suite, to lay her down and spread her legs. I’m loading up another deep delivery of seed and I know she's ready for it.

“Good girl, take it all, babe. I’m the only one that will ever give you this. My wife cums for only me.”

Her fingers circle her clit while she bleats. They dip down on her down-stroke, tapping at the base of my cock and sending jolts of pleasure all the way down into my damn toes.

My eyes are fixed on where we connect. There is nothing more magical nor stunning than watching our bodies move together like this. Slick and dripping with her juice and my cum, my fat cock is glistening and she’s soaking us both from above.

There’s a silence even in the sex noises around us, an ethereal thread winding through our coupling, like the universe. Sure, we’re breathing hard; Promise is making her magical sounds and our bodies slap and slip together, but there’s still a stillness. It's something close to divine, being with your woman like this. Not any woman, your woman.

There’s only one of those, and if you are lucky enough to find her then everything and everyone else that came before is a joke, a lukewarm version of touching the surface of the sun. Every time I cum inside her, I’m giving her a part of my soul. She can have it all—it belongs to her already.

“Beck . . .” she mutters in half-pain, half-ecstasy.

“Take what’s yours and give me what’s mine.” My voice catches as her pussy latches on, milking me with the first grip of her orgasm. “That’s my girl. Give me that cum; I want it all.” I quickly loose one hand from her ass, suck my thumb in my mouth–getting it spit slick–and then glide it slow and easy into her tight little asshole as she lifts off.

Her hand between her legs stops its rhythmic self pleasure. She drops her fingers lower and gives my balls a gentle squeeze, and the next thing I know we are both praising the damn Lord.

The walls of her snatch open and slam shut on my dick, over and over again with her climax. I’m right behind her. My balls empty until it’s all dry heaves but she’s racking up a few layers of multiple orgasms and I pulse my thumb in and out of her ass until she’s covered in sweat, quivering and panting.

Listening to her cum, knowing I did that for her, even after all the orgasms she’s had in the last few months, it still makes me feel like a fucking god. I want to give her the best, every time, to make sure she never, ever thinks of anyone else.

With the sun rising above the horizon, the sky lights up pink and orange. And it hits me that we've just moved from our wedding night into our first morning as husband and wife.

“Good morning, Mrs. Henderson.” I let my thumb slip from her tight hole, listening to her sigh when I do. My other hand comes up to graze down that perfect indent of her spine, watching the goose bumps rise on her heated skin as I traverse downward. Her hair’s a mass of waves and curls held on the top of her head in a sex-messy knot.

“Good morning, Mr. Henderson.” She giggles and wiggles her ass, my never-say-die dick staying as deep as he can as she leans back against my chest and her hair catches in the day-old scruff on my face.

“Nothing will ever come between us.” The combination of our fluids drip down and soak the sheets under my ass. I love making her this wet. This dirty. Full of me. “You are mine, forever, you understand that don’t you?” Promise sighs and I don’t wait for an answer. “I’ll give you anything and everything you want, babe. But, I’ll love you so much, you’ll never need anything, I promise.”
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Beckett

There is no fucking way this is happening. I’m going to kill Louis. Track him down and murder him in fifty, fucking painful ways.

But right now Promise is the only thing I care about.

She looks like I feel, like a train just came down the tracks and took her along with it. Her face revealing a mixture of pain and utter disbelief.

I can't find the right words.

“Babe,” I say, but the word must have been silent because there is no visible reaction from her.

The chaos of her suitcase sits on the bed. Tousled lumps of clothes, ready for a honeymoon that will never happen. Like someone hit the pause button on the happy ending to your favorite movie.

I should be fucking my wife six ways ‘til Sunday right now, that’s what we should be doing. My anarchist dick doesn’t seem to give a shit about anything else; he just wants what’s his.

A low hum comes from the air ducts over our heads, but it can't drown out the triple time beats of my heart, racing in my chest. It rises until I can feel the stabbing pressure behind each eye.

“Babe, look, I . . .” I let the words hang in the air.

What can I possibly say to her that would make any difference right now?

Promise raises her eyes, but she doesn’t look my way. She looks at the door to the apartment. We haven’t opened it since the fire. It’s still padlocked shut, the master key in the hands of the fire marshal. She's just staring at the door. Louis said he would send a crew over while we were in Fiji. Disaster control. Get it back to new. Only the investigator has no intention of opening it back up. And now we know why.

She’s just staring at the door, her hands moving randomly like she herself doesn't even know what to do with them. She reaches up and one hand goes to her neck. Her fingertips shake as she starts to zip-zip-zip the tiny gold cross back and forth on the chain.

Detective Northrup’s voice is still echoing in the high ceilings and in my head. Two minutes ago he was at the front door, blowing up what was going to be the sweetest, breeding sex fest Fiji’d ever seen. My dick primed and ready to fill her sweet cunt with as much cum as it would take to secure my baby inside her. Instead, four little words: Jordan, Louis, plane, and Cairo, have all but destroyed our little honeymoon dreams.

Promise’s eyes are doe-like and spilling over with silent tears. I try to catch her gaze, try to grab it and hold her eyes while I lean against the metal door.

Our own dreams of happily ever after filled with tropical water the color of her eyes, a hut on stilts, my tongue mapping every inch of her body are still fresh. But the detective just destroyed all of that. My plans for hours spent lapping between her legs, for sinking every inch of me into every warm ripe place . . . those plans are now a distant memory.

And over everything hangs this fucking cloud that is Louis. I want to rip his throat out with my bare hands, but I can't leave her. Even though I'm fighting the rising darkness. Even when my vision starts to tunnel, I know I have to stay.

The two strides separating me from Promise feels like a chasm. She’s right. I told her to sign that custody agreement; I told her Louis was an upright guy—the one I trusted most in this fucked up world.

Seems like shit keeps coming home to roost on my doorstep, because this is some fucked up, next level bullshit that I didn’t see coming.

I cross the space between us, then hesitate. Her opal blue eyes narrow, her gaze coming to rest on my face. Her lips tighten.

“Promise, I’m sorry. I'm so fucking sorry.”

All I can think of is having her next to me, in my arms. I pull her into my chest and her body stiffens. I don’t give a shit; she can push back, she can punch and bite and scratch. I’m not going anywhere.

Her hair smells like coconut and ginger my thoughts turn to of being naked in that little hut for the next two weeks. Even with the shit storm that just landed around us, my mind is still obsessed with it. Still wrapped around how I wanted to make sure there would be a baby in her belly before we got back stateside.

Now that little dream is over. Fucked. I count off the fucked up shit in my head. Her piece-of-shit mother has turned up. Louis is off to fucking Cairo with Jordan, and I have no fucking idea why.

And from the look in Promise’s eyes, she is about to go nuclear on my ass.

“How is this . . .” she sobs. “How is this happening? We have to follow them. Right?” She is muttering into my chest and I squeeze her against me until I hear her groan in discomfort and fear. “We have to follow them . . . Beck, we have to.”

“Babe, we’re getting him back,” I say with as much certainty as I can. “Let’s get down to the station first. See if anything your mother says proves helpful. Fuck, are you even ready to see your mom? Or we could keep her separate from you. You tell me what you need, babe, I’ll make it happen.” I release my crushing hold on her because it’s been more than a few seconds since I felt her breathe.

“I can’t . . . I can't believe she’s here.” Her voice turns to stone, cold and emotionless. She shakes her head vigorously. “I don't want to see her. I can't.”

“Not a problem. I’ll make sure you don’t have to look at her.”

“But I do want to see her, maybe, I think. Oh, I don't know, it's just so hard.” The stone cracks and my little girl is melting against me, and now I’m the one who can’t take a breath. The weight of her life is on my chest—all the times I promised her I would never let anyone hurt her again.

I can’t be another disappointment to her. My lips come down to rest on the top of her head. I kiss her and breathe in her tropical scent. I'm trying to slow my heart, but it's not working.

“How can I see her? I have nothing to say and so much I want to say, and I’m afraid if I see her I’ll—” She turns her face and presses it into my chest, her hands covering her cheeks. “I don't know!” she screams.

“I’ll be right there. Babe, I'll be there with you if you want to see her. But I’ll tell you right now, if shit gets crazy and she unleashes on you or I even think you’ve had enough . . .” I take a breath, steadying my fury. “If I think you need out, I’m pulling you. You can kick and scream, but I’m not letting her hurt you. Not anymore.”

“This is all so crazy. It’s like I’m not allowed to be happy. Or Jordan. Like we’re cursed.” She shakes her head. “Jordan. Why Cairo? God, Beck, what are we going to do? I have to get him back. I have to. Why wouldn’t Louis tell us? It’s something bad. It has to be something bad. If it wasn’t he would have told us. Would have let us know.” Her voice shakes and my heart is aching for her.

“We will get him back. I fucking promise you Jordan is going to be all right.” I tighten my grip around her shoulders, giving her the sense that I know what I'm doing. But my mind is spinning trying to decide how to fix this.

Promise pushes back against my hold, wriggling and straining to unlock my arms. She lets out a low grunt as her body twists and I loosen a few inches so that I won't hurt her, but I can't let her go. Not completely.

“We need to go,” Her voice is hard. “Come on, we need to get moving.” But it's like the strain of movement does something to her and she breaks.

There is a second of pause before I hear the worst sound in the world—one I swore I would do everything I could to never have to hear again. The heels of her palms dig into my chest as she pushes away with all her strength. The raw sobs start and I feel like I might crumple to the ground.

She spins and her ivory colored hair flies in an arc as she turns her head, wrenching away from me, breaking the last of our physical contact as tears glisten against her flushed cheeks.

I don't know what to say, but I have to say something. “I don’t know what the fuck Louis is doing. But I know him.” Even as the words leave my lips I’m confused by them. I can't believe I'm defending him. But in my heart, I know that it's true. I know Louis. “There’s got to be some reason; he cannot be some evil mastermind. I would have seen it.”

Promise is in mid-step, but she stops. She was going for the bed, for her suitcase, but now her fingers are rubbing over her cheeks.

“How well do you really know anyone?” Her frustration comes out as anger. “Beck, you're the one that said you didn’t know anyone outside of your SEAL brothers. You said that. Have you ever met Louis’s family? Has he ever talked about family? A girlfriend? His past? I mean, what do you really know?” Her voice is desperate. The words come out in chokes between the tears and it hurts because she’s right.

But, I’ve changed. She’s changed me. I hate the distance in her voice.

We've come so far together, but now she’s pulling back and I can see how easily she could slip away. She needs to know how much she means to me. She needs to know that I will never allow this to end. We are bound to each other and I will never let her go. Never.

“Come on. Babe, come on.” I take a few steps, grab her tangerine-colored pea coat from the corner of the bed. The same bed I wanted to taste her in–to fuck her in–one last time before we left for the airport. The fucking knock at the door put an end to that.

I bring the coat to her shaking shoulders. I want to scoop her up, carry her through whatever it is we have to face. In the next hour, in the next week, I don't know. All I know is everything she's ever wanted is on me, and I have to figure a way out.

I lean down next to her ear. “Baby, I’m so fucking sorry.”

“Me too.” She tilts her head away and her eyes narrow as she stares up at me, still brimming with tears. “I told you. Some people don’t get happy endings. People like us. It’s my own stupid fault for being sucked into this fairy tale. It was never going to work out.”

I’m not going down this road with her. No fucking way. “We are a happy ending, Promise. We will get Jordan back. Look, we don’t know what’s going on yet. Look at me and tell me you don't believe it. Tell me that I will not breathe fire and destroy worlds to make you happy.” She looks at me, looks at my eyes then at my scar. “Fixing this . . . whatever the fuck this is with Jordan and Louis . . . is going to happen. I promise.”

She swallows hard and I grip her shoulders. Even in this moment, I want her. I want to carve into her and take all of this away. I don’t remember a conscious moment since I laid eyes on her again that somewhere in my fire-seared brain my dick wasn’t trying to take over the more rational, civilized parts of me.

She nods, and I can feel that her doubt is diminishing. She's starting to think more clearly. “Is Louis from Cairo? I mean why Cairo?”

“I think so, maybe, yeah. I mean, I remember him saying something about growing up there. I know he had a wicked life. Grew up on the streets I think. I don’t think he had any sort of family. The way he talked. That’s why he got involved at CPS.” I think back through our conversations. “He said once that there was no safety net for kids like him where he was from. He knew how it felt to be thrown away like garbage.”

I set my lips on hers, holding them there, soft and warm. I need to feel her breathe. I have the urge to slip my tongue through her lips but even I know now’s not the time.

We stay like that for a few seconds, my thumbs tracing softly over her jawbone until I feel her shoulders drop. For a second, the tension releases and she kisses me back with a stifled breath. I remember the little gifts I bought, the three white velvet bags—two in my suitcase and one in my back pocket. I planned to give her a gift each day for the first week of our marriage. I was going to make her moan and cum a thousand ways for the next two weeks.

My gut wrenches, knowing that it's all gone. I feel empty inside, despite the hotel breakfast we feasted on just a few hours ago.

She pulls back, her tongue licking over her bottom lip. She takes a deep, low breath and her eyes drop to the floor. I gather her into my side and lead us toward the door.

Northrup will be waiting.

Louis will be waiting.

Suddenly I feel the weight of it and my mind starts to tailspin. I'm thinking of every twisted way I’ve gotten what I wanted from enemies in the past. I fight the sickness that comes up. Will I need to use those skills on him? Use the skills I’d hoped to put away forever on the one person in my life I’d trusted beyond all others?

I move behind her, curving her into the crook under my arm, laying it protectively over her shoulders.

“Wait, what will I say to her?” Promise turns her head toward me.

With my free hand I open the solid metal door to the stairs that lead down to the street. “Whatever the fuck you want, babe, I’ve got your back. You say what you need to say. But just give me the signal and I’ll take over.” I shrug. “Or say nothing, and we walk away. There isn't a single scenario that you could choose where I will not back you up one-hundred percent.”

She moves next to me, tugging on a strand of hair that has made its way down the side of her face, having escaped from the loose ponytail running down her back.

I look down, unable to keep myself from smiling. “Unless.” I smirk and brush my hand from the top of her head and give the twisted silk of her hair a soft squeeze. “Unless you ask her to move in with us. If that happens I’m not sure we’re gonna see eye to eye, babe.”

She lets out a little snort. “You either have my back or you don’t, Fitzgerald. You’d better decide.” She brings a hand across her body and taps it playfully on my shoulder as we step into the stairway.

My eyes adjust to the dim light in the stairwell, catching a movement off toward my left. I dart my eyes and my muscles tense. Then I realize it’s just a shadow of the clouds, filtered through the dirty windows, moving quickly in the strong wind.

I can't relax. My whole mind is wound up so tight that I'm seeing everything as a threat.

“I still can’t believe she’s alive.” Promise runs her hands up over her cheeks and up into her hair. “That she would come back, now. Like I wasn’t good enough–Jordan wasn’t good enough–to come back for before. It just doesn’t make sense. I mean, she left us with . . . with some nutjobs over the years, and now she comes back. Why? Because Louis is so bad she can’t stand the thought of Jordan with him? Something is either very wrong with Louis or this is all just a big joke.”

Or she’s a fucking nutjob herself.

All the moments I’d spent with Louis crash over me as I push open the door to the street, remembering the good times. Remembering my friend. Trying to hold back the fury that threatens to overwhelm me as I detect that helpless little girl in her voice, the one I promised to protect. Was there ever anything that Louis said or did that would suggest this?

Then I realize that it doesn't matter. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect her. Nothing. I've killed people before, in the line of duty, and I'll do it again if I have to. The realization comes as a shock, even to me.

This is the first time in my life that I am scared of myself and what I might do.
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Promise

I wish that Beckett could take care of everything for me. I hate that I want that but I do. I want to avoid all of this and just let him make it all better.

And the thing is, he probably would let me do just that. And he probably could make it all better.

But he’s also taught me that I stand up straightest when you rise to the challenge, not when you slump down into something easy. For too long I’ve let everyone else in my life dictate which direction I take I look back and hate the ways I’ve let people use me. Treat me like a thing to be discarded. I’m finding my backbone with Beckett right behind me to prop me up when I doubt myself.

All this is on me. If anything is going to change then I'm going to have to find a way. That woman gave birth to me, whether I like it or not. Jordan is my brother. My responsibility. All I want to do is curl into Beckett and let him take it all away, but I have to keep going, because I have to get Jordan back.

He matches my steps as we walk into the basement parking garage of the loft building. Neither of us speaks. I don't think either of us can think of anything to say. Since no one else lives here, there is nothing unusual about his Suburban being the only car down here, but it feels eerie, abandoned.

Beckett squeezes my shoulders, his arm draped over them, heavy and solid, making me feel his protection. I can sense that he is on guard. The palpable energy of a soldier radiates from him as his shoulders pull back and his head swivels from looking down at me to scanning the empty, gray space around us.

Our steps fall together, the way that an army unit marches in time. Little pebbles and glass crunch softly beneath each of our footfalls, meeting the solitary drip, drip, drip of whatever is coming through the cracks in the cement ceiling.

Louis’s ceiling.

Louis’s building.

Where Beckett’s father died.

In a fire.

And we still don’t know how it started. The questions we thought answered by Louis’s security tape have now been multiplied ten-fold.

I have to think about breathing.
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Beckett’s face is tight as he drives. He hasn't said a word since he buckled me into the passenger seat.

Neither of us wants to say it. Neither of us wants to admit that maybe this is just how our lives are going to be. There’s no picket fences and PTA meetings. No neighborhood barbecues for us.

We are the Sneetches but without stars on our bellies. I think somehow it is easier to just live in constant misery than to have these little peeks through the curtain where you get a glimpse of how it feels to be close to happy.

The fall back down into misery, where life intends for you to be, is far more painful from those highs. Best to just stay low I think.

“You know I love you.” Beckett breaks the silence as the truck glides along the street toward Precinct 5, where the woman that gave birth to me is waiting.

He sounds desperate, but what am I supposed to say? I just nod. “Yes. I know.” I glance to see those crazy blue-green eyes catch mine and even with the craziness swirling around me, my belly still does six kinds of flips. I sigh. “I know.”

“In a way that will never be undone. No matter what.” He's staring at me, truth in his eyes, only taking glances at the road. “You could do anything to me and I would still love you. I want you to understand what it means when I say that to you. It’s permanent. Like a tattoo on my heart. It will never end.”

I don't know what he wants from me. “Why are you saying this? I know you love me; you tell me about a thousand times a day.”

“Because, you need to know that for me it’s different. I wish there were another word. People say they love a hot bath. Or they fucking love coffee. And it’s impossible for me to imagine using the same word to describe how I feel about you. So I need you to get it.” He checks the rearview mirror, pausing before his eyes settle back on the road in front of us. “I need you to understand what that little insufficient word means when I say it. To me it's infinite. You could leave me, carve out my heart, do your worst and it wouldn’t change the love. I just want you to know that.” He clears his throat as he brakes to a stop at a red light, his hand squeezing mine.

I take a long, deep breath through my nose, unsure where this is leading and still feeling the knots inside me. I'm wondering where Jordan is and what my mother will have to say. I mean, it’s been nine years since she saw me. There is so much to say. And yet there's nothing to say.

I cross and uncross my ankles, letting the warm air blow across them. The weather's colder than it should be in July and I kick my purse farther toward the passenger door, trying to get closer to where the heat is coming through from under the dashboard. Why is this stupid traffic light taking so long?

“I love you too.” Despite everything that's going on, my belly still flutters being this close to him. Seeing how he looks at me. “Is there something else you are trying to tell me?” The way he’s talking and the timbre of his voice is raising the hairs on my arms.

There's a long pause, but just when I feel like the other shoe is about to drop I look over to see him break into a half-grin. His eyes light up and he brings the back of my hand to his lips, holding it there for a long moment until the light turns green and he eases the Suburban forward.

“Well, I mean I’m telling the truth when I say I’ll still love you if you do all that. Carve out my heart and whatever. I'll still love you.” He entwines his fingers in mine and brings my hand against his chest where I can feel the thump of his heart. Then his lips break from a grin to a full smile. “But, don’t. I mean it, don’t. Because if you ever leave me, you know I’m tracking your ass down and cave-manning you right back to me. You know that too, don’t you? I say you can leave, but you can’t.”

“Yes, I realize.”

He’s trying to ease the moment and I want to appreciate the effort, but every part of me is desperate to know where Jordan is and if he’s okay. And my mom. All those years ago she told the judge that she didn’t want me anymore. Or Jordan. That was the last I saw of her and I have no idea what to expect. Right now, I’m fairly sure throwing up is on the agenda for today.

Beckett holds my left hand in his against his chest. He’s palming the wheel, taking a wide left turn into the precinct parking lot, and suddenly I can’t breathe again. He's got my left hand, so I bring my right to my forehead, rubbing and squeezing, draping it down over my eyes and nose, blocking out the light. I squeeze my eyelids shut. Anything to take away the nausea.

“Babe, stay with me. I’ve got you today. And every day from now on. Take a breath. I’ll carry you through this if you need me to. You just focus on me, tell me what you want and don’t want. I’m your personal concierge for the rest of your life so let me do my job.” Another one of those smiles that make it nearly impossible to think about anything else. He is so beautiful, inside and out.

He's trying so hard. I know I have to say something. “I can’t believe we got married yesterday.” The strain in my voice makes each word slow and thick.

Beckett settles our hands onto my lap, our fingers still twined together. I look down and I’m mesmerized by the intricate ivy of veins that stand up over the bones in his hand. His hands are as stunning as the rest of him. I stare at the contrast of his darker skin against my near ghost white complexion. His long fingers dwarf my hand in his. It makes me think how Jordan looked up at him on our wedding day like he was bigger than life.

I can see Jordan’s face as he stood next to Louis and Beckett in the front of the church. What I remember most about that day was the joy.

Not just happiness. Joy.

It’s different. Beckett told me the difference and once he did, it was so clear. Happiness is something conditional.

Joy is infinite. Like you are touching a greater power.

I break the silence. “Do you think they can find Jordan? Bring him back?” Frustration clenches my stomach as I feel how helpless I am. Even more than when I fought for Jordan over the last year.

“One way or another, babe, we’ll get him back. If they can’t do it, I’ll fucking do it myself. Let’s just get inside, see what other info they have for us. You can see your mother or not, doesn’t matter to me, then I’ll figure this out. Okay? It’s what I do.” Beckett catches himself and lets out a tiny sigh. I see his jaw muscles harden. “It’s what I did,” he finishes as his eyes scan the packed parking lot. “Damn, are they giving away get-out-of-jail-free cards today? What the fuck?”

We drive up and down until we are in the far back end of the parking lot. There are several open spots here, against a ragged chain link fence that separates the public lot from the police lot, where there are about ten patrol cars parked.

Finally, he swings the truck into an open spot, giving my hand one last squeeze before releasing it to put the vehicle in park.

I’m still staring at his hand as he pushes the button to shut down the engine, then reaches over and grabs his phone from the console between us.

I don’t remember ever noticing a man’s hands before like I do with him. Now I can’t imagine how one person could have so many parts of him that are so incredibly sexy. Seemingly normal parts. Even his knuckles are sexy. And even right now, with everything else storming around inside of me, I have to acknowledge the way he ignites a part of me I didn’t know existed before him. I want to pray.

Pray more than breathe.

I’m not sure I know how to pray. I’ve worn this tiny gold cross around my neck because it was one of the only things I had from my childhood with mom.

It was her mother’s. She used to always tell me, don’t ever count on God for anything. I still used to sneak the little cross out of her jewelry box and play with it when she wasn’t home.

Which was a lot.

Then, one of the many nights when the police showed up with Child Protective Services in tow, I had it around my neck and I’ve kept it there since.

I’m not honestly sure how I feel about God. I do know if there is a God, in whatever form that may be, I’ve got some serious questions to ask when the time comes.

Beckett jumps out and whips around to my side. I know better than to even attempt to open my own door. The click of the latch and he extends his hand like I’m Cinderella stepping down out of her pumpkin coach. Only, we’re not going to a ball.

A gust of wind whips some garbage around our feet and catches in his canvas jacket, spreading it open. He makes a simple white t-shirt look extraordinary. Pulled across his chest tight enough you can see the peaks and valleys of each hard chiseled square of pectoral and abdominal muscles. He is a warrior. And I am more thankful today than ever before that he is on my side of the battle line.

“Listen.” He squares my shoulders with both hands and turns me to him. “You just give me one look. One word and I’ll take over. Take you out of there. Okay? Do not take more than you can. This is deep, babe. Your mom. Jordan. All of it. You want to bail, there’s no shame. Say the word and we're out of there. Okay?” His eyes are latched onto mine, eyebrows high, the textured scars on his left cheek pulling a bit with the movement of his brow.

I'm so lucky to have him in my corner. I nod. “Okay. Can you go first in front of me? I just . . .” I blow out a defeated breath and look up at the sky for a second before bringing my eyes back to his. He tips his head, listening. “Can you go in first? I don’t want to just bump into her. Or be surprised. If I want to see her, I want it to be when I’m ready. I know that sounds weak, but I need a barrier.” The tips of his fingers tighten on the backs of my shoulders. My stomach can’t decide which of the thousand ways it’s wants to grind and twist to make me the most uncomfortable.

“I’ll go in first, second, third, whatever you need.”

I tuck my head into that perfect spot against his chest as we take the first step toward the back of the police station. It’s cold. I curl myself even closer to Beck. His body radiates like a furnace. He shows no sign of acknowledging the drizzle that is misting around us.

“It’s strange,” I say. “Strange that we are going inside to see her again. The last time we both saw her we were together. We weren’t really together—” I correct myself as Beckett interrupts.

“Yes we were. You just didn’t know it yet.” Another reassuring squeeze and he keeps us moving forward.

The American flag flaps and whips itself around a pole atop the building, booming and rumbling in the wind. One moment the fabric stands out in flat rectangles, the next it bends and snaps in a sudden gust, rattling its chains and clanking them against the flagpole.

“God, it’s freezing. What is with this weather in the middle of summer?”

The fact that I’m at all interested in the weather right now startles me.

We wind through the parking lot, squeezing past a giant, gas-guzzling 1970s Vista Cruiser when we hear a woman scream.

Our heads snap behind us toward the sound and I cower. Beckett immediately pulls me tighter as his eyes dart around the back of the building. Whoever it is, she’s mad as a skinned cat. Before we have time to figure out if the woman needs help, a male voice joins in, yelling over her.

“You fucking drag me down here for your bullshit! It’s always your bullshit. I’m sick! Fucking sick. And I’m sitting in a goddamn police station?” The man’s ragged voice has a cut to it that makes my heart stop and my breath catch.

Whoever they are, they're on the move because their voices are becoming louder and more clear as Beckett moves us carefully forward. I want to go in the opposite direction, even with the comfort of Beckett’s hand, warm on my shoulder. I can feel his energy change. The soldier is on alert.

I catch the first glimpse of the man as we come closer to the back corner of the building. The screaming is louder and more vicious than before, but their words blend together, making it impossible to make out what they're saying.

The screaming man comes into full view when he spins on his heel and turns the corner, bringing him behind the building. He’s as tall as Beck, wearing a visibly filthy denim jacket. Tendrils of matted brown hair hang to his shoulders. His jaw is covered with a graying brown, unkempt beard. His eyes are narrow, his hands gripping the sides of his head as he tips it back letting out a long train of obscenities into the mist coming down.

Beckett speeds our steps, taking us off in the opposite direction, away from the man. His soldier’s eyes stay locked onto the potential threat, but he's not interested in confrontation if he can avoid it.

The hairs on my arms stand tall. Our feet crunch on the asphalt. My legs muscles tighten, wanting to move faster.

Beckett leans his head down until his breath is warm on my cheek. “Ssssshhhh. It’s cool. We’re fine, babe. No one is going to hurt you today; you’re on my watch.”

His hand drifts down from my shoulders to the small of my back, guiding me between the last row of cars before we reach the walkway to the front of the building.

The man has stopped talking, stopped screaming. Nothing comes out of his mouth except for a few grunts. He’s stomping his feet and swinging his arms violently back and forth, but we're almost away from him; we just need to take two more steps.

We take two steps and round the sidewalk to the front of the building.

My feet turn to lead.

My eyes feel like they are on fire and my stomach is coming up fast.

It’s her, the woman.

The screaming woman.

My hand plasters over my mouth, but it can't stop the high pitched sounds of horror that are coming out of me.

“Fuck.” Beckett sees her at the same moment.

I don’t need to tell him who she is. There is no mistaking us for blood. And that thought horrifies me.

A mass of doll-like, ivory hair is in chaos on top of her head as she screams into her hands, crouching down, her back against the bricks. She holds a quivering cigarette in the fingers of her right hand, smoke rising in a zig-zag of white as she rocks back and forth.

“There is no fucking way we are doing this here,” Beckett says to himself as he starts to spin us away from the building and back into the grid of parked cars. But it’s too late.

“Baby! Is that you?” The woman’s voice cuts through the air and into my heart like a rusty knife. Her hands jerk out from her body in a gesture of resignation and self-centered drama.

“Beck.” I look up to see his jaw muscles flex and his nostrils open with a snort of air. Suddenly, it all crashes into me and I realize that I can't handle any of this. Beckett is going to have to take it all because I can't. I just say his name again, “Beck.”

The filthy man spins around. “Holy shit!” He meets my eyes just as my mom struggles to her feet. She’s wearing dirty fleece plaid pajama bottoms and layers of t-shirts. She’s barely a hundred pounds, even with the thick clothes, and I see the indents under her cheekbones, the raccoon darkness around her eyes.

“Holy shit, is that her?” The man yells toward my mother, his head jerking back and forth between us, probably unable to believe what he's seeing. The whole thing is surreal.

Beckett picks up the pace, practically dragging me through the rows of cars toward the glass doors about thirty feet away. I want to look away but I can't.

My mother.

Is here.

Right here.

The ground is spinning and I’ve forgotten how to inhale.

The woman that would rather leave me with strangers than miss a date is here.

The woman that locked Jordan and me in the closet and told us to keep quiet, so whomever her man of the week was wouldn’t know she had kids, is here.

The woman that sat in court, with me only ten feet away, telling the world she didn’t want her own son and daughter.

Is here.

And I can’t stop looking at her. She’s coming toward us as Beckett moves us away, but still she's getting closer.

“Baby, it’s me! Mom.”

“Don’t stop moving, Promise.” Beck stiffens as her voice breaks over us like echoes from some old movie that you never want to see again.

He pushes me to his back and I grab the back of his jacket, turning my face away like I’m hiding from some prying paparazzo.

“Baby!” Her voice breaks on the word, hoarse, making her cough out smoke.

I hiss at her, like I'm a cornered animal.

“Step back.” Beckett is trying to keep his voice steady as we pass about three feet in front of her. “Step the fuck back.” We’re only ten steps from the glass doors but it feels like miles.

“Who the fuck is he?” The man points at Beckett. He’s a few feet behind my mother now, his nose crinkled and his hands hanging limp at his sides. He tips his head with a snarl. His lips are wet and his face sports a handful of scabbed sores, deep and rimmed with red.

The dark circles around his eyes match my mother's.

She steps off the walkway, pushes a hand against the man’s chest.

“That’s her . . . Carl . . . that’s my baby. Promise, please . . . It’s mom.” Her voice crackles and croaks as Beckett gains us the last three steps, putting his hand on the door as my mother shuffles forward. She reaches out, grabs my back, and I shriek.

Beck turns in an instant. “I said back the fuck off!” He drops the door handle, corralling me behind him and I swear he grows three inches, filling the gap between me and my mom. His voice turns dark, with a hint of something a wise man would be smart to run from.

“Don’t you fucking talk to her like that.” Carl steps up. “Who the fuck are you?” His voice is full of idiotic bravado.

I wish I could disappear into the sidewalk.

Everything slows down. I see my mother’s mouth moving but no sound is coming out. She is an older version of myself. Hair, eyes, skin, even the shape of her face—I could be looking into a mirror from some kind of nightmare. The kind where you see yourself in another life, one that was open to you but you chose not to take it. You see what things could have been like, and all you want to do is wake up. But there is no waking up from this.

“Dude, you do not fucking need to know who I am.” Beckett’s voice falls an octave and shakes me down to my toes. “What you need to do is step back before I relocate you myself.” He shifts forward, keeping me behind him with one hand on my hip.

“Promise, you’re so beautiful. I just want to talk to you. I’m here now, baby.”

Hearing her voice, I feel like I’m six years old again, hiding behind a social worker when she comes home drunk after a two-day disappearing act.

She comes within a foot of Beckett, and a rush of terror covers me, a sense of detachment, before he extends a locked arm as his final warning.

Mom is fussing with her hair, pushing it back from her face. The cigarette still quivers between her fingers, dropping ash over her shoulders before it blows away into the mist.

Beckett braces his arm toward my mother, putting his fingers on her shoulder as she pushes forward. “We’re going inside. She’s not talking to you out here.” His voice is stone cold.

Carl finds his balls again and spits toward Beckett before he speaks. “Don’t fucking touch her!” The man begins stomping toward Beckett and my hands shoot to cover my ears. I squeeze my eyes shut. “You fucking freak, that’s her fucking daughter! She can talk to her if she fucking wants to.”

I barely open my eyes, just in time to see the skinny man come at Beckett with two extended arms, palms shooting to push into his chest. I feel Beck's body shift back as he keeps himself between us.

His hand is solid on my hip for just one more second.

The next moment his hand drops from me, and I frantically turn into the glass door, my hand on the cool silver handle and I jerk it with all my strength.

“I told you to stay the fuck back. You don’t take direction well,” Beckett growls.

I jerk and pull but the door only gives a millimeter before metal hits metal and I realize it’s locked. I frantically look inside where I can see people moving around. Deep blue uniforms stand at a desk and I focus on the arrow and printed sign taped to the inside of the door.

Use East Entrance. This door for personnel only.

“Get away from me!” my mother screams at Beckett.

“Fuck this.” It’s the last words I hear Beckett say before I look up to see him cock his fist back.

Mom and Carl lunge at Beck. His reflexes are so fast I barely catch the movement of his arm before I hear the smack and crunch of his fist as it smashes into the man’s jaw.

The single hammer blow knocks Carl back three feet before he crumples to the ground like a house of cards.

“You asshole!” Mom flails her arms at Beck, while he holds her back with one hand to her shoulder. I hear a furious cavalry of footfalls coming from behind me. “Why did you let him get Jordan!?” Mom is yelling toward me, desperately slamming her fists into Beck as he stands like a statue keeping her at arms’ length and taking her vitriol without flinching.

I can't move. She's right; I let Louis get Jordan. Helped him do it. “I'm sorry,” I whisper, but nobody hears me.

She lands a hard kick into Beckett's shin, still screaming obscenities as Carl moans from his prone position on the pavement. I see blood flowing from his nose which is now sporting a new angle.

Blue uniforms shoot by the side of my face, then it’s all arms and grunts and orders. Beckett immediately steps back, his hands high in resignation as two officers attempt to grab my mother’s arms.

“That’s my daughter!” Mom’s voice smacks with righteous indignation. “He can’t keep me from her!” She takes one last shot and manages to land a sickening smack across Beckett’s face. “Who are you? You burned up, ugly, piece of shit. What happened to your face? Huh? You Freddie Krueger’s brother?” Her maniacal laugh matches the grimace on her face as the officers pull her away and she redirects her insults towards them.

I knew Beckett wouldn’t hit her. He took whatever she dished out without batting an eye, keeping me safely behind him as my mother did her best to tear down his wall.

I gasp and jump, knocking into Beckett’s back as a hand comes down on my shoulder from behind. I spin around as Beckett does the same and there's Detective Northrup. He tips his head, gesturing for us to follow.

“This way,” he says.

Mom is twisting and cursing as the two officers pull her backward. “You can’t keep me from her! Promise! Come back!” Mom screams until her voice gives out.

Without a word, Beckett turns us around, his arm draping back over my shoulders and guiding us behind the Detective toward another set of glass entrance doors about fifty feet away at the other corner of the building.

“You okay?” Beckett leans down.

I’m not sure. The first wave of terror is gone and I feel silently detached. I no longer feel the cold from the mist, which has now turned to drizzle, and I don’t feel anything for that woman behind us. I feel flat. Like I’m disappearing.

“Yes. I’m okay,” I answer, because I don’t know what else to say. “I need you with me, Beck.”

“You've got me, babe. I'm not going anywhere.”

There are some things that I need to do myself. But I need his strength. I need him to carry me through this.
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Promise

I want to know what she's said, but nobody is telling us anything.

We're inside the station. The detective has seated us in a small glass room, but he's not here. It wasn't very long ago that I sat in a room like this and my entire world crumbled around me as they questioned me about setting the fire that killed Beckett's father.

Beckett won’t sit.

He stands behind my chair like a centurion, his hands on my shoulders, gently rubbing his fingers along my neck. He leans down now and then to whisper words of encouragement in my ear or kiss the top of my head.

I’m tapping my feet and my arms hug my waist, holding myself together as best I can while the clock on the wall softly clicks off the seconds. Seconds that feel like hours.

Finally, Detective Northrup appears outside the glass door and hesitates before entering. His face is pale, his gait resigned. Beckett’s thumbs stop caressing my skin. I hold my breath.

It’s not a good sign when the detective sighs and is unwilling to meet my eyes.

“So?” I fire the one syllable question and don’t allow him to answer. “We need to go get Jordan, right? What did my mother say exactly? She could be lying about Louis you know. She’s—”

Detective Northrup raises his hand to stop me and nods to Beckett, whose hands move down from my shoulders to the tops of my arms. He presses the solid flat of his abs against the back of my head. Northrup clears his throat and his eyes follow Beckett’s hands, slipping from professional to a hint of pervert. His gaze lowers from my face and lands on my chest, where it remains for too long. I can feel my face lighting up in shades of pink. I'm not sure where to look.

“Hey!” Beckett barks, making Northrup visibly jump. His eyes snap up to Beckett's, then down to his own hands. “Keep your fucking mind on business. I’m not playing. Don’t look at her like that again. I don’t give a shit if we’re surrounded by your fellow uniforms. I’ll take your eyes right out of your skull.”

Northrup opens his mouth as if to speak, but instead takes an unsteady breath. He is suddenly very interested in the file on his desk. He puffs out streams of air between his lips as he picks up a pen and rolls it between his fingers.

“Sor–Sorry,” he stutters.

“It’s okay.” Beckett’s voice lightens as Northrup tries to recover. “I get it. She’s worth the look, it’s just you don’t get the privilege. All mine.”

“Anyway . . .” I interject trying to tame the cock fight that's threatening to break out. I need to know what she's said. Why has she suddenly come back to life? Why now?

Beckett re-starts the conversation. “Yeah, anyway, so why are we here? What do you know that you didn’t tell us at the loft?” Beckett doesn’t bother to hide his impatience.

“Well . . .” The detective finally meets my eyes again but hesitates. I nod at him with an open mouth, urging him to continue.

“Okay. Well, your mother alleges that Mr. Spicer forced himself on her. That meeting resulted in a pregnancy which she never revealed to Mr. Spicer. She indicates she never saw him again. Now, there are a lot of moving pieces right now. Your mother’s allegations.” He nods at me, then looks up at Beckett. “The falsified evidence Mr. Spicer provided to us in regards to the fire at the loft and, ah, Mr. Fitzgerald’s death. Jeremy Rendell’s records showing his less than professional interest in you over the years.” He emits a deep sigh and shakes his head before continuing. “So. Now, we’re investigating the fire again. Forensics is going over the evidence.”

I swallow the lump in my throat.

The claustrophobic office is too warm but I’m shivering.

“Are you saying Promise is a suspect again?” Beckett’s hands are like iron on my shoulders. The tone of his voice says, don't test me.

“Just don’t leave town.” The detective flashes me a humorless smile.

I can't believe what's happening. Just an hour ago, Beckett and I were packing for the honeymoon of a lifetime and planning our future. I’d chastised him because the all-night wedding night action caused me a bit of distress with each faltering step I took.

Now, I'm breaking into a sweat and beginning to hyperventilate. Each time I try to inhale, there is no relief. I'm not getting any oxygen. My chest burns as the air pants faster in and out.

I flail my hands around and in the air, gasping, suffocating. I turn to Beckett as the room starts to spin.

Beckett speaks, but his voice echoes in my head. “Babe.” He drops down to a crouch next to me, his massive hands on my cheeks, his eyes fighting to catch mine as I heave in and out until a haze covers his face. “It's okay, I’ve got you.” The words sound like an eerie tape being played on super slow.

Beckett leans his forehead gently against mine, holding my face, and I can smell his clean, spicy scent. My mind drifts as I start to lose consciousness. Suddenly the panic leaves me and I wonder what Jordan is doing right now.

I’m coming, Jordan. It will all be okay.

They must have turned out the lights. The last thing I hear is Beckett’s voice in slow motion.

“Stay with me, babe. We’re okay—”
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I hear voices again, swimming back in. Echoing around inside my head. I feel like I’m floating.

“ . . . talking to you about the fucking fire.” That’s Beckett’s voice, growling at someone. Someone he’s irritated with. Yeah. Detective Northrup. I remember. “That is not fucking happening today. So if that’s on the dance card, we’re leaving and she’s gonna lawyer the fuck up. If you want to help us, like you said you would, then tell us what the fuck is going on with her brother. End of discussion.” Beckett’s voice is hard and loud.

My hero.

I shake my head and smell his fresh scent, feel the heat from his body. Suddenly I realize I’m not sitting at the table any more. He’s got me curled against him, sitting sideways on his lap, my head resting on the hard bulge of his shoulder.

For a moment, I'm reminded of when we make love, how the muscles in his shoulders tense and flex when he holds his body above mine, caging me with his arms. I let my eyelids drop and my mind drift into the memory, letting the comfort of his strength cover me even as my thoughts move, just for a moment, to how he feels inside of me.

I let out a small exhale through my nose and shift against him.

He immediately turns his face down toward me, his warm breath on my nose comforting me. His hand gently brushes the hair back from my forehead.

“Hey, you,” Beckett greets me. “You’re back.” He smiles and I don’t know how he seems to always find a smile for me in the darkest of moments. Somehow he knows that it brings me just the light I need.

His smile means everything is going to be okay.

It means that no matter what, he’s got my back. And he will go to the ends of the earth to make me happy.

But we both know that the smile is a mask. Behind that smile, in the deepest part of him, he hurts for me. He hurts almost more than I do. For every harm done to me, he feels it a hundredfold.

I ache to stop hurting him. To stop him from taking on all my burdens. But I'm sure the only way that will ever happen is if he is dead. Even then I'm not sure he would stop.

“You sure you don’t want me to call EMS?” The detective’s voice drifts through the clearing haze.

“No. I’ve got her.” Beckett shifts me on his lap, sitting me upright another few degrees. No part of me wants to move from the safety of his lap. For the first time since this scene unfolded, I feel safe.

“I’m fine,” I mutter. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Beckett says softly down toward me.

Then he shifts again in his seat, his head upright, staring down the detective. “We didn’t come in here expecting you to make some veiled threat about the fucking fire.” Beckett starts counting things off on his fingers. “Her mother, who she thought was dead, is now alive and well.” One. “Her brother, whom she loves more than anything in this world is on a plane to Cairo–” Two “–with his newly adoptive father.” Three. “A man we thought we knew and trusted.” Four. He waves his fingers at the detective. “She’s got enough crap on her plate today to last most people a lifetime. So right now the only thing I need to hear is the words, ‘I’m sorry for upsetting you’ come out of your mouth.”

I listen as Beckett exhales long and slow. The steel muscles in his thighs flex under me, unsettled, powerful. He makes me feel so small, so cherished.

But if anything happens to Jordan, I don’t know if I will want to live.

I glance at the detective who leans with arms crossed against the far wall; the clock ticks over his head and a stack of worn magazines sit on the small table next to him.

Northrup catches my eye and I can feel Beckett’s glare, laser focused across the room, making him squirm. It's a battle of wills. And like all battles, Beckett wins.

“I’m sorry, Promise. I didn’t mean to upset you. Forensics is going—” He stops short when Beckett tips his head to the side and makes a sucking sound through his teeth. It's a clear signal for the detective to stop talking. He falls silent.

“Good. Okay, let’s start over.” Beckett licks his lips before continuing. “I need to know any information you have on Louis and Jordan’s flight, any other information you have about where they are headed once they land. And anything else. Whether or not you think it’s pertinent.”

“Sure,” Northrup says, scrubbing a hand down his face. He shrugs. “It's not a secret. I’ll get you the file. But Mr. Spicer has not committed any crime by leaving the country. He’s the boy’s legal guardian. He is well within his rights to take him wherever he wishes.”

My muscles tighten along with Beckett’s arms around me. Squeezing.

I don't want to ask the question. I don't want to know the answer. But I have no choice. I have to know. “Are you saying if he doesn’t come back, there is nothing we can do?” I turn toward Northrup, inching out of Beck’s lap, slipping down into a spot on the vinyl covered bench next to him. “No recourse at all?”

“Ma’am, there’s nothing legally I can do, no. I’m sorry.” He shakes his head. “Even if Mrs. Henderson’s—your mother’s—allegations are true, the statute of limitations has run out. However.” He stops to lick his teeth and look up at the ceiling, making me want to scream at his dramatic delay. “If he did, in fact, falsify the evidence against Mr. Rendell, then that is a crime.”

“So then you will be able to go get him?” My heart beats faster for a moment. My head swivels to look at Beckett, but he lets out a defeated sigh.

“No, babe. They won’t extradite him for that.”

Northrup nods toward us before continuing. “Mr. Spicer is a dual citizen. He still maintains his Egyptian citizenship so we’re hamstringed even if we do bring charges.”

He clears his throat and I realize how much I despise the brown and gold plaid tie he’s wearing. I hate it more than is appropriate, but I hate it nonetheless.

“The good news,” Northrup clears his throat, “is we can’t find any criminal activity in Mr. Spicer’s past.” He continues flipping open one of the files and settling it on the desk. “His business is completely legit. His home is owned outright. He doesn’t even have a late payment on a credit card. And he has no family we can find.”

“He was an orphan.” Beckett nods at me then the detective. “That’s what he insinuated anyway. He never wanted to talk about his past. All I know is that he grew up on the streets in Cairo, then he came to America. Maybe in his late teens? From the little bits he shared, his childhood was ugly.”

Northrup grunts and nods. Then pulls a toothpick from his shirt pocket and starts to pick at something between his bottom teeth. My uneasy stomach churns.

“What about my mother? What does she have to do with all this?”

Northrup shakes his head. “We're still talking to her. Trying to, anyway.”
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Beckett

As we left, we caught a glimpse of Holly–Promise's mom–screaming her way through the precinct.

Northrup left us sitting for a half hour, so I cut our little meeting short, and there she was, making a ridiculous show of herself before I could get Promise out of there.

When she saw us through the glass window, Holly had gone ape shit again, screaming that Promise was her baby and I was an asshole. I don't fault her on the second count, but hearing her call Promise her baby . . . I almost broke my cardinal rule about never, ever hitting a woman.

Now we're back at the loft and Promise is being stubborn.

“Babe, you have to eat.”

She rests her chin on my shoulder as I hold the fork to her lips, laden with just a bite of my famous scrambled eggs.

“I’m not hungry,” she says, pushing at my forearm. “In fact, I’m the opposite of hungry. I’m anti-hungry. And if you don’t take that fork away from my lips right now I might throw up all over your world famous gourmet eggs.” The sarcasm in her voice isn't all that playful.

And I know what she wants, but it can't happen. Not yet. We have to know what's going on before we start taking action.

I sent a few texts to my SEAL brothers while we were at the cop shop. Northrup said the cops are doing what they can to gather intel on where Louis may be headed, but since he hasn’t broken any law by taking Jordan out of the country, there is not much they can do.

I'm keeping the possibilities of what we will do to bring Jordan back to myself for the moment. There's no way that Promise can deal with that kind of information.

With my connections, finding Louis is doable, but just how deep do we want to go to make it happen?

I fight the urge to rationalize why he may have gone rogue. He’s wrong in about a thousand ways, but something deep down tells me there’s a reason. A reason for all of this. I'm just not seeing it. To my mind there's no sane reason why he would have even wanted to take Jordan to Egypt. Certainly not without telling us beforehand. And the guy I knew as Louis was as sane as anyone I'd ever met.

There’s also no logical reason that he would have falsified evidence.

Even if it was against a piece of shit like Rendell.

Jeremy Rendell, who kept hundreds of pictures of Promise from when he was young until a few months ago on his computer. Jeremy Rendell, who led her down a path for his own pleasure without any regard for what was best for her. Jeremy Rendell, who taught a broken little girl how to set fires.

Fires that killed people.

Destroyed other people.

He may not have set the fire in the loft that killed my father. That's looking increasingly unlikely. But he is still culpable for coercing a little girl into another arson where people died. We have had no contact with him. Unfortunately, in order to figure out everything possible about Louis and this entire shit storm, it was becoming painfully obvious that I was going to have to have a little sit down with that little fuck. Regardless of the instructions from Northrup to stay far away from him.

Defeated, I push the plate of eggs and toast across the table. We're sitting on the bench alongside one of the long metal tables. It's still covered with the stacks of letters and my notebooks. For a second I forget about Louis and Jeremy and remember I’ve got a conference call tomorrow with Icon Publishing.

A phone meeting that Louis and I were supposed to take together. I’d set it up before we’d organized our trips. Both of us decided we could be on the phone from anywhere, so we’d keep the appointment. It was only to finalize the cover and some minor details about distribution channels or some shit anyway.

But what the fuck do I know about business and distribution channels? That was Louis’s end of the deal. I created and he dealt with the bullshit business. Our arrangement was that Louis was acting on my behalf as my representative. For that I insisted he would get the standard 10 percent. I wanted to split it with him fifty-fifty, but it was a battle to get him to accept even 10 percent.

Ten percent of what though?

Who the hell knows what sales, if any, we were going to see from my little project. I don’t give a shit about that; I don’t care about the money. It’s never been a motivator for me.

I need to give these kids a voice. A loud-as-fuck voice. Because they were silenced for too damn long. That’s what matters to me. Not money.

“So what’s next?” Promise leans her cheek on my shoulder as she asks the question that is almost too big for an answer.

I steel myself for the backlash against what I have to say. “We’re staying here. I’m waiting for some information from some friends of mine that may help us find Jordan.”

“Staying here?” She lifts her head and scoots away from me on the bench. Turns and faces me. I am consumed by the fear and panic in her opal eyes. The strain in her voice grabs my heart and twists it within icy fingers.

“Yes, babe. We are not jumping on a plane to Egypt if that is what you are asking.”

I know damn well that is exactly what she is asking because she’s asked about a hundred times since we found out that Louis hadn’t taken Jordan to Animal Kingdom in Disney World after all.

“Why not?” The angry desperation in her voice tugs on every soft part of me.

There’s a thread of her hair dangling over her squinted left eye and her lashes catch it when she blinks. From the intensity of her glare, I’d guess she might be considering shanking me right now.

“Because the better part of any mission is planning and we’re still planning.”

I drag my fingers over the softness of her forehead. Push the renegade hair back into the family of blonde that hangs nearly to the middle of her back in ringlets and waves.

“So we just sit here?” she asks in a frustrated sigh. Her body is whipcord tense and ready to snap like a rubber band stretched too far. “I feel like my whole life, I’ve let things just happen. Been the victim and I’m tired. How much worse could it be to just get on a plane and go there and find them? I mean, you know how to do that, right? Find people that don’t want to be found?”

I shake my head and turn my body to face her, lifting one leg up and over to the other side of the bench so I'm straddling it. I lean in close.

“Babe, Egypt is very different than here. It’s dangerous in ways you haven’t ever seen. Ways you've never even thought of. Look, I’ve got some things started; there are some people that are doing some digging for me. Louis's plane hasn’t even landed yet, so for now we sit tight. I know it fucking sucks, babe.”

She leans forward and puts her forehead on my chest. I hate Louis right now, in a way that cuts me as deep as the helpless look in her eyes.

“How different can it be though? I mean, we’ve seen a lot of bad stuff between us. You’re like, trained for this. I’ve lived so many places, I can adapt to almost anywhere.” She looks up at me, so sure that somehow we can take care of this if we just get on a plane and follow them. She wants to feel like she’s doing something, and I get it. I do. The hardest part of any mission is waiting for the green light.

But she needs to realize that it's not that simple. It's never that simple.

“I remember this one time.” I clear my throat, gliding a hand along the back of her head and scooting closer to her. Her hands wrap around my waist and I pull her into me, lifting her legs to drape over mine as she faces the table and turns her head to the side against my shoulder. “I was in this foster home. Like, the third one I’d been in. The Perish’s house on Rolland Street, in the beautiful gated community of Bloomfield Estates.” I say it like it's an advertisement.

From our place on the bench I stare across the loft at the bolted door of the apartment, and an image of my dad and mom cuddled together like we are now crosses my mind. I shake it away.

“Anyway, so I’m in this house. There are two other kids there. Not fosters. Their own kids. I was their first system kid. They were decent folks, trying to do something nice, you know?” I chuckle. “Only, they weren’t ready for me. I was so fucking angry. They would cook breakfast and I'd refuse to eat. Their other two kids were about my age, wanted to be my friends. I refused to speak to them. Literally, I did not say a single word to them in the three weeks I was there. Ignored them like they didn't exist.”

“Wow. I guess I never pictured you being so . . . rude.”

“Yeah, well I was a lot of things. And rude was one of the better ones.” I laugh. “I lost twenty pounds in three weeks. I’d never refused to eat before, but they just put so much damn effort into the food thing. It was like they were doing me this huge favor by cooking all the fucking time and it pissed me off.”

“You can be very stubborn.” Promise shifts her weight against me and one of her hands comes up over my chest and stays there, flat over my heart.

“Well, they were in no way prepared for me. So, after three weeks, I was back at Boystown, just waiting for another family to take me for the eight-hundred and thirty-nine-dollar check that came with me every month.”

“And? So that’s it? You didn’t eat and you wouldn’t talk. That’s the story?”

I laugh and slide my hands along her cheeks, turning her head so she’d look up at me. She’s annoyed, her brow pinching together but she’s still the most beautiful creature I’ve ever encountered.

“Yes, that’s the story.” I lean down and steal a kiss, feeling the satin softness of her cheeks under my rough fingers. “But the point of the story is, they weren’t prepared for me. They walked into that situation wide-eyed and without enough planning.”

Promise’s cheeks flush and I feel them warm under my hands. “They had two kids already; I’m sure they thought they were prepared.”

“Exactly my point. They thought they had the skills. They assumed. They thought all kids must be the same. But they’re not. I was Cairo and they were Bloomfield. If we’re not prepared, we can’t help Jordan.”

She blinks and pulls her plump, pink lips to the side, and even in the midst of the storm we’re swirling in, I can’t stop my desire for her. It bubbles up from a place inside of me that only she can touch.

My phone makes a ting-ting alarm sound from atop the table where I’d set it down when we came back from the precinct.

I set the alarm yesterday, right after we’d said our vows. “We’ve been married exactly twenty-four hours. It’s our one-day anniversary, babe.”

“Not exactly what we expected. Not what I hoped for.”

I hate the sadness in her voice. I fucking hate it.

My job in this world is to make her smile and the world is not helping me fulfill that commitment right now.

“No, but we’re not going to stop living. My gut tells me Jordan is safe. I know Louis is off the rails but I honestly don’t think he would ever hurt Jordan.” I shake my head. “He doesn't have that in him. Something is wrong, but we’ve both seen him with Jordan over the last couple of months. You know what I'm talking about. He loves Jordan. I have a feeling, you know, I get those feelings, my spidey sense. Jordan's safe.”

She shakes her head and for the first time in the last three hours, I see the slightest upturn in the corners of those magical lips.

“You and your superpowers. You know, if you have so many superpowers, why don’t you have a cape? I’d maybe believe you more if you had a nice, long black cape. And tights. You’d look good in tights.” The lightness in her voice is beautiful.

Finally she softens and I love it. The weight of worry on her face lifts, just a hint.

“I like to stay incognito,” I say.

“Huh, yeah, you’re very incognito. That’s why wherever we go, people practically break their necks to get a look at you. You may as well be Batman. In tights.”

“Hey, I’ll take that as a compliment. I mean, if you could choose, you should always choose to be Batman, right? He’s got the coolest stuff. But,” I tap a finger on her nose as she crinkles it at me, “technically, he doesn’t have any superpowers. He’s a superhero, don’t get me wrong, but there’s a difference. I—” I reach down and maneuver one of her legs between us, and her canvas Tom’s loafer falls off and thunks onto the concrete floor. With a feigned dramatic grunt, I finally get her leg over the other side of the bench so she is facing me. Both her legs are draped over my thighs. “I, my dear, have superpowers.”

“I have superpowers too.” She emphasizes as she says ‘powers’ with the cutest half smirk, igniting the uncivilized parts of me, raising the damn flag.

“Yes, trust me, I am all too familiar with your superpowers.” I gather my arms around her waist and tug her as close to me as I can, her legs wide open. She brings her feet up to wrap around my waist as her arms snake around my neck.

I don’t know if it’s the right time, but I don’t give a shit. I reach around to the little velvet bag in my back pocket, dig two fingers in until I touch the satin drawstring and fish it out.

I attach my lips to her forehead again, feeling the warmth of her skin, running a hand up her spine and over her neck until my fingers entwine in her silken halo of hair.

I turn my lips to the side. “For you. Happy one-day anniversary.” I whisper into her forehead. Then I draw our faces apart as I bring the little white fabric bag into view.

I’d give her gifts every minute of every day just to see that sweet, unsuspecting look on her face. She still doesn’t realize what I would do for her. The lengths I would go to make sure she smiles.

“What?” She playfully slaps me on the upper arm. “You goof. This crazy, eight pound set of rings on my finger is enough. I don’t need gifts, Beck, I just need you.”

“Just take it. It’s not what you need, it’s what you deserve. And I need to make you smile; that’s my damn job and I take it seriously.” A sense of overwhelming possession draws my chest tight. I still don’t know if she realizes just what it feels like for me to be with her. That every part of her belongs to me and I will never, ever let her go.

Ever.

Her hands come up to clutch the bag and I lean back a few inches to watch her. She’s trying not to smile and that’s almost better than if she did smile. It's just playing around her lips, tweaking the corners. That little girl inside her who’s always felt worthless is silently clapping and jumping up and down.

I push her hair behind each ear and gather it back over her shoulders before bringing my hands around to encircle her waist. I love holding her here, at her center of herself. Her waist curves in perfectly as the counterbalance to the most amazing breasts in the universe and the swell of her round ass. A beautiful hourglass.

“Open it,” I urge. “The bag isn’t the gift, you know.” I want to see her face light up.

She flashes the brilliant white of her teeth behind the perfect pink of her glossy lips as she pushes her index fingers inside the top of the gathered velvet and slowly pulls it open.

It’s a personal challenge right now not to lay her back and eat her while she opens the gift. I mean, what could be better than that? The beast inside of me wants to claw at her, turn her over and make us both forget the ominous clouds that hang over us. My desire to conquer her even as she gives herself to me is unlike anything I’ve felt before.

I know it's not just the gift that blushes her cheeks and widens her eyes. It’s that the gift comes from me. And that only makes it harder to keep the fucking caveman from taking over at that moment.

She spreads the bag and lowers it to see inside. Two fingers pinch into the opening and bring out a white paper, about the size of a business card, tied with a satin ribbon the same translucent shade of blue as her eyes.

The bow holds a delicate platinum chain, and as she pulls it out the pendant on the bottom of the chain appears.

Her fingers lift the little card, my barely legible scratch scrawled over it.

 

I cherish you. This is the first day of all the days that my purpose in life is to make you happy . . . as my wife. Happy One-Day Anniversary, babe. I love you more than you could ever know. I’ve got you.

Beck

 

I slip my hands back down to the small of her back, pushing up the silk blouse. Her skin is flushed warm and it makes my fingertips feel alive. I want this moment to be hers. I don’t want anything else to intrude. But I can’t help the way she churns my insides, turning my lust into something alive, with its own will and its own teeth. It takes so much effort to hold back.

She cups the pendant in her other hand, tips her head to the side to get a better look, and more of her smile covers the stunning fragile beauty of her face.

“It’s . . . more than beautiful.” Her eyes well and her hand shakes.

“Here. I want to see this where it should be.”

I bring my hands to the chain, working the little clasp as she stares at the custom-made pendant. It is an intricate script of a ‘B’ and a ‘P,’ woven together and set with seventy-two tiny diamonds. The individual letters are clear but still intricately designed to be part of the other. Intertwined. Like us. Forever.

I bring the chain around and fix the clasp together at the back of her neck.

“Thank you.” She lets the pendant hang and her hands come to rest on either side of my jaw. “It’s the best present ever.”

The fire in my belly spews like lava, sending heat through my veins as she looks into my eyes with everything she has.

I finger the pendant before settling it between the swell of her breasts. The perfect place for it.

She takes a breath. “Am I a horrible person because I can’t stop thinking about you? I mean, I'm thinking about you in ways that may not be appropriate, considering what’s going on right now.” She crinkles her nose before continuing. “I mean, I can’t stop worrying about Jordan, but I get it. We can't make a move right now. I also can’t stop thinking about . . .” Promise blinks slowly, her lips open and her sweet, warm breath mixes with my own, making my insides buzz.

I want to kiss her like the first time we kissed. It feels new. Every damn time.

She lights up new parts of me every day, and this soft, curvy creature has superpowers I couldn’t begin to fight.

I shake my head slowly. “You are not horrible,” I say, tracing the planes of her face with my rough fingertips. Soothing her. She can do no wrong as far as I’m concerned. “You are magnificent. And caring and amazing and kind. And I want to make love to you as much now as I did the first time. I want you to feel good, that’s all I ever want and there is nothing wrong with that. Not even right now.”
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Beckett

We both need this. We need to remind ourselves of what it is to be human, to be alive. I need to fuck her. Promise needs to know that I'm here. And I'll always be here. I need her to understand that.

I think we are both ambivalent about the lust we're feeling right now. But we can't seem to pack it away, despite everything that's happened in the last few hours.

Better to go with it and feel that connection.

She's wearing the outfit I bought for her, the one she was going to wear for our trip to Fiji. The soft, snow-white linen slacks and the lilac silk blouse hug every turn and swell of her amazing body. Only that outfit won’t be getting on a plane today. Plans have changed. But she still looks as beautiful now as she would on any tropical island.

There is a burst of warmth inside my chest as my eyes hook hers. She shifts and pushes her body against mine. Instinctively, my hands slip low, dragging her ass up so the spread of her legs is now on top of my already painful, throbbing hard on.

There is no part of her that my lips haven’t touched these last few weeks, but it will never be enough. It has only driven my need for her farther into my soul. I’m a junkie and she’s my drug of choice.

Light streams through the high windows of the loft. Fingers of dusty sunshine dance over half her face, leaving the other half in shadow. As I bring my lips to hers, her tongue seeks me out first and all I can think about is being inside her, her pussy gripping every inch of me. She'll never know in a thousand years what it feels like when I’m inside her. It’s a miracle I can’t begin to describe. There just aren't the words in any language. Her pussy is just that damn good.

Our kiss is stirring parts of me that will soon take over, extinguishing any rational thought that's left. So as much as I want to kiss her and kiss her–and go on kissing her–until the damn cows come home, I take a ragged breath through my nose and pull my lips from hers, then rest my forehead on hers and take a deep, slow breath.

“Are you sure, babe?” I breathe her in, enjoying the scent of her, the feel of her. “You’re revving my engine. And once we’re off the starting line there’s no stopping this. Not until we’ve gone a few hard laps around the track.”

I want her to be the voice of reason. She’s got to be the voice of reason here. Because I am not thinking with anything other than my dick right now. And it's not just because I’m a ravenous whore when it comes to her. I want to make her feel something else, something other than fear and worry, until we know how to proceed. Until we have something solid.

“I’m very sure.” She wiggles the soft heat between her legs on top of an erection that is ready to unzip my damn pants for me.

Her soft hug turns to a locked down embrace, like she’s afraid I’m going to let her go. She’s squeezing so tight around my neck it’s hard to get my next breath.

I open my mouth, about to speak. About to give her one more chance to settle this down. And her lips are on me, her mouth warm–sweet–the taste of mint still lingering from the tea I made her when we got back from the police station.

I’m falling for her all over again. Every day, every time she shows me that part of her that wants me like I want her, I fall in love with her all over again.

She makes me believe there is a God. Because feelings like this must be divine.

She pulls back from me, gasping for air, and her arms tighten another notch around my neck. I gather her higher and harder against me, and she leans in with all her soft curves.

The warmth of her cheek scratches against my unshaved face and I feel her breath in my ear.

Her lips brush the shell of my ear as she hisses, “I need you. I need you to bring me that peace. Take me to that place where I don’t think anymore. Where I don’t remember.”

She’s the tigress. She tightens her limbs around me, the miracle between her legs spreading and clutching over the steel length beating its way out of my zipper. Even through the layers of our clothing, I can feel the heated need of her cunt beating in time with my heart.

Her pussy calls to me like a demon to a broken soul.

Sometimes I make love to her, slow and steady, gliding in and out as I whisper with each movement, telling her how it feels—how high she takes me.

But not today. I can feel it: what she needs—what I need—and when I give it to her, it will hurt. My muscles tighten, my arms around her waist gripping so hard they're like a prison. The subtle sway of her hips is nothing compared to the force of my upward thrust against her open legs.

“You want me? You need me inside of you?” I hiss into her ear as I stand, lifting us as one and stepping over the bench. I step toward the bed, intending to make her forget everything but the pounding of my cock in her pussy.

My pussy. I own it.

The outside world can fucking wait.

“Yes.” Her breath comes in fits. “I need you.” She turns her face to mine and our kiss is not soft.

Our teeth knock together as our lips open. Our tongues go to war, each of us fighting to bring what the other needs. I listen to the sharp inhales she steals around our kiss, the growing moans from us both fill the loft and I think of all the ways I will give her what she deserves.

Peace.

Peace that comes from me.

From my cock. From my hand. From the bliss that comes from a bit of pain.

She honors me when she allows herself to surrender utterly to my will. When she trusts me beyond any other force in this world.

Today, what she needs will sting.

It will mark her, and I will make her cry out, but I promise it will bring her the peace she needs.

I breathe into our kiss as her flavor runs through me like fire. Every part of her has a distinct taste and I’ve memorized them all.

“Hold on.” I seethe as my hands let go of her ass and she clings to me like a spider, leaning back just enough for me to work the buttons down the silk of her blouse. I watch as the pendant falls between her tits. Tits which I intend to bite hard enough so she knows who they belong to.

In three steps I’m at the bed, my mind tangled with how to begin. How to bring her what she needs as quickly as possible.

“Stand up,” I order as I unfasten the last button on her blouse.

I move my hands under her arms, lifting and steadying her until she plants her feet on the mattress. We are face to face and I still barely understand how she can’t grasp just how stunning she is.

For a long moment I forget to breathe, staring into the face that God must have carved out of a thousand angels just for me.

A pink blush rises on her cheeks, her lips darkening as they hang open. Her soft sweet breath comes faster as her eyes look to me for direction.

For protection.

The blouse is a memory, tossed aside as I bury my face into that sensuous place at the base of her neck. I kiss her there as I run my hands up and down her bare back, stopping only to unclasp her bra. I hate it at that moment. It's the only thing keeping her tits from pressing against me.

When our bodies come together, chest to chest, heart to heart, the animal in me starts to claw its way out. There is an ascension of the energy between us when that happens. We couple like intricate puzzle pieces made only for each other.

Our breath is warming the air around us. Every movement is beautiful. She arches into me when I finally free her from the fabric keeping her tits from my mouth.

I pull her back, sending my teeth onto her lush orb, pulling on the hard, round peak until she yelps and her nails cut like razors into my shoulders.

We go from zero to sixty in the blink of an eye. We are breath and arms and flesh and need. It grips me low in my gut. The tension. The tightness that only she’s ever been able to bring me. It’s carnal. Instinct. We both want to fuck away everything that's happened.

It’s not about me. It’s about her. It’s about how badly I want to give her things no one else can. How badly I want to hear the sounds of her pleasure until her voice is raw and her body is slack. My dick will be the first and last to ever bring her this kind of pleasure.

I want to feel the cum run out of her like a river, as I drink her in, as I settle my mouth between her legs and feel that magic engulf me when she cums on my face, over and over.

My hands grip each breast, holding them high and together as my mouth devours her, leaving red and purple marks which make the beast in me even more ravenous. I can’t stop moving from one side to the other, worshipping her, sucking her deep and full into my mouth as my tongue explores the tightening texture of her nipples.

My fingertips dig into her as my teeth bear down between her tits, where I have pushed them together. I lay my mark on one side, then the other, and though she is yelping and wincing, her hands move to the back of my head. She pushes me deeper into the softness of her chest.

Heat is growing between us, like we are beginning to glow as we are joined. The intensity rises as I increase the depth of my bite.

I release her when I feel her body start to shake and her high pitched yelp begins to crack her voice. She lets out a quivering sigh and melts into me, my arms holding her in place even as I feel her legs starting to give way.

“You trust me?” I bring my hand around from her back and cup her chin.

Her eyes are already drooping, unfocused, and I see her swallow, trying to make sense of my question. I squeeze her chin, giving her a sharp smack on the side of her ass with my other hand, focusing her.

“Owww.”

“Answer me,” I grunt.

“Yes.” She’s back with me, her eyes on mine.

“With everything? With all of you?”

She nods, but the beast inside me isn’t satisfied. He always wants more.

“Say it. Tell me what you know I want to hear.” My brow draws together, the tendons in my neck stand out. But even though I want to give her pain, I don’t want to hurt her.

I want to help her.

“I trust you. I trust you with all of me. I belong to you. All of me to all of you.” Her voice deepens with each word. Her hands move to the sides of my face as my own breath deepens and I feel like a predator looking at his willing prey.

She gives me exactly what I want, and it only serves to sear my ownership of her into me deeper. I need to ravish her until she’s near ruin, because in my crazed brain, I want to take all her soft innocence and make her filthy. Covered with my cum, her body wracked with so many orgasms she craves me constantly.

I fight with the button on her slacks, then the zipper, and suddenly I’m tearing them off of her, looping one arm around her waist, lifting her.

She kicks her feet as I raise her upright off the bed, sending them away, and as the white fabric settles on the floor around my feet I lay her down, taking in the glory of her form.

The sounds she’s making, soft and needy as my eyes drift up to hers, have my cock leaking pre-cum, soaking my boxers.

She’s watching me watch her.

Then she looks at my lips as she licks her own. She is everything sexy in this world to me, driving a stake through my heart as the mixture of voluptuous innocence and tangible sexual need shoots from her eyes.

Every time she pushes me to where I am now, this place where something inside of me turns and I can’t fight the primal need to exert my ownership over her. I need to penetrate her in every way until she bends to my will.

“Spread your legs. You know better.” My voice is raw; my face is strained as my hands drop to the buckle on my belt.

The clinking sound is all I hear next to my heart racing as I release the metal, the swoosh as I jerk the length of leather from fabric, doubling it over in my hands and snapping it against my other open palm.

Her eyelids flutter as she raises both hands above her head and her knees fall open. This is the position she knows I demand, the rules we’ve established when we fall into these moments. It should be instinct for her, but that single moment of doubt has earned her exactly what we both need.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her eyes pinned on mine. There is no fear because she knows I will only take her as far as she needs to go.

“What do you do when I lay you down like this? What do I want when I put you here?”

She takes a breath before the words come, her knees falling open several more inches. The animal in me growls and rears up as I admire her, admire the stunning pink, curvy magnificence of what belongs to me.

The gash between her legs is slick with juice. Her body calls to me. The way her curves soften as she stretches out, offering all of her to do as I wish. The scent of her lust hits me like a hammer and I want in there deep.

My mouth waters as my eyes drift slowly over every succulent inch of her.

I want it all. I want to know all about her. Before I met Promise I didn't know shit about what clothes sizes meant. I'd never bought anything for a woman, never had any desire to make decisions about what they wore. Such meaningless choices. I never even wanted to buy shit for a woman before her.

But wanting Promise means wanting her completely. I know to most guys that's weird shit, but I want to know everything. Every time she has a cramp, every thought and feeling, every measurement.

I know her bra size is 36D, her waist is 37. I know her pants are a size 14. I even know the different styles of panties she likes to wear, depending on the time of the month. I know everything. And as for the panties, she's quickly learning that they're becoming unnecessary. Soon I'll ban them altogether. Because I need fucking access. Skirts and no panties. That will be the new dress code.

But that order will wait a bit longer. I'm fucking busy right now.

I tip my head waiting for her answer. She’s spread wide now, doing what I wish, but I need her to acknowledge with words where she fell short.

She understands what we're doing. I’m a demanding fuck in a lot of ways, but I give more than I take.

“When you lay me down . . .” She takes a slow inward breath, her chest rising as she pushes up on her toes a few inches, scooting her feet even farther apart to please me.

Which it fucking does.

She bites her lip before she continues. My hands are firm on her bent knees, the belt dangling from my grip. I lean forward, unable to keep myself from being drawn closer to the scent of her pussy. It has its claws dug into me like a raptor.

“ . . . when you lay me down, you want to see all of me. I’m supposed to show you what’s yours. Open myself to you, willingly giving myself to you.”

“Good girl. So why didn’t you do that when I put you down? Why did you close your legs? You know that's insulting to me, when you cover what’s mine.” My voice rumbles in my chest as my eyes eat her from above.

Even I don’t completely understand it, this fire that she brings out in me. She’s my sickness. Her body is my playground. Her orgasm is my fix.

“I’m sorry. I forgot, you can be very distracting, you know.” She gives me a wide-eyed, lost-at-sea look and all I want to do is ram my tongue inside her pussy so far she’ll think time has stopped.

My eyes linger on her coy lips, the smallest of vixen smiles playing over them, turning them upward. It contrasts with her ivory-doll-like innocence. It makes me feel like a newly released convict, ready to raise hell on a sacrificial virgin.

Her belly trembles.

Good, I’ve trained her well. Her body knows what’s coming and it’s all good for her. She knows there is a buffet of quivering orgasms coming her way. I won’t stop until her cum is dripping down the insides of her luscious thighs and her voice is raw from screaming my name.

The streams of light make stripes across her soft flesh. The belt in my hand is twitching, ordering me to mark her. I’ve never used a belt on her before, just my hand. And when we played like that, when the time was right and we were both in that headspace, it was like nothing I’ve ever experienced.

She’s eyeing me, then the belt, then back to me. Waiting like a good, sweet slut. A flicker of excited fear crosses her face as I tighten my hand on her left knee, pressing it over toward the other, turning her.

“Ass up,” I order.

She gives me one last sideways glance before inhaling deeply. As she maneuvers onto her knees, head down on the soft white duvet, I hear her release the air from her lungs and relax.

Yes, relax. No, it’s more than that. She’s giving herself to me, to do as I wish, putting her trust in me to give her what she needs.

She knows I will stop in a second if she says the word. From the first time I brought my hand on her ass, we entered into this contract. She has the power to stop anything if it is too much for her. One word and it all stops. We regroup.

It hasn’t happened, but she has that power. She has more power than she knows.

I double the belt over, smacking it down twice into my own palm, gauging the sting. The sight of her ripe, round ass, and the contrast of the pink, wet gash of her pussy, turns my thoughts more depraved than usual.

Her fingers tighten on the snow white fabric. Her eyes close and she pushes her weight back toward me another inch. Inside my head the beast is buzzing, screaming for his own perverse desire.

But this moment is for us both.

The first smack of the leather on her ass lights the room with her sensuous, painful gasp. Her body shudders and her mouth opens. It stings, but it doesn’t hurt. I would never hurt her; only give her the sensation she craves. And if the rush of clear, sweet cream from her pussy is any indication, I’ve hit the damn sweet spot.

“Good girl.”

I cock back and let another slap ignite across her white flesh.

Two crimson stripes appear immediately, and the sight of them–my marks on her–has my dick raging and turns my mind manic. My flesh crawls with heat.

I don’t know how she becomes more beautiful in these moments, but she does. I couldn’t desire her any more if she was every fucking Victoria’s Secret model bundled into one.

Her face relaxes. Her mind is clearing. And when she is in this moment, there is a peacefulness that comes over her. The sensation is not just pain. It focuses her. And she knows it ignites something in both of us that only makes what comes next deeper and more passionate than any previous measure.

Twice more I bring down the belt. Promise yelps through her smile and I watch the muscles in her back tighten. My dick is leaking and I practically cum all over myself looking at how fucking beautiful she is. But I talk myself down. I get it under control, because one cardinal rule is my girl always cums first.

“Good girl.” I drop the belt, my fingertips grazing over the four stripes, two on each side. Promise melts into the bedding. “Did you like that?”

“Mmmm.”

It’s all I get but the sound is like music. A softness in her voice tells me she is gone for the moment, gone from all the things that cloud her head. She is completely mine and I plan to show her exactly what that means to me.

My heart melts. The stress is draining from both of us and in its place is a raw, tense, sexual energy just waiting to be released.

My mouth is watering. No, practically drooling, as I kick off my boots and drop trou in six seconds flat. Before she can take her next breath, both my hands are firmly on top of the heated, red skin of her ass. As fast as humanly possible, I spread her with my hands, drop down and ram my tongue as far as I can into her sweet, soaking pussy.

Both of us let out a moan that would have put any neighbors we had on notice. But since we are the only ones in the building, our sounds echo in the ceiling and make me hotter than an angry hornet.

Her silky, sweet cunt is running like a river. I drop the belt, snaking two fingers gently over the rising pink streaks, listening to the subtle changes in her breathing as I lower my face and replace my fingers with my tongue. Tracing the lines, I exchange my tongue with kisses, my hands digging into the lush flesh of her backside until I moan along with her.

“Beck . . .” she whines.

“You needy, babe?” I drag my face lower, spreading her ass cheeks with the dig of my massive hands, breathing on her soaking cunt, teasing her. Her lust smells like sex candy and it’s hard as fuck not to dive right in, but I want her quivering and begging. “Touch yourself, let me see your fingers inside you. Get some of this sweet pussy on your fingers and taste yourself.”

I don’t know what I love more: fucking her, eating her, or watching her masturbate. The first time I had her Jill-off for me, she was so cute. The hint of embarrassed innocence only made me hotter than fuck, but since then, she’s learned how much it pleases me to watch her touch herself. And I’m the luckiest fuck on the planet because my girl seems to like to please me as much as I like to please her.

She slips her arm down below her body, coming up right in front of my face where I’m still locked behind her, admiring all that is mine with my hands, keeping her spread open and my eyes glued to the shiny, silk gash that has my name written all over it.

“That’s it, babe. Show me what that pussy likes.”

Her fingers tremble as she settles them into the masterpiece of pink folds, stroking her clit, circling it and letting out her special musical fuck-me noises until my cock is near shooting off in my pants.

It’s more than I can take. When two of her fingers disappear into her soaking snatch, it’s my moment; I drive my face in, following her, kissing and licking where her fingers pump in and out. The sensation of her fingers under my tongue stroking herself and the flavour of her arousal tighten my balls until I see stars.

“Ummm, please . . .” Promise’s legs are quivering along with her voice.

“Drop that hand, babe, I’ll take it from here. Push your pussy back on my mouth and I’ll give you what you need.”

I eat her drenched pussy buffet until she can’t hold herself up. Then I flip her over, spread her legs until she yelps liked a kicked puppy and settle my mouth between her legs again, sucking down hard on her clit.

She tastes like every fantasy I’ve ever had. Sweeter, more sensual than anything I could imagine. The flavor runs directly from my mouth to my dick until I’m so hard I could cut glass.

My tongue dances around her swollen nub and I suck down until she gushes. I hear the music start to come from her. Her hips convulse and flounce under my face and I keep working, slamming two fingers into the river that pours out of her.

She moans my name until it seems as if she knows no other words right now and that’s how it damn well should be. My name is the only word she can form when she cums.

She twists as the orgasm takes over, practically knocking me backward, but my other hand keeps my little bronco’s thigh set tight. I drag my teeth over her clit until my face is soaked and she shakes like a damn earthquake. When she screams my name one more time and her voice gives out, my job here is done.

Well, not done. Never done.

Never.
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Promise

I've orgasmed three times already, just from Beckett's mouth.

The thundering waves of back to back climaxes flow through me and over me, pushing the storm to the very back of my mind. Not forgotten. I can't forget what's going on with Louis and Jordan and Holly. But it's no longer my focus. And I have Beckett to thank for that.

Beckett’s tongue does things to me I still don’t understand. He is everywhere at once, devouring me as if making me cum is the most important mission of his life.

The warmth and throbbing that radiate from where the belt met my flesh only adds to the overwhelming sensations that completely envelop me as his tongue and fingers work magic.

“God, Beck, please, that’s enough, I can’t cum anymore—” My voice breaks and cracks when I try to say his name one last time.

As soon as the words leave my lips, I know it’s a mistake. Beckett halts his movements for a moment and I can almost hear the cogs whirring inside his head. His eyes raise to look at me, and I realize I’ve just challenged him.

“We’ll see about that, babe.” He smiles before he attacks me again.

One finger, then two push deep inside me, slipping easily in and out with the slick juice he’s created between my legs. I can feel it running down the insides of my thighs, pooling on the white duvet below my butt.

The tension between us tangles until it’s like we’ve melded together. My pleasure is his pleasure. He moans into my folds, sounding lost in the moment, just like me.

I look down just as he looks up. This is the moment that always slays me. Seeing the desire in his face. His desire to watch me; to know he’s giving me pleasure is enough to push me over the edge again.

The tension gathers low. I keep my eyes on his as he locks them onto mine. His tongue spins around my clit. Then down. Then back. Fingers moving faster and faster, ramming in my cunt until the tingling tightness starts. The last thing I see before my eyes close is the hint of his smile. A flash of that chipped front tooth and then I’m lost again in a climax that jerks my thighs together, slapping and trapping his face between my legs.

I make sounds I’ve never made before. Like an animal in the midst of some perfect torment, a sensual pain that elevates me to something above this plane of existence.

I lose complete control over my muscles. My body jerks and my hips gyrate on his face. My fingers pull at his hair and my brain completely shuts off.

Just the way he planned.

I feel the vibration of his words as he growls into my body. I cum on his face.

“My pussy. My cum. My good girl.”

He talks into me like this often. At first it felt strange.

He’s talking into my pussy.

But Beckett is so unflinchingly confident. So unaffected. So completely alive in every moment. I find it beautiful now, and it makes me feel incredibly cherished.

Besides, it just feels good. Those low baritone vibrations spoken into my soaking girl parts are not without their own sort of tingle.

My eyes begin to focus as he crawls up on top of me. I turn to melted butter at the mere sight of his magnificence. My hands were born to be on his body. I love the contrast of his smooth, soft skin over a hardness that radiates pure physical power. The way the burned skin feels slick, different from the rest.

He is a man in ways I didn’t understand until I met him. Power does not come from bravado nor arrogance nor boisterous frat boy stupidity.

Beckett is power. A true, masculine power that is as loud as it is silent. His calm, unflappable countenance draws me to him like light into dark. I want to tuck myself under his wings, to crawl inside him and feel the peace that he brings me.

His body bridges over me. My hands draw up from his shoulders. I feel the movement of each tendon under sweat slick skin as the head of his enormous cock presses upward between my legs.

“Open,” he demands. “Spread your legs, babe. Open those knees and show me what’s mine. Only mine.”

I do as I’m told, the tingling tightening into a knot in my core as he rears back, licks his lips and shakes his head, looking at my open snatch.

“That’s my horny cunt, isn’t it?” He licks his lips and waits for my nod. “That’s right.” He sinks two fingers into my dripping opening in one solid movement and brings them, soaking wet, to his lips. “You’ll never get wet for anyone but me. Only me.”

I lay open for him, and after a long silence he shifts down lower. I raise my own body, wanting him inside me even after he’s made me cum at least four times with his mouth. Wanting him fully. Completely.

His brow knits together as he brings his face down to mine. I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips before he takes my mouth. Tasting my own arousal on him makes my belly flutter. I let out a whimper into our kiss.

He pulls back, his face intense, those eyes that could melt candles lock onto mine and my hands cradle his cheeks while his cock dances at my opening.

I want him inside me, more than I want my next breath. But somehow he holds steady, watching me.

“What? Please. I want you, now.” I whine and wiggle my hips up toward him but he counters backward and I whimper in frustration.

I smell the hint of his clean aftershave as he brings his lips down to my ear.

“Do you have any idea how much I love you?”

He pushes forward. The first brush of his cock sends electricity pulsating over my skin. I draw in a sharp breath and he glides inside, spreading me, pushing his cock slowly where I want all of him right now.

“How much?” I mutter as he draws back, making me gasp. How can a body crave something so deeply? I don't just want his cock inside of me. I feel like I may die if I don't get it.

He’s playing with me. “I love you past the stars. Out there in the universe where there is no time, no measure of things in this world. I love you in a way that no one else on this earth can. Not in this life and not after.”

His face hovers above mine. His lips part. His tongue comes out to taste mine as he presses up and inside of me, every muscle in his torso like stone as he brings every inch of himself into my body. Until I’m stretched and full, and the pain is as beautiful and pleasurable as him.

“God, more.” I try to raise myself and arch into him but his body is in control. He is in control, just as he's always in control. He draws back and pushes home faster. Harder. His lips are on mine, stealing away the moan from my lips, wrenching it from my chest as my heart strains to beat fast enough.

Our tongues entwine as he grinds down into me. Flesh slaps, then he slows, gently moving the hard plane of his body against me. One of his hands reaches down and he raises his body slightly.

A tremor engulfs me as his fingertips reach between us and he parts my outer lips, splaying my pussy open. Beck presses his body down to keep me spread wide, my clit firm against his hard flesh.

He moves down onto his elbows, keeping one hand behind my head, taking control and pulling me to the side as his mouth traces kisses and licks down from my ear, traversing my neck like a seductive snake as he moves his hips in graceful motion.

“You’re my beautiful little girl.”

My body consumes his length again and again as he thrusts onto me and into me. My legs spread wider until my hips ache. I want him deeper, deeper. I want every inch of him until he tears at me, morphing the pain into stunning pleasure that leaves me melted under him.

“God, babe, the noises you make . . . you’re going to make me cum just listening to you,” He whispers and I can hear the smile in his voice.

He's right. The noises I'm making, the moans of pleasure, they're coming from places inside me I didn’t even know existed.

His body blankets me. Claims me from head to toe. I begin to quake as he presses down, in and out, back and forth, until I’ve flown beyond this world to somewhere higher. Shaking and cumming. He moves faster and faster, rising up over me, gripping my legs behind the knees, pulling me high and wide as his face turns into a primal grimace.

The orgasm hits me like soft punches from sensual velvet fists, driving the air from my lungs. My body hurts as Beckett growls and buries himself as deep as he’s ever gone, his cock thick and forceful as his fingertips dig into the soft flesh of my legs. I’m completely at his mercy.

I am immersed in the view of his magnificence. He dwarfs me in his masculinity and his power. The scars on his face become something more, something stunningly beautiful.

“God, babe, so fucking good—” His hips churn forward and back, his face tight, eyes focused on me.

“I want your cum.” I breathe the words, not even a whisper, but he still hears me and I know that it will push him over the edge.

“It’s all yours, babe. Every drop is going into that sweet pussy of yours. So spread those lips because my cock is ready to come home.”

He draws his hands up my calves, pulling my legs even wider and as his cock thickens, I feel the tearing. He slams so hard into me that my arms shoot out to grab handfuls of bedding to steady myself.

With a roar, he seats himself as deep as my body can take. The last slam of his hips against my open, swollen pussy is enough to push me into one more wave of orgasm, leaving us both panting and covered in sweat.

His cock explodes. I feel the rush of his sticky, hot cum. Feeling him gush inside me is as close to heaven as I have been.

A few labored breaths and he focuses those breathtaking eyes back on me, breaking into his signature post-sex smile.

“That is world class pussy, babe. How do you make it better every time?” He chuckles as he softly moves my legs back down with a gentle caress before he lets go.

“I have superpowers too.” I giggle, wincing as every movement reminds me of how deep he went.

“Super pussy. That’s what you’ve got down there and it’s going to be the death of me. I may just fuck you until my damn cock falls off, you’re that good.”

He comes back down and kisses my neck, his cock still buried inside me.

“What are you doing?” I mutter into his neck as he starts to move again.

“Testing your superpowers.” He takes my mouth in his, loops his powerful arms around my waist and in a single, graceful movement, he flips us over, mounting me on top of him. “I want to see what else you can do.”

His hands rest on my hips, swaying me back and forth. I shake my head, closing my eyes against the pleasure beginning to build yet again.

“You have no off switch.”

“Not with you.” He licks his lips. “Besides, we are technically on our honeymoon, so I need to up my game. If you’re still able to walk, we aren’t done.”

His fingertips trace up my sides so softly I can barely feel it, but my skin tingles and I begin to jerk and quiver.

His powerful hands cup my breasts, shooting new vibrations of lust through me. He is so distractingly gorgeous laying there under me, all hard and masculine. I nearly forget the burning pain between my legs.

He knows how to move. Even though parts of my brain want to be left alone, he shifts and takes control of my hips. Within thirty seconds I am liquid, following in his wake.

“Let me see you cum again. I love your sounds. How innocent you look. Show me, babe, show me that face. The face only I can give you.”

I catch a glimpse of myself in the enormous windows on the south wall of the loft. My belly is creased horizontally as I lean forward and for a split second I disconnect, creases lining my face. My eyes narrow, then squeeze shut as an unwelcome thought pierces the moment.

As soon as it happens I wish it hadn’t, because spidey doesn’t miss much.

“Did you just look at yourself and then make that face?” Beckett’s voice loses its lusty humor. Now it’s steel. Hard and sharp.

I consider lying, but that is Beckett’s hot button. The most grievous of sins. So I screw up my face, pull my lips to the side and give in to the little nod.

“Seriously?” He digs harsh fingertips into my hips until I make that puppy yelp. “Look again. Right fucking now. Look into that window.” His commanding voice sends a chill through my body even as his dick fattens inside of me.

I lift my eyes, taking a deep breath, then push gently up off his chest to sit tall. It seems strange to have him so far inside me with neither of us moving. Like some crazy tableau.

His hands let go of my hips, then tighten at my waist, squeezing, thumbs rubbing up and down under my belly button. He’s focused on the softest, squishiest part of my tummy and I look away from the reflection.

I barely feel his hand leave my waist before I feel the sting of his spank on the side of my ass.

“Ow!”

“Yeah, ‘Ow.’ Look at yourself, I said.”

“I’m looking!” I snap back, pouting, and another sharp smack lands on top of the last one.

I’ve learned that the smacks get exponentially more painful on top of each other.

I’ve also learned I like it.

A lot.

I have quit trying to understand it. Beckett brings me that little bit of pain and it does things to me. That's all I know. It's all I need to know. The pain does things.

Good things.

It sharpens my mind.

Right now, he’s trying to shut out the noise in my head. He's trying to get me to focus. And it’s working.

“Keep your eyes on that window,” his voice rumbles under me. The playful Beckett that was here a minute ago is long gone.

The side of my butt warms as he starts to move beneath me, both his hands covering my tits as they sway with my movement. Then his thumbs and forefingers roll my nipples, making me gasp, and his hips rock me back and forth. His cock is somewhere near my pancreas.

“Look at yourself and see yourself through my eyes. What I see is beauty beyond any measure. Straight out of a fairy tale where the townspeople tell folk stories about the goddess in the clouds. The mythical creature that drives me practically crazy every fucking morning when I wake up and see her next to me. But it’s more than how you look, it’s you. Magic lives inside of you. You are everything to me.”

Through my reflection, I can see my body moving, swaying, as his cock strokes into me and out of me. My lips fall open as our slick bodies find their rhythm and we become one. We are soaking each other and the sheets.

A low hum builds inside of me. He controls my hips, my body. He bends his knees to push himself up higher and the hum steadily grows into a warmth that moves and gathers in my core.

The friction between our bodies heats my skin. Beckett locks his grip on my ass now, shifting me forward and back. I feel the thickest part of him moving in and out, making me suck in a breath to steady myself. But I don’t take my eyes from the reflection. It’s riveting. And in one fleeting moment, I see it too and it brings me peace.

The same beauty that he sees. I'm not embarrassed to recognize it, not self-conscious nor modest. The beauty isn't mine, it's ours, and I'm fixated.

“That’s it. You are more spectacular than my highest high. Every time I look at you, every time you let me make love to you, you are more beautiful than the last time. And you are mine.” The timbre in his voice lowers to a growl. His body moves faster, jerking me to and fro over the hard plane of his lower abdominals.

My hair falls over my face. My hands cling to his forearms as they control our bodies, working them together, in time. I’m so full, his size beyond what I think I can take. And yet.

I do.

I choke on the gasp and the silent scream that rip through my lungs as the tingle races up from my toes. My hips take on a life of their own. Beckett lifts his head to watch me and I feel his cock turn to stone.

We are as together as two people can be, moving as one. He makes a deep, thundering noise as my body gushes and tightens around the base of his exploding cock. We cum in unison and it makes us both shudder. I can't control my hands as they turn to claws. My nails score the flesh of his hard muscle.

He pushes me down onto him as hard as he ever has, and that burning comes yet again as he seats himself into my core and fills me with his cum.

I am covered in a sheen of sweat. My hair clings to it, the hard peaks of my nipples pushing through the wild ivory strands. I puff out some air, trying to keep from sucking my hair down my throat, as I pant and breathe like I’ve just run for my life.

His grip is like iron on the round base of my ass. The sting from the belt is still a low throb and the mess between my legs runs down and over his hips.

We look at each other. The love in his eyes still startles me sometimes. It takes us a good minute or more to catch our breath.

“Shower?” he says on a raspy exhale.

I nod, unable to figure out how to form the simple words I need at that moment.

“You feel better, babe?” He gathers me against him. By now I instinctively know not to even think about dismounting. That's not his way.

He intends to carry me to the bathroom while he is still inside me. So I wrap my arms around his neck as he settles his warm lips onto mine. He shifts to the edge of the bed, and I wrap my legs around him, locking them behind his back so that when he stands I cling to him like a baby.

“Yes. I feel better, Daddy.” I throw in the playful title when it feels right. And right now it does, because he takes care of me in ways I didn’t know someone could.

“Good girl.”

As he takes a few steps from the bed, his phone dings with a text. Then another ding. Then two more all right in succession. All of a sudden, everything that's going on is right at the forefront of my mind again.

But he doesn’t stop walking.

“Beck, your phone—it could be news about Jordan or something.”

“Could be,” he agrees. “But right now, we’ll finish what we started. Shower first, then phone. Whatever it is, it will wait.”

But what if it won’t?
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Beckett

We kiss and let the water fall over us until our fingers prune and my ever present hard on doesn't give up, ready for another round. But I can see the tension in Promise's face. She's done here.

I nod. “Okay, babe, let's see what the message is all about.”

The shower became a place where we connected in a different way.

Sure, we connect in lots of ways, but besides the sex, it’s intimate.

I love soaping her, the slick texture of her skin like silk under my rough hands. Gliding down her belly, over her back, working my fingers through her hair. But this time, we need to get moving.

I shut down the jets of hot water, grab the white towel from the bar at the far end of the shower, step toward her and start my ritual of patting down every glorious curve. She'll be warm and dry before she steps out of the glass enclosure.

“You said you talked to your friends? You mean your brothers right?”

“Yep. Called Jax. He’s still connected up the chain with security clearances. He’s searching for family details as well as anything else in Louis’s past which may help. Brendan is ready to hop on a plane when I say the word. Brendan opted out like me, but he and Jax live close to each other, so they are on top of stuff I can’t do from here.” I pause, distracted when she unwraps herself and towels her hair, leaving me in silent admiration of what’s mine.

“Beck!”

I’m staring and her lips are moving but my ears aren’t clicked on.

“What?”

Crap, she’s giving me the look.

“You’re not listening.” She takes a step forward and I notice her legs are still a little wobbly.

Mission accomplished. That last little pussy feast in the shower tipped her over the edge.

“Okay, babe. Yes? I’m listening.” I step forward and kiss her cheek, wanting more but restraining myself.

She trembles and I pull her to my chest, feeling the softness of her against me. I’m immersed in just how gone I am over this woman

“Promise me you’ll bring him back. Whatever you have to do. I don’t care what it is. Just do it. Okay?” She twists away and her words are hard. Determined. We both know there are things I can do that we won’t say out loud.
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I set the phone back on the kitchen counter next to the pile of mail I still need to deal with.

Promise sits next to me on the counter as I perch on a stool. I remember the day when I sat her in this exact spot and kissed her. Felt feelings I thought were bullshit concocted in some romance novel laboratory just to drive chicks crazy and make dudes look pathetic.

It’s real.

Love and leprechauns and unicorns.

All the crazy stars in your eyes, bursting pain in the chest, tingling in parts you didn’t know could tingle, where you didn’t know you had parts; it’s all fucking real when you find the right one. Fuck if I can explain it, but if it happens to you, you are one of the lucky few.

I fold my hands in my lap and stare at the phone. The silence fills every square inch of the massive space inside the loft. Five thousand square feet times twenty foot ceilings equals a big ass space. And I feel each silent inch resting on my shoulders.

“So?” She’s annoyed because I wouldn’t put Brendan on speaker phone. Some things aren’t meant for her ears.

“So, okay.” I take a deep breath and gooseflesh covers my arms. “Right now, they found out Louis has a sister. She lives in Ontario.” Each word feels like a hundred-pound lead weight.

The questions shoot out of her mouth like rapid fire.

“Okay. So? What about her? Should we go see her? Did you know he had a sister? What does that mean? What else did he say? How can we—”

She’s firing questions as fast as my brain can keep up and my single focus processes each piece of information from Brendan as a unit. Then, I’ll put them together into something more tangible.

“Babe.” It comes out harder than I intend and she releases a puff of air through her nose and curls her arms around her waist. “Just give me a second okay? I have to fucking process.”

I put a hand on her knee watching her eyes fall to where I’m touching her, and her shoulders drop along with her chin.

From what Brendan told me, until he was twenty-five, Louis Spicer was known as Bakari Raz. The first clue of his living in America came when he was nineteen. He gained his citizenship two years later. He’s a dual citizen. Pays taxes in the US. No criminal background. The only way they found his sister is because she immigrated to the US originally before moving to Canada and put down Bakari Raz as family.

There’s probably more, but my boys are going to do some more digging and get back to me in the morning. It’s pushing nine o’clock now.

Just as I’m trying to figure out how to make the intel that my boys provided work into a strategy, my phone rings and I don’t miss the eye roll from Promise as I pick it up and take the call.

“Hello?” I narrow my eyes at her, but I can’t help but get a second wind of blood heading south as she pouts at me.

She needs to stop doing that pouting thing. I can’t fucking think when she does that.

“Mr. Fitzgerald? It’s Detective Northrup.”

My skin feels cold as Promise mouths silently at me, “Who is it?”

I press a finger to my lips and she throws her arms up.

“Yeah. What’s up? You have anything?”

“I may. First off, I had a chat with the investigators on the case of the fire in your apartment.” He leaves it hanging there too long and my head is already beginning to pound.

“And?” I clip out, not hiding my annoyance.

“And, well, the case is open. And Promise is still a person of interest. I’m sorry. I don’t have details, but just stay put, okay? If she up and takes off, it’s not going to help things.”

Promise hops down off the counter and leans back with her arms crossed. Her eyes meet mine, eyebrows up, then she flings her hands in the air. I give her a “sit-your-ass-down” look, because my head is about to fucking explode.

“And?” What is this dipshit getting at? Some underpaid detective's conspiracy theories? There’s no use talking about Promise and the fire, because I’m going to lawyer her up hard. He’s clearly not going to give me anything more anyway, so what was the point mentioning it? “You started this conversation by saying, ‘First off,’ so that implies there is something else, Detective.”

It’s starting to rain. The streaks of sunlight that danced through the windows earlier have been replaced with gray. The rain makes a soft putter as it hits the windows and the metal roof above.

“It’s her mother. They found her and her boyfriend in a hotel off Highland Avenue last night . . .” He hesitates, but I already know I’m not going to like what’s coming.

Highland Avenue is where you do not want to be—unless you're there to score dope, get shot or help a whore make her dope money.

My eyes are on Promise and my heart tears its way out of my chest, because the way he's speaking is familiar in a way I wish I didn’t recognize.

“Her mom is at City Hospital . . . in intensive care. They were, ah, shooting speedballs. It’s a problem when you go to a new city.” I can almost hear the shrug in his voice, the shake of the head, the raised eyebrows. “Sometimes, you don’t know what you’re getting. Seems whatever is on the street right now is potent and . . .” I hear him drag in a long breath. He doesn’t like what he’s telling me. I don’t fucking like it either.

“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, breaking my eyes away from Promise. I bring one hand to my mouth, squeezing my lips then rubbing my chin with a shake of my head.

“Her boyfriend is nowhere to be found, of course. Someone called 911. Wouldn't give their name. That's not uncommon. They ah . . . they found her with the needle in her arm . . . she wasn't breathing.”

Promise stomps away in a huff, then spins on her heel.

“What is he saying?!” she shouts from her position about ten angry steps away. Her face is turning three shades of red.

“Okay. So, anything else? I have to go.”

“One more thing,” Northrup says then clams up.

“What? Jesus, what?” I’m running out of rope and Promise looks like a volcano ready to spew lava all over the damn loft if I don’t calm her ass down. Northrup has a flair for the dramatic and I'm sure a lot of people appreciate it, but I am not a fan.

“We got a full statement from her–Mrs. Henderson–after you saw her in the parking lot yesterday. She gave us some interesting information about Mr. Spicer. Not sure how valid it is, but you might be interested in hearing it. You need to come down here though; I can't give it over the phone. How about first thing tomorrow morning? By then we might have corroborated some of the details. We’ll see. Mrs. Henderson . . . she's fond of a bit of embellishment, it would seem.”

Promise is stalking me like a tiger, pacing the same five steps back and forth between the kitchen and the little makeshift living room in the center of the loft. Burning a hole through the floor, and through my head. Even though she looks furious, I can’t help but eye her ass in those jeans as she turns for another trip back five steps in the opposite direction.

I suck. I really do not have an off switch.

I finish up with Northrup, click my phone off and look at the little hellcat that is about to tear my face off with her eyes alone.

There are some things I really wish I hadn't found out.

“Come on, babe. We’re going to see your mom.”
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Beckett

I’m so proud of my girl.

She walked down that hallway in the hospital with her head held high, her shoulders back. Nobody would have known that she gripped my hand like a vise.

There wasn’t much talk. The doctor came in, said they’d done what they could and it was just a matter of seeing how much fight Holly had left.

As far as Holly goes, it’s sink or swim time. She’s got a fifty-fifty shot of waking up and the same odds of getting out of this without having to wear a diaper and be fed through a tube for the rest of her life. And that sucks. Karma’s a bitch.

It was eerie as fuck looking at her mom in that bed with tubes in her nose, mouth and both arms. I could see Promise’s face in hers. I turned cold, thinking if I ever lost Promise it would be the end of me. I would have no interest in seeing another day.

Just the passing thought of her hurt or gone turned my blood to ice. When the doctor finished, I stood by my girl as she stared at the woman in the bed. Neither of us said a thing for at least ten minutes. Then Promise turned to me, a resigned little half smile curving her lips.

“Let’s go,” she’d said, and that was it.

At that moment I realized something about love. I knew immediately in some way, shape or form that I loved Promise that day I walked in and saw her with my father.

It only took a few moments with her that day before the colors changed, my priorities changed and when I thought about things, I thought of them in terms of what was best for her. What action or inaction I would take that would put her needs first. Her happiness first.

Sure, love is a feeling. You just know. It sneaks up your leg and grabs you by the balls and you just know it’s a feeling that’s been dormant until that moment.

But it’s more. It’s the sacrifice you would gladly make for another person.

And as we walked out of the hospital room, it was so clear, that a parent’s love for their child isn’t that far from what you feel when you meet the one. It’s just more. You add the lust, the romantic aspect, but at its very core, it is the same. A primal, instinctual need to protect them and guide them. To keep them safe at the risk of your own life. An abiding need to give them your best, to put your needs aside for theirs.

So, looking at that woman in the bed, I knew she didn’t understand love. Whether it was never given to her, or whether, somewhere deep inside, she’d lost the capacity for it. I’m not sure. But I knew it was my job to make sure Promise understood love from now on.

We stopped at Bello’s for a bite to eat after the hospital, but Promise picked at her food and looked distracted. When she gave me a surprise and stretched her foot under the table, crawled her toes up the inside of my thigh, well, I got the check paid and we finished off the night in style.

Seems no matter what the disease, the cure includes us naked and some part of my body between her legs. That shit is fine with me.

I thought I was the uncivilized animal always ready to hump her like a street dog until she couldn’t walk. But after we got back last night from the hospital, she jumped my ass and I gladly threw some napalm on that fire. Even with everything going on, she’s been showing me her horny face more often than usual . . .

I spent two hours dousing those flames, and now that I’m done and waiting for her to come back from the bathroom, my phone buzzes with a text from an odd looking number. As I start to read it, my blood turns cold.

Hi, you guys! I’m fine. We’re having fun. Louis told me he let you know Disney got canceled. There was some bad stomach virus going around at the hotel. Noro or something? Ick. He wanted me to meet his family. Okay, I hope Fiji is fun! I hope you have enough sunblock for my sister!

Holy fuck.

Before I can even fucking process that information, the phone buzzes again. This time there's a picture of a smiling Jordan standing outside a white stucco house, Louis standing behind him with a dead stare at the camera.

My neck twitches and I crack it, thinking about how I’m going to open up this little dialog with Promise.

“What was that?” She comes out from the bathroom with wide eyes and a determined walk.

“Okay, do not freak out.” I raise my eyes and lean back against the long table where I do my drawing and writing.

That's all I get out before she sidles up next to me, sees the picture and promptly freaks the fuck out.

“What does it mean?!” she's screaming at me, trying to make sense of it all. “Call him! Call Jordan! I need to speak to him, Beck!”

I try to calm her down while I return the call but already the number isn't functioning. And that's some shady shit. Could just be temporary, but I don't think so. I forward the messages over to Jax anyway so he can research anything he can, and try to deal with my hysterical wife.

Fuck, I love that fucking word . . . wife. It’s my new favorite word.

Promise bawls and screams and throws pillows at me because we can’t just get on a plane and go pick him up.

She doesn’t even have a passport, so even if that were the proper action, she wouldn’t be able to leave the country. Not to mention the police had told her to stay put. She's popping a cork with the bed linens, not because she's pissed at me, but because she needs the release, and I’m good with it.

This shit that's going on, she needs to take it out on someone. And I'm right here.

Pisses me the fuck off that Louis is a pussy and won’t just call. Man up. But, by now, he knows that we know that there is some hinky shit going on and whatever his plan may be, we are still blind to it.

Still, seeing Jordan on some level provided me some relief. He looked good. Calm. Happy.

It takes me two hours to get Promise to calm down.
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Promise is laying tangled in the sheets softly snoring away. She flings an arm across the bed as she tosses and turns while I sit at my laptop piecing together some of the email intel my boys have sent my way.

I glance at my phone. It’s 5:26 am and I may have closed my eyes for an hour after I’d filled my girl with two rounds of what she needed. But sleep is not on the priority list right now.

First thing when she wakes up, we are headed to the precinct to meet with Northrup and see what verbal bullshit her mother spewed out which might be useful. Truth is, I’m not in a state of mind to believe anything that comes from that woman’s mouth. I won’t call her a lady. I'm sorry, but that is not a term she’s earned.

My phone buzzes. I’ve got the ring tone turned off but Brendan’s smiling face pops up on the screen. I grab it and beat a hasty retreat into the bathroom, because it’s the only damn door in the loft that I can close behind me without going out in the stairway.

I press the phone to my ear. “Bro.”

“Hey. You up?” Brendan asks.

“I’m not down. So yeah, I guess I’m up.”

“Good, ‘cause I’ve got something. Unfortunately not about the picture or the phone number. That’s still dead.” He clears his throat before he continues. “I took a chance, found a number and was able to get Louis’s sister on the phone. Now I was just going to verify that I had a working number, but it turns out she was willing to chat about her brother, so I didn't waste the opportunity.”

“No shit.” I’m not detecting joy in his voice, so I'm waiting for whatever comes next. I dump myself into the big upholstered burgundy chair next to the sink and brace myself.

“Okay. So, his sister’s name is Rehema and she came to America about eight years after Louis, but she ended up in Canada for reasons that aren’t all that important right now. Only, she’s never seen Louis since she came. He’s not had any contact with his family since he was eleven years old.”

Family? “I thought he didn’t have a family,” I say, confused as hell. “He said he was an orphan, having lived on the streets until he came here.”

“Well, he most certainly has family. Only, he doesn’t.”

I’m in no mood for riddles. “Just spit it out, man. Don’t take the fucking scenic route.”

“Okay, here’s the Cliff Notes. She shut me down when I started prying into family stuff, but at first she gave up something I think might be useful. Louis, a.k.a. Bakari Raz, was cast out of the family for what she calls, ‘unforgiveable shame.’ Now, when I tried to dig into that steaming pile of shit she shut it down, but she did say that they do, in fact, have family still alive and well in Cairo. And get this, the family includes their ninety-four-year-old father—the same father who apparently tossed Louis out on the streets when he was eleven years old. Now, whatever unforgivable sin he committed, disowning a little kid? That’s some crazy, fucked-up-shit, man. Imagine the scars that would leave behind.”

“Fuck.” My head spins. So maybe he's going to family and not just running for cover? Could be good news. But without more details, who knows? Could be bad. “Anything else?”

“Not much. I guess the dad isn’t doing too hot. The sister said she was just there a couple of weeks ago. But we’ve got an address. Family still lives where Louis was born, so if we need to drop in, I’m ready when you are.”

Part of me wants to grab my passport and leave a note for Promise telling her I went out for milk. But I know better and without any family to speak of for either of us, we really are all the other has. Now’s not the time to go rogue on her. There's enough of that shit going around already.

I give myself the same advice I gave her.

Slow down. Plan. It’s about the strategy and there are still far too many unknowns.

“Alright, let me process. If we need to get on a plane, I’ll probably take you up on your offer. But let me think it through. I mean, the fact is, Louis has been squeaky fucking clean since he got here. The picture and message from Jordan looked legit. He looks safe, at least for the moment. Whatever happened with Louis’s family, fuck knows what that might be, but I’m going on my own personal experience with him, and I’ve never picked up on anything hinky. Fuck, dude, if I've read him this wrong . . .” I shake my head.

I’m going to beat myself up over my mistake every fucking day for the rest of my life.

“Maybe he wasn’t playing you. Maybe he really is stand up and there’s some other explanation. But it’s still fucked up he didn’t keep you guys in the loop.” I hear him sigh on the other end of the phone. “I don’t know, man. I wish the mission was clear. We’re good at following orders, but I can’t pinpoint the way out of this one. Besides just getting on a plane and doing what we do best. And like I said, ready when you are.”

We wrap it up with a few more details and I hang my head down, resting my forearms on my knees, thinking of every detail of Louis at the wedding. Everything he’d said, trying to find a clue.

I get to my feet, stretching tall, trying to figure out the day.

Shit, not just the day, the rest of our lives. I’m officially out of the service, and with Louis gone rogue, the job I expected to start with his security company is a non-event. My book deal will tide us over for a while, but even with all the other shit going o I have to figure out our future. Financially and otherwise. Promise is my wife. My responsibility.

Fuck, we should probably get the hell out of this loft too. It’s got Louis’s name on it and I don’t trust anything with that branding right now.

I look around the marble bathroom and see the navy blue robe I wrapped Promise in that day after the attack. The day I made love to her for the first time. The day I realized something lived inside of me I’d never known before.

As far as money, we’re okay for now. I can get us a new place. A fucking house if that’s what she wants. Not long after she moved in here for good, we played a game every night over dinner. We each got five questions. Anything and everything we wanted to know about each other.

I asked her what her dream house would be. She didn't know it, but I planned on giving it to her no matter what she said. I smile as I think back, that sweet little girl who never counted on any place to call home . . . she described in such vivid detail the world she would have if she could. I burned her words into my memory that night and I will give it to her someday. Her every wish. Every fantasy.

I’m a saver, never had much need for the things other people spend their money on, the meaningless shit. So my bank account is flush with unspent earnings, but that's all it is—earnings. It's no trust fund. And the weight of the decades in front of us is definitely on my mind.

I shift back and forth, stretching the tense muscles in my back. My neck tingles and I have to let out the twitches that are impossible to ignore. I had thrown on just my jeans when I got out of bed to sit at the computer and strategize.

Stepping out of the bathroom, I see the tangled disaster that is Promise, laying across the white sheets. I raise my eyes to the windows. Metal frames with about forty panes each, tiny crisscrossed wires running through the glass, making a thousand diamond shapes. The sun peeks up from the horizon, breaking through the clouds, throwing a hint of light through the two vacant industrial buildings across the street.

The rain from yesterday is gone and the morning sun casts its light upon Promise like she’s an angel sent to ease all my personal aches. I'm going to have a battle with her today. When she finds out where I'm headed after we meet up with Northrup, that little hellcat is going to fight me.

I grit my teeth until my jaw muscles hurt, then slump back down at the long table where my laptop sits open and shoot an email to the one other person I know cares about my girl. And fuck knows I’m going to need him in my corner, today and every day.

No matter what happens, I’ll take care of her. I’ll get Jordan back even if it means giving up my life. That’s what love is. That’s what her mother never realized.

Her loss.
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Promise

“Beck?”

I reach my hand across the bed but I know he won’t be there. Not because I think he’s left, but because I don’t think he really sleeps.

I blow some air up toward my eyes where my hair covers my face like Cousin It, then bring both hands over to my face to try to create order out of the strands unwilling to fall into place, especially after Beckett twisted his fingers in it for two hours last night.

I’ve found that I love having my hair pulled. And my ass spanked. And a few other combinations of pain and pleasure. I’m as surprised as anyone that I love it all so much. But, it’s him. That calm, dominant beast I see in him turns me into something I’d never imagined before.

I love having him pull my hair. Especially when he is behind me, inside me and in complete charge of me. Relinquishing control makes me hum and lose myself, and sometimes that is just what a girl needs. A good man with a big cock and just enough of the right kind of pain to make it all the more intense. It makes me smile just thinking about him.

“Beck?” My sleepy whisper turns to a soft yell because now I’m panicking that he might be gone.

“Beck!”

“Babe, I’m right here.” My heart slows down as he comes in the door of the loft. “I was just checking out the building, making sure no one decided to set up a meth lab or start a chop shop.”

He flashes me that devious smile that always makes me feel like everything is going to be okay. For a moment I relax; the morning feels new and watching him walk toward me always makes my tummy do deliciously flip-floppy things.

How can a walk be so dang sexy? I don’t know. But his gives me the special tingles. He has this cadence. He dips down with his left step just a bit more than his right. His strides are long. Solid. Like he knows exactly where each step is supposed to fall. He takes my breath away.

But the moment of bliss is short-lived. As reality seeps into the sleepy first minutes of the day, my heart remembers and suddenly I feel sick. What kind of sister am I to forget the most important thing in my life for even one fucking moment?

Jordan.

In my mind's eye, I can see his stick-straight, blond hair, his skin that matches mine, his effervescent gleaming smile that even our shitty childhood couldn’t stomp out.

Why him? Why now? Just when I finally thought we both had our happy endings. I’d relaxed, believed in happily-ever-after when I shouldn’t have trusted it. He doesn’t deserve this. If ever there was a pure soul on this earth, it’s my brother. For all the hardship and bullshit life has shoved down his throat, he’s stayed sweet. Kind. He still believes in happiness and that people can be good.

“Good morning, baby.” Beckett braces two hands on the bed, locks his elbows and leans over, forming two perfect indents with the solid weight of his torso. He kisses me on the forehead, then the top of my head, then both cheeks like it's some sort of ritual. “How’s my girl?”

Such simple words. But they can have such an effect on me. Every morning he says the same thing and every morning I fall in love with him all over again.

“Fine.” As soon as I say the word I cringe and go red because I know it was a mistake.

Beckett pulls back to glare playfully at me. The left corner of his lips pulls up into a reluctant smile, the light catching the peaks of the textured scars there.

“I mean, I’m worried. I’m not feeling bad, but I can’t stop thinking about Jordan.”

Beckett taught me quickly that when he asks a question, it's real. Those filler words that people use as answers, they're not acceptable. When he asks how I am, he wants to know how I am. When I dismiss him with ‘fine’ or ‘whatever’ not only is it insulting to him, it comes with a minimum of a firm few swats to my fanny.

Not that I mind.

“Me too, babe. I’m working on it. We need to get you something to eat, get organized and get down to see Northrup.” He takes a seat on the edge of the bed. “I can go alone if you’d rather stay here.” He leans down on an elbow as my eyes soak in the way the muscles and tendons in his forearm ripple.

“No, I want to go. It would be worse just sitting here. I almost wish I was back at work. Almost.”

“Babe, if you want to go back to work, you go back. I know they miss you there. That card they sent was something else.”

Bruce must have organized it, but every resident of Windfield had signed the card. It was the size of poster board and featured caricatures of us, standing in our wedding day best, while hundreds of tiny people gathered around our feet, throwing ropes up like we were the giant in Gulliver’s Travels.

“I miss Bruce.” I lift my hand and set it on his arm, unable to stop myself from tracing the lines and indents of the sinuous muscles that move and flex. It’s my Kryptonite.

If I were wearing panties right now, they’d be wet. Just looking at his hands and his forearms does it every time.

“Call him.” Beckett bounces off the bed, reaches over to grab my phone off the nightstand and holds it out to me. I shift and sit up against the mass of pillows behind me.

“I can’t go back to work yet. There's no way I could concentrate, and that wouldn't be fair to the residents.”

My fingers brush his and that familiar jolt of magic rushes over my skin at low voltage. He stands over me, smiling in a way that only he can, and I want to tear his clothes off right now.

He’s usually the one with the off switch that's out-of-order, but the last few days it’s been me. Given everything else that's on my mind right now it feels inappropriate, but there seems to be a near constant purring between my legs.

I take the phone and lean my head back, admiring him. He’s wearing the same soft, worn denim shirt he had on that day when he rescued me from the two men in the building across the street. The jeans riding low on his hips have been well broken in. All I want is to let my tongue follow the valleys of the ‘V’ shape down to where I can see the bulge grow in his crotch.

“Breakfast,” he says, seeing the look in my eye. “You get me started and we will not get to Northrup by nine.”

He spins on a heel and I stare down at my phone.

“French toast is on the menu. Coffee or juice?” he asks as he strides toward the kitchen.

I hear the clank of a skillet meet the cast iron burner on the industrial stove and a loud sizzle as he throws a glob of butter onto the hot surface. Usually, the smell of cooking is even better when I can watch him do it. But today it feels different. The scent of butter browning and coffee brewing makes my stomach do an unpleasant flip and it takes me a moment to reply.

“Coffee,” I mutter as I tap the screen on my phone, pulling up Bruce’s number but I don’t know what to say, so I just put the phone back down.

The smell of the French Toast gets stronger as Beck strides over and puts the mug of coffee next to the lamp on the nightstand.

“Here you go, babe.”

The next second my stomach turns again and that's it. My hand flies to cover my mouth as I bounce out of the bed and barely make it into the bathroom before I’m heaving into the commode. Shit.

I’m covered in a sheen of sweat. Naked, because that’s how Beckett prefers me to be when we are here alone, and barfing like nobody’s business when he bursts into the bathroom behind me. His hands gather my hair and he crouches down next to me.

You know you’ve crossed into something deep when your man holds your hair back and wants to be next to you while you vomit. I wish he wasn’t seeing me like this, but in the same moment, I need him here. Soothing me. In sickness and in health, right?

I huff and my head buzzes as I cough and retch. I'm reaching around for a towel, but Beckett is there handing me a cool washcloth.

“Babe.” His voice is thick with concern as he crouches beside me. “What the hell was that? You need to go to the doctor, like now.”

“No!” I only just get the word out before the lights start to dim and I grab for the closest thing, which turns out to be the toilet seat. I gag again, shaking my hand like it’s covered in fire ants.

“Babe.” Beckett puts the back of his hand over his lips and I see that look in his eyes. “Yes, you are going to a doctor.”

I gasp air. “It’s just stress. It’s just everything going on. I mean, one day I’m getting married, the next day my brother is missing and my mom.” I take a breath, calming my stomach, gulp hard. “And the mom that abandoned me comes back from the grave, then the next day she’s OD’d and now she’s on a ventilator in the hospital and I’m listed as her next of kin.” I let it out in one long breath before shifting onto my knees and realizing just how much I’ve had to process in the last forty-eight hours. It’s amazing I’m still conscious.

“Maybe it's just stress, that would make sense. But my number one job in this world is taking care of you, Promise. And when you bolt like the damn Roadrunner and throw up, that falls in my wheelhouse. So we are not going to argue about it. You’re going to the doctor.”

I bite my lip and crunch up my nose because I can see the look on his face and I know he’s not going to budge on this. But anxiety rears its ugly head and I need to tell him something.

“I’m deathly afraid of doctors.” I feel my head clear and I start to stand.

I take a step toward the sink, turning the water on, soaping my hands and then splashing my face.

“I’ll be with you, babe. Nothing to be afraid of.”

“I mean,” I give him an exaggerated nod before I continue, “like, I’ve not been to a doctor in years. The last one was when—after the—” I swallow the lump in my throat. “After the thing.”

“Seriously?” Beck raises his eyebrows, stretching the deep furrow of the scar from the broken glass that cuts right through over his right eye.

“Seriously. They tried to force me to have an exam—pelvic—when I finally told them what had happened.” For a second, I think about the other doctor I have seen since then, but quickly push it out of my memory. That's not the same thing. Not the same sort of doctor.

I watch Beckett’s face tense; he takes a quick look at the ceiling, pulling his lips back tight over his teeth, then looks down at me, laying his hands on my shoulders as I turn to face him.

I push forward. “I couldn’t do it. I was already so humiliated. Then Jeremy came and took me to the hospital. They started asking me all these questions; they didn’t even tell me what was going to happen. They just pulled out those metal things from the bottom of the table and told me to put my feet in them . . . and open my legs . . . and—” The memory has me clutching my chest, remembering the terror it caused to have strangers standing around impatiently waiting for me to expose myself with Jeremy looking on. I wipe away a buildup of cold sweat.

Beckett pulls me against him. “It’s okay. Okay.” His voice sooths over me as my heart pounds and my face flushes.

A phone rings, breaking through the comfort of just being held, a reminder of all the clouds hanging over us right now.

“Go.” I nod impatiently. “Please, go answer it.” My voice shakes.

Beck looks at me then out toward the open loft and doesn’t move.

“Please answer it,” I plead, my hands push on the hard muscle of his chest. “It could be Jordan.”

He breathes out. “Sit down. I’ll see who that is, then I'll bring you some water.”

Beckett guides me to the big soft chair in the bathroom, then sets another kiss on the top of my head before striding quickly out.

I watch his head cock to one side, trying to locate the ringing, then he steps toward the kitchen where his phone rests on top of a pile of unopened mail.

“Hello.” I can't make out any more words, but I can hear his voice rising until he turns and looks at me, and I hear him say, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I barely make it back to the toilet before my stomach comes up again.
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Beckett

“I want to go see my mom,” she says before I can catch my breath.

But I don’t care about anything else right now.

“That shit can wait. Northrup can wait.” I march into the loft huffing and puffing, shutting down her little fit before it gets off the ground.

I just ran six blocks down and back to the nearest drug store and my lungs are on fire as I make my way back into the loft. I throw my jacket over the weight bench, holding the small paper bag in my teeth.

The phone call earlier was from the hospital. Holly woke up. The woman apparently has the constitution of a cockroach.

She not only woke up, she pulled out her IVs, her feeding tube and all that shit. Then she left the hospital. A few hours before we came by, they'd removed the ventilator and she'd been breathing on her own. Apparently she briefly opened her eyes, but that was it.

So in about five hours, she’d turned from half vegetable into Wonder Woman. She’s gone AWOL and her slimy ‘tard partner in crime decided to show up some time during the night to help her escape. He knocked down a nurse and generally disrupted the entire ward on their way out.

“So they said my mom was screaming about going to CPS? I think we should try to talk to her. Find out anything we can about Louis. And, Northrup is waiting.” Promise gives me the death stare but I don’t give a shit this time.

She knows I always listen to her, but bottom line, today I’m deciding what’s happening and when. So she can pitch whatever little blue thunder fit she wants. I’m keeping calm. Being solid and unwavering for her is my new vocation.

“I know he’s waiting. Let him wait. He said he would wait. This is more important.” My heart bangs in my chest like the cymbals from one of those wind-up, toy monkeys. Clash, clash, clash.

Promise threw up. Threw up again.

She’s been hornier than I’ve been and I didn’t think that was possible. I should have spotted that.

I count backwards.

I know when her last period started and ended because I care about every part of her. I keep track of even that part of her. She’s eight days late. Could be stress I remind myself, but add that up with the other clues and I think we’re about to hit the jackpot.

I’m tearing open the small rectangular box and holding out the plastic, lavender-and-white dip stick as I crouch down in front of my precious girl.

“Come on, babe. Let’s go see.” I nod toward the bathroom. I can’t help but smile. I want to see two lines on that little window more than I want my next breath.

A punch of guilt hits me. She looks tired. Worn. I see Jordan in her and the guilt hits me even harder.

Promise looks like she’s been hit with a freeze ray. Her eyes are ice blue and as wide as soup spoons.

We are caught inside a hurricane. There are so many things swirling around us right now, it takes superhuman strength to concentrate. But if this moment is what I sure as shit hope it is, I want us both all in. Focused. So we remember it for the next hundred years.

She sits cross-legged on the bed, wearing a white silk robe that hits her mid-thigh. The sash hangs loose and she is completely unaware at how otherworldly she looks. The fabric splits open down the front, just enough for the curves of her tits to make my dick sound the siren. Her bare pussy is in the shadows, but I see a wink of pink down there and can't help licking my lips.

“Stop staring.” She wags the little dip stick in my face with a half-hearted grin.

I laugh. “No can do, babe. It’s got me hypnotized. Your pussy cast a spell on me.” I hold out my hand as she shakes her head. Long waves of hair toss back and forth over her shoulders then down the front of the shining fabric.

Her eyes look like they are back-lit. Like two pools of tropical sea with the white afternoon sun behind them. We may not have made it to Fiji, but I have paradise right here. She completely owns me and she still has no idea.

“I don’t want to know.” She pulls her lips to the side as she lays her hand in mine and I gently pull her up next to me.

“Why not? It’s us, babe. It’s so fucking beautiful thinking I put a baby inside you. It will be by far the best thing I’ve ever done in my life.”

She looks down. “What if I turn out like my mom?” There's such sadness in her voice, my heart breaks into a thousand pieces.

“Impossible. That’s impossible.” I tuck her into me and keep us moving forward. “Do you remember that first day at Windfield when I came into my dad’s room? Do you remember what you were doing?” We make it to the bathroom and I turn her to face me, my fingers lightly gripping her upper arms.

She shakes her head, eyes down, so I take one hand and clasp her chin, pushing it up with my thumb until I’ve got her eyes locked on mine.

“You were taking my dad’s blood sugar. But you know what else you did?” Another shake of her head. “You held his hand. For a good thirty seconds longer than you needed to. You just held it and you took my heart right then and there. I’ll never forget it.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ll be a good mom. I’m not great with people. I don’t have any frame of reference for being a mom. No role model. I don’t know how to change a diaper. I don’t know any lullabies. I don’t even know how to hold a baby! What if I don’t hold it right and it gets hurt? What if I drop it?”

“Just pee.” I spin her around to face the commode. “You do know how to pee, don’t you?”

I lift the robe which is barely covering her ass and lay a loud smack down at about fifty percent power.

“Oww!” She swishes her hand back behind her, knocking away the next swat I was loadin’ up. “Out. I’m not peeing in front of you.”

I roll my eyes because honestly, I would watch her open a pickle jar naked and it would make me hard. But she draws the line at some things and I can let her have her bathroom privacy.

“Fine, but I’m standing right here. Listening. So I’m keeping the door open. I can listen to you pee, right? That’s allowed?”

“Shut up, Fitzgerald. I’ll get stage fright and we’ll be here all day.” She giggles for the first time since Northrup knocked on the door and canceled our honeymoon.

It’s a beautiful sound.

The giggle, not the pee.

It’s the longest sixty seconds of my life.

Until Promise–until the first time she took me inside her–I’ve never once thought about being a father. But since that first time with her, I hate to admit it, but there’s been this near constant urge to put a baby in that belly of hers. It’s the fucking crazy animal she’s turned me into.

She comes out of the bathroom gripping the pregnancy test tight in one hand, so I take the other and lead her over to the long tables. I pull two of the chairs out so they’re facing each other.

“Sit.”

She has this intense, frightened look on her face, watching the pregnancy test like it might jump up and bite her. But even like this she's still an angel. She is the most seductive mixture of sexy and sweet. One second you can see the hardened, hurt little girl in her eyes; the one that says things she doesn’t mean and builds walls around her to keep the living shut out. The next second she is warm, and open and fragile. Vulnerable. And I want to protect her with everything that I am and everything that I have.

She raises her eyes to mine. “We should have been careful. I’m not the mom kind. I’m just not.” I see that scared little girl that lives just under the surface.

“You are exactly the mom kind. I mean, look at me? What the fuck do I know about being a dad? Babe, we got this. Whatever happens, we’re in it together. With our combined super powers, trust me, we can figure out a small human.”

I lean in and graze her lips with mine, remembering the first time she let me do that in the restaurant, how the blood ran from every part of my body. First to my heart, then to my cock until it fucking hurt. It still does.

“Well.” She turns her lips up at the corners. “I guess we sure know what not to do to be a good parent.”

Every cell in my body fires on high alert as I watch her face. She’s holding the stick in both hands, cradling it in her lap. I sit across from her, my knees straddling hers and my hands on her thighs. I inhale, basking in the moment.

This moment. This moment I hope will be the beginning of something I’ve never wanted until her.

A family.

“Come on. I’m dying here. Turn it over, babe, it’s been longer than two minutes.” I pat her legs and kiss her again. The sweet softness of her lips is new every time and if I had my wish, she’d be naked right now with my dick inside her and then we would look at that girly dip stick from a better angle.

“Are you sure?” She squints one eye and crinkles her nose.

“Just do it already.” I drag one hand from her leg, up over my forehead and down my neck trying to squeeze away some of the giddy tension.

“Okay. Here goes.” She takes a deep breath, shrugs her shoulders and squints her eyes as she flips the stick over.

Both of us look down, eyes pinned on the little window of the twelve-dollar plastic device that has just changed our lives.

We sit in stunned silence. I bring my eyes up to rest on her face, her lips to be precise. I stare at their lush fullness. They part, her tongue and front teeth take turns working the corners to shoot fucking fire down into my pants.

I know I should be thinking about rainbows and butterflies, sweet romantic thoughts of us swinging our kid between our outstretched hands as we walk down some forest path somewhere. Of me hanging circus wallpaper or some other Home Depot dad kind of thoughts.

But, no. You know what I’m thinking? How badly I want those sexy lips wrapped around my cock. How badly I want to breathe in the scent of her and swallow her flavor in celebration.

I wonder if she will taste different now. And I don’t want to wait to find out.

It's like she knows what I'm thinking. Promise shifts in her chair and I dance my hand under the hem of her denim skirt, pushing just to the place where I feel her legs touching. Knowing a few inches higher and I’m in my own kind of heaven.

She meets my eyes, opens her mouth. “I’m pregnant,” she stutters, and her eyes widen.

I realize we are in the middle of a storm. And sure, I feel selfish that everything else falls away, but I want her so bad.

“Yes, holy fuck, yes!” I take her mouth hard, pushing my tongue inside and lifting her off the chair into me. Spinning us away from the table, all I can think of is getting her ass to the bed where I can show her exactly what I’m feeling right now.

Her body is soft, accepting me, her hands around my neck. Then she tenses and her hands slide to my shoulders, giving me the slightest push.

I pull back from our kiss, my head on fire. Breathing like I just ran up eight flights of stairs.

“What is it, babe? What's wrong?”

Her breath falters. “I want to go see my mother.”
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Promise

As I saw those two purple stripes on that pregnancy test, something popped inside. All I could think of was talking to her.

And not about any motherly advice.

Nope. She will never be allowed near my baby, but there are things I need to know. Questions I want to ask. Things I suddenly want to say, whether or not she cares to hear them.

They need to be set free, and whatever magic just happened inside of me–creating a new little human being–it's set wheels in motion and I feel like I just grew a set of my own balls for once. Big ones.

We're making our way down the hall at the police station. Beckett is clutching my hand so tightly my fingers tingle and turn a hint of purple.

“Don’t huff and puff,” Beckett growls with a grin on his face.

He spears me with his most determined stare but I don’t care. I need to talk to my mother.

“You were the one that said Northrup could wait,” I say in a waspish tone and Beckett looks down at me with eyebrows arched high. “You don’t scare me with that stern Daddy look, big man.” I adjust my tone somewhere between honey and vinegar and his eyes twinkle.

“He can technically wait.” Beckett guides us through a metal door which opens up into a large room full of cubicles. The sound of keyboards tapping, indignant voices and the smell of burnt coffee bombard my already overwhelmed sensory system. “But I told you, let’s get all the information he has on your mom. At least that way we're armed with something when we see her.”

He exchanges holding my hand for draping an arm around my shoulders, but on the way he drops his hand for a moment and pats my behind playfully. He smells so good. I remember him always smelling like some fresh forest combined with salty, spicy cologne, but today his scent is so sharp, my ovaries feel like they are exploding.

Beckett let me know on the way here that he intends to spend some quality time talking to Jeremy this afternoon and that I am not invited to join them. I hate to admit it, but I think he's making the right call. We need to find out what Jeremy knows, but I don't need to know the mechanics of extracting that information.

I have no idea how long he'll be there, but Beckett called Bruce before we left the apartment and made arrangements for me to spend the time with him.

Bruce got a rare day off and Beckett didn't have much trouble convincing him to spend it babysitting me. I gave him grief for doing it, but the truth is I miss Bruce terribly. I’ve been so busy these past few weeks leading up to the wedding, we haven’t had much of a chance to just hang out and enjoy each other's company. Even silence with Bruce is fun. I don’t know how he does it, but he can make you smile through a root canal. Which is ironically what this day feels like already.

First, we were so high and giddy after the shock of the pregnancy test result. I'm still not even sure I'm comfortable with that. Then, the clouds of reality set in for the duration. First Northrup, then mom, then Jeremy. Ugh, I can’t think of a worse line-up for any day. I'm going to need Bruce.

Beckett and I are a single moving unit as he guides us through the maze of desks and cubicle walls covered in computer-gray fabric. The noise here is like radio static and it smells of stale coffee and donuts. Along the back wall are small private offices, sectioned off behind glass walls with metal vertical blinds all bent out of shape.

He stops us in front of a door that has a sign reading, “Detective No thrup,” the shadow of the missing ‘r’ visible in old, yellow glue that obviously failed to hold it in place.

I lean over to see Northrup through the glass. He gives a wave, motioning us into the office. As always, Beckett opens the door and lets me in first, his hand falling to the small of my back and guiding me forward before he steps in behind me.

I swallow hard as Beckett pulls the chair out in front of Northrup’s desk for me to sit, taking his usual place, standing sentry behind me, hands on my shoulders, thumbs moving softly against the back of my neck.

“Hey.” Northrup nods and shuffles through a stack of manila folders on his desk, pulling one out and heaving a tired sigh as he opens it, exposing a small stack of pages, loosely clipped together and with messy handwriting scrawled on the front.

“Can I see?” Beckett holds a hand out.

“I’m not supposed to let you read it. Open investigation. Investigations, I should say.” He looks at me for a second and my gut tightens as I bite my lip.

“Then why are we fucking here?” Beckett turns his voice hard as his hands freeze in the air, waiting for the detective to cave.

Which he does.

“Okay, but just read it here. It doesn't leave this office. You can’t take it or have a copy. But, read it and I’ll give you the highlights.” He holds it out to Beckett.

“Fine.” Beckett gives my shoulder a squeeze before taking his other hand away and I hear him start to thumb through the pages.

“Where is she now?” I ask, my eyes intent on Northrup as he settles back in his squeaky chair, entwining his fingers and laying them across his rotund belly.

“She’s at CPS, last I heard. Her and the guy she’s with. They just bounced in there this morning, raised holy hell, then disappeared. Came back a couple hours later.” He gives me a sympathetic smile, both of us know how they spent the ‘couple hours.’

“What does she think she’s going to accomplish at CPS?” I ask.

“Got me. I can’t see they have any reason to entertain her bullshit. As you well know, she has no custodial rights. But I do think they are interested in just how the relationship with Mr. Spicer developed and why she never declared him as the father on the birth records.”

Beckett stays silent behind me, but pages rustle and I crane my neck around to see his eyebrows knit together and his lips tight.

“What does it say?”

He doesn't get a chance to answer.

“Now, remember, this is just her version of events that occurred a very long time ago.” Northrup interjects and I glance at him before turning back to Beck. Holly already had a loose grip on reality, and we're all clear on the fact that her drug and alcohol use has done nothing to help that. She can barely understand what's real on a day-to-day basis, let alone a reality from so many years ago.

Northrup continues. “It says she and Louis dated a couple times. Then, basically, if you want to wade through all the other bullshit in there, that on their second date, Louis took her back to her apartment and–” he winces, like there's a bad taste in his mouth “–he raped her.”

Beckett tosses the stack of papers back on Northrup’s desk with a loud thud.

“That’s it? We already knew her version.”

“I think you missed something.” Northrup gathers mom’s statement and flips a few pages, turns it back around and points to a paragraph.

This time I reach forward and take the papers.

My eyes absorb the lines and a shiver spiders its way up my arms.

“What does it say, babe?”

Northrup helps me out. My vocal chords seem to have been ripped from my throat.

He sighs. “It says that Mr. Rendell was ‘helping’ her out. Meaning he was giving her funds in exchange for spending time with her. And her daughter.” Northrup looks at me. “Mr. Spicer became aware of the situation. That's when the two of them began a ‘relationship,’ as she says. Even by her own account it was two dates, hardly a relationship. And I'm not sure date is even the most accurate description.”

“What the fuck?”

“Yeah, and, I’m sorry, ma’am, but your mother was more interested in telling her story than protecting her own ass, so it's pretty clear to me that there was no relationship. What is clear, is there was a relationship between Mr. Rendell and Mrs. Henderson. He was very young, just started at CPS. When we asked Mrs. Henderson some questions about the events of the night in question, there are some inconsistencies. She seemed more focused on Mr. Spicer’s sexual orientation and that she and Mr. Rendell seemed to find that unacceptable.”

“But, if he was gay, then why did she say they had a relationship?”

“Well, as I said, her story is inconsistent. At one point, she indicated she was in love with Mr. Spicer, and he violently assaulted her that night. Then, later on, she changed her story and said that he rebuffed her advances, which made her indignant and she called him some, ah, homophobic slurs which I will not repeat.”

“I’m so confused.”

“Yeah, that’s how we felt.”

I shake my head, trying to find some thread of sanity to follow in the chaos that is Holly Henderson. I cannot believe that woman is my mother.

“Anyway, at some point he attacked her, or so she says. Shortly after that, Mr. Rendell brought him before the review board. The dispute was settled, but Mr. Spicer was transferred to the North Office, and from Mrs. Henderson’s account she then moved away shortly after and never saw him again.”

“Okay, let me get this straight. You’re saying he may or may not have raped her. You’re saying Holly’s story is full of shit and you have no real idea what is truth and what is lies. We know that Jordan is Louis's son because we have the DNA test, so we know they had sex at least once. We just have no idea if it was consensual. Also, Rendell and Holly had something going at the same time and there was no fucking love lost between him and Louis. So, all of this information gets us exactly . . . where?”

“In a steaming bucket of beats-the-shit-outta-me. Except,” the detective wags a finger prophetically in the air, “that Holly Henderson may not have been raped. I have serious doubts about her story, and right now, that’s all we have. Her story.”

“What about Rendell? You talked to him?”

“Nope. He’s lawyered up. And I can’t say anything about his case because it involves you, ma’am.”

It’s still like a bad dream that I am part of the investigation into the loft fire, but since no one seems all that interested in questioning me any more about it, I push it out of my mind and focus on Jordan.

“I just care about my brother. I didn’t do anything wrong so I have nothing to hide.” I cross and uncross my ankles, listening to Beckett’s deep breaths. I sense that we've got all we're going to out of Northrup. “Can we go?”

Northrup nods as he pulls half a pastrami sandwich from inside his desk drawer and takes a bite.

My face turns hot, my hand flies to cover my mouth and I’m off the chair at a jack rabbit’s sprint.

“Where’s the ladies room?!” Beckett shouts as he turns to follow me down the hall.
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Beckett pops his neck as he stands outside the door of the bathroom stall.

“If someone comes in here, there's going to be trouble,” I choke out as I stand, arms wide, hands pressed onto the metal stall walls, hovering over the open white porcelain wondering what more my stomach has to offer.

“You’re right. They will be in trouble if they think I’m leaving you for a second. Open the door, babe.”

“No. Gosh, I don’t want you watching me throw up again. You’ll stop wanting to ever kiss me.”

“That’s not possible,” he grunts through the door. I turn my head and I see his fingers curl around the top of the chipped, beige metal door. The man just does not give up.

“Listen. I think I’m okay.” The wave seems to have subsided as long as I don’t think about Northrup biting into that—

Too late.

I’m exhausted.

Everything crashes around me and I feel like I’m being tossed in a strong surf. I grab a few handfuls of toilet paper and hold them to my mouth, then toss them in the water and flush the mess into oblivion. Grabbing a fistful more, I press the white tissue globs into my eye sockets until I see stars.

With the nausea gone, I feel empty, and I explode into sobs.

The metal stall walls start to shake around me.

“Beck! What are you doing?”

It’s too late, he twists the door with such force, the sliding latch pops off, falling to the floor with a clink. Two seconds later he’s inside the stall with me.

“I’m not letting you be alone like this. It’s not fucking fair. I did this to you. I wish I could be the one that’s sick, babe. But I can’t, so I’m going to be next to you through all of it.”

I cry harder. My emotions come unraveled. I should be happy, ecstatic, but a surge of hopelessness covers me and I hate the familiarity of the feeling. Like the return of a destructive friend, the one you found the strength to say goodbye to a long time ago, and then there they are, smiling on your front porch waiting to be invited back in.

“See? I told you.” I choke and spin around to face the wall of Beckett’s white t-shirt.

“See what? I see my girl and she’s not happy, so clearly I’m not doing my fucking job.”

“No, see?” I wave my hands toward my face. “I can’t even handle being pregnant for one day, let alone having a baby.” I’m slipping into a darkness and part of me wants to claw my way up but there is a small part of me that just wants to let go and fall. My emotions are in such turmoil.

“Babe.” Beckett curves one of his massive hands around the back of my neck, fingers moving up into my hair as he steps forward and I feel the familiar hardness of his chest on my cheek.

“Don’t ‘babe’ me.” My bravado fades and he works his calming magic on me, a combination of the heat from his body and the slow, even thump of what has to be one of the biggest hearts in this world. But that old spinning is still there. The black sucking hole I’ve crawled out of once before is back and the pull is strong. I’m scared.

“I can’t help it. Besides, I can’t deliver you to Bruce in this condition. He’ll never let me live it down. Here.” He pulls a bottle of water from his back pocket, raises it and puts it in front of my nose. “Drink. I’m taking you home.”

“No,” I whine. “I want to see her. Let’s go.” I press my palms into his chest, backing him out of the stall as a tall, southern Belle type pushes through the door to the ladies’ room and nearly loses her french tips when she sees the force that is Beckett looming before her.

“’Cuse us.” Beckett gives her his most disarming smile and her eyes light on his scars, then dart to me trying to be sure there is nothing nefarious going on. “We’re done.”

“You okay?” she whispers to me as if he can’t hear. Her eyes now glued to the left side of Beckett’s face.

“Babe, you okay? Are we done?” I can hear the playful lilt in his voice, but from anyone else’s ears, he’s profoundly intimidating. I can see the woman take a breath in and hold.

“I’m fine,” I cough out.

The woman drops her eyes from Beckett and settles them intently on me. Beck and I begin moving forward when the Texas prom queen hits us again.

“Your sister,” she starts with a sympathetic smile, “or your mother—I’ve never seen anyone with hair like yours. Yours is beautiful but you two sure do still look alike. Can’t be mistaken for strangers, I’m sure.”

Beck and I are almost to the door when we turn back toward her and I feel my entire body turn cold.

“Excuse me?” I manage.

“I’m sorry. I know whatever is going on must be bad.” She snaps a piece of gum and grins. “We are in a police station, right? I’m sorry. But, she’s making things harder on herself, isn’t she? It took three of them to get her inside.”

The woman smiles and tips her head, watching me, gauging my reaction.

Before I decide what to say, Beckett’s hand is around my upper arm and we are in the hallway. The ladies’ room is close to the front of the station and as soon as we are outside the confines of the room, I can hear Holly’s voice echoing down the cinderblock walls.
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“We got a call from CPS offices about a disturbance. Guess who we found?” Northrup leads us down a hallway as my heart beats hard against my chest.
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Beckett

It's the second time in my life that I've considered hitting a woman. Both times that woman has been Holly.

The silence in the eight by eight-foot room hurts my ears, but I keep the peace even as my fists ball.

“No!” Holly’s scratchy, indignant voice pushes me to my limit. “I never said that. I always wanted you. And your brother.”

“I was there when you said it.” Promise is cold rolled steel staring down the woman that could be her own reflection in some fucked up carnival mirror.

A chill creeps down my spine as I look back and forth between them. Even the little mannerisms, like when Promise crinkles up her nose, and the way her hand flutters at her neck when she’s nervous are mimicked by this train wreck sitting across the table.

“Well, you heard wrong. Can I have a cigarette?” Holly turns to bark at Northrup, who in turn, raises one eyebrow.

“Ahhh, no.” He shakes his head.

“Then I want to leave. Am I under arrest?”

“No, but you are being questioned. And the more you cooperate, the more likely you will not be under arrest.”

Northrup filled us in before bringing us together.

Holly raised the roof with her boyfriend, Carl, over at CPS. She barged in, demanding to see Jeremy, who, for obvious reasons is no longer in their employ. Holly thought Jeremy would help her find Louis and Jordan.

Promise put her big girl panties on when Northrup asked if she wanted to have some time to speak with her mother. She nodded confidently and she’s been asking Holly some hard questions, all of which the older woman has managed to deflect with noise and bullshit as might have been expected.

“Mom.” Promise glances quickly toward me and I nod, urging her on. I want her to get this shit out, ask whatever she wants even though I expect the answers will provide zero comfort. At a minimum, I hope they will clear up any question around the fact that her mother is a narcissistic piece of shit.

“What?” Holly huffs with righteous indignation. If it wasn’t so sad it would be comical. I smile at this shell of a human and she squirms under my gaze. Her daughter is with me.

“Tell me about Louis. Why didn’t you tell him about Jordan?”

Holly exhales in a puff, leaning back in her chair with an eye roll.

“Because he’s a maniac. He didn’t deserve to know.”

“Why didn’t you press charges when he raped you?” Promise continues.

“Who was going to believe me?” Holly’s eyes narrow at Promise and I fantasize about smacking the smirk off her face. I imagine the rusty wheels turning in her head, writing this story as she goes. It's quite possible she doesn’t even know the difference between truth and fiction.

Her body posture shifts. Holly sits up and points a finger at Northrup who stares back with an amused smile, waiting to see what pile of bullshit Holly has loaded up for his benefit. “He threated to kill me if I told anyone.”

I see from Northrup’s disgusted glance toward the ceiling he isn’t buying her endless line of sewage any more than the rest of us.

“Did you question his sexuality?” Northrup asks.

“Sexuality? What the fuck are you talking about? I didn’t question nothin’. I heard he was a fag, though. I did.” She looks at Northrup as if the information were terribly important. Like he might just nod and say 'ah, I get it.' “He came over, we were talkin’ and then he attacked me. Just like that.” Holly snaps her fingers in the air, then in a split second her demeanor spins and she looks like the cat that just ate the canary. “And he ain’t no gay either. Or, maybe I’m just that good I can turn ‘em back around.”

“You’re lying,” Promise shoots back and slams her hand down on the top of the table.

Northrup and I look at each other with pride.

“I’m not fucking lying.” Holly glares at her daughter. “Besides, what do you care? You never even tried to come find me all these years. I’m your mother.” Holly's voice shakes, like she's about to cry or something. I can't believe she even dares to throw that in there.

Promise’s shoulders straighten as she pulls at a couple of loose threads on the hem of her white silk blouse. I can feel the anger rising off her and I want to scoop her up and carry her out of here, but I must say, I am proud as fuck at how solid she is standing in the face of such pathetic evil.

“You are not my mother. You're just some woman called Holly Henderson. And I don’t believe anything you say.”

“Oh really? Well, aren’t you some big shot? You think I’m scared of you? Of him?” She points at me and I smile. “You married him?” Holly bursts out an evil, humorless laugh. “Aren’t you two a pair? You should be in some sideshow, both of you. You ever make a baby, the circus will be right there to see what kind of headline they can put on—”

Throwing insults at our unborn child sends me over the edge. The halo of darkness starts to form around the room and I’m on my feet. Whoever I was a second ago is gone. I hear myself growl and the chair I was sitting on flies back and smashes into the wall.

[image: ]

“Well, that was fun.” Northrup's eyes are wide as he looks around the room, which appears to have been redecorated by a tornado.

I shake my head, trying to focus. I find Promise. Her eyes are wide too, but I see concern for me, not fear of me.

“Are you alright?” She steps forward, her arms coming around my waist, her eyes studying my face.

“Fuck. I didn’t hurt anyone did I? I didn’t hurt you, right?” I cup her cheeks in my hands, straining to remember and knowing I can’t.

“I’m fine. You didn’t hurt me. You didn’t even hurt her and she deserved it.” Promise hugs me tighter, her face pushing against my chest as my heart beats triple time.

I glance up at Northrup who is nodding then shaking his head.

“I should arrest you,” he says. “But I won’t, because I wish I could have done what you did.”

“What did I do?”

“Let’s just say, Ms. Henderson won’t be insulting her daughter ever again. In fact, I’m pretty sure she’s decided a one-way bus trip to as-far-away-from-you-as-possible is the best thing for her health.”

“I didn’t hit her did I?” Even when I go dark, I’m sure I wouldn’t hit a woman. But I don’t know. In this case, that bitch crossed so many lines I may just have broken the code.

“No, you didn’t hit her,” Promise says, leaning her head back to look up, her chin pushing in the center of my chest. Her face lights up. “But I did.”

I look at Northrup whose smile turns to a belly laugh.

“I see nothing.” He raises his hands, shaking his head as he leans down to right the overturned chair where Holly had been sitting. “You people are going to get me fired.”

I hold Promise tight. This whole thing is fucked up. I'm not even sure where I am with it any more.

But if there's one thing I know for certain, it's that I can't trust a word Holly says. I need to find someone who knows what's going on here, and who won't lie to me.

Or won't dare.
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Beckett

We're back at the loft and I've got Promise tucked back into bed.

She knocked my damn socks off while I watched her with her mother. But afterward when we were walking out, she swayed and leaned into me.

The plan was to take her to Bruce’s for the afternoon while I went and made a surprise house call to Jeremy. But my girl needed me, some chicken soup and a nap.

The clock read almost eleven when we left the station. She’d thrown up everything I’d fed her so far. So I changed the plan, called Bruce and pushed the drop off back a few hours.

“Lay down with me.” She reaches up and snatches at my hand as I turn to walk away with the empty bowl. I fed her a spoonful of soup at a time until the rosy color came back to her beautiful cheeks.

Her eyes are flickering blue pools, set deeper than usual.

“Of course, babe. You have to rest. Try to relax.” I hold onto her hand as I set the bowl on the nightstand. Then I crawl over the covers and sit yself next to her, never releasing her hand for a second.

“No. Get under with me.” She turns her head around, releases my hand and pushes me back, then grabs the white duvet and lifts it, inviting me underneath.

“Babe, it’s nap time.” I can hear the hint of seductress in her voice and that is all it takes to get me off the starting block. I rein it in, but only because she needs rest.

“I know. But you’re warm.” She pouts and my dick is shameless. She says I have my own internal furnace. I love it. She needs me to keep her warm. I want her to need me for everything.

“Uh huh.” I can’t say no to her. Not when she gives me the lip bite, the fluttery eyes and the heavy sigh. It’s her trifecta of superpowers that she uses to get her way.

I manage to kick off my boots before I stuff my legs under the covers. The tingling tension starts in my balls, so I try to think about something else, like doing my taxes. She doesn’t need my horny ass keeping her awake.

“I still can’t believe you smacked your mother.”

“I didn’t smack my mother. I smacked someone named Holly Henderson. She is not my mother. Besides, you couldn’t to do it and she needed it.”

I gather her hair in my hands and sink down into position behind her. The mile-long tresses wind up in a messy ball in my hands, so I press my face into the strands taking a deep breath. Then I gently settle it up on the pillow so I can get my lips on her neck.

“You needed to do it just as bad. I’m so fucking proud of you. You knocked her ass right down where it should be. Didn’t buy into one more word of her bullshit. I could tell she was making ninety percent of that shit up.”

“Yeah. I don’t think Louis raped her. I don’t know what happened, but I’m pretty sure of that part. I’m a little relieved at least about that.” She shifts backwards and I want to engulf her inside me. I also want to have a pussy feast and relieve the ache in my dick by plunging it as deep inside her as possible. “I love laying here with you. I love being in this bed.”

I set my lips on her neck, feeling the warmth, and I close my eyes and revel in how deeply she’s rooted herself into my soul.

“You want to know something?” I whisper, then nibble my way up her neck.

“What?”

“I’d never let a woman into my bed before you.”

“Are you serious?”

“Dead. I honestly don’t even like to think about any women before you, but it’s true. If I was with a woman, it was not in my bed. Ever. With anyone.” I listen to her let out a breath and melt into me before I continue. “Something else I was saving just for you. See? I saved myself for you. At least I saved a lot of things for you and it was worth it. More than worth it. Babe, I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through and everything we’re still going through, but in spite of all that, I’ve never been this happy. Shit, not even happy, fucking joyful. Like my heart learned how to beat because of you. I’m alive and you’re the reason.”

“My mom never gave me any advice worth a darn about men. Or anything else for that matter. But I do remember one thing she used to say . . .” Promise’s voice is silk and I want my mouth on hers. Just laying here together is like a little piece of heaven.

“What’s that?” My hand brushes down the side of her hair, over her shoulder and under the duvet until I feel the sleek warmth of her skin. Sliding my fingers forward, I’m feeling her belly, thinking of what we’ve created together that rests inside her womb. She wriggles as my fingers move over her skin, tickling her.

“She said something like, when you find the right one, everything feels familiar,” she says, placing her warm palms over mine to stop the movement. “Like you’ve been there before. Like you’ve lived a life together before this one. But you left something unfinished, so you’ve both returned to finish it. That’s how you feel. From the minute I saw you at Windfield, I felt that sense of ease. I talked to you more in those few days than I’d talked to anyone else in a year. You just felt familiar. Like home. Not that I knew what home felt like before you, but when I finally felt that sensation, I knew. It makes me wonder if she must have loved someone once. It's a little bit sad, I guess.”

“Just in case you didn’t realize, I’m never letting you go. You’re mine and nothing will ever change that. Nothing.”

My hand snakes around until I’ve got the weight of her breast in my palm. I put her to bed naked, because that’s how I like it and so does she. She is utterly available to me and even as caveman as it sounds, I love the feeling of dominion I have over her.

She smells like fucking sex-flavored cotton candy. My tongue traces a line from her ear down to her shoulder, then I kiss my way back up.

I roll her hardening nipple between my thumb and forefinger, listening to her soft whimpers and she starts to wiggle her ass cheeks into my hard on.

Being with her makes me take inventory. There were things I didn’t even know I wanted in life before her. Like a fucking family. But now I want it more than my next breath. I can see it in my mind. Promise painting and giggling, bouncing a baby on one knee, her belly already beautifully round with another.

Then there’s me. In the kitchen, cooking and laughing and shaking my head at the wonder of her. Of them. Of us.

My family.

“You know why women like to spoon, don’t you?” She grinds the crack of her ass into my erection.

“Yeah. They like to see just how much booty wiggling it takes to give their man a hard on.”

“Who’s in charge now, big man?”

“Uh huh. I own your ass, remember?” My fingers leave her stiffening peak to feel around for the pendant I gave her.

“And I own your heart.”

“Yes, that you do, babe. That you do.”

One more booty wiggle and the charge is lit. I shift my torso and tug at my t-shirt, getting it off. Then I kick out of my jeans and boxers, leaving them under the covers.

I throw the duvet back and in one motion I’ve got her on her back as her melodic giggle floats through the high ceiling.

“This cunt is out of control. It needs some discipline.” I push back onto my heels. My hands take her knees and pull them up and apart because I want to see all of what’s mine.

We need the distraction right now, but I’m not sure Promise is in the mood for this kind of playtime. So I sit back, my cock already saluting at the ready as I wait for her reaction.

“Oh yeah? Bad pussy?” She juts out her plump bottom lip and I feel a drop of pre-cum dribble down my cock head.

Game on.

I lay a slap on her open folds, feeling the heat and wetness as she winces.

“Don’t worry. I’m going to show this pussy who’s boss. Then, I’m going to kiss it until it fucks my face because I want you like that. Needy and naughty. My sweet baby girl knows who takes care of her, doesn’t she?”

She nods. Her mouth drops open and a smile curves her lips when I bring my hand down again between her legs. I love the yelp she lets out, and I see the fire in her eyes.

My mouth starts to water. My neck twitches a few times but I barely notice. Her scent feels like bondage ropes around me, and I need my tongue inside of her.

Now.

“I’m going to eat that beautiful pussy until you beg me to stop.”

She opens her mouth to reply, but I’m on her. All she can do is suck in a gulp of air as I shove my tongue so deep inside. Her hips lift off the bed and she immediately rides my face.

I’ve never told her, but she’s too good for me. I know I married far up the chain of command, so far that someone should have slapped me back down. But here I am. So I intend to keep her completely satisfied, so completely satisfied that she will never even have time to think twice about her decision to marry a fuck like me. A girl like her could be on any man’s arm. Some billionaire somewhere is missing his porcelain doll. And although I may not have the coin to offer her like that, I sure as shit can make sure she knows all the other ways only I can take care of her.

Like this.

She’s as sweet and juicy as an overripe peach. I swear she tastes better every time. I slurp and swallow as her hands come down to grip the sides of my head. My fingers take control of her lush thighs, spreading her, following her manic, up-and-down, up-and-down motion with enthusiasm.

I lick and suck. Rasping my teeth over her clit until she cums with such a shudder it's like she's possessed. Quaking and shivering, she runs sweet cum into my mouth and I swallow her nectar with pride.

My balls throb. My cock demands his own just reward but I’m not done with my little girl. I want one more from her because I can feel the animal in me clawing forward. When I get my cock inside her, it’s not going to be gentle.

Hard, rough and fast. I want her soaking and moaning and ready when it happens.

I give her a few seconds to re-group, tickling her outer lips with my tongue. Then I’m face deep inside her again. My tongue wants to be everywhere. I’m winding up and down in each fold. I’ve been here so many times and it will never be enough. Her pussy is my home.

She falls over into another gushing orgasm, my name on her lips as I bite down on her clit. She practically levitates off the bed.

I pull back for a second, listening to her soft moans and admiring her dripping opening.

“Come here.” I reach for her hands, gently pulling her up as her glazed eyes barely focus.

I guide her hips up and over me as I lay down on the bed.

“Hop on. I want that pussy on my face. Show me what you need.” My hands come up and around her thighs until I’ve got two giant handfuls of ass, and I'm pulling her hips down so the masterpiece of her pussy covers my mouth.

I lick her outer lips, then flick her clit with my tongue. I want all of her at once. I want to devour her, ruin her and stick a damn flag in the ground like Neil Armstrong claiming the moon. She’s all mine. Every juicy inch. I count myself the luckiest man on earth because of it.

I settle my mouth over her clit, playing with the hard button, using the tip of my tongue until she starts to take what’s hers. I love her like this. There is nothing sexier than seeing my girl needy, knowing I’m the only one who will give her what she craves. She’s twitching, grinding down on my mouth, soaking my face until her juice is dripping down through the scruffy two-day beard that covers my jaw.

I groan right along with her. I’m pretty fucking sure I enjoy this more than she does.

She whimpers my name a few times and I stuff my tongue as far into her clutching cunt as it can reach. My name’s still on her lips. Along with some ‘Oh my Gods’ but I think I’m the one who sees Jesus. When your girl cums while calling your name and God’s in the same breath, you are as close to the holy land as mortal man can be.

Her body shudders and she drenches my mouth with her release. I gulp and breathe, taking every drop lovingly down my throat.

My hands shift up to her waist, guiding her to sit down above my head. I pull her into position, bringing her farther down, and for the moment my new favorite thing is my mouth on one of her glorious tits as it dangles over my face.

I suck her deep, hard, and then move to the other side, taking a moment to admire her from this angle.

Her hair is hanging down over us like a shimmering white curtain.

“I have to be fair,” I say as my mouth goes from one tit to the other. “I don’t want this one getting jealous and then some crazy tit fight breaks out between the girls here.” I smother myself with her softness as I listen to her halted breathing.

After a few heated minutes of breast worship, I push her back a few more inches so I can see her stunning face. Her hair cascading down like an ivory waterfall over her shoulders and into my face.

“Put me inside you.” I lower my voice, rumbling because I need her around me and I want her to do it. “Put my dick inside you like you fucking mean it.”

I want to see her riding me. Showing me who she really is when we are like this.

I don’t want her reserved or holding back. When we are naked, fucking, making love, I want all of it, I want all of her. I don’t want her thinking; I want her giving herself to me on such a primal level, I could do anything to her and she would accept it.

Her hand comes down between her legs to grip the base of my cock. My entire body aches with how much I want her. How much my entire being wants to be inside of her. She shimmies her hips into position, holding every luscious inch of herself over me for my hands to play with and cherish.

“Take it, babe. Let me see you take it all at once.”

The glistening, slick lube that her body makes just for me is leaving a trail as it runs down her inner thighs. I feel the soaking heat as she brushes the leaking, engorged head of my cock to her opening, dancing it back and forth there for a moment and pushing me to the edge of insanity.

“Fuck Daddy, babe. Wrap that pussy around me.”

Her scent is on my face and her eyes roll back as she brings her incredible, finger-diggin-good, hips down, gobbling up nearly every inch of me in one glorious pussy suck.

My hands grab at her, paw everywhere over her skin because I want it all. She’s fucking mine and I want her to know it. Feel it. I’m on her tits, her hips, shoulders, down each arm until she twists my fingers with hers just to stop me. I'm watching her move herself onto me until her mouth opens and her eyes lock on mine.

“I love you,” I grunt, breaking the moment, but she needs to hear me right now. I want her to feel the meaning behind the words because they are too small, too insubstantial, to carry the full meaning behind them.

“I love you too.” Her breathless voice floats out on a whisper and I want to fuck her into forever.

She’s raising the beast. Today will not be about slow love making. I need it raw and primal. The tension in my gut is tightening into a knot.

“Promise me you will remember how much I love you. Because I’m about to fuck you like I don’t.”

Her eyes are pleading and needy and perfect. I let her hands go, settling them on my chest so she can safely hold herself and take me damn near into her belly. I shift upward to meet her strokes, harder and faster, urging us on. Straining against the tightness of her cunt.

“Fuck me like that, like you need me,” I growl as I move one hand from her waist, grazing over her quivering belly, between her tits and then to clutch around her throat.

Anything and everything about the world around us disappears. We are lost in that place only meant for us, where time stretches and bends. Where light glows around us as two separate people turn into one.

I tighten my grip at her throat, just enough so she knows who I am, who she belongs to. I can see the fire flash in her eyes and Promise moves like a freight train, her hips grinding on me until my balls lock up and scream for mercy.

I thrust up like a rutting boar, causing her to wince. Her walls clutch around my thickness when I move this deep. I meet her downward movement with two more belly thumping thrusts until she soaks me and the linens underneath us, and her pussy snaps shut around the base of my dick.

“Fuck, that’s so good, babe. God, I’m so close.” I’ve got my eyes pinned on hers as I see a small devilish smile on her pink, pouty lips. My words push her over the edge and her pussy clenches, and that’s all I need. My girl always cums first, but sure as shit I’m right on her heels. “Make me cum, babe. Make Daddy cum.” That’s all it takes before her sweet, clinging heat seals our fate.

Her orgasm sucks on my cock and it’s the most glorious thing I’ve ever felt. I cum with a thick groan. My hands shake as I dig into her hips, holding my cock as deep as she can take. Every cell of my body explodes with pleasure, so much pleasure that I could never describe it. Multiply your best moment ten times and you still won't be anywhere close to how it feels to cum inside her.

Promise’s body shakes, and angelic sounds fly from her lush lips. We ride out our climax for what seems like an eternity until she lays her body down onto my chest, her hair cascading over my smile.

We pant and melt together, and somewhere inside, my inner wolf howls at the fucking moon.
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Beckett

I’ve got my laptop open as I sit at my work table, my fingers hovering over the keys.

Promise's soft snoring makes me smile to myself. I wanted her to sleep, and apparently a baker’s dozen of orgasms was my girl’s brand of Ambien.

I’ve answered a couple e-mails to Icon Publishing. Our conference call went off well earlier, in spite of Louis’s absence and all this madhouse shit going on. They had some questions about his absence, but bottom line is they are all about the bottom line. After a few questions and answers, almost everything is decided. They’ve got an assistant helping me with the website, and responding to Facebook messages from kids and parents. I hate to have to pass on some of the duties, but a man can only juggle so much and Promise needs me.

Thank God the contract is already signed and Louis walked me through the legalese. Because, truth is, that shit is not my boat. I have some minor decisions to make about promotional channels but it will all come together. I’ve got far bigger hills to die on right now.

Icon wired me another advance payment and that looked mighty nice in the bank account. I’ve got a decent amount of scratch saved up, but since I opted out of another round on the government’s payroll, I need to get the future squared away.

But, first thing’s first.

Jordan.

I scroll through some research I’ve been doing when a new email pops up from Brendan. He’s been plugging along with Louis’s sister and he's also been looking into any legal recourse we may have to bring Jordan back. I click and read the message.

 

Dude, Louis is holding all the legal cards. There’s no way you will be able to get Jordan back through legit channels. With custody established, he’s the biological father. The law's on his side at every turn. He’s violating the visitation agreement if he misses scheduled visitation, but our government isn’t going to do jack shit about that. Egyptian law will protect him. Got a text message from Louis’s sister. All it said was, ‘Spoke to family. All is well. Jordan is safe and cared for.’ I know you’ve been running like a dog, but you may want to give her a call, see if you can get her to talk to you. I’ll call you later. On my way out to see my kids. Every Wednesday evening and every other weekend sucks man. It sucks.

 

I look over to see Promise tucked under the covers. Her hair is splayed out behind her in white-blonde waves. Her mouth is open just a bit. She’s curled into a half ball with her arms clutching the pillow.

I think for a moment about getting her safely set up with Bruce in a few hours, and then getting my ass on a plane to visit Rehema. I think she knows more than she’s letting on, and Canada is a friendly neighbor.

But that isn’t the plan.

I need Jeremy first. I can pluck something from him. I know it, gut deep. Seeing he’s been a player in Louis’s life since before we even suspected, there's definitely more that he can tell us. Especially about Holly and Louis. I doubt I can trust Jeremy any more than I can trust Holly, but the difference is I can apply pressure I couldn't with her.

Something stinks and those two are just two carp in the septic tank.
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“Nope. No. No. And nope.” I hold open the door to the Suburban and wait patiently for my beautiful pain in the ass to hop inside.

She gives me the stare. “I know him. I can help. Besides, I’ll just be sitting here going crazy worrying.”

I won’t budge. I need to have a man to man with Rendell. Not sure he deserves the ‘man’ title, but I’m going to give it to him for the moment. I'm not sure when she decided that going with me was a good idea. I thought she was cool with that particular decision. Hell, there are things I might have to do that I do not want my wife to witness.

We’re also going to get our asses out of the loft. So in my spare time, I’m trying to figure out where we will lay our heads and hopefully raise about fifteen kids. Wherever we land, I want it to be perfect for her.

“Get. In.” I want to spank her ass, but instead I slide my fingers up behind her neck, into her hair, pull her head back and kiss her until our teeth clink together. Her tongue doesn’t hesitate when I go exploring. The flavor of her kiss ignites my inner dog.

She’s quiet on the ride to Bruce’s apartment. I grasp her hand in mine for the twenty-minute drive. Her lips remain slack, but I can see the strain on her face and in her slumped shoulders. We’ve only been married a couple of days. This is not the beginning we thought we would have.

I am a new person with her. For the first time in my life, I'm me. She’s shown me who I am without trying to change me or manipulate me. It’s magic. Before her, the only time I felt like the true version of myself was out in the field with my SEAL brothers. Out there, we were so focused on the mission in front of us, we’d walk through hell or high water to get it accomplished.

She’s released a wild part of me but at the same time, I’m tamed. I will never look at another woman again. That is etched in stone. She’s my first in so many ways. Promise pierced through to my heart and that’s something no one else had ever done. That's the most important first of them all.

By the time we walk hand in hand down the hall toward Bruce’s apartment, I’m relieved that she will be safe and settled here for the next few hours while I extract some truth nuggets out of Rendell.

Bruce swings the door open with a smile, holding his trademark coffee mug. He takes a swig and gives us his devilish smile.

“Howdy.” He laughs.

He’s wearing a t-shirt that says, ‘Let Your Freak Flag Fly’ with a stylized picture of Joseph Stalin. His perfectly pressed, flat-front khakis are paired with bare feet.

I shake my head, but the truth is he raises the needle on the happy meter. It doesn't matter what the circumstances are.

“There’s the happy couple. You guys sure know how to honeymoon. Fuck Fiji, right?” He cracks himself up with a stomp of his foot and a nose snort.

“Shut up,” Promise says with a playful slap to his shoulder.

He winces and steps back. “Sorry. I don’t know what the fuck else to say. I’m not good at serious.” He looks at me with raised eyebrows and pulls his bottom lip down like he’s in trouble with mom. Then he gives me a playful sneer and a waggle of his eyebrows. “Don’t hurt me, big, scary man.”

“I second the ‘shut up.’” I repeat Promise’s playful words and Bruce let’s out an exasperated stream of air and shuts the door behind us.

“So, do you two have any good news?” He steps toward the kitchen table, giving us a crooked smile.

Promise looks at me, then out toward the balcony. The sun is dappled behind the early evening clouds. She takes a few steps into the room and settles herself on the sofa like it's her own place. The soft, yellow skirt and cream colored cardigan she’s wearing make her look even more doll-like than usual. She’s woven her silky hair into a single long braid that starts at the nape of her neck, but then curves around and hangs down over her left shoulder, settling just on top of the swell of her chest.

And I can’t tear my eyes away from her.

We aren’t telling anyone about the baby yet, so searching for a safe answer to Bruce’s question isn’t that simple.

“A little. We got a text and a picture of Jordan. He looked okay. Got a line on his sister in Canada too, and some info from Promise’s mother. She’s been a real treat.”

Promise shakes her head and gazes back out to the balcony, eyes vacant, twisting her hands in her lap.

“I’m leaving here to go have a little chat with Jeremy.”

Bruce lets out a disdainful snort. “Wear protection. That guy’s so dirty, I wouldn’t go within ten feet of him without a body sized condom on me.”

Bruce cracks himself up, takes a long swig of his coffee and walks toward me to lay a supportive slap on my shoulder.

“I’ll be okay.” I can’t help but smile at the guy. “Take care of her. See if you can get her to eat.”

Promise shoots me a look. I don’t give a shit. Taking care of her is priority one, and getting some food in her is mandatory.

“I’m a pro at reservations and take out. I’ll whip up something delicious with my phone and my credit card.”

I reach back to grab my wallet and take out two hundred-dollar bills. I fold them twice and tap them into the front pocket of Bruce’s pants. Probably the biggest thrill he’s had in months.

He starts to protest but I catch his eye and take a deep breath that inflates my chest about three inches. He gives me a little nod.

“Take. Care. Of. Her.” I look him straight in the eye so he understands I am not just talking about ordering pizza.

“You promised you would call me in an hour,” Promise chimes in with a hint of brattiness as I turn to see her cross her arms over her belly. The thought of what is inside her right now douses my caveman possessive streak with gasoline. I want to grab her, get us on a plane and disappear where she and our baby will be safe forever.

But I can't do that.

“You be nice to him,” Bruce shoots at Promise, throwing a loose arm over my shoulders. “If you ever leave him, I’m going to start some re-programming and see if I can get him to play for the winning team for a change.” Bruce let’s his arm fall to his side and winks.

“I love you, man, but that’s not damn likely,” I say, my eyes still fixed on my girl who shakes her foot and scrunches her face.

“Oh, well. Can’t fault me for tryin’. My dry spell’s turned into a full on drought. So forgive me, all I have left are my fantasies. I won’t confirm or deny that you star in any of them.” His mischievous grin lightens the mood as much as possible and I shake my head in exasperation.

I step toward Promise, crouch down in front of her, grab her arms with my hands and open them up. I take her warm, trembling fingers in my palms.

“Yes. I will call you in an hour.” Her gaze softens and I know how tired she is. It’s not just sleep she needs, it’s peace.

I try to reassure her with a soft squeeze from my fingers. I hate that I have to do it, to keep reassuring her. I bring both her hands to my mouth, my eyes locked on hers and kiss the ring on her left hand. Marking my territory.

She pulls her hands from mine, quickly moving them and fists my t-shirt below my collar.

“Fix this. All of it. So we can start our life. Get Jordan back.” She glances at her belly. “All of it. You’re my hero and I’m depending on you.” She's my queen, and this is her command.

The sorrow in her voice cracks my heart into a hundred sharp pieces. I lean forward, set my lips on her forehead and hold them there. Not kissing, just holding, trying to take away all the worry and pain. I know I can’t, but I am damn well going to try.

“If it’s the last thing I do.”

Her breath exhales on little puffs as I settle a long, slow kiss on her lips. I let out a little moan and from behind me Bruce lets out a dramatic sigh like he's just caught mommy and daddy kissing.

“Do . . .” Bruce interrupts, “you guys want me to leave? Because it sure seems like y’all are stokin’ up something that is not exactly my kind of threesome.”

I smile and stand, grateful for his ability to infuse humor into almost any situation. Promise lets go of my shirt, leaving two wrinkled spots on my chest which I do my best to smooth out with the palms of my hands.

“No. We’re good. Feed her. Make her smile. And keep her here. Or, I’ll be stokin’ up something else which most definitely won’t be your cup-o-tea.” I eye him from under my brow and step toward the door. He counters playfully with hands up away from me in the universal sign of surrender.

“You don’t scare me.” His voice shakes in mock fear as he tip-toes in retreat, then doubles over in a snort. Bruce smacks his knee before straightening back up and putting on his best dead pan face. “Scratch that. You actually do scare me.”

As I leave them together, Promise's words come back to me.

Fix this. Get Jordan back.
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Beckett

This shit hole is shut up tight. Every blind is closed, every curtain drawn.

But he’s in there. I can fucking smell him. Feel him.

Jeremy.

It’s a predatory sixth sense. Maybe I was born with it, or maybe I've developed it in my years of service, but I’ve got it nonetheless. His pathetic ass is hiding in there. Like a pussy.

In a way I'm looking forward to seeing him. I need to know what he knows, and I know he won't give it up willingly. And that means applying pressure. Something at which I excel.

It’s nearing six-thirty, but it’s July and the sun breaks through the clouds like it could still be mid-afternoon. I don’t give a shit. It’s broad daylight and I’m entering this house. Just what he won't expect. The element of surprise is part of the plan.

I know guys like Jeremy. They’re cowards. He’s a bully of the worst order. The kind that manipulates someone he views as weak, vulnerable. He uses his position of authority to cater to his own base needs. It’s a special brand of evil.

He may not have touched Promise, but he sure as shit imagined it. Even when she was too young to consent. And that is a character flaw that knows no quarter. I picked through all the information I could get my fingers on. The photos. The journals he wrote. All about her. My baby girl. From what I gather, his obsession wasn’t with kids. It was with Promise.

I'm watching from my observation spot inside the Suburban and I’ve got my game plan figured out. The shithead could call the cops, but the moment he sees who’s come calling, my guess is he’ll do whatever he can to placate me. In his position, more interaction with the law may not be in his best interests.

I step down onto the street. It’s a quiet neighborhood. He lives toward the end of a cul-de-sac so I don’t hear vehicles or kids playing, not even a dog barking. This is blue-collar town. Most of the houses are buttoned up tight. A few TV screens flicker behind closed blinds, nothing that worriesme.

My mind quiets and I let everything else fall away. This is a moment for calm focus. I’ve got questions. He better fucking have answers.

I stride up the driveway, easy as a politician on the campaign trail. My eyes register the two windows, just dim light streaming through the closed window coverings. There's a flower pot on the front porch, filled with weeds. The garden beds around the house are overgrown with bushes. Left to run wild. A few dandelions push through the faded mulch of the untended beds. The lawn is overgrown, with patches of yellow and brown grass like empty, stagnant ponds, all the way from the house to the street. Nobody's looking after this property. My guess is, Jeremy's got other things on his mind right now.

I stomp to the front door because I’m not hiding. I'm not playing this cool. I’m coming right through his fucking front door like I did when I came to claim Promise just a few months ago.

My hand grasps the metal handle and pulls the aluminum screen door open. I give the knob on the wooden front door a twist because hey, you never know. He’s as stupid as a box of used condoms so maybe he leaves it unlocked.

But nope.

I freeze, listening.

Low traffic noise drifts from the interstate a mile away. It’s that quiet here. My heart beats, slow and steady. I channel my training. Keeping the mission directive in mind. Tamping down the emotional part of me that still wants to introduce Jeremy's nose to his own asshole.

The deadbolt’s locked. The only thing between me and Jeremy is the paper thin, faded oak door. I remember it didn’t take all that much force to bust it down the last time, but who knows what kind of repair has been done since.

It’s a hurdle. That’s all. I take one more look over my shoulder, scanning the street, taking note of the neighbor’s windows. Looking for prying eyes between the blinds or a curtain pulled back. It’s dead silent, except for my own breathing and the chirping of a few birds. Jeremy’s light blue Corolla is parked at the curb in front of the house.

It’s possible he’s not here, that my spidey sense is off, but I fucking doubt it. My skin crawls, my mouth waters, and there is a low anxious energy that flows through me. It tells me he’s inside, curled in a ball. Probably laying in his own waste.

I’ve tried putting the pieces together. Jeremy must have been barely twenty during the interlude between Louis and Holly. What the hell was he doing getting his ass involved with that shit? He should have been out at the bar, or the strip club, since those establishments are clearly on his list of recreational activities.

I never cared much for that side of life. I spent a time or two inside a gentleman’s club but it didn’t do shit for me. Seems there was always something inside me that was waiting. I’ve jerked off far more than I’ve fucked in my life. That’s for sure. No other female ever did much for me. Until Promise. Now I’m tagged and bagged, and my cock is branded with her mark.

When I think of Promise dancing at that club, I feel like a dog with razor back, drooling and snarling. I hate that any man ever stroked off with her in mind. She’s mine. Even a glance in her direction from a dick swinging XY puts me on edge.

I take a long, slow breath, then let go of the door knob, one hand holding open the screen door.

I’m pressed back about three feet. I need to put my heel just to the right of the deadbolt to blast it through the wood with one sharp smack of my boot.

Focus.

Muscle memory. When we used to go house to house in Kunduz I kicked down a lot of doors. More than I can remember. It was always my foot the guys called on when a door didn’t open after a single knock. We didn’t wait around for guns to be aimed at our heads. One knock. Then we went in. Seems I had the knack for convincing a door to let us in.

In one fluid motion, my body takes over. I cock my torso back and focused force shoots like weighted arrows down from my chest. It travels through my core and into the muscles of my right thigh.

I jerk back a few inches, shut down my breath, and like a tight bow string releasing my foot comes up and strikes with a boom.

The wood around the deadbolt splinters and the door frame explodes, leaving the door ajar a few inches. The metal bolt busts out the back of the door at a forty-five-degree angle, still holding onto the door frame by a few millimeters.

I wince, growl and slam one more time with a grunt. The door cracks open, bouncing against the wall behind and sending shards of wood flying through the air.

In three seconds I’m boots on the ground, swinging the door behind me, closing it as far as it will go into the shattered door frame.

“You have company,” I announce my arrival into the silence as my eyes adjust and take in the disaster of the living room.

A putrid smell hits my nose and I almost double over. White take-out containers dot every flat surface. Filthy blankets and pillows lay in heaps on the ragged and tattered sofa, rips fixed with duct tape. Empty beer bottles litter the room and fill half the coffee table, along with worn notebooks and file folders.

There is a dim shimmer of daylight flickering through a gap in the curtains from the kitchen to my left. A hallway leads down to what I assume are the bedrooms. He’s clearly been holed up in here for a while.

For a split second, I feel sorry for the fuck. I mean, what kind of life is this?

I shift to my left, listening. When I’m on point like this, I can hear ants marching. Just as my ears pick up the crunch of paper and the swish of fabric, someone takes a quick step. I lunge forward.

In a fraction of a second, I make out the outline of a shoulder, an arm and the metal grip of a desperate firearm held in a shaking hand.

“Get out!” Jeremy advances, screaming up from the back hall.

I’m on him in a single step. He waves a semi-automatic, but my grip crushes his, crunching the bones in his hand. He drops the gun with a squeal and crumples to his knees.

“Seriously?” I look down at the human waste at my feet.

My lips tighten against my teeth. I twist and squeeze his hand because I know how much that fucking hurts. I’m about one more pound of pressure away from hearing the pop of his finger joints dislocating.

“Owww. God, stop.” Jeremy’s voice shakes. I can tell that he's close to tears. His free hand comes up to grab my wrist, but I knock it away before I lean down to secure the 9mm Beretta that rests next to my left foot.

“You are a stupid son-of-a-bitch. You know that?”

“Fuck off.” He spits the words, then sniffs back a sob, his voice leaking desperation.

“Now, I’m going to fucking let go of you. I want you to get your ass up and sit down right there. You got it?” I point to the armchair next to the sofa. It is the only seat that is not covered in debris.

“I’m not doing anything. I’m calling the cops.” He digs around in the pocket of his sweatpants with his one free hand before he looks up at me. I notice the distinctive plugs of fake hair that line his forehead. It’s not funny, but I feel that unwelcome flood of pity wash over me again. Fucking pathetic. “You can’t keep just breaking in here.” His voice cracks as I squeeze his hand harder.

“You want to call? Okay, I’ll dial for you.” I reach into my jacket pocket, pull out my cell and tap the screen until Northrup’s number shows up. I hit speaker, then dial, giving Jeremy a quick smile. “I’m pretty sure Northrup might want to ask you a few questions too. Seems Holly dropped by. Left them with some interesting information about you.”

“I’m not talking to him. Hang up!”

Just as I start to hit the end call button, Northrup’s voice comes on.

“Hello?”

“Detective Northrup? Hey, it’s Beckett Fitzgerald. Sorry, I think I butt-dialed you. Sorry.”

“Okay.” He pauses. “Hey, one thing I forgot to tell you and your wife today. Holly Henderson didn’t put it in her statement, but she dropped another little nugget on me before she left the station. Could be complete BS. Not much we can do about it, but thought you should know.”

Northrup stops there. His penchant for these dramatic pauses rakes on my last nerve.

“And?” I don’t hide the irritation in my voice. I point once again at the chair, letting go of Rendell’s hand. I tip my head telling him to take a fucking seat. I swear if he doesn't then I'm going to rip his fucking throat out.

Jeremy gathers himself onto his knees, crawls the two feet to the chair and lifts himself in a slump onto the cushion. He sits there, sulking.

“And, she said at some point, Rendell offered her money to let him adopt Promise. He offered to buy her.”

“No shit.” I look at Jeremy who avoids my gaze, and looks down at the floor still cradling the hand I crushed in his lap.

“Seems his little obsession started very young. I’m not sure how these three tie together, but somewhere they do. I just haven’t figured it out yet.”

“Well, let me see if I can’t dig up some new information for you.”

“Stay out of it,” he’s quick to say. “You’re the only one that isn’t a person of interest in all this bullshit. Got it? Take care of your wife and keep your distance. We’ll figure it out. These folks go farther back than we thought.”

“They sure do.”

“Oh, and between you and me. I don’t think they are all that interested in Promise for the fire anymore. She’s still got to stay put, but I’ve been asking around the arson unit, and from the rumblings, they aren’t seriously tagging her for anything. Just thought you would want to know. I never thought it was her myself. Just didn’t add up.”

“Thanks. Okay, well, I’ve got someone waiting.”

“Okay.”

We sign off and I lift the coffee table from one end, cascading a pile of garbage at Jeremy’s feet. My boot kicks it sideways about a foot in front of him. I sink into the seat across from him. The distance between us is polite, but I can reach him without getting up if I need to.

I lift the 9mm up between us, admiring it with something like a smile. But this shit is anything but funny.

“Well.” I sniff. “Nice piece. This yours?”

“Yes, it’s mine. And I know how to shoot it.” He spits the words at me like a spoiled six year old.

“Good for you. So do I.” I jam the Beretta into the back of my jeans under my belt. The cool metal against my skin pokes me up straighter as I glare into Rendell’s pathetic face deciding what I’m going to do next.

“What do you want?” he snaps.

“I’ve got questions.” I clear my throat, lean my forearms on my knees and stare his bully ass down. “You've got answers.”

“I’m not—”

I cut him off with a shake of my head and my hand shoots forward to grab his t-shirt around the neck. I twist and pull him toward me.

“Don’t tell me what you are ‘not’ going to do. I’ll snap your fucking neck before you can shit your pants.”

I watch him swallow. His eyes drop and don’t come back up.

My hand stays on his shirt a few moments longer. I want him to understand just who’s in the bitch position here so we can speed this up.

“First question is easy. It’s yes or no. If I hear anything else come out of your mouth except a 'yes' or a 'no,' you will be trying not to swallow your own teeth. And that's going to make this conversation a lot harder. For you. Cap-eesh?”

Rendell dares to roll his eyes at me but I let it go. I inhale a ragged breath to calm my rage.

“Did you set the fire in the loft?”

I watch as he sits up a bit and shifts his shoulders. His lips tighten and I stare his bravado down with an icy glare. His chest sinks back and his shoulders fall a couple inches.

“No.”

But I know that the security footage was doctored. And he’s a fucking liar.

“I believe you.” I give him a tap on the forehead with my index finger. “Now, what do you know about Louis and Holly and the night that she says he raped her? Remember, unlike your hair, you still have your own teeth and you may want to keep them.” I fill my chest with a breath and kick his socked foot with my boot. “I’ll fucking know if you’re lying. So save us both time and save yourself from early dentures.”

“I wasn’t there.”

“That’s not the answer to the question.” I tap two fingers, harder this time, on his forehead and lean forward until our noses are less than an inch apart. “I realize you are stupid, but the depth of that stupidity is something I am still assessing. Do you not understand the question or are you just being an ignorant dick?”

He pulls his head back and leans at an awkward angle in the chair just to pull a few more inches away from me.

“It was a long time ago. I don’t remember. I only remember she told me he raped her.”

My truth detector has flatlined.

“That’s bullshit. Try again.” I had zero patience when I got here; now I’m just pissed. I lick my bottom lip and consider where I’m going to punch him first. Face or throat.

“And he’s gay,” Jeremy snaps then sneers like he and I have just found some common ground.

For a big guy, my fist moves like a rattlesnake strike. It smashes into his mouth, wiping the smirk off his smug face, sending his head to the left and covering his teeth with a glaze of red.

The sound of the crunch of knuckle on teeth fills the few inches of space between us. immediately followed by a wounded puppy yelp from Rendell.

I feel better.

Deep cleansing breath.

I remain still and let him absorb that little lesson on how not to be a homophobic asshole.

“So, we’re off to a rough start.” I shake my head, chastising him. “Let’s start over. Try this. Tell me what Holly told you about that night. If she told you five different versions, I want all five.”

He tries to rustle up a man glare and I smile at the attempt which only annoys him further. His lips press together into a thin line as he’s remembering. He’s thinking too much, trying to decide what to tell me, so I figure he needs more incentive. All I want is the plain, raw truth.

I reach around toward my back, my eyes intent and on his—Jeremy’s widen and he swallows. My fingers touch the solid metal stuck in my belt but I don’t pull it out. Sometimes innuendo works better.

“One more thing,” I say, stroking the cold metal. “I have an internal lie detector. Trust me. It works. So if I detect a lie, you get hurt. I can be creative. You’ve already met my fist a couple times. And I have other creative ways of hurting you.” I bring my hand back to rest on my knee as I sit up straight with a bored sigh and an irritated scowl.

“She liked him,” he blurts out as he shakes his head, wiping the smear of blood from his bottom lip. “I don’t know why. She thought he had money, I guess. He wasn’t interested. But she managed to get him to take her to dinner one night. Told him she hadn’t eaten or something. Then she said she needed a ride home because someone was dropping off Promise and she wasn’t going to be there in time.”

No lie. “And.”

“I don’t know it all,” he whines, a drop of blood dribbling down his chin. I watch it trail through the scruff to land on his polyester shirt. “She got him to come inside. One time, she told me he just attacked her out of nowhere. Then another time, she was all proud because she seduced him. She said he wouldn’t do it. He brushed her off. You've met her; you can imagine how pissed she was. So she called him a fag or something.” He sits back farther in his chair, assessing the effect that word has on me. “Those are her words, not mine.”

“It’s not making sense. I do not have time for your shit today.” I have a feeling this little fairy tale involves Jeremy somehow and he’s playing it off like he’s an innocent bystander.

“I wasn’t there. Like I said, I just know what she told me and it was a long time ago. It was like it was some sort of badge of honor that she got him to fuck her. I don’t think she even knew he wasn’t really into women. I sort of knew, but I don't remember it being something we’d talked about. So that night, when he wasn’t interested in her, she just threw the insults out there and I guess something stuck. He sort of exploded after that.”

“Why didn’t she go to the police if he did rape her?”

“She said she was scared.”

Even Jeremy can’t hide the disbelief in his voice.

“Uh huh. We both know Holly Henderson is the first one to play victim if it suits her.” I’m working to put the pieces together in my head, but there is still something missing.

Then it dawns on me. A jolt of electricity shoots from my brain to my gut. “Were you fucking her?”

Jeremy looks at me with a gaping mouth and drops his hand from his swollen bottom lip.

“No.” He sets his jaw.

I shake my head. My hand comes up to clutch his t-shirt. His mouth turns into a startled ‘O’ and his hands start to come up.

Too late. I slam my forehead into his nose, head butting him with a grunt. Sometimes it's the sounds that do the job as much as the physical stuff.

He flops back into the chair. I’m not sure if he’s out cold, or just processing the amount of pain coursing through his nervous system. A trickle of blood makes a small red river out of his left nostril and stops for a moment when it reaches the top of his lip.

“I’ve had about as much of your bullshit as I can take. Don’t. Fucking. Lie. To. Me. We just covered this and you seem to be a slow learner. You have a college degree. These are not difficult questions.”

I smack his cheek until he opens his eyes. They are unfocused but at least he’s back with me.

“You were fucking her.” I nod at him and he eagerly nods back. “Good. Better.” I tousle his hair then crack another playful slap on his cheek.

“So, you were involved with her. And I understand. I’m sure back then she was beautiful. I get the attraction. But, here’s what I don’t get. She manages to get Louis to screw her that night.”

Jeremy interrupts, the pitch of his voice raised a notch. I'm not sure how much more he can take, so I hope he keeps cooperating. “She knew he wasn’t interested in her. I said she didn’t know, but she did. It was sort of a challenge I guess. She always wanted the ones that didn’t want her. It wasn’t money. Louis didn’t have any money then. He was just starting his company and working as a liaison, which doesn’t pay for shit.”

“Still, why did she not tell him she was pregnant?”

“Let’s just say, there were several—multiple—possibilities for whom Jordan’s father could be. Some of them . . . she didn’t even know their names or how to find them even if she wanted to.”

“Not you?” I raise my eyebrows, and for just a second I have a flash of honest, genuine empathy for the guy.

“No, it wasn’t me.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know, okay? I don’t have to tell you why. Besides, Holly was messed up, even back then. I wanted to help them. I did. But she wouldn’t let me. But I couldn’t stand the way she treated Promise. She was so little and she had no one.”

“So you became a little too interested.”

“Not at first.” He says it like a plea. “In the beginning, I thought I was in love with Holly. Then, later, I just wanted Promise to be safe.”

“So you told her to set fucking fires?”

He rolls his eyes and any sympathy I had for him evaporates.

“It wasn’t supposed to hurt anyone.” He looks down and I want to rip his face off with my teeth.

Instead I push back, sliding the coffee table with me, and rise to my feet. I need to put some space between us before I fucking kill him. I press my hands to the sides of my head and rub my temples.

The thought that he manipulated a damaged, lonely little girl is pure evil.

“I loved her before you. I waited for her. I tried to help her.”

“And you even offered Holly money if she would give her to you.” I threw the line out and watched to see if he’d take the bait. My odds were fifty-fifty that every word out of Holly’s drugged up mouth was complete and utter bullshit.

Jeremy’s eyes tell me it’s true. Whatever his intentions, no sane person does that.

I need to get out of here. His stink wakes up parts of me that will not simply end with a bloody nose.

I need to speak to Louis’s sister next. Then somehow get to Louis. And nothing’s going to stop me.

“My inclination here is to beat you, and just keep on beating you, until you need to suck your food through a straw for the remainder of your days. But I’ll re-think that if you give me a straight answer to just one more question.”

My gut turns. His next words may very well change everything.
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Promise

Maybe it’s his raised eyebrows, or maybe it's the way he makes me laugh even when I want to poke him with something red hot and sharp. But it's certainly infuriating.

I scowl as Bruce fusses with the coffee pot from his place in the kitchen. “You’re like a bald Medusa dragging out people’s secrets with one look,” I blurt out the words as I pull my lips to the side and tug on the hem of my shirt.

“You know, those looks can make limp dicks hard.” He wipes the counter near the coffee pot, which is on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. “Why is it no coffee maker company on the face of the planet can make a coffee pot that doesn’t drip when you pour from it?”

He’s aggravated because of the conversation we’ve just had, and I feel bad about that because I know he cares about me and I just put him in an awkward position. But I also feel irritated that he's annoyed at me, because I didn't even want to tell him.

“Stop being annoyed. You kept asking questions. Yooooouuuuu.” I point and wag my finger at him, a grimace on my face, and I'm shifting in my seat because my skin feels like an army of ants is marching up and down my back.

“Yes. Because contrary to your own opinion, there are people in this world that think you are worth the effort and care about you. Even if you are a huge pain in the ass. Which you are, by the way.” He slams the glass pot back into the coffee maker base, spins around and brings the mug to his lips with an impatient slurp. “And,” he jabs a finger in the air toward me, “you do remember I also have a Master’s Degree in Nursing and I know a thing or two about pharmaceuticals. Jesus, half the population of Windfield is on anti-depressants.”

“I’m sorry. Pretend I didn’t tell you.”

He exaggerates a nod and glares at me with mouth agape.

“Let’s stay on planet earth shall we?” he says with a snort. “I could tell something was up just from the look on your face when you walked in the door. I mean, I know you have a lot going on, but you look different. I can see it in your eyes.”

It’s rare that Bruce doesn’t turn everything into a reason to smile, but there’s no hint of a grin on his lips now.

“Fine. It’s not a big deal.”

“Is that what your doctor said?” The sarcastic cut to his voice makes my stomach clench. My anxiety makes it hard to swallow.

I don’t answer, because it’s a rhetorical question and now it's my turn to be annoyed. I’ve managed to keep the pregnancy to myself so far. It’s still strictly between me and Beck.

“Anyway, fine.” He slurps another sip of coffee and steps out of the kitchen toward me. “But I reserve the right to bring this up again. Especially if I see other changes in you.” He stops next to the kitchen table and flutters a hand at me, but he softens his glare and his voice. “You look cute. It’s nice having you back on the sofa in something other than sweatpants looking like you’re channeling Sylvia Plath.”

I realize how much I miss him. Especially, working with him. I may just be a care giver, rather than a nurse or anything important, but I loved being around him and the residents of Windfield. Helping them. Even the hard parts. The duties no one likes to talk about. I mean, they have adult diapers for a reason, and I’ve experienced it all.

“Thanks.” I smooth my hands down my daffodil-yellow skirt. The fabric is sort of a sheer silk and it matches the ribbon I tied around the tail of my braid. I admit I enjoy the skirts now. Beckett hasn’t insisted I wear skirts and dresses all the time, but I do know what he prefers. Easy access. “I just want Jordan back. I’ll be fine as long as we get this craziness figured out.”

I know he’s thinking about the last time I was here on the sofa, curled into a fetal position. Thinking my life was over. Beckett was gone and I was the top suspect in the fire that killed his father. And I had lost my brother for good.

The fire.

I glance at the painting I gave to Bruce that hangs over the opposite wall from the sofa, the one with two faceless people. It’s big. Four feet square with flames filling the background and the two faces floating on top. My palms begin to sweat as I recall that I am not cleared as a suspect. Remembering the unforgivable things I’ve done.

The weight of the burden is no lighter just because I was a child. I've had to deal with what I've done.

An overwhelming sense of dark hopelessness hits me like a cold ocean wave. The feeling is familiar, but I haven’t felt this way for a long, long time. I really thought it had gone. Chased away like a ghost exposed to the light.

My mind spins. Winding down. Down. Like I’m circling a drain, helpless, knowing where I’m heading.

I’ve done things that killed people.

Me. I’m a killer. Who could live with that?

Jeremy may have shown me how to start the fires. But it was I who lit them.

No one was supposed to get hurt. That was always the plan. No one gets hurt. The first one, when I was four, the one in that apartment below where Beckett and his family lived . . . that was just supposed to be a few little sticks in a coffee can. But I was a little kid. I didn’t know the dry leaves I added would burst into flames.

I also didn’t consider the curtains would blow in the breeze when I opened the window to let the smoke out. The flames catching the fabric on fire so fast I had no idea what to do. A kid that age doesn’t think stuff through. But still, right now, I feel the weight of my actions. Of what I did. The lives it took and how it hurt Beckett. God knows who else.

“Hey, stop. I’m sorry.” Bruce’s voice startles me. Jolts me back to the present. He steps from his place by the table toward me. His face lacks its usual zest and I realize I’m crying.

Not the silent kind of crying, the kind you see in the movies where a single tear just rolls down a cheek. This is a full-on, unsteady, gasping, nose-running type of crying.

“Promise.” His tender voice floats over me. Soothing me. “You need to rethink your decision and talk to Dr. Michaels. Or just tell Beckett. He loves you; like crazy kind of love. Secrets are never the way to go.”

“No!” The thought of telling him makes my breath hitch in my throat. I can’t inhale. Can’t get enough oxygen. The fear snakes its way around my heart. Squeezing.

“I.”

Take a breath.

“Can’t.”

Take a breath.

“Tell.”

Breath. Breath. Breath. I can’t take a breath.

“Him.”

Bruce shakes his head.

It must be hormones. I haven’t felt this kind of darkness in years. I'm sure it's just hormones, just the baby sending them haywire. I convince myself it’s that. Not the other thing. The thing I’m sure it’s not. But the more I think about it, the less sure I become until I don't know any more, and then I just hope it's not the other thing.

The thing that no one in my life knew before today. And even now, Bruce doesn’t know it all. Doesn't know the whole truth.

Damn Bruce and his superpower. It’s staring you down with those head nurse eyes until you crack and tell him you’ve stopped taking your medication. Stopped cold without talking to your psychiatrist. Thinking you don’t need it, or him, anymore. Or you tell him that you twice tried to kill yourself when you were a teenager.

Dead.

“It will be fine,” I assure him, even as the words stick behind the lump in my throat. Bruce loves me and I hate the look in his eyes because I know he wouldn’t be so concerned if there wasn’t a good reason.

He opens his mouth to say something else, but the bang on the apartment door stops him.
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Promise

We're heading up the steps to the loft and Beckett's right in front of me. But I can't seem to keep my hands to myself. I've just eaten, but now I'm hungry for something else.

He swooped me up from Bruce’s and took me to lunch at Bello’s. I was ravenous. I ate a plate of Pasta Primavera, four pieces of bread and a Napoleon the size of my face.

“It’s hormones.” The heaviness that enveloped me at Bruce’s has evaporated.

“Well, whatever it is, I’m more than happy to serve.”

I still hear the relief in his voice. Apparently, he made sure to clear the air with Jeremy regarding anything that may have happened between us when I was little. I guess he asked him one very clear and final question before he left him sitting alone in his own misery and Jeremy’s answer gave Beckett some peace.

He asked Jeremy if he, or anyone in my mom’s life, had every touched me. Touched me in a way that a little girl should ever be touched. Maybe he thought I might not remember, or want to tell him. I expect Beckett had his way of assuring that Jeremy’s answer was truthful. When he told me about it at dinner, I could feel the relief come off of him and it made me both happy and sad. Sad that he takes the burden of everything in my life as his own, and happy because I know that if Jeremy’s answer had been different, Beckett would be shattered.

Beckett smiled and watched me in wonder the whole time while I ate. There are too many things to list about why I love him. But numero uno is that he loves me just the way I am. He once said everything that nourishes me, nourishes him. I’ve gotten used to being me. The way his fingertips dig into my breasts or my abundant ass feels sexy now, where in the past, I would have felt embarrassed.

In so many ways he still makes me feel small. I like it. More than just like it, I love it. There is nothing better than when he takes me against him, or under him, or lifts me up to wrap my legs around his waist and I feel tiny. I’m wrapped in a warm glow thinking about it because it’s all-encompassing.

The heat rises in my cheeks. I even like the scrape of his black boots on the cement steps as we head back up to the loft. The cadence of his uneven walk makes me horny.

He's wearing that perfect pair of worn Levi’s. The exact balance of loose and tight, coupled with his worn, brown leather belt. I remember the sting as it smacked my ass. That belt has served its duty as more than simply an excellent way to keep his pants from falling down.

A low hum tingles between my legs as I stare at the belt. My hands feel the hard muscles of his ass under the back pockets of his jeans and my panties are officially done. Inside my head, that little voice whispers, ‘Daddy, I need you.'

He reads my mind.

“Babe, you are needy. Just the way I like you. I hope you noticed I didn’t have dessert.” He turns to look over his shoulder and down at me with those Monet eyes. The ones that light up my soul. His lips turn up in a grin. “That’s because my mouth is going to eat your pussy like it’s a piece of warm apple pie.”

I feel the rush of heat pool between my legs as his voice thickens.

He unlocks the loft door, swings it open. As it crashes loudly against the wall, he reaches back to grab my hand, leaving the other one to grope the back pockets of his Levi’s.

I'm up the final step and into his chest, and he's laying a kiss on my lips. Without a word he tells me he is as ready as I am to begin tonight’s show. I still can’t believe how far out of my shell I am with him.

I never would have believed I would want him so much. Want it. Not just sex, but it.

His cock.

I honestly think about it, a lot. Right now I want my mouth on it, but I get the feeling he’s got other plans.

His lips seek mine. They're soft but the kiss is hard. Almost desperate. His tongue loops into my mouth. I still taste a hint of bitter coffee on his lips, the only thing he had while he watched me devour my Napoleon.

He growls out a low, rumbling, lusty sound. I can’t think of anything that tops it. The noises he makes, they're so primal. They scream out just how much he wants me.

Every rational thought floats away like confetti on the breeze.

He spins us around and through the door, his tongue curling and chasing mine. The metal door slams behind us.

His hands traverse up my back, pushing the waistband of my sweater up with them. He’s rough. Demanding. And his kiss hints at what is rising up inside him, threatening to overflow.

I’m amazed by how much we still desire each other. In truth, I figured flaming hot lust would burn off by now to be replaced with something cooler. It hasn’t. It seems to be the eternal connection between us. It’s as necessary as the breaths we take. He taught me that. He also taught me he is in charge. I know my voice is always heard. When it comes right down to it, from the depths of his soul, I know my needs will forever come before his.

Beckett breaks our kiss and drags me by the hand toward the bed. I’m sure he’s about to bend me over and flip my skirt over my ass and then chastise me for wearing panties.

Instead, he stops cold. His face turns to stone. He sits down on the edge of the bed and pulls me to straddle him.

The stiff length under his jeans makes my tummy flip as I settle, spreading myself to move against him. He cups my cheeks in his rough hands, drops his head and lets out a long sigh.

“What’s wrong?” I don’t want to ask, but it’s clear there is something he needs to say. I’m not sure I want to hear it.

We’d talked a bit about the information he’d gotten out of Jeremy earlier, but all in all, he hadn’t seemed too upset when he arrived at Bruce’s to pick me up. Now, I’m scared he’s been holding something back. Something big.

He shakes his head and rests his forehead on my chin.

“I wanted this to be the happiest time in your life. I want to see you smile all the time. I hate that I missed something. That I’m putting you through this. It’s my job to take care of you. To give you everything you’ve ever wanted. How was I so deceived by Louis?”

Beck raises his head and I see a sorrow in his eyes that overwhelms me with grief.

“You aren’t putting me through this. How could you think that?”

“It’s my job to protect you. That’s my fucking number one job.” His hands tighten on my cheeks. He shifts his head back and his eyes scan my face. I can see the fear there and it physically hurts me.

His lips are open just enough for me to see the glint of his teeth. That chip that makes him even sexier. For a split second, I think of the quirky smile he gave me when he told me how it happened. How he slipped in the bathroom of a strip club years ago and chipped his left front tooth.

He wasn’t at the club to watch. That's not really Beckett's scene. He was just the cleaner. His hours were from three to six in the morning, back when he was still in high school. He would get up at two-thirty, go to work, then to school. They didn’t care that he was only sixteen. He worked cheap, he worked fast, and he didn’t bother the girls.

He was in the bathroom one night, mopping up God-knows-what off the floor, when he felt something on his arm. He turned and saw a spider the size of a quarter crawling on him. Making its way up from his wrist toward his elbow.

As far as I can tell, Beckett is not afraid of anything. Except spiders.

He dropped the mop handle, reached over to swat the spider off his arm, lost his balance on the soapy, wet floor, spun and ended up going down face first. Before he hit the floor, his mouth smacked into the edge of the urinal bolted to the wall.

The force of the fall chipped the front of his tooth. It also pulled the porcelain urinal off the wall and snapped the water pipe, spraying water into the air and flooding the men’s bathroom at Ruby’s Penthouse.

The next day, he looked for a new job.

Now, staring down into his face, I realize he is afraid of something besides spiders.

He’s afraid of disappointing me.

Failing me.

“You are my world, Beck. You make me feel safe. And loved. And cherished. And those are things I didn’t understand until I met you. You do protect me. You’re protecting me right now. I belong to you.”

I turn my head to the side, take his wrists in my hands and gently pull them from my cheeks, meeting his lips with mine until I feel him soften underneath my touch.

He lets out a noise like a tiger’s chuff, deep and rolling in his chest. His skin feels hot. Suddenly his arms latch around my waist, driving my open crotch down onto the steel length that hasn’t given up a centimeter since he first pulled me onto him.

It’s all arms and mouths and tearing. Buttons be damned. Beckett turns into an animal, biting into my shoulder and ripping off my bra.

He looks up as I watch him and my breath comes fast. I've only seen the expression he wears, the intensity of it, a few times before.

“I didn’t understand what forever meant before you,” he whispers into my ear, as one hand traces up my spine. The rough texture of his fingers leaves a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

He settles his massive hand, solid and heavy, at the back of my neck, and his fingers close around. The angle of my head is held in place as he continues to whisper soft tones next to my ear. “Nothing and no one will ever take you from me. Ever.”

The last word sends a chill over my heated skin, tightening the muscles in my back as his other hand closes around my waist. His hips rise up to grind his erection into the now drenched crotch of my panties.

He shakes. I’m not sure what to say. I’m frozen on top of him as he takes a deliberate breath, his face buried in my neck. His lips tickling over my jugular.

I yelp as his lips give way to sharp teeth, a solid quick bite that races through my body like delicious poison.

His fingers pull at my hair, twisting my head back and exposing my neck, forcing my back to arch and pushing me off balance. I would fall if not for his arm around my body, holding me safe. I trust him and I feel how he craves the power he has.

My voice catches in my throat as his mouth leaves my neck. He kisses down then sucks deep on my breast. His hot, urgent mouth works me until I’m a whimpering mess. Then he looks me in the eye and winks.

My heart flutters and I whimper, “Take care of me, Daddy.”

My words detonate whatever monster simmered just below the surface. Before I take my next breath, he flips me over, landing me softly on the stark, white duvet. His face hovers over mine.

“Lift your ass, baby.”

I dig my heels into the mattress, pushing my hips toward the ceiling.

Beckett’s eyes narrow into slits as his hands make quick work of the button and zipper of my skirt. As it slides off I hear the sound of fabric tearing. The pressure from the elastic in my panties digs into the tops of my thighs.

He wins.

In one more breath, he has them in his mouth as he bridges himself over me. Every muscle stands out beneath his skin. The late afternoon sun shines into the loft from the middle of the expanse of windows, lighting him up like a Greek god. His textured scars only make him more stunning to me. More him. The power it must have required for a child to get through that kind of pain, that's what has turned him into the man I see now. Fearless, invincible, steadfast. Scarred and imperfect in the eyes of the world but perfect in mine.

My knees spread. I know now never to hide myself from him. I belong to him, and in every way I trust him to give me what I need.

He lets the panties fall from his teeth. They drop to the floor in a sopping mass of cotton.

“Every drop of juice that flows from your pussy is mine. No one will ever taste you but me.”

His name is on my lips as his fingers dig deep into the insides of my thighs, pressing me apart with such force, pain shooting down each leg.

“Ahhh—” I moan. My body is at his mercy. His grip on me is so tight I couldn’t move my hips even if I wanted to.

His face comes down like a tsunami, swirling pleasure through my pelvis. All at once, it’s tongue and lips and teeth. The wet lapping and growling has me fisting the sheets, my arms spread wide like I’m being crucified by his mouth.

I cum with a scream as his tongue moves inside me. It's like a living thing, bringing me to the edge and tossing me over until I’m in free fall and I can’t stop shaking.

The dance of white lights in my eyes sends me to that magical place. I don’t know how long the orgasm lasts, but it feels like forever. My body quivers. My sounds of release flood the loft all the way up to the tall ceiling.

My body goes limp as the sensation of my climax begins to soften. I’m panting and whimpering as Beckett’s teeth scrape over my sensitive folds, nipping at the hard button, making me yelp. His teeth disappear, replaced with soft lips for a quick kiss, then up over my mons until he's nipping and biting the plushest part of my belly.

I’m spinning, lost in euphoria when his mouth leaves my skin. I feel abandoned without him there. Empty. I open my eyes to see him cast off his clothes an article at a time. The sun trickles through the windows, gleaming over his sweat-soaked scars. The tendons in his chest move under sleek skin as his arms shimmy out of the fabric.

Before I can shift and stop my legs from shaking, his cock is out. He’s on me like the most magnificent human blanket. His belt is clutched in his hands as he holds himself up on his elbows next to my head.

“Hands,” he growls.

I answer by holding my wrists together above my head.

The clink of the brass buckle rings in my ears, before the smooth softness of the worn leather touches my flushed skin. He wraps it twice around my wrists, then again, until he buckles the restraint in place.

“Don’t fucking move.” He glares at me but I know he isn’t angry. It’s him. This part of him that takes over. That devours me. The beast inside him that loves me as only a beast can. Completely. Urgently. Without fail. “Don’t forget who you are.”

He shifts his hips down, holding himself for a long moment between my legs, his eyes locked with mine. He holds us together like that until the first brush of his cock sends shivers over my skin. Without any hesitation, he slams his thick length into my soaked opening. One huge thrust and he seats himself into me until it burns and I wince with the burst of pleasure and pain.

His cock still hurts, even after all the times he’s been inside me. He's bigger than I ever thought my body could take.

I shudder, accepting it all. He takes a breath, draws his cock out in inches, then drives forward again, pushing my body up toward the headboard with the force of the fuck.

“Owwww,” I whimper.

He thrusts hard again. Again. Again. Each churn of his hips expels a grunt from him and a breath from me.

His eyes never leave my face.

“No other man will ever be here.” He slowly presses his cock into me until I’ve taken every inch, then holds himself there. Solid. Unflinching. “This is all mine. Your pussy was created for my cock. Don’t you ever forget that, baby.” He shifts his hips between my legs until I feel him reach my belly.

His thickness tugs at my tight opening, making my body flush with a thin sheen of sweat. His eyes are aqua fire. His body is carved granite over me.

He begins to move, shifting his entire frame up and down. Just that magical inch. It pushes his muscled lower body against my open folds. He starts, then stops. Again, faster, harder until my toes curl and the ache of pleasure inside me turns to pain.

“Oww, please.” I need to cum. He holds my orgasm hostage.

Beck shifts again, not enough to push me over the edge, but enough to drive me crazy. I’m whining. Reaching. Pleading with my eyes. I see him lick his teeth and draw a shaking breath through his nose. His chest expands.

“Please what?” Another slow grinding movement. Up and down, back and forth. The friction sends shivers through my body, inside and outside.

“I want to cum,” I choke out.

His mouth comes down to my chest and the sharp, wicked pain from his bite shoots from my breast straight down into my pussy.

“Ahh, please. Daddy, please, make me cum. God, I need to cum.” Without my hands, I’m his to do with as he wishes. His massive body pins me as my arms lay helpless above my head.

Another deep bite sends my back muscles into a knot, an intoxicating mixture of pain and anticipation. It takes me to a space where my mind blurs and only he knows how to reach me.

“That’s my girl.” He turns from beast to lover again as he moves into me, his face in front of mine.

I feel the thump of his heartbeat in my own chest. The rhythm of us together, matching our movements as he pulls back, stroking his massive cock into me, deep and full. Until I can’t hold on.

“Show me who you are.” His rumbling words send me into the beautiful abyss. My body belongs to him and seems to collapse into the magnificence of the pleasure of him. Every cell in my body responds to him, to the ways he pushes into me, against me, over me, drawing orgasm after exquisite orgasm from every atom.

I’m still quaking and convulsing when I feel him tense. I struggle to open my eyes and see his face draw tight. His strokes turn into forceful hammer strikes. His hips slap into me, riding the last of my orgasm as I feel him thicken inside my body until it burns inside me and I’m sure I can take no more.

The bed shakes. The sound of flesh moving against flesh; other noises I cannot seem to stop, they fly around and around, hovering over us in the expansive space like seductive doves.

He cums with a burst. I feel it spray inside me, thick jets streaming into my body and then coursing out from my throbbing opening to pool below my ass.

I take all of him with a cry. Tears squeeze from my eyes and drip into my ears as he comes down and kisses me with such force I taste blood from where teeth cut into lips.

The last of his cum fills me and his lips fall to kiss away the tears. We stay locked together like that until our breathing slows.

When we finally come up for air, he has that smile that courses through me like a drug. He pecks my nose with his lips, then says, “I want to hear you make those noises when we’re a hundred.”

I smile. I hear my heart throb in my ears but I also feel each beat wherever our bodies touch.

Beckett’s hands move above me to loosen the belt as he keeps himself buried in my pussy. He's still just as hard as he was before he filled me with his cum.

“Yeah? A hundred? We may need spotters.”

He chuckles as he works the buckle over my head.

“Or bubble wrap,” he says.

He releases me from the leather, gently guiding my arms down until my hands trace up the smooth skin of his shoulders and come to rest around his neck.

How he becomes more amazing to me every day I do not understand, but he does. Before Beck, I was sure I would forever be alone. No man even caught my eye, let alone my heart.

He peppers my face with kisses, then his thumbs softly move across my forehead. I’m utterly lost in the pools of his eyes. The dark lashes rim irises that defy a definition of color.

“Everything is going to be okay, babe. I promise. You. Me. Jordan. Our baby. No one deserves happiness more than you, and no one is more determined than me to make sure you get it. I will not give up. I’m a determined fuck.”

I see the glow in his eyes. His protective, possessive nature seems to grow by the hour. My belly flutters at the sound of the words, ‘our baby.’

“I belong to you. I trust you.”

“You honor me more than you could ever know.”

A warm, comforting sense of peace washes over me. I hug him tight, closing my eyes and dreaming of us somewhere far away. A country house. Kids crawling all over us. The smell of fresh bread baking. The breeze carrying the sweet smell of lilacs to tickle my nostrils.

I’d never before imagined a future for myself. Not that kind, the kind with the picket fence, the smells, the tastes and thoughts of all that could be. I realize how true my words are. I really do belong to him. And in every recess of my body I am sure that everything really will be okay. It has to be OKAY.
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Beckett

I've got the phone pinned to my ear. I managed to get Rehema, Louis's sister, to take another call about ten minutes ago while Promise took a bath.

My girl nearly broke me trying to get me to climb in the tub with her. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for her. And when it involves loving her balls deep, I’m all in.

If I could, I would eat her like a fucking Vegas buffet twenty-four hours a day. She’s that delicious.

But I needed to get rolling on this. I need to crack Louis’s sister. The need is now urgent since I talked to Brendan again and wrapped up my little Q & A with Jeremy.

I've distracted Promise for the moment, but I know she’s riding the edge. It feels like forever since we got married, but it’s only been a few days. A few days that Jordan’s been gone. To her, that’s forever. Big fucking pieces of the puzzle are still missing and the clock is ticking.

I already had Rehema on the phone and everything was going fine, but then I pushed her a little too hard, started asking about her father and whatever horrible transgression Louis committed as a child that got him banished from the family.

She hung up on me. Screamed at me in Arabic for a good bit and then the line went dead. But, a few minutes later, my phone rang and she was ready to talk.

Now I’m tucked into the farthest corner of the loft, behind the kitchen where there is a small utility closet with the hot water heater, a bucket, a mop and some privacy.

I can still hear Promise singing Neil Diamond’s “Sweet Caroline.” She's in the bathtub, where I settled her after I got her good and dirty.

Her taste in music is a whole different subject.

Listening to her in one ear, and Rehema in the other, I imagine what it would be like to just steal her away to some secret garden, somewhere I could have her all to myself until the end of our days.

Rehema told me to hold on while she dialed in one of her brothers. Seems after she ripped into my ass, she called him and they decided to speak with me together.

“Hello.” A male voice with a thick accent comes through the line first.

Before I can reply, it’s Rehema.

“Hello. Beckett Fitzgerald is married to Jordan’s sister.” Rehema takes care of the introduction.

Her tone is restrained but eager. I’m pretty sure she’s on our side in some way and I take some comfort from that.

“Hello.” The male voice again and this time it’s clear it’s directed at me.

“Hello. Thank you for speaking with me.”

Silence.

I hold. First one to say something loses. It’s an old trick when you are negotiating. When you get to a moment of transition, you wait. People hate silence, so you let it turn thick, see who fills it first. So long as it's not you then you’ve got the upper hand.

Five seconds.

Seven.

Might not seem like a lot of time, but when that time is filled with an empty space, believe me, it's fluid. It stretches and bends and feels different. A whole lot more awkward . . .

Ten.

“So you wish to know about my brother?”

Bam.

“Not as much as I want to know about Jordan. I want to know why he’s there. Why Louis took him without telling us. You realize we have a shared legal custody agreement and he’s violating a court order.”

More silence. I may have opened heavy, but I needed them to know I’m not fucking around. I kept it polite though. Sending my first launch over the bow filled with profanity would surely end the call before I made any headway.

“You think your court has any power here? My brother is the boy’s father. We have every right to decide where he will live.”

Live. Fuck, he dropped that right in my fucking lap.

“I also know family is very important to you,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “And he is away from the only family he has known. His only sister. That has to mean something.”

“Sons belong with their fathers. You are married to his sister. She is part of your family now.”

You’ve got that right motherfucker. And so is Jordan.

I need to change gears.

“That is true.” I agree with him, because it puts people off balance, makes them think you're on their side. I clear my throat and hear the click of the pilot light on the water heater next to me. “But you are here and you know Jordan is part of our family as well. Louis and I have known each other for a very long time. He never mentioned his family. Can you see why we are concerned? Maybe if you can tell me why Louis never mentioned any of you?”

I hear breathing.

“No.”

Fuck off. Hard.

“Are you with Jordan now?”

“He is not far. The boy is fine. He is blood. Part of our family now.” He says it with a finality that sounds like he’s told me everything I need to know. He’s clearly not picking up on what’s going through my head, which is that I’m fucking coming for Jordan and I don’t care how many bodies I leave in my wake.

He’s coming back here, that's a fucking certainty.

The pilot ignites the gas on the water heater with a ‘whoosh’ and I push my fist into the wall, next to the pipes that trail up it. I need to hold it together before I continue.

“He’s part of his sister’s blood.” I swallow the bitter taste in my mouth, but I can feel myself losing it. “The sister that has been his only fucking family since he was a baby. Why the fuck is his sister less important than a father he’s never fucking known?” I’m done playing diplomat.

The last thing I hear before the soft click on the other end of the phone is a dark chuckle and the sound of a boy yelling in the background.

“Fuck.” I pull my fist back and slam it into the drywall, leaving three knuckle indents. Before I disconnect, I hear a soft sound of Rehema clearing her throat. I fucking forgot we were on a three way.

“I’m sorry.” She sounds disappointed. I can work with that.

“Me too.” I’m thinking fast, trying to keep her on my team. “Seems he may not value a sister’s love as much as we do.”

I toss it out there, hope I hit a sore spot.

A few seconds of silence. The white noise of the connection and my heart slamming around in my chest are the only sounds. Promise’s soft singing no longer drifts in from the bathroom so I know she will come looking for me any second. I want to have good news and so far I’ve got a steaming pile of shit.

“No, they do not,” Rehema says and I do an invisible fist pump.

I spend the next few minutes earning her trust, not pushing, but pulling her toward me. Listening for Promise’s movement out in the loft, I inch closer to the open door of the utility closet, leaning against the door jamb. One hand is down in my pocket, the other is holding the phone.

“My father . . .” Rehema’s voice halts.

“Yes, I’d like to know about your father.”

“He’s very ill. My brother sent word to Bakari a month ago, telling him our father was dying and he would die with the curse and shame still on the family. I prayed he would not burden Bakari with this, but they do not ask me for my opinion.”

“Why did you leave Egypt?”

“My family is very traditional. My father picked out my husband when I was only five years old. I grew up knowing my fate was to marry and serve my husband. I wished to go to university, to be a writer, a journalist. To help.”

“And your family would not allow you to go?”

“No. I was to marry when I was seventeen. Then the man I was to marry was killed in an automobile accident. I had nowhere to go. I begged to be allowed to go to school, to go to America and study. Eventually my father allowed me to come to the United States for one year, just to study and live with another family he knew. But I never went home.”

“Why didn’t you find Louis? I’m sorry, Bakari?”

Silence. This is where our conversation was derailed earlier. I can hear each heartbeat.

“He brought our family shame. My father strictly forbade it. I did look for him once, but I didn’t find him.”

“What kind of shame?”

“The worst shame. The very worst. I have changed. I do not believe in the curse anymore.”

I can tell she’s close, but I feel like she doesn’t want to be the one to say it. A couple of pieces of the puzzle are coming together. I change gear.

“How old was Bakari when your father sent him away?”

“He was eleven. I was very young, but I remember him. He was very kind, very soft. Not like my father and my brothers.”

I hear Promise’s soft steps coming through the loft. I need to speed this up. Something Jeremy said hits me and decide to take a chance.

“Did Bakari show interest in another man? Or boy?” I drop the bomb. I’m running out of time and I need to put this together. I stand up straight, waiting for Promise to appear around the corner.

I'm prepared for Rehema to disconnect. Instead, she doesn’t miss a beat.

“Yes.” I can almost sense the relief in her voice.

“So why was he able to return now?”

I hear the refrigerator door open, the clink of a glass, water turning on in the sink. Any second I’m going to hear her calling for me, because I’m practically glued to her every damn second.

Rehema goes quiet. I’m saying a silent prayer as I stare up at the ceiling.

“I’ve said too much already.” Her voice turns flat and she shuts it down.

Fuck. Come on, man, keep her going. Choose your words.

I'm concentrating on trying to find exactly the right thing to say to keep her on the line when Promise appears around the corner. I practically jump out of my damn pants.

“What are you doing?” Her eyes are wide, brows raised, her hair hanging in damp waves down her naked skin. “What’s going on?”

Before I can deal with the crazy shine in my wife’s eyes, Rehema attempts to cut things off in my other ear.

“Goodbye, Beckett. Please, I cannot help you.”

I’ve got a woman in each ear. Both of them need me right now and I make a split second decision, pull the phone from my head and put it on speaker.

“Rehema, please don’t hang up.”

I turn to Promise who stands before me, mouth agape, and I don’t have time to explain. I just meet her eyes and hope to God this works.

“I have Jordan’s sister here. Promise, this is Rehema, Louis’s sister I told you about. She’s been so helpful with information about Louis and Jordan.”

Promise turns dark. She grabs the phone as I step forward and around the corner to the edge of the kitchen. I place my hand at the small of Promise’s back, bringing her right along.

“Please, where is he?” Promise pleads and my heart aches at the desperation lacing her voice. “Is he okay? I need to get him back. Please, you don’t know how much I love my brother. Please help us.”

“I cannot help. I’m sorry.” Rehema’s voice fades.

“No! Please! I’m his sister. I’ve taken care of him my whole life! He’s like my own son. Please, I can’t lose him. Won’t you help me? Please, he’s my life.”

Her hand shakes as she holds the phone turned up in her palm. I pull her next to me, her body soft, and I try not to think of how incredible she looks standing here completely naked and unashamed. Her eyes are set deep. She’s tired, her emotions are ragged, but her moods have taken on an edge the last few days. Something I’ve not seen from her before.

I write it off to the craziness of our life right now. There is only so much a person can take. Even my tough girl. Getting married, Jordan being gone, her mother turning up out of the blue and raising a storm, finding out she’s carrying my baby. I know I have to keep a close eye on her right now, because the burden on her is heavy. I hate it. It’s my job to take all of that from her and put it on myself.

Her soft skin is still pink and warm from the bath, smelling of the lavender shampoo she loves.

I’m sure the phone is going to go dead. But for a second longer than I expected, the low static is still there.

“I will speak to you. I wish to speak to you privately.” Rehema’s voice is stern. I let Promise go, raising my hands in resignation as she looks at me with those eyes that bore into my soul.

I motion for her to take over the call and I step back.

“That’s fine. Just please talk to me.” Promise touches the screen and takes the call off speaker. She puts the phone to her ear and walks over to the blue-velvet sofa, where she settles into the corner, pulling her legs underneath her.

She draws in a deep breath, puts her free hand on her rosy cheek and looks down, away from me.

I walk to the bed, grab a blanket, then move to the sofa and settle it over her.

She looks up at me with a pained smile then just as quickly looks back down, concentrating on whatever Rehema is saying in her ear.

For the next fifteen minutes I keep my distance, watching Promise’s face while she talks. I mess around in the kitchen, washing up a pan left from last night, forcing myself to be busy. Her face looks tight as she listens. Then suddenly she smiles and one hand flutters over her mouth, then up to her forehead as her chin drops to her chest.

I’m keeping my eyes on her. I dry the pan and hang it with the others on the rack over the island. Then I lean back against the counter, arms crossed, watching her reactions.

When her shoulders start to shake, I take that as my cue. I push off from the counter and I’m next to her in ten strides, crouching down and slipping one hand behind her back and the other under her legs. She’s curled into a ball. I hoist her up, spin around and set us both back down on the sofa. Only this time, she is curled into my lap with my arms tightly bound around her as she trembles and drops the phone.
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Promise

Louis's sister told me everything, and for the first time since Northrup showed up at the loft door, I feel hopeful.

More than hopeful.

Peaceful.

Everything we’ve discovered about Louis since Northrup dropped the bomb on us has eased our minds. I’m not saying he wasn’t dead wrong to take my brother without telling me, but the bits and pieces we’ve put together have made him look far less nefarious.

First, the rape. Now, I would never presume to doubt a woman who says she was raped.

However, the woman that is accusing Louis? Yeah, Holly.

She’s got as many versions of what happened that night as she has excuses. Second of all, I know her and I wouldn’t trust her any further than I could pick her up and toss her.

There might not be much to her, but that’s still not far.

I trust that she will lie.

I trust that she cares only about herself.

I trust that she’s not bathed in good intentions.

That's about the extent of my faith in that woman.

After the phone call with Louis’s sister had ended, I sobbed until I fell asleep against Beckett. He just sat there, cradling me in his lap. He didn't flinch until I opened my eyes and asked him what was next.

So now he’s got me packing my honeymoon suitcase again. Only it’s still not for our honeymoon. I’m going back to Bruce’s and this time it’s for a few days.

And Beckett is leaving for Egypt.

He and his friend from the service are flying out in a few hours. I want to go. I need to go but he won't let me.

Okay, so I don’t have a passport, but the truth is I know Beckett is relieved by that. He wouldn’t let me anyway, but I would plead my case if I knew there was even a possibility I could get on that plane.

He thinks he has enough information to make a play for Jordan. He's currently tapping the keys on his laptop, making plans or whatever.

After I woke up, Beck settled me back on the sofa, made me waffles with strawberries and then hopped on his computer.

I'm watching him work while I savor the mixture of strawberries and maple syrup.

All of a sudden he stands bolt upright and practically runs in my direction with his open laptop in his hands. He drops onto the cushion next to me with the screen of his computer facing me as I shove an enormous bite of waffle into my mouth maple syrup dripping off my bottom lip.

“Babe.” He adjusts the laptop so I can see and I notice his neck twitches a few times before he looks from the monitor, then back to me.

There’s a video playing. When I see the blond hair I drop my fork onto the plate and set it onto the end table, grabbing the edges of the laptop. I’m frozen as Jordan’s face appears on the screen.

The weight and warmth of Beck’s arm covers my shoulders. I’m still naked, because that’s just the norm when we are here, but I’m suddenly chilled and thankful for his heat.

The video plays for exactly thirty-three seconds. It’s Jordan. He smiles. He looks okay. He says he misses us. He doesn’t say anything about coming home. He doesn’t say anything about Louis.

The last three seconds are of Jordan glancing off screen, listening to someone mumble. Then he looks at the camera, smiles and says he loves me.

I play it over and over while Beckett makes some phone calls. Rehema gave me the address of the family home in Egypt. Once she and I got to talking, something developed between us. A thread of hope. As women, we both felt a bit discarded by our fathers, our families, and in the end, she gave up more to me than she probably ever would have given to Beckett.

I stuff my suitcase with balls of clothes and this time Beck isn’t giving me any grief at all, not about my messy nature nor my lack of packing skills.

For a moment, I wonder where Holly is. We haven’t heard a peep from her since she busted herself out of the hospital. My guess is she's long gone. She'll be holed up somewhere seedy with her douchebag boyfriend. Back to their sad routine.

The one thing that still doesn’t make sense is her reappearig just because she didn’t want Louis adopting Jordan. The only guess I can make is she got wind of Louis’s financial background and the dollar signs started flashing in her eyes.

When she found out Louis planned to adopt Jordan, she saw her meal ticket. Just make a rape accusation, create a tornado of trouble and somehow get her talons into a nice shut-the-fuck-up check.

Only, she didn’t count on Louis skipping out of the country and her own web of lies being even more than she could keep track of. I mean, why would she go to the police? That just shines the spotlight on her stupidity.

They couldn’t do anything anyway. It’s been way too long since it happened. The statute of limitations has expired, as Detective Northrup had said. But I’m sure Holly didn’t think about those kinds of legal details; she just wanted to ride in and hit her mark, like the world stops for her.

Who knows? I could be off base, but somewhere deep down, for the first time in days, I feel like it’s all going to work out.

There is a tiny dot of light at the end of the tunnel. After talking to his sister, I have an idea why Louis did what he did. It still doesn’t explain why he didn’t trust us enough to just let us in on what was happening though.

If I hadn’t seen with my own eyes how much Louis loved Jordan over the last few months, I would be completely coming apart right now. There are still questions, and I know it hurts Beck that the man he thought was one of his best friends didn’t bother to respect him enough to come up with a solution together. But from what Rehema had said, he must have been so traumatized by what happened to him when he was young, he just wasn't thinking clearly.

I get it. I understand how your past can make you do crazy things.

On top of that, I am still throwing up every morning and I’d put my mood swings up against any pendulum. I’m sure it’s just the baby crazies and nothing else. I’ve been fine for so long. Sure, quitting my meds is probably making me feel a little worse but it’s the right thing to do. Beck will never have to know.

I smile at him as he watches me stuffing my suitcase from across the loft. I crumple up a pair of jeans in a ball and he shakes his head. Everything is going to be okay.

I’ve got Beck.

I’ve got our baby.

And he’s going to get Jordan. I know he is. I trust him.
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Beckett

Delivering her here to Bruce’s apartment, I feel like I’m failing her. She needs me to be her safe place. We also need our own damn home. The loft is enemy territory as far as I’m concerned and my girl deserves to feel safe and rooted somewhere.

“You know I’m not leaving, so if y’all need to take this up a notch, I’m just sayin’ it ain’t going to be private.” Bruce sits there, coffee mug in hand, giving us the death stare from his place in the upholstered chair next to the sofa.

I want to be alone with her, but I want that all the time. All I know is it’s hard to breathe without her. We should be alone right now, bonding as husband and wife. But instead, I’m leaving her with Bruce while I jet off to try to bring back the only other thing in her life that matters to her.

Jordan.

The one thing I promised her I would do is get her brother back to her. And I'm going to do it, no matter what.

My neck jerks as I hold her face so I can just stare at her. I want it burned into my mind. Branded deeper into me than she already is. I need to take that with me.

I can’t remember any woman before Promise. And now that I have her, if, God forbid, anything happened, I’d still be loyal. No one will ever take her place. Not in my world nor in my bed.

She was chipper on the drive to Bruce’s, but now she looks wrong. Her eyes aren’t lit from behind. They look cloudy, and the hint of pink flush on her cheeks has been replaced by ash.

I hate leaving her.

“Babe.” I set my lips upon hers, just wanting to feel their softness and taste the flavor of cherries and sunshine. She barely kisses me back. “What’s wrong?”

I shift back to look in her eyes, brushing a loose hair from her forehead, fitting it down behind her ear and then putting my fingers behind the little diamond earring that hangs from the cutest earlobe on the planet. Those are the earrings I gave her just an hour ago. The third gift on the third day. Our three-day anniversary. I gave them to her after another round of goodbye sex.

I had pushed her body to straddle my face, teaching her nothing was off limits. I had to guide her hips at first, showing her just how hard she could move, then once my tongue got going, she bucked on my mouth like a rodeo champ.

She came so hard she collapsed on my face until I nearly smothered in her pink slice of heaven.

Hey, if there’s a way to go, that was it. Death by pussy. And not just any pussy—the only pussy.

I brought her back to life, swung her around and took her from behind. First nuts-to-butt in her clutching cunt. Then, she turned her head, looked at me over her shoulder and whispered she wanted me inside her somewhere else. Fuck if things didn’t get real.

But now I’m starting to get worried. Her mood was all vixen and seductress an hour ago. Now, she looks like her hamster died. I pin her with my eyes until she answers the question. Something is not right here. I don't like it. And I'm about to leave her and fly half way around the fucking world.

“Nothing. I’m fine.” As soon as the words leave her lips she looks up at me, wide-eyed. She knows better than to give me that bullshit answer. I want to fucking know what’s going on. Quickly, she whispers into my ear, “Who knew being pregnant would make you so . . .” she trails off with a shrug. “Funny.”

I look over to see Bruce regarding us with playful irritation. I called him before we headed over. Promise and I told him about the baby. It had to be done. The break in his voice when he did his best to mutter the ‘Congratulations’ without outright crying only made me love the guy even more.

“Raise your right hand,” I say to Bruce with my own mock seriousness.

He bobs his eyebrows but holds up his hand, coffee mug and all, like he's making some sort of weird toast. He crosses his legs and jiggles his loafer up and down.

“Do you fucking swear you will take care of her? And not like you take care of that plant over there either.” We both look at the nearly leafless Ficus tree by the balcony sliding doors. I swear it droops a little more even as we watch it.

He shrugs. “I’m not good with plants. They don’t like me. Besides, who was it that took care of her when you . . .” He pulls his lips to the side. “When she turned into a damn cushion on my sofa a few months ago.”

I glance at Promise and she looks at the floor. Even Bruce isn’t getting a smile from her.

“Just answer the question.”

“Yes, big scary man. I will take care of her.” Bruce’s voice is steady, but I don’t miss his concerned glance at Promise, who refuses to look at either of us. “She can go to work with me. Read some naughty romance to her little book club. Maybe a little Fifty Shades will get their blood pressure up. The group misses her.”

Promise gives him a strained smile and I take her face in my hands, regarding her for a long moment. My eyes take in the few soft freckles that dot her nose. The way her eyes look sunken, deeper than usual.

The narcissistic animal behind my zipper tries to get a word in. But even a horny fuck like me knows there’s going to be no more glory until I get back. Just another incentive to get on the plane, get shit done and get the fuck out with Jordan sitting next to me on the return flight.

“When I get back, we’re going to go to your first doctor’s appointment together, okay?” I set my lips on the part of her hair and inhale through my nose, memorizing her scent. I close my eyes before I look at her, because I don’t want her to see how much it’s hurting me to have to leave her. “I’ll be home in less than a week,” I whisper, then move down to kiss each cheek, her nose, each eyelid. I cannot get enough. I’m as addicted to her as any street addict to their drug of choice.

I release a shaky breath, desperate for her to feel only my strength. “I’m going to go in, get Jordan, and be back here in time to drive you to the doctor. I promise.”

“Just come back. Don’t get hurt. Bring my brother home. Nothing else matters.” I see the way the rims of her eyes turn red and tears gather in their corners. My chest tightens. She owns my heart and right now, it’s breaking for her.

“I’m on it, babe. I’m on it.”

“Promise me.” She stares straight into my eyes and then even deeper, her hands turning into fists. She gently pounds on my shoulders. “Promise you won’t get hurt. I mean it.” She drops her hands and grips around my waist. Clinging. Like a fearful child saying goodbye on their first day of school.

“Hey, look at me.” I raise her chin with my fingers. “Who would mess up this pretty face?” I smile and hope I’ve managed to force the optimism into my voice.

She shakes her head, leans into my chest and hugs me tighter. I wish I could stay here with her forever, but I need to catch my flight. I'm bringing Jordan home to her.
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Beckett

We’ve spent the last three hours cowering in alleys and watching. Louis’s family home is a square of stucco three stories tall, surrounded by more just like it. The walls show jagged cracks and the narrow streets throw up sandy dust that settles in every crack and crevice of my body.

“Ready?” Brendan flanks me. We’ve been up for forty-eight hours but we’re tight.

“Yup.”

Sweat soaks the back of my gray t-shirt and tingles as it drips into my eyes. We’re going in without any metal. That was my call. This isn’t warfare. This is just an extraction. And anyway, Brendan and I unarmed are more dangerous than ten armed soldiers.

I spit and keep my eyes pinned on the dark wood door. Thick cloth covers the windows. The house is in what is considered an affluent area of Cairo. It’s in a square. The center of the dwelling houses a courtyard and we’ve caught the occasional sound of a boy’s voice drifting up into the cloudless sky. Could be Jordan, but we haven't seen him. Haven't seen anyone.

“So, we’re really gonna just knock? Like we’re here selling fucking Thin Mints?” Brendan grumbles each question, still unsure of my approach. I don't blame him. Carrying out a mission unarmed feels like we're doing it naked, but I'm sure it's the right approach.

“Yep. I think we can talk our way through this. Let me lead. From everything I’ve got from Jeremy, Rehema, and a couple of people I was able to talk to at CPS, people that knew him back when, my friend is still in there. We’re going in soft first. If we need hard, we know we can release the beast. Just follow my lead, okay?”

“Always, bro.”

I take three deep, low breaths and blow them out slowly. Tossing my head back, my neck twitches a few times and I step forward. The solid wood door is only twenty steps in front of us.

Jordan’s in there somewhere, I know it, and failure is not an option. How things got to this point I’m still not sure, but I pray that the Louis I’ve known and respected all these years will listen to reason. I can grab Jordan without his agreement, but without his passport, getting home is going to be a bitch.

If Louis is completely bent, and it comes to it, it’s possible for us to grab Jordan and get out. If we can get to the consulate then we can see if we can get new documents. But that could go sideways, because I have no legal guardianship or custody. Which means we might be screwed.

I shake my head. The rabbit hole goes deep and right now my focus is to get in, have some sort of reasonable discussion with Louis and leave with Jordan and his passport.

Brendan slow breathes right with me. It’s a technique we’ve been taught. Your breath is directly connected to your ability to focus and remain calm in high anxiety situations. It's the same basic principle as meditation, only modified for warfare. I can hear him as I step the last three feet in front of the wooden door. It has a wrought iron crisscross of bars over the small, foggy glass window that's cut in about six inches from the top.

I lean in, trying to see inside. I'm looking for anything I can use: what the terrain is like, the layout of the rooms, anything that would give me an advantage so I’m not trying to scramble and strategize when the door opens.

If the door opens.

So much rides on a single knock.

The weight of Brendan’s reassuring hand on my shoulder brings my fist up. My knuckles hit the wood three times. Inside, I see a small foyer with a rug atop a tile floor. Archways lead off in two directions to adjoining rooms, a hallway straight ahead. I can see sunlight off in that direction.

My heart is about to crack right through my ribs, but I settle my breathing again and a few seconds later, I see a shadow moving from the hall.

The figure is dark silhouetted against the sunlight behind, but it's an adult. Not Louis though. His body shape is close to mine and whomever is approaching is slight. A good six inches shorter than me but taking quick steps.

“Here we go.” I step back, not wanting to be overly intimidating when the door opens.

Brendan moves back in step with me. He’s behind me, just to my right when the door swings open and a man’s face looks at us in surprise. Then just as quickly, he looks like he may have been expecting us.

His eyes narrow. He doesn’t move. His lips tighten as he stands in the space where he’s opened the door less than twelve inches. But that’s just enough if I need it.

“We need to speak with Bakari.” I decide to take the straightforward approach. Maybe he'll respect that.

The man shakes his head.

“He’s here?” I ask. Most people don’t lie when asked a direct question, and even if they do, I’ve got a built in bullshit detector.

The man stares at me, unflinching. He doesn't answer verbally but his eyes dilate and that's all I need.

He hesitates, so I take the initiative and step forward, long and solid, palming the door with a slap so that it swings out of his hand.

Brendan’s right on my heels as I step inside. I’m not waiting for a formal invitation any more. The element of surprise is in my favor now, but I still want to keep things from getting too heated. So I smile and nod my head, extending my hand.

“I’m Beckett Fitzgerald. I appreciate you inviting us in. Now, where’s your brother?”

That last part is a guess. An educated guess, but non-the-less I sniff and watch for his reaction.

“Wait here.” He eyes Brendan, then back to me before he scurries down from where he came.

“Fuck that. I’m not waiting.”

I motion to Brendan that I’m heading in. As soon as he's out of sight I'm after him, until we come to an open room with several wide arches leading out to a green courtyard.

“Time to shine.” I stare straight ahead. Straight at Louis.

We're looking right at each other. His face looks different. The tension I see behind his eyes is excruciating. I don’t ever remember seeing him with that look. He looks ten years older and weighted down.

It’s amazing how much data your brain can process in a split second. I don’t feel threatened. It’s almost as though Louis had been expecting us, wanting us. There’s an odd look in his eye. It’s not relief but it’s something close. I relax. This is going to go the way I want.

“No!” The brother bolts toward us with waving hands. I don’t take my eyes from Louis but I do stiffen my spine, drawing my head up another few inches and expanding my chest with a settling breath as I consider what comes next.

“It’s okay, Zaid. I will talk to them.” Louis waves his brother off.

Zaid is at least fifteen years older than Louis. When he answered the door, I didn’t notice just how different they look. It’s not just the age difference. Louis is built like me, broad and thick, strong from the feet up. His brother is hunched over, rail thin. But they share the same olive skin tone and deep set brown eyes. The same eyes I see in Jordan.

My skin crawls as I step out into the sunlight of the courtyard where Louis stands. There is a fountain in the middle, water bubbling and popping as it trickles down. The glaring heat of the sun beads sweat on my forehead. The only other sound is the blood rushing in my ears.

“I need Jordan. That’s it.” I cut through the bullshit.

Louis’s eyes darken. He sniffs and looks upward for a quick second before answering. I see him swallow. Something passes over his face before he looks at me.

“This is his home now.”

I shake my head. This doesn't even feel like an argument. “Bullshit, Louis.” I exhale the deep breath I’ve been holding for too long. I’m tired. Exasperated. And seeing Louis here, he’s familiar, so I want to be able to be straight with him. He’s never failed me before. I can’t be wrong about him. We share a past. Too many years he was more than just a good human being; he was an exceptional one. “Dude, come on. I don’t want to make this into something it doesn’t need to be. Jordan needs to come home. You know it and I know it. This is not his home. If you love him, and I know you do, you won't do this.” I pause, take a step forward and see Brendan sidestep toward my right, flanking Louis just in case.

“You don’t understand.” Louis’s lips turn into a half smile but there’s not humor or kindness there. “Let me ask you something.” He shoves his hands down into the pockets of his khaki pants and I listen, because I want to give him this chance. But I’m also listening for any indication that Jordan is close. Watching for the glimpse of that white blond hair or a flash of movement. No matter what Louis says, I've got to keep the mission in mind.

Brendan scans with me. He’s spotting me so I can focus on Louis, letting him speak. If nothing else, it buys me some time until, hopefully, I get my eyes and hands on Jordan.

“If you could have done something to fix things with your father, would you have done it? How far would you have gone to make things right if you knew you could?”

I swallow, listening to his voice sharpen and cut. The sun bakes us. It’s noon and there is no shade. We are all exposed and standing in the glare of the brilliant sun.

“I wouldn’t hurt someone else if that’s what you are asking. Especially a kid. A kid that trusted you.”

Louis lets out a grunting laugh, shakes his head like I just don't understand.

“What happened?” I step forward and he holds his ground. “Why couldn’t you just tell us? Whatever it is, you could have talked to us.” I stop moving toward him, then shift my feet wide, figuring out the best direction if I need to move fast.

“He’s my son. My son. And I needed to bring him home to his family. This is his home now. I’m sorry it had to be this way, but she would have fought me. And if she fought me, you would have fought me. I couldn't allow that, couldn't . . .” he trails off, falls silent.

“Fuck yes, we would have fought you. Because this is bullshit, Louis, and you know it. She’s his family. She’s been his only fucking family his whole life. If you care for Jordan at all, you won’t do this.”

“He will adapt. He will learn to live here. I will allow him to speak to Promise. Haven’t I already shown you I want to do the right thing? I let him send messages to her.”

“Messages? You think a couple fucking messages makes up for tearing him away?”

I step up, closing the three feet between us. We’re nose to nose and I feel the muscles in my arms begin to harden. Sweat courses down Louis’s temples. His black hair isn't as close cropped as it had always been.

Louis bows up with me. We are two bulldogs ready to find the other’s jugular.

“Beckett!” A boy’s screaming voice flips my head around and breaks the tension.

I’m on my knees in a second. I try to say his name but my voice is stuck in my throat.

I wrap him in my arms. He smells fresh, like he’s just taken a bath.

“What are you doing here?” Jordan’s voice is charged with excitement. “Hey, you’re squeezing me too tight.” Jordan chokes out with a giggle. “Why aren’t you with Promise in Fuji or Fiji, or whatever?” He shakes his head and I loosen my grip, moving my hands to hold him by the shoulder and look him up and down.

Brendan steps next to us and Jordan looks up at him wide-eyed.

“Hi. I’m Brendan. Beck’s friend.”

“Hi.” Jordan looks from Brendan to me then back. “What are you . . . doing here?” His voice drops and the tension around me thickens.

“Come here, Jordan. They were leaving.” Louis reaches for him.

“Leaving? Why?” Jordan’s wide brown eyes stare at me. He's trying to make some sense out of a scene where none seems to exist.

In a heartbeat Louis is on us. He spins next to me and gets a hand on the back of Jordan’s neck. I’m on my feet like a viper and Jordan is caught between us, looking from one man to the other.

“Let us leave, Louis. You know this is wrong. I know you. The Louis I know would never have done this. Jordan’s coming home. I just need his passport and then we'll leave. You want to come too, then come on. But we can’t settle this here. Not like this.” I'm trying to keep my voice calm for Jordan's sake, but it's not working.

“Settle what?” Jordan’s suddenly concerned and I can feel his terror gaining momentum.

“You need to leave. This is his home.” Louis turns Jordan by his shoulders away from me. I feel Louis’s ambivalence. I don’t know what made him do this, but he’s clearly conflicted and dealing with his own tortured pain.

“No!” Jordan yells. “What? What do you mean? You said we would go home after two weeks! I’m not staying here! Beckett?” Jordan’s eyes overflow, he slaps Louis’s hands from his shoulders but Louis locks down and yells something in Arabic toward the open archway on the far side of the courtyard.

“Beckett, don’t leave, okay? Where’s Promise? Why didn’t she come? I’m not living here!” His small fists pound on Louis’s arms.

Louis meets my eye. His voice is low. “Leave now. I can’t let him go with you. You need to leave, Beckett.” Louis starts to drag Jordan away. I step forward as calmly as I can manage, which isn't very calm right now.

Out of the corner of my eye I catch movement. Whoever it is, he’s smaller than Louis’s brother. I turn my head for a second and focus. The man is dressed in white, leaning on a cane, his olive skin is cut with deep furrows. Louis's father.

He yells at me in Arabic as Louis steps away with Jordan.

Brendan is on their heels, coming up behind. I turn my eyes to Jordan, who's screaming and crying. His head flies back and forth. His arms are flailing toward me, trying to catch hold.

I set out at a dead run to close the space Louis has managed to put between us, just as the old man lifts his free arm. I see the sun flash on chrome as he screams at me.

Brendan sees it too. He leaps forward, smashing his body into Louis, knocking them both to the ground and tossing Jordan toward me.

I throw myself at Jordan as his arms open and his eyes lock onto mine.

Louis is shouting in Arabic, yelling at the old man, then it all goes to hell as the first explosion from the barrel of the gun hits my ears.

I hit Jordan at his knees, taking him down and protecting his body underneath mine. A second shot deafens us. I flip my head to look behind me and see Louis’s brother reach for the old man. The gun is still shaking and loose in the old man’s hand.

Jordan shrieks, screaming and sobbing under me. I only care that I’m able to keep im safe. I’d use my body as a shield for him any day.

In a split second, I see Zaid take the gun from his father and raise both his hands in the air with a threatening glare.

“You leave our home! Out. Get out!” He yells, but the gun is no longer aimed at anyone. I can breathe and figure out how to get us out the door.

I lift my torso off of Jordan, grab his shoulders and flip him over.

I don’t give one happy crap if Louis wants him here, or what his legal position is. I’ll find a way to sneak him out of the country if I need to. There is no fucking way am I leaving him here with this insanity.

I shift onto my knees and look down. Jordan’s face contorts as his hands grasp at his chest. Deep crimson is seeping between his fingers. He wasn’t screaming from fear. He was screaming in pain.

“Beckett . . .” His eyes are filled with terror. “Help me.”
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Promise

Bruce wants to call Beckett, but it is not happening. Beckett would try to keep me safe, but I may never be safe from myself.

And neither will Beckett nor the baby. He’s been gone three days now and I can’t breathe.

Bruce has his arms crossed and he's talking in hushed tones to the resident that's come to check on me. They've transferred me to a private room.

A room behind a set of locked doors.

The kind of doors you need a key code to open. It should be really scary but I know why I’m here.

I said some scary things last night, crazy things. Did even scarier things.

Things I’m fairly sure I didn’t mean. Well, I wouldn't mean them if I was thinking clearly, anyway. But at the time, I meant them.

I feel like I’m coming apart. I want to bite and scream and cry and laugh and run out of here into the street and never be seen again.

The room is too hot, and I’m sweating into the thin, worn fabric of the hospital gown.

I throw my head back on the pillows until my neck sends shooting pain down my shoulders and my spine.

“Turn the lights off,” I croak toward the ceiling. “Please turn the lights off.”

I can’t stand the light. I want to hibernate. The light only makes it more excruciatingly painful to breathe and just be.

Bruce finishes chatting with the young, male resident. The one with dark hair and rimless glasses. They shake hands like they are in some brotherhood. As if somehow they understand what’s going on here better than me. They have realized their mutual pity and it creates a bond between them.

“Turn the damn lights off!” I hiss and throw an arm over my eyes, kicking my feet at nothing except the burden of the sheet over my toes.

“Giiiiirl, stop. You do not get to act like that. Not with me. Not with anyone.”

“Uhhh,” I groan and pull the sheet over my face. “I hate you right now.”

“You hate everyone right now.” Bruce’s usual sing-song voice is tired, but I still hear the sarcastic smile that curves his lips. I wonder for a moment if it's his training or just his personality.

He moves around to stand next to the bed, checking my IV and fussing with something by my head. “I’m calling,” he says flatly.

“No. You’re. Not.” I jerk the sheet down and my hair comes with it, covering my face in a mess of unwashed blonde tangles.

“Yes, I am. He’s your husband and you're pregnant.” He jabs a finger toward me and settles into the baby-blue, vinyl chair next to the window with a sigh. “And I’m calling him.”

“I’m fine. He does not need to be over there worrying about me as well. He has enough to do. I need him to bring Jordan home.” The truth is, everything hurts right now. I can’t fathom the thought of having a conversation with Beckett. My skin, all my organs, even my eyelashes hurt at the thought of him. He sees too much. Sometimes I just want things to go back to the way they used to be.

Hiding.

Invisible.

“People still love you, you know, even when you’re unlovable. That’s sort of how love works, ding-dong.”

All this feeling and emotion is exhausting. I’m tired, and for the first time I don’t know if I can do it. Be with someone like Beck. A man who requires me to live in the light. To experience all the feelings. I’m falling down into a dark, dark well, and I am not equipped to save myself from drowning.

And on top of that there's a baby.

I turned my phone off yesterday to block it all out. Even if he’s tried to call, I wouldn’t know about it. I didn’t want to know. Every time he opens the door, something inside me closes it. I can’t seem to stop it. Even after knowing what we’ve created together. This baby.

The muscles in my belly tighten. My chest constricts. The lump in my throat cuts off my air and the sobs wrack by body without notice. I’m falling again. So hard and deep I can’t see the way to claw myself out.

“Hey, I know you don’t see it right now, but it’s going to be okay. It is.” Bruce’s voice cuts through with his special brand of compassion. He is sincere and it only makes me cry harder because I don’t believe him. This kind of hopelessness doesn’t let me see any way out. Doesn’t let me see logic.

“It’s not,” I choke out the words. “It will never be okay, because I’ll always have this.” I gesture toward myself with my hands. If I still had any tears, I'd be crying.

Thoughts of Beckett and how he loved me so hard feel less and less like a comfort. Instead, they only make the pain more acute. This feeling that sooner or later he will find out who I really am. I feel guilty that he loves me so deeply. Because he must be wrong. One day he will wake up.

“Listen to me.” Bruce’s compassionate tone shifts to stern, professional nurse. “This, as you say, is not you. It’s a reaction. You can’t take sertraline for almost ten years then just stop one day and go cold turkey. Your body is pitching a little fit and it will pass. But you can’t do this stuff without talking to your doctor. You can’t.”

“I’ve been fine for so long. I didn’t need it anymore and I didn’t want Beck to know. And what about the effect on the baby? I mean, how much more are they both supposed to sign up for? I’m the one that killed Beck’s family. Ruined his life and he still took me back. Now this? I’m supposed to say, ‘Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you. Once I took my foster father’s gun and tried to shoot myself. Then when that didn’t work, I took every pill I could find in the medicine cabinet. But, really, I’m fine now. I’ve just been taking anti-depressants for twelve years.’ Add that juicy tidbit to the ‘con’ column under my name. The ‘pro’ side of that equation is pretty bleak.” I blurt it all out through the dry tears and great heaving breaths. Snot runs down onto my lips and Bruce shakes his head. He runs his long-fingered hands over his shining, bald head.

“Are you done?” he asks, eyebrows high and lips pressed in a thin line.

“No,” I grunt and kick the sheets which are too tight on my feet.

The muscles in my legs ache. My back and shoulders feel like I’ve been training for an Olympic power lifting event.

When Bruce walked into my bedroom last night, he found me soaked with sweat, practically convulsing from the muscle spasms. I could barely speak.

He’d been out at work most of the day. Set me up with Netflix, Mint Chocolate Chip Gelato and a few trashy romance novels before he left. Beckett had brought along a few blank canvases and my paints when he dropped me off, but I didn’t do anything but lay in my bed with the curtains closed.

The longer I lay there in Bruce’s apartment, the worse it became. When it started a few days before, I convinced myself it was just the blues from the raging hormones. And when my muscles started to twitch, I figured it was from laying around too long. Like restless leg syndrome, but this was whole-body-restless.

Five hours later, I couldn’t form words into anything resembling a coherent thought. I didn’t know what time it was, nor where I was. I was back to that place, the one I went to when they found me with two empty bottles of Advil and a few boxes of sinus and allergy meds with all the little foil pockets popped open. I was fourteen years old.

The doctor here advised I’m in withdrawal because I stopped taking the sertraline without weaning off of it slowly. But what if this is just me? What if I am always going to feel like this? Because that’s how it feels right now. Like there is no way to claw my way back. Even for the sake of my baby.

I am my mother’s daughter after all. And if I think about it, wouldn’t it have been better if she’d never even tried to be a mother? If, from the very beginning, she’d given us away? At least then we wouldn’t have had to go through all the other bullshit.

“You will be fine in a couple of days. The doctor said the sertraline wouldn’t hurt the baby. They’ll get you back to terra firma, and then send your pitiful ass back home with me. In a few days, your dreamy husband will be home and he can deal with you. But right now. We. Are. Calling. Him.”

Bruce takes his phone out of his pocket and gives me another stare with raised eyebrows, challenging me to argue with him.

“Fine,” I snap the word at him like it's a bullet. I pull my lips to the side, crunch up my face and wait for whatever comes next.
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Beckett

The last thing we saw was ten police officers swarming the courtyard at Louis’s family’s compound. I fought off three of them before another three jumped me. Then some medical personnel showed up and dragged Jordan away screaming.

The echo of his terrified voice yelling for me rips my heart to shreds. I managed to rip his shirt open to see that the bullet’s entry point was just above his left pectoral muscle. That was pretty much all I saw before they jumped me and I ended up here.

And while I'm waiting here in a fucking police cell, all I can think is that I've failed her. Promise. My wife.

My ears are ringing.

My head is in my hands. The pounding is almost unbearable.

Brendan and I are waiting for the liaison from the consulate to come and get us out of here. This place looks like it’s from some old John Wayne western. The black, wrought iron bars of the cell are attached to crumbling stucco walls. There are a few disheveled wooden desks with men milling around them. Some in uniform, some not.

“Fuck.” I shake my head and pound the heels of my palms against my forehead. My neck won’t stop twitching and the pain from the muscle spasms shoots down my back like rapid fire.

“Just hold on,” Brendan says. “He said give him an hour and we should be out.”

“Or not.”

Jordan could be fucking dead. I can’t live with that. I can’t.

I failed him. I failed her.

I promised her I would bring him back and I ended up getting him shot. Now, I’m fucking sitting here while god knows what is going on outside these walls.

The suited liaison from the consulate appears outside the bars, along with a uniformed local lawman who eyes us with disdain.

“Just keep your mouth shut and follow me. If you can’t follow those two simple instructions, you will be sitting here until you are very old men.”

I think the suit’s name is Jacob. I want to tear everyone’s face off, but I set my jaw and shoot knives at them from my eyes instead. No way that shit is going to help us right now.

Brendan is up right next to me. He’s the perfect wingman and his familiar presence is keeping the darkness from taking over.

“Go,” Brendan whispers as the uniform clinks the metal key into the lock and turns it. The door swings open with a loud creek and Jacob turns, nodding to a man leaning against one of the desks. He’s clearly the commander of this station and he’s not fond of me. Instead of giving him a shit-stare right back, I look straight ahead, moving behind Jacob until we hit the front door.

It’s still hot as fucking Hades when I spin around and look from Brendan to Jacob.

“Where’s Jordan? I don’t want to hear another fucking word unless it’s about him.” My fists ball at my sides and the pounding in my head grows exponentially in the heat.

“You’re not so great at ‘thank you,’” he snaps back.

“Thank you,” I snort. “Now where the fuck is he?”

“It doesn’t matter. You are both getting on a plane in an hour. Bakari Raz is the boy’s legal father. There is nothing you can do. You're on foreign soil, and he and his family have made things very clear. You are to get yourself very far away. If not, you will find yourself in a prison far less accommodating than that local jail you just tried to tear apart.” He cocks his head toward the door we just exited.

“We need to know if the boy’s okay. That’s all. Can you find that out?” Brendan steps forward before I choke the bureaucracy out of the black-suited fuck who wants us to think he has much more important work he could be doing.

“No. And neither can you. I’m telling you again. You either follow me and get in the car which will drop you at the airport, or you will rot in jail here. Either way, you will still not know anything.”

I think of Promise’s expression when I left. How she hugged me so tight, counting on me. The weight of my responsibility to her is like a lead yoke across my shoulders. How can I go back empty handed?

The tightness in my throat is all about Jordan. The sound of his scream and the terror in his eyes as he looked down to see the growing red stain on this shirt. The way his eyes pleaded with me for help burned into me like a broken promise.

“Did they give you our phones back?” I bark the question at Jacob, trying to push away the horror of possibilities that surround my thoughts of Jordan.

“No, they’re gone.” He looks at me and cuts me off when I open my mouth in protest. “And don’t ask for them.” He shakes his head in disgust. “Listen, you don’t get it, do you? Those people in there,” he says as he points back behind him toward the crumbling building, “they are not your allies. You are lucky I was able to pull up your military record and get some top brass to vouch for you. It doesn’t matter one mouse turd what actually happened in that house. You are at a disadvantage here that you don’t even seem to understand. So, as far as your cell phone? I don’t give a shit. Now, the car is back around this way. You can either follow me or,” he says as he tips his head behind him, “see that uniform that’s watching us through the window?”

Brendan and I both turn to see a tall, uniformed officer with his arms crossed, staring us down through the station’s front window.

Jacob nods with an exasperated smile and Brendan puts a hand on my shoulder.

“Let’s go, dude. It’s over. I’m sorry.”

My stomach churns. There isn't much I'm scared of, but telling Promise I have worse news than before I left? That shit scares me half to death.
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Promise

Two days and Bruce hasn’t been able to reach Beck. See? What was I thinking? Playing house, thinking I deserved some sort of happily ever after.

I’m laying here in the hospital. I see people walk by the open door of my room and they're smiling and I just have to wonder why.

Are some people just born that way? Are they just blessed with some genetic code that I don’t have?

I’m beginning to think the last few months with Beckett were some sort of test. An evil, cosmic way of teasing me with the contrast. Seems now that I’ve had this glimpse of happiness, it only makes the return to this darkness so much more poignant.

It’s like an alien has been living inside of me, growing stronger all the time. Something that lives off some other free will, and now it is now feeding on me. Any glimmer of hope I had about my life has been gobbled up and spat out by this thing. This entity that has sprung back to life inside of me. It chews on my insides, leaving this raw hopelessness in its wake. Despair that can’t even begin to be described so simply as 'pain.'

The doctor and Bruce say it will pass. This consuming black cloud that shows me just how far down I can go.

But it's clear to me that there are several types of people in the world. Those that are lucky enough to have some twist of DNA that gives them the ability to feel joy and contentment. Sure, they may go through trials and troubles, but it’s not the same. They bounce back.

Then, there are the others. Like me. It’s almost as though you live for so long in so much pain, you become addicted to it. It seeks you out, claims you. You may be clean for a while, step away and feel the light kiss your face, but in the end, it calls you back and in a sick, disgusting way, the darkness feels like home.

I’m thinking frightening thoughts. Thoughts about the baby. About how it would be better off without me. Everything feels dark, heavy and insurmountable.

They are weaning me off the sedatives and the My muscles have stopped quivering and jerking uncontrollably. But now, I’m fighting the sheets because my skin feels like a raw open wound. My insides are shaking, freezing cold as my flesh secretes a layer of continuous sweat.

I don't know how I will ever feel anything other than this. No matter how many times they reassure me it will only be another day or so. That I’m having an extreme reaction. I’m not so sure. I’m afraid this is just who I am now. Who I’ve always been. The medication is a flimsy mask which I tore away to expose the real me.

I look at the people walking by my door and I honestly wonder how they are even able to stand. To walk and function. Let alone smile. I’ve fallen. Not falling. I’m no longer falling. I’ve hit the bottom and it feels final.

I’m at the muddy depth of this well. It has slick sides and I've got no will to dig my fingers in and climb. It's too far.

How can I ever be a mother?

I can’t.

Jordan is gone. Beckett is gone.

Even Bruce has given up trying to reason with me. To assuage my fears. Because he knows that I'm right. Something has gone terribly wrong. The fear is part of me. Eating at me. I honestly don’t care to feel it any longer. I wish I’d never felt the happiness. The hope. It only makes my decision more difficult.

A nurse arrives to check on me every twenty minutes. Bruce stayed with me until I kicked him out. I don’t need him staring at me. I don’t need him to keep reminding me people love me. How does that make it any easier? It doesn’t. It makes me feel worse. To realize somehow that I tricked all those people into thinking I had something to offer. That I deserved their love.

I know what I have to do. I’ll do it, and pay the price. He deserves to be free and I can’t ever be free. Some people just don’t get a happily ever after. They just don’t.

And I’m one of them.
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Beckett

The doctor is talking like he thinks what he's saying makes some sort of sense. “She had an extreme reaction to the withdrawal from her medication—”

I'm starting to get frustrated. “What fucking medication? My wife doesn’t take any medication.” I bite down until I hear my teeth crack. The doctor’s chest rises as he waits for the angry beast in front of him to become a rational husband. I'm trying, I really am, but this shit, on top of everything else, is clouding my judgment. I suck on my teeth and shove both hands in my pockets, trying for a moment to stem the tide of fury that is rising in my gut.

The young doctor rubs a hand across his stubble-covered chin. He’s barely old enough to have hair on his balls. I shift my weight and crack my neck. Then I center myself and nod for him to continue.

“The combination of medicaitons we used to try to counteract the acute depression brought on by the withdrawal became a factor. It sent her into a mild psychosis.”

I wrest my hands from my pockets, transferring them to grip my head so it doesn’t fly apart and plaster my brains all over the white walls. On the flight, all I could think about was how I was going to tell her what had happened. And now I'm not even sure she'll understand it.

When I deplaned three hours ago, I headed straight to Bruce’s apartment. I banged on the door until one of his neighbors came out in the hall and looked like they might call the cops. Since I didn’t have a fucking phone, I drove to his second home.

Windfield.

I had stomped up the back stairs to the second floor and practically ran down one of the care staff that happened to walk by as I stood outside the door of Bruce’s office.

“He’s been gone for a few days.” She was a twenty-something brunette with a ponytail and a compassionate look in her eye. She stopped as I leaned back against the wall, grabbing the back of my neck. “He’s never taken a sick day in the six years I’ve been here, so I know something bad is going on. He’s always here.”

“Do you know what happened? Where he is?”

“Naw. Nobody knows.”

“Well he must have called someone, and let them know he wouldn’t be in. He wouldn’t just leave.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he talked to Rochelle. She’s the Executive Director. He reports to her.” The woman shook her head, giving me a sympathetic twist of her lips. “But she's not that nice.” She softened her words to a whisper. “She probably won’t even talk to you. She’s like that. Power’s gone to her head.”

“Oh yeah? I’ll see about that. Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate your help.”

“Oh, anytime.” I didn't miss her visual inspection of the crotch of my pants. “I know you. I know Promise. She’s a lucky girl. I hope she comes back to work soon.” She looked at me quizzically. “Hey, ain’t you two supposed to be on your honeymoon? What are you doing here looking for Bruce?” The pitch of her voice raised, then turned into playful excitement.

“It’s a long story.” I gripped my chin, the scruff on my jaw making a scratching sound under my fingers. “Thanks again.” I turned toward the elevator, then quickly glanced back at the brunette and she read the question in my eyes.

“Down two floors.” She smiled. “Then turn left. You’ll see the sign. Good luck.” She chuckled and started to hum as she sashayed away.

“I don’t need luck,” I muttered as I punched the down button with enough force it nearly stuck inside the metal circles.

I found this Rochelle person. And, no. She wasn’t nice and she wasn’t helpful. But in the end, I managed to convince her that helping me find Bruce was in the best interests of her future as a walking, talking, functioning human.

I’d never overtly threaten a woman, but she picked up the vibe I was putting down.

The Suburban’s speedometer topped out at 100 MPH a few times on the freeway en route to Providence Memorial. I didn’t wait around to ask the details of why Bruce was at the hospital with Promise, but I got out of Rochelle that Promise was sick. Or hurt. Or fucking God knows what.

All I know is I left her and now she’s in a hospital with our baby in her belly.

The drumroll beat of my heart had my lungs burning for oxygen. Every disastrous scenario tore through my head as I ignored the red lights and turned into the parking lot with brakes squealing. On top of wondering what was happening with Promise, the thought of what the fuck was happening with Jordan had me losing my shit.

How the hell am I going to tell her that not only is he not with me, I fucking honestly don’t know if I got him killed?

The one thing in the world she asked me to do was bring him back and I fucking failed.

I stomped through the hospital reception area, barking at the security guard until he gave me the room number and directions to get there.

Now I'm standing outside her hospital room. Bruce sips a Starbucks while Promise sleeps inside. When the security guard at the desk finally gave me my wife’s room number and informed me it was in the lock-down psych ward, my head just about cracked fucking open.

“So, Jesus.” I rub my hands back and forth over my head trying to process the information the doctor has given me. “What fucking medication?” I look from the twenty-something in the white coat to Bruce, who shakes his head.

The doctor looks at me in confusion. Probably wondering what kind of fucked up marriage we have, since I don’t know what meds my wife takes.

“Her sertraline. Zoloft? When she came in, she indicated she’d been taking this particular medication for approximately ten years. That is a very long time and cutting it off like she did without lowering the dosage first was dangerous. She had an extreme reaction.” He picks up on my confusion. “No one noticed a change in her behavior leading up to when you found her unresponsive?” He looks to Bruce first, then back to me.

“I’ve been out of the country,” I groan. I’ve been up for going on twenty-four hours now, and the amount of sleep I’d gotten in the four days I was away amounted to only a handful of hours. I’m walking on a knife’s edge and all I fucking care about is if she and the baby are okay. “Is she okay now? What about the baby?”

“She is better.” The doctor’s voice isn’t dripping with reassurance. “Your wife is still in a dangerously depressed mental state. That's why we've been keeping her sedated. Yesterday, we tried to lower the level of sedatives, and she became . . .” He pauses as he sticks his hands down into the pockets of his lab coat. “Despondent. I’m confident though that with the right balance of the sedative and a lowering of her medication incrementally, by next week she will be back to baseline. However, I do suggest she sees someone. I do know that keeping her on the same medication for nearly ten years is not standard protocol. You may want to find a new psychiatrist.”

“She’ll be okay.” Bruce leans forward setting a hand on my shoulder.

“Yes, and she more than likely won’t need medication long-term, but you will need to keep a close eye on her for the next few months. The pregnancy is certainly a factor in mood swings as well. Maybe for the better. We will see.” He sneaks a look at his watch without taking his hand out of the lab coat pocket. I grit my teeth.

“The baby? Is the baby okay?” My patience is non-existent and I do not like having to repeat myself.

“We have ultrasound coming up around one o’clock. Hopefully, she will be awake by then. An OB/GYN consult has been ordered and they will be here as well. Okay?” He pulls his hand out of the pocket this time, lifting it to look at his watch again.

I glance over my shoulder for the tenth time. All I want to do is hold her. She looks so small and helpless under the clinging, white sheet. It’s tucked around her body as she lays on her side. Both her hands are melded together like she’s praying as they rest on the pillow in front of her face.

Her cherry pink lips open slightly as she breathes evenly. The mid-morning sun squeaks lines of light through the closed blinds. I want to wake her. To tell her I’ll love her forever, no matter what.

My chest tightens because my heart is shattering inside it. She’s been in so much pain and she didn’t trust me enough to tell me. After everything we’ve gone through, after clearing the decks and promising there would be no more lies or secrets, I’m somewhere between crushed and fucking pissed off.

She’s mine to take care of. All of her. I’ve shown her that. Told her that. What would make her think that she couldn’t tell me about taking some damn medication, after everything she’s been through? There’s no shame in that. The blame rests on my shoulders. I’ll take it. Because in the end, if she doesn’t feel the level of trust I’d hoped, it means somewhere along the line I haven’t earned it. I’ve missed caring for her in a way she needed.

“Sir?” The doctor looks at his watch again and it is starting to piss me the fuck off.

“What?” I guess he’d said something but I’d been too busy staring at my angel laying in that hospital bed.

“Do you have any more questions?”

“When can I take her home?” As soon as the last word leaves my lips, another punch hits my gut. I remember that we don’t even have a fucking home to go to. We can’t go back to the loft. That bridge is burned. Fuck knows, I may get back there today and find out all my shit’s been tossed in a dumpster. All the years of sketches. The letters. But none of it fucking matters if I don’t get my girl back.

And get her smiling again. Because more than anything in this life, I want her happy. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure that she is. Nothing.

“I’d say a few days. Let’s take it slow. We don’t want another day like yesterday. Okay, gentleman, I have to run. If you need anything else, let the nurses know.”

I spin on my heel as Bruce shifts to follow me. I’ve got tunnel vision as I make my way to the side of her bed, crouching down to gaze at her paler-than-usual, translucent skin. Her hair falls in a loose ponytail at the nape of her neck. She’s breathtaking, even in a hospital gown. I run two fingers over her cheeks, feeling the warmth as I swallow the lump in my throat. I don’t ever want to stop touching her ever again.

I swing my hand behind me to grab the bedside chair. Bruce steps up and slides it to me.

“Thanks.” I nod.

“Sure.” He sips his coffee then continues. “I tried to call you. Left about fifty fucking messages.” Bruce maneuvers around the chair to lean against the window ledge. He runs a hand back and forth over his shiny head and crosses his long legs at the ankles. His light blue polo looks cheerful and, as always, his jeans are perfectly pressed. Even in a crisis that dude can dress.

“Yeah, we had a bit of trouble. Phones were collateral damage.”

“She was better this morning. Yesterday was scary. Not gonna lie.”

“Fuck.” My head drops to the bed and I take a moment before asking. “What happened?”

“I went home to shower and change, and came back a couple hours later. When I walked in, she was screaming at two nurses and had an orderly practically crying. She was backed up into the corner there.” He nods his head to somewhere behind my chair. “Screaming something about her mother. How she was going to end up like her mother. That they should take the baby. Crazy shit, man. She’s not good with meds.” He raises his eyebrows. “Some people just have wild reactions. You couple that with being pregnant, taking herself off a medication known to cause withdrawal symptoms, all the crazy shit that’s gone on the last week, and you being gone. Jordan gone. Shit, I’d be jumping out a damn window myself.”

“Holly come back around?”

“Not that I know of, but she wouldn’t have any idea we were here. I’d have intercepted that train wreck fast.”

“Thanks. Here you are again saving the fucking day. I don’t know how I will ever thank you.”

“Me either. I thought I got rid of you two when you got married, thought you'd be tormenting each other. You’re still a pain in my ass.” He shakes his head playfully, trying to lighten the mood.

Promise sighs and turns in the bed. My eyes dart to her and my hand caresses her cheek.

“Babe.”

Her eyelashes flutter. The soft curve of her lips turn up, then they sink right back down.

“Jordan?”

I make a split second decision.

“He’s fine. Babe, he’s good. We’ll talk about it later. You just need to get better. Okay? That’s all that matters.”

My heart almost dies as I lie to her. I want to take it back immediately, confess, but I can't. She needs to be calm and if she never forgives me then I'll just have to wear that too. Because she is the most important thing to me, and right now she needs to feel safe.

Her sleepy eyes close again. As much as I want to talk to her, I’m relieved when she slips back to sleep.

At least she knows I’m here.
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Promise

Beckett is here, and for the first time in days I feel something other than catatonic hopelessness.

Silence envelops the white walled room, except for his even breaths and the hum of the monitor over my head.

I think it must be night time. No light streams in through the blinds and the door to the room is closed.

My dry lips hurt like I’ve been walking in a desert. I’m desperate for water but I don’t dare move. Beckett’s head rests on the side of the bed. He’s settled in the chair, and he’s pulled it as close to the bed as possible. His breathing is deep and steady.

I remember him coming in. I remember asking about Jordan and I remember feeling safe when I looked into his eyes.

He said Jordan was okay and that lit a flicker of hope inside of me. For the last few days, a blackness I could’t even begin to describe had crippled any hope that remained inside me.

This feeling. This black weight that’s taken over my whole existence these last few days. It first began after the rape and the fire. I remember the day after I set that garage on fire, Jeremy came. He took me out of that house. I felt so humiliated that I could have fallen in love with someone who just played with me and then tossed me out like a used diaper.

The night after I’d snuck over to the neighbor’s garage, I did what Jeremy told me to do. I should have thought for myself. But for so long I had no clue who I even was. I existed only as a fixture for others. I lacked any sense of self.

I hated living with that particular foster family, but in truth, I hated most of them. Now I realized Jeremy encouraged my hatred. If I hated them, I’d see him as my savior. He still held out hope that somehow he could get some sort of legal claim on me. He told me to set the neighbor’s garage on fire. Not the house where I lived. He said no one would get hurt. But I used all the gasoline he left for me. He told me to soak one rag, stuff it down inside this metal bucket, light it and go back to the house.

But that’s not what I did. I poured a big puddle of gas on the floor, next to the garage wall by the door, then I stuffed the rag down into the neck of the can and lit the match. After I threw it down I immediately knew what I’d done. The entire place was up in flames almost before I hit the back door. My feet flew across the alley, running to my bedroom. To safety.

By the time I made it back to hide under my covers, Steven Holder had pushed open my bedroom door. His sinister grin lit his face as he took what little life I had left in me and smashed my heart into a million pieces.

Those boys broke me that night. Jeremy came and took me because of the fire. I had to go to the police station. I didn’t talk. I didn’t say a single word. In fact, for the next week I didn’t speak. Didn’t eat. I lay in a corner at the state run halfway house, curled up in the fetal position.

That was the first time it dug its claws in soul deep. The feeling of falling. The weight of something dark and cold that filled me until I couldn’t stand to take another breath.

The feeling that there would never be a place for me. I was beyond repair. Beyond repair and beyond hope. No one could ever love me because I had done such terrible things. I took a long cord from a phone and wrapped it around my neck. I wrapped and wrapped until I felt myself spinning. I made friends with the black well that day and I never wanted to open my eyes again.

When they found me, they sent me to the pediatric psych ward and I ended up on two years of treatment and probably ten combinations of drugs. Years later, my doctor cut me back, but I’ve still been taking the Zoloft for ten years. I suppose in a way, I wanted to take it. A daily reminder of how broken I am. How, deep down, I should always remember I will never really be like other people.

What happened to me at Bruce’s felt so similar. The black nothingness covered me until I had zero sense of reason. Looking back now, it seems like someone else was living my life. Feeling my pain. That couldn’t have been me, right?

I reflect on how crazy I acted. The things I said. I try to push it away. Beckett looks so peaceful. All the parts of me that he lights up start to stir, and I feel like a piece of me has come home.

To think, twelve hours ago I never wanted to see him again. I think I was even screaming about giving away the baby. My head feels heavy and hazy, but I am connected to reality again.

I watch the clear drops of the IV fluid flow down through the plastic tube into my arm. The skin around the needle is black and blue. I remember yanking it out yesterday when I jumped out of the bed because I thought the nurse and orderly had come to hurt me.

Sheer, abject terror had taken over every rational and logical sense. It was like everyone was against me. Some terrible plot had been devised and I was at the center of some grand conspiracy.

The room is cool and the blankets shift off one of my legs. My butt tingles like it’s asleep. Probably from laying on it for so damn long. Since I had my little outburst yesterday, I’ve been laying in this bed. My muscles feel sore and twitchy, like they need to move.

The nagging itch to know what happened in Egypt kills me. Steals my breath at the thought. I want to see Jordan. To hold him and laugh with him. To give him as many Snickers bars as his belly can hold.

I trust Beck so much. I knew he’d bring Jordan home. I knew he would make it all okay. That’s what my gorgeous warrior does. He makes everything okay.

I want to wake him, but knowing him, he’s slept less in the days since he’s been gone than most people do in a single night.

I brush the tips of my fingers over the short texture of his dark hair. He wears a white t-shirt, taut across his back, and his head rests on his forearm next to me. If I could pull him up and into the bed with me I would. I want to feel the comfort of his body curled next to mine.

His arms fit perfectly around my waist when he lays behind me. The pull of his energy; the force of his confidence. He is my safe place. After the last few days, I am horrified that I’d kept something from him yet again.

Something that turned what would have been a blip on the radar to a full blown trip to crazytown. An ache overpowers my chest. As much as I am comforted by his presence, I am heartbroken that I’ve hurt him.

I will own up and hope that he will stick by me.

Again.

The bit of light in the room glances off the diamonds on my ring finger. My belly flutters as I settle my eyes on Beckett’s face. He looks as magnificent now as he did the first day I laid eyes on him.

Something else tickles down lower in me.

It’s been days. Okay, so I was out of my mind. But still, days since we’ve made love. And I have to say my body has grown quite fond of his hands, his mouth and everything else. I suppose I’m addicted to the way he handles me, rough and soft, demanding and giving. I think of him holding my arms over my head, backing me up against the wall and sinking his fingers between my legs, all while his crazy, blue-green eyes look deep into mine. Watching me as he makes me cum, over and over.

Just as I’m thinking how horrible I am for getting all tingly in my girl parts while I lay here in my hospital gown, Beckett lifts his head and his dreamy eyes barely focus. The last thing I should be feeling is horny. I still don’t know where my brother is or what happened in Egypt.

“Hey, babe.” He reaches his hand up to cup my cheek. He clears his throat, sits up, then lifts his face forward to meet my lips in a needy kiss.

He is warm, soft and safe, and I want to crawl into his lap.

“How’s my girl? Had yourself a little excitement?” He coughs, stretching his torso back, pulling his shoulders up and down as he cracks his neck.

“Yeah.” I’m contrite as he twists and snaps his neck three times and I cringe at the pop-pop-pop. You would think by now I would be used to it, but I’m not. I shiver every time he does it. Something inside me quivers thinking he’s going to push just a little too hard and bam, that’s all she wrote. No more walking for you, Mr. Fitzgerald. I pull at the top edge of the blanket, raising it up toward my neck. “I screwed up. Again.”

“Not a chance. Not my girl.” He leans over and plants his lips on the top of my head as I squirm against the pillows to pull myself into a sitting position.

“I’m sorry.” I clutch the top of the blanket and hold it at the base of my throat.

Beck lets out a deep sigh and shrugs one shoulder. He opens his mouth to say something, but the door to the room opens with a simultaneous knock.

“I’ll get your fanny over my knee soon enough,” he whispers quickly, before turning back toward me. “Remember? I told you. Whatever happens, anything, we can get through it. You just give it to me, babe. Give it all to me. I’m strong enough to face down your demons. We’ll work through it and move forward. Always forward, okay?”

I grin, crinkle up my nose and wonder how in the world he can be so forgiving. So steady and stable in the shadow of my own unique brand of crazy.

Because he has his own unique brand of crazy too I guess.

Have you ever had a stomach ache so bad you honestly wished you were dead? Maybe not literally, but you just can’t imagine living with the pain even one more moment. Then, there is that teetering second, that split second when you realize the pain isn’t as bad as it was the second before. You hold your breath, something lights up in your brain, then the next second is better, and the next and the next. And you realize how thankful you should be for every second you aren’t in that kind of pain. That’s how I feel now. Thankful.

Beckett and I turn to see a young woman dressed in scrubs, rolling in a machine. Trailing in behind her is another, older woman, with a lab coat and a ponytail with purple reading glasses perched on the end of her nose. I want to tell them we need a minute, because I need news about Jordan. But instead I take an unsteady breath and decide to wait.

“What?” The older woman looks around the room with a chuckle. “It’s dark in here. We need it dark, but I’m gonna turn on one little light, okay?” I catch her enthusiasm as she turns the corner and reaches into the open bathroom door, finds the wall switch and sends a wash of light across the room.

“You were both sound asleep when we came up about two o’clock.” She grins and looks down at the clipboard in her hand. “Promise? Right? Your name is Promise Fitzgerald?” Her smile lights up her face. I can see her eyes are emerald green, and her skin is deep olive. Her nose is dotted with freckles.

“Yes.” I smile back, still not completely sure who she is or why they are here.

“And you, sir. You are?” Her playful tone resonates as she looks Beckett up and down with a nod of her head.

“Beckett Fitzgerald.” He’s on his feet in a flash, holding out his hand.

She gives Beckett a cheeky smile as he towers in front of her, and I don’t fault her for taking in all the magnificence of him. “Dr. Melody Fraser. I’m an OB on call here. We’re going to do a quick ultrasound. Sound good?”

I nod along with Beckett, her bubbly personality helping add light to the room.

“Good!” She sounds as happy as if she were about to see her own baby for the first time. “And then, after that, I’m going to do a bit of checking around.” She looks at me, then at Beckett, then back. “He can stay or he can wait outside, up to you.”

“Stay,” we say in unison, which elicits another broad grin from the doctor.

“Good. I like when you men aren’t afraid to know all about everything.”

“I want it all.” He looks down at me and squeezes my foot under the blanket.

“Great! My kind of man. Let’s get going! Tabitha will do the honors and I will be right here telling you everything you’re seeing.”

“Seeing and hearing? Will we hear the heartbeat?” Beckett sounds as excited as that kid asking Santa for his Red Rider BB gun.

“That’s the plan, Mr. Fitzgerald. That’s the plan.” Dr. Fraser steps to the other side of the bed and pats my hand. I clutch the blanket at my neck as the ultrasound technician sets up her machine next to the bed.

The next hour belongs to us. All us. There are other people in the room, but Beckett and I are only with each other. The moment we hear that little ‘whish whish whish’ sound, we know.

We know a different meaning for the word love.

We know there are no forces in the universe that are stronger than our bond at that moment.

There are moments in life when you touch something infinite. They are glimpses into something that exists around us, yet we rarely stop to experience it.

When I was eight, before the state took me from Holly permanently, Jeremy came to pick me up. One of the neighbors called the police because Holly and her boyfriend-of-the-week were both drunk and disturbing the peace.

Dusk was falling. I was in the back of Jeremy’s car. He was driving me to a temporary emergency house for the night. I wouldn’t talk, I just stared out the window, fighting the tears.

We came around a wide turn in the road. The trees on the passenger side of the road opened up and a beautiful lake appeared. I remember the lights twinkling in the pretty houses that surrounded the water as I wondered what it was like to be part of a family that lived in a house on a lake. The sun inched its way lower, and when it finally connected with the watery horizon of the lake, it exploded into a blaze of color.

I was frozen, wishing the car would break down so I could stare at it forever. The sun and the water connected, spinning into something so much better than the sum of their parts. Where they touched, a separate being was born. Colors so brilliant, I thought they must be alive.

That is what I feel right now. About what Beckett and I have made.

“Babe.” Beckett lays his head on my shoulder. The ultrasound shows the quivering heart of the tiny being resting inside me and he chokes out the single word, streams of tears breaking over his lower lids as he brings his hands and lips up to my face.

I know that the joy is going to last this time. Everything is right with the world. Jordan, Beckett, the baby. I close my eyes as I let him kiss me.
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Beckett

She’s so beautiful. Her unique eyes are wide, watching the screen with a smile that shoots stars into my heart. My chest feels so full. Like there is only so much love you can have for someone before you burst under its weight.

The tech finishes up and cleans the blue jelly from Promise’s angel white skin with a smile. The next half hour is spent with Dr. Fraser gently walking Promise through a full exam. I hold her trembling hand, standing by her side while telling her everything will be okay. In the pit of my stomach, I push away thoughts of Jordan. All that matters is my family.

There is no way to describe this moment. A joy like I’ve never felt courses through me. Then, rage and sorrow arrives to beat it down and I have to fight my tears. My weakness. My angel lays here so vulnerable and so strong. Still trusting me, even when she shouldn’t. My heart skips. I know in a few minutes I will have to break her heart again.

She may unravel. She may try to kill me with her words. Or with something sharp. But I will stick by her, no matter what, because she owns me. Body and soul.

I’ve thought of a thousand combinations of words and none of them will make the news easier to bear. How do I tell her that not only is Jordan not with me, but I don’t even fucking know if he’s alive? What are the right words to convey that message?

My mind goes blank. Because there aren’t any fucking words to say it. Not any that will make it all right.

The sickness twists in my gut, but I look down and give my girl a reassuring smile. This exam is hard for her, but I’m fucking proud as hell of her for facing down her fear.

“It’s okay, babe. You’re doing great.”

“All done. Very good, Promise.” The doctor stands and heads to the sink, stripping off her rubber gloves with a snap and tossing them in the metal trash can.

“You feel like you are about seven to eight weeks.”

Promise grins at me.

“You got right to work, didn't you?” she whispers and I lean down and lay my lips on hers, holding them there and listening to the sound of her breath. I’m barely able to draw my own. I'm just enjoying this moment because I don't know if it might be all about to blow up in my face.

“Congratulations.” Dr. Fraser’s smile conveys her calm sincerity. “We will talk more tomorrow, okay? The medication shouldn’t have any ill effects on the baby. We need to arrange a new doctor for you outside of here and get you on a safe program to wean you off the medication if that’s what you choose to do.”

A few pleasantries and she’s out the door, whistling, leaving me looking at the world as a most precious gift.

I want to wait and bask in the euphoria of the moment, but before she asks, I need to tell.

“Babe.” I steady myself, struggling for right words. None come so I settle for the truth. “It’s about Jordan.” I squeeze her hand and fight to keep my eyes on hers.

The pain heightens when she smiles and the pools of her blue eyes flicker with excitement. “Tell me everything. Where is he? Is he home at Bruce’s? Does he look okay? He didn’t get hurt while he was there did he? Is he eating enough? When is he coming to see me? Oh my gosh! No one told him what happened, did they? I don’t want him to know, okay?”

I shake my head, pressing two fingers to her lips to stop the torrential downpour of frantic questions. I want to find the right words, but there are no words that will make it less painful. No special words I can use that won’t break her heart. Hurting the one you love the most is a special kind of horror. Even with all my training, every mission I’ve been in, I have no magic for this. No roadmap to make it safely to the other side.

“We . . .” My fucking voice cracks at the first word and her eyes darken. “There’s more I need to tell you.” I take a breath. The joy drains from her face and I hate Louis. And then, I hate that I hate him because it's just passing the blame. The lie is on me, not him.

“What?” She blinks twice, slowly, and then she reads my face. It’s amazing how well she already knows me. “What happened? You said he was fine!” The pitch of her voice scrapes raw on my nerves. “Beckett! What’s wrong?” Her voice sharpens with each word until shredded screams fall from her lips. Caught in their momentum. Before I can force more words from my lips, she fires again. “You said he was fine!”

She twists and fights to throw the sheet off her legs, slapping my hand away from where I was holding her cheek.

I’ve lost my voice. There is no way to put the words in an order that doesn’t shatter her. I know now that she will never forgive me for this.

“Babe—” I steel myself, take a breath and ready myself to tell it all.

A solid knock at the door drags her eyes away from me for a split second, but this can’t wait. Whatever is on the other side of that door can fucking wait.

“Come back later!” I yell, not taking my eyes from Promise, who stares me down like a lioness guarding her cub.

“Telllllll meeeeeee!” she screams and slams both fists into my chest, shifting to kneel at the edge of the bed, finding her strength from somewhere deep down. Then she pulls herself up until we are eye to eye. I think my heart will never beat again.

Say it. You just have to say it.

“Jordan, he’s . . .” I swallow. “There was a—”

Another knock, louder this time and I turn around to bust someone’s teeth down their throat.

As I spin on my heel, the door squeaks open an inch, then swings wide.

My jaw drops. There’s Bruce, perfect in a fresh polo, canary yellow this time, and his usual Khakis. He’s holding a bouquet of pink miniature roses in one hand and a Starbucks cup in the other.

And there, behind him, is Jordan.
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Beckett

“Isn’t anyone going to say anything about the flowers?” Bruce snorts as he settles into the corner of the room by the window. He lays the flowers on the window sill and shakes his head in mock disappointment.

The first five minutes after Bruce walked in with Jordan in tow, I swear I forgot his ass was even here. Promise exploded in sobs, bounced off the bed, pulling the little IV stand behind her. Then, she practically tore the kid’s head off, hugging him around the throat until he had to fucking tap-out.

When the shock wore off, I managed to gather enough composure to ask what the fuck just happened.

Bruce explained he’d gone to the loft like Promise had requested, to pick up some clothes she wanted and the sketch I drew of her in court all those years ago.

He’d been heading into the street side door when a long black Lincoln appeared at the curb and sidled to a stop.

He went ahead into the building, up the stairs and managed to open the loft door. But before he closed it behind him, there was Louis with Jordan in tow, looking for Promise.

Jordan’s bullet wound went straight through, missing his heart by an angel’s hair and shot out the back between two ribs. The whole situation has the word “miracle” written all over it. I’m going to hit my knees later and thank the Lord that my ass has been saved.

“Fuck, man. What the fuck is happening?” I rub my forehead. I’m staring at Bruce, still unsure that this is actually real.

“Watch your language. I’m a kid, you know.” Jordan’s smile lights up the room. Promise pats his head like he's a puppy sitting on the edge of the hospital bed.

“So where’s Louis?” I ask Bruce. I don't want to ruin the moment, but there is still a shit cloud on the horizon and some details that need to be ironed out before I can finally exhale.

“He said he’ll talk to you later. When you’re ready. He’s back at his house.”

“Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” Promise sits back on the bed, dragging Jordan practically into her lap with her. She’s had him in a choke hold since he walked in. The kid’s giving me a pleading look but I shake my head. There is no fucking way I’m coming between my girl and what she wants, not this time. And she’s wanted him for so long she’s not going to relinquish him now.

“I’ll tell you,” Jordan pipes up proudly. “Beckett came to rescue me. Louis’s dad shot me, but I’m fine.” He rolls his eyes as he emphasizes the last three words.

“Shot you?” Promise glares at me and tightens her lips.

Jordan flips his head around trying to get his sister in his sights before he starts defending me. “Don’t get mad. Beckett threw himself at me. Tried to block the shot. He tried to shield me with his body.”

“Then what?” Promise’s voice remains steady but she’s still trying to kill me with the spears coming out of her eyes.

“Then, it was all crazy. There was some big fight. I have no idea what they were all saying, but Louis scooped me up and took me to the hospital. Zaid drove and they screamed in Arabic the whole way. I stayed overnight at the hospital. Then that was it. Louis sent Zaid to the house to get our stuff and then we drove to the airport. So, I’ve been shot! Can you believe that?” Jordan’s chest puffs up as he looks between Bruce and me, like it's some sort of badge of honor. Something tells me Promise won't see it that way. “Louis took great care of me the whole trip, so don’t worry. It wasn’t his fault, Promise. His dad shot me. His dad is crazy.” Jordan pumps his blond eyebrows up and down and nods, his wide eyes staring me down.

Promise gives me the look and I raise my hands in surrender. “You didn’t have time to tell me any of this?” She pins her eyes on my face as she waits for my reply.

I keep my hands high as I huff out a breath. The relief is overpowering the guilt, but I'm still feeling like I just took a bullet myself. “Since I walked in here yesterday, you’ve been asleep. Then we had the ultra sound and the baby doctor—”

“Baby doctor?” Jordan’s mouth drops open. “You’re having a baby?”

He looks at Promise, scoots back from her never-ending half nelson and wipes the back of his hand under his nose with a sniff.

She gives him a crooked smile while crinkling her nose and I hear Bruce chuckle in the corner and stomp his foot.

“But . . .” Jordan looks at me through narrowed eyes. “Wait. But, you like just got married. Like yesterday.”

Promise gives me the deer-in-the-headlights look as if to say it’s my fault. I want to argue that it wasn't yesterday that we got married, but somehow I don't think that would solve the problem.

“It happens,” Bruce chimes in.

Jordan looks up at me, then back to his sister. Then me again, before he squishes up his face which turns ten shades of red.

“Oh my God. Ick.” He shakes his head back and forth like he’s tasted something terrible.

“You’re going to be an uncle.” Promise reaches over and gives him a playful punch on his shoulder.

I let out a deep breath and look over at Bruce, who couldn’t smile any bigger if someone painted it on his face with clown makeup.

“Louis is waiting for you at his house,” Bruce says, tipping his head to the door. “He said he’ll wait up. I’ll stay here if you want. Keep an eye on these two.”

“I’m not sure one of you is enough to handle both of them.” A shiver snakes down my back as I consider what kind of conversation I will have with the man I thought was my best friend. The one who betrayed me.

“I’ve got skills.” Bruce stands up, wiping his hands down the front of his polo. “Trust me. When you do what I do for a living, you learn to juggle the crazy.” He snort-laughs one more time, and Jordan and Promise resume chattering away behind me.

Okay. Time to find out what Louis has to say for himself.
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Beckett

Louis’s house is not quite Donald Trump's, but it’s generous. Not gaudy, but classic center hallway. Red brick, with a front porch that drapes from end to end with white pillars and lush ferns hanging between.

I’ve been here more times than I can count. It’s on a street with only a few houses. Louis’s place sits a third of the way down the road and beyond his there are only two more. One is similar to his, a bit newer, set on a big, open, five-acre lot with a manicured lawn and designer landscaping.

The last house is the one that’s always caught my eye though. As I pull the Suburban slowly down Louis’s quarter mile drive, I see the black and gold ‘for sale’ sign in that lot.

The old farmer at the end of the road used to own all this property where the newer houses have been built. But the original homestead still sits back on its own land. Nearly fifty acres of white fencing defining pastures. Beyond their straight lines, I notice a few horses nibbling the grass. The century-old farmhouse is not in its original state but it looks like it’s about to get a new lease on life.

I hope whomever buys it doesn’t tear it down and chop up the land to put in a cookie cutter subdivision. What a fucking shame that would be.

Every window in Louis’s two-story colonial glows with light. I pull in the drive, put the Suburban in park, shut down the engine and try to steady my breath. I can’t imagine what he has to say to me.

I’m trying to decide if I want to break every fucking bone in his body or listen to him, the man I’d thought was my friend for so many years. It takes me ten minutes of stillness to settle the contradictory voices in my head.

I pop my neck a few times. I only realize I am grinding my teeth when the pain starts to shoot into my ears.

I can be an asshole. Especially if you are on the wrong side of me. But even with everything life has shown me, I believe there is still some good in this world. It may be hard to remember right now, but Louis was part of that good stuff for so long that I have to give him a chance, have to give him that part of me that still wants to hear his side of the story. I want more than anything for his explanation to make sense. For there to be something there I can hang onto and maybe even open up a sliver of forgiveness.

I’ve got a shit ton of questions for him to answer before we can even consider re-building any level of what we had, but I decide to leave the door open. Everyone has a history. A past. Maybe he has something to say that will help me understand. And the truth is, with Jordan home and Promise on the mend, he's caught me in a good mood. Well, better than it would have been a few hours ago.

I push open the car door and my boots hit solid on the geometric pattern of brick pavers. He knows I’m here. I’m sure of it. Maybe it's my army training or maybe it's a sixth sense, I don't know. But he’s letting me come to him. He knows me well and that’s a good sign.

I sniff and climb the five steps to the porch, then lurch forward with a knot in my stomach the size of Texas, knocking my knuckles onto the walnut carved door twice.

It’s a gesture. I’m sure he knows exactly where I am. And within three seconds I know I’m right because I hear the latch click. The light from inside streams out in a white streak across my face and Louis steps back, nodding gently and opening his arm to invite me in without a word.

His face is tired. He looks older and his hair is grown out, longer than I’ve ever seen.

“Thanks for coming.” He shuts the door with a little click behind me, then steps to the side as I turn and try to decide how this is going to go.

“What the fuck, Louis?” It’s not the opening I’d rehearsed, but it tumbles out and what the hell, let’s get to it. At least it's honest.

His chin drops as he stuffs his hands into the back pockets of his black pants and drops his eyes to the floor. He’s always been bigger than life to me. An icon of stability, kindness, power. Right now he looks broken. Smaller. I hear him let out a stream of air.

“I fucked up. First, I need you to know I’m sorry. Before I even try to go into the explanation, I need you to hear that because it’s really the only thing that matters. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah? That’s great, but it doesn’t fucking finish it man. I mean . . .” I turn up my palms and squint at him. He starts to step slowly away from me and I grab his arm.

I see the pull of pain in his face as he raises his eyes. Not physical pain. This is something deeper. His brow is tight. His lips don’t have their usual upturn. I imagine it’s how I looked all those times he came to rescue my ass and talk me down from a few ledges of my own.

“I just don’t get it.” I can’t hide the exasperation in my voice. “Why didn’t you just tell us where you wanted to go? Why did it have to be such a fucking circus?”

“Would you guys have agreed?” His voice flattens as he blinks and turns his shoulders back to square with mine. “Let me take him to Egypt?”

I sigh. “Probably not. But you fucking still needed to tell us. Why the fuck after all these years do you suddenly want to go home anyway? You always told me you didn’t have any fucking family, Louis. What was I supposed to think when we found out you were off to fucking Cairo?” I rub my face, trying to find a logical path through everything I need to ask. “That’s where your family is, the family you said you didn’t have? It was complete bullshit, Louis. A huge fucking part of me wants to kick your ass all over this marble floor.” I’m losing the minuscule amount of calm I possessed when I entered this house. My fists are tight and heat rises up from my core. The pulse throbs in my ears.

“Please, man. Just come in. Sit down. Let me explain.” He gives me a defeated look. “Please?”

I tilt my head toward the ceiling and blink a few times, deciding if I can follow him without throwing my arm around his neck and squeezing.

“Fine. But I’m telling you,” I jab a finger in the air at his face, “one fucking thing right now. If you ever, ever fucking try to take him away from Promise again? I will rain down such a hurricane of destruction on you, you will beg me to end your fucking life. We clear?”

Louis nods and turns to step down the hall. I follow, our matching footfalls the only sound on the cold marble hallway. He turns a corner, into his large office at the back of the house, and holds the door for me.

“Here.” He gestures to two leather chairs sitting in front of an unlit fireplace. His mahogany desk sits off to the left. Computer monitors flicker in the gloomy room.

I bite my upper lip as I slowly lower myself into the chair. He takes his seat, leans back and clasps his hands over his middle.

“Can I tell you something first? Then you can ask me whatever you want. I’ll answer anything.” Louis meets my eyes and I see the man I’ve known for so many years.

I set an elbow on the arm of the chair, bring my knuckles to my lips and give him a single nod.

“Okay. I obviously have a family. But I didn’t lie to you about everything.” He takes a deep breath before continuing. “I did grow up part of my childhood as an orphan. On the streets. After my father kicked me out and renounced me as his son.”

Louis brings up one hand and rubs the side of his face, then pushes it back over his head and grabs his neck for a long moment. The tension clenches in my gut. He’s not off the fucking hook by a long shot, but I’m no longer imagining how to splatter his brains all over the walls.

“We both know, family isn’t always what it should be. Let me ask you something.” He meets my eyes and holds my gaze until I raise my eyebrows and acknowledge him. “What would you have done to gain back your father? To get back your father’s love? His respect?”

He’s going somewhere with this, but this isn’t fucking about me so I stare down his question with silence.

He turns his eyes to the dark window behind his desk. The half-moon glows through a thin streak of clouds.

“When I was ten, my father found me looking at a picture. A naked picture. Now, that would have been enough to earn me a beating. My father was not a kind man, but I loved him and I never wanted to disappoint him. Only, the picture I was looking at wasn’t of a woman.”

He stops there, giving me a moment to absorb. But I'd already guessed what he was going to say.

“And that is an unforgivable sin in my family. Even so, I took the beating. Many beatings. The food and sleep deprivation while they tried to fix me. Bringing in elders from our mosque to try to help me. After weeks of torture, I was finally allowed back into the house. A few months later, one of my brothers saw me stuffing a photograph under my mattress. I was eleven, it was nighttime and I thought I was alone. Doing what eleven-year-old boys do at night with a dirty picture. Only, when he walked in on me, I shoved the picture away, and of course he got my father and they dug it out. They almost killed me that night. Beat me so badly, blood was coming out of my ears. These three fingers you used to ask me about?”

Louis held up his left hand where his middle, fourth and pinky fingers all bent at odd angles from the center knuckle.

“My father broke one, and each of my brother’s broke another. Then, they dragged me, bloody and unable to stand, into the alley behind a slaughterhouse and stuffed me into the garbage. They told me I no longer had a home, that I’d cursed the family. A curse that could never be undone. Not unless I brought home my own son one day. To prove I was pure again.”

Louis clears his throat, crosses his legs and gives me a weak smile. I offer nothing back, but I’m listening and the clench in my gut turns from anger to sadness.

He picks at some invisible spot on the front of his white dress shirt before he continues. “I lived on the streets. Nearly died more than once. Being gay in Cairo is not how you want to grow up. So, I ended up here, by a lot of fucking luck. And not without some fucking baggage too. I think that’s why you and I connected the way we did. I understood your pain. I understood what it would be like to have a father that hated you in a way you didn’t even know people could hate. But I swore to myself, if I ever got out of there, was ever able to rebuild a life, that I would stay true to myself. I wasn’t going to go out and make a baby just to earn my way back into a family that thought I was inhuman.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

He licks his lips and blows out a breath, dropping his eyes as his hands go to his knees and squeeze.

“Living the way I did. The things that happened to me. They left some damage behind, Beck. When I first came to the United States, I wasn’t who you see now. I broke. They broke me. And that broken part, it would take over sometimes. Leaving me with days, hours, fucking weeks sometimes where I remembered nothing. Finally, I found a doctor. He was able to get me stable, but for a long fucking time, any sort of trauma or surprise, I would disappear again. Going blank. From what they tell me, all I would talk about is the family curse and bringing a son home. But I could never touch a woman. I mean, I wouldn’t. Like I said, I swore I would be true to myself. And up until Holly, I was.”

“Did you rape her?” I could have thrown a little sugar on that question, but naw, he needed it straight.

“No. That’s not what happened. I’ll tell you if you want me to.”

I nod, I want it all. I need all the pieces so I can be fucking sure they all match up.

“She called me that night. I knew her, but not very well. For some reason, she’d set her sights on me and when I didn’t return her attention, I don’t know, it was like some twisted game. Some challenge. I kept my distance, but one night she paged me. She had my pager number from CPS, probably Jeremy. Anyway I called her back and she was hysterical, saying Promise was in trouble and she needed to go to her apartment and get some money and she didn’t have a ride or some shit. It didn’t make sense, but when she told me she’d left Promise at her dealer’s house as collateral, I flipped. I told her I would just pay, but then she had some other reason she needed to go to her apartment first. So, I picked her up. Drove her there. Once we got there, she got all seductive. Ended up telling me Promise was fine. She was at a neighbor’s house and she just wanted to get me alone or some crazy shit. I tried to leave. She blocked the door. Started taking off her clothes. I did what I could to talk her down, to let her know I was not interested.”

“Well, obviously that didn’t work, so what the fuck?”

“Man, it got fucked up. She started screaming at me, calling me a fag. Said the only reason a man wouldn’t fuck her is if he was a fag. Said she and Jeremy knew I was gay. Started fucking taunting me about liking little boys or some crazy shit. There are no lines that woman won’t cross. Anyway, I was wrong, but I broke. She was completely naked, taunting me and I snapped. I bent her over a table and I did it. But I didn’t rape her, it’s what she wanted. Then I left. That was it.”

I see the burden on him. The weight of everything he’s telling me. He hangs his head before he finishes saying what he has to say.

“I talked to Northrup already. I’m heading over there tomorrow, try to make right what I've done. I did set up the surveillance tape to make it look like Jeremy broke in the building. I did that. I wanted to distract them from Promise and besides . . . that guy’s a dick. But it was wrong. In so many ways and I don’t even believe I did it. My head was fucked up, hearing about my Dad, then your Dad died.” Louis takes a long breath. “I still shouldn’t have done it. When I found out Promise had a brother, I could feel myself losing it. When I found out he was mine? I’ve been fine for so long, but it brought it all back and I fucking snapped. I did shit I wouldn’t normally do. Like doctoring that tape.”

“It still doesn’t make sense, man. I mean, why after all these years do you care now what your family thinks?”

“A month before your dad died, I got a letter from my brother. My father’s dying. He’s got cancer and he wanted me to know that because of what I’d done, my father would die with a curse on his soul. Then when I found out about Jordan, it just fractured. It all just came flooding back and I did my best to fight it off, but in the end, I lost it. We got custody settled and inside my head I knew I shouldn’t do it. Take Jordan to my family. But, like I said, I lost it. I was wrong and I almost got him killed.” Louis’s voice breaks. “My son.”

There's a long moment before he can carry on, and I let him take it. The weight of all this is on his shoulders and I know how that must feel.

“When my father shot Jordan . . . no, scratch that, I knew before that day I’d made a huge mistake coming back. Nothing had changed. Sure, they let me in. Told me I’d lifted the family curse. But of course, nothing was different. I was still the aberration. They actually tried to get me to leave Jordan with them and come back here. Asked why I didn’t have a wife. Where his mother was. It all just started all over again. I can’t even make sense of it myself. There’s a hold your father has on you, you know? In my culture, from the moment you are born you are a reflection on your entire family. The scars are so deep. It just all flooded back and I really thought I needed to go there. To make Jordan–make myself–a part of the family again. When you showed up, I knew I was talking bullshit. Telling you Egypt was his home now. I’d already started to see clearly, but when my father pulled out the gun, I knew I had to wake up.”

“Are you fucking awake now?”

“Yes, I’m awake. Wide awake.”

“Okay, good. Because you and I are going to renegotiate the custody agreement. I’m not taking Jordan from you, but you are giving Promise primary custody. The rest we will work out as we go. Got it?”

Louis nods and somewhere in between us, I hear my heart start beating again. I see him as he is. A broken man. A man ripped apart by the guilt heaped down on him by his family all those years ago.

What he did, putting Promise through all that. I don't know if I'll ever completely forgive him for that. But the rest of it. Water under the bridge.

Because I understand why. And that's what matters. I understand, and for what it's worth, I don't harbor any ill will toward him.

At the end of it all, Louis is still my friend. I’ll work on letting it all go, but it will take a while. Whatever he's done, he's still the same good guy that I knew. And I can't even begin to tell him how grateful I am that that's the case.

I let out a sigh. “Jordan’s about to become an uncle.”

I fight the smile, but it wins and Louis loses the same battle.
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Eight Months Later

Promise

“Oh my god, my god, Beck.” His tongue is searching my opening, his face between my legs as his two day unshaved beard reddens the insides of my thighs.

When he pauses I know to look down at him, aware that he's looking up at me. I catch barely a glimpse of him over the fullness of my nine month tummy. While I watch, he takes a long, slow suck on my sensitive clit, holding my gaze, then smiles. “Don’t make me wait for what’s mine, babe.” He rains down kisses on my outer lips before diving back in and sending two fingers into my drenched opening, curling them and hitting my g-spot until ragged groans are coming out of me. He stops and the deep vibrations of his voice are tickling me. “I want that baby out of you. I want to see what we made. The book says orgasms can bring on labor, so we aren’t going to quit until that happens.”

He’s pumping his fingers, shoving them deep then curling them into that special spot, all while his mouth works magic on my hard nub. I let everything else fall away as he growls into me and I let my head fall back, spread my legs until the muscles pull and ride his face just the way he likes.

“Fuck.” I breathe the word that only comes out of me when I feel this way, only ever with him.

My body coils, then bursts, and I cum with a shudder, his name and God’s name coming from me over and over. But still he doesn’t stop until he pulls another body shaking orgasm from me and stars dance in front of my eyes. My fingers clutch at the sides of his head, holding onto him until I settle back to earth.

Before my climax fades, I feel his hands on my hips.

“Lift your ass, babe.” He lets go and I dig my heels into the bed as he stuffs two fluffy pillows under me, raising my open pussy.

I open my eyes to see him on his knees, his thick cock in his hand, stroking himself as his eyes dance over my body.

“I can’t wait to suck those tits when they’re full.” He leans in and rubs this cock head into my soaking opening. “That baby better leave some for me.”

“Ummm, you are insatiable.” I shake my head, raising my arms to the ceiling. “Look at me! I’m a whale.”

He spreads me with the tip of his dick and my breathing stops. He penetrates me with his cock in one thrust, making me groan and sink into the feeling of being stretched and owned by him. He splays my knees farther apart with this hands and I can feel him practically in my womb.

“I love you like this. Well fucked and full of me. Full of us.” He pulls out and drives back in as I stretch my arms over my head and let him have all of me.

I push up on my feet, meeting his strokes as we watch each other. He speeds his movement, bringing his hand down and his thumb works on my clit. I moan and close my eyes.

“Go there babe. Go to your special place. Cum for me.”

He’s churning in and out, filling me with his thickness, circling around and around on my nub until I feel the curl in my toes. The tingle gathers low and I’m lost again, my body gushing onto his cock and I feel him jerk and spray inside, cumming along with me.

When my breath starts to slow, he leans down and peppers kisses on the mound of my belly. That's when I feel the first twinge.

“Beck.”

“Yeah babe.” He brings his hands to my tits, cupping them until he manages to work his body over me. He settles his mouth on one nipple, drawing hard and another tightening spasm hits me.

“Beck!”

“What?” He looks up, startled. He gets so lost in what he’s doing.

“You’re done. The baby . . . it's time.”
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Four hours later Beck is brushing my hair from my face and wiping the back of his hand across his cheeks. He didn’t leave me for one moment. And I’m not sure, but I think I threatened his life at least once.

“You’re a fucking rockstar.” He looks at me with pride, then settles his hand on top of the tiny head laying on my bare chest. “And I never thought I’d say this, but she’s as beautiful as you.”

I lean my face down to breathe in the scent of our baby. It’s more intoxicating than any liquor and more addictive than any drug. I want to breathe her into me.

My labor happened so fast that the midwife barely made it to the house in time, but I think Beckett and I would have been fine without her. She's still here now, straightening and cleaning up, filling out some paperwork, but Beckett and I are already lying together in our enormous, pillared, king-size bed.

The midwife's name is Nadine. She wears these purple spectacles and ties her hair in a bun. I'm sure she's someone's grandmother. She's trying to keep a low profile, to give us our privacy, and it seems to me that she's very small, barely visible as she moves around the room. But then she's there, by the bed, and she's got a pen and a form.

“So?” She smiles over the top of her spectacles.

I turn my head toward Beck and he nods.

“Cherish.” I say, and Beckett kisses my temple. “Cherish Emily Henderson Fitzgerald.”

“Beautiful.” Nadine scribbles on her paper, then turns and makes her way out the bedroom door.

It’s early morning, the sun is coming up, and Beckett’s slow, easy breathing comforts me. For just a moment, I think of my mom. I wonder how she felt at this moment, when she held me for the first time. I let out a slow exhale, comforted by the fact that the thoughts of her come and go without any sadness.

“This is just the beginning.” Beckett runs his knuckles down my cheek, then grazes his fingertips down my chest and around the outside of my breast. He’s admiring me, I know the look, but the depth of it has changed and it makes me shiver when I see the look in his eyes. “We’re a family. We will always be a family.”

His soft caresses send chills over my skin and he immediately reaches down to pull the clean white sheet up over half of me. The warmth of his breath is next to my ear and I close my eyes, pulling Cherish tightly against me. Her tiny body, with its clenched fists and wrinkly toes, is perfection beyond any definition I’ve ever known.
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Six Months After

Promise

I’ve learned that you have to work at being happy. It's a process, not just somewhere you show up. You don’t hop off the Greyhound from Sucksville one day and decide to settle in Happyland.

And that’s okay with me, because you can have a lot of fun along the way.

The smell of the charcoal and the mesquite chips on the grill swirl in the breeze that drifts through the kitchen from the deck. Beckett is whistling for Henry, who's out chasing the chickens again.

Henry was Jordan’s twelfth birthday present. He’s a shelter jewel, with eyes that look like spun gold and a short fur coat that is the perfect shade of melted chocolate. When Beckett brought him home he was ten pounds, now he’s rounding out the scale in the mid-hundreds and he just can’t seem to convince the chickens he’s one of them.

“Hey babe.” Beckett stomps through the screen door to the kitchen. He’s as magnificent as the day I saw him in Windfield. He’s shirtless, his torso calling out for my hands.

“Hey back.” He comes up behind me as I turn into the counter where I am busy flipping and flouring a loaf of bread, hoping it will rise in time to bake for the barbecue.

The way he pulls me back into him will never get old, the way he sets his lips on my neck and wraps his arms around me. He smells like the summer breeze, fresh cut grass and mesquite. My belly flutters as I settle the dough on the marble countertop to sit for the next hour.

“I love you.” It rumbles out of him as his lips work the shell of my ear, then down my neck.

Every woman in the world should be kissed like this, not just once but many times a day. He is a master of the neck, the cheek, the ear. He lightly traces his tongue and lips down to the base of my neck, pulling the strap of my sun dress off my shoulder and continues making me shudder and sigh.

I know what’s coming and I welcome it. Nothing has tamed his lust for me and I can’t remember once that I’ve turned him away. He knows me, knows what I need. I trust him more than I trust myself most of the time.

“Cherish upstairs?” He whispers in my ear, then continues kissing and making love to my neck with his mouth.

I manage a nod, because words are not possible. My belly is cartwheeling and I’m already soaking between my legs. Panties are a rare part of my wardrobe, as is a bra, because that’s the way Beckett likes me, but also because it’s who we are. We’ve been married a year, we have one perfect angel upstairs sleeping already and Beckett is determined to put another one in my belly as quickly as is safe.

Cherish is six months old today, and we said we would wait six months to really start trying again. Beckett’s already filled me twice this morning with loads of his cum, and from the feel of his warm lips on my neck, and the monster hard-on he’s pressing into my ass, he’s about to make that three. We don’t use any birth control, so he’s cum inside me more than a few times, times when we both were so lost in the moment that it happened. But since Cherish was born, for the most part, I’ve been swallowing and wearing a lot of his cum.

“Beck, my hands are a mess.” I manage to choke out the words as he lifts the back of my dress over my ass with one hand while the other snakes around, over my belly, under the hem of the yellow fabric to settle his fingers firmly between my legs and gently squeeze. “And they’re going to be here any time.”

“My house. My girl. My rules.” He growls. “We fuck when I want. Where I want. How I want.”

I smile to myself. As I said, I would never refuse him and sometimes I wonder what would happen if I ever did. I’m pretty sure it would involve him throwing me over his shoulder and carrying me off like a caveman. He knows me better than I know myself, knows what I need and what’s best for me and the trust I have with him is bottomless. Sex is not a chore, not something I do for him, it is the beauty of what we are together. I’m as horny for him as he is for me. Sometimes more. We’ve managed to get through a lot of challenges already in the year we’ve been married, but it’s been the happiest time of my life, and this is a big reason why.

He grabs my pussy with his hand, squeezing until I gasp and grip the edge of the counter top.

“Mine. All mine.” He rumbles. “Tell me.”

“I’m yours. Always and only yours.” I know instinctively what he wants and needs to hear, and I love giving it to him because it’s true.

I hear the sound of his zipper as his fingers begin to swirl around my clit. I’m soaking already and my body relaxes as he works his magic fingers through me, then begins pushing them into me.

“I’m going to fuck you until we’ve got another baby in that beautiful belly of yours.”

He drives two fingers deep inside me. His hands are magic, he’s learned just the right rhythm, the mixture of teasing and stroking my clit and pressing inside me with his long fingers until I burst and drench his hand.

“What’s your job?” He asks, his lips moving onto my neck, nipping and licking until I’m utterly helpless to the desperate need he creates inside me.

“To cum for you.” I barely whisper, my body already tense. My thighs beginning to quiver.

He slips a third finger inside me and the pain and fullness are more than I can take. I’m so close and he knows just what to say.

“That’s right. That’s my good girl.” His lips and tongue are on my neck again. “Such a good, good girl.”

Those are the magic words and I shudder and cum with a long moan. My body tightens around his probing fingers, but he keeps them moving until I ride out the last of my shaking climax.

I’m out of breath as he grabs me around the waist, spins me around and hoists me effortlessly to sit on the counter. He settles my ass at the edge and I look down to see him release his monster and stroke himself a few times, smiling at me.

“You want this?”

His cock is nearly as beautiful as he is. He has truly made me crave him, there is nothing about sex with him that is off limits, dirty or shameful. He has made me into what I am now, a sex toy, his sex toy, and I wear that badge with honor.

“Yes. Please Daddy. I want.” I bite my lip as he lowers his head between my legs.

I grip the edge of the counter as he clutches my legs, pushing them wide as my back arches and his tongue takes a long, slow lick. My thighs shake as a jolt of pleasure rockets through me.

He comes up, meeting my eager mouth with his as I taste my orgasm on his lips. His tongue plunges inside my mouth as he guides his granite hard-on into my drenched pussy in one slow, deep stroke.

His fingertips dig into the top of my ass, pulling me to the edge of the counter and seating his cock so deep I feel him pushing at my limit. He’s so thick it still sends a flicker of pain when he stretches me.

He moves slowly for the first few strokes, but I feel the tension in his shoulders as I hug him and hang on. The slow, gentle strokes don't last long. He growls into our kiss and pulls back, teasing me with just the tip of his cock inside me. I whimper and he brings his lips to mine, holding them there.

His lips curve into a smile as he sucks my tongue into his mouth and slams his cock into me with such force my head bangs against the cabinets, making me gasp and laugh.

I listen to the slapping of flesh, the moans we both make, the clink of his belt buckle as it hangs loose around his thighs. He churns into me, pulling away from our kiss to look me in the eyes.

“Cum inside me Daddy.” I manage to choke out as the tension builds in my core. Those words are his kryptonite and his cock swells another size. I know we are both already on the edge.

I clasp my arms around his neck, holding tight as he takes complete ownership of my body, pulling my hips against him, the hard flesh of his body tickling my slit with each movement. He releases one hand from my ass and brings it between us, getting the rough pad of his thumb on my clit.

He works my swollen, sensitive nub and thrusts so deep I yelp. It’s only another moment until I burst into oblivion with the pressure from his thumb and the way he’s filling me. The orgasm starts in my toes, then that magical euphoria dances up my legs and explodes in my core.

My noises are his undoing. As my body shakes and quivers around him, he growls and his head falls back, his mouth open. He cums with me, flooding my body with hot, sticky, white cream and my orgasm doubles and topples over itself, and again I feel him fill me with his seed.

I’m left panting, holding on for dear life as he pulls out of me and gently kisses my lips. His tongue, warm and wet, traces inside my mouth as he lifts me up and sets me down, my bare feet touching the cool, brick floor of the kitchen.

He pulls back and smiles that smile that invented smiling.

“That one did it. I’m sure.” He pecks my cheek, then each of my eyelids, then stands up and plays with the ponytail that runs a mile down my back.

“I hope so. Now I’m a mess and they should be here in five minutes.”

“I love you messy.” He kisses me again and the sun glints off the texture of his scars. “I want cum running down your legs. Don’t you dare go wash it off, I want to think about my seed covering you the rest of the day.”

He pulls up his jeans, wrestling with his cock, trying to get it inside while it's still hard.

“He’s ready for more.” He jokes. And if he wanted me again I would not deny him. But his cheeky smile tells me he knows there is work to do before everyone gets here.

I run my hands over the broad, flat planes of his chest, filled with a joy and contentment that I thought was reserved for all the other people. The not-me people. Beckett has done a good job deprogramming me.

“So, what can I do? I’ve got the grill smoking. The lawn is cut. Baby’s sleeping. What can I do?”

“I know Jordan will want to ride when they get back, and maybe Louis too. Not Bruce.” I roll my eyes and Beckett chuckles. “So, maybe bring the horses into the barn.”

“Bruce hasn’t taken to the farm life. I think the horse’s dicks intimidate him.”

“Beck!” I swat him with a towel as I turn toward the sink.

It’s been a crazy year. Beckett bought this house and land the day after Jordan and Louis came back from Cairo. Gave it to me as a surprise two days later when I left the hospital.

And, I’m happy to report, I have not had to take the Zoloft since my new doctor successfully weaned me off of it. There have been no lasting effects and no other events. Seems that I should have never been on that particular medication, turns out I am extremely sensitive to it. And not just that either, most medicines. Which has turned me into a bit of a health nut.

Everything we have here comes from our organic garden during the months when it’s growing, or there is a great organic market every Saturday in the city. Beckett, Jordan and I load up our empty shopping bags, a few bushel baskets, and Cherish, and we make a day of it.

Today, Louis is coming home. He spent four months in a minimum security facility for falsifying evidence to the police. We were surprised he got any time, but you just never know where the justice will fall.

I have a full art studio in one of the bedrooms. I’ve been painting every extra moment I have because I have my first show coming up next month. It’s nothing big, but it’s a gallery in downtown. Edgy, hipster kind of place. Beckett is more excited than me.

Jeremy is going to spend a lot more time behind bars than Louis has. He’s been charged with murder. Aiding me in setting the fires that killed Beckett’s mom and sister has no statute of limitations because it is a capital crime. He’s put in a plea of no contest, which was a godsend because it meant that for us, it was all over. No trial, no need to go over the past in front of inquiring eyes.

As for Holly, she has disappeared into the abyss again. I am comfortable with her life being her life. I know she must be in a lot of pain to do the things she does. Beckett has taught me to let go. I think most people are good, but sometimes they are in pain and that pain makes them do things that hurt others. My only wish for her is that she finds her own peace someday.

“I think I hear the car.” Beckett reaches down to take my hand. His is warm, rough from the work he’s been doing around here. Rebuilding the old barn, the chicken coup and generally taking to being as close to domesticated as he will ever be. He’s still an animal in some ways, but his heart is the kindest and most giving I’ve ever known.

We walk in step toward the open front door, holding hands, and walk out onto the porch in time to see Bruce’s silver truck inch into a parking spot in front of the garage, tires crunching on the gravel drive. Beckett squeezes my hand and my heart flutters.

We’ve come so far and I only hope Louis will be able to re-build his life and his relationship with Jordan.

The three of them tumble out of the truck, grinning like three frat boys coming home from a road trip.

Louis looks up to see us and gives Beckett a playful salute. Before he was sentenced, Louis had already settled Beckett into his new position at his company. He is surrounded by experts that have helped him to steer the ship, but since Louis has been gone, Beckett has opened two new divisions in new states. Profits are up, he’s created some new inventive systems for their private security detail and generally is loved by almost everyone that works there.

Oh, and there was this envelope on the counter at the loft. When Beckett had the moving company bring everything here, we finally unpacked some mail that had been sitting on the counter top there for far too long. A few unpaid bills and a surprise.

From the day we met . . . well, met as adults I should say . . . our lives were a roller-coaster. It's not really surprising that a bit of mail was overlooked.

When we finally got around to opening everything, there was a letter from the probate court about unclaimed property.

It turned out to be much more than that.

Beckett’s grandfather, his mother’s father, passed away years ago. But his grandmother apparently died only a month before he came back from duty. He’d never seen them and knew only what his mother told him. Well, it seems that they left a sizable estate. It came up as unclaimed property when Beckett filed his father’s death certificate. It was a mistake, but in the end Beckett’s mother was their only child. And upon his grandmother’s death, the estate moved into a trust in his name.

It’s icing on the cake to be honest. The money doesn’t do much for Beckett, he has no interest in material possessions and honestly neither do I. But it secures things for the future for Jordan and Cherish. And however many more siblings we can produce.

Beckett’s book did well. They want a follow up, but he’s not sure. Between running EyesOn, the farm here, and taking care of me in the way that suits him, he doesn’t know if there will be a follow up. He volunteers at CPS as well. He's a force of nature. I’m not sure when he sleeps. He’s the first one up with Cherish in the morning and after he tucks me in with a few orgasms, I know he gets back up and works some more.

So, between the book, all the money he’s saved, his salary from EyesOn and the inheritance, I don’t even honestly know what our bank accounts look like. He takes care of all of that and he takes care of me.

The fire at the loft was caused by the oven as they always said, but in fact it was a faulty igniter inside the oven. There was a slow gas leak that filled the apartment with just enough gas, then when the igniter sparked, it did what it did. The day I was released from the hospital, Northrup called to let us know. It won’t bring Beckett’s dad back, but it is easier to move on knowing it really was just an accident. Jeremy’s not a good guy, but I honestly didn’t think he was capable of that, and it turns out I was right. Getting myself cleared as well certainly was a welcome piece of information.

It’s like we were tumbling around in this hurricane for so long, then suddenly all the pieces started to settle around us. Building us a life that neither of us could have ever dreamed.

Jordan is here with us and although Louis will be a huge part of his life, he needs me and I need him. Louis is only five acres away and now that he’s home we will all start re-building something new and better with our unconventional family.

Bruce is grinning even more than usual as the three musketeers meet us at the top of the porch steps.

Louis stands in front of Beck, who let's go of my hand and opens his arms to his friend.

They lean into a hug that brings tears to my eyes, as Jordan comes to stand next to me with his own smile.

“Hey.” I tousle his stick-straight, white-blond hair, and look down into his eyes. Louis’s eyes, but they inhabit my brother’s face.

“Hey.” He smirks at me. “Can I go ride?”

He’s found his passion and he smells like it most of the time. I’m sure a lot of people would find the hint of horse and manure that Jordan wears nearly 24 hours a day off putting, but not me. It is the smell of home, of happiness and I don’t even grouch at him when he stomps dirty footprints across the floors.

“Sure. We’re going to eat in about two hours.”

He bounds off the steps in one bounce and he’s around the house and out of sight toward the barn.

Bruce has a sheepish look on his face and I narrow my eyes at him. He’s become part of the family and I thank the Lord every day that he forced his goofy friendship onto me. He is a blessing in more ways than I can describe.

“What’s with you?” I ask as he shift his weight. I see a quick dance of his eyes go over to Louis who is just releasing Beckett from his bear hug.

“Nothing.” He fights a smile and clears his throat, and there is another glance at Louis, who is now looking at me with the same cat-that-ate-the-canary look that Bruce has.

“Wait a minute.” I point at Bruce then at Louis. “Did you know about this?” I glare at Beckett who puts his hands up in the air. He’s still shirtless and for a second I forget what I am getting upset about.

“I’m just an innocent bystander. My spidey sense didn’t pick up on anything until just now.”

“Pick up on what?” Bruce snorts.

“On you two.” I point again, this time obviously wagging my finger between the two of them as they step closer to one another.

“What can I say, I have a weakness for convicts.” Bruce breaks into a huge smile and Louis reaches down and takes his hand.

“And I apparently have a weakness for bald nurses who write really hot letters to convicts.”

I smile. “Holy crap.” I'm shaking my head as I move forward and get them both in a group hug.

Beckett joins in, standing behind me, the weight of his hands on my shoulders telling me, as always, that I am safe and loved.

“So, if you don’t mind, if there’s time between now and dinner we’re going to head back over to my place.” Louis looks like a little kid.

“Take your time.” Beckett says as they give us one more look and then practically run off the porch and into Bruce’s pick up, which spins its tires as he backs out of the driveway. The last thing we hear is Bruce’s voice through the open window, waving, with a loud, “Yee haw!”

I’m still in shock when Beckett’s hand comes down on my ass with a loud ‘swat’.

“Owww! What?”

“Jordan’s riding, they’re gone, Cherish is sleeping, we’ve got an hour before anyone else gets here. Get that sweet ass upstairs, I’m going to lay you on the bed and make you cum until you stop breathing.”

“You’re going to kill me then? Death by orgasm?”

“What a way to go, babe.”

Another bright swat on my ass and I’m giggling as he chases me up the stairs. When we get to the bedroom, I stop short. Leaning up against the pillows of the bed is an ornate gold frame, and inside, under glass, a sketch of Cherish and Jordan, centered in a cream colored paper with space around them on all sides.

“Oh Beck, it’s beautiful.”

It’s his signature drawing style, only their faces are clear, without the usual words that shade and contour his other sketches. At the bottom there is his classic cursive.

I walk close, sit down on the edge of the bed and lift the frame so I can see all the beautiful details of the baby looking back at me. As I read the writing at the bottom of the piece my eyes prick and I bite my lip.

“See, all this space around here? It’s so I can add all the other babies we are going to make. By the time we’re done, this entire page will be filled with little faces we made together.”

I nod, my fingers tracing the glass.

“Oh baby, don’t cry.”

Beckett takes the frame and hangs it on a hook he’s already placed on the wall opposite the bed, then strides back to me and lifts me to him, leaning down to scoop me into his lap as he takes a seat on the edge of the bed. He repeats the words from the paper in my ear.

“Devine am I.” He whispers. “Inside and out, because of you. Because of us.”
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BABY

CHAPTER ONE

Ryder

It made me want to puke the way they treated her. What a fucked up family. Sitting there, slobbering all over themselves thinking their little princess was about to snag me like a bitch and make them some kind of second rate, trailer trash royalty. If they only knew what they had coming, they’d be running for the tin can where they came from.

Don’t get me wrong, I grew up in that same trash heap down at the bottom of Eight Mile. Yeah, there was a movie about it, that’s where I grew up. And, that’s where her family still remain. Only, they don’t have any fucking idea what I know about their precious Theresa, a.k.a. Trixie, and it’s about to go viral.

“Baby, why didn’t you wear the suit? This is a special night.” Trixie Whitehouse sat there like a smug version of cartoon royalty with her strapless orange nightmare barely holding up the weight of her third round of silicone implants.

“I don’t wear what you tell me to wear.” I leaned back in my chair, my eyes barely able to stay off the ultimate prize which sat like a demure china doll next to her parents. I had on my fatigues, I knew it would piss off Trixie, and I also knew my babygirl loved me in my camo, so . . . bonus.

“Chloe, go get us two more Bud’s. NOW.” Edgar Whitehouse was too lazy to get his own beer from the bar, so he sent his youngest daughter to do his dirty work. What a fuck.

I wanted to jump across that eight top and smash the ten teeth he had left down his throat. But, I knew that would be too much for my little girl, so I rolled my eyes and swallowed deep. Counting the minutes until I could get the fuck out of here.

“Baby! Why aren’t you listening to me??” Trixie looked like a ten cent whore and her breath smelled like a trashcan filled with ten kinds of cheap liquor and a hundred ashtrays. She made my stomach turn. It was one of her other skanky friend’s getting married and she was in the bridal party. I was thankful, because it meant she was sitting at the head table and not with me.

“What?” It was all I could do not to push her face away from me and flatten her on the ground. In her condition, it was only a matter of time before she ended up on the floor, but I didn’t want to be the one to put her there. At least not in front of my angel.

“Why are you such a grump.” Trixie pouted, with a distorted fantasy that somehow I might think looking at her bratty face was cute.

“I’m not a grump but you are drunk and if you don’t know by now how I hate . . .” I let my voice trail off.

What the fuck did I care? She knew how I felt about it, and she chose to throw back as many shots as the bartender would serve at once along with the other Orange Crush contingent that stood next to the bride.

She wasn’t going to listen anyway. Her attention span made a flea look focused. I looked over at my girl walking back from the bar, her hands gripping two brown bottles with red and white labels, setting them down in front of the toothless wonder and his lovely bride who applied her eyeliner as thick as her lipstick. Besides her raccoon eyes and smeared red lips, there wasn’t a bottle of peroxide left at Walmart from the looks of her hair.

“Mom!” Trixie screamed across the table.

I took a deep breath, all I wanted to do was grab my baby’s hand and get her the hell out of here. She looked so lost and out of place with this circus sideshow. How the fuck she came from the same place as the rest of these freaks is beyond me.

I was only here for her, she had begged me not to end it yet officially with Trix. I wasn’t even sure why her sister even thought we were still together. I hadn’t touched her, even kissed her since I got back. But, as long as my baby was still in that house with these freaks, I was trying to keep her life from being even worse, so I played along.

“Yes princess?” Elvira’s twin leaned her elbows on the table, taking a deep draw from the long neck brown bottle, wiping the back of her hand over her chin when she couldn’t even manage to keep the beer from dribbling out of her lips.

“Don’t you think Ryder looks older? I think he got older while he was sitting in that desert for so long. Baby, did you get older?” They both laughed.

“Yep, older and wiser.” I spat back as my gut clenched.

Trixie leaned over, her hand on my leg and her triple D silicone popping out the top of the cheap cream-sickle dress. It felt like acid was burning through my pants where she rested her hand and I couldn’t breathe for another second around her.

I jerked my leg sideways and kicked my chair back so hard it almost fell over.

“Where are you going baby?”

“To get some water.”

“There’s water right here silly. Come on, let’s dance!” She looked up, leaned on the table and tried to stand up. The tendrils of her intricate up-do falling in highlighted streaks in her face. What a train wreck.

“No. I’ll be back.” I looked over at Chloe, sitting there with her eyes low, her teeth biting on her lower lip. Jesus, if she knew what she was doing to me sitting there looking like that.

I threw my head back, cracked my neck trying to release some of the tension from watching the freak show and my cock screaming at me for my babygirl across the table.

Just knowing she was sitting there thinking about me was almost more than I could take. I needed to take a walk and try to tame this beast that was quickly filling up my pants.

Of course I should have broken it off with Trixie before I left, but there was something that just didn't feel right. Chloe actually felt so bad, even though I told her so many times there was nothing but history holding Trix and me loosely together. She begged me not to break up with her before I deployed, and after she explained it to me, there was no way I wanted to make her life any harder than it already was.

Her fucked up parents had some twisted idea that their little blond princess somehow was more valuable than the sweet smoldering angel that had her fingers wrapped unwillingly around my heart. And, soon, around my cock, but not yet, she was worth waiting for.

She was the one, and I was going to do it all right for her. It was killing me not being able to feel the insides of her curve around my cock as I entered the first time, but we had to do it like I planned, for her benefit. Even in high school I had kept my eye on her. She was the little sister and jail bait, but looking back, even then I knew, I just didn’t want to admit it.

“Hurry back. And, bring me another . . .” Trix waved her empty glass in the air. I wasn’t getting her another drink, and the fact that she asked me to was just another nail in her coffin.

I gave my girl a quick nod as she looked up at me, careful not to let anyone see. She was so sweet, even when those bottom feeders treated her like a piece of shit, she still didn’t want to hurt them. She was a better person than me, because I would have firebombed the whole table if I had my way.

After I got a hold of my hard on and took about a hundred deep breaths, thank fuck when I got back to the table, all the garbage carp were on the dance floor falling all over each other. I slipped down next to my girl, careful to sit next to her but not on top of her like I wanted.

“They’re going to see us.” Her sweet glossy rose pink lips looked so beautiful, all I could think of was what they would feel like around my cock.

“I don’t give a fuck anymore. I’m ready to blow this whole shit show up right now babygirl.”

I slipped my hand down and my head felt like it was going to explode as I felt the sweet soft skin just above her knee. Of course, I couldn’t stop there, and found my way slowly upward, under the hem of her skirt, listening to her breathing get faster.

“Ryder . . . oh my god.” She lowered her head, whispering, looking like she was praying and I almost lost my shit knowing she liked it.

Only a few inches more, and I grazed at the outside of her panties, feeling her body jerk and twitch as my fingers opened her legs an inch under the white linen tablecloth. Her legs were shaking, and I looked up at her face to see her dark eyelashes flutter over her round, brown eyes.

“Open your legs.” I hissed in her ear knowing she would do whatever I asked.

“Ryder . . .” My name on her lips only made me detach from reality even more as I could feel the moisture even on the outside of her panties. The sweet, white, cotton lace trimmed panties that I had bought her yesterday just for tonight. If it wasn’t going to be my face, I wanted to know something from me was up against that sweet little naked pussy all night.

I rubbed softly on the outside of the crotch of the panties, watching her closely, she swallowed hard, and I knew I had to get my fingers up inside there and make her cum while she sat looking out at her evil sister and drunk parents dancing like they were riding the wave at Chateau Marmot.

So much for getting my cock under control on my little walk, that beast was back with a vengeance and I was thankful for the low light in the banquet hall. I could have fucked her by now, we had plenty of chances, plenty of time together over the couple weeks or so since I’d been back.

But, my girl wasn’t ready. She had some fucked up idea that because she wasn’t a bulimic skeleton hanger like her sister and her friends, that if I saw her naked I would run. Jesus, I had to teach this beauty her true value.

She sat there like a glorious diamond among the sewage of the room. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the enigma that was her. Beautiful, fuck yeah, sexy as hell with those lips, that sweet round face, those brown eyes that looked right through me.

But, it was more, she had the spirit of a broken colt, but the brain of a scholar and the talent of Raphael. Only, her family didn’t value any collateral other than the color green and some fucked up version of fake pageant beauty.

I thank Christ they had left her at least to be herself, sure, she needed me to help her remember how valuable she was, how inherently beautiful, but that would come along. She was natural and there was nothing make-up, hair color or silicone could ever do to improve on her.

“I want you to cum . . .” I whispered next to her ear.

“Ryder, please . . .” Her voice already raising into that sweet higher gear.

“Shhh, open . . .” I instructed.

She obeyed, thankfully, because I was about to scream “Fire” and get everyone the hell out of here if she held back any longer.

The feel of her slick wetness wrapping around my fingers had my cock tall and tight, ready to shred metal. But, my sweet angel needed this and I had to fight my own dog like nature to bring her the pleasure she deserved and let my own need wait.

She was getting close to being ready for me to take her for real, and after what was going to go down tonight, I was pretty fucking sure she would understand there was never going to be anyone else for me but her.

She was the one hung up on how she looked, I told her every chance I got how fucking sexy she was, how hard she made my cock. I wanted her to feel like she was the only person in the world when I was with her.

“God . . .” She lowered her face, barely able to keep her voice in check. It was just what I was looking for.

“You want Daddy’s fingers inside?” I whispered, keeping an scout eye out on the dance floor for the trio of trash to come sloshing back to the table. What I saw was a drunken mass of human waste pulsing and slipping on the slick wooden floor. Whatever they were laughing at was unclear to anyone that had decided to remain sober.

“Ryder, please, not here . . .” Her voice quivered as I worked inside her panties.

“Yes, here. You’re creaming all over my fingers, so just let it go babygirl. Tell Daddy you want his fingers inside you . . .” Watching her cheeks turn into crimson blazes of heat made me only want to see and hear her cum that much more.

Luckily, our table was in the back corner of the banquet hall, there were a couple drunks sitting at another eight top next to us, but they were oblivious.

She needed a push.

“Fucking say it . . .” I used my Sargent voice. I slid the tips of my fingers up and over her engorged little hard nub, giving it a good flick and rub while watching her eyes fall to half mast and her mouth take a little gasp.

I felt her hips take a quick hitch lower, giving me the access I needed to get into the deeper center of her heaven. If I was being honest with myself, what I really wanted to do was throw her down on the table and feast on her for supper, but instead, I had to settle for making her cum on my hand.

“I want your fingers inside me Daddy . . .” She cocked her head lower, whispering in that babygirl voice that made me want to lose my shit.

Her hips shifted again, and I knew I had her. She couldn’t pretend with me, and I couldn’t with her. There were no hard edges between us, it was lightning bolt energy, like invisible fibers had sewn us together somewhere along the line.

My only frustration was her own lack of confidence in herself, but, like I said, the fucks that raised her had done that, and it was going to be my job to undo it.

Taking another quick look out at the trash trio, I took my middle finger and followed the hot, wet folds down until I felt that heavenly spot that pressed inside her innocent body. If I didn’t have my fingers moving inside my precious angel, I would have been filled with rage watching those fucks out there making assholes of themselves, but lucky for me, my baby was here and at least part of me was inside her.

She was purring next to me and I felt my cock pushing painfully up against the waist of my pants. It took a special part of my brain, something deep inside from my SEAL training to give me the discipline I needed to not ravage her right here and now.

I pressed inside, just beyond my first knuckle, letting the clutches of her virgin walls tense around my finger. Her flow didn’t waste any time starting to gush as I palmed her open slit, grinding against her engorged nub, back and forth, slipping in just far enough to tease her and give her a little jolt as I toyed with that special spot just inside.

Never had I dreamed I could actually have this ravenous feeling of possession and protection over a girl. I’d been with Trixie on and off since high school, but I’d fucked plenty of others in between. If I had to really be honest, the real reason I kept coming back to Trix, was that I was waiting for Chloe to be ready, or for me to be ready for her. No other girl had ever made me want her, not like this. I felt like she was born just for me and it was my job on this planet to take care of her.

Baby’s juices were streaming over my fingers, her breath was coming in short little gulps, I felt the clutch of her walls grab me like she was hanging onto my probing finger for life itself. I gave it everything she needed, my hand making circles in time with my slick finger pulsing in and out. She was close, I could feel it like a magnetic pulse that flowed between us.

“Mmmm . . .” She moaned, her hips cocked and her opening gushed all over my hand.

“That’s Daddy’s girl . . . cum baby . . .”

I knew it was all she needed, to hear me whisper that magic in her ear.

Her tiny hand fell low under the table to dig her nails into my wrist as I worked up under her skirt, her mouth opening and the most beautiful noises fell from her candy sweet lips. Feeling those little convulsions and the river of juice that come out of her almost made me fucking jizz in my pants.

There wasn’t anything I had been through, even during hell week, even all the missions that had left us running for our lives in Afghanistan, that trumped the kind of control I had to show right now over my own desire.

“Oh my god . . .” Her face dropped. Long, shimmering waves of her dark chestnut hair fell over her pink cheeks, and she shook and came all over my hand.

I gave her a second to gather herself, then I slowly slipped my dripping hand out from inside those sweet white panties. I could smell her on my fingers and I knew I had to take a break to spread that sweet slippery juice over my own granite rod in the men’s room and give myself some relief or the rest of this shit evening was going to be hell.

“I’ll be back babygirl.” I gave her a quick peck on the cheek making sure those fucks that call themselves family weren’t looking.

Her hand reached up to grab my wrist, those wide eyes had nothing on a baby doe and my heart seized up in my chest.

“Don’t go.”

“Baby, I have to, I just need a minute. Don’t move, I’ll be back and we’re going to light this shit up tonight. Okay? Don’t move.”

I looked down at her from under my brow. She didn’t always listen and we needed to work on that, but for now, I just needed to her mind this one thing while I took a minute to stroke her effect on me into some tissue in the bathroom.
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Chapter One

If she woke, she would scream, and Flynn would be dead.

Still, the only thing he could think of was how he wished he could touch her hair.

Even in the darkness he knew the color of that hair, with its waves and curls the color of a bright copper penny. One mile long spiral tumbled across the sky blue and white lace of the pillow cover, falling almost to the tips of her fingers where her arm hung like a lazy branch off the edge of the mattress.

He wanted to tangle his fingers in her hair’s softness and pull her face to his.

Behind her closed lids, her eyes could light the midnight sky in a glow of green and gold like a field of fresh grass and wild Daisies. But, she refused to open them, refused to let him see them one last time before he died. So, here he sat, waiting, hoping for just one more look.

Minutes earlier, her unmistakable scent hit him as he’d wiggled and strained to crawl through the window. Her floral sweetness tightened around his throat, reminding him that there was only one soul in this entire fucked up world that existed just for you. Only one.

The oak branch outside her window laughed as it’d held his 235 pounds of trained, fighting muscle thirty feet off the ground. The less-than-solid wood had mocked and squeaked as it held his fate.

The gargantuan century old Tudor that held her prisoner stood in its own grand darkness against the onyx sky. Tired grey clouds covering the sliver of silver moon light which fought to reveal his entry.

Below him, windows cut with diamond-shaped, beveled glass still glowed from the first floor where legions of evil plans were laid for both strangers and family alike.

Inside, shadows moved, stepping then stalling, turning toward the world outside while Flynn felt his warm blood trickle down his bicep—the cut inflicted by a rusty wire that had caught him on the back fence around the historic estate.

Lilly, I’m here. I might die tonight. I don’t give a shit. I’ll die and your face will be the last thing I see. I’ll go knowing I was this close to touching you again. Nothing else in this fucking life matters anymore, so what the fuck do I care. Live. Die. I’m not even sure I know the difference anymore.

Rubbing his hands over his face, Flynn sat in the chair, watching. The dull throbbing from his swollen, purple left eye did not register as pain. Last night’s fight an easy mark, a quick $500 to keep him hidden for another night until he could come here and say goodbye.

Wake up. Wake the hell up so that they can kill me. If they do, I won’t have to look at you for another day. When I die, we die . . . or the beautiful disaster we could have been will die. For one fucking moment, the empty space in my chest felt a beat—a warmth—and now it’s ice again. But, that’s for the best. I was never cut out for this. For you.

Lilly’s eyes moved beneath the thin veil of her lids. Without a hint of surprise, she looked at Flynn as though she’d expected him to be there, her focused glow of green and gold on him like a cheetah deciding which angle of attack would be most efficient.

“I hate you.” She went straight for the kill.

“I know.” Flynn sucked in some air, the sound of her voice weaving a noose around his neck.

Flynn caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror over her bed, his face cast in half-shadow by the moon. He looked like a man who had nothing to lose.

“I love you,” Flynn whispered.

“I know.” Lilly’s eyes keened on him, her voice sadly resigned.

“Come with me. Right now, we’ll disappear.”

Flynn knew it was pure folly, but he was about to die, so he let his fantasy take flight in the streaks of moonlight that filled the air between them.

Flynn Dunleavy—the bastard son of the infamous Colin Dunleavy, marked by his mother's hot green eyes and his father’s elegant symmetry of features. He was equal parts lean fighting-thug and Detroit, mob royalty.

“That’s impossible. I’m already invisible. I don’t exist. And soon, you won’t either.” Lilly brushed the tangle of waves and curls off her translucent pink cheeks as she shifted under the stark white bedding and leaned, half sitting, against the pile of pillows at her back.

“Why haven’t you screamed yet?”

“I’m playing with you. Isn’t that why you’re here?” The forced cheerfulness in her voice shining light on the hopelessness it tried to hide. “What made you decide to speak to me? I’ve gotten used to the silent stare. I think I’ve enjoyed wondering what’s been going on inside that head of yours more than actually knowing.”

He watched her hands pull at the covers, then wrap around the lush curve of her waist. He wanted to tell her she was beautiful, to silence the insecurity that told her somehow her glorious soft lines made her less-than.

“It took me a long time to decide what to say is all.”

“It’s been almost a month since you spoke to me.”

“I had a lot to think about.”

Flynn could see the almost imperceptible movement of her pulse just below her jaw. His own blood rushed downward, filling the length under his pants even as he realized that he would die without ever discovering the dream of binding himself to her.

“So, you’re here. All I have to do is scream, and they'll come. It will take them a few seconds to get through the locks, but it won’t be enough time for you to get away. After a month of thinking, do you have anything interesting to say?”

Her eyelashes fluttered. He could see the way the blood flushed and blotched over the swell of her chest. Her hair, an utter mess, only made him want her more. And, the way she looked so fragile yet so fierce told the story of the years that had molded both of them into the broken soldiers of their family duty.

“No.” Flynn choked on the word because he had so much to say, and yet nothing to say.

Come with me, I need you more than air. I’ll carry you through thorns and storms and the highest mountains until they can’t find us. I’ll make love to you until you can’t remember what it was like for us to be apart. I’ll put walls around you, choke with razor wire any fuck who comes near you until the world understands this is a bridge not to be crossed. I’ll taste you until your flavor becomes part of me, root inside you until your belly swells and your smile never leaves your lips. I’ll leave a path of destruction behind us with all the faces of those who made you what you are now . . . who caused your indifference, your heart to forget to beat, lest you feel anything.

“Two poison vials and we could be yet another star-crossed lovers’ tragic story. Only, we never got to be lovers, not really.” Lilly fisted the white sheets in her hands.

It became difficult to take a breath. The word ‘lovers’ coming from her rose-petal pink lips creating in him an entirely new level of need.

“Maybe I don’t scream.” Lilly’s voice turned flat. “Maybe we die together. You snap my neck like you did to that boy, then throw yourself off the tower onto the patio. That would be a fitting end, don’t you think?”

“Maybe.” Flynn locked his gaze with hers, his tension showing in the notch of his eyebrows.

“Could you imagine?” She shrugged. “What a war you could start; it would almost be worth dying for. Our fathers, once united in their pursuit of all things evil and profit-making, turning against each other in mutual blame and hatred. Neither of them able to claim the prize of fortune I hold inside my head. What a tale it would be back in Ireland. We would be legend. Folktales filled with angst and heartbreak, all about us. They would have to embellish, of course. Lovers have to be lovers, after all.”

The gentle lilt of her accent made Flynn think of running away with her, back to the stone cottages and fields of a world far away.

“If you love, you’re lovers.” Flynn looked at the floor, not sure he’d even said the words out loud.

“People like us don’t love. We don’t get happy endings. That’s what you told me the day you picked me up off the front steps. Remember? Colin came out, told the driver to let me carry my own bags, then showed me exactly how he would love me. You—as silent as you are now—watching as he split my lip and kissed my forehead. My future husband, the man I thought loved me enough to bring me halfway around the world and make me the happiest girl ever.” Lilly tipped her head and put her hands under her chin like a bad actress.

“You changed my mind.”

Lilly ignored him as she looked at the ceiling, then settled her jaguar-green eyes on his.

“I remember precisely what you said. You helped me up, then told me, ‘Did you plan on Prince Charming, Cinderella? This place ain’t no fucking fairy tale. There’s no love here. Welcome to hell.’ ”

“A lot’s changed since then. I changed. You changed.”

“No, nothing’s changed. You were right, about everything. I’m the princess in the tower, right? My own father abdicating my care to a man with hands and heart as cold as ice. Then, there’s you. What do you want from me? I have nothing for you. What we could have been was exactly what you told me not to believe in. A fairy tale. This is a tragedy. Everyone dies in the end.” Her smile, as dark as the sky, still lit up the room, and Flynn felt his own heart pound against the wall of his chest. He felt sick.

“I want to die.” Flynn fought to keep his voice steady. “I’ve seen enough people die, I’m not scared. Hell will be better than this. I know that’s where I’m going for the things I’ve done. I could have been everything to you, everything you want, everything you need. You fucking belong to me even if I never get to have you.”

A creak on the floor boards outside the door drew their eyes.

The slow, steady steps faded, and Flynn watched Lilly’s chest begin to rise and fall again.

She reached for the cut crystal glass on her nightstand, the resting vessel for the amber liquid she kept hidden in a shoe box on top of the mahogany armoire.

“I’m not going to scream.” Lilly looked out the window and took the last sip from her glass.

Flynn leaned forward, trying to catch his breath, imagining how it would have felt to be inside of her, two souls melting into a bliss only reserved for those willing to risk indescribable pain. He could smell her subtle scent in the air. It rippled his skin and made the room seem too warm.

When he raised his own emerald eyes, Lilly sat staring at her hands, playing with the gold band on her right ring finger, a reminder of the mother she wished would have protected her. But, still the one person in the world she loved.

“I want you to live.” The ice in her voice melted.

Flynn strained to hear as her voice softened until he could barely make out the words. “I want to keep you around as a reminder of just how close I came to real danger, the kind of danger that only comes when you allow yourself to be seduced by what could have been. By fairy tales.”

Flynn let out another long breath, both hands rubbing over his head before settling on his face. He felt the weight of their sadness, their obligations and secrets. The room felt like it was filling with ice water, both of them freezing and suffocating and unwilling to swim to safety.

“Did you hear me?” The cut in her voice brought him back to the moment.

“What?”

“I’ll let you live if you make me a promise.”

I’m not sure I want to live. I came here to die. I was ready—now my heart is beating again.

“What?” Flynn felt the wave of sick grip his gut.

“Don’t come back here. Don’t think of us. Pretend I’m dead . . . or you will be.”

The crystalline reflection of a single gathering of salt water in the corner of her eye wrapped wire around Flynn’s slowly thumping heart. His fingertips were cold and the room warmer with every second he let his eyes stay on hers.

She held his life in her hands. He’d come here to die. He’d already decided. One scream from her and it would be over.

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep.” Flynn didn’t bother to whisper. He was done playing.

The gathered tear found its way down the ripe warmth of her cheek, and a sardonic smile curved the fullness of those beautiful lips.

“I hate you,” she said.

“I know.”

Flynn closed the ten feet between them and took those lips from her, tasting the flavor that haunted his dreams every night since she took his hand that day on the front steps.

Her taste crashed over him. When he released her, the sound of her scream echoed inside the mansion loud enough to raise the roof. Within a minute, the room filled with the sound of footfalls from the hall and the click of the locks opening from outside her gilded prison.

And let it all be done.
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Chapter One

Colorado

Six Weeks before Thanksgiving

Cameron didn’t taste the blood. The metallic flavor so familiar, it didn’t register anymore.

“Can you keep going?” Ahmad asked even though he knew damn well Cameron was fine.

A kick to the teeth and the busted lip that followed barely a blip on his pain radar.

Cameron gave Ahmad a single nod of his head, drops of sweat burning his eyes, lips pulled back exposing the neon yellow mouthpiece streaked with crimson.

Finish him. Quit fucking around—get your head out of your ass. He made you fucking bleed dude. Unacceptable. Take your fucking pink panties off and kill him.

Cameron shook his head sending drops of sweat flying; tunnel vision blocked out everything but the face of his nameless opponent with the purple mohawk and a douche bag ‘TAPOUT’ tattoo over his chest. When the buzzing started in Cameron’s ears, the switch flipped, and the beast took over.

The next sixty seconds turned to a frenzied show of slapping fists, growling animals and the crunch of bone on bone as Cameron brought his shin around like a Medieval morningstar.

His opponent’s head cracked at a right angle to his neck, and he dropped like a crash test dummy onto the mat.

Sometimes, you just need to taste the blood to bring out the beast.
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There she stood, all French manicured and highlighted, boobs like cantaloupes standing unnaturally high and hard on her chest. The life sized Barbie doll leaned against the cinderblock wall in the hallway outside the locker room.

“Hey, Cam.” She popped her gum and gave him as smile as fake as her tits. “You know they call you the Force? I didn’t know that until Tiffany told me—you’ve got the most powerful punch they’ve ever recorded.”

Her sing song Trixie tone made his skin feel like fire ants were crawling up and down his back.

“You ready?” He didn’t even bother stopping as he took the sharp right down the hall toward the ‘Exit’ sign.

“Yeah, I’m ready.” She toddled behind him on those ridiculous six inch rhinestone encrusted two-buck-stripper heels.

His cock ran the evening’s agenda even though every other reasonable part of Cameron wished he was somewhere else.

“Get in.” Cameron pointed to the passenger door of his 1967 Emerald Green Camero.

The engine fired with a vibrating roar; then settled to a thumping hum as Cameron’s hand felt the smooth round head of the gear shift. He threw it in first, popped the clutch and barely noticed she didn’t have her door shut.

When she started flapping her gums thinking they were going to make conversation, he cranked up the volume on the Five Finger Death Punch CD until the rear view mirror shook.

The volume stayed at max until they arrived at the small, rented condo just ten minutes from the gym. Jerking to a stop in the parking lot, Cameron lurched out the car door, feet on the ground with the Trixie following behind like some brainless puppy dog.

“I love your pec tattoo. What does that mean? ‘Living Death’? Is that like a band or something?”

She threw her bag on the floor inside the front door and Cameron rubbed his forehead then cracked his neck.

Before he took his next breath, he heard the soft tapping of claws across the tile floor of the kitchen as Samson and Stoli came running through the pet door and into the living room.

“OH MY GOD!” Trixie screamed like they were damn tigers or something.

Holy fuck, I’d rather someone stuck a needle in my damn ear than listen to that.

The dogs were giving her a good ass and crotch sniff and Trixie backed away into the front door.

Good boys. I think that bitch is in heat.

Cameron remembered the day he couldn’t stand looking at the two emaciated pups anymore and cut the wire that held both dogs to a stake in the muddy front yard of a house back in Detroit.

The dog’s faces were covered in scars and he could count every rib. But they jumped up and licked his face like he was the damn coast guard pulling them in from a storm.

I guess they were born fighting too.

“Are they nice? Are they going—“ Her fake eyelashes fluttered and she held her hands high over her shoulders.

“Come on boys, you don’t want any of that.”

Cameron snapped his fingers then pointed to the back door. The two wagging, panting pit bulls made their way outside after Cameron gave them both a scratch behind the ear.

“So, you like dogs, huh?” The way she kept herself pinned against the wall watching the pet door with a nervous stare told him she wasn’t an animal lover. Big surprise.

“Are we going to fuck or what?” Cameron only needed her mouth for one thing, and the sooner she shut up and understood the single reason she was here the sooner this would be over.

“Of course baby. I just thought maybe—“

He walked into the bedroom and she followed behind snapping her gum.

“Get naked.” Cameron pulled his t-shirt over his head and had his jeans off before she thought to reconsider. He folded each piece of clothing into compact, perfect squares before setting them inside the empty laundry basket on the floor.

His cock struggled to rise to half mast, but he needed the damn release.

He would have kept his clothes on and freed just his dick from his zipper, but skin was far easier to clean than clothes. Anything she touched was getting a damn funeral pyre as soon as they were done.

“Okay, okay. Jeez, such a bossy boy.” She worked the button on her white Daisy Dukes as her eyes scanned the bedroom. “Gawd, your place is so neat. Do you even live here? You should see my place, like a tornado went through.” She snapped the gum in her mouth and smiled.

Cameron slid his hand low, gripping his thickening monster trying to convince it to rise to the occasion.

Trailer Trash Trixie here was new, and he hoped the variety would be enough to distract his thoughts from where he wished he could be. This ring-whore had been following Cameron around for a week or more, flashing those carbonized tits like that was some sort of incentive.

By the time naked Barbie turned around, Cameron’s boy stood at 80% and the eyes on Blondie popped out of her fake Elvira eyelashes.

“Oh, my gawd! Your cock is ah-maz-ing! That’s gonna hurt. What are you 9”—10”? Have you measured?? Thick too. Is it going to get bigger? Cause, that thing’s scary. It’s like a third arm you got there. But, jeez, you’re beautiful, I knew I wanted to hook up with you since I saw you fight—”

What the fuck? If you don’t stop the dip-shit-dick-worship, I’m never going to be able to finish. Fucking boner killer.

Cameron cut her off. “Shut the fuck up. Come here, down. Get me hard.”

He motioned her into position on the floor.

“What? You’re not hard yet? Wow. I don’t know—“ Her eyelids fluttered as she stared at the monster in Cameron’s grip.

After a moment of hesitation, she smiled and did as instructed. His flavor-of-the-night dropped to her knees and opened her collagen injected lips, stretching them wide, leaving a bright red ring of lipstick around his shaft as she struggled to fit him in her mouth.

Cameron closed his eyes, the sound of her slurping and the sight of her looking up at him like some used up porn whore sending his cock in the wrong direction.

Fuck man, let’s get this done. Keep your damn eyes closed so I can get what I need. Dahmmmm, tho—bitch knows how to give head. She could suck a damn golf ball through a garden hose.

Cameron’s demanding as hell cock had a voice of its own that would not be silenced until it had its release.

The whore on the floor was no more than a blow up doll, a masturbation tool. The only image that pushed Cameron to the finish line was the face of his obsession that lived 1286 miles northeast.

Trixie did her thing until Cameron slammed every inch down her throat and she gagged until her lips damn near turned blue. Still, she came right back for more as his hand tangled in her brillo-bottle-blond Pamela Anderson hair as he face fucked her until he was bored of her mouth.

“Up. Over. Ass up on the bed.”

“Okay, maybe you could give me a little of your mouth on my sweet kitty cat.”

Yeah, that’s fucking funny. If you think my tongue is going anywhere near that, you’re even dumber than you look.

“Shut the fuck up. Get up on the bed, or get your ass out. You have four fucking seconds to get into position before you’re out the damn door.”

He heard her let out a soft ‘pffffst’ sound but she got her ass high and ready upturned on the bed, even giving him a little wiggle and a smile.

What the fuck am I doing here?

Just do her man, close your fucking eyes and get it done.

Cameron used the four seconds to roll on his Trojan. He sunk his fingers into her hips, getting her into fuck position and then, without a word he brought one hand down hard—smacking her ass as he slammed his dick home from bow to stern.

Yep, she screamed. They always screamed.

Cameron kept his eyes on her ass, the only part of her that he could look at and not need to fight off the sick. He churned his hips, barely feeling the pleasure of her being a woman; she was just another ring-sting-fuck-hole that didn’t give a shit if he used her and threw her away like his dirty rubber.

He would become just another notch on her belt. A story to tell the others of her skanky clown tribe.

The harder he slammed into her, the louder she got. Making crazy fake moans and yelling like a wet cat.

Damn, she’s fucking loud. That shit’s distracting as hell. Shut her up or we’re never going to get this done.

His hand left her hip, reaching around to cover her mouth without missing a thrust. The only sound in the room was their flesh slapping together like a freight train racing down the tracks to nowhere.

As soon as he got her mouth under control, his mind imagined the blow up doll below him was actually her. The object of his every wet dream, of every sense of purpose and worth in his fucked up life.

In his mind’s eye, he imaged her curves, soft and warm, her doe eyes fluttering as she looked up. The waves of her chestnut hair falling over her face as her mouth opened, and a soft, sweet moan came from her lips.

He let go of the blonde’s hip with his other hand, bringing it down in a loud ‘SMACK’ and filling the room with muffled screams. Her skinny ass turned bright pink morphing into stop sign red with the delivery of a series of harsh ‘smacks’.

Did she deserve it? Did she deserve for him to treat her like a useless piece of garbage? Did she deserve his hand on her ass until it welted and he knew full well sitting down wasn’t going to be an option for a day or so?

No. But what she deserved wasn’t his concern. He smacked Trixie because she wasn’t her. He punished her ass because she was the one here and because he hated himself for being right here with her.

He held onto the picture of the face that haunted him day and fucking night as his cock hammered in and out. Finally, he felt the tension rise and like a rubber band pulled too far; he snapped. His cock released a load into the tip of the condom, and he let out a long exhale.

Cameron felt his muscles relax, feeling relief for at least a moment. The flesh that surrounded him meant nothing. Now, he just needed her to leave.

Which, she did. Mewing and protesting, but she left.

“You’re an asshole.”

“You have no idea.” Cameron held her purse outside the front door.

“Do you even know my name—” Trixie’s last words as he cut her off.

“Nope.”

He gave her a soft shove out into the parking lot.

Her heels clacked as she tripped over the curb—hair looking like she’d been on a ride with her head hanging out the car window going 90. Add that to the crazy red lipstick smeared across her face and Cameron couldn’t keep from shaking his head at the cartoon caricature he’d just fucked.

He called her a cab, threw fifty bucks after her and closed the door.

“Thanks! Maybe we can—” Her voice was mercifully cut off by the click of the lock.

That there is a goddamn nightmare. Get in the fucking shower man. Sheets off the bed, empty the trash can where you tossed that cum sac. Where’s the damn bleach?

After his shower, he felt the darkness descend. The steam cleared, and he could see the man in the mirror staring back with dead ice blue eyes. A sinking indifference welled up that left him feeling like he was falling into a soul sucking black hole.

The muscles in his shoulders flexed and rippled the primal black ink designs embedded in his skin. He rocked slowly back and forth, naked, still dripping from the scalding shower, hands gripping the cool porcelain edge of the sink trying to keep his dinner from reappearing.

It happened every time he fucked one of the many that threw themselves in his path. He imagined her face, how she would feel, how it might mean something with her. Only, this time, it was different. He felt her slipping away, her image fading with each passing day and each nameless Trixie he fucked.

Never again. NEVER AGAIN. NEVER AGAIN. NEVER AGAIN,NEVER AGAIN, NEVERAGAIN

The words pounded inside his head until he felt like he could tear the fucking place down.

Who are you? Is this who you want to be for the rest of your fucking life? Why the fuck did you make her your goddamn reason for living for damn near two decades just to run away and then hate-fuck every bitch you could find? Is this the guy she would want? How far down are you going to go before you can’t find your way back?

Cameron glared at the fuck in the mirror. His lips curled back showing off his chipped front tooth and he turned on the cold water, splashing it on his face until his head screamed in pain, and his skin felt like a corpse.

Living death man. Living. Fucking. Death.

He stared back into the eyes in the steamed reflection as the freezing water dripped from his nose and chin.

He spoke to the image that returned his stare, “Never again.”

His words echoed in the small white tiled bathroom as his face splintered into a silver and black spider web.

A sharp pain shot from his knuckles to his shoulder. Cameron’s fist dripped ripe, round spots of crimson onto the stark white porcelain, and he heard the harsh, sharp noise of the mirror hitting the floor around his feet.

Never again.
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Beckett

{10 years old}

“Dad–“

My lungs feel like the flames have moved inside. I hand him my sister in her charcoal-smeared unicorn pajamas.

“Why?” Dad’s voice is raw, his eyes full of hate. “Why didn’t you listen to me? I told you, I told you—” He buries his face into my sister’s tiny body only to raise his eyes and ask me the question I don’t want to answer. “Where is your mother? You didn’t even try, did you? You didn’t even try!” He scans the crowd, desperate, screaming at the men in yellow suits. “My wife’s in there! She’s still in there, please, please God, help her . . . someone . . . please.”

I remember my science fair project is sitting on the kitchen table. I have to turn it in tomorrow. I need him to be proud of me.

Last year, he helped me make an electromagnet—a super, duper one—and he tried to hide the tears when I won the blue ribbon for the best project out of every fourth grader in the Upper Cleveland School District.

Two paramedics rush toward me.

“Get him in the ambulance.” One of them yells as they grab at me, lifting me off my feet then strapping me down. “Call ahead to Children’s Hospital burn unit.”

That was the day I realized the pain that comes from outside is nothing compared to the pain that comes from inside. That was the day my childhood ended.
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Beckett

{Eight Years Later}

”Rent is due on the first. But you know there are alternative ways for you to pay.” Denise is more cougar than landlord.

I know, because I fucking hear half the other tenants giving you their ‘rent’ through the paper thin walls. I don’t have that much experience with women, but I think I know enough to know that Denise is loud.

Her dime store, blue eyeshadow and the ever present snapping piece of Wrigley's Spearmint are signatures of my landlord who has not stopped trying to seduce me since I moved in.

She’s Mrs. Robinson with red hair and a tramp stamp.

I’m unfortunately in the room next to hers and the sound of her bed denting the plaster wall must be heard in all seven bedrooms plus the kitchen of this makeshift boarding house on the low rent end of Cleveland’s ass.

I mean, come on. All that noise is distracting as fuck. I have zero interest in her, but I can imagine if you were riding that ride all that fucking noise would be a boner killer.

She’s sitting on my bed thinking that come-hither look might get her what she wants this month. Sorry champ, no can do.

I can’t keep my eyes off the clock.

7:41 AM.

Wrap it up, Mrs. Robinson.

“I’ll have the rent by tomorrow.” I take a step toward the bathroom hoping she will take the hint and get herself gone. I needed my ass in the shower five minutes ago when she let herself into my room in search of her ‘rent’.

“You . . .” She points to me, making that single word sound like an accusation.

Denise is propped up on my threadbare pillows, checking her manicure and snapping on a fresh piece of Wrigley’s. Her tits are motionless, silicone coconuts standing unnaturally high on her torso and half spilling out of her halter top.

Personally, I prefer whatever size mother nature designed. I’ll take a double A true-blue over triple D fakery any day.

“You’re gonna get me in trouble, you know that? I shoulda never rented you this room.”

A touch of her Brooklyn roots comes through.

“How am I going to get you in trouble?” I put one hand on my forehead and one on my chin and jerk my head around. The twist and the pop pop pop as much a part of my morning routine as taking a piss.

I blow out a breath, feeling the momentary pressure-release the neck cracking gives. I’ll do that twenty times today. I have to.

“People talk. And, I don’t even want to know what Leon would do if he thought something was going on. If he found out, we’re both dead. That lady in that back bedroom looks like a bible thumper. She might stick her nose where it doesn’t belong.” Denise’s shrill voice rakes on my nerves. “Everyone sees me come in here.” Denise adjusts her tits and I do my best to not roll my eyes.

“You come in here because you let yourself in here. That doesn’t mean shit. And there’s nothing to find out.” I’m tired of this game, I have places to be but I need to not get my ass evicted either.

“Well, there’s talk. I hear them whispering. That’s just as good as it actually happening, so why don’t we just . . .” She pats a spot on my bed next to her. Now I’m going to have to change the sheets, no way I’m laying myself down where she’s been.

I want to tell her if she didn’t howl like a fucking hyena on a fresh carcass everytime someone fucked her, maybe half the neighborhood wouldn’t know she lets half the residents who rents rooms here know she’s getting boned twice a day and three times on Saturday.

Why I don’t have a better sense of self-preservation, I’m not sure. I should have been an asshole to her right from the get go. I should have seen this coming. I think the only reason she rented me the room was because she had on cock-colored glasses when she saw me.

But, if anything was going on, she’s right about Leon. He would probably kill me first, then kill her with my dead body.

I step into the bathroom and turn on the shower, shutting the door as much as I can because this place is so old and crooked, the door won’t close all the way. But, her mention of her boyfriend leave me with an uneasy feeling.

“You said Leon got picked up last night, right?” I have to yell over the rush of the shower as I stick my hand in to check the temperature. I drop my jeans which I’d slipped into when I got out of bed before Denise decided to make herself at home.

The steam is hanging in clouds and beginning to mist the mirror that is cracked like an old road map. Whoever mounted it must have been on their knees or ten years old. All I can see in it is the bottom of the shiny, textured skin on my left shoulder and the cut of my abs . . . along with the shadows of my ribs.

I need some groceries.

I like this mirror. My face is not my best feature.

I step into the shower trying to keep my thoughts about the day in check.

“Yep, he got picked up at the Diablo’s. That biker bar on 2nd.” I hear her raising her voice and the squeak of the bed springs just when I lean back into the steaming water, squirting shampoo into my hand.

Denise’s sharp voice makes me jump as she pokes her head around the shower curtain, her eyes shamelessly settling down below my waist with a wicked grin.

Fucking crazy woman, get out. I’ve got real life happening today.

“He’s in holding at county.” She glances up over my chest, avoiding my face, then back down. “Two warrants and he won’t see the judge ‘til Monday.” She’s snapping her gum, and each time she does it my neck twitches.

“Do you mind?” She’s never pushed the limits this far and I would never hit a woman but I’m getting fucking pissed.

My twitching is nothing new, but she’s not helping. Today isn’t just another day. It’s when a judge decides what I already know. That I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself without help from the State of Ohio.

Don’t climb in here with me, please.

I lay my head back into the stream of hot water and close my eyes. Luckily, when I look again, her face is gone.

I throw on the one dress shirt I own and a worn pair of khakis. It’s the best I’ve got, and it’s been my standard uniform for the many days I’ve found myself visiting the fifth district court over the years.

One swipe of my fingers through my hair and I’m ready. I can’t see myself in the damn mirror without bending down, but I’m sure I’m as presentable as need be. I grab my backpack, double check my files and sketchbook are inside, then deep breath, and I’m on my way. My hand is on the door, my mind already halfway down the street.

“Do you even know how old I am?” I spin my head around to look at Denise sitting on the edge of the bed. .

I grit my teeth until my jaw pops.

“No.”

Her eyes light on my face then dart away. I’m used to people looking away.

“Well, I’m not telling you.” She flashes me what she thinks is a coy smile, but it comes off as sad. She stands up and takes a step toward me. “But, I’m not too old for you. I could teach you some things.”

Jesus, whatever.

I should tell her she’s beautiful. That’s what she wants. But, I’ve never told anyone that. My mother was beautiful, and I don’t just mean in the physical sense. No woman since has made me think of that word.

“I’m leaving.” I should say something else.

Something nice, less pragmatic. Something nice.

She still won’t look at me, standing there with her silicone double D’s.

“Bye.” She chirps going for cute, and I don’t miss her added eyeroll.

She knows where I’m going, what I have to do today, and she’s pouting?

I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

My neck is aching, and I can’t stop the urge to twist and jerk my head three more times as I pull the door shut behind me.

Half a step down the hall leaving her in my room, but I don’t have shit to steal, so what do I care.

“Hey.” Denise’s voice is softer.

I turn and see her cross her arms over her half covered tits. Her bedroom is on the first floor, and this hallway has three other rented bedrooms besides mine.

“Good luck today.” She forces herself to look me in the eyes. I can see her counting silently, trying to maintain eye contact a few seconds longer than makes her comfortable. What is it about looking at someone’s face that isn’t like all the others that makes humans so uncomfortable?

“Thanks.” I say.

She looks down at the floor after a few seconds, and I make my way toward the back door.

At the end of the hall, I’m already wondering who I’ll be at the end of the day. Will I feel different? Will there be any relief?

“I could fall in love with you, you know.” Her voice knocks me in the back of the head.

Oh, hell no.

I’m not turning around for that. Not now. Not today.
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It is ironic that on a day like today when something big is about to happen, I notice more of the small things.

Dimitri that works the metal detector didn’t shave this morning.

I toss my wallet, keys, and cell phone in the little plastic tray. No one needs to tell me what to do.

I also know exactly how much money I have in my wallet. Exactly zero.

Dimitri gives me a full nod with eye contact this morning.

Even he knows.

We’ve never exchanged much more than a few words here and there over the years. Today, I see something else in the movement of his head, the way he takes a deeper breath as I pass.

I fucking hate pity.

I step through the X-ray archway.

With any luck, when I walk out of here, I’ll be legit. On my own, according to the great State of Ohio.

Not that I haven’t been on my own for a long freakin’ time already. But, according to the law, I still need supervision. That shit is hilarious.

I grab my wallet and keys after I’m cleared through the metal detector when I look down and see the dark gray, flattened spot of someone’s discarded gum on the marble floor.

What kind of asshole does that?

I guess some asshole that might not like the way things are going for them. This place is ripe with people who think they’re getting the shitty end of the stick. Most of them sharpened the damn stick themselves and went about doing as much damage with it as they could. Then, they’re surprised when their lives turn into an episode of Cops.

You need a license for almost anything, right?

Want to drive? Well, you need to take a class, then a test, and then you have to abide by a fuck-ton of rules, or they will snatch that precious piece of freedom from you.

You want a dog? Get a license.

You want to burn leaves in the fall? You need a permit.

You want to start a business? Get a shit-ton of licenses, permits, and forms.

You wanna have a kid? Do your thing, nothing else required.

All along the top of the hallway ahead of me, there are slanted white streaks of dusty sunlight filtering through elevated windows. I’ve made this trek so many times.

I see the wide eyes and pinched brows on the people I pass. There is an overwhelming stink of old cigarette smoke when I walk by a forty-something lady with a worn, thick manila envelope clutched in her hand.

It’s not enough that none of the damn windows open in this catacomb of limestone and marble. You add in too many humans and not enough soap, stir that up with lawyers and the sharp scent of whatever they use to polish the floors, and my stomach is ready to reveal my breakfast.

My boots make a thunk-scrape sound with each step. Thunk-scrape, thunk-scrape.

I dip my right shoulder and put more weight on the right step than the left. For some reason, today I notice the uneven cadence.

Miriam at the information desk has a line of irritated people in front of her, yet she still manages to catch my eye, and I wink.

She tugs her lips to the side in an attempt to squash her smile. In her job, it’s important to stay in character. Just as quickly as I pick up on the rare curve of her lips, I see the same look that Dimitri gave me.

Pity and relief.

People pity me either because they know my past or because they can see the evidence of it on my face.

People feel relieved because whatever has happened to me, hasn’t happened to them.

I notice the way kids stare and adults look away. By now, it’s just an observation. I used to get pissed, now I understand.

I get it.

I catch a reflection in the glass that runs along the mile-long hallway outside the courtroom doors. I tower above most people. My hair isn’t unruly, but it does need a cut. Due to budgetary restrictions, a trip to the barber will have to wait.

The wall of glass is on my right, the heavy doors along my left. I hear the sniffles of a girl before I see her. I look down where she stands next to a bored looking woman with a thick file in her hands.

God damn, how hard would it be just to talk to her? Comfort her? Distract her from whatever bullshit is waiting for her today.

She’s probably six years old. I can’t help but notice she has a huge, unkempt knot in her dirty, blonde hair. She’s wearing a ponytail, a messy one, but no one bothered to brush her fucking hair before she came to court. Really?

On top of that, her socks don’t match, and she’s wearing green sweatpants with a cartoon image of The Hulk on one pant leg. Her oversized, yellow t-shirt hangs off one shoulder, and I can see the jut of her collarbones through her pale skin.

Jesus, my heart breaks looking at her.

Sorry kiddo, life ain’t fair. Get a good armor going.

I try to smile at her, but she won’t meet my eye. I want to scoop her up and tell her I get it. I understand. You can’t trust anyone. Especially the adults.

A blast of cool air hits me as I open the doors to Judge Horace Carmichael's courtroom. I give my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light, and I knit my brow straining to see as I step inside.

From behind, Louis’s voice greets me.

“Early as usual.” He has a voice that needs to be on the radio.

I like Louis. He’s the only—and I do mean only—person I’ve met in this bureaucracy that even hints at still retaining some humanity.

And a sense of humor.

That is not easy.

Louis’s barrel chest and dark stare would be intimidating attached to anyone else. He’s a monolith, towering over me by a good three inches. He must get his hair buzzed every day, because, in all the years I’ve known him, I’ve never seen it noticeably longer or shorter. A few more silver hairs replace black each year, but that’s the only change I’ve been able to detect.

“Yep. So, everything good? You think we’re good?” I despise the insecurity in my voice.

“Well, you know I’m always honest.” He gives me a reassuring smile. “Yes, I think we’re good. Could it still go sideways? Sure, there’s always that chance.”

“Fuck.” My hands go up and over my head, rubbing back and forth, gaining momentum. I can’t believe we could come this far and have it all fall apart.

I’m not going back. They can hang me by my balls; I’m not going. I will not live another day in another foster home.

“Hey.” Louis senses my rising ire, and he knows that will not work in my favor in front of the judge. “Breathe. I have a good feeling, okay? We’ve got all your bills, school records, recommendations—all the proof you’ve been knocking it out of the park on your own. You are the most organized almost-eighteen-year-old I’ve ever met.” He laughs, but I can still hear that halt of doubt in his voice.

I’m making a sound like a pressure relief valve on a steam engine when Louis lands a solid hand on my shoulder. My neck is twitching like a motherfucker.

After almost a year of taking care of myself under the watchful eye of my current social worker, I get a notice that Child Protective Services wants to place me in yet another foster home. Fuck that. I worked my ass off getting them to agree to let me live on my own even though I had just turned seventeen at the time. They said it was a probationary arrangement, but I hit all my high notes for a year. I worked, paid my bills, kept my grades in the four-dot-oh range and then this?

So, after I got the letter, I wrangled Louis and my social worker and petitioned the court to release me permanently from the nurturing care of CPS. I’m just a bump shy of my eighteenth, so fucking come on already.

Louis gives my shoulder a squeeze, he can feel my tension. He’s one of the only people I let touch me. I’m not a fan of people in my personal space.

“I’ve got another case coming before Judge Carmichael today. She should be here by now.” He scans the nearly empty courtroom and looks at his watch. “Just wait here, and I’ll be back.”

Louis turns away as I settle into the rearmost row of benches tossing my backpack next to me.

He stops a few steps away. “You bring your notebook?” He sets his eyes on me, raising his eyebrows.

It’s a rhetorical question; he knows I have it. I always have it.

“I want you to start right now. You’ll want to have something about today. I’ve got a feeling things will go your way.”

Over the years, I’ve discovered that sketching and drawing relieves my stress. Whenever I have a court date, I’m sketching faces, writing down thoughts, snippets of things I hear. It’s become a part of me.

Louis is out the door. There are two other people inside with me, huddled together in the kind of hushed whispers you find in the cool darkness of a court of law.

The room feels like a bulkhead, and no one leaves quite the same way they came in.

I unzip the top of my back pack and pull out my files and sketchbook. I flip it open to a blank page and shift forward on the bench to dig for the pencil in my back pocket. I set pencil to paper. I love the sound of the surfaces meeting, and then making something new from the friction. I start writing.

Let this be the last fucking time.

I can’t go back.

I won’t go back.

The soft squeak of the hinges on the massive door draws my eye.

The very instant I lay eyes on her, my pencil comes to life.

Louis is guiding a young man a little younger than me inside the courtroom and gets him settled in a bench toward the front.

Right behind him, I see another little girl accompanied by what must be her social worker hustling into the room. Her eyes dart around like a cornered mouse, their color near translucent. Like the crystal clear shallow water of a tropical shore, I want to look away, but I’m mesmerized. Her hair falls to her waist in a tangle of silk the color of antique porcelain. She is as close to a living, breathing china doll as there could ever be.

My eyelids burn when she turns toward me. Her ivory cheek is decorated with an angry purple and red circle. I notice how she crinkles her nose when she looks up at the woman by her side, hoping she will be the one to save her. Because I can see she needs saving. Then for just a moment, our eyes meet.

This broken, little soul with white hair and skin to match digs her sheer blue eyes into mine so deep, I feel her fear. My heart shatters inside my chest as I see the pain in her eyes and the way she moves so softly, gliding instead of walking. Her arms around her waist, holding onto herself, hoping for protection that she seems to know will never come.

Someone else was born inside of me that day. Someone that knew she was part of me.
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Promise

{Present day}

Mrs. Selburn is telling me for the five-hundred and sixty-second time since I’ve worked here that she’s just arrived and will only be staying a short time.

Her son is out of town, you know, she always says, but he’ll be here to pick her up in a day or so.

I enjoy the five or so minutes of silence that follow as I pick up each little bunny and kitten figurine on her dresser and dust around and under them.

“I’ve just arrived, you know.” Mrs. Selburn’s voice says from behind me, and I grin. “I will only be staying a short time. My son is an attorney, very important, and he will come for me in a day or so.”

I turn to see her milky eyes staring at today’s newspaper. It’s upside down.

I don’t mind the repetition. It’s comforting not having to hear something new every day.

Most people would feel sorry for her, but not me. She doesn’t have to remember. Doesn’t have to think about the future. She lives only in this one moment, over and over. I can think of worse moments to be stuck inside.

“Yes, ma’am,” I answer softly. I don’t usually connect with people, but I find her pleasant enough. “I know. I’ll just finish cleaning, so it looks nice for when your son gets here.”

“You are sweet. What’s your name, dear?”

“Promise, Mrs. Selburn.”

“Promise? That’s an unusual name. You must be new here.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m new.”

Mrs. Selburn has lived here for six years, and I’ve worked here for two.

“You look just like a china doll I had when I was a little girl. Ivory hair and your eyes—my dear . . . they are like opals. I’ve never seen eyes that color in all my years. My doll’s name was Caroline.” She rocks back in her chair.

I smile, and she smiles back. She raises the upside down paper again, holding it closer to her face than before, and I think about flipping it over for her. But, she looks content, and I envy her blissful ignorance.

Her son is an attorney. She remembers that correctly.

An asshole attorney who doesn’t give a shit about her.

I’ve seen him here twice this year. He struts in like he’s king of the douchebags. He spends maybe five minutes with her, annoyed and correcting her the entire time. He’s back on his cell phone before he hits the door on his way out, driving off in his Bentley while she’s here in a Medicaid placement bed.

It’s better for her this way. Some things are better forgotten.

“Are you new here?” Mrs. Selburn smiles at me.

Groundhog day every five minutes.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Where are you from, dear? From around here?”

I want to tell her I’m from some exotic, wonderful place where flowers bloom year-round, and you wake to ocean breezes and pick fruit from the trees in your backyard.

Then how the heck did you end up in Cleveland, dear?

“Yes, ma’am. I’ve lived here my whole life. Around here.” I shrug as I put down the little porcelain rabbit with the chipped ear.

“Hum.” She nods, then she’s gone again in her upside down paper.

I’m from nowhere; that’s what I should have said. I’ve moved as many times as the years I’ve been alive. Twenty-one. I keep track.

Twenty-one moves all within the city limits of Cleveland, Ohio. One of these days, I will crack the state line and see the backside of this city.

The radio on my belt chirps, and I hear Selma, one of the floor supervisors, through the static.

“Promise, you on two?” Selma’s voice crackles.

Mrs. Selburn nods at me then chuckles at her paper as I step into the hall.

“Yes. The radio makes a click-click sound when I press my thumb on the button to speak.

“Get on over to unit twenty-six. His son’s coming today, and he needs a change.”

“Yup. Okay.”

Twenty-six came here a couple months ago, barely able to walk from self-neglect, liver disease and a near fatal infection in his amputated left leg. He was a wreck.

He doesn’t say much and neither do I. It will be interesting to see what his son is all about because he’s had zero visitors since he got here. One of the things I find fascinating about working here is watching the families. How they interact, how some of them genuinely care while others barely mask their disdain.

Everyone has a story, and I like to try to piece them together. It makes me feel better about my own past.

“Hello? Mr. Fitzgerald.” I knock softly on the door of unit twenty-six before stepping inside, shoving my hands down into the front pockets of my scrub shirt.

The v-neck pulls down far enough that the crease of my cleavage shows, and I immediately take my hands out. I like wearing my scrubs. They are loose and nondescript, and no worries about a little muffin top hanging over a tight waistband. It’s hard enough looking like I do but add on more curves than straight lines and I never feel quite right in my own skin.

Mr. Fitzgerald grunts toward me from his usual place by the window. We both know why I’m here, and it’s no spring picnic for either of us.

We work together in silence after I roll his chair into the bathroom. We’ve done this chore before, and within five minutes I’ve got him in and out with as little shame as possible.

I roll him back toward the window as a knock comes from the door behind us.

“Hey, Dad.” A man’s voice breaks into our comfortable silence.

Both of our heads snap around.

I’m hit with a flurry of tingling electric current up and down my spinal cord. The man I see working his way inside the room is impeccably dressed even in his jeans and t-shirt. Even with the textured flaws of his face, he stands proud and gorgeous. He is perhaps the most attractive man I’ve ever seen in person, and he’s staring back at me like he sees a ghost.

His close-cropped, near-black hair anchors eyes that defy definition of color.

Cobalt? No. Aqua? No.

Monet. They look like the water in one of Monet’s “Water Lilies” paintings.

He’s staring at me.

My eyes dart away. I’d only given him a split second glance, but his eyes are on me, and I’m all too familiar with that look.

I feel the heat rising up from my toes. I’m ashamed for something that I have no control over.

See, that’s the other reason I like this job. Almost everyone here is miserable, so how I look is a nonissue. I’m not a freak here; I’m just the girl with the white hair and the eyes that look like ice cubes.

I am a ghost in many ways. Not just because of how I look, but because I don’t feel like I belong in this world. I don’t fit. Never have.

And this world has shown me over and over, the feeling is mutual.

My stomach flutters. All I see are dark lashes outlining wild, blue eyes that are on me, and the tips of my ears feel like there are flames coming off of them. There’s no other way out of the small room except that door. He’s blocking the entire thing, and I realize just how massive he is.

He’s his father’s son, alright.

Mr. Fitzgerald must have stood a good 6’ 5” before they took his foot and part of his lower leg. He’s a diabetic and alcoholic, and that is not a winning combination.

Mr. Fitzgerald is African American, light skinned but still. His son looks Caucasian with angular lines to his face, warm olive skin, and I can only assume that his mother must have been white, and the DNA dice just fell toward her side.

But he and his father have the same look. They have the same stare. They are as similar as they are different, and they have an intensity that radiates from them that makes you want to look away.

I’m desperate to get out of here, but he’s not moving. I feel my pulse doing double time, and a low vibration of panic is rising and charging my skin.

Is he beautiful or horrible? Whatever he is, I’ve never seen anyone like him.

It seems like an eternity before he takes his next step forward, and I’m sure my face is hot to the touch. I toss my head to the side, wishing my hair would fall over my face. Instead, the loose bun I tied it in this morning merely flops over my ear.

“You coming in or what?” Mr. Fitzgerald breaks the silence with a terse greeting.

I take a breath, but it comes out as more of a loud gasp and both men turn to look at me. I can feel his eyes on me as he takes another step forward. It feels like the air in the room itself is nervous, like it’s tightening around me.

I instinctively move in the opposite direction from the son. I try not to look too long at the half of his face that is cloaked in scars.

Scars that make me want to run.

Scars that make me want to know.

I shuffle away, keeping my eyes low, trying to find my way around and out without looking at him again. Without touching him. He’s on my blind side now, so I can’t see him, but I can hear him.

I can feel him.

And it hurts.

“Hey, Dad,” he says quietly.

He sounds sad. His greeting is heavy as though it is filled with many more words he wishes he could say.

Then, he’s looking at me. “Hi.” His voice is like thunder.

Shit.

“Hi,” I reply.

Wow, that’s original.

This is why I don’t talk much. Everything I say sounds moronic. In my head, there’s too much going on. Then when it comes out, there’s nothing. Silence is better.

“She doesn’t talk,” Mr. Fitzgerald grunts.

I’m oddly relieved by Mr. Fitzgerald’s statement. I hate when people work so hard trying to get me to talk, and I have nothing to say. It’s exhausting.

“You don’t?” More thunder only he adds a smile.

And I like it. A lot. He should smile all the time.

At me.

I’m staring stupidly between the two men, plotting my escape.

“That’s not true,” he goes on, still smiling. “She just said ‘Hi’ to me.” He’s genuine, and I can’t help but appreciate the way he fills out his t-shirt. My eyes wander up his chest, his throat, the smile, and then the scars and I quickly look back down at the New Balance tennis shoes I nabbed when they cleaned out Dolores Spencer’s room last week.

We’re not supposed to trash-pick here, but when the residents pass away, the families sometimes throw away perfectly good stuff. And, I’m a budget-minded gal.

Mr. Fitzgerald grunts. “I mean, she doesn’t want to talk. She barely says two words to me when she’s in here.”

“Maybe you aren’t all that fun to talk to.” His son’s words are sharp, and I know there is history here. I’ve heard rumors.

“I’m sorry.” I blurt out. I’m not even sure why I just apologized. I’m embarrassed, and I have no idea why.

I grit my teeth, but I can’t stop my eyes from betraying me and leaving the floor again to skim him up and down. I catch an entire Mediterranean Sea of blue and green behind that rim of dark lashes. I’ve never seen eyes so haunting and glowing. I feel like I’m falling.

He takes a long stride, and he’s next to me. I can smell the outside on him as though he just walked through the woods. He’s fresh, clean and still creating a wall in-between me and the door.

It is hard to look at his face, but it’s not just the scars. It’s more. I try to force myself to meet his gaze because I know how it feels when someone looks, then suddenly you’re invisible. People don’t want to stare, but instead of being polite, they turn you into something less than human. You can feel their discomfort, and I hate that I’ve just done the same to him.

The wall of man in front of me isn’t overly friendly, but he also is not off-putting. The air still feels like it is charged around us, but something about his manner eases me a bit.

“Are you coming in? Or, did you just come to stand there and stare at her?” His father wheels forward a few feet, then he nods towards me. “My son, back from some secret mission. You keep going back. I guess that says something. You’d rather be anywhere but here. How many tours have you done now?”

“Four.” He loses the smile.

I’m thankful for the break. It forces his son to glance away from me, and I feel myself shift and breathe. His eyes are quickly back, regarding me up and down, then back to his father. I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking.

I’m used to men staring.

Regarding me.

But, usually not here. Here, I’m just that spooky white-haired girl who doesn’t talk. Here, men do not usually look at me like Mr. Fitzgerald’s son is looking at me now.

“Sorry.” His head jerks back and to the side, quickly. I take note that he’s twitched his neck like that twice already. “I didn’t mean to stare. Honestly, I—” He smiles and the left side of his lip curls up, and there is a clutch in my throat.

“It’s okay.” I move to the side, trying to get him to lean in the other direction. I only need a few more inches between him and the hospital bed and I can squeeze out the door.

He’s massive. The gray t-shirt he’s wearing with the block letters “SEAL” across the front looks like it’s been ironed.

Under his gaze, I feel some odd comfort. I still want to be anywhere else, but he’s not looking at me like I’m an anomaly. He’s soft and hard, and for some reason, I want to ask his name.

“Thank you for helping my father.” He flashes that crooked smile. Sensing my impatience he finally takes one step toward the bed, giving me just enough room to slide by.

The softness in his voice is startling. He is a monster in his size, and his presence feels like a Secret Service Agent on high alert, but there are still soft edges about him like we know each other. It makes me both drawn to him and ready to shoot out the door like a bolt of lightening.

My heart is reminding me of just how uncomfortable I am right now, and besides the thumping sound in my ears, Mr. Fitzgerald is raising the roof from behind me.

“You come halfway around the world to see me, and you aren’t three feet into my room still. Do you want to talk to her or to me? Promise, you want to get out of here?” Mr. Fitzgerald doesn’t bother me, he’s right I do want to get out of here. “Girl barely knows how to scratch two words together.”

“Dad, come on.” His son’s voice is scolding.

I nod and give him one more glance. His hair is black like his father’s but shining and cropped with precision around his ears. The last thing I notice as I cower toward the door is the rippled, pulled texture of his skin above his left ear and the silver length of the scar that runs from his forehead all the way down until it crosses his lips.

The shiver that starts in my neck travels down all the way to my toes.

His eyes narrow as I slip by. I can’t help but brush the sleeve of his jacket, and I try not to forget to breathe.

What is wrong with me? I see men like him all the time. Not here, but at my other job. Jarheads, military for sure. But, he’s different, very different, and I don’t know if I like him or not.

In the hallway, I finally let out a breath that apparently I’ve been holding the entire time I stood there. What the heck was that? I don’t like feeling like that feeling at all. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror of the open lavatory door in the hall and see my toppled bun hanging next to my ear.

Besides the unruly hair, I see what other people see. How shocking I am. How surreal and otherworldly. I’m sure he was just having the normal reaction. I mean, how many times in your life do you get to see a living ghost?

One of the reasons I like this job is I feel normal around these people. I feel as close to fitting in as I ever have. Everyone here has something wrong. Some ailment, something about them that is broken either inside or outside. It’s only when the outside world comes in, like now, like him, that I remember who I really am.

That girl.

From that family.

With those eyes.

The radio on my hip crackles again, and I jump like a shot went off.

“Promise, you there?” It’s Bruce, the head nurse.

I walk a few steps down the hall and think about how a complete stranger could make me feel strangely comforted and connected in a matter of a couple minutes.

“Yes, here,” I whisper back into the radio.

“Come see me. I’ve got snacks.”

I smile and roll my eyes. Bruce hired me two years ago. Then, a month after I started working, he also gave me a place to live.

Against my will, he’s also become my friend.

“On my way.”

I flop down into the chair next to his desk. It’s not so much an office as a closet. In fact, it was a shower at one time. Then, they converted it so he could have some privacy.

I can’t stop wondering how Mr. Fitzgerald’s son chipped his left, front tooth. You would think I would be fascinated with the more frightening elements of his face, but no. I desperately need to know what happened to his tooth.

“Did you see that hunk ‘o burnin’ love that came in to see twenty-six?” Bruce snorts and runs his hands over his shiny, bald head, then lets out a long, enamored sigh.

“Yep.” He hands me a pretzel rod.

“What do you think? Does Mr. Fitzgerald need a visit from the head nurse?” Bruce snorts again. “Think I’m his type?”

“Dunno. Do you think you’re Mr. Fitzgerald’s type?” I smirk, and he sticks his tongue out. I know he’s not asking about our patient. He’s glaring at me with wide eyes. “We didn’t discuss his sexual orientation. Imagine that.”

“Yeah, I know how chatty you can be. Probably got his life story.” He waves another pretzel rod in my face, then taps it on my nose as I crinkle it at him.

But, if I had to make a wild-ass guess, I would be more his type than Bruce would, but I’ll give him his fantasy for now. He is a fine specimen, the cartwheeling butterflies in my stomach don’t lie.

When was the last time I had any reaction to a man? Gosh, I can’t even remember. It is a part of me that has been turned off and shut down for so long.

Ever since I saw what I saw and realized just how deep cruelty can go.

“He’s a SEAL, or was,” Bruce says as his chair squeaks when he leans back. “Or is. I don’t know for sure if he is or isn’t. From what I hear, he’s back. Done. Not sure the details, he got hurt or something, lost some of his team members. His father is quite a peach.”

I’m thinking about the scars. Those are old, so they can’t be from anything recent. If he has another injury that sent him home, it’s not visible.

“Hey, I need to come in a half-hour late tomorrow. Is that okay?”

“Sure. I’ll get Sonya to cover until you get here.” He snaps off a bite of pretzel. Since he quit smoking two weeks ago, everything he eats is a poor impression of a cigarette.

I want to ask more about Mr. Fitzgerald’s son, but I can’t believe I have any interest in knowing more about another human. Bruce is probably my only friend, and he forced it on me.

There is a soft knock on his office door. “What?” he answers with an annoyed shout. He never gets any peace. Two hundred and fifty-three beds and he is here almost twelve hours a day.

“See ya.” I pop the salty end of my pretzel into my mouth and raise my eyebrows at him as the door opens.

There’s always someone wanting him. A question, a complaint, some staff drama.

“Bye,” he sighs at me. “Go see if he’s still here. I’m walking down that way if he is. My celibacy is not by choice, you know. At least I can get a look . . .”

He switches gears when I open the door, and he turns professional again.

I am not going back down that hall right now.

My usual stoic indifference is my battle shield, and I need to get my armor back in place.

Five minutes later, I’m helping Mr. Timmons up from his chair into the bed when my radio chirps on my hip

“I mean it. Twenty-six, now, and report back.” Bruce’s voice quips through the static.

Uggg, He’s going to keep after me until I go. He can be a pain in the ass, but it’s nearly impossible to say no to him.

I check my watch as I work my way back toward twenty-six. It’s fourteen minutes until shift change. My heart is already bouncing triple time. I resolve I will get close to Mr. Fitzgerald’s door, take one quick listen, see if I hear his voice and report to Bruce. I’ll be safely gone and shake off whatever this is that Mr. Testosterone has me feeling.

Listen at the door, do not go in.

Definitely do not look at his eyes.

Those eyes that should be hanging in a museum somewhere.

Those eyes that made me feel like he saw me.

Really saw me.

The invisible girl. The ghost.
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Beckett

What. The. Fuck. Just. Happened.

It’s taking all my will power not to run out of my dad’s room and down the fucking hall after her. Everything about her is familiar. She’s just older. And more beautiful.

When the door shut, and she disappeared, it felt like someone hit me with a hammer.

Go get her.

She wouldn’t meet my eye and ran out of here like a demon was chasing her.

She’s still hiding. Trying to stay safe.

I get it. I understand. She wants nothing to do with me. I don’t blame her.

“So, you’re here.” My dad hisses. “Now get me the hell out!”

He looks better, but he’s not better.

“Where are you going to go, Dad?” I give reasonable discourse a try.

“What the fuck do you care where I go? Just get me out of here.”

Okay, reasonable is historically not the way to go with Dad, at least not since our world turned to ashes. And, it would seem not much has changed.

I look down at his rolled up pant leg. Silver safety pins hold it folded near his knee. My neck twitches three times. It’s gotten worse since I got back. You would think being in a hot combat area in Afghanistan would be more stressful than the Windfield Skilled Nursing Facility in downtown Cleveland.

Nope. This is worse.

“You can’t stay with me, Dad. We’ve been down that dark alley before.” I scratch my forehead and close my eyes before taking a deep breath and counting to ten.

“I don’t want to stay with you, you jackass. I don’t need your help. I can take care of myself.”

The way you took care of me?

“I see.” I let out a tense chuckle, and Dad sniffs back at me.

“Uh huh. I bet you do.” His voice is gravelly, harder and more distant than the last time I saw him close to two years ago. Coming here today was the right thing to do, I need to keep reminding myself. But, I can’t stay. There’s nothing new to say. Only shadows and disappointment between us. Ghosts.

He hates me, and I love him. Or, I did love him. I don’t know what this is I feel right now. We’ll never be the same. We haven’t been the same for a long time. The fire destroyed more than just my face.

I think back to the weeks I’d spent in the hospital. The pain of the treatments, then the skin grafts. Seeing the monster I’d become when they finally let me look in a mirror. I was just a kid, and he let me go through it all alone.

And, I’m still hoping he will forgive me.

Dad clears his throat, his eyes like cannons shooting across the bow. I shift my weight, leaning back against the wall. There’s no point in sitting down; this won’t take much longer.

“So, you’re some sort of big hero now? I got your letters.” He won’t keep his eyes on my face. Even he can’t stand the reminder.

I’d been sending letters without fail every month. I’d sent them to the last address I’d known for him, never knowing if he got them or not—my gut telling me not.

From what the social worker shared with me over the phone, Dad’s so called “friends” dropped him at the door of the emergency room, comatose from alcohol poisoning and on his way to liver failure with an infection in his amputated leg that nearly killed him. The social worker managed to figure out our connection from past hospital records and get a message to me. Dad’s been here since and, with me finally making it back home, I can see just how much he’s changed.

The last time we’d talked was between tours. I rented a big three bedroom apartment and moved him in. I tried to get him sober and keep him sober but failed completely. It had been hard to believe, but we were on even worse terms after that. He was so done with me that he up and disappeared one night without a word. For the remainder of the two months I was home, I had no idea where he was or even if he was alive.

Flash forward eighteen months, I’m counting kills and trying not to be killed in the Mountains of Afghanistan. I get called to Ops to take an emergency call from home, and it’s the social worker.

Two weeks after that call, I’m on a cargo jet headed home.

Happy homecoming for me.

“Did you just get all those?” There are at least twenty envelopes sitting on his bedside table.

"Yeah. One of your military buddies dropped them off last night. Said they got returned to your base. Don’t have any idea how they figured out I was here. Damn military, got eyes and ears everywhere.” He’s glaring at me, and my mind is out that door and down the hall, imagining where she went and how I can find her again.

“I’m no hero, Dad. Just doing my job. I’m home for a couple months, then I have to decide if I’m going back. It’s time to re-enlist or call it.”

“Yeah, well, if you want to do something for me, get me out of here. Save me for a change. You’re always tryin’ to save people. Save me from this shit hole.” There is the slightest bit of desperation in his voice, and I glimpse a moment of the once proud man that must still be inside him somewhere.

But, I’m relying on history to guide me. I know it’s not him wanting to get out. It’s the demon. The one that possessed him the night of the fire. The one that needs a drink.

“If you leave here, you’ll die, Dad. They say you’re not a candidate for a transplant, and your diabetes is off the charts. You start drinking again, you’re done.”

Dad’s hair is cropped close to his head, more gray than black than the last time I saw him. There is no life in his deep brown eyes. All the parts of him look familiar, but he’s a stranger.

“Who said I’ll start drinking again?” He narrows his eyes.

No one needs to say it, Dad. It just is.

“No one, Dad. I’m sure you’d be fine. I’ll see what I can do.” My voice is even, flat. There’s no sense arguing. I’m not getting him out of here just so he can go kill himself with a bottle of Jack.

I’m fucking tired. Too tired for any more of this conversation. I’ve been traveling for thirty-six hours, and I’m not even sure where I’ll be sleeping tonight. All I can do is turn and take a step toward the door and hope tomorrow is better. I’ve been doing that for a long time.

“Go talk to that bald guy. He’s in charge.” Dad grunts and rolls a few feet forward as I turn to leave.

“Okay, Dad. I’ll go find him.” It’s hard to hide the fatigue in my voice. After all these years, somehow I held hope it would be different this time.

Some things can’t change.

Giving the chrome handle on the door a yank, I’m surprised at the weight as it opens with a soft swish. I have no intention of finding “the bald guy,” whoever that is. But, I do intend to find her because this cannot be a coincidence. It has to be something more.

Maybe God just showed up . . . or he’s a hell of an asshole.

History has taught me that either is possible.
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I’ve got my first step in the hallway, and I catch a glimpse of her back, hair still flopped off to the side, striding away and around a corner.

“Hey!” I start to jog, but I lose her as she jets down another corridor just as a smiling Betty White look-alike rolls her wheelchair over the toes in my left boot.

“Hi.” Betty’s eying me like her Tinder date just showed up.

“Hi.” I glance down and blow out a quick breath, shoving my hands in my pockets.

I’m so fucking tired; maybe I should get a bed here.

“You looking for a good time?” She reaches out, and I have to jerk my hips backward damn fast before she takes a big ole’ handful of crotch.

“Hey . . .” I can’t help but laugh through my exhaustion.

What the fuck do you say to a little white-haired cock-grabber with fire in her eyes?

I’m assessing the likelihood that she’s going to take another stab at me when I catch a glimpse of a guy about my height but half my weight with a shining, bald head marching toward us from behind the nurses station with a huge smile on his face. He puts himself between Betty White and me just as she takes her second shot at me.

“Ella. . . .” He is clearly trying to hold back his laughter as he gives her a scolding glare. “We talked about this. You can’t touch.” He leans right down, sticking a clipboard under his left arm, and speaks to her eye to eye. His voice is firm but compassionate. I’m struck by his gentle, matter-of-fact manner, considering the absurdity of the scene.

Betty rolls her eyes then looks me up and down, and I have to admit it makes me uncomfortable.

“But look at him—” She tips her white hair in my direction and points at me.

I can’t believe my fucking face is getting warm. This woman, old enough to be my grandma, has me blushing. She sets her eyes on me like I’m Magic Mike, and she’s got some dollar bills to stuff. “My husband was a Marine.” She bats her lashes at me with a knowing smile.

My white t-shirt is pulled tight over my chest, my dog tags clearly silhouetted beneath the gray fabric.

“Yes, I see him.” Bruce nods and snaps his eyes to me then back to Ella. “It’s not every day you have this kind of opportunity, huh?” Bruce’s smile broadens as he stands straight, holding a pretzel rod between his teeth like a cigarette.

“It’s okay.” I give Ella a friendly but uninviting smile.

“Go on.” Bruce gives her the universal hand flap signal for “go away.” “Go bother Dominic. He’s more your speed.”

Bruce turns her chair around, aiming her away from us. With a well-practiced spin of the wheels, Ella is rolling away with a string of profanity trailing behind.

“Sorry.” He’s smiling at me, and his entire face lights up. “Don’t be so shocked, that happens around here. They’re old, not dead.” Bruce shrugs. “I’m Bruce, head nurse.” He holds out his hand, and I meet it with my own in a friendly shake. “Trying to quit.” He motions to the pretzel rod between his teeth.

I nod. “I’m Beckett. Beckett Fitzgerald, my dad is—”

“I know.” He interrupts, taking the pretzel out like he’s just finished a puff. “Your dad is doing better, but he wants to leave. Eventually, I won’t be able to stop him.”

“I can’t either.” I match his shrug, and my neck gives me another snap as I close my arms over my chest.

“Well, either way, I’m glad you’re back. I know he’s proud of you. Maybe he’ll do better with family around.” Bruce’s eyes are roaming over me with a look similar to Ella’s.

“Well, that’s debatable.” I lose my smile thinking Dad would have anything positive to say about me.

“He’s sick. Don’t take it personally.”

I haven’t taken it personally in a long fucking time.

My head clears, realizing Bruce might prove helpful in another way.

“Hey, can you do me a favor?” I ask.

I see the glint in his eye and know he’s about to be disappointed when he finds out that what I want is not what he’s silently offering.

“Sure. What?” He bobs the end of the pretzel between his lips and raises his eyebrows. Even though what is on his mind is most definitely not on mine, I can’t help but like the guy.

“You’ve got a girl working here. Long, white-blonde hair, blue eyes. Her name’s Promise . . .”

“We have four or five girls here that meet that exact description.” His eyes roll with his preposterous answer, and then he breaks into a full, toothy grin, and I like him even more.

I feel my pulse rate rising just knowing she is somewhere in this building. She’s not here, but she is here. She’s everywhere and nowhere, and I have to think about each breath.

After a thirty-six hour trek, I shake my head wondering what it means to walk in here and find the one girl that etched herself permanently into my heart in that courtroom ten years ago. The same girl I should have saved when she needed me most. But I didn’t. Just another victim of my bad choices.

She has no idea who I am. And, I can never tell her.

I don’t believe in fate. In serendipity. But, I’m starting to believe in something.

“She’ll be here tomorrow. Seven AM.” Bruce’s voice is soft. He’s got an ever-present twinkle in his eyes that makes him seem as though his mind is off somewhere else, fixed on something hilarious, and he’s holding back laughter.

“Thanks. I want to thank her for taking good care of my Dad. She left before I could. ”

Bruce nods. I can sense he is silently calling bullshit on me. Then, he spins on his heel and takes a few bouncing strides toward a huddle of three other scrub-clad women whose eyes keep darting my way.

“Thanks. I owe you.” I whisper even though I know he can’t hear me. I turn to make my way out to the parking lot. And my head is pounding as my pulse is slowing.

Either it’s the thirty-six hours with no sleep or the fact that Promise has just been dropped into my lap like a firecracker, but I need to sit down, or I’m going to fall down.

I’ve tried every fucking trick I can to forget her over the years. Not just forget her, pretend she doesn’t matter. Pretend that whatever it is—or was—that I’ve felt for her is some version of mixed-up guilt, some concoction that stewed inside me from my near inexhaustible need to save the unsavable.

And, I’ve failed miserably to relinquish her to the corners of my mind where I put nearly every other human I come in contact with. She’s the angel in my nightmares. The light inside the darkness that I cannot reach.

I’ve made two unforgivable sins in my life. My mother and sister paid for one. She paid for the other.

She’s here to punish me.

Or redeem me.

Whichever it is, I’m ready.
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Promise

I have two hours and fourteen minutes until I take the stage, and I’ve been waiting forty-five minutes for Mr. Dennis Archibald, Esq to see me.

It’s tough, constantly having my hat in my hand. It’s hard to beg for help when all I want to do is keep my head down and never meet anyone’s eyes. It causes me physical discomfort to have to interact with people, to try to hold eye contact and speak in clear and even sentences.

Sitting in the reception area, I cross my legs tightly and huddle my arms around my body trying to keep from flying apart.

There’s irony here. Sitting in this office with its mahogany shelves filled with hardbound volumes of the Rules of Law and so-and-so vs. so-and-so, I feel dirtier than when I’m cleaning bedpans back at Windfield. I try to pass the time and not think, so I start counting the seemingly endless volumes of law books.

I’ve counted to five hundred and seventy-two by the time Mr. Archibald finally stands in the open door to his office.

“Miss Henderson? Come in, please.” He looks like Matlock with a misogynist ego.

Fifteen minutes later, he’s leaning back in his I’m-a-very-powerful-man tufted desk chair and giving me the look.

“My fee is $350 an hour plus expenses.” I can see from his expression he knows I’m on a ramen noodle budget, and he’s caviar.

“How many hours do you think it will take?” I keep my voice as steady as I can.

Mr. Archibald looks away after a couple seconds of uncomfortable eye contact. I get it; I’m not your all-American girl, and most people find it difficult to look me in the face for very long. But, for $350 an hour, I would expect him to put in a stellar effort.

“Listen,” he sets the tip of his gold Cross pen to the legal pad in front of him starts scratching away. “This is a tough case. You are barely on your feet. You sure you want to go down this road? Saying it will be long and expensive is the watered down version.”

“Can I win?” I need to cut to the chase. I can’t be late for my job. I have two buses to take, and I need an hour just to get cleaned up and dressed.

He smiles, but it’s not the kind of smile that makes you feel any better. It’s a smile that says I-don’t-want-to-tell-you-the-truth.

“I will do my best. That’s what people pay me for. But, there are never guarantees. You do what I tell you, we will put the best case forward we possibly can. My retainer is $5,000.” He pauses and raises his eyebrows, making sure I heard that number. “We need to have our motion filed within thirty days to even have a chance the court will hear your petition. You know why, right?”

He lays his hands in his lap and crosses his legs. His condescending look and the way he glances at his watch just make it that much harder to speak.

“I’ll be back.” I drop my eyes.

I want to tell his smug face to go fuck himself, but I won’t. I did my research. He’s the best, and that’s what I need. That’s what I have to have. “I don’t know how, but if you think there’s a possibility I can win, I’ll figure out how to get you the money.”

With that said, I scoop up my garbage-picked North Face backpack and slip my arms into my jacket. He won’t meet my eyes. As I turn toward my left, he’s no longer visible anyway thanks to one of my foster mothers dunking my face into a bucket of bleach and water after she judged my bathroom cleaning skills as inadequate.

I trump your inability to look at me with my inability to see you. So there.

“I have a trust fund.” I swallow and heave a heavy, internal sigh, listening to the lie trickle out as naturally as I breathe. “I just have to get my executor to release the money. It shouldn’t take long.”

His incredulous glare and my pathetic lie are the last things we exchange before he’s looking at my back, and I’m shaking my head, trying to figure out why I do that.

Even with two jobs, I’ve only managed to stuff $543 under my mattress. I have less than thirty days to come up with ten times that amount.

Yet, running to the bus stop, it’s not the seemingly insurmountable task of getting $5,000 together that’s on my mind. It’s this tension in my chest—picturing those Monet blue-green eyes that looked straight into mine an hour ago.

He didn’t only meet my eyes, he held them like they were his.

Who is he, and why is he affecting me? I thought I was immune to men. I’ve spent the last decade making sure of it.
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“You have twenty fucking minutes to be on that fucking stage, we clear?” Tito, the manager of Club Paradise, grumbles as he blows smoke in my face from the doorway.

The closet-sized dressing room stinks from years of spilled drinks and just about anything that can be smoked, the walls covered with drama written in lipstick or eyeliner. Maybe even blood. “Randal Coburn has a three-inch cock!” and “Misty Sunrise better watch her whore ass!” just a sample of the history of drama at Club Paradise.

“Leave her alone. She’ll be there.” Sissy waves her hand in the air dismissing the narrow-eyed, younger version of Danny Devito.

“You shut up.” He points at Sissy, then his eyes trail from my head down. “And you need to lose ten pounds. Twenty would be better.” He hisses at me.

“Get out of here, asshole.” Sissy shoves him toward the door.

With his shoulders hunched and his head forward like a bulldog, he’s gone.

I wish I had her moxie. But, I just look away. I’m always looking away.

“Here, hon.” Sissy shoves a tall glass topped with a paper umbrella into my hand. “Don’t worry about him. Have a drink.” She knows I don't drink even though I turned twenty-one a couple months ago. She has the bartender make me a Shirley Temple with an umbrella every night we work together. It makes me feel a bit cheerier, even if it doesn’t create the desired numbing effect.

“Thanks.” She’s helping snap the three-foot tall, virgin-white, feathered wings onto the clear vinyl straps around my neck and shoulders. The stupid things weigh at least twenty pounds.

If I were a real angel, I’d never be able to fly with these. I’d fall right out of the sky and down into hell.

“All set. Beautiful as always.” Sissy takes a long drag on her glass pipe, and the sweet smell fills the makeshift closet-dressing room. “You want?” She squeaks out the words, attempting to hold the smoke in her lungs while taunting me with the ornate, pink pipe.

“No thanks.” I shake my head even though she should know better.

She lets out a long misty, white breath over my head.

“You are the straightest stripper I’ve ever met, you know that?”

“Am I?” I wince a little at the word “stripper.” I don’t think of myself as a stripper and debating my job title as well as my mind altering substance intake is not on my agenda either, and Sissy takes the hint from my unusually sharp tone.

“So, what did he say?” She asks in a hushed whisper and leans toward the mirror where our eyes meet in the reflection.

“Shhhhh! I told you we can’t talk about it. No one can know, okay?” I keep my voice as low as I can as my eyes dart to the door.

“Who’s listening to us in here?” Sissy shrugs, looking around.

“Just—I don’t want to talk about it here, okay? Please, don’t ask me again. You never know who’s listening.”

“Okay, okay. Geez.” She flaps her hand at me and puts the pipe to her lips, reaching onto the smallish table in front of me for the lighter.

A soft tap on the door stops her, and the face of the one person I did not want to overhear us pushes his head inside the doorway.

I raise my eyebrows at Sissy, giving her my best I-told-you-so look.

Jeremy’s plugged hairline gives me a shiver. I can remember ten years ago when he was practically bald. Now, he’s got a full head of hair again, his gift to himself on his fortieth birthday. “Hey,” he says.

When Mr. Fitzgerald’s son said that same single-word greeting to me a few hours ago, I felt it like a moth flying into a bug zapper. When Jeremy greets me—nothing.

Sissy rolls her eyes and turns to pretend she is checking herself in the mirror behind me.

“Hey.” My voice is flat, but I force a polite smile.

“You look beautiful.” The compliment feels dirty as he stares me up and down.

I look like a cross between a snow angel and a winged sex doll.

“Thanks.” My heart is racing. I need to keep my mouth shut around here.

“You want to come over after you’re done here?” Jeremy Rendall has been in my life for going on twelve years. He took over after my third caseworker—Leonard something—couldn’t handle me anymore. Jeremy stuck with me then and long after the State of Ohio released me to take on the world without their guidance, and now I can’t seem to get him unstuck.

Only, the last year or so his interest in me has taken a turn.

“No, sorry. I have to be back on shift at Windfield by seven. I’ll be lucky if I get a few hours sleep as it is.”

I watch him turn from saccharine to cyanide.

“No time for me.” He bites his upper lip and his fingers trail down the feathers I’ve pinned throughout my twisted, glittered hair.

“It’s not that. I just—” My stomach turns in on itself. “I am so tired already.”

He’s been pushing me for weeks, and I’m running out of excuses.

“Fine.” He snaps and with a pout, he’s out the door.

I know things are far from fine and that he’ll be back.

“I haaaaaaate that guy,” Sissy hisses, her face looking like she’s just tasted something awful.

I let out a resigned giggle. “Yeah? Well, he’s the one person I need right now. He’s not that bad. He’s helped me a lot.”

“I don’t care. There is something wrong with him. Trust me, I know. I have a sixth sense, and that guy,” she points toward the now closed door, “is a few pints short of a gallon.”

I hear the music change out on the bar floor. The new heightened pace of rhythmic thumping coming through the walls is my stage call.

Another day in Paradise.

Literally. Club Paradise. And me? I’m the “Promised Angel of Paradise.” Cute, huh?

Part freak show, part sex show.

Two times tonight.

I can do this.

I’ve done it for the last year, and every night, I still have to give myself the same pep talk.

You can do it.

Nope, I can’t. I’m going to throw up all over the front row.

Five thousand dollars is the only thing I think of as I round the turn in the stinking, back hallway, my clear acrylic six-inch heels click-clacking with each step. The spotlights blind me as I back myself onto the stage and plaster on a smile.

Showtime.
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Beckett

I’m watching Dad sleep and wishing I could trade places with him.

Just for a few hours.

Bruce said Promise worked at 7 AM. I showed up at 6:15.

I rang the after hours bell and waited in the dark until one of the care staff had eyed me nervously through the front doors at Windfield before opening it a crack.

“You need to come back at seven.” The young woman said nervously. “I’m not supposed to let anyone in until seven.” She had clearly been covering her ass by stating the rule because as she said it, she’d opened the door wide enough for me to enter, locking her gaze on my three, large boxes of Looney Baker Donuts.

“Where can I put these so everyone will get one?” I’d asked, holding out the boxes. Clearly my chosen currency had been valuable enough to gain me early entry.

“I’ll put them in the break room.” Her hands quickly freed me from the sweet confections. With the exchange complete, she’d swished off, and I’d wandered down the hall to settle in next to Dad.

After I’d left Windfield yesterday evening, I stopped in to see Louis. The dude works all the time. In addition to his near conglomerate-sized security company, EYEsOn Inc., he runs Moby’s, a slick, smallish, trendy bar down on Height Street. It’s a far cry from his days of volunteering at CPS all those years ago, helping out young men with no decent role models in sight. Either way, he seems to love his work.

When I got to the packed bar, Louis had been busy, but he slipped me a key to his guesthouse, sliding it across the bar along with a shout that I should come back around dinner time to catch up.

The guest house offer had been perfect because I’d needed a place to crash and hadn’t been in the mood for a chat. We’ve always seemed to be on the same page.

I slept right through dinner last night, so I’ll go over to his office later. I’m looking forward to catching up. He and I have a lot to talk about. But right this second, as I watch my dad sleep, all I can think about is Promise.

Promise.

I’ve said her name so many times in my life, it doesn’t sound real anymore. The word has no meaning outside of her.

Walking into my dad’s room yesterday and seeing her felt like someone had torn open a fresh wound. Last night, laying in the guest house, she’d floated into my dreams and tugged at me, reminding me of how I could have changed her life. How I could have been the one to save her.

But, I didn’t.

I hate the way she always looks away, how it looks painful for her to meet my eyes. To meet anyone’s eyes.

I’d wanted to scoop her up and run. I have no idea where I would have taken her. I really don’t know anything about her, but I was in physical pain just being in the same room with her.

On my way to meet Louis last night, I stopped in at a used bookstore where a pink-haired girl twiddled the stud in her bottom lip as she sat on a stool behind a card table. She hadn't looked up when the bells rang on the door and hardly acknowledged me when she took my five dollars and forty-seven cents, but I left with three, hardback books in my hands.

Sitting here now, watching Dad sleep, I set the books on the bedside table. The loud, raspy breaths of my father are the only sounds besides the tick of the clock above his bed.

Before the fire, he was a fanatical reader. He’d read to me, he’d read by himself, he’d read to all of us, to mom. I don’t remember the TV being on when I was little. Not when he was around. It was always a book.

He loved mysteries. Sometimes an Asimov or other Sci-Fi for fun. He won’t admit it, but he’s almost blind now—his vision one of the spoils of the war he’s been losing for years.

I take a deep breath, crack my neck and look where the sheet falls flat on the bed just below his knee.

I look back out the window and my mind drifts to her.

The plan is in place. Now, it’s time to execute. I just need to find my target.

6:59 AM.

7:06 AM.

No more sitting.

I’m back on my feet, pacing, feeling like a pussy, stomach knotted, fingertips cold. I step outside Dad’s room every thirty seconds, my eyes darting from one end of the hall to the other. With every sound of a step or hint of a voice, my ears are focused like a damn owl.

7:14 AM.

A soft swish-swish of fabric. The rhythm of legs moving faster, and gravity grabs me like it always has.

She’s here.

This time, I’m prepared.

Her hair is down today. It fucking glows.

Promise. I can’t stop repeating her damn name in my head. Promise. Promise me.

I mean, what is the likelihood? Almost nil. But, she’s here, and so am I. And today, I’m not a damn deer in the headlights.

I want to ask her if she’s okay. I want to know that things turned out better than I've imagined all these years.

But from the way her eyes immediately find the floor when she sees me, I know the answer, and it drives that stake back into my heart.

“Morning.” I have to start somewhere.

“Morning.” No eye contact, no inflection. She's polite, at best.

I’m straining to get a better look at her face. It’s kind of hard not to be obvious, my monster frame bending like a pretzel as she tosses her hair over her downcast face.

Why is it so hard for two humans to look at each other?

It seems impossible that she doesn’t know me. She’s been a part of me for so long, yet I’m a complete stranger to her.

I leave the doorway clear. I know I’m intimidating. It’s not on purpose, I just am. That’s not ego, honestly. I put zero effort into trying to be anything.

I figured out that when people first meet me, they instinctively move away when I come close.

Women do it. Men, too. But, I noticed it the most with girls at first. Like an anti-gravity shield. Eye contact. Smile. I move in; they step away.

It doesn’t necessarily bother me, but it became a thing. A thing I would play with. They’d step right; I’d step right. They’d move left; I’d follow. It was a dance of sorts, but she’s not doing it now.

She’s stopped.

My heart stops.

She’s standing in the hall right in front of me, squared off, and I have no idea what to say.

“You’re up early.” I smile.

What the Jesus fuck is that to say?

My nuts just climbed up inside me, they are so ashamed.

“I get here at seven. This isn’t early for me.” Her perfunctory answer doesn’t help me my man card.

I detect the tone. She’s been through the trenches; I can hear it. Heard too many lines from too many assholes. But, she’s trying to stay professional.

Fuck. I have no game around her.

I see her forearms tighten around the folded, white sheets she carries against her chest. In her left hand, she has the black vinyl zippered pouch that holds his blood sugar monitor. I angle away so she can make her way into the room as I follow, my eyes thanking me for the view of her amazing ass.

“Hey, I wanted to thank you for taking care of my Dad.” I lower my voice inside the still dark room as my dad coughs and shifts in the bed.

“You’re welcome. It’s my job. No need to thank me. I get paid.”

“Not enough.” I see the first glimpse of those eyes, and I want to ask her a thousand questions all at once.

She sets the folded square of white linen and the monitor on the night table, then pushes her hair behind each ear.

So fucking beautiful. How does she not know?

“That’s for sure.” I see the hint of a sardonic smile.

She lights up the room with those three words. What used to be an inexplicable need to protect her is now something vastly different.

My dick is thickening, and my blood is roaring downward. Parts of me want to separate her from every remnant of those faded blue scrubs and whatever might be underneath. I want so much more from her, things I didn’t know I could want.

Something intangible. Like a mist you are trying to lasso and convince to follow you home. I can’t put my finger on it; she’s almost a different species. Something I’ve never encountered before, and I am as much confused as fascinated.

She spins her head around to look at me like I said something. I’m so damn lost in this strange new world, I can’t be sure my dumb ass didn’t just utter some ridiculous nonsense and I just don’t remember.

“Did you need something? You’re staring.”

She shoots both barrels at me. Both eyes, locked up and on, and her words are losing that professional politeness. I am officially a creeper in her eyes.

Great. An entire night of planning the conversation like a twelve-year-old fangirl, and you’ve got her thinking stalker inside of twenty words.

“Sorry. I—” My damn neck decides to speak its peace too, and she’s not looking away.

Four twitches later and I see her pull up one side of her lips, and I swear her eyes sparkle.

Yes, sparkle.

I shrug, trying to keep it casual. “—I’ve been away with a bunch of men for the last eighteen months. We turn savage. Forget our manners. Please, accept my apology and try not to judge me too harshly. I’m doing my best to re-enter polite society.”

She stands straight. That curve in her lip goes flat but her eyes are still with me, and I hold onto them like precious cargo.

“Your father told me about you. He’s proud of you.” She says it like she’s telling me the temperature of the room, leaving no room for disagreement.

If her eyes weren’t enough to make me lose touch with reality, those words are.

“Really? He said that, huh?” I chuckle.

I know she is being polite. There’s no way on hell’s flaming buffet he ever, ever would tell someone he’s proud of me.

“He told me—” She stops as my Dad’s eyes open and he coughs hard. “Blood check, Mr. Fitzgerald.” She immediately changes gears. Her voice softens to a near whisper, and her hand settles gently on his shoulder.

My father responds to her polite, professional tone by holding his hand out, his eyes closing again.

Promise isn’t just a woman. In fact, I still see a little girl there. That same little girl I saw back in that courtoom.

She’s not like any others. She’s not like anyone I’ve ever met before. If I’m being honest, I’ve stroked off thinking about her probably a thousand times. Not the thought of her as a little girl, fuck no, but the woman I see now. I’d caught glimpses of Promise when she was a teenager. But she was always too young and I was too lost. But she wrapped herself around my heart and I guess somewhere deep down, I knew this day would come.

There is compassion in how she cradles my father’s hand in hers. She’s not rushing, not eager to perform the task at hand and move on to whatever is next.

She sees him. Really sees him, and it breaks my heart because they’ve both been invisible. They’ve both been forgotten in so many ways.

The tell is in the way she looks down, the way my father pushes people away even before someone gives him a reason.

She knows what it feels like to be the leftovers that no one wants. The fringe that no one wants to see.

I see all of that in the way she holds my father’s hand for a good minute longer than necessary.

“I want to hire you to read to my dad.” I blurt it out because I can’t hold it back.

Her eyes open into bluish, full moons and dart from side to side, making sure I’m talking to her.

Seriously, if my dick wasn’t raising the flag, I’d think a vagina was forming where my balls used to be.

“Sorry, I mean—” The pressure in my neck is too much, and the two jerking twitches come whether I want them to or not. “My father loved to read, but he can’t anymore. I talked to Bruce, and he mentioned that I could pay for someone to sit with him and read . . . or whatever. Private duty, he said it was called. I want to do that. I want to hire you to read to him.”

“Private duty is expensive. Your father is here on Medicaid. They don’t cover anything like that.”

“I know. I’ll pay. Bruce said—” I sound like a kid trying to convince their mother that Skittles are really considered a fruit. “Listen, just try it, please? I’ll pay you $100 an hour.” As soon as I say it, I know it’s too much, and her disbelieving eyes confirm my fear. It sounds desperate. “Just for the first couple days, like a signing bonus. Then if you want to keep doing it, maybe like $50 an hour. Try it and if it doesn’t work, no harm. Give it two days, at least an hour a day. If he wants more, do two hours. That’s $400 bucks for a few hours today and tomorrow. If you can, that is . . . if you’re available after your shift.” Jesus Christ shut up already.

There is a noticeable flush in her cheeks. I’m not sure if it’s that creeper thing again, or if she might be interested.

I clear my throat. It’s probably the tenth or twentieth time. I barely notice anymore, but suddenly I’m freaking aware of every part of my body. Certain ones in particular.

I can even feel the heat gathering on the tips of my ears, waiting for her to say something.

Standing in the same room with Promise, I feel like there is a current running between us. Shutting down some areas of my brain, lighting others up.

“Do you have $400? Because I mean, I don’t even know you.” She’s trying to give me a hard time, but I can see a twinkle in her eyes.

“Fair enough.” I reach down to pull the chain that connects my belt to my wallet and her eyes stick to my face like glue even as she puts the glucose monitor back in the case and settles my Dad’s hand gently under the blanket.

The mere fact that she is not looking away or looking down is enough to prickle the hairs on my arms. I want her. There’s no subtlety to it; I want her in a way that hurts.

Before she can out and out say, “No,” I’ve got two hundred-dollar bills in my hand. I step forward until I’m standing on the side of the bed next to her.

“Here. Down payment. Fifty percent is fair, right? I’m taking a chance on you, too, you know.” I smile because I can’t help it.

“Really?” Her indignation is playful, but her eyes are on the Benjamin’s as I set them on top of the three books. I have to reach around her. Her scent catches me, and I inhale until my lungs refuse to fill any further.

I sense the tension rise in her. Her shoulders pull upward and that gaze that was lighting up parts of me that knew only darkness before falls to the floor again.

“I mean, let’s be fair.” I lighten my voice and grin like an idiot. “I don’t even know if you can read, so I’m actually taking a big risk.” I pray she appreciates sarcasm.

I back away. Not because I want to but because she needs the space. I can feel her walls fortify as she shifts her weight away from me.

Too close, creeper. I can hear her silent accusation.

“Ha.” Promise raises her eyes back to me, and I see her considering her response before she continues. “Okay, well. That is fair, I suppose because I’m sure they let people work here who can’t read.” She lobs it right back, deadpan.

She doesn’t touch the money. Instead, she angles her body in order to get past me without any contact. I’m disappointed because I can still feel the power of that slight brush against her yesterday.

“Hey, wait . . .” I say a little too loud.

Promise is making her way out the door, and I don’t know what to say to stop it. I just know I don’t want her on the other side of that door with me still in here.

“What? You want me to prove to you I can read?” She gives me a sniping tip of her head, but there’s that same glint in her eye, and her name starts to repeat again in my head.

Promise. Promise. Yes, I Promise.

“No. I mean, yes. NO. Just, I want to come back when you read. I just want to be sure he is okay with it. With you. He can be difficult.”

“Most humans are. Some more than others. It’s all a matter of degree.” She regards me. For the first time, I feel like she’s seeing me, and I can’t describe the feeling of being under her gaze. “So, you’re Beckett, right? That’s your name? I’ve seen your name on his chart.” She’s smiling, and it’s turning into a laugh. I want that sound to never stop.

I want to make her laugh like that for the rest of her life.

“Yep. You can call me Beck.”

“Okay, Beck.” Her eyes dart away, but this time, it’s not because she’s trying to hide. She’s trying to decide something.

Then she smiles. And I wonder where the air went.

“What?” I ask. “Something funny? Please share, I could use some funny in my life.”

“It’s just, I remember your name because your initials are BFF. You know, like ‘best friends forever.’ BFF. It’s funny.”

“Yep, hilarious.”

No one has noticed that before. If anyone else had said that to me, I’d probably get my nuts in a bunch. But, coming from her, I’m so beside myself that she took note of anything about me, I’m as right as I’ve been in a long time.

“Okay. I’ll be here at three-fifteen, after shift change. But, I have to leave by five at the latest. I have to get to my other job.” She’s tugging on a loose thread at the hem of her scrub top. She’s uncomfortable in a different way than before, and it sends smoke signals rising from below my belt.

If she’s fidgeting about how she looks, that means she cares how she looks.

In front of me.

Or, she’s just scared to death that I’m going to creep around and murder her in her sleep.

“See you then.” I nod my head and give her my best non-threatening smile.

I’ve just bought some of her time. Now, I need to figure out what to do with it.
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Promise

Come on, $100 an hour to read? He has to want something else.

What am I doing?

I’m making $400, is what I’m doing. That’s a dent in five-thousand. A visible dent.

A dent someone would notice if you left it in their car door.

It’s just a book. It’s just words. It’s not like I’ve never read before.

Sure, but out loud? I remember the last time I’d read out loud in school. And every time before.

I remember Lilly Petridge sitting in front of me in fifth grade. It was my third school that year. She’d turned around and glared at me, passing on the open copy of Gulliver’s Travels, the classroom silent, waiting for me to start. I’d lifted the book, trying to ignore her smirk. My belly had tightened as I tried to breathe. My eyes fell on the top of page 127, and there it was scrawled in red marker across the page, across the book’s words.

FREAK GHOST GIRL Boooooooooo!!!!

I shake my head as I head down the hall to check on Mrs. Stephenson. She got herself into the shower but just like every other day, she will forget when it’s time to get back out. She’d just sit on the shower bench all day until she pickled.

I feel sad as I push open the door to hear Mrs. Stephenson in the shower, chatting away to no one in particular.

I bite my lip.

I didn’t take the money. It’s still sitting there. I can back out. I will back out.

But I need that money. How can I turn down $100 an hour? Actually, it’s more than that. He said four hundred for three hours total.

That is not turn-downable. That is grit-your-teeth-and-do-it money. I’d probably do a lot worse things for that hourly rate. Luckily no one has come right out and offered.

Luckily he hasn’t come right out and offered.

He’s got something. A gravity that pushes me away and then pulls me back. I feel like a ping-pong ball around him.

He’s got a face that tells more than his scars. There’s not even a hint of insecurity about him. Unlike me.

I am constantly thinking about how I look, about how the world sees me. He seems to have no awareness of how different he is. How his face tells what must be a sad story.

And, he’s got an energy that has me thinking about things I thought I never would again. Sexy things. He puts it out there like a tidal wave, and unfortunately, I am caught in it. That needs to stop.

Okay, I’ll do the reading. But, I need to shake off whatever that vibration is I feel when he darts those Monet eyes at me. He looks like he’s seen a lot of trouble, and I’ve certainly had enough of that already in my life.

Yet, there’s a genuine softness to him. He looks like he’s been carved out of brimstone, but then he speaks, and there’s this complete lack of self-consciousness like he exists without any perception of himself. Without ego. And, for a man that looks the way he looks, I don’t know how that's possible.

He’s got more story in him than I need to know. No one has scars like that and doesn’t have a story. But, I resolve not to ask. No more small talk. I will stay professional, stoic. I’m going to be the best book-reading-whore ever.

I play with the little gold cross around my neck, pulling it side to side and listening to the soft zip-zip-zip of the chain. Mr. Fitzgerald is lucky to have him. There’s a story there, too, but I don’t want to know it. I’ve got enough stories of my own.
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Beckett

There is an enormous chrome, stylized eyeball staring back at me from behind the twenty-something, organized blonde at the front desk of Louis’s security company.

He’s done well.

Not only has his little private investigation and security startup, started, but it's also taking over the mid-west.

I've seen that eyeball logo on security vehicles about every twenty minutes while trying to settle back into civilian life around Cleveland. The city’s looking up, too.

And, I can feel the shift in me. The blonde behind the desk would normally draw my eye, but not today. It’s like a switch got flipped and that single-minded focus is set on ten.

“Mr. Spicer is ready for you now, Sir.” Patricia behind the front desk all but snaps her neck trying to catch my eye, and I do not miss the little lip-bite she adds for my benefit.

“Thanks.” Sorry gorgeous, my brain and other parts are otherwise occupied. Should have caught me a while back. We could have had some fun.

Louis is smiling from behind the glass doors. He thinks he knows what I think as I give Patty-cakes a tip of my head.

“Nice, huh?” He gives me a knowing smirk as I enter his spacious office. “She’s smart, too. I don’t fish in my own pond, but I have no doubt you would make her day with the right offer.” Louis drapes a heavy arm over my shoulders.

“Where do you fish? You’re always fucking working.”

Louis’s eyes go flat for a second, and I realize I not only have I never seen him with a woman, but I've also never heard him talk about women. I think he once told me he was born somewhere outside of Cairo. Went through some of his own nasty shit in his childhood and who knows, maybe he’s sworn off women.

He’d texted me to stop by just as I was leaving Windfield, and I’d headed right over. He’s been important to me for a lot of years. After he had done his job as my court liaison, we forged a kind of friendship. He’s as close as I have to family outside my six SEAL brothers.

I almost miss my next step.

Four SEAL brothers.

Inside his sleek glass-walled office, he lets out a heavy breath, settles his hands behind his head and eyeballs me, shaking his head.

“What?” I settle into a chair across from his desk with my hands in the air. “Man, I’m two days home. I just need to settle in. Don’t give me the fucking look.”

“Yeah? You need to talk. You need to process, man. I’ve been there. I’m not some schmuck trying to sell you rainbows and unicorns. Losing two of your brothers like that, with you driving.” He shakes his head again, staring me down. “You gotta get it out, or it comes out when you’re not ready. You’ve been through enough in your life, you know I’m right.”

“I get it, just not now. Not today. I need some time.”

The fresh face of Gentry flashes in my mind. He was the youngest member of our team. He was getting married in June, three months from now. Instead, he came home in a box.

The last time I saw him, he was screaming for me to find his legs. The legs that weren’t there because of my bad decision.

“So, what are we doing today?” Louis raises his hands from the desk, spreads his arms wide and upturns his hands.

Thank god for the subject change.

“I want to thank you for letting me crash last night and offering me the guesthouse until I go back. But, I need a place. Just for a few months. I’m still not sure what I’m doing.”

I need some space. I need to spread out a bit. Not feel like I’m in his back pocket.

“Funny you should say that. I’ll make you a deal. I’ve got a loft over near the river. Decent area, coming up but a little gritty. It’s empty. I’m planning on turning the building into upscale condo/lofts, but the legal shit is taking longer than I’d hoped. The building got broken into a couple times already. Kids drinking, fucking around in there. I’ll even send over some furniture and set you up. It’s huge. You could have a goddamn rave in there if you wanted. There’s also a separate apartment. Stay in the big space or in the apartment, I don’t care. Just keep it occupied and show a presence. You tend to keep the riffraff away.”

Leave it to Louis to know what I need and help me make it happen. I let out a sigh of relief. Dude has been a godsend in my life.

Before I can thank him yet again for saving my ass and settle on details, my phone rings. It’s Windfield.
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An hour later, Dad and I are staring each other down. He’s pretending he has choices, and I’m pretending he’s reasonable.

“At least you’ll be out of here.” I snarl because I’m fucking pissed.

He’s a shadow of the man that used to throw me up in the air and catch me laughing and screaming just before I hit the ground. But, I still see that guy. He’s just broken and as scared as I am.

“I can find my own place.” He sucks on his teeth and looks out the window. The sky is gray, the temperature having dropped since yesterday, and I think about him sleeping on a sidewalk somewhere.

“Okay. Well then, stay with me until you do.”

I’m not going to battle. I’m going to figure out how to get him out of here—with me. I swore I wouldn’t take him in, but what am I going to do? Let him freeze out there? The next phone call I get will be the morgue.

When I got the call at Louis’s office, it all seemed to fall into place. Dad could live in the little side apartment, and I would take the big loft space. Perfect, right?

So, until I get him there, I’m going to play nice. I’ll tell him what he wants to hear if it gets the job done.

Yet, here and now in this little room, the walls seems to be inching in around us. The room is quickly becoming too small for all our memories.

This is not the mood I want to be in right now. It’s pushing three o’clock, and she will be here soon.

The two hundred-dollar bills are still sitting there. I start to wonder if she’ll show, and I hate to admit, but that feels more important than figuring out where my disabled, alcoholic, diabetic, train wreck of a father is going to live.

The phone call from Bruce an hour ago was to inform me that Dad was coming up on the end of his allotment of Medicare days. It’s a bit confusing, but the way it works, he would be required to transfer out of the private room and into a Medicaid bed. Three beds to a room.

Or, I could take him out . . . with me.

This is going to be interesting. We haven’t spent more than a few hours at a time together in at least ten years.

“Three to a room, Dad. Three to a room here or your own apartment attached to my loft space.” I try to keep my voice steady.

“Nope.” He shoots darts at me with his glare. “I’ll figure it out. I have a couple weeks. I’ll make some calls.” He points at me. “You mind your own business and let me tend to mine.”

He’s in rare form for Promise today. I’m trying to even him out before she comes through the door. The last thing I want is her figuring out that my more-than-generous hourly rate is not enough.

I flash back to my life with him before the fire, remembering how Dad was a giant like me. But, everyone gravitated to him. He liked everyone, and the feelings were mutual. In every picture of him from my childhood, he has this huge smile like someone just finished telling him a joke.

Then his smile disappeared, and I haven’t seen it since.

Our silence makes the dark room darker. Neither of us has a magic word to make any of it better.

“Hi. Are you ready for me?” Promise wades in slowly, her voice like a wind chime in the thick, heavy silence.

I shut my eyes and swallow hard. For a moment, I feel like I’m floating. Her damn voice is seeping through my veins and wandering around in parts of me I’ve put away for a long fucking time.

“Are you ready for me?” Yes, I am very fucking ready for you. But, I doubt you are ready for me.

I appreciate beautiful women. And, I don’t just mean Sports Illustrated swimsuit model’s definition of beautiful either. I see more.

I feel drawn to more than physical beauty. Certain traits in women ignite me. But with Promise, it’s different. Stronger, inexplicably intense. It’s a predatory instinct when I sense pain or weakness. Docility. Fear or insecurity. I’m pulled, rapt, and Promise has me in her force field. I want more than anything to be the strength for her every weakness.

I want to curl her into me. Secure her next to me and banish all of her bad dreams.

She’s playing eye tag with my Dad, the floor, and the two hundred-dollar bills.

“I’m not ready. I think this is stupid.” Dad snaps.

For once I am thankful for my father’s unbridled rudeness.

Promise stuffs her hands into the square pockets of her scrub top. It hangs loosely down over where my eyes can only imagine my tongue would like to be right now. I think about the soft curves under the fabric, the way she moves like she is gliding instead of walking. I love the fullness of her hips, the swell of her ass.

My dick is already giving me a fucking fist bump imagining freeing her from the soft, faded blue fabric.

She shifts from one foot to the other, and I realize I’m staring. I try to shake the stupid off and step up.

“Yes, we are ready. And,” I turn toward Dad, “it’s not stupid. You loved to read your whole life. Just do it for her. Not for me, okay?”

I know the man my father used to be is in there somewhere. I know he doesn’t really want the world to see him as he is. He’s just lost. He won’t push her away.

Me, yes.

Her, no.

“Fine.” He leans forward in his wheelchair, then straightens back up, puffing out his chest. “But I’ll probably be asleep in two minutes. They gave me those damn pills, and they always put me to sleep.” His grousing is a feeble attempt to seem disinterested, but he’s not kicking us out, so I’ll take that as a win.

I see Promise waiting for some sort of guidance, she blinks twice before she secures me in her gaze, and the way my pulse is racing you would have thought she just pulled out a gun.

“Sit here.” I stand up to give her the only chair in the room. “I’ll just stand out in the hall. Here—” I hold the hundreds out toward her, but she looks like I’m handing her a crack pipe. “What? It’s yours. Take it.”

She is utterly natural and the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. Her skin is calling for my fingers. She reaches for the cash, and a jolt rushes from my fingertips and up my arm as she brushes my hand.

Her fingers are shaking as she tucks the money into her front pocket.

“So, which book first?” I hear the chime of her voice again, and I have to take a deep breath in order to walk away and give them space.

“Don’t matter—”

I step toward the open door. Glancing behind, I can see she is far more comfortable with my father than with me.

As I hit the door, I glance behind again. The book is open on her lap, but her eyes are on my ass. Straight up.

That’s the best thing that’s happened to me in a long fucking time.

You should have seen her cheeks light up the room when I busted her. You should also have seen my single-minded dick stand up about four inches in a damn half-second.

Luckily, that part of me was already angled away. She might have decided never to come back otherwise.

I’ve never been a bitch for a girl.

I’m honorable, respectful and treat my woman as they deserve, but I also like to be in fucking charge. I don’t play around. You’re either in my bed or not. I don’t wait.

But Promise has me re-thinking my game, and now that she’s tagged my ass with those swimming pool blue eyes, I’ve got to re-think my strategy.

Fate decided to give her to me yesterday, altering my course, and my head has been bombarded with what-ifs ever since.

As if I don't have enough decisions to make, Jesus, now I feel like I’m on a timed run in a fucking corn maze.

I can’t see up, down, sideways or out.

I have thirty days to decide if I’m going to re-enlist, and my head is in no condition to make a clear decision right now.

Three weeks ago, things were bad. Because, well, I’d been sitting in the desert for going on seventeen months and by the time you’ve been there that long, everything is just bad.

The food’s bad. You look bad. Your attitude is bad.

But, we had a job to do. We humped every day to watch each other’s backs and count six of us going out—and six of us coming back. Every day.

Only, one day, the plan got fucked.

Louis is right. My head’s not straight, but I also know myself well enough that now is not the fucking time for me to sit down and hug this out with anyone. I need to keep it in. Hold it tight.

It’s a bomb, and if I even touch it, I honestly have no idea what will happen. It’s too much. I’m leaving it alone for now.

Which brings me back to why I can’t make a fucking decision right now.

Add this girl who’s been haunting my life since that day in the courtroom, and there is not enough talking in the world for me to figure out what I should do next.

I’m just happy Louis gave me the loft. It’s a good open space. He’s got some weight equipment up there and a heavy bag. That’s about all the therapy I can take for now.

I listen to her voice reading the words, James Michener to be precise. But, her voice hits me like a melody. A sad, beautiful song that takes me back to the day I handed her that picture I’d drawn of her in the courtroom.

I fall back against the wall outside Dad’s room and let the sound of her voice wash over me. She could be reading a grocery list. Her voice is damn beautiful; she's beautiful. And inside, all the predator keeps saying is, that’s all mine.
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An hour and forty minutes later, I step inside the room again. “Thank you.” I take a deep breath as I look at her. “I think that was good for him.” I look at the wonder of her face as I talk, barely able to think of anything but my lips on hers.

I seem to have found my balls and the ability to have a decent conversation without seizing up like a bitch when I come within three feet of her.

“I’m not sure. He fell asleep twice. But, he did also smile a couple times.” Promise is fidgeting with the money in her pocket as she pulls her lips to one side, then the other.

“Eighth wonder of the world. You’re a miracle worker. So tomorrow, same time?”

She’s looked at the clock on the wall six times since we’ve been standing here.

“You need to go?”

I don’t want her to go. Anywhere. Ever.

“Yeah, sorry. I have another job. I need to get the bus.”

How does she have the energy for another job after taking care of so many people all day? She doesn’t just do a job. I can feel it, hear it, see it. She cares. It has to be exhausting.

“I’m heading out. Let me give you a lift. You stayed longer with Dad than you should have. I don’t want you to be late.”

I see the panic in her eyes. She was mid-inhale, and now she’s not breathing. She sets her teeth into her bottom lip.

Holy fuck, that’s beautiful. I want to see her do that again, only for a very different reason.

“No, I’m fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.” That melodic voice turns hard, and there’s an edge there that’s new.

Her curt reply is joined by a disagreeable sigh as she heads out the door and picks up a soft jog down the hall.

I hate to say it but my eyes focus on her ass as she goes, and that part of me that wants to claw those blue scrubs into shreds, comes roaring back to life.
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Promise

Bruce is packing up his messenger bag when I drag my tired butt in the door to his—I mean our—apartment at almost one o’clock in the morning.

“Where are you going?” I ask, but I know the answer already. Poor guy.

“Mr. Fitzgerald is on the warpath. He managed to get out the front doors and halfway to the liquor store before anyone noticed he was gone. Someone called the cops when they saw him wheeling himself down the middle of Leonard Ave. So, now I have to go deal with the state investigation. You know how corporate is. They don’t like our patients eloping, and they sure as shit don’t like the State of Ohio filing a report on our building. So, the buck stops here, babe.”

“Dang, okay. Sorry.”

“Get some sleep. Oh, by the way, McSexdream Fitzgerald stopped by my office after you left. It seems he was very pleased with your private duty.” Bruce cracks himself up with a snort and a stomp of his foot.

“Shut up. I just read to the guy’s dad—”

“Maybe. When was the last time you had a date? Let alone a little something else.” He bobs one eyebrow up and down and gives me another of his snorting laughs as he tucks in his polo shirt. “Don’t you ever just want some dick? I mean, I can’t help you. I mean, I could but I won’t. But really, just quit thinking so much and get laid.”

“Jesus, what the hell? Why are you all about my business all of the sudden?” I dump my backpack on the floor next to the sofa and then dump myself onto the center cushion.

My exhaustion covers me like a lead blanket. I fight the weight of my eyelids as I listen to Bruce shuffle around the kitchen.

One of the many reasons our little roommate arrangement works so well is we stay far away from the other person’s business. With his schedule of servitude at Windfield, my other night job, and my aversion to conversation of almost any kind, we’ve managed to spend two years together without sharing much of anything significant about our lives.

“Hey, you opened the friend-door the other day, not me.” He gives me a scowl.

“I just told you I wanted more hours! You were the one who started quizzing me about why. I asked for more nights at the club, I told you, but apparently Darla’s E cups and her flogger are pulling in the customers more than my little angel act. They cut me back to two nights. And I need money right now. I’ve got some unexpected expenses.”

I’m pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes, and a thousand little sparks are dancing around behind my closed lids.

“Yeah? Well for you, that’s a lot of talk, so I figured our relationship was moving in a new direction.” His playful sarcasm forces a smile from my down turned lips. “And you can’t tell me you did not have an ovarian twitch looking at Mr. McFertile Fitzgerald today. You barely make eye contact with anything but the floor, and I saw you damn near staring his ass right off. So, don’t tell me you’re not feelin’ it.”

Was I that obvious? I close my eyes until all I see is black, and I exhale. Bruce knows me. I hate it, but he does.

I listen to his snorting chuckle as I open my eyes to see him checking his teeth in the mirror by the door.

“Stop. I’m not feeling anything.” I am usually a very good liar, but right now my skills are lacking. Besides, I’m sucking in far too many deep breaths trying to pretend he’s not right on the mark. There’s hardly enough oxygen left in the room for the both of us.

“Well, I know men, and I know that look. You deserve a little fun. You need some dang lessons in flirting and doing that hair of yours. You’ve got a little junk in the trunk.” His voice goes up an octave, and he points his finger down toward my seated behind. “But you have to know it’s good. They throw the money at you every Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday.”

“Only Friday and Saturday now. Darla took Wednesday.” I give him a huff. I’m relieved and upset about the club cutting me back. I hate it there, but I need the money more now than ever.

I take my hands off my forehead and pull my knees up to my chest, resting my chin on top. I can tell he’s not done, and I learned a long time ago, you don’t interrupt him when he’s on a roll. You just have to ride it out.

“Listen, little one. You’ve grown on me, what can I say? You’re trying to pretend that the miracle of god’s creation didn’t crawl up under those panties and leave a little wet mark, but I know better. Time to take a ride on the truth train. My work here is never done.” His sing-song voice meets a snap of his fingers, and he’s out the door.

He is the one person I think who could carry on an entire conversation with you, and you never have to say a word.

I glance around the living room and wait.

Whenever he leaves, there is a vacuum of absent energy in his wake, like the room has to fill back up because he’s taken it all with him.

It reminds me of Beckett. His energy shocked me when I touched his hand. I can’t stop thinking about how it felt. It was a split second. Barely a brush.

But the prickling sensation is still on my arm, and if I'm honest, it jetted up and landed smack between my legs like some school girl’s first tingle.

You don’t need this. Stay focused. That’s got trouble written all over it.

He does have that neck thing. That twitching thing he does.

Yes, that’s a flaw, right? Something’s wrong with him. That’s what I must focus on.

But there are so many other things so very right about him.

Stop. No, think of that twitch.

And those scars.

No.

Stop.

Those only make it harder not to think of him.

There’s something there, something that feels like a story I need to hear. Something I need to know.

STOP.

Uggg, sleep. What I need is sleep.

Instead of sleep, my phone starts dinging at me and I shake my head and let out a growl toward the ceiling when I see who it is.

JEREMY: You up?

ME: Yes

JEREMY: Why didn’t you come talk to me tonight?

ME: Sorry, just a busy night. Tired.

JEREMY: Hmm. Too bad. Maybe I’ll be tired next time you need me. Maybe I have something to tell you about Jordan, but you’re obviously not grateful for my help.

ME: What? What about him? Tell me, please . . .

JEREMY: Maybe tomorrow. I’m tired.

Just the mention of Jordan’s name and I’m wide awake. I’m wired like I’ve been chugging espresso.

Jeremy’s not answering any more texts.

How could he do that?

He knows saying anything about Jordan will have me hysterical.

Why does he do that?

He’s been there for me for so many years. He’s trying to help, but he gets so touchy sometimes. He helped me get my job at Windfield, looked after me all those years after the fire. And, all the ones before.

After the other thing too. The thing I don’t talk about. Ever.

I shake my head; this is too much. I’ve learned the past is no place to visit, and you definitely don’t want to live there.

I make my way to the bathroom. The girl in the mirror has dark circles under her eyes, but there is a sheen of white glitter still on her face from the club. I bend over the sink and try to wash the last of the Promised Angel off my cheeks and nose.

I peel off my jeans and t-shirt, throw on my robe and flop down on my bed. I stare at the walls, at the hundreds of paintings. Some are so small, little three-inch by four-inch canvases. Others are a good three and four feet across.

All of them are on fire.

I close my eyes, but I can’t stop wondering why Jeremy does that to me.

Why would he hit me in the most vulnerable place I’ve got? Just because I didn’t come and talk to him at the club? I wish he would stop coming there.

Jordan. I can see his face.

Sleep is impossible.

I bounce up off the bed and throw my phone as hard as I can against the two, yellow pillows leaning against the wall.

I flip off the lamp on my nightstand, turning the room completely dark. I tiptoe the few steps to the center of my room, feeling my way up the cord until I click on the super spotlight I have clipped to the top of the easel.

I look at the canvas leaning, half finished. This one is a river. Not a soft, light blue river with happy fish somewhere under the ripples. Nope, my river is red. The rest of the canvas is streaks of black and orange and yellow, the sky not day or night. It’s just blazing. And screaming.

The colors are what I see, not what anyone else would see. The paint is thick, textured with layers upon layers adding depth. It makes you want to look deeper to see what is under the bold strokes.

Behind the red river, past the overturned rowboat leveled against the bank, he’s there.

He’s always there.

As much as I try to leave him out, he always manages to find his way into the brush strokes and onto the canvas. His face is black, impossible to see.

I still don’t know who he is. This stranger that I paint. This mystery man that I can’t forget.

It’s always the same. He’s always here. And for some reason, he feels closer than ever.
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Beckett

Dad is sitting in his wheelchair, lips set tight and he looks at me with the scowl of a defiant teenager.

“So that’s it. There are no other options, so don’t give me any shit.” I’m leaning on the window sill. I’m too pissed to actually put my ass in a chair.

The 3 AM call from Bruce had done nothing to change my opinion that coming home to Cleveland, thinking I may be able to change something between us, might have been a huge fucking mistake. Bruce explained to me that I have two choices.

Either Dad can go into the lockdown wing here at Windfield, or I find him a new place to stay.

Either way, from here on out, he’s on my dime.

Sending him to the lockdown unit is not an option. He’d either kill himself or every other person in there.

Besides, I wouldn’t want to. We’ve got our history, but I wouldn’t do that to him. Bruce had walked me through that unit, and it was not where Dad deserves to be. He’s not ready for that.

So, almost twelve hours later and at least I’ve got a plan. It’s a sucky, flimsy plan with gaping holes, but it’s a plan non-the-less.

“I’m not staying with you.” Dad jabs his finger toward me.

I’ve been trained to live under pressure and without sleep, put up with anything mother nature can throw at me, but I’m about at my limit.

My foot shoots out and smacks the metal rail on the side of the hospital bed with a bang, catapulting it two feet in the opposite direction. Sharp pain is shooting from behind my left eye into my brain like an aneurysm.

“You don’t scare me.” My dad gives me an icy stare.

I’m on my feet heading toward the door before my foot ends up somewhere it could do real damage. I leave because I know enough about myself to recognize that he’s pushing me where the dark blocks out the light, and I can’t trust what might happen after that.

Next, I find myself stopped dead in front of the one person who I do not want to see right now, not when I’m like this.

Her hair is tied up on top of her head, secured with two chopsticks, and I see her tongue dance on her lower lip just before I all but run her over in the doorway.

“Fuck, sorry.” My hand goes to my forehead, fingers on my temples, trying to squeeze out the ugly that is making its way to the surface.

“I’m here to read, right?” She looks confused even as her eyes drop to the floor.

If I had my way, I’d be making sure she never did that again. And just like that, I have a million questions I want her to answer and another million ways I want to make her happy.

There’s a sudden impatience crawling up my pant leg, and it’s not just about the way she gets a rise from my dick every time I see her.

“Yes. Come on in. Sorry,” I angle my body so that she can get passed me. It’s like the clouds lift, the darkness vanishes, and I can see the light. “Wait . . .”

Before I can stop myself, my hand grips her upper arm, and I feel her entire body tense. I let go immediately, but both of us are stunned for a moment. She felt it, too.

“Do you want me to read or not?” That cut to her voice is back. I’ve put her on the defense. It seems she likes things kept at a certain distance.

I get it, Promise.

I get it.

“Okay. Sorry, again. Can I talk to you for a second before you read?” I rest just the tips of my fingers on her arm. The grab was too much, and I regret it. I can see how it set her back.

I tip my head toward the open door and take a half-step that direction, giving her arm just a little pressure, hoping she’ll follow. The pain behind my eye hits me again, and my neck jerks as I see her eyes light on the rough side of my face.

It’s okay. I’ll tell you all about that someday. Whenever you’re ready. I’ll tell you anything. Well, maybe not anything.

It’s been a long time since I felt like life made any sense. I went from happy home life to system life, to street life, to the hell of the desert. I’ve seen shit that would make most guys’ balls disappear. I’ve encountered evil. It’s as real as taking a breath. It’s jaded me, changed me and left me cynical and indifferent. But, I feel like I may have been wrong.

The me that flew home a few days ago would have laughed in my face for what I’m thinking now. That things really do happen for a reason.

Standing here looking at Promise, I realize I haven’t felt hopeful for so long that I’ve forgotten what hopeful feels like. But, if she agrees to what I’m about to ask, I know she is here to give me back some hope.

“Look. I don’t know if you heard, but my dad—” I watch as she stuffs her hands into the front pockets of her scrub top, and it serves to pull down the v-neck just enough that I can’t help but see the peek of the black and pink lace of her bra.

Jesus take the damn wheel.

I have no idea what I was about to say.

I swallow hard and try to look somewhere else, anywhere else, as I clear my throat and try to form a thought.

“I heard. He eloped last night.” Promise gives me a sympathetic look and pulls her pink lips to the side. She scrunches her nose up in a sweet sign of concern for my plight.

How can every simple thing she does make me want to scoop her up and carry her away? Either that or pin her against the nearest wall and mark her right here in front of the two, white-haired ladies smiling at me as they lean on their walkers. That would make their day.

“Yeah, and that means he can’t stay. I have to move him today. Which I can, that’s not the problem. But, I need help. Would you be able to help me? I mean with him? I’m moving him into my place, but he is a pain in the ass. He does not want me helping him.”

I’m rambling, and she’s giving me a polite stare as my eyes lock onto the way her chest is rising and falling slightly faster than it was a moment ago.

“So, can I hire you, please, to come and stay with him for a few hours every day? Or as many days as you can spare? I’ll pay; I’ll pay you fifty dollars an hour for four hours a day. If that’s not enough, just tell me your price. I know it is not the introductory book reading price, sorry. I don’t know for how long, but for a few weeks until we figure out what’s next.”

She stiffens and I can’t tell if it’s from fear or interest. Probably fear because I’m giving off some desperate fucking energy, both from wanting to strangle my father and from her being so damn close.

“Name my price? Are you serious?”

“I guess so. That’s kind of what I said.”

I’m taking in every tiny detail of her reaction. Every flutter of her eyelashes, the way her breath rises and falls under her top, the way she’s playing with something in her pocket and how she shifts her weight twice before she speaks again.

“I can only work weekday afternoons. After I leave here. But, I can work weekend days until about five o’clock.”

Thank Christ. She doesn’t say anything this time about her second job. I take note, but I’m so happy she is even considering my offer, I tuck that away for another time.

“Yeah, that’s fine. I just need you to,” I take a step toward her, I’m so fucking excited, and she immediately counters me with a step back. I soften in retreat, trying not to scare the shit out of her. “I just need you to do some of the things for him you do here.”

“Okay, for the sake of argument, let’s say I agree.”

I’m not arguing. No fucking way, no argument here.
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Beckett

There is a tightness that starts in my neck and reaches down through every muscle fiber until it’s cramping my toes. It’s reaching the unbearable point, so I cock back and slam fists into the heavy bag that hangs next to the weight bench. The chains are rattling, and I’m puffing when I finally hear the soft knock on the thick, metal door of the loft.

If I had my way, I’d open that door, drag her to the nearest wall, tangle my fingers in hers and spend the next five hours tasting her.

Instead, I do my best to shake off the erection that seems to be ever-present lately and open the door. I fail completely as the sight of her translucent, china doll face turns me to fucking oak below the belt. I shift my lower half behind the door hoping I can get my anarchist dick under control before she notices.

“Thank God. Are you here to save me?” I try to keep my voice low as I open the door wide for her to come in as fast as humanly possible.

Her eyes are around my heart in an instant. This is an unconventional way to get her to come to my place, but with her, I’d do a lot crazier shit if necessary. It’s certainly not the game I would normally use on a girl, but Promise is not a part of my normal world. For her, I'd do everything different.

For her, I’ll take my time.

I’ve waited this long, and I’m not fucking this up. She's worth everything I have to give, even when that means not giving her anything . . . not a touch, a lick, nothing.

I can see the look in her questioning eyes, trying to figure out whether or not I’m flirting with her or pathetically desperate. Either way, her look is guarded, and I take a deep breath and try to give off a less manic vibe.

“Do you need saving?” She’s eying me as the massive industrial door swings shut and echoes a loud crunch like the doors closing in a prison movie. “You look fairly capable.”

She’s wearing a tangerine colored peacoat. Her fingers are bright red, and her cheeks match. The wind is screaming through the tall ceiling of the loft, and I can hear the soft tinkling sound of icy rain hitting the walls of the metal framed windows

“You look cold.”

I’m happy because it’s unusually warm in here for such a large space. But, it has an industrial furnace big enough to heat the whole damn building, so getting this loft up to eighty degrees was easy.

“It’s March, and it’s hailing.” She looks at me like I’m an idiot because I am. But, I also see her right eye squint shut, pushing away a smile. “I have to say, I’m confused.” She’s looking around.

At least I’ve got her eyes off the damn floor, and I can’t wait to hear what she has to say next.

“So you are a SEAL, right? I don’t know a lot about that but, from what I gather, you are supposed to be the uber elite of badasses, right?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. “So, why does someone like you need saving? From an old guy in a wheelchair?”

I bite down on the inside of my lip, trying to push away the stupid smile that’s ready to explode. She’s somewhere between annoyed and interested, and either one is fine with me because it means she is thinking about me on some level, and I’ll take whatever I can get.

“From where I’m standing, you’re the badass.” I see her eyes follow mine as I look over at where my father is sitting inside the separate apartment watching TV. The door between the open space of the loft and his living room is wide open, but he can’t hear us over the old-man volume on Jeopardy. “You are a badass when it comes to him, and that is a hill I can’t even begin to climb.”

She stuffs her hands down inside the pockets of her coat. I think of offering to take it from her, but she looks like she still needs it.

“So, what’s the story here?” She looks and points at the two, nearly twenty-foot long, metal tables that I have centered in the five thousand square foot space. They are covered in neat piles of paper. Letters. Some typed, some handwritten.

Then there are the notebooks—probably a hundred of them stacked by fives, ordered by date, and sitting at perfect right angles to each other.

Off to one side of the massive open space under the windows, I have my bed. I set up three tall bookcases around it, giving it near complete privacy. There’s a decent galley kitchen on the opposite wall, and Louis, true to his word, had some decent furniture delivered to create a living space with two sofas, a couple of chairs, a giant TV and pretty much anything I needed in the kitchen.

I catch her eyes looking over toward my makeshift bedroom. I decide to ignore her question for the moment and deflect with my own.

“You see something you like?” Even as the words leave my mouth, I know it’s a mistake.

She narrows those amazing blue-white eyes, and I’m having a fucking hard time not dragging her by the hair to my bed.

“If I’m going to work here, that nonsense isn’t going to fly.” She shifts her weight, and her arms cross over her chest.

The way her demeanor can turn on a dime is fascinating. One second, she’s a warm, candle flame and the next, she’s hell fire.

Unfortunately, either one of those has my blood running south, and if she catches her eye on that effect, I can be sure I’ll be in a shitstorm of hurt without her here.

“Sorry, I mean . . .” I roll my eyes at myself, but I can’t help my inner chuckle at the fierce little firecracker staring down a scarred up Navy SEAL about three times her size.

Now she’s back to somewhere between her two extremes. Her eyes are still narrow, but she’s paused them for a second longer than a glance on the side of my face that most people avoid. I give her props for just taking a look. It doesn’t bother me. I’d rather people just get it over with and ask rather than the old, uncomfortable, eye dodge. “That was a joke. A joke bomb, sorry. I want you to be comfortable here. I have no nefarious intentions, I assure you.”

She still has doubt in her eyes, and I know I've got to shake off whatever it is she does to me that has my game evaporating around her. I mean, this is one girl I actually picture myself holding hands with as much as fucking her into forever. And, I haven’t managed to get much of anything right so far.

“Okay. So, you want me to go get to work?” She shrugs and swivels her head around.

I want you to move in. Preferably naked and perched on my face.

“Yes, well, I mean he’s fine for right now. You want something to drink?” I want her to keep talking to me, and I’ll do just about anything to make that happen. “I’ve got . . .” I open the refrigerator and realize I have a single bottle of Fiji water and a Gatorade.

Then, I remember the bottle of wine Louis sent over with the furniture. He thought I might need it, and true to history, that dude is almost always right.

“It sounds a little biblical, but I have water or wine. Or, Gatorade.” I’ve already got the corkscrew working, hoping she will choose the wine. That would put us on more familiar ground than water, and I’m all about baby steppin’ to the more familiar ground.

“I’m working.” She looks straight at me.

It’s not a “no.”

“Do you hate wine?“

She shakes her head and squints her nose just a bit.

”Well, you trusted me enough to come here and take the job, so let’s spend ten minutes getting to know each other. Ten minutes. Tell you what, you can ask me anything. I’m an open book. I can see you want to ask me something, I can see it.” I grin at her because I want more than anything for it to be true. “And, this is good wine. See, no box.” I hold up the bottle like a Sommelier.

Her stoic, silent stare is questioning, but I can see a tiny crack forming in her tough exterior. I can also see she’s changed out of her scrubs and into jeans and a black turtleneck. I’m pretending she did that so she would look better.

For me.

The cork makes a soft pop as I jerk it free, and I do an invisible high five when she unbuttons her jacket. I feel lighter. There were some fucking bricks on my shoulders, both from dealing with Dad this morning and my inability to stop thinking about how to get her under me. Now, I’m happy she is willing to take the glass of wine and take off her coat.

“Here . . .” I slide a half-full glass of burgundy toward her across the stainless steel counter then quickly move around to gently help her with her jacket.

As soon as I do that, her sweet, soft scent catches in my nose, and I’m frozen. It’s not overtly sexy, yet it is like a call to a primal part of me—a part that has rumbled around with other women before but never really surfaced. Not until now.

I’m suddenly very aware of her. I mean, I was before, but not like this. Now it’s acute.

Every tiny detail is standing up and calling to me. Every shining strand of her hair is more stunning than the last. The way she tips her head to the side and raises her shoulders as I pull the coat free has my senses spinning.

She reaches for the wine glass, and I settle her coat on the back of a chair, stealing a deep inhale from its soft fabric when she turns away.

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper before I can stop, then immediately I hope it was soft enough for her to ignore.

No such luck.

“What?” She spins around, the wine in her glass swirling and almost curling over the edge.

“Sorry, I meant you have beautiful hair.”

“See, there you go again with that.” She’s stepping back, darting her finger at my face, but she raises the glass to her lips, and I watch as she takes a sip.

Even just that simple act is one of the most precious, stunning things I have ever seen in my life. Watching the wine touch her lips before slowly being pulled inside, I am quickly lost again thinking of tasting the wine by tasting her.

“Okay. So what do you want to know? Ask me anything.” Quick subject change and hopefully I’ll save my ass from more humiliation. I pour myself a glass of wine while she decides just how creepy I am.

“What happened to your face?”

Gutshot.

I cough and half-choke on the sip of wine with a half-gasp half-laugh.

Most girls ask me about being a SEAL or what it feels like to shoot someone or something frivolous to get things started, but not Promise. She’s seen too much to dick around with useless small talk.

She’s a force. I can see her thick walls made of stone and topped with razor wire. I also see the cracks, those places where I will get in and, from the inside, work my way out, becoming the reason she no longer needs her own defenses—because I protect what’s mine.

She wraps one arm around her waist as the other spins the wine glass around on the counter, making a rhythmic sound in the silence of the concrete and metal.

“Well, okay. When I was ten, our house caught on fire. My face got burned, and I couldn’t see through the smoke. So, when I found a window, I crawled through it, but there was some glass—”

“Okay.” She cuts me off, and I’m not sure which one of us is more relieved.

“So, my turn.” My need to know her overrides my need to make her comfortable.

“What do you mean, your turn? That was not part of the deal. You said I got to ask you a question, not the other way around.”

“Do you have something to hide?” I can’t stop thinking about that pink and black lace that winked at me earlier from under her scrub top. I can’t stop imagining it holding up what is a damn nice rack under that curve-hugging, black sweater.

“No.”

She takes another sip, so I figure she at least hasn’t slammed that door all the way shut. Like a moron, I shove my head inside, pushing.

“Would you have taken twenty-five dollars an hour?” I want to ask her a million other things, but more than anything, I want to see her smile.

“What?” Her incredulous reaction is followed by a shocked smile. Leaning forward just an inch, looking me dead in the eyes, she says, “Not a penny less than forty-nine.”

I have the sudden urge to bury my lips into hers and taste the flavor of the wine. It’s got to be so much better that way. Then, the next thought is of burying my face between her legs.

I also know that flavor would put this $300 bottle of French Burgundy to shame.

She’s holding back another smile, and I have the realization that I want to be the one to put that smile on her face for the rest of her life.

“But we already agreed, so you are just going to have to swallow that one dollar premium.” She’s got me by the damn short hairs, the way she gives it right back to me.

“Fair enough. I won’t expect anything more for that extra dollar.” My eyes playfully scan her from nose to toes.

She is deciding if I just crossed into the creeper category again, but when I hear her let out a short sigh followed by a shake of her head, I feel like I just won the damn lottery.

“So, do you want me to get drunk with you or take care of your dad?”

“You’re on to me. My dad is really able to take care of himself. We just set up this elaborate plan to get you here to get drunk with me.” I take a long swallow from my wine glass, unable to stop myself from covering her from top to bottom again with my eyes, which draws up a strange, nervous tension in the back of my neck.

There is nothing about her that does not call to the beast she seems to have awakened in me.

“How do you know it wasn’t my plan to get you to pay me fifty bucks an hour to get drunk on your wine?”

She smashes the ball right back in my face, and I’ve got nothing to return.

She lets out a full laugh this time in answer to my paused response, and it’s like the damn Forth of July inside my head as well as inside my boxers.

This was not what I was expecting when I swung that door open to my Dad’s room two days ago. But, I’m almost inclined to call a truce with God and give a nod of thanks.

She’s so much more than I’d imagined, and there’s so much more to discover. For the first time in my life, I want it all.

I see how fragile she is, standing there, taking the last bit of wine between her lips. I want to crush her under me and fuck all the delicate parts of her. I want to treat her like she is strong and powerful even as I break her in such a stunning way that only I can put her back together again. I need to hold her as much as she needs to be held. She just doesn’t know it yet.
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Over the next four hours, I do my best to keep my instinct to stalk her under control. The primal part of me that has surfaced is intent on her every move, but I manage to get a few hours of focused work done on the letters and the drawings.

Louis and I are meeting tomorrow to go over the book project, and, even with the biggest distraction of my life floating around in the next room, I manage to make some progress.

The book is a culmination of some seemingly random connections that, when put together, become so much more than just the sum of their parts. Faces have always fascinated me, and even before the fire, I would scribble silhouettes on scraps of paper, napkins in restaurants, and school books.

I could see pain in faces—I never seemed interested in drawing the happy people. I always saw the distraught, the lonely, the grieving. Those are the ones that I could never forget. I still can’t.
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Sitting at one of the long tables, I’m scribbling notes on a clean page of a fresh notebook, one that looks exactly like the hundred or so others on the twin table to my right.

My eyes look first at the letter, then, selecting the words that strike me, I write them inside the small sketch of a young boy’s face.

“He didn’t even cry. He took it like a stoic soldier trained for that kind of torture. That was the day I became the real monster. The one that took away his childhood.”

I drop my head before I scribble more notes. Most of the time I don’t know why I still do this, why I need to know more. I’ve seen enough. Read enough. Felt it in the marrow of me.

There is real evil in the world. The worst of it comes packaged inside those that promise to love and protect us the most.
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Promise

I had already decided on my way over not to be friends with him.

No, not just friends but anything with him.

He is just the $50-an-hour guy and nothing more.

The son of Mr. Fitzgerald.

Beckett. BFF.

If only he would follow in his father’s footsteps and have no interest in speaking to me other than to complain.

But, no.

Beckett has an interest.

He looks at me like I’m somebody.

It’s unsettling.

I like it. That is the real problem.

I’ve managed to cultivate a demeanor that matches my looks.

Cold. Disquieting. Off-putting.

I’ve become the ghost.

I may be blind in one eye, but I’m blind in other ways as well, ways that have kept me safe.

The truth is, I just don’t like people all that much. That, plus my cool demeanor, has kept me from making any real human connections for a very long time. With men especially.

Well, okay, outside of Bruce, who managed against my will to wiggle himself somewhere between boss and friend.

Unfortunately, there is something about Beckett—this half-faced mountain of testosterone and calm control that ignored my well-cultivated stone walls. Before I could smack myself back into line, I’m drinking wine and laughing with him.

Laughing.

Because he’s funny. Sort of. I think.

I haven’t busted out a laugh like that in months, and then it was with Bruce, and he is completely harmless when it comes to that kind of flirtation.

Is that what he was doing? Flirting? Yes, most definitely. And me? No, I was not flirting. Was I? Oh god, please, no.

When I’m on stage at the club, men look at me, but I don’t feel anything. They aren’t necessarily interested in me. I’m an anomaly. A sexual aberration.

And they never flirt.

They gawk.

They ogle.

I’m like an exotic jar of pickles they want to pick off the shelf and take home. But, they’ll throw the empty jar away when they’re done.

God, my mind is strange, pickles? Really, I’m a jar of pickles?

Anyway, it’s never just flirting.

I’ve showered Mr. Fitzgerald (Paul actually, but I like to show respect, keep a professional distance), changed his bandage and read to him for an hour, and now he’s leaning his head back on the burgundy La-Z-Boy, his breathing deep and even.

Now what?

I tap the toes of my brown loafers on the cement floor, unsure what to do next.

Every once in a while, I can hear the sound of movement out in the enormous space of the loft. I wish I’d brought my jacket into the apartment with Mr. Fitzgerald, then maybe I could just slip out.

I catch a glimpse of the orange of my jacket still hanging on the back of the chair.

Where he put it when he slipped it off my shoulders, when he brushed my neck with his fingers, and I forgot how to stand.

He’s paid me for five hours today already, and I’m just pushing three and a half now. What am I supposed to do for another ninety minutes with Mr. Fitzgerald snoring away?

I feel the distinctive tension low in my belly playing over and over the two times we’ve touched. Barely touched. But, it felt like some Oprah “ah ha” moment. Dang it.

STOP.

I don’t stop. I think more. I heard him take a deep breath as though the contact between us latched onto something painful inside of me that he felt as well.

STOP STOP STOP

This is not me. I’m not that girl, the one that turns from lead to liquid at the touch of a man.

I lean forward, tapping my feet faster, and I see Beckett sitting at one of those massive tables covered in notebooks and what looks like letters. I think they are letters because each one has an envelope stapled to the top.

Maybe it’s fan mail. Maybe he’s some secret porn star, and I should be going all fangirl over him.

But, there are other stacks of odd-sized papers without envelopes. They are all set in absurdly perfect stacks at absurdly perfect distances from each other. He’s got some OCD stuff going on.

This place is as organized as a barracks. I thought I would do some cleaning earlier when I put Mr. Fitzgerald in the shower, but there’s nothing to clean. Even the cement floor is sparkling.

He’s got one letter or whatever it is to his right, there's a notebook open in front of him, and he’s drawing or writing in it. The notebooks are larger than the kind you take to school, and I raise my head and squint to try to get a better look.

They aren’t notebooks, after all; they’re sketch books. And, he’s sketching.

I can’t help the little, ironic giggle that comes out.

Maybe because he doesn’t look like the sketching type. If you took a picture of him and regarded it objectively, you would immediately think gym rat or jarhead.

That’s completely unfair, but I know how people decide who you are at first glance. And, that is what you would think, looking at not just his size but his face and the presence of him. The force that surrounds him.

When he speaks to me, there is a protective sort of kindness that comes through. Something about him makes me want to step closer even as something else about him pushes me away.

I look over as Mr. Fitzgerald lets out a groan and adjusts himself in the wine colored lounge chair. The little apartment is as neat as a pin, and I think of the chaos back in my own room at Bruce’s apartment.

I can’t stop tapping, so I cross my legs. I’m pretending there is not an enticing pressure growing between my thighs. When I look back up to see what Beckett is doing, I practically jump off the chair because he’s leaning in the doorway watching me.

“Jesus! You scared the crud out of me.”

He must have a freakin’ stealth mode because I only looked away for a second and damn if he wasn’t here without a sound.

He busts out that gleaming smile and that chipped front tooth catches my eye again.

How can a tooth be sexy? God, I’m a mess.

I slip my hands over my forehead and down the sides of my hair in an attempt to push it behind my ears when little, sharp tugs remind me I’ve got it tangled up in a bun on the top of my head.

He’s smiling bigger now.

He is clearly amused at the way I pulled my own hair because I couldn’t freakin’ remember if it was up or down.

#pathetic

In the awkward moment of silence, my stomach decides to let out a croaking, painful growl. It’s always done that. And usually at the most horrifying moments possible.

I let out a little whimper, closing my eyes for a second and shaking my head.

My arms dart around my waist in an attempt to muffle further embarrassment. I am acutely more aware of my extra muffin’ top that curls over the waistband of my jeans.

He reaches to the top of the door frame with both hands and stretches, pushing his chest forward while he lets out a noise somewhere between a laugh and a painful sigh. His left eye closes a bit more than his right when he smiles, and I find his face, scars and all, fascinating and stunning.

The vivid white of his t-shirt stretches over his chest and then tightens around his center. I hate that I notice the indentations around what must be the world’s most perfect set of abs. If I can see them through a t-shirt, what must they look like without?

STOP

Visions of Brat Pitt’s body in Fight Club flash through my mind. He’s that guy. Sleek but hard with just enough of everything without being too much. More cut than bulked.

Only, he’s better, bigger, and as far as I know, he’s not a psychotic vision of himself that exists only inside his own head.

My stomach roars again.

“Oh. My. God. I’m so sooooorrrry. I didn’t plan very well.” I look anywhere but at him. “Since your Dad is asleep, maybe I can run down the street? I think I saw a Subway a few blocks down.” This is not really a neighborhood where I would feel all that great about running down the street, but I didn’t think to bring anything else to eat after I left Windfield.

I tug at a long strand of wayward hair that has attached itself to my lip and feel his eyes on me.

He’s staring silently, and I realize just how big he is. I feel like an impish child under his gaze.

I stand up from my chair, unsure what else to do. I want to get my coat and go. The way he stares at me makes me want to do things—to him.

Things I swore I would never do again. Or have done to me.

“Wait. I have a better idea.” His voice sends what feels like some internal sonic boom resonating deep inside me.

He doesn't move from his spot, blocking the door as he pulls out his phone and taps the screen.

He’s still half-smiling at me, now holding the phone to his ear. My stomach is done growling for the moment, but it is doing all sorts of other shenanigans that feel like hummingbirds dancing in an Ecstasy-fueled rave.

He’s ordering pizza probably. Would be nice if he asked what I like on mine.

“Hey, this is Beckett Fitzgerald. How busy are you right now? Can we get a table for two?” He nods at me, and I swear his eye shoots some kind of devious Cupid’s arrow through my chest. “Great. Yes, Beckett. Be there in fifteen. Don’t give that table away.”

He hangs up with a self-satisfied, smug look.

“What was that?” It takes a concentrated effort to keep my voice from shaking.

“That was me trying to solve your little hunger problem. That’s what I do; I’m a problem solver.”

“Really? You think I want to just leave and go eat somewhere with you?”

Because I don’t. But, I’m a liar—even to myself. I have to be.

“Do you?” He steps closer, shoving his hands down into his jeans pockets. I hate that my eyes follow and take a longer than polite glance at his zipper.

“I shouldn’t leave your dad alone. You’re paying me—”

“You were going to run to Subway.” He calls bullshit on my lame excuse.

“Yes, but you would be here. I don’t want him to wake up and not know we’re gone.”

He’s still staring at me, and those eyes are dripping heat from my face and down my body until I feel like it’s flowing through my veins all the way to my toes.

“Dad!” Beck yells with a smile, his eyes still pinned on mine.

I jump, and Mr. Fitzgerald lets out an irritated growl.

“What? Jesus, I’m sleeping.” Mr. Fitzgerald puts his head right back on the chair, barely blinking at Beckett.

“We’re going to get food. Be back in a bit.”

“Go on. Leave me alone, both of you. I don’t need you hovering. Go on.” He waves his hand in a very clear sign of our dismissal.

“See? He doesn’t want us here.” Beckett closes nearly all the space between us, and I fight the urge to step back. I can feel the tension in the inch or so left. “I’ll get your coat.”

I heave an audible sigh of relief when he spins and walks back into the loft space.

He looks so good walking away. I’m liquid again, pulled along in his wake as he holds my eyes captive.

It’s been a hundred years since I thought of how it would feel to kiss someone, but the thought just crossed my mind about a thousand times in the course of sixty seconds. I counted.

His strides are so confident, uneven but incredibly sexy. He runs a hand up and over his close-cropped, black hair, and I see his neck do that twitching thing again as his hand grips the back of it as if to stem the tide of whatever it is that keeps happening.

A second later and he’s back in front of me, and my pulse is somewhere near where David Banner turns green.

I take a few steps toward where he is now holding my jacket out like a gentleman.

“Okay. I’ll go on one condition.”

“What’s that? That I let you pay? Sounds good.” He smiles.

“No. You are definitely paying. But, I want to know what all that is.” I point to the long tables and actually break into my own little smile.

He licks his lips and those kissing thoughts start up again. But, just as my smile is warming up, his disappears.

“I can’t do that. Pick something else.”

His eyes turn from stunning to stone. I think of asking why, but I can see from his look that that door is bolted shut. Now, I feel like an idiot.

“Okay, never mind.”

“Hey, sorry. I just can’t tell you about all that right now. Pick something else, really, I’m an open book. Except about that.”

I can see the sincerity in his eyes, and I hear it in his voice. But, there is sadness with it, and I feel like I’ve crapped all over our moment.

He slips my jacket onto my arms, leaving his hands on my shoulders a few seconds longer than necessary. He is close enough that I catch the fresh and clean scent of him along with a hint of some spicy cologne.

The back of my neck warms from the heat he radiates.

The fact that he denied me my one condition, now it’s all I can focus on.

What could be in all those notebooks? All those perfectly stacked letters? I fight off the urge to push the subject because he made it very clear that it is off limits.

Beckett steps away and slips his amazing arms into a heavy, navy blue and white flannel shirt and rolls up the sleeves. His eyes are still attached to me, waiting.

“Alright, then. I’ll leave out the condition. But, I want to know where we’re going.”

“You’ll see.” His amazing smile is back, and a wave of relief comes over me like a little kid looking up at someone she doesn’t want to disappoint.

I hate to admit that this is as close to a real date as I’ve had in more years than I can count, and I almost forget that he hasn’t told me our destination.

Why Beckett seems to be able to draw me in, I’m not sure. It’s so strange how that happens. I mean, that first day I didn’t think about him much after I left Mr. Fitzgerald’s room.

Now, I can’t seem to blink and not think about him.

Three days ago he was no one and nowhere, now he’s everything and everywhere. I can’t get away from him even when I’m alone.

To most people, I’m sure he is more than a little scary—not just because of the scars that cover half his face and end somewhere below his collar . . . but because of his everything. His size, his demeanor, the way those crazy, blue-green eyes look right through you.

Then, there is something in him that makes me think those same eyes could turn on a dime. That this man could be humming a show tune just as easily as he could be snapping a neck, both with the same impact on his heart. I’ve never been on a date with someone I knew so little about.

This is not a date. But, it’s close, and I can’t believe I’m looking forward to it.
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Beckett

We are taking the stairs from the loft down to the street, and Promise is in front of me by just a step. I breathe her deep, her soft scent straight out of a fairytale created in some mystical witch’s lab just to drive me to the brink of insanity.

I am trying not to focus on the ten thousand reasons this could potentially be a bad idea as we walk out the door onto the nearly empty street. I hold the door as she brushes past and a crash of the other million reasons this is exactly the right idea beats the shit out of my doubts.

Two cars rumble passed as I fall into step next to her. The image of her younger face hits me, and I fight off the gnawing guilt that comes when I think of what could have been different for her.

How the choices I made . . .

Changed her life . . .

And she has no idea.

“So, you like working at Windfield?” I have an overwhelming need to get to the million or so questions I have for her. A drive to know everything about her scratches at me like an itch that will not be ignored.

“Sure. I like the people I help. I’ve never been much of a socializer, and I don’t fit in most places . . .” Her voice trails off, and I hear her blow out a breath.

“Fitting in shouldn’t be anyone’s goal. This world has too many copies—you are no copy.”

I’m making sure my strides match hers. I like how she dresses. Her jeans are just the right amount of tight. Her sweater is a warm brown turtleneck that hugs in all the right places. I stifle a chuckle when I see that one of her socks is bright orange, and the other is pink argyle. She’s a mismatched, tumbled mess, and it only makes her tug even harder at me.

“Well, you try looking like this in high school. Trust me, I didn’t fit in, and it wasn’t all that fun being the outsider.”

“You’re beautiful.” I watch her face to be sure my words hit her straight on.

And this time, I want her to hear me.

What I did to have this opportunity with her I have no idea, but I can feel the countdown in my head. I’ve got a limited amount of time, and I am not going to fuck this up.

She’s staring at the sidewalk when I say it. Her pace doesn’t change, but I can feel her shift—tightening her shoulders and pushing her hands down further into her coat pockets as she absorbs my compliment.

“Does that make you uncomfortable, for me to say that?” I can’t remember ever telling a woman she was beautiful before. I’ve told them their hot, sexy, cute, pretty . . . but never beautiful. That word has been waiting just for her.

“A little.” She shrugs the shoulder closest to me, bringing it up next to her ear for a long moment.

It’s late March, and the wind is still blowing winter down on us. A gust takes her hair and wraps it around her face like an ivory mask. She doesn’t try to fix it. I’m not sure if it’s because she’s cold or I’ve made her so nervous she doesn't want to move.

“Here—” I spin in front of her, both hands working what looks like spun moonlight and gold thread, and I think about what it would be like to have that hair dangling down onto my face as she sits on top of me.

I’m trying to walk backward and guide the wayward hair from her face. I have no cool with her and just to make it worse, my heel catches on a crack in the sidewalk, nearly sending me crashing down.

“You okay?” She’s trying to hold back the smile at my near collapse.

“I’m good. I made you smile, so the evening’s a win.” More than anything, I want her eyes to meet mine, but they’re pinned on my feet as I work her hair back over her shoulders.

I remember all the times I’ve imagined being able to touch her hair. The real deal is far better than any or all of those imaginary moments.

That realization frightens me because there are so many other ways I want to touch her, and if a brush of her hair has me this jacked up, God only knows what will happen if—I mean, when—I touch other parts of her. Parts that won’t involve clothing.

It’s only a matter of time. She’s already mine. She just has to catch up with my reality. She already owns my ass. She's owned me for years.

“We’re going to my favorite restaurant. It’s been around for almost fifty years. You ever heard of Bello’s?”

I’m thankful her eyes raise from my shoes as I pivot back into step next to her.

“Yes, I’ve heard of it,” she answers.

“Ever been?”

“Nope.”

Bello’s is a Cleveland icon. Old world Italian place with an enormous, walnut carved bar where they are as happy to serve you a thousand dollar bottle of Scotch as they are a Miller Lite. The owner, Leo, is the father of one of my SEAL brothers. It’s unusual for two guys to be from the same old neighborhood, but Sean and I both hail from here. Except, he grew up in a very different world than I did.

“Well, tonight will be a night of two firsts for you. First time at Bello’s . . .” I rub a hand over my head, and I wonder if she will take the bait.

I want all her firsts to be mine from now on.

It’s hanging there. Come on, bite.

“And, what’s the other first?”

“It will be the first time I kiss you.”

“What?” She bursts into a disbelieving smile and shoves me with a more than adequate push against my shoulder.

“Hey, you never know. I’m quite persuasive. I mean, I got you to go to dinner with me, and I didn’t even have to ask. Don’t doubt my super powers.”

“Right.” She clears her throat before she continues. I love that she’s a little nervous. “Now that you mention it, you didn’t ask, and this isn’t a date, just in case you think it is.”

“Call it what you like, I’m not one to get caught up on semantics.”

She is trying not to smile again and fails.

Huge. Win.
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Somewhere between her Trout Almondine and my Fettuccine Fresco, I can feel us strike an uneasy balance. I have a hard time keeping my dick from taking over the more gentlemanly portions of me, but so far I’ve won the battle.

What is it about her that lights my fuse? She’s somewhere between vixen and virgin. An angel with broken wings and a spirit that needs to be set free. The combination is so intoxicating, I have to concentrate on each word of our conversation. Otherwise, I’d revert to a primal animal and be grunting and growling out my claim in the face of any other motherfucker that looks her way.

“I will assume since you accepted this date with me that you are unattached. No boyfriend, fiancé, husband?”

She sits up straight and forces a disbelieving smile.

“I didn’t accept a date. I accepted dinner. Which, by the way, thank you.” She nods her head and folds her hands down in her lap. “But, no. None of the above.”

“Unbelievable.” I can’t help but stare straight at her face, and I don’t care how obvious I am.

“I’ve never found relationships worth the price. I like to be alone. Always have.”

I know that is the truth, and my heart forms deep fissures knowing I could have prevented some of it.

“Can I ask you something?” My mind is drifting somewhere between my need to know everything about her and my need to dig into her with my tongue.

“I’ve never understood that question.” She lets out a chuckle. “I mean, it’s a question in and of itself, ‘Can I ask you a question?’ and why preface a question with a question about asking the question? Just ask, and I can always tell you to piss off if I don’t want to answer.” Her answer is straightforward and precise without any hint of bitchiness.

You don’t have to be a bitch to get your point across, and Promise has that down in spades.

“Fair enough.” I lean forward as the waiter’s hand comes across to clear our dinner plates. I notice how she sits stick straight, her sweater pulling perfectly across her chest.

The restaurant is so quiet, I wonder if she can hear the smashing of my heart against my ribs, and I have to admit I am very happy for the cover of the tablecloth over my disobeying sentinel, trapped in a war of wills against my zipper.

I’m trying to decide what to ask first.

I want it all.

Everything.

I want to know what happened to her eye. I want to know about her parents, where she grew up before she landed in foster care. How she ended up in the system. Where she lives. Who her friends are. What is her favorite color? Has she ever been in love?

Wait. No, scratch that last one. I don’t want to know that, especially if the answer is yes.

“Where do you live?” I settle on something safe.

“I live with Bruce. An apartment not far from Windfield.”

I can’t help it when my eyebrows pinch together and my lips open, taking in a quick breath.

“Wait, you live with him? Like, live with him?”

I suddenly hate him. With a seething, volcanic hatred.

“Not like that. Just roommates. He has a big apartment over in Jersey Village. He leased it when he was with his partner, and when they broke up, he was a little tight on the rent. I came along at just the right time, and it works. He’s hardly ever home, and neither am I.”

Okay, I don’t hate him anymore, but I envy him.

Why is she hardly ever home? What does she do after she leaves her shift at Windfield?

She is zipping the cross back and forth on the chain that hangs around her neck, and I want to put my lips there . . . and hold her hand.

I’ve never wanted to hold anyone’s hand before. Never. I guess I saved that for her as well.

Everyone has a thing. Something that they reserve. Hold back. It’s that one personal thing you don’t want to give someone—until you meet the right someone.

She moves that hand down to play with the spoon left next to the spot where her dinner plate had been. She’s nervous; her hand doesn’t seem to know where to light.

Fortune favors the brave, so before I know it, I’ve got my fingers under hers, pulling her hand into mine.

Her skin is warm, smooth like someone spun together clouds and sunshine. I don’t want to look at her face because I don’t want to see that she wants me to let go—if she wants me to let go.

“It’s not a date.” I hear the near painful words fall from her lips, and those fissures in my heart split open a little farther. But, she doesn’t pull her hand from mine.

“No, it’s not,” I answer back because she’s right.

A date is something you do when you are unsure of someone—the time spent trying to discover if they may be the one, so to speak, to decide if you want a second date, a third . . . or something more.

This is not a date because I already know what I want. I want it all.

My foot slips under the table until I meet hers, only then can I raise my eyes. Now I need to know. I need to see what she’s thinking, what she's feeling.

I peg her with my eyes and, for a second, I can see her start to run. Her cheeks turn pink, her tongue glances her lower lip, and I feel her panic rising. Instead of letting go, I pull her hand toward me and lean closer.

“Tell me something about you no one else knows.”

She lets out a laugh, but it’s not because she thinks my question is funny.

“Why? Why would I tell you that? I hardly know you. I’m not even sure I like you.” Her words and the tone of her voice are in direct opposition to one another.

Like I said, I know the truth when I hear it. The tone of her voice is the truth, and she does “like” me.

“Just take a chance. I mean, look at this face.” I tip my head to the side. “Who wouldn’t trust this face?” She picks up on my self-deprecating humor, and I hope it is enough to win another speck of her heart.

I love the way she angles her head and squints her eyes and crinkles her nose all at the same time. It’s my kryptonite. I also notice that she has no problem looking me straight in the face right now.

Most people look but only for the politically correct three seconds. Then they look away, afraid I might think they’re staring. The ironic thing is, most of the time I forget my face has anything unusual about it. I mean, every face is different. Mine just has a bit more story to tell.

“You first. Tell me something about you that no one else knows.” She tosses the ball back into my court.

I don’t miss a beat.

“I’ve never wanted to kiss someone as much as I want to kiss you right now.”

She tries to pull her hand from mine, but I keep it firm in my fingers. I see her lips open as if she’s not sure what to say.

“Your turn.” I smile and suck some air through my teeth because the way she’s got her eyes stuck on mine is making me the happiest guy in this entire restaurant, if not Cleveland.

“No fair.” She breaks into a little crooked smile and bites the inside of her lip, sending a bolt of lightening down where I’m already having a difficult time containing the wayward shaft inside my jeans.

“What? What’s not fair?” I blink because I’m confused.

“You stole mine.”

I knock over my wine glass and practically the entire table as I launch up and over the space between us and taste the sweet, warm, wonder of her pink lips. My hands hold her cheeks, and my world turns inside out. My tongue parts her lips, tasting a perfect kiss from the angel I thought I’d never find.

As my mouth covers hers, I can’t silence the ever-present doubts, the angry truth thumping inside me as I trace my name on her lips with my tongue.

Tell her to steer clear of you. This won’t end well. Not with you. Not for her.

I stomp the fucking voice away because there is nothing more important right now than the way she tastes. The sounds she makes.

I quickly negotiate a deal with the devil, knowing he will come to collect and that it’s a debt I’ll gladly pay for just one more moment like this.
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Promise

That kiss did something to me.

I can’t be completely sure, but I feel like I’m melting. Like something incredibly heavy is dripping off of me, and I feel so light. I’ve become liquid.

He’s looking at me, our lips still practically touching, but he’s staring, unflinching into my eyes. Kissing is better because when you kiss, you don’t have to see. Don’t have to look.

I’ve forgotten how to move, how to breathe because I’m changing. I’ve turned into a puddle, and nothing is the same.

“Are you okay?” Beckett half-smiles, but he’s so close his face is blurry. All I can see is blue because his eyes are attached to me.

“Yes. But, I think you broke something.” I look at the toppled wine glass that is now in a hundred more pieces than it was a moment ago.

I'm a puddle, I tell you. A puddle.

“No, you broke something. It’s me. You’ve already cracked open my heart and let yourself in.”

I don’t know whether to break out laughing or grab his face and pull.

Beckett doesn’t give me a chance to decide, because his lips engulf mine again, only this time, he’s got my hands in his, pulling me up as he makes his way around the disheveled table.

I can’t believe I’m kissing him, right here. But I feel like I have no choice. I don’t want a choice.

Hands. I love his hands.

No, I love his forearms. And his lips. Yes, definitely his lips.

STOP!

What the hell am I doing?

“Wait.” I push him away and drag the back of my hand over my lips like what just happened wasn’t the most delicious taste I’ve ever known.

“Sorry, what?” His face is drawn tight. There’s a tension there, and I know it’s from me.

“I . . .” I smooth my sweater down and look around to see no one is within our line of sight. “I just didn’t expect . . .”

Take a step back . . . take another.

There, that’s better. A little distance and now I remember to breathe.

“Come on. Let’s go.” His voice is still tense, but I’m not scared. Not of him.

We are silent for the first five minutes after leaving the restaurant, falling into step again. His hand lightly grazes the small of my back every time we walk by someone else on the street. His shoulders are square, hard angles. Most intelligent men give us a good safety zone when they move by.

Yet, there’s an incredible softness about him, a paternal, protective nature that is making me furious. This is not what I need right now. I want to kiss him and punch him.

“I don’t want to kiss you again,” I blurt out because the silence is killing me.

“Okay.” I hear the stifled amusement in his voice. “That’s fine.” I can see the corners of his lips going up, and before I think to take another breath (because I actually have to think about it right now), he’s got my hand in his again.

“Hey.” I start to pull away.

“I’m not kissing you; I’m holding your hand. So, are you saying you don’t want to hold my hand, either?”

I hate that I’m attracted to him. How did he wiggle his way through my moats and walls and armor in just a few days? Why does he have this strange power to draw me close, as if I know more about him than I do? Or, is it the other way around? Does he know more about me than he should?

“No, that’s fine.” That is not what I meant to say. “I don’t want a boyfriend.”

Oh my god, do I have no control over what is coming out of my mouth? I usually go an entire day without the need to speak; now I can’t stop.

STOP.

“Boyfriend? Well, that’s a little forward, Promise, but I’ll think about it.” He gives my hand a gentle squeeze and my hip a playful bump.

“No, I don’t . . . I mean.” I roll my eyes and try to gather a rational thought. “I am not looking for a relationship. I’m just not interested . . .”

Nothing. Just say nothing.

“Okay, so, you don’t want a kiss, you don’t want a boyfriend or a relationship. Got it. But, I’m still safe holding your hand. So, as far as I’m concerned, I still win.”

I can feel him smiling, and I can’t help the matching one that covers my face.

“You might want to kiss me, though. I’m pretty sure that kiss back there wasn’t all me. And, it was pretty amazing.” Beckett glides next to me, and I am surprised at how such a large man can walk so softly.

Neither of us says anything the rest of the five blocks to the industrial building where he lives. Even with no words, we are definitely having a conversation. He doesn’t let my hand go the entire walk and his face alternates between a goofy smile and giving the stink eye to anyone who walks past us.

I realize that besides some vague notion that he’s a military guy, I don’t really know anything about him. What he did in the military, what he plans to do when he’s out. If he will ever be out.

Something feels comfortable with him, even if he is a stranger. Practically a stranger. Bruce showed me his father’s records. There was not much there, just his general information, age twenty-seven. I got that part.

He could be one of the many military guys that scream drunken propositions at me when I dance, but something tells me that is not his thing. His eyes tell me he’s got bigger things on his mind, and I desperately want to know what those are. But at the same time, I don’t want to ask.

“You first.” He opens the door, and his hand is in that perfect spot on my back again.

Back inside the loft, my face feels like I’ve been sitting in a Swedish sauna, the heat spreading down my back and covering my body with steaming vapor. I’m not planning anything, but I still glance over to see that his dad’s apartment door is shut tight.

When was the last time I kissed someone? Three years? Maybe more?

And, it had been nothing to raise jazz hands about. I think his name was Michael. No, Mitchell.

Anyway, it was a mercy date Sissy had set up for me. The kiss had been nothing more than an obligatory ritual at the door of my apartment. I think he’d hoped to get goodnight-laid as opposed to a goodnight kiss, but that was never going to happen.

Over all the years and all the homes I’d lived in, I’d never managed to become attached enough to anyone to even have their number in my phone. As a matter of fact, I only have two numbers in my phone.

Bruce.

Jeremy.

I’m not sure what’s about to happen here, and all my instincts are telling me to run, but the way my heart is slamming against my chest, I’d probably fall down in a heap, and he’d have to resuscitate me.

Inside the loft, he releases the hand he’s been holding all the way up the stairs, and I let go of a deep breath. Not sure how long I’ve been holding it, but it feels really good to breathe in.

“Okay, in we go.” Beckett has the clearest, deepest voice I’ve ever heard. You want to close your eyes and drown in it.

“I’m not sleeping with you. I’m not even going to kiss you,” I blurt again and shake my head at myself.

“Got it.” Beckett holds up one hand. “No sleeping. No boyfriends. No kissing. No relationships. I’m keeping track.” He’s raising a finger with each ‘No.’ “Don’t worry, I have a list going of all the things you don’t want.”

That smug smile makes me want to bury my face in my palms. But, the good nature of his humor keeps my hands at my side.

“I technically have seventeen minutes left in your shift that I’ve pre-paid.” He holds out his hands and slips my jacket off my shoulders for the second time today.

I could get used to this, being treated like a lady.

The little primitive flutter between my legs is now officially creating a problem for me. You see, I made a solemn vow seven years, four months and six days ago that I would never—NEVER—fall for a guy again.

Only, it seems my seven years of good luck is running out because this mountain of scarred, brooding man-meat is making me feel things I’d promised never to feel again.

“I should check on your dad.”

Beckett is still standing right behind me. The touch of his hands on my shoulders to take my jacket has sent a sky full of migrating Monarch butterflies down my spine.

He’s not speaking, but he’s saying a lot . . . and I’m listening. His fingertips wrap under the hair that has fallen out of my loose bun and pull it over. The left side of my neck is suddenly cooler, exposed, and I can feel the warmth of his breath on my ear.

“Your dad . . .” I manage to squeak out, but I’m not even sure what it is I want to do with his dad right now.

Seven years . . . four months . . . how many days?

“Promise, you are beautiful.”

That is the last thing I remember before my world spun like a hurricane, and I felt something I’ve never felt before.

His lips touched as light as a feather at the base of my neck, but I felt it in every cell in my body. He’s holding them there, and I want to claw at him.

I must have been crazy. I am crazy. Why wouldn’t I want this? This is by far the best feeling ever. I want more.

STOP.

No, don’t stop. It’s just a kiss. I can stop it later, whenever I want.

STOP.

I can’t keep my eyes open. His lips are decisive, the softness turning to pressure. His lips are sure, but I’m not.

“Is this okay?” He whispers in my ear, his voice deep and hard and yet the softest thing I’ve ever heard.

Now I feel his tongue. It’s light, warm and I’m spinning in that hurricane. There is screaming wind inside my head. The demons are scratching at my eyeballs and bellowing with laughter. They are sure, once again, I will end up as someone’s perverse joke, but I don’t care.

This is different.

He is different.

Is he? You don’t even know him.

I let my head fall back against that field of muscle that is his chest, and his hand moves up to wrap under the curtain of my hair and steady me. His fingers wrap completely around, and I realize he could kill me so easily. One twist of his massive hand and I would be a lump at his feet.

“I won’t hurt you, Promise.” It comes out of him like a commandment.

He’s reading my mind because I needed him to tell me that. Right now. And he did.

How did he know?
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Beckett

There cannot be any other place like this.

I would live here, in this second, for the rest of my life and not have one fucking regret.

She tastes like the fury of winter and the lust of spring.

The fact that she is allowing my lips on her skin is, in fact, the most beautiful moment of my life.

A kiss, after all, is not just a kiss.

Her skin calls to me. I can see in my mind the way I want to leave my mark on her.

What is that? This dire urge to wrap every part of me around her and absorb her into me.

I’ve fucked a lot of girls, women. . . . Well, both.

Did I really ever believe that there was one person that would feel like this? One person that could corrupt all the ones that came before and create in me a place I’d not yet discovered?

This, what I’m doing right now, is new. All the kisses that came before must have been called something else because they are melted snowflakes on a hot sidewalk. Gone, evaporated, non-existent.

Her head is leaning back, and it seems every move and every sound she makes is redefining that word, “beautiful.”

I pause my lips in the spot under her jaw because I can feel the blood moving in her veins. The little pump is fast, and I want it to be because of me.

Or, is it fear? Because I could understand if it was.

I’m overwhelmed with this sense of possession as I feel her heart pumping each thump onto my lips. I want her in a way that I didn’t know wanting knew.

Awakened, an instinct. The way a parent feels for their own.

There is a shudder that raises somewhere from low in her and finds its way to my lips.

In an instant, I’ve got her spun against the counter. Her eyes are slits almost as if she doesn’t want to look but can’t trust to close them completely.

For the first time in my life, I’m fighting an inner battle. I want her more than my heart wants its next beat, but I’m not sure it’s the right thing for her.

My dick is about to stage a coup, but her wide eyes are more deer-in-the-headlights than I’m-ready-lets-do-this.

Her lips are mine in the next second, and before I seal mine to hers, I hear the gasp.

My tongue brushes the softness of her lips. I’m not pressing, I’m asking, and even the split second it takes for her to kiss me back feels like every year of my life in slow motion.

Holy hellfire, this is not a kiss. This is a play, our kiss Act I of the rest of my life.

Her tongue doesn’t seek but mine does, and it is the sweetest of brilliant moments when I realize I’m inside her mouth. She’s letting me kiss her again, like this, and a light comes to me from behind her eyes. I make a silent promise to never ever hurt her—to never make her feel less than the magical creature she is.

The strange desire to grip her throat and control her breath overcomes my more rational thoughts, but I pull back. The fast pace of our breath becomes warm between us, and I realize my fingertips are still gripping around the back of her neck, harder than intended.

“Sorry . . .” I loosen my fingers and close my eyes, trying to find my control.

Promise is shaking, and I realize I’m covering her with my body, bending her back over the edge of the countertop. I pull her up and into me as I rest my forehead atop the part of her ivory hair, taking in a deep breath of her.

“It’s okay.” She sounds nervous, her words automatic like she doesn’t know what else to say.

“No, it’s not okay. You said you didn’t want to kiss me again. I guess I’m not a very good listener.”

A musical breath of muffled laughter comes from under me, and I want to hear that sound for the rest of my life.

My hands are on her cheeks, brushing the heat with my thumbs, steeling my eyes to hers. There’s an unusual lightness in my head, a jerking and stabbing near my heart, and my breath won’t sink far enough into my lungs to satisfy my need for oxygen.

“I want you to kiss me.” It’s a whisper, but it’s the loudest whisper I’ve ever heard.

She doesn’t look away, those swimming-pool blue eyes as steady on me as mine were on hers.

“What else do you want? What is most important to you?” I ask.

Fuck, you idiot! Just kiss her.

No, I don’t want to just kiss her. I need it all.

She becomes stiff as a board under my fingers, but I need the answer.

“To not be afraid.”

A silent thunderclap deafens me. My sixth sense that knows the truth when I hear it just sent the needle into the red.

And I want to give you that. I’ve always wanted to give you that, even when I didn’t know what it was I wanted.

Her lips aren’t just soft. They don’t just taste good. They are uncharted territory in some pleasure center in my brain. She drifts into me when I bring my mouth down. I leave my lips hard and unmoving on hers for a long moment.

I feel the tension drain out of her, and something else comes in its place—a lightness that is somehow pulling in my gut, like a long dormant sickness beginning to rise and rule over everything that came before.

Her fingers are digging into my shoulders.

She’s not trying to pull me closer; she’s trying to hang on. There is a desperate child inside her, and I’m only beginning to realize what it feels like to be responsible for someone again.

I taste her, her tongue moving with mine now as gasped, tiny breaths come out of her, my hands covering her cheeks, willing her to stay right here, to decide I’m the one she’s needed.

I need more. My arms are around her waist, lifting her in one, smooth motion to sit on the counter in front of me. An explosion of some crazy desire heats my skin as her knees open, and I center my body between them, our kiss turning our heads one way, and then the other, then back, and I draw her lip into my mouth, holding it there, so she knows I have her.

A drawn out moan escapes her lips and I almost freaking lose it.

I made her do that. She moaned for me. It’s going to be one of the first of millions of the best moments of my life with her.

I hope. But how can it?

I’ve got her caged and the rampant blood flow down into my dick is making my damn eyes water. I don’t remember ever having this kind of hard-on for someone before. And, it’s not just the relief I want, it’s something new.

Something so much more encompassing.

Her hands are on my hair, eyes studying my face, and I want to give her all of me.

“Do you want to know?” I ask because she is clearly staring at my scars.

I’ve lived by a lot of rules.

They keep as much order in my life as possible. And, one standing order has been to never tell any woman or girl what happened to my face. My SEAL brother’s know. Louis of course knows.

Dad.

No one else. I don’t share that shit. I lock it up and seal it in a cinder block room with deadbolts and razor wire. I don’t go there, especially not with a chick.

But, Promise is not a chick. What she is, I’m not sure, but she’s not even close to anything I’ve had before.

I’ve heard dudes talk about owning a woman. That shit always sounded like a load of elephant crap to me.

But, not anymore. Sometimes you have to see the color to understand, and that is exactly what this feels like—a new dimension that exists for two people somewhere beyond any place you’ve been before.

A simmering need to consume someone else. To claim them in front of the world as yours. As a possession so precious you vow to protect and cherish them like nothing else that came before or will ever come after.

“No. Not now. Maybe someday, but not now.” Her eyes turn to wells of sadness, and her fingers trace from the top of the scar where it just touches my hairline. She’s moving them like she is reading a beautiful book in braille.

She pauses at my eyebrow. The glass cut deep there, the scar thicker.

The delicate dance of her fingertips is only throwing kerosene on the flames that feel like they are consuming me.

If she only knew how much effort it’s taking to hold back right now. To not subjugate and tear at her like a beast.

She moves right down over my eyelid, across my nose. I’m watching her eyes as they follow her fingers. Inspecting me, like she’s learning something unique about me from every nuance of the jagged, silver skin.

She stops where the deep line intersects with the pulled mesh of burns that begins at the top of my cheekbone and courses down under the collar of my shirt.

She pulls back, and I feel a sense of loss when she takes her fingers away.

The pulsing in my cock is about to drain the blood from my brain, but I’m giving her whatever she needs from me.

You can’t give her everything; you know that.

I ignore the voice in my head. Some things you have to ignore. You have to find a way. She doesn’t need to know, and I’ll never tell her.

My hunger for her consumes me, and it is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. Moving on their own, my hands fall to that amazing part of a woman where her back swoops inward just above where the swell of her ass starts.

Only on Promise, that amazing part is magical. I’ve watched her ass move under her scrubs and her jeans like it was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. Now, imagining my hands only inches from getting myself a glorious handful, I’m damn near heaven.

God, my head is spinning as her hand stills on my face. I take my chances and drag lower, then tug her entire body forward, spreading her legs until I feel her heat.

My cock is fighting the good fight below as the kiss is more electric than earlier. She is making those wind-chime sounds, and her breaths are coming in little starts. The stunning swell of her chest is pressed against me, and her lips are utterly irresistible.

I’m under the hem of her sweater, the first brush of my thumbs on her flesh sending a concussion force boom into my core. I want her.

Like, I’ve never wanted before.

Like, I didn’t know the meaning of that word before.

I want her.

A desire so raw, I’m scared because I don’t know how to stop it.

She doesn’t know it, but she’s mine.

In a way I didn’t know existed before, I want to bend her to my will—take and take and take from her—until she is not sure who she is anymore. Then, give it all back to her in such pleasure, she will never understand what it feels like to hurt ever again.

It’s just a kiss. Don’t lose your shit man, it’s a kiss.

I’m pulling her against me, spreading her legs, and I know she feels the hardness of me.

I give her a moment to protest, to show any sign of fear, and I sense only the way she’s willing herself to be closer to me, to curl into me like she wants what I want.

For her to be part of me.

I need to see her face, to look at her eyes, and as much as it pains me, I pull away from our kiss, both of us taking in a deep breath.

A smile curves her lips.

Beautiful is the only word I know right now. And, it’s my new favorite word.

“Is that the first time you’ve gotten paid to kiss someone?” It’s the only other thing I can think to say besides the words ringing in my head, I hope you’re ready.

“What does that mean?” Her smile turns to a giggle, and my favorite word is playing over and over in my head like a song to the melody of her wind chimes.

“Well, you are kissing me, and I’m still paying you. I have two more minutes of pre-paid time.” I cock my head toward the clock above the sink. “So, technically I just paid you to kiss me.”

I slip my hands up under the back of her sweater, feeling what has to be the softest skin in the world on my palms. I let the sensation of that wash over me even as I try to follow her eyes as they are dancing over my face, then down where our bodies touch.

She wiggles her glorious ass on the counter and gives me a playful push against my chest, but I’ve got her on lockdown. My hands press into her back and draw the magic of her open legs even closer.

She’s not going anywhere for a very long time. Maybe sixty or seventy years from now, I’ll give her a weekend off. Maybe.

“You know, has anyone ever actually told you you’re funny? Because I can tell you think you are, but . . .”

“What? Do I not amuse you? Hmmm, maybe I shouldn’t have kissed you after all.”

“Maybe not.”

She’s looking up, and she’s so close I can see her right eye dilate, but her left remains frozen. It’s also speckled with tiny, black dots in her iris, making it look like stones in the bed of a flowing river.

Her skin is somewhere between alabaster and snow, and I wonder how a mirror can reflect back such shocking beauty and ever recover.

“You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Ever.”

I’m babbling, and I don’t give a shit. She needs to know, and I’m going to keep telling her until it becomes part of her. I need her to understand it down into her soul.

“I want to know everything about you.” And I do. Everything.

My hands are grazing up and down her back, brushing against the next layer of clothing that holds what has been captivating me since I walked into Windfield and found her again.

The other times when I was younger, and I saw her, it wasn’t like this. It was something more akin to a knowing.

Something that told me this other human being was part of my life, even if it hadn’t happened yet. That first day I saw her in the courtroom, I was engulfed as if a sudden fever overtook me.

I wanted to run and hold her hand, to push away the fear in her face and light up anyone that came close to her.

It was that strong, and I’ve never been able to shake it.

But . . . it had never been this kind of desire, this type of desire.

Now, I am consumed with a lust that only she can take from me, and I want to give her parts of me that I didn’t know existed before.

“You don’t want to know everything. No one wants to know everything because there are parts of us even we want to forget.” She dips her chin to her chest as her soft voice fills my ears.

I can’t resist kissing her forehead, the top of her hair, slipping down to whisper in her ear.

“I do. I want it all.” Her neck is under my tongue, my lips, and she shifts her head giving me more, and it’s almost enough for me to lose myself right here.

“You don’t even know me. Don’t you think we should—”

“I know you. I always . . .” I stop myself.

“Well, I don’t know you. Sorry, but I don’t.” Her voice has a harshness to it, and I feel like I’ve pushed too far.

She turns her face from mine, pulling away.

“Wait . . .” I’m not letting her go, not like this. “I get it. I understand. That kiss was maybe more than you bargained for. I am an amazing kisser, but trust me, if you are scared of getting pregnant, I have a secret.” I swivel my head around in faux paranoia then continue in a hushed, dramatic whisper. “You can’t make babies with a kiss. You can’t. Trust me.”

I wait to see if she is either going to completely lose her shit and push me away or if my moronic, defensive humor will soften the moment and get her to settle back against me where she belongs.

Her eyes narrow. She pulls her lips to the side.

I’ve annoyed her.

But all is not lost.

Her eyes sparkle, then she rolls them back.

Win. The god-you-are-stupid eye roll.

I’ll take it because her body just softened under my hands which are settled very close to the clasp of her bra which I have been working on undoing inside my brain for the last five minutes.

“I stopped believing boys who said ‘trust me’ a long time ago.” Her voice is light, but I hear the truth there.

And you should.

“I know we are not all like me. Sorry about that.”

“Yeah, well. I’ll reserve my judgment a bit longer if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind. You know why?”

“No, why Captain Confidence?”

“Because you have no idea how long I would wait for you.”

I don’t give her a second before my lips are back where they belong, and she’s kissing me with something more than before.

“You two should get a room.” Dad’s grumbling voice interrupts.

We both jump as the old man's voice echoes in the giant space, and I throw my hands up and look at the ceiling.

“Dad, man, seriously . . .” I can’t help but laugh as he is wheeling himself closer to us.

“Is she still on the clock?” He wants something. Otherwise he wouldn’t have come out of his apartment. It must be important.

“What do you need, Mr. Fitzgerald?” Promise clears her throat and pulls her knees together as I side step away to lean my ass into the counter and talk my dick down from the ledge.

“Uhh, I just didn’t know if you were going to finish the damn reading or what,” he grumbles, stopping about ten feet past the open door of his room.

“Sure, I can read some more.” Her eyes lite up, then shift to mine. “Why don’t you come sit with us?”

What the hell, now she’s pushing it.

“No, I’ve got work to do.” I start taking a step toward the long tables. “You guys go ahead. But, you are technically off duty, so you don’t have to.”

She hops off the counter, smoothing her clothes and giving me the stink eye. It’s the most beautiful stink eye I’ve ever gotten.

“Come on. You’re coming, too.” She gives me a wink, and I suddenly have nothing else important to do.

Fuck, I’d do almost anything for her right now.
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Promise

So much for not being his friend.

I leaped right over friend and ended up with him planted between my legs. And, from the enormous pressure against the front of his jeans, he is clearly not thinking just friends either.

I’m drawn to him, and at the same time, he’s scaring the shit out of me.

But this guy, from the moment his eyes knocked me nearly off my feet at Windfield, I knew there was trouble brewing in my little, walled-off world.

Over the years, I've reinforced my walls. Put sharks in the moat. Topped the turrets with armed guards.

And this mountain of a man with a wacky, horrible sense of humor walked straight through all my defenses, draped in some sort of magical Kevlar, and before I knew what had hit me, I was lip-locked.

And, it wasn’t just a kiss. It was a kiss.

The soap opera, open mouth, hands-on-my-ass kind of kiss. Then, I was feeling things.

Nice things.

Wonderful things.

Dangerous things.

I was as much relieved as disappointed when his father interrupted us, but it was probably for the best. I mean, what was I going to do? How far was I going to go?

The truth is, I’m not technically a virgin.

But, in some ways I am.

I’ve never consented.

I’ve never wanted.

Not like this, not how I just felt when he pressed something very big and very hard between my legs.

Steven took my first time, I didn't give it, and those are very different things. I thought I loved him. He had said he loved me. He was an excellent liar.

“You sit there.” I point to the small sofa in the efficiency apartment, ignoring the feigned irritation on Beckett’s face, then turn to his Dad. “Do you want to get in your recliner, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

Mr. Fitzgerald’s face screws into a knot as Beckett settles—legs wide, hands behind his head—onto the sofa. Whatever simmers between the two of them runs deep and dark because clearly, Mr. Fitzgerald would prefer Beckett be elsewhere.

Mr. Fitzgerald shrugs and spins his chair away from Beckett, facing me as he settles back into his wheelchair.

Okay then, one big happy family.

I gently sit in a ladder back chair, turned away from the dining table, and pick up the copy of Gulliver’s Travels.

“Okay, everybody comfortable—”

“Wait. What happened to the books I bought? James Michener and Leon Uris?” Beckett interrupts.

“They’re over there.” I point to the kitchen counter. “This is better. It’s a classic adventure.”

“Be quiet.” Mr. Fitzgerald waves his hand at Beckett. “I like this book.”

“See? You pay me to take care of your dad, not you.” I glance over at Beckett and can’t help but grin as he is clearly still fighting with something uncomfortable in the front of his pants.

I jump in and within ten minutes, both of them are listening intently as the villagers are bringing down the giant.

Five more minutes and I can hear the muffled buzz of a text message from my phone stuffed in my backpack.

I keep reading.

Two more messages buzz, and then it starts to ring.

No one ever calls me. Bruce does, but I have a ring tone for him. It’s either a wrong number or Jeremy. But, what could be so urgent?

“Sorry, let me turn that off.”

I can see Beckett’s interest. It’s not overt, but I can almost feel that he wants to know who it is.

I rummage around and just as my hand is on the phone, it rings again.

“Hello?” I recognize the number and swallow hard.

“Where are you?” Jeremy’s voice is calm but concerned.

“I’m at a side job.” I see Beckett tip his head at my choice of words, and I raise my free hand and shrug at him. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“I need to talk to you. It’s important. I’ll meet you at your apartment.”

He clicks off before I can ask any questions. My stomach sinks. There is only one thing that could be important, and his voice didn’t sound encouraging.

“I’m sorry. I have to go.” I set the book down, and I’m on my feet.

Beckett’s on my heels.

“Where do you need to go? I’ll drive you. You’re not taking the bus. What’s wrong? Is something wrong?”

He is genuinely concerned, and I can feel he wants to solve whatever the problem may be.

This is not in your wheelhouse, I’m afraid. Some things they don’t teach you in SEAL training.

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. You don’t have to tell me, but I’m driving you wherever it is you need to go.”

He leaves no room for dissent, and I have to say I’m relieved to not have to wait outside for a bus around here. This neighborhood is changing for the better, but it’s dark and getting late, and the bus stop is three blocks away.

“Let me get my keys.” He’s striding away, and I can’t help the flutter that seems to have taken up permanent residence in my stomach as I watch him go, his neck jerking a couple times on the way.

“Okay.” I am clearly flustered, and Mr. Fitzgerald is staring me down.

“He’s a good boy. He managed to end up on the right side of things even with everything. Even with me.”

It seems to be his way of giving us some sort of blessing for whatever that was he saw us doing on the counter.

Kissing, right? It’s such a small word for what that was.

“Oh, you’re not so bad.” I give him a soft tap on the shoulder. “You need anything before I go?”

I take a step into the apartment’s efficiency kitchen as he grunts from behind me. I gather up my purse and straighten some papers on the counter next to the stove.

“I’m fine. I’d be fine on my own, too. I don’t need you fussing over me. I don’t need to be living with my son, either.”

“You coming?” Beckett is standing at the door to the apartment, holding my jacket.

“Yep. Bye, Mr. Fitzgerald. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I give him a quick wave and remember to shut the door as I step away. All the doors around here weigh more than a boulder and feel like solid steel.

In the parking area below the building, Beckett’s holding open a door on what looks to be a brand new Suburban.

It’s black. Every part of it. Black windows even. Inside, my assessment of its newness is confirmed. There is no smell quite like new-car.

Just like the loft, it is immaculate. I don’t know what genetic combination I’m missing, but I wish I could keep things neat and clean like he does. When I did have a car, I was that person who needed a good five minutes to clear off her front seat in order for anyone to ride shotgun.

Not Beckett. I bet that in five years, this car will look just as clean as it does right now.

“Is hand holding on the ‘don’t want’ list?”

He’s already reaching for me as he pulls down the dark street. The wind is still whipping around, and I can see a few snowflakes wafting in the street light.

“I guess not.”

It takes me a second to decide to tell him, but I want him to know.

“Your dad really does care about you. He loves you. I don’t know if he will ever get around to telling you himself, so I just want you to know. It’s none of my business what happened. Trust me, I know families have stuff. But, you never know how long you have with people.”

I see his knuckles turn white on the steering wheel, and he sucks his cheeks in.

“Yep, I know.” His gaze has lost its cheerfulness, and now I’m sorry I said anything. But, I want them to be okay. I don’t know why, but I do.

“You love him, too. I can see it. Just do something for me, will you? I’ll let you kiss me again if you do.” I add that last part with as much playful humor as I can muster. It lightens the mood, and I watch his brow loosen a little.

“What’s that?”

“Just tell him. No matter how weird it may feel, just tell him you love him. Tell him you guys are okay. Whatever happened is done. He’s living with you, and I can see you both just want to forget and move on. But, you have to be the bigger man. Just tell him, okay?”

“When exactly do I get this kiss? That information is critical to the terms of this deal we are making.”

He squeezes my hand and flashes me that smile and that chipped tooth grabs at me.

“See that red light?” I nod at the stop light coming up.

He brings the Suburban to an abrupt stop ten feet before the light, and his lips are on mine as fast as he can maneuver to me. His hand slips to the back of my neck, and it’s a good thing because I don’t remember how to hold my head up anymore.

I don’t ever remember enjoying a kiss like this. It’s even better than the other two.

His tongue wraps around mine, and there isn’t enough air to exhale into the sigh that comes out of me. I feel this crushing weight of a longing that is new and amazing.

My legs press together, trying in vain to stem the tide of tension and tingling that shoots straight from his lips and settles inside my panties.

There is a loud honk from behind, and I jump. Beckett breaks away, leaving me feeling like I just ran up a hill and ended up in wonderland.

He moves the Suburban forward, and I see stars.

“Do you hear that?” He’s not letting go of my hand as he pulls it to press against his lips.

I’m still trying to regain my bearings and figure out how to calm my pulse before I go into cardiac arrest.

“What, that guy honking?” I say breathlessly, my free hand haphazardly pushing my hair around on my head.

“No. The other thing.”

I tip my head like a stupid owl trying to hear whatever it is he hears.

“I don’t hear anything.” I shake my head, looking at him.

“I do. I hear you falling for me.” He gives me that devilish smile, then his lips are on my hand again.

“Gawd, really?” I shake my head and give him an exaggerated eye roll. “Just remember, you promised. I gave you your kiss—pre-paid, so as soon as you get home, you tell your father you love him. You fix whatever’s broken.”

“Yes, ma’am. You drive a hard bargain.”

“That wasn’t the only thing that was hard tonight.” I am shocked that just came out of my mouth, but he is so disarming. I feel so safe with him.

Beckett lets out a laugh that shakes the car.

“Touché, my dear. Touché.”
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Beckett

When I’m sure she’s safely inside her apartment, I ease the Suburban forward, but it just feels shitty letting her go. She wouldn’t let me walk her up, and she wouldn’t tell me what the phone call was about.

I don’t like that. At all.

I need to know. For whatever reason I feel like I have the right to know.

Everything.

These waves of predatory possessiveness are taking over and I’m trying like hell to keep it in check. I can’t shake the feeling that I need to hover over her and block out anything that could take the smile from her face.

It’s a fight, but I manage to let her walk herself upstairs and not drill her like a damn de-briefing about the phone call that seized her up and ended what was shaping up to be one of the best evenings of my life.

Now, I’m trying to figure out how to tell my dad—the same man who once wished me dead and meant it—that I love him. I need to mend almost two decades of pain.

The life our little family had before the fire was pretty damn good.

We didn’t have money. Dad’s diabetes hit him young and hard. Mom worked as a nurse, but it still left us in an apartment on the side of the tracks most people would call wrong. But, we didn’t realize we were missing out on anything.

My dad loved my mom; they never hid it from us. He was as quick to give her a nice swat on her behind as he was to pull her onto his lap and lay a good long kiss on her lips.

Even so, they had their share of heartache. My mom’s family refused to accept their relationship. Even when you think the world has made progress, there are some people who just stay closed. Their minds stay small, and they refuse to open their hearts. Even to their grandchildren.

You'd think that by 1972, a black man and a white woman in love wouldn’t snap any heads around. But it wasn’t the case. By the time they eloped with her belly already pushing out, filled with me, mom’s parents had made it clear that she was no longer their daughter.

No one would look at me and think I was anything other than some white boy. I lived a different life than my dad. I didn’t have the experiences he did even though half my DNA is his.

We moved a lot, but we were happy. Whatever walls and roof they put around us, it was filled with their love.

For each other, for my sister and me.

But, things change. In big ways. You don’t realize how fragile people are until the worst happens. Like it did to us. To him.

Promise is right. I’ve got a chance. I’ve lost enough time. I can swallow my pride and fix this chasm between us.

But, to move forward, I’ve got to quit looking back other than to realize that maybe the man that raised me for the first ten years of my life is still inside the man in the wheelchair. Together, maybe we can forget and forgive and wash away the memories. We can live whatever time is left in a new way, in a good way, even if it is a different way.

It doesn’t have to be perfect, but I do still love him. .

I guide the Suburban around the last corner toward the loft. There is a glow on the usually dark street. I know the rest of the building is empty as Louis is fighting with the city to get the permits to turn it into residential upscale lofts.

Why is there light coming from the windows?

Then I smell it.

It hits me like a cannon ball when I realize I know exactly what this is. No fucking way this is happening.

Not again.

No.

Please.

I can’t do it again.
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“No! Fuck! My dad is in there! He’s in there! Get the fuck off! Get off!”

Three guys are holding me and my lungs are burning. I’m jerking and pulling until my head is pounding from the strain. I wrench one arm free and start swinging.

The dark street is filled with flashing with blue and red lights. The area is blocked off, and I clench my teeth until pain shoots deep into my head.

“Stop! We’ll get him. You can’t go in there, let us do our job!” The firefighter grimaced as I twisted and he almost toppled down with me.

A fourth monster sized guy in a yellow fire suit is added to the detail of holding. Five or six guys have already gone up the stairs, but belching smoke is billowing out of the two apartment windows.

“He’s in a wheelchair. He can’t get out!” I’m screaming and pulling. I have to go in. I have to.

They don’t understand.

“They’ll find him!” One of them yells. "You go in; it’s just someone else we need to save.” The firefighter next to my left ear is trying to stay reasonable, but I’ve already landed a couple fists into him, and I can hear he’s losing patience.

I don’t give a fuck.

More yellow suits go up the stairs.

With hoses.

And a stretcher.

The black halo closes around my vision, and the chaos turns silent.

The next thing I recall, I’m sitting on the curb. I’m holding my breath. My hands are pulling at the back of my head, trying to hold it on or tear it off I’m not sure. I don’t want to be here. I’ve ridden this ride before, and I want off. Permanently.

There're voices all around and the smell of diesel from the running engines of the firetrucks.

I don’t know how much time has passed since the last solemn faces in yellow fire suits came out. It could be minutes, could be hours. I don’t care. God hates me, and I hate him.

I can see Louis talking to the fire chief. He keeps glancing my way.

I can't think. I drop my head onto my forearms and watch the streams of filthy water washing off the street into the storm drain next to me.

There’s a hand on my shoulder. I don’t know how to move.

“Come on. Let’s go.” Louis has me under my arms. I can feel the pressure as he pulls me up.

I’m surprised when I don’t crumple back down. My feet move, my legs do their job, and I’m numb. I don’t feel. Anything.

Inside his car, Louis is silent for a few blocks. I watch the darkness roll by, an occasional figure dots the sidewalk, and I think about Dad’s face when I walked into Windfield. For a moment, before he thought about it, he looked happy to see me.

“Man, you know how sorry I am. I can’t believe it either. You don’t deserve this, Beck. You don’t.”

I let out a sniffing laugh, trying to figure out why I don’t deserve it.

“They said the fire door to your dad’s apartment contained the fire and smoke. Whatever was in the loft side is fine. The fire was really just in the apartment kitchen. They’ll investigate, but they said you can get back in the loft tomorrow to get your stuff or whatever. If you want to, that is. You can stay in the guest house as long as you want.”

“I should have been there. I could have gotten him out.”

“Man, don’t. You’ve got enough of that bullshit on your shoulders already, don’t take more. Don’t do it, it will kill you, Beck. It will kill you this time.”

“I don’t care.” I stare out the window, watching the empty store fronts and boarded up windows on the street.

“Man, don’t go dark. I get it, I do, but I’ve seen you go there before. I’ve had to drag you out of some scary shit. You’ve done one hell of a job getting your life together and keeping it there. Don’t let this blow it up. There was nothing you could do. You know they’ll investigate and find out it was some damn electrical thing. And, if you want the truth, then that’s fucking on me because it’s my damn building, and I asked you to live there to help my ass out.” Louis’s voice catches and gets louder with each word.

“It’s not on you.” It’s all I can muster. My friend is knocking himself around, and I couldn’t even come up with something better.

Don’t go dark, Louis said.

I don’t think I can stop it. I’ve never been able to stop it.

I feel like someone is pulling my guts out through my damn ass. It hurts. Like cancer eating at me while I sit here feeling like I’d just lost the last opportunity to figure out my life.

“Listen.” His voice goes hard, and I give him the bare minimum of my attention. “I know what’s going on in your head. It’s coincidence. Bad fucking luck. That’s all.”

“There is no bad or good luck; there’s just luck.”

“Jesus, shut the fuck up. You know what I mean. What happened has nothing to do with you. What happened on that dirt road in Afghanistan had nothing to do with you. What happened with your mom and your sister had nothing to do with you. The world sucks sometimes. It sucks more for some people than for others, and you’ve had about ten helpings of your share of suck.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing here. I mean, what am I going to do? I don’t know how to live a normal life. I’ve been back, what? Five days? Six? And already I want to fucking blow something up. I want to wrap my hands around a throat and watch the life leave someone’s eyes. But the only person I seem to want to kill is—”

“Stop! I’m fucking serious. I’ll make a phone call right now and put you somewhere safe if you fucking say it, man. Don’t. Please.”

Louis is the only person that knows what happened when I couldn’t take it anymore. He’s seen me down in the well, daring life to snatch me from death. Gun in my hand, sitting in the corner of some abandoned building on Center Street where the mess wouldn’t matter. Twelve years old without any hope that the pain corroding my insides would ever go away.

No one knows about that except him.

“What the fuck, Louis.” My voice shatters as I smash my head against the passenger window. “Fucking fire? Really? Why did it have to be fire?”

The pain explodes in my head, and I barrel my fists against the dash until Louis pulls the truck over and wrangles me into a headlock.

“Stop! Just stop. I don’t fucking know why, man. I don’t.”

I turn and lay a blow on the side of his face. I don’t care who he is, I just want to hurt someone, and he’s here.

“Fuck!” He keeps the hold on my neck even as I grapple at his forearm.

It doesn’t take long for my brain to run out of oxygen, and my head starts spinning. He's got me tight, and even with berserker fury, I need oxygen.

“You done?” he growls when I finally go slack.

Yeah, I’m fucking done.

“Let go, you ass.” His grip loosens as I shove him off me and lay my head in my hands.

He pulls the truck back into the light traffic, and I feel like I must weigh two thousand pounds. Even my fingers feel heavy. Every breath is torture to get in and out of my lungs.

My phone is buzzing in my pocket. I dig it out for the distraction.

PROMISE: Hi, sorry to bother you. I forgot my scarf in your dad’s apartment. Just wanted you to know. I’ll get it tomorrow when I come, BFF. :-)

I type in six various replies before I stuff the phone back in my pocket without hitting send.

I’m not sure what the fuck God has against me, but I’m beginning to take it personally.
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Promise

Jeremy is pacing in the hallway outside the apartment by the time I get there. I know he’s here to help me, but sometimes I feel like he’s overdoing it. Almost bullying me into how he thinks I should live my life.

“What took you so long? I was getting worried.” The annoyance I hear is not translating his words of concern.

“What’s going on? Why couldn’t you just tell me over the phone?” I dig in my backpack pocket for my keychain.

I jiggle the key in the lock and swing the door open, stepping into dark apartment. Jeremy is right behind me, shuffling me inside, his hand already pushing the door closed behind us.

“Turn on some lights.” His entitled, overbearing tone raises the hair on my arms.

He’s been a part of my life for so long, ever since the day the State of Ohio decided a ten-year-old girl should not be left alone to raise an eighteen-month-old in an apartment with no heat and empty cupboards.

I passed from case worker to case worker for years. Ever since my file transferred to him, he’s been in my life.

After I turned eighteen and “aged out,” he kept in touch. More than kept in touch, he’s become a friend.

At least, I think that’s what we are. He’s decent looking in a middle-aged sort of way. He could use some polish, but I could see how someone would find him at least dateable. I know he wants more from me than friendship.

But, I’ve not wanted anything like that with anyone, ever. Not since Steven decided to crap all over a needy, vulnerable, teenage girl’s crush.

It was more than a crush; I thought I loved him. And worse, I thought he loved me. Lesson learned.

But this last week I’ve felt that wanting again. I can’t fight off the looming sense of dread I have when I think about going farther down this road with Beckett.

I flip the light switch turning to see Jeremy staring at me at me.

I quickly spin and fiddle with a loose piece of yarn on the cuff of my sweater.

He walks over and takes an apple out of the basket on the kitchen table and bites into it with a loud crunch.

Help yourself.

My chest is tight because I sense he’s withholding information. I get the feeling he gets off on this kind of macabre power play.

“What? Is it Jordan? Something about Jordan, right?”

“Yes.” He takes another casual bite of the apple and smacking his lips together as he chews before continuing. “I want you to know I’m doing everything I can to help you. I made some calls yesterday to see if we could delay the court date. I pulled in as many favors for you as I could,” He pauses to shake his head. “But, they won’t budge. Mostly, they think you need to be in a more stable living situation.”

“More stable? How is this not stable?” I look around the apartment. Bruce is meticulous. This place could be a show model for the damn complex. “I’m in a good neighborhood. We keep the place spotless.”

Just don’t go in my room. Canvases are stacked and leaning everywhere. I have sheets all over the floor, splattered with paint, and my clothes are heaped inside the closet in wads and crumpled balls.

“Yes, more stable. They think you need to be on your own. Not living with a homo.” The disdain in his voice makes me sick.

I cross my arms and squint at him, hoping he takes the hint and dials that down.

“This is a nice apartment. Bruce is a roommate and a great human.”

“I’m just here to give you the truth, sweetheart.” He’s back on his feet, stepping toward me, his voice full of patriarchal condescension, and settles his hands on my shoulders.

“So, what should I do? I can’t afford to move out. I could never afford a place as nice as this.”

“Well, that’s what we need to think about. You need to show the court you’re stable and have the means to provide. They like normalcy. I will never tell anyone about your other job, either. That would lose the case for you for sure.” I can’t believe when he smiles and takes another bite of the apple.

“Should I quit the club? I need that money, but I’ll quit dancing if it will help.” I hate the desperate choke in my voice. I realize I’m still clutching the strap of my backpack. I drop it to the floor and lower myself in a heap onto the sofa.

“Why are you dressed like that? Why aren’t you wearing your scrubs?” Jeremy ignores my question.

“Like what?” I smooth the sweater down and cross my legs because his intense stare is making me feel like I’m on the stage wearing my wings.

“Those jeans. A sweater. You look nice.” He squints his face in disapproval when he sees my mismatched socks. “Where were you?” He closes the space between us, and I pull my arms around my waist.

“What should I do about the other job?” I don’t really care to discuss where I was, and I want to stick to the more important topic. “Should I quit or what?” I snap at him, trying to redirect the conversation.

“No, don’t quit. You need the money. Just understand, I’ll keep that between us. I’ll keep that a secret. You can trust me. Just . . .” He sets the half-eaten apple bite-side down on the coffee table and looks directly at my chest before lifting his eyes to meet mine. “Start thinking about making a more stable presentation. We have to present the very best version of you we can.”

I feel almost like he is touching me with his eyes, and an unpleasant tension rises in my stomach.

I also see something distinctive in the front of his khaki pants, and a panic begins to bubble up. He’s let me know in the last few months that he would like our friendship to be more, but I just haven’t been ready for anything like that. Clearly, he is.

In one day, I’ve created two very visible erections. I’m completely unsure how I feel about that.

I want him to leave. He’s never given me a reason to be frightened of him, but right now a rush of heat is covering my cheeks, and my ears are ringing. I feel cornered.

“Well, okay. Thanks. I’ll see what I can do to find my own place.”

He puts the backs of his fingers to his lips. I can’t be sure if he is covering up a smile or just wiping away the remnants of the apple’s juice.

“Good.” He puts both his hands on his cheeks. “Just start thinking of ways to make you the best version of you we can.” He drops his hands by his side, spins and flops down on the sofa next to me.

If he says “we” one more time, I’m going to kick him. I’m not some damn science fair group project.

He runs a hand through the course brush of his hair and lets out a huge sigh as though all of this is such a burden for him.

He is seven or eight inches shorter than Beckett. I didn’t realize he was kind of short until today. Now with him sitting so close, he smells like he just came out of the kitchen of some greasy diner.

He also wears a fanny pack.

“Is that it then?” I level my voice. He knows this is the most important thing in my life, and he seems so flippant.

“That’s it,” he says casually. He lays a hand on my knee with a condescending pat.

I grit my teeth fighting the urge to pull my leg away as he takes a breath to continue his pious pontification. “Just remember, I’m the one helping you. If it weren’t for me, you would have no shot. I’ll help you make this happen. You just need to listen to what I tell you. I care about you. Probably more than anyone ever has. I’m always thinking of ways to get you what you want, just remember that, okay?” He pats my knee again, stands up and stretches like he’s bored.

His question is clearly rhetorical since he shows no interest in whether or not I’m going to answer.

I get to my feet blowing out a slow breath and tugging my sweater down. I take a step forward hoping it will urge him toward the door. He pauses at the kitchen table, lifts another apple and stuffs it into his jacket pocket, leaving the half-eaten one sitting where he left it. He looks at me like I’m some shelter dog waiting for a stay of execution, then steps right in front of me.

I can smell whatever made the greasy spots on his tie. He leans down and kisses my cheek. His lips are there two seconds longer—and a bit wetter—than would be considered a platonic peck.

“Bye. I’ll see you at the club.” With that, he’s out the door, and throw myself face down on the sofa. The pressure behind my eyes has me trying to remember where I put the bottle of Advil.

He made all this fuss to come over here for five minutes and tell me I shouldn’t live with Bruce? That shit could have been sent in a dang text. I groan and let out a scream into the sofa cushion.

After a few minutes of self-pity, I get up and trudge to the bathroom.

I run a bath and try to get lost in the sound of the rushing water. I stare into the bubbles until my vision is blurry and I think of Beckett’s smile and the same tingling that settled solidly between my legs when he kissed me takes over.

I realize pursuing a new relationship with Beckett right now would definitely not put me in the column of “more stable.” The court paperwork I need to complete to petition for adoption asks about current relationships and having someone new in my life right now would not strengthen my case. Especially someone I know so little about.

I knew I should have kept a professional distance with Beckett. I knew. Tomorrow, I’ll have to straighten it out. No matter what, nothing can come before Jordan. Nothing. Not even those Monet-blue eyes or those hands that make me think that maybe there is a safe place in this world for me.

He didn’t answer my text about my scarf, so maybe that’s a good sign.

I mean, he has been out of the country with a bunch of other men for the last eighteen months. Even he said so. I’m sure he’s just crazy horny, and I was the first and most convenient target for him.

I’m sure that’s it. Tomorrow, it will be all business.

As I let the scalding water cover me, my near-white skin turns sunburn red. I’m up to my neck as I lay my forearm over my eyes, trying desperately to push out the vision of Beckett’s chipped front tooth.

STOP.
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After Jeremy’s visit, I stared at the ceiling of my bedroom until three in the morning. But, I’m up and out the door with purple circles under my eyes and lead in my feet. I slog through the day and regret that I’ve obligated myself to the reading gig again. By 3:15 I’ve thought of every excuse I can to call and cancel, but I don’t seem to be able to make the call.

I stretch, and I step off bus number 23 that brought me from Windfield to the closest stop near Beckett’s loft. It’s only four o’clock, and it’s getting dark already. March is a strange month.

One day the sun is shining, and you think the daffodils are about to poke their heads through the dirt, then the next day, clouds have blocked out the sun, and you feel like it’s the start of the apocalypse. You just never know where you stand with March.

There is a thin layer of ice that crunches under every step as I make my way down the sidewalk. The heat in the bus wasn’t working. I would question whether or not I have toes if it weren’t for the stabbing pain in each step.

I didn’t think when I left the apartment for Windfield at 6 AM that what was a sunny morning could turn to an ice storm by two o’clock. The flat bottoms of my worn, leather ankle boots are worse than wearing ice skates.

I steady myself with one hand along the rough bricks of the empty buildings as I walk, or I’ll be on my butt in two seconds. I’m using the majority of my brain power concentrating on each tentative step. I’m trying to remember if I put rocks in my backpack as I lean forward a few inches to compensate for the ballast.

I let out a deep breath of relief as Beckett’s building comes into view. I set my eyes back down on the sidewalk. I’m rounding the corner and run smack into a wall of man with a filthy, blue blanket draped over his shoulders.

“Oh, damn it!” My feet slip around in figure eights under me, and my heart jumps into my throat.

It’s all flailing arms and adrenaline as I lose the battle with gravity, and my head is the last thing to hit the sidewalk with a “thud.”

Everything goes blinkity-blinkity starry white for a minute and the pain from the back of my head bolts down my neck as I lay flat out, staring up at the haze of mist and ice coming out of a nearly black sky.

“Owwww,” I whine and bring my arm over my face, accepting my prone position for the moment.

“Wow, you okay?” It must be the blue-blanket guy talking, but I have my eyes squeezed shut, trying to process the pain without crying.

“Yup.” I snip.

I’m lying. I’m not okay. I now understand what they mean when they say blinding pain.

I am also not sure if I’m happy someone else is here with me or not because I can’t see him right now. But, I can smell him.

It’s not a good smell. Sour, sweet and sweaty. Whoever this is has not seen a shower in a while.

“She okay?” A different voice. A man, he sounds like Carl Maulden with marbles in his mouth. I hear crunchy, heavy footsteps near my ear, and I squint open my good eye to see both men leaning over me, inspecting me like I’m mana from heaven.

“She’s pretty,” Stinky, the blue-blanket guy, says.

I open both eyes because I don’t like the way that sounds. When I can focus, I see the bloated face of guy number two swivel around, looking down the sidewalk one way, then the other and back again.

“Grab her hands.” His voice is garbled, I barely make out the words, but when hands grip my wrists, it comes together.

“Hey. I’m okay. Don’t—” I pull back on my hands that are now in his grasp.

“Legs, you get her legs.” Stinky blue blanket says to the mountain of man at my feet.

My eyes are wide open now. This isn’t happening.

I can see the second guy is enormous. Like 5X enormous and professional basketball player tall. He’s grimacing, and there are only two teeth in the top of his palate, and both look like swamp water.

He’s wearing a worn, filthy parka and the pockets are bulging. His hair is hanging down around his face beyond his neck in greasy, brown tendrils. As he sucks in a breath, I see him draw in a length of his hair between his lips, and he does nothing to try to spit it back out.

“Stop it! Let go—” I’m screaming. The kind of scream that scrapes like barbed wire on your vocal cords.

Blue-blanket has my wrists in a grip tighter than I would expect. He looks sick—yellow eyes and brown teeth and gray skin.

I try to jerk free but the weight of my body is straining my shoulder sockets, and I get no leverage. I kick at the wall of man clutching my ankles. The two have me dangling like a hammock between them, and I now see where they’re headed. They are taking me up a stairway into an abandoned building kitty corner from Beckett’s place.

I’m jerking my head and my body as hard as I can until I see white stars in my eyes from the strain. I haven’t stopped the ragged screams. My voice is raw. I’m not screaming words anymore, just sounds.

I scan the street, desperate for another sign of life.

Desperate for Beckett.

“Stop! Please! Please . . .”

I catch a glimpse of Beckett’s building, and I don’t see lights in Mr. Fitzgerald’s apartment. Even in my terror, I notice the glass is broken in the bottom of the windows.

I’m screaming words again. No, not words, one word.

“Beckett!! Beckett!!” My voice cracks as tears stream out of the corners of my eyes, into my hair.

“Shut her up!” The linebacker at my feet growls.

“How can I shut her up and carry her?”

There is a sledgehammer pounding in my head, and I’m beginning to spin, about to vomit. The smell from the first guy gagging me and the second one isn’t much better.

“Drop her hands and shut her up! I’ll drag her.”

“Help!” The jabs of pain in my throat scream with me as I know this is the last scream I may get out before I’m inside that building. The scream is barely out of me before my head clunks like a brick on the cement steps. More stars dance in my eyes and pain bolts down my spine. Two more steps and I will be inside that door, and beyond that, I see a stairway going somewhere I do not want to go.

Pain shoots behind my eyes and bounces around inside my head. I know if they get me in there, I might not come out. Or, I won’t want to come out.

Blue-blanket is trying to cover my mouth with a hand so dirty, I can’t imagine where it’s been. His fingernails are grown out and encrusted with filth.

I grab at everything. I smack my frozen knuckles into the jagged, rusty door frame, and another wave of intense pain covers me, but I grab on with all my strength.

My fingers are slippery, and my grip is gone. Tears sting my cheeks, and I take one more look at the two men smiling down at me.

My eyeballs bulge with my effort. I wrap both hands just above the ankle of the disgusting man holding his hand over my mouth. I dig my fingernails in with all my might, twisting them and pulling at his leg, hoping he is still on the icy steps. I’m kicking and jerking my body furiously.

“Owww. Bitch!” I make one more desperate effort pulling with all my might and digging my fingernails into his leg, but it’s no use. Blue-blanket is inside the doorway, kicking at my hands, breaking my grip.

“This is going to be good.” The huge man tugs my ankles one more time, and I’m through the door, my head sliding across the floor. My hair picks up food wrappers, crumbling cement and broken glass along the way.

“I like when they fight.” The one at my ankles says to the one at my head. Then he looks down at me. “I like when you fight.” He smiles, and his hair is still stuck in his mouth. His face is covered in a matted, uneven beard, and all I can think of is please God, don’t let him kiss me.

My muffled sobs are quiet under the hand over my mouth, and my backpack is sliding up under my neck as I use what power I have left to kick, but the hands are like shackles. The massive monster at my feet outweighs me four times over. I can’t believe this is happening.

“I want to be first. I found her.” The skinnier guy’s voice goes up, and I can hear his excitement. Like I’m a ride at the amusement park.

“You get the first on the pussy. I get the first on her ass.”

God, please. Oh, my god.

They both drop me at once. Then it’s all hands. They are on my pants, tugging. I hear laughter and excitement. Fingers drag at the collar of my shirt and then it’s open.

Please, I want to die. Not this, please God. Just let me die.

I close my eyes and stop crying. I think of the night Steven pulled my pants down the same way. I remember he laughed, too.

Everything is muffled. I am no longer here. I’ve given myself away to darkness. Nothing matters anymore.

I wonder quickly what it would have been like with Beckett. How he would have made love to me. I know now that will never happen. Ever.

My pants are open; fingers are pinching at the outside of my bra. I choke on the vomit coming up in my mouth as a rough hand starts down inside my panties.

There is a loud bang, a crunch of metal on metal, and footsteps, loud and fast, and then the hand is off my mouth, and I hear the boom of something hitting the rusted, open, metal door and then lots of yelling. The voices layer on top of one another, I can’t decipher how many there are. I’m terrified in a way that feels it can never be completely undone.

“Fuck!” It is blue-blanket screaming. Then, more screaming.

I dare open my eyes to see that blue-blanket is no longer near me, and I quickly shut my eyes again when I hear the thump, thump of something heavy hitting the steps somewhere behind my head.

I twist and pull and kick and scream as mountain man picks up my feet again. I don’t bother looking at the guy at my ankles. All I can think of is fight and fight and even as my voice completely fails me, I get one foot free, then the other.

The muscles in my legs are burning, my head feels like someone is banging at my temples with a hammer, and both my boots are off. I connect my heel with something and hear a man yell. I’m hoping it’s that asshole’s balls.

I’m silently screaming, and my nose is running. I flip myself over onto my stomach. I press my hands down onto the floor, and something jagged pierces my palm. I push up, trying to get onto my knees when someone jumps over me. I quickly lace my fingers behind my head and pull myself into a ball.

I can hear a struggle going on, the sound of someone hitting someone, men yelling, swearing, but I’m too scared to look.

More profanity and grunts.

I curl and uncurl my body, trying to propel myself like an inchworm out the door without having to stand.

“Fucker.” It’s the first word I can make out between the grunts and smacking sounds. There is a thud and a bang and then the sound of something very large falling down close to me.

Space inside the door is tight, and I can feel the pressure from what has to be the hulk of disgusting humanity that had earlier gripped my ankles, now laying near my feet.

I’m terrified to open my eyes, and I’m still just inside the door. I open my eyes just a slit. My head is exploding, and I look down at the soaking red covering my right hand. I push up and manage to get onto my knees, crawling out the door, screaming, but the only thing that comes out is a croaking sound and a jabbing pain in my throat.

Someone is touching me. I start kicking, pushing myself away when another set of hands is on my back, then under my arms, and before I can stop him, I’m upright.

I’m all flailing arms and kicks and anger that just won’t stop. Why doesn’t it ever stop?

“Hey, you’re okay! Promise! Stop!” It’s Beckett.

Sobbing. I’m liquid again.

The sound of Beckett’s voice hits me like a drenching bucket of cold water. The pain in every part of my body lights up, and I hold up my hands to him. Blood is coursing down my wrist, and I look for the blue-green glow.

I need his eyes. The eyes that made me feel safe. I need to feel safe.

Finally, I focus. I see them. They are narrow. He’s bending down, so his nose is right in front of mine. I feel the warmth of his breath, so clean and fresh, and I throw my arms around his shoulders, holding my hands high, trying not to get the red mess all over his light colored denim shirt.

“Shhhhh, you’re okay. It’s okay.” He’s wiping his fingers gently over my cheeks. His shirt isn’t snapped. It’s freezing outside, and it’s blowing wide open while I’m shivering and can’t stop crying.

My legs are useless, and just as gravity starts to take over, I’m against him, scooped up like a child, and we’re in the middle of the street. I can see his head flying back and forth, looking in every direction at once as if to say, “Stay the fuck away.”

I glance over his shoulder and see blue-blanket in a heap at the bottom of the steps. There is a deep burgundy pool of blood growing in a slow circle under his head. Then, I see movement inside the door as the linebacker groans and sits up, staring straight at me.

“He’s getting up—” My voice is a shaking whisper, and I tighten myself into Beckett.

He turns to granite under my arms. I hear a primal growl come from his chest, and he spins on his heel. I swear his chest and shoulders grow a few inches broader. He steps back toward the open door, and I attach myself to him like a barnacle.

“You better stay down, motherfucker,” he yells. “When we’re gone, you better be gone, because I’m fucking coming back, and I will fucking end you. I will end you.” Beckett takes three, long strides straight back toward the door, holding me like I’m weightless. I feel the fury coming out of him, and I press my face harder into his neck until it feels like my nose is going to break.

I know this is Beckett. It looks like him. It smells like him.

But, it’s someone else. Someone I should fear.

The smiling, joking, gorgeous man that I kissed yesterday is not this man.

This man is removed from law and rules.

I think he may have killed blue blanket with his bare hands, and I don’t know if I should be relieved or afraid.
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Beckett

Get her in the bath. Get the filth off of her.

That’s the only thing I can think as I kick open the door to the loft and carry her into the bathroom setting her feet down to stand next to the enormous clawfoot tub. With the industrial-sized water heater in the next room, I’ve got the tub half-full of steaming water in a matter of minutes. I crouch down to smooth her hair from her face and pick out the pieces of garbage and glass.

“Okay? You’re okay. Let’s get you cleaned up, babe.”

The look of terror in her eyes makes me set to kill. I twisted that fucks head half off his neck before I slammed him into the corner of the concrete steps. I don’t know if he’s fucking dead or not.

Motherfuckers picked the wrong fucking day and the wrong fucking girl to mess with.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice comes out in a broken croak as she holds her hands up, the blood darker and drying down her wrists but still weeping fresh and bright from a deep gash in her palm.

“What are you sorry for? Don’t be sorry. Don’t . . .” I have to take in a breath deeper than my lungs can fill because suddenly my eyes are burning and my voice cracks.

There is only so much even a fuck like me can take. The sharp scent of the fire still hangs in the air. I almost forgot she was supposed to come today. So fucking caught up in my own pain and grief, I never did answer her text yesterday.

This girl you’ve waited for. This girl that you know was meant to be yours. This girl that fucking needed you today to tell her not to come. Now look what happened.

Everyone I care about gets fucked.

When I pulled up to the loft, I’d just wanted to see how bad it was. Turns out the fire wasn’t that bad from what Louis told me. I wanted to check and see if I could still live here. As soon as I’d gotten to the street-side door of the building, I'd heard it—that scream—and I remembered.

She said she would be back today. To read. Because I asked her to come.

Couldn't I take two fucking minutes to text her back last night? Tell her not to come, and I’d explain later? What a fucking, selfish, piece of shit I am.

My hands are slowly working her orange peacoat gingerly off her shoulders. Then I start on the soft, yellow, button-down shirt. All the buttons are popped off, the front pocket torn and hanging in a triangle smeared with burgundy. I can see a flash of panic in her eyes, but I have to get her in the bath. I have to get them off of her.

“I won’t hurt you. I’m going to take care of you; that’s all. Trust me. I’ll never do anything to hurt you.”

Silent tears are flowing down her cheeks, making streaks in the grime that covers her face. My heart is in a million pieces, and there is no way I can ever let her go again.

“Sit. I’ll be right back.” I guide her to the chair next to the tub, but her hands dart out, and her fingers dig into my forearms. There are no towels in here. I need to get a washcloth so I can get her cleaned up and wrap her up when we’re done.

“Don’t leave.” Her raspy voice tears at the shattered pieces of my heart, scattering them at my feet. “Don’t go.”

“Hey, I’m never going to leave you. You hear me? I’m never leaving you.” And I mean it.

I take her hand and gently pull her next to me, taking the ten steps out of the bathroom door to the makeshift closet I set up on a stack of shelves.

Towels in hand, we walk in step back into the now billowing steam of the bathroom.

“See? I’m not leaving. But, I want you in this tub. I won’t do anything, but I’m going to get your clothes off. Okay?”

Her shocked eyes meet mine, and the smallest of nods tells me what I need to know.

With the shear strength of my own will I want to undo what has been done. My hands are shaking as I smooth her hair and think about what could have happened.

“I should have run. I slipped and hit my head, and he was just right there . . .”

I hear the terror in her voice. I want to tell her to just try to forget about it, but she needs to tell me. As much as it hurts, I let her go as my hands work slowly to the collar of her shirt, and I take a deep damn breath and remember why we’re here.

“I thought he was going to help me up. I mean, when someone falls, you help them, right?” There’s a little girl in her voice, I hear her, and it’s wreaking havoc on the part of me that wants to destroy anyone that made her feel like this.

“Right. But there are bad people out there. They’re everywhere. From now on, I want you to do something for me, okay?”

I wait until I’ve got her eyes on mine before I drop her shirt from her shoulders, and I hate the part of me that wants to look at her.

“What?” Her eyes are attached to mine, and we’re both trying to pretend she’s not about to be naked.

“You text me every day. I want to know when you go to work, when you leave, when you get home, and when you go out with your friends. And, you said you have another job? I want to know about that, where is that? Another nursing home? You work a night shift?”

I lay my hands on her shoulders, slowly turning her around, and I see the deep purple bruises already forming on her back where they dragged her. I think I might throw up.

Stay the course, man. Don’t leave her.

“Really, I’m fine. I can take care of myself. I don’t need you to worry about me. Really.”

My fingers work the clasp on her bra, and as hard as I’m trying, my dick is thickening and filling my pants, making me shake my head, and I try to think about something else.

Which is impossible.

Every part of her is stunning. My eyes drop from her shoulders. Women are amazing, but Promise is somewhere between dangerous and miraculous.

I absorb the way her body curves down from her shoulders, the indent of her spine, the sway of her lower back. I work the bra off her, barely able to form a clear thought.

“Just do it, please?” I manage to say. “For a week. Okay? That’s the deal; you text me every time you go somewhere and get somewhere for a week. I mean, it’s been a hell of a couple days with—”

I catch myself. She doesn’t know about Dad.

Fuck.

“You want me to turn around while you get in?” I ask as I fight away the thoughts of my dad and the promise I made to her to tell him I loved him.

She has her arms wrapped around her chest, and as much as the screaming in my head is telling me to rip her jeans off her hips, I’m still in control, if ever so slightly.

“Yes.” It’s a whisper, but I turn around.

I hear the soft sound of the fabric as she takes off her jeans.

The bath is topped with mountains of bubbles thanks to a generous squirt of shampoo I’d added to help her feel a bit more secure.

I listen until I hear the movement of the water as she steps inside.

She may not be in my line of vision, but I see every curve in my mind. Every soft place where my hands and my lips are going to be someday.

“You in?”

“Yep.” Her voice has a hint of high notes again, and I feel like I haven’t taken a full breath in forever.

“Great. Good?” I ask watching her settle in and wince as the hot water hits her hands where there are small and large cuts. “I’ll bandage that when you’re done. Try to let it soak for a minute if you can stand it.”

“A week. I’ll do it but just for a week.” She raises her eyes when she gives me that gift, and I wonder if she knows the depth of what I feel for her.

I will not run out of time again. Not with her.

I heave an invisible sigh of relief when she lays her head back onto the soft towel I’d put on the edge of the tub.

She is a wonder to me. Every time I look at her, I see something new, something amazing.

Every word she speaks, I hear her. I hear something that comes from deep inside. Not just the words, but the person. The pain and the sorrow. I’m going to take it from her, and my life’s mission will be to see her smile and hear her laugh.

Everyday. From now on.

I draw in a new breath, louder than intended, and let it right back out as her eyes look up to see the stress in my face.

“Are you okay? I’m fine, honestly. You can relax now.” She gives me one of her smiles, and as much as I want to give one back, I have to tell her.

I sink the washcloth under the water and bring it up to gently cover where the tops of her shoulders are peeking out from the white bubbles. Her skin is pink from the heat of the water and almost as white as the suds where it hasn’t touched her yet.

“Dad’s gone.” I can’t think of a way to ease into it, and I feel like I'm deceitful if I don’t tell her.

“Where? Did he fall?” The alarm in her voice makes me shudder. I feel like I no longer know the English language. There are no words I think to use that won’t sting.

“He’s gone. Last night, there was a CO2 leak. He died in his sleep while I took you home. There was a small fire in the kitchen, too. They think he must have turned on the stove for some reason. They’re still trying to figure it all out.”

The most horrific sound comes from somewhere inside her. She’s gasping for air then immerses her face into the water and screams. I’ve never heard anything like it before, and I never want to again.

She may have cared for Dad for only a few months, but a bond formed in their subtle back and forth. They understood what it was like to be so broken and still breathing.

After what feels like a lifetime, I drag her shaking body from the cooling water. I hate myself for being relieved that I can focus on her.

I hate that I revel in the beauty of her body when she doesn't cover herself, instead waiting for me to wrap the towel around her. I fight off the crazed, possessive part of me that only wants to take her. To lay her down and sink into her and growl at her that she belongs to me.

I hate that her pain distracts me from mine.

I hate that she tried to fix the brokenness between my father and me, and I couldn’t do it. I ran out of time.

There never seems to be enough time.

And that’s what I hate the most.

“I’m going to take the towel off, okay? I’ve got a robe for you to put on.” I want her to know what’s coming, to know how deep the river of my care for her runs. I don’t rush, every movement is slow, my eyes pinned to her face, looking for clues that she’s with me. That she isn’t scared. That I’m not pushing her too far.

Her silence gives me her approval. I gingerly take the towel, then slide the robe up over her dangling arms and settle it on her shoulders. I spin her around with a smile and tighten the belt like a bow.

“Good?” I nod, and I take a deep, cleansing breath as she nods back. “Come here.” I pull her to the sofa and curl her onto my lap. The robe is enormous, but I think she feels safe inside the bigness of it. I’d bought it for Dad when I moved him here. He’d hated it, of course, wouldn’t touch it.

My heart drops to my toes for a second.

Dad. Moved. Here. And still it wasn’t enough time.

I did my best to keep my eyes on her face, but I’m not going to lie. I took her in. All of her. In the few seconds I allowed my eyes to drift, she engraved herself even deeper into all the parts of me I thought I had long ago destroyed. My thoughts are of all the ways I want to please her. Bring her sensations and pleasure that would leave her sobbing and begging for more.

I’ve never felt quite this way before about a woman’s pleasure. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always cared that whoever I fuck gets theirs. I’m an ass, but I’m not a completely selfish ass.

“You better?” I push a long, wayward mile of hair behind her ear. Another thing I’ve never done for a woman. Another thing I’ve saved just for her. “It’s okay. I’m just so happy Dad had you for the last couple months. He would never have told you, but he liked you. He was calm around you. More at peace.”

“Really? He always seemed so angry to me. I felt like I wanted to ease his burden, but I didn’t know how.”

“Trust me, he could be a righteous ass. You brought him something he hadn’t had in a long time. Some connection. I can’t thank you enough.” It feels like a baseball is lodged in my throat as I struggle to get the last words out.

“He felt like someone I knew. Like a stranger that somehow you feel comfortable around. I don’t feel comfortable around anyone, so it was nice. I liked him.”

“Anyone?” I can’t help but breathe her in. She smells clean and innocent, and I want to find that spot on her neck again that made her shake.

“Well, okay. A couple people.” She shifts in my lap, and I see her lick her bottom lip, and then it’s between her teeth for a second and I love her.

Did I just think that? No. That’s not possible. It would be crazy, right?

She does that lip biting thing, and my damn dick grows three inches. Before I can form my next clear thought, my lips are on hers, covering her and tasting her like it’s the first time.

I almost black out as she opens her mouth and kisses me back harder than I expect. There is something that sparks between us, and her taste is suddenly in my blood, running down and finding its way into my bones.

My hands want to be in about a thousand places at once. I’m fighting an inner battle not to drag the belt off the robe and sit her facing me so I can take about a million years to enjoy her tits.

She must have read my mind, or my hands were possibly guiding her, but our kiss is reaching DEFCON 5 as she wiggles around and straddles me, her hands on my cheeks when she finally pulls away.

I’m pinned under her eyes, those amazing eyes, even though I know she can only see me out of one. Her mouth is still open, lips shining, and my cock is up and in full formation.

She has to feel it, but she’s looking at my face. Her fingertips are following the line of my scar again. When she touched me yesterday, she stopped before hitting my burn marks, but now she is gliding over the rippled texture.

As much as I want to spread that robe, I want this. I want her to know me as much as I want to know her. Every part.

“Does it feel different? Can you feel me touching you here?” Her eyes are on mine, her fingers on my face, and all I know is I want more.

“Yep. It feels different; the nerves are different there now. But, I can feel you.”

You have no fucking idea how much I feel you right now.

Everything about her right now has me ravenous.“I can feel you, too.” She whispers, shifting the softness between her legs on top of what has to be the hardest hard-on I’ve ever had.

My mouth falls open as she moved over me.

My eyes fall. The deep blue robe is split open where she’s straddling me, and the sight of just a hint of the luscious, pink skin of her pussy sends me into the fucking red zone.

“I won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”

Never before would I have given that kind of fucking disclaimer to a chick that was clearly pushing herself down onto my more than willing cock. But, she’s different and everything is new.

“I know.”

When she leans in, my hands are around the back of her head in a flash. My fingers tangle in her damp hair, and I simultaneously grind my lips and cock into her.

A rush of lust like I’ve never experienced before ripples out from my chest and through every extremity.

“You want to tell me something else you don’t want?” I give her a moment to catch her breath, my fingers finding their way down from her hair, over the softness under her ear, down the collar of the robe until I can’t help but tease at the open ‘V’ where the fabric hides the place where my mouth wants to be.

“I don’t want you to stop.”

Alrighty then, game on.
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Beckett

There are moments in a battle. A firefight, when you’re aiming your rifle at another human being.

Moments when the flexibility of time becomes clear. Time is fluid, it stretches and contracts depending on the experience.

I want this moment to never end.

I want to taste her, touch her. Every inch. I want her every memory, good and bad.

Every dream and fear. Every laugh. Every cry. Every moment.

They all belong to me. They're mine.

I’ve got her mouth held captive with my lips as I flex my hips up, pushing against the heat coming from between her legs. Her pussy is bare. The glimpse I caught has my cock tearing razor wire to get to her.

I’m suffocating, struggling for a breath deep enough to save me from drowning in her. Then she sighs into me, and suddenly we are breathing into each other, saving each other, our mouths wide. Her tongue laps around mine, and I can’t fight wondering how her mouth would feel around my cock.

She is melting against me as my hands wind down her neck, pulling at the lengths of her ivory hair. I hitch my thumbs under the collar of the robe and follow it forward where it crosses in front of her.

My fingertips graze at the flesh by her little, gold, cross necklace. She doesn’t pull away. Instead, her vibrating, muffled whimpers feed me through our kiss.

I want to see, so I break away, and we both gasp into the space between us.

“You keep making those little noises, and you are going to be in a kind of trouble you may not be ready for.” I smile working my fingers up and down.

I want her to know she can still back off because, once we are out the gate, I honestly don’t think I will fuck her in any way, shape or form that is gentle. There is a tightness in me, like a trap ready to be sprung, and she is the prey.

She answers me by shifting back and forth a few inches on the stone-hard length pressing under her and laying her lips back on mine.

That’s it. I work the belt on that damn terrycloth robe like I’m throwing out a lifeline to someone drowning. It’s me; I’m drowning. Drowning in something I’ve never felt before, and I wonder if maybe I’m the one that should be stomping the brakes on what’s about to happen.

What I sure as shit hope is about to happen.

I pull back from our kiss, my eyes starting with her face then moving down.

I’m tearing the thick cloth off her shoulders as stars dance in my eyes are the sheer wonder of her.

“Jesus. Promise. You’re amazing.” I’m breathless.

I don’t know if women understand, and I’m just beginning to. When it’s her, the one that calls to you like it was written in some ancient, forgotten tablet somewhere that you were destined for this one person, there is nothing we won’t do to protect our claim.

Seeing her like this is the finest moment in my life. I’m listening to her halting, gasping sounds as my hands lay greedy on the warm, curved flesh in front of me.

“You are beyond beautiful. No words have been created to describe you.”

I can’t wait, and my mouth is on her, feeding her to me, my lips coming around her rising pink circle. Drawing it deep, the tension breaks and I let out a growl, my teeth tightening.

When I don’t think this moment can get any better, her hands tangle around my head and her back arches into me.

Fuck.

This is my finest hour. This is what it feels like to want to make love to someone. It may not be slow and easy, but I want to love her with myself. I’ve never felt anything close to this.

Her body turns into a serpent, curling and twisting on me until I spring at her. Her pussy is dancing on the outside of my jeans, and I’m about to lose my damn mind.

The robe is gone, torn off, and I want to fucking burn it, so nothing ever covers her again.

The ivory perfection that sits on my lap needs to be under me, on top of me, attached to me. All of her and all of me need to become one.

“Mmmm.” I suck her as deep into my mouth as I can, and this time, my lips curl back, and my teeth press hard until she yelps. My hands wind up and down her back, memorizing every soft inch.

Even as she makes sweet, painful sounds, her hips turn it up, and she squirms harder on the thick bulge that needs to be set free.

I wrangle her legs around my waist and stand, pulling her against me and finally letting the softness of her amazing tit pull free from my mouth.

“That hurt.” She smiles, and I almost explode at the sight of lust in her eyes and joy on her lips.

“Should I say I’m sorry?”

She shakes her head as her lips part, and she tightens her open body around my waist.

“I need it to hurt.” She says it so softly into my ear, I take a second to be sure I heard her right.

“Why? Why do you need it to hurt?” I admit when she said it, the predator in me took over.

“I don't know,” she whispers.

I want to tear at her. Give her sweet pain along with pleasure only I can give.

“I’m going to put you on that bed, and we’re not going to stop until I’ve tasted every inch of you.”

Her eyes go wide, and she turns her head away, if only slightly, but I can see she needs to say something.

“What?” I kiss her gently between the ripe, round crease where her tits press together in front of my face.

“Nothing.” She pulls her arms around my neck tighter, and the little vixen knows she just pushed her tits closer to my mouth.

My tongue is on her, jetting out with a long, slow lick, but I was not letting whatever is on her mind go.

I lay her down on the bed, her legs still locked around me, and her hair splayed out like a cape behind her head.

I forget my own damn name as she lets her legs go, and I take in the entire magnificence of her on the crisp, white comforter. Her head sinks into the layers of pillows, and I want to freeze time and carry this image around with me forever.

The way she looks at me makes me want to ravish her, but there is this flicker behind her lust, and I want to know what’s going on in her head just as much as I want to take her body.

“What’s wrong?” I bridge my body over hers, locking my elbows and kneeling, straddling the most beautiful woman God ever created.

“Nothing.”

I hate that standard bullshit answer. From any other chick, I’d just accept it at face value and get on with the show, but Promise isn't any chick. She’s mine, and I need to know everything, even when it delays probably the most important fuck of my life.

“Alright, listen. I have all sorts of scary things I want to do to you right now, and if you were inside my head, you’d more than likely be calling 911. But, I want to be crystal clear.” I take a breath and try my best not to stare at her tits. They are certainly giving me the eye. “I can see—No, I can feel you either want to say something or you’re feeling uncomfortable or whatever. But you are not here one hundred percent. So, I will put some damn cement boots on my dick until you spit it out. I want it all, remember? I told you that, and this is part of ‘all.’ Every time you worry, you give that to me. Every time you get scared, that shit’s mine. Every time you smile, you make my day. So, please, I want to know what you are thinking so I can make this the best day of your life because it’s already the best day of mine.”

Her face flashes from that painful worry in her eyes to safe, and when I see her blink and open her mouth, I stare into her eyes, willing whatever it is she needs to say to come out.

“It’s . . .” She screws up her nose like she does when she’s thinking and I nod, trying to keep the information coming. “This—god, why is this so hard?”

“I don’t know but get used to talking about everything, because that is how this is going to roll from now on. Do you get that there is a ‘from now on’ with us?”

I dip down and settle my lips in that sweet spot just above her collar bone, and my dick reminds me that he’s getting pissed off about the hang time.

I drink in the sound of her breath and the way she tilts her head away to give my mouth more of her.

“Tell me whatever it is. Whatever it is, I don’t scare easily. I don’t retreat. I’m right here, and I want more than anything to know. I also want to do a million other things to you but not until you tell me what’s bothering you. So please, for the love of all things holy, tell me.” My voice almost shakes from the strain of having her naked under me. If I fucking start to cry, I’ll lose my man card permanently.

“I’m not exactly a virgin, but I’ve only done it once, and it was a long, long time ago. And, it was bad.” The words fall out of her lips like a gruesome flood full of broken trees and thick mud.

I hate that I know about that, and I can never tell her.

“I want to—” Her hands glide around to the back of my neck, winding up to pull my face to hers, and I lose the ability to think. “I just wanted you to know. I don’t have much experience. I’m not scared really, just nervous. Really nervous. And, Idon’tlikehowIlook.” Those last seven words came out so fast it took me a second to decode.

My heart is in those million pieces again, and my muscles start to shake, thinking of the fucker that took her first-time and how she has no idea of her value.

“You are, by a magnitude I cannot even describe, more beautiful than any woman I’ve ever seen. Every. Glorious. Inch.” I look slowly up and down, drinking her in. I want her to see what I see. “Look at my face. Every part of me wants you to feel good. Every thought in my head right now is about how can I bring her pleasure? Make her feel safe. Make her feel like she’s mine. Thank you for telling me. But, look at me. What do you see?”

Her eyes dart to my face, settle on my scar, then to my eyes.

“I see you,” she says.

“You see someone who wants your happiness more than his own. In a way I don’t even understand yet. If you say you trust me, I promise I will never hurt you. I will never leave you, and I sure as shit will make you come until you forget anything or anyone that came before.”

Her lips are mine. Her hands pull me down, and I scoop my palms over her cheeks, leaning into a kiss that’s haunted my dreams for too many nights.

“Make love to me,” she whispers in my ear, and I feel like the tunnel of white light just came and claimed me.

Our hands meet in a tangle as I reach lower to try to get the straining button on my jeans open. She is right there with me, and I let her take the lead. There is nothing more beautiful than this. Than her wanting me.

My shirt is an easy mark, already hanging open. I get one arm out, then the other, and for once do not care when it ends up in a heap on the floor.

The brush of her hard nipples on my chest is distracting as hell as I work like a fucking maniac to kick off my pants without having to move too far from her. There's tension, heat, and some kind of magic around us. Nothing has ever felt this way, and I don’t want it to end.

When I lay my teeth down on her neck, I don’t mean to bite so hard but something snaps inside of me. Some kind of ancient part of me that wants the world to know she’s mine. I must leave my mark and tell any other motherfuckers that she is off the market permanently.

“I’ve never felt like this before.” Her voice is breathy against my neck. “I’m scared, but I don’t want to stop. Something about you, how you look at me. I feel like we—”

She stops abruptly. I see her eyes fall away, and that little demon is whispering in her ear again. It will become my job to smash that little fuck until he never comes back again.

“Babe, I’m right there with you. This is new territory for me. You are so far gone from anything I’ve felt before. I never knew what people meant when they said someone could break their heart. But you, my angel, could shatter me.”

“It’s just so strange. To feel like this.” She’s humming each word like a siren.

“How about I show you another feeling . . .” I give her a kiss then I can’t help the smile that explodes on my face as I start kissing my way down her torso.

The soft flesh of her belly is quivering under my lips as I settle a hundred kisses on my trek south. I’ve tasted my share of pussy before, but I can already tell hers is going to be something of an order I have never yet encountered.

I take it slow at first, kissing and loving my way. She’s got her legs tight, and if she was standing, the way she’s shaking, she’d be in trouble. I catch the first decadent softness of her scent, and my cock fills to overflowing.

I’ve never been so hard. When I’m with her, I have a gear that I didn’t know existed before.

My hands spread her slowly and gently from the inside of her thighs.

“Open, babe. It’s okay. You’re mine. I’ll take good care of you . . . I promise.” I can’t help but look up over the wondrous horizon of her curves until my eyes meet hers.

She loosens under my touch, and I keep my eyes on her for a moment because I love that she’s watching me. The pounding in my demanding dick is met by the way my heart is working triple time trying to crack my ribs.

“Mine,” I whisper into her open folds as my tongue takes that first glorious lick. At the touch of my tongue, you would have thought I set off a firecracker under her ass. Her hips jerk upward, and she lets out a noise that I will never forget.

My sweet, ivory angel is primed, and I just lit the charge. Her taste is beyond any description. I’ve imagined what it would be like more times than there are numbers, but this is so much better than any of my dreams.

She is soaking my tongue, and something knocks in my head and tells me that this is where I belong—to never leave—and I agree one thousand percent.

I’m sucking on every fold, trying to discover each magnificent nuance of her. Listening to the changes in her moans, the way she pulls and pushes into my face as I lick, suck, and finally bite down on her clit, sending her hips smacking into my face.

I follow her body and press harder as she twists and turns like a damn carnival ride. My mouth is full of her sweet, gushing juices, and I drink her in like a parched, dying man. I want it all, like a saving cure to my disease. Her pussy is branding me with a taste that I will never forget.

I wrap my arms around the tops of her thighs, my fingers pushing into her soft flesh, holding her against my mouth, and her moans are coming fast. Her hands are smacking—pushing my head away, and then she’s digging in to pull me forward, and her legs shiver against my face as her tension builds.

She’s following my tongue up and down, and I let go with one hand, and two fingers sink deep inside her easily. I lock my mouth over her clit, sucking and tonguing her while my fingers show no mercy. She’s tight as fuck and for just a second my mind wonders how she will take what I have to give.

Her back turns into an arched bridge as my mouth destroys her and my fingers match the rhythm.

She’s running into my mouth, and I swallow everything she gives as her cries find the tallest parts of the ceiling and crash down around me like I’ve just discovered the definition of joy.

She begins to pulse on my fingers and comes with a glorious spasm. I don’t stop my onslaught until I hear painful whimpers, and her thighs squeeze against the sides of my head, desperate for me to stop as her body recovers.

If she’d let me, I’d stay buried here until the damn sun came up, but there is something else we need.

I cannot deny this crazed desire to mate her that gnaws at me. Not fuck. Not screw. Mate.

Like an instinct. To lay claim. Something in my furious, misfiring brain tells me that this is not sex, it’s me willing myself to become part of her. A violent sense of ownership comes over me as I raise up and blanket her with my body.

She opens her legs, giving me something so precious—her willing body. Her eyes give me something more—her willing spirit. I make the silent promise to never take her for granted. To never let anyone hurt her again.

I can’t stop the word from repeating over and over in my fire-seared brain.

Own. Own. Own.

I own her. She’s mine.

It’s still not enough. Maybe it’s the limits of our language. Even “own” falls short. I want to absorb her into my fucking being. Lord over her with control and protection that will be impossible to fracture.

“Wow.” She gives me one of her treasured smiles as I suck her bottom lip into mine.

My cock is ready to shoot fucking bullets as it grazes the slick, wet entrance of heaven, and I feel her body turn into a board.

“Shhhh, it’s okay.” I’ve got my eyes on hers because there is no way I’m going to miss this moment. I want to see everything her face tells me when I turn us into something more than what we were before. “Okay? Are you okay? It’s going to hurt, babe. Are you ready?”

She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth and then softens under me. Her thighs open as my hips inch upward, pressing just the tip of my cock into her center, and I almost lose my fucking mind.

I push into her, and then hold steady. Listen for her breaths, watch her eyes widen then fall. Drawing out, then pushing back in, I take more of her with each stroke.

“Oh my god.” I drop my head for a second, trying to stay in the moment.

I can hear her drawing air between her teeth as I give her more. Every muscle in my body is taut, and it stings where her nails cut into the flesh of my forearms.

She’s drawing me forward. I give, then take, then give more until I know I can’t save her from the pain.

“Look at me, Promise.” I wait for her eyelids to flutter open and meet mine, and then I draw back and sink my hips forward with a powerful thrust, hard and deep into her tight walls.

At that moment, nothing matters but the way her body gathers me inside. The only words I can form as I sink into her scream are . . .

“You. Are. Mine.”

It’s a good thing no one else lives in this building because the guttural sounds that follow would have rolled a dead man in his grave.

“Fuck, it’s okay. Hold on, babe . . .” Her body curls around my cock like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s like I can feel every one of those little petals in her tight walls stroking me off.

Unbelievably, her hands come down on my hips, and she takes me a few more inches on her own. My muscles turn to rock as she raises her hips and pushes, the magnificence of it beyond my comprehension.

She lets out a painful moan and stops, and I know what she's taking from me is hurting her, and I also know if you stop, you might not start again. So, I counter with my own thrust, seating the majority of what I know is no starter-dick inside the wet warmth of her body.

The fever raging inside of me breaks. I can't take my eyes off her as the ice blue of her eyes goes white, rolling back in her head.

She is slick, and I know I can give her more, but I don’t. I want her with me, all of her, so I hold steady, the pull of her walls making it one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

Her juices run down the base of my cock, my balls already tight, and it is mind over matter. Not now. Not with her.

I kiss her neck, her cheek, her nose, her top lip then bottom, and her chin, stroking her slowly until I can barely hold on to what is left of my civilized self. I want all of her. I want to map the way each part of her tastes, then go back a thousand times to compare them all.

Finally, she’s back with me, a deep exhale followed by a sweet humming sound as our bodies hang in limbo, my crazy-ass cock blowing me up, trying to convince me to just slam it home and let the chips fall where they may.

No way.

“More. I want more . . .” Her eyes and her words hit me simultaneously, and it is only a fraction of a second before I comply with my baby’s request.

I shift forward, her warmth drenching me with each in and out motion of my cock.

“Hmmmm . . .” Her neck arches back.

I gauge and I measure, rocking back, then forward, back, forward, until my core aches and every part of my being wants to be inside of her. Her body takes me in, spins everything I thought I knew on its head, and the world looks completely different now.

My arms scoop up behind her waist, up her back and draw her against me from nose to toes as my hips lurch forward, giving her as much as I dare.

I listen as she sucks in a breath through her teeth, my eyes never leaving her face, a beautiful tangle of pain and desire.

How long have I wanted this? How long have I imagined her, dreamed how it would feel?

Now, I’m here, and I can’t explain how much more this is to me than my pathetic dreams.

I work one hand down her back, finally getting a handful of the most amazing ass God ever created as I lean my body against her, grinding her open slit into me, trying not to give her more of my length, not today. We’re moving together, I bring my hand back from her ass and steady my body over her on locked elbows.

She’s pushing up on her heels, spreading wide and giving herself to me.

Her mouth is open, sweet shallow breaths coming faster and faster. Her hands dart up, putting a death grip on my forearms as she pulls her body, alternating curling and curving into me and away as I smooth out my thrusts, working every imaginable way I can to bring her pleasure.

I want to seat myself inside her in a way that she can never be undone from me. I want her orgasm to light the sky and quake the ground, and then I want to do that another thousand times so I can see her face and hear her sweet noises forever.

The darkness in her comes into me. She forgets, if just for this moment, all the black moments that came before. Someday, I will erase them from her forever instead of just this moment. But for right now, this—this moment—is precious.

My cock spasms inside of her. I can’t take much more; every tendon in my neck is standing out. My mouth takes hers, and I want to feel her breath inside of me as I kiss her and her noises become a piece of me forever.

Her walls clamp down, and small convulsions jerk her hips up and down. Her body is not her own, and the look in her eyes tells me all the years of waiting have been worth it. I hold myself inside her until she is quivering but still under me. When her eyes lock onto my face in a look of such innocent wonder, it’s more than I can take. A flash of reality hits me, and as she is covering my dick with her glorious cum, I retreat and slip out of her.

My cock is soaking, my hands shaking, and my balls—they're done playing as they leave jets of white on her belly. My head explodes, and my body is engulfed in a hot wave of something other than just the usual sense of relief. I feel something, deep and resonating, that tells me sex will never be the same, not with her.

She’s pulling at my arms as the last of my cum releases on her chest, and I meet her open mouth with mine.

When her tongue goes in search of mine, she seals something between us. I feel it, and she does, too. This is more than just some lusty moment.

It's a turning point.

That violent need to possess her rises up in me like some beast with teeth, and I resolve that there must be some greater power at work here.

Ten years and more tragedy than a library of Shakespeare and here we are. She just took me inside of her, and I will never be the same.
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Promise

What did I do?

I can’t think straight. Not when he’s kissing me.

Did I really just let this happen?

God, it felt so good. He feels so good. I forgot what it was like to feel so good.

I’m beginning to think that my mother was wrong. She always said it was more important to take care of yourself than to find love. She said love is the worst kind of pain wrapped up in a pretty package.

Did I just say, love? Like that has something to do with what is going on here?

Tighten up your panties, Promise. Don’t go all storybook. Remember there are trolls under every bridge and dragons behind every corner.

The muscles in my legs are shaking. Not shaking, quivering. I never thought I would use that word to describe any part of my body, but it’s true.

“Did I tell you how beautiful you are when you come?” Beckett pushes up on his elbows, nose to nose, covering me still.

“Shut up.” I throw an arm above my head and push his grinning face away with my other hand.

His lips are on my neck in a flash of his smile, and I have to fight like heck not to cry at how good it feels.

“I love this.” Beckett strokes his fingertips up and down my inner thigh where I can’t stop the muscles from quivering like a thousand-orgasm aftershock.

The only light is coming from single, dangling industrial fixture over the long table covered with the mysterious notebooks and papers. The glow is casting us both in half-shadow, but I can still see the white of his stupid smile as he raises back up from where he works his magic just above my collarbone.

He’s one of those people who almost looks unnatural without a smile. For me, I have to force my lips to turn upward. I physically have to think about it most of the time, but not Beckett. He’s got those amazing lips that just look like they invented smiling. And, every time I see the crooked way his face crimps into where his scars start, I imagine what he would have been like if he’d not gone through whatever pain caused those marks.

For a split second, I remember how different he looked in the street below when he destroyed my attackers. He didn’t just look different; he was different. If I hadn’t been curled up in my own ball of panic, he would have scared the shit out of me. There is something bubbling below the surface in him, and if I was thinking straight, I would probably see a giant red flag waving.

“I won’t shut up.” He gives me a soft, quick kiss, and my stupid belly does loop-da-loops again. “But, what I will do is get the shower going because I’m going to enjoy the hell out of you again, but I seem to have made quite a mess on this beautiful body. So, let’s kill two birds with one stone, shall we? Or, maybe three. Clean up, get dirty, clean up again?”

He bounces up, off of me and the bed, like a spring.

Watching his naked body stride away, I think he has be photoshopped, right? Nobody is that perfect. Every contour and indent is cast in shadow, and he glows with just a sheen of sweat. He is the perfect blend of lean and buff. Just enough rippling muscle but not too much bulk. I take in and let out an audible uneven breath and my lips turn upward without effort.

Whatever this is, I’m in trouble. I don’t want this.

Do I?

Sure, it feels good, but it’s not for me. Especially not now.

My eyes scan for the robe. I want to cover myself. Even lying here on the bed, my belly is far less than a flat plane, and there are no signs of my hipbones. The endorphins, or whatever sexy voodoo he used on me, are wearing off, and more than anything, I do not want to be naked in front of him when he comes back.

And, I’m hurting. My shoulders feel like they’ve been scraped over a cheese grater, and my hand is starting to swell from the throbbing cut. Not to mention parts of me that are reminded of just how big Beckett’s south-of-the-border soldier is.

I wrap myself in my arms, trying to cover what I can, and slip off the bed, its crisp, white sheets smelling of lavender and are so white they almost glow. I bend over to grab the robe where he flung it and shove my arms in as quickly as I can.

“Hey.” I nearly jump out of my skin when Beckett leans in behind me.

“Hey.” I jerk the robe closed, and I am not entirely sure how to feel about the deposits that are still sticking to the front of me. Leave it to me to fall into bed with someone and not even have the adult conversation about wearing a condom. Not that I ever expected to be here. Or doing this.

As a matter of fact, I’ve never even had to think about having that conversation before. Ever.

His hands are on my shoulders, and I wince as he turns me around to stare right into my face. His eyes are blending hues of blue and green, rimmed in those black lashes, and I can’t imagine what sort of magic created eyes like his.

“What’s wrong?” He looks at the robe like a kid who just lost the ice cream off his cone.

“I—” I pull my lips to the side. I hate that I do that when I’m nervous. It’s a dead giveaway, and Beckett doesn’t miss the subtle cue.

He doesn’t wait for more of an answer before his arms curl around me, and I’m against his naked body. He hugs me so tight, I can feel each thump of his heart even through the thick fabric of the robe.

“You’re okay. Everything is okay.” He kisses the top of my head, and I want to push him away as hard as I can. I feel trapped.

He’s so damn genuine; I think I’m starting to hate him. I’ve lived for so long with a flatlined, emotional EKG. Now, he’s got the needle jerking up and down.

“Tell me what’s going on in there.” He taps my forehead gently with his index finger. “And, silence is not an acceptable answer. Neither is ‘nothing’ or ‘I’m fine” or any other bullshit answers. I’m going to tell you a secret.” He’s holding onto me like I’m about to fly out the window. “I have a superpower.”

I hate that I smile into his chest.

“Really? Another one?”

He lets out a satisfied chuckle.

“Yes. Another one. I have a truth detector. Not a lie detector, this is different. I know when someone is telling the truth. I can feel it, like someone hitting that little, silver, dinging thing on a reception desk.”

“Wow, you’ve tested this scientifically, I’m sure.”

“Yup. Johns Hopkins first took note of my super power when I was still a teenager. Then, the government came and scooped me up into a secret testing program. I pretend to just be an average Joe.” His voice is cracking, trying not to laugh as he continues with his absurd story.

As much as I try not to, I like him. A lot. My muscles relax, and he draws me into him even closer.

“So, out with it. What’s wrong? I realize I’m not the best lover in the world, but I’ve got to be a close second. So, I apologize ahead of time for my shortcomings in that department. But, I do get an ‘A’ for effort, I hope.”

Not that I have a clue about a good lover versus a bad lover, but I am fairly sure he would be on the damn good side of that debate.
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“I should go. I should get home—” He pushes me out far enough to see my face, his brow coming together as he glares playfully at me, and the words tumble out. “I don’t know why. I just want to leave. I have this overwhelming sense of dread all the sudden.”

“Well then.” He lifts his hands from my shoulders, and the dread is even heavier without them there. Why do I want this so much one second and the next I can’t wait to get away? “I know one thing. There’s no way you’re leaving without me. The second thing I know is, no matter what, you need a shower. So, let’s just settle for getting you cleaned up. I’ll leave it up to you if you want to invite me in to give you an assist. I’m at your service if needed.”

He slips around behind me, arms draping around my neck, and shuffles me forward with his own motion. I can’t miss that his cock is still standing tall. He is utterly shameless and confident, and it only makes this that much harder.

“I have all sorts of services you may be interested in,” he murmurs seductively in my ear. I fight the smile as his breath warms my already pink cheek, and my body practically folds into itself, like he’s just thrown a lucky penny into the fountain between my legs.

“I’m sure you think you do.” I play along, and he lets out a laugh that echoes in the ceiling.

“That’s what I want to hear. Just be careful, there is a fine line between playful and disrespectful.” His fingertips brush down my hair and settle on the neck of the robe, making quick work of slipping it down my back. His voice is a sensual mixture of calm control and boyish humor.

What line? There’s a line?

I decide to leave that comment alone. I’m conflicted as to whether or not it turns me on or pisses me off. His fingertips are on the back of my neck, gently lowering the robe.

“God, babe.” His voice turns sad as the robe drops from my shoulders into a blue, velour puddle around my feet.

I shiver as his fingertips graze over the raw, painful areas on my shoulders and back, and I can’t help but wince and make a hissing sound.

“What? Is it bad?” I twist my head around as if to actually view my own back.

The look in his eyes is more than I want to see. He is Dr. Beckett and Mr. Fitzgerald inside that body, and I shiver from head to toe seeing the change in his eyes.

“Yeah. It’s fucking bad.” His voice drops two octaves and goes completely flat as his fingers freeze on top of the bruises and scrapes left from being dragged.

I’m frozen along with him because this person is not the same one that was here just twenty seconds ago. This is someone I would run from if I could make my feet listen.

If there is a way to be more naked than I was a few minutes ago, I am now. My heart is thumping, and I have an intense need to escape, but my feet are stuck. If I needed to scream, I am very sure no sound would come out.

I can hear Beckett take a huge breath in, and I don’t know why but I start counting.

One.

Two.

Three . . . Four . . . Five . . . Six . . .

He still hasn’t exhaled, and my face is starting to burn. The muscles in my shoulders where he’s still touching me are about to snap.

Seven . . . Eight . . . Nine . . . Ten . . .

“Beck?”

The breath that has been stuck inside him emerges, and his energy shifts and Dr. Beckett is back.

“I’ll never let anything like that happen to you again.” He sounds so sad, and I’m afraid to turn around. “I want to wipe it from your memory, starting right now.” His voice catches.

He lifts his fingers; his touch becomes flat palms running down the sides of my spine until they swoop around my waist and rest over my belly button while whistles and sirens are going off inside my head.

Any control I had disappears when one of those amazing hands slips downward and the other travels upward, skimming over my nipple to rest around my throat.

Just as his fingertips graze my lower lips, his other hand tightens under my jaw.

Something between a gasp and a moan comes from me as he sets two fingers into my wet folds, firm on my clit, and adds the final hammer blow with his tongue tracing up my neck until he’s just below my ear.

A shudder passes through every bone and muscle, and I’m drowning in the fire erupting inside of me.

It’s magic how he manages to keep all of that going on and walk me forward into a shower big enough to fit a compact car. It’s encased in half-inch thick glass standing almost eight feet high with Carrera marble on the floor and a shower-head wall where two firehouse-sized shower heads are spraying.

Inside, the steam clouds around us, and he guides my steps below the flood water. I am in sensory overload, and I turn to melted butter against the hardness of everything about him.

His chest is against my back, his hand, still at my throat, only adding to the way my body is bending to the will of his other working fingers. He’s playing with me, exploring, and the tension I hear in his ragged breaths tells me just how much he wants to do exactly what he’s doing to me right now.

“There is something about you.” He rumbles as the water engulfs me.

More lips, more fingers, more of everything, and I forget how to speak.

“Something deep inside of me tells me you’re mine. Mine to protect. Does that scare you?” It’s Beck again, the one that smiles and makes me feel like a girl in some parallel universe where Mom is home cooking roast beef and Dad is just getting home from a round of golf, and I’m normal.

The timbre of his voice sends a chill down my spine in spite of the near scalding shower coursing over me.

I nod and then shake my head. I don’t know the answer to his question. There is fear rising up in me now, yes. But there is also something stronger. Something that tells me to turn and cling to him with all my might and never let go.

The water is rushing in my ears, but I can still hear his dark laugh at my indecision.

“Good answer, babe. You should be scared, but you should also know, you’ll never have anyone care about you like I do. No one. I’ve been waiting for you.” As his words fill my ears, his massive hands slide to my hips and turn me to face him.

He raises my hands over my head and presses me against the glass. Darting hands move quickly downward, cupping my ass, lifting me up and around his waist with a gasp.

That little girl that always sat alone at the lunch table listening to Bobby Lewinski moo at her is screaming inside my head—hoping I’m not too heavy, or that he won’t notice the way my belly folds over on itself.

As if he’s reading my mind, he sinks his teeth into my shoulder, then glares at me with eyes that drown me with him.

“What are you thinking about? I can feel it . . . tell me.”

“I’m afraid you’ll drop me. I’m heavy.”

His fingers dig into my ass like claw hooks, lowers his face and bites down again, this time on the inside of my tit, and it shorts out any other thoughts with the raw pain.

“Owwww.” I wince and gasp as he grinds his abs into my open slit and raises me up and down easily.

“Stop that shit right now. Every inch of you blows my fucking mind. I can’t believe you aren’t a dream.”

He’s got my back against the slick glass wall, his cock nudging me from below. He’s still lifting me up and down, our bodies wet, and I feel the rising tide of tension between my legs. I wrap my arms around his neck tighter and look at the face that seems to know me more than I know myself.

“Tell me you want me. I need to hear it.” I’m lost in the sound of his voice, the hint of danger in his voice.

He pulls me against him so tight; his arms are like stone, every muscle in his chest flexed. I can see the sinuous threads of muscle under the smooth skin.

My body is screaming for him to press upward inside of me. Even with the throbbing soreness, I want him. More than the first time.

I wiggle my hips, straining to manipulate the tip of his cock upward, and that only locks him down harder on my rear end. Jolts of pain are radiating upward from where his fingers are deep in my flesh.

“That hurts,” I groan.

“You said you wanted it to hurt.” He kisses my cheek. “Now, I need you to tell me—you want me, don’t you? I need you to beg for it; I can see it in your eyes. Just let it out. Beg. Tell me how much you want me inside you. How much you want to be mine.”

He’s moving me up and down again, only, this time, it’s slow and steady. You wouldn’t think a movement of an inch or two would be so intense. He’s pressing those amazing abs into me—higher then lower, just the tip of his cock lining up, then pulling away leaving me desperate. My head is buzzing, and whimpers are coming from my throat.

He won’t unlock his eyes from my face. He’s challenging me, and I’m not sure who I am right now. I’m not who I was five days ago, but I don’t know yet who I’ve become.

I don’t want to have to say it. I just want him. Not want, need, like an ache, an actual pain inside me that only he can relieve.

“Please . . .” I get that one word out in a clutching whisper.

“Not good enough.” This time, he smiles, but it’s more devious than before.

I yelp as he slips one hand down and under me, spinning the head of his cock at my soaking opening, teasing me. My body is sure of what it wants. It’s just my mind that is fighting back.

I shouldn’t want this. I’ve spent my whole life making sure of it. These feelings are nothing like what happened before. Nothing like that day.

I squeeze my eyes shut because none of that darkness belongs here now, with us. From the look in Beckett’s eyes, I’m already his.

“I want to see you cum. It’s the most beautiful sight. Just ask. I need to hear it. I’ll help you, just repeat after me . . .”

His mouth hangs open, waiting for me to acknowledge, and I lower my chin, not even able to give him a full nod.

“Okay,” he starts. “Say ‘I want your cock inside me. I need you inside me.’ We’ll keep it simple today. Just say it—ready? ‘I . . .” He nods his head, urging me, his lips stuck in the form of the first word he is waiting for me to repeat.

“I want—” I start then stop as he guides me downward an inch, my hips shaking with the head of his cock held still at my opening, and I can’t breathe. He nods again, urging me on. “—your cock. Please.”

“More.” His voice rushes around me, and suddenly I am liquid again . . . I am caught in his wake, pulled, following him anywhere he would choose.

Another inch down and the head is almost inside me, my body stretching already in a sweet craving pain. It hurt before, but I want it again. I want that pain right now.

“I need your cock inside me. God, please . . .” The words fall out of me in croaking, pathetic whimpers.

I’m desperately trying to push my hips down, but he’s in complete control.

“Good girl.” His voice isn’t much better than mine, and I realize how hard it is for him to hold back. He’s in as much pain as I am.

He lowers me, this angle so different from when we were in bed. My body is splayed against him. Already I can feel it building, that amazing feeling.

“God . . .” I pull him to me, and my head is on his shoulder as he gives me a jerking thrust, pushing more of him inside than I expected, and any air in my lungs is expelled in a loud burst.

“Jesus, Promise. I want to be like this forever.” Beckett’s lips are on my neck as he rocks us together, more of him inside me with each solid motion until I’m stretched and filled to my limit. It’s burning like a bee sting as he sets himself so deep, I feel it in my belly.

“Wait, oh god. Wait, it’s too much . . .” I gasp.

He settles back in tense restraint. I don’t know how much he’s retreated but enough that I can gulp some air.

“Shhhhh, I’ve got you. I want to hear you cum. I want to feel that on me. You’re so wet; it’s beautiful. Ask me to make you cum. Ask for it.” He settles teeth and lips into the crook of my neck and rocks himself against me until I’m ready to fly apart.

He’s pushing into me, taking back, angling my hips, stroking forward, up then down. Just when I think I’ll explode, he stops.

“Ask . . . ,” he whispers into my ear.

Threatening tears are burning my eyelids from the depth of my want. He denies me, and it is as painful as it is exquisite.

I yelp as he jerks our bodies together, driving his thick granite so far inside of me, I see stars. Then, he holds himself seated there.

“Owww . . .” The blinding pain swirls around into a burning heat that needs him to release it. The orgasm that is building will not be denied, like a desperate need for air after being caught in a tide.

“Ohhh god, please let me cum, let me. . . . Please, may I cum?”

Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I would utter those words. But even as they leave my lips, Beckett is giving me exactly what he promised. Exactly what I asked for.

Taking one hand from my ass, Beckett tenses it around the back of my neck with lightning speed and pushes me back, so he is locked onto my face with his eyes.

“Cum, baby. I want to see you when you cum.”

If it wasn’t his words, it was the way he leaned into me, and his cock spread me wide, his body angled to press against my clit in one, two, three deep strokes, faster and faster until I choke on the desperate wave of the climax that rips up from my toes and flashes in my very core until I can’t hear anything else but the sounds coming from my chest.

My hips take on their own life, jerking, and the muscles in my back tighten, pulling me drawstring tight, but Beckett has my neck, holding me steady as he stares at me. His mouth opens, he is utterly lost in the moment with me.

“Beautiful girl,” he mutters as he watches me lose myself.

I’m not sure what this is between us, but I need more.

Small ripples of my orgasm grip around him. He is not even seated in me to his full length, and it hurts. And I realize that is the exact kind of pain I need from him a million more times.

Beckett slows his strokes, giving me a moment to recover.

“I loved that.” His lips are so soft and warm on mine even though I can’t kiss him back right now. “Feeling that happen with me inside you. God, you are incredible.”

He is stroking deep and slow, and I realize just how stunning he truly is. I’ve looked at him before, studied him in fact, but I must be seeing through different eyes right now because he is magnificent, and I feel a tightness in my chest—almost like I’m grieving, like he’s already left me, and this is the kind of pain I would feel.

I realize again he’s inside of me, and he’s not wearing a condom. I’m fighting a battle that tears at me because I want him to stay, I want to feel him cum inside me, but I know that’s not a good idea.

“I want you on your knees. Will you do that for me? Give me that honor?” His voice is stern. It is a command wrapped in a question. I cannot imagine denying him.

He’s lifting me. Slipping out of me as if he had read my mind again.

Through all the years since that first time Steven did what he did, the thought of taking a man in my mouth has sickened me. I try to shake away the image of the two boys that night as they each held themselves to my young lips. The smack of Steven’s hand when I refused. Then again when he realized my ignorance of how to do what he wanted.

But, this is not the same, not the way I’d always imagined. I want him; I want to taste him and give him what he just gave me.

“Yes.” He’s lowering me, my legs reaching for the ground. My feet slip on the wet marble, and my legs need to be reminded of their purpose.

Beckett’s mouth is on mine, his tongue making lazy work of licking my lips, then pushing inside to graze at my tongue until our lips are stretched to their limits, and I let my hands explore.

He feels larger than life. I linger where my hands curl around the flesh that feels like silk wrapped around iron. A burst of panic heats my chest as I think of how I will do something of which I have no experience. No knowledge besides a few naughty videos.

He lets our kiss go, and I love the soft moan that leaves his lips as I stroke him. He’s so slippery from being inside me. The shower's water hits his back, and I watch the rivers gather and stream down the smooth indents between his muscles as it finds its way over his shoulders and down through the valleys of his chest.

His skin is the perfect shade of naked flesh, much deeper in tone than my own translucent ivory. He’s got a hint of his dad’s darker skin, rich and warm, and I want to crawl inside him and have him envelop me.

He reaches toward the top of the glass where thick, white towels hang. He folds one square and drops it at his feet, and his hands gently wipe my dripping hair off my face.

“Down, babe.” He gently presses my shoulders downward, and the way he speaks to me has my belly doing ten kinds of cartwheels.

More surprising is how very badly I want to do this, how I crave to please him, to do what he tells me.

My hands are around his cock, and his size is frightening and magnificent. I try to channel the little knowledge I’ve gathered from the few glimpses shameful videos so he won’t be disappointed by my inexperience.

“I want to see you taste yourself on me. It's beautiful.”

I open my lips, my tongue taking the first glancing stroke, and I hear his moan. I’m guiding him as I use my tongue, and feel the incredible way he is like granite under skin, so soft it defies explanation.

Time seems to suspend. You would think I would balk or hesitate, but that sense of serendipity comes at me in waves, and I feel like I’m where I’m supposed to be.

Deep, rumbles of pleasure drift down through the rush of the water.

I'm doing that. I’m making him feel so good, he’s making those sounds.

A guttural moan comes from above as my lips and tongue work in unison, my hand stroking up and down.

The way he tastes is unlike anything I’ve ever imagined. Uniquely and utterly masculine. His skin on my tongue has some inner instinct rising up and making me ravenous to please him.

“God, babe.” His words drip over me like a gentle, sensual rain.

I feel the first gentle pressure of his hands on my head. He’s not forcing, he’s guiding. And, instead of feeling panic, I feel connected.

My mouth opens wider taking in the thickness of him, working up and down; he touches the back of my throat, and my body reacts and closes off my air.

His hands have turned to gripping fingers, gathering my hair in a tangle, and he’s showing me the cadence, his rhythm, and I desperately want him here showing me just this.

“Just like that. God—right there. Jesus . . .”

He’s making a sound I want to hear over and over. The water is spraying around his back, making a white halo around the magnificence of his body. The head of his massive cock is growing, and my tongue plays with the defined ridge. I revel in the way my mouth is making this happen.

Faster, he’s nudging the back of my throat, and I can’t help the little gagging sounds that are coming from me. The roots of my hair are straining under his hands, but I don't care. I am single-minded, and every thought I have is compelled to bring him this.

“Take it, babe. Good girl, such a good girl . . .” He grunts, the words coming like bursts of some kind of primal torture.

Faster, faster, deeper . . . until I can get no air, and I don’t care. I never thought I’d desire what’s about to happen. I was sure—sure—this would never be a part of my life.

Before today I thought it would have taken force to make me do this . . . but here I am. Willingly, gladly giving him this part of myself.

I’m someone else right now, desperate for his flavor on my tongue, and my mind and body come together to reach that goal. I suck like my life depends on it and feel his body harden, his moans turning into a bellow even under the roar of the water.

It’s me doing this for him, and a strange sense of pride comes over me as my throat works to take him as deep as I can. Hands, tongue, lips toiling willingly until he grows to another size inside my mouth, and I feel the first spray of release slick my tongue.

“Oh fuck—” What follows is a sound I love. The sound of a kind of pleasure I didn’t know about until today. It is like the call of a wild beast, pulling me back in time, claiming me in some carnal way.

I gag and try to hold him, but he’s too big, the explosion inside my mouth far from the revolting, degrading act I had imagined. It is a sharing—a taking of part of him, a giving of part of me. And, I want his essence inside my body.

I gasp a breath around him, giving myself a moment with the last gush dripping from my lips onto the stark paleness of my skin. I can barely tell the difference between me and his cum.

The moment hits me just as his fingers loosen in my hair, and he falls to his knees, face to face with me, his eyes a stormy sea, the dark look of a man deep in a state of some satisfaction I don’t understand.

I swallow deep, making sure he knows it’s what I want to do.

“Beautiful.” His lips are on mine.

He’s kissing me even as his flavor still runs in my mouth, and he is utterly shameless, making me want him more.

I’m spinning as our kiss ignites, realizing everything that has happened—from the moment I turned that corner in front of the building and ran into that stink of a man . . . to being in Beckett's bed, feeling him enter me . . . and then, now, having him pull us together, enveloping me in some raw possessive power that I both want to run from and never leave.

“Now, you really are mine. You know that, don’t you?” That crooked, sexy smile is back as he pulls me up into him, standing for us both, and deep in my soul, I answer in the affirmative because there really is no other possibility at this moment.

I belong to him, and it’s beyond the depth of any emotion I’ve ever felt with another human being.

Before I can speak, he’s turned the water off and spins me in a towel. He’s got me dried and tucked in beside him, naked and warm under the covers of his bed, his lips on my forehead and arms locked around me like armor. His body is the pinnacle of masculine presence as I trace my fingers down his collarbone, over the planes and angles of a chest so smooth and hard, it creates a new sensation of texture I’ve never imagined.

“Are you okay? And I don’t want a quick answer. I want to know, Promise. Are. You. Okay? Because this is the beginning. Do you get that? This isn’t a singular event. It’s a door, and we are in a new place now. You and me, together.”

I can feel how much he really wants to know how I am. My default has always been silence or at best a nod or a single word. With him, I feel the sentences form. Paragraphs and thoughts want to tumble out and be received, because I sense he not only wants this from me, he needs it.

“I’m . . .” I take a second because I honestly want to give him an answer that feeds his need to know. “I’m exhausted and exhilarated. I’m horrified and at peace. Does that make any sense? I’m so many things that shouldn’t exist together in the same moment. I want to get dressed and leave and pretend this didn’t happen, and I’m helpless to move away from you.”

He doesn’t just listen to me; he absorbs my words, internalizing them, taking them in like they’re an honor and not just some sonic waves created to drift passed him.

“It makes perfect sense. . . . Do you feel safe?”

“Right now, yes. Safer than I’ve ever felt.”

His body shifts, angling toward me and tucking me into that perfect spot next to him, my head on his chest. The thumping of his heart tells me my answer has changed something inside of him.

“Thank you. That is the greatest gift anyone has ever given me.”

He reads my mind again as his lips take my mouth, and a torrent of flapping wings explode in my belly.
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Beckett

“I wish you would stay.” We’re driving out of the basement parking structure, and I feel empty already knowing she won’t be laying with me the rest of the night. The Suburban hums as I pull out onto the empty street and take a turn toward the freeway back toward her apartment.

She will soon understand her value. It is beyond this world. Beyond anything anyone can quantify that doesn’t see her like I do.

I can see a little smile curl her lip upward as I glance over at the girl who cried sitting alone in that courtroom all those years ago.

Inside the most magnificent moments of my life, I feel the dread. The possibility that I can be here, right now, with her, and still know that I contributed to the ruin of her life—that I made a choice and let her be consumed by the vile evil that I know exists, the evil that will come back to extract its due from me someday.

“I have to be up at 5:30 to get ready for work.”

I don’t care. I want to tell her I don’t care and show her the empty drawers with her name on them I’ve already set aside. Show her there is space in the cabinet in the bathroom and half the closet is hers.

My brain is working out the pieces of how to make sure she never leaves again while simultaneously trying to stomp out the inevitable seeping in of dark secrets that could send her as far away from me as she’s ever been.

“I’ve been known to be up at 5:30, you know. I’ve been up at every hour on the clock a few hundred times over. I’ll be up all night tonight.”

“Why? Why do you have to stay up all night?” There is a subtle worry in her voice, and I hate to admit I like it.

“Because you won’t be there, and I’ve already realized I won’t sleep unless you’re with me. So, it’s blackmail. I won’t sleep until you come back.”

“You’re blackmailing me? What’s next, a hunger strike if I refuse to let you—”

My chest pulls tight. “Don’t ever refuse me.” The words tumble out faster and harder than they should, and I see her wince.

Did I just say that? And mean it?

“Hey, sorry.” I throw my hand to the back of my neck and squeeze. “That came out wrong. I have to be honest, something about you—about us—is so different. I’m still sort of stunned by you. I’ll try to rein in the beast you have clearly unchained.” I smile, and she gives me one back that feeds my soul.

“Yeah, we kind of got caught up. I never expected this.”

I need her hand in mine. All the time. My hand leaves the back of my neck and gravitates toward her, and I feel the softness of her skin. Could it really be that no woman has ever felt like this before? Is she of such an order that no one has ever come close? Or, am I just so jacked that every sensation seems new with her?

My fingers interweave with hers, pulling the back of her hand to my lips.

“Me, either.” I kiss her hand again then continue. “But, we’re here now, and in my crazy head, we’re never leaving.”

“Yes.” Promise leans her head on my shoulder, and her single word of agreement has me ready to carve into her again.

“Say ‘yes’ again.”

“What? You’re a little weird. You know that, right?” The passing streetlights flash inside the windows every few seconds, lighting up her hair like a glowing halo.

“Just say it.”

I need to hear the word again. I think of all the other answers in the future for which I want her to use this word.

“Yes.” Her voice is clipped, but there is still that little bit of a smile coming through.

“That is now officially my favorite word.”

She shakes her head but I see her smile grow, and my heart is slapping against my chest far harder than the moment calls for.

“Here. Turn in here.” She points as I see the apartment complex on my left.

It’s dark out, but not late. We’d already talked about what happened on the street with the attack and decided not to call the police or tell anyone else. I left it up to her, and she made that call.

As I turn into the complex’s driveway, I remember the sound of her screams, and I feel an invisible fist slam into my gut.

“You okay?” She looks at me, and I realize I must have made some distressed noise.

“Yep. All’s good. Where do I park?”
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Bruce is leaning against the kitchen's quartz countertop when we make our entrance into his and Promise's shared apartment. His foot is wiggling fast, and I can see him glancing from me to Jeremy with something between amusement and horror.

“Beckett, this is Jeremy. Jeremy—Beckett.” Promise introduces us with a tension in her voice that I hate.

I’ve found my new least favorite word.

Jeremy.

Whoever this fuck is, he was here when we walked in. Standing there like he belonged. Motherfucker’s got some lessons coming; I can feel it already.

“What’s up? What are you doing here?” Promise is uncomfortable, and it makes me want to tear this dude’s throat out.

Not Bruce.

Jeremy.

My hackles are up, and the dude isn’t smart enough to take his fucking eyes off me.

I know this fucker.

Holy shit. I absolutely fucking know him. What the fuck is he doing here?

“I need to talk to you. It’s important.” He’s talking to Promise, but his eyes are on me.

I can smell shit coming from him. Not the excrement kind, the other kind. The bad kind.

We are only three steps inside the door, but I’m on high alert. I can read the signs. Bruce is smiling, but he isn’t relaxed. Yet, creepo-in-khaki sure as shit thinks he’s at home.

I’ll fix that.

He’s not a big dude, but he’s got that arrogant ego halo around him. Sitting there, at the dining room table, like he’s in his own damn house. I glance over to see his jacket tossed on the sofa in a heap. He’s drumming his fingertips on the table, and they’re making a clicking sound.

Dude needs to schedule a manicure, and I can see where he couldn’t bother to wipe off the drops of mustard and ketchup from his short-sleeved, worn, plaid dress shirt.

Yeah, I see you, motherfucker. Don’t push me. I’ve got another damn gear that you do not want to experience. Take. Your. Fucking. Eyes. Elsewhere.

When she wraps both her arms around her waist and goes quiet, I can’t take any more of whatever this is.

“Maybe now’s not the best time.” My voice is steady, level, and the hell if I’m dropping my eyes first.

Jeremy looks at Promise.

“Is now not a good time?” His question is a demand, and I think of all the ways I can make him die.

Fucking bully. I hate bullies. Putting her on the spot like that when she is clearly uncomfortable already.

“Now is not a good time,” I answer for everybody in the room, taking one step up, daring him to stand.

“Well,” Jeremy breaks into a playful, condescending smile like this is some fucking game for him. “Then I guess we won’t be seeing Jordan tomorrow.”

Promise darts forward, her eyes wide, moving from Jeremy to me, and her mouth is open like words are there, but she can’t decide in which order to put them.

“Babe, you okay?” I spin around, putting a wall between her and Jeremy, taking a mental note of the look Jeremy flashed at her when he heard me call her “babe.”

“Yeah. I just . . .” She blinks five times before she continues, then lowers her voice to a whisper, her eyes falling to the floor. “I kinda need to talk to him about something.”

At that moment, I realize just how little I know about her life. This girl that I feel some primal responsibility for is a near stranger in so many ways.

I run my hands over my head, back and forth, trying to get a grip on the moment and not let the darkness take over. She’s fucking scared; I can feel it like I can feel the pain in my neck as it starts up and jerks three times before I can take my next breath.

Promise’s eyes dart to mine, watching me intently as my head and neck do their thing.

There is so much we don’t know about each other, and I can see doubt cast over her face as she watches me finish my twitch.

That jerking, twitching shit started when I was around ten. At first, they said it was the stress of the fire and the ensuing shit storm that subsequently engulfed my life. But, a few years and hundreds of twitches a day later, they gave it a name with the added news that it was a lifelong condition.

It’s settled down. As you get older, it ebbs and flows more. Most people think I should be barfing out strings of obscenities in church when they hear the word “Tourettes.” But, it’s not that. That is just what comedians and movies show. It’s this.

A constant obsession, a pressure that needs to be relieved and never will. A tension that builds somewhere inside. You hold back as long as you can, but eventually, you have to make the motion.

“It’s important, Promise.” Jeremy chimes in like a bitch.

“Hey, step the fuck down, man.” I spin around, wishing the fire I feel inside could shoot out of my eyes and turn him into the flaming shitball he is.

“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll go.”

Jeremy moves like he’s going to stand, but I see his pussy-ass glance at Promise.

“Anyone want popcorn? I feel like some popcorn.” Bruce snorts as he tosses back the last of a glass of red wine from his viewing position in the kitchen.

“Don’t leave. Wait.” Promise says, directing her plea toward Jeremy while laying her hand on my chest, drawing my eyes back to her. “I have to talk to him,” she whispers.

“You want me to leave?” I ask as my lips pull tight, and heat starts to radiate up my neck.

More than anything, my new favorite word is “No,” and I sure as shit hope it’s the next one that comes from her amazing lips.

“Yeah, I think you should go.”

I hate all of those words.

I suddenly feel like taking a seat at the table with shit-show Johnny and staking my fucking claim. But, something in her voice tells me there’s more here than I’m going to get to know tonight.

“Okay.” I lean right next to her ear. “But, I’m going to kiss you. Then I’ll leave. And tomorrow, I’m going to be standing outside this door by 6 AM to take you to work.” I point at the door and pin her with my eyes.

I’m on her mouth before she can finish whatever it was she was about to say. I make it quick. I’m not here to embarrass her. But, fuck if this asshole isn’t getting a little peek at just who belongs to whom in this little drama.

“See you in the morning,” I say to Promise as I give Poindexter one last stink eye.

I glance over and nod at Bruce, who has a huge smile on his face. He raises one hand and wiggles his fingers at me in a playful goodbye.

I’m out the door, but most of me is still inside that room.
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Promise

I don’t know who I hate most right now.

Bruce is smiling and looking amused.

Jeremy has me ready to spit fire, showing up again without a call, like he lives here, then dangling the one thing he knows could hurt me the most in front of me like a carrot.

Beck.

Beckett.

I hate him most of all. Because he’s making me want something else and I don’t want to want.

Mom always said, “Love and hate are two horns on the same goat.” And right now, I have a pretty good idea where I’d stick both of those horns if I could.

I’ve lost my mind—in a week. Less. Five days. I am not even sure who I am anymore.

“What are you doing with him?” Jeremy snaps.

I shake my head and squint as Jeremy tosses that out there like I’ve just come home three hours after curfew, and he’s waiting for me with a shotgun between his legs.

“What am I . . . ?” I’m so exasperated I can’t even finish my sentence, and then I look at Bruce with my hands raised. “What? You can just go eat your popcorn somewhere else.” My finger is an arrow, aiming right between Bruce’s eyes.

“Miss this? Nooooo. This is the most fun I’ve had in a month.” He snorts again then drops his voice to a dramatic whisper. “I like that one.” He exaggerates each word as he points toward the door where Beckett just exited, tipping his head and raising his eyebrows in feigned sympathy at Jeremy.

I sigh because it’s the only thing I can do right now.

Jeremy is picking at his fingernails and looking bored, but I can see the way his lips stay tight.

I muster up some contrite sweetness.

“I’m sorry about that.” But I’m not telling you anything about ‘him’. . “So, what’s going on?” I scoot over and take a seat at the table as I swallow my self-respect and pucker up to kiss some ass.

I lean elbows on the table and clear my throat. It’s hard to imagine that no one else can sense what I’ve been doing for the last couple of hours. My hair is still damp from the shower, and a shiver runs from up the backs of my legs and wraps around all the parts of me that are still thumping.

And I am taking each step slowly trying not to give away the very special discomfort I have going on.

Jeremy stops his disgusting fingernail obsession and stares at me like a disappointed father, then shakes his head, making a little tsk-tsk sound.

“You know I’m here to help you, don’t you?”

I open my mouth to answer, and he starts talking over me.

“You know you do.” His tongue licks his upper teeth, and he stares at me in silence for a second before going on. “I’m the only one that can help you. The only one that has been here for you all these years. I remember when you sat down in front of my desk with your hair chopped off around your ears. You were a handful back then. Knew how to get attention.”

I hear Bruce’s dramatic sigh from the kitchen, and I give him a glare as he raises a glass of wine to me behind Jeremy’s back.

“You need some?” Bruce silently mouths the words, pointing to his glass, and I look away before my lips betray me with a smile.

“What’s the news?” I force cheerfulness into my voice.

Jeremy lets out another exasperated sound to show just how far out of his way he is going for me, then he looks at his watch far longer than it should take a grown man to determine the time.

“Well, it’s a good thing you got home when you did. I was getting ready to call Lydia and call off the visit.”

“What? Are you kidding me?” I’m on my feet faster than a flea on a hound, and I can feel the tendons in my neck standing up. “Why the hell didn’t you call or text me or something? What if I didn’t come back in time?”

My head is spinning. Everything that has happened to me in the last few hours hits me like a cannonball to the gut.

Now this? Oh my god, how could he not tell me?

“Maybe I was trying to see if you’re sticking to a routine. Showing me how stable you are.”

“It’s like 7:30. How did you convince Lydia—”

“I just did.” He snaps, his pencil-thin lips turning white. “Now, listen for once. You know I’m the one that wants this for you. So, get ready. Jordan will be here in fifteen minutes. I arranged for a visit. Lydia took him to his pre-adoption appointment with the psychologist and said she would stop by on their way home.”

If there is a word I never want to hear again, it’s adoption. My next breath sticks in my chest like it’s covered in thorns.

I ride the emotional slingshot, forcing myself to forget that Jeremy just mentioned that word, and the fact that Jordan is coming here—tonight—hit’s me.

“Here? Fifteen? What—” My head swivels like a pendulum on staccato before I catch a glimpse of Bruce downing three-quarters of a glass of Malbec in one gulp as he showers the back of Jeremy’s head with poison arrows from his eyes.

He glances my way, and I can almost see steam rising from his shiny head.

I don’t have time for his drama. Whatever it is he would like to contribute right now will have to wait. I break our eye contact and muster up my best Pollyanna smile.

“Gosh, I don’t know what to say. I can’t believe it. Thank you. I don’t know how you did it but, thank you.”

I even go so far as to walk over to where Jeremy is sitting and give him a quick side hug.

Because the truth is I am thankful. There are few things I wouldn’t do for my brother. As I hug Jeremy I realize even after all these years, he feels a bit foreign to me. He’s like that uncle you know you should like, but there’s an underlying creep factor that seizes you up when you get close.

Jeremy’s arms dart up my back, pulling me into him before I can retreat. His face is buried in my chest, and he takes a long, deep breath as he smashes his nose into my boobs.

I give myself a quick, silent lecture about being grateful. Jeremy has been here for me, and now he’s trying to be there for Jordan. That is the number one priority in my life, and I will do anything to convince the court that I am the best person for him.

Still I can’t help but into marble as his arms clutch around me. That’s all I am—a bent over statue unable to decide if standing up or letting him continue to make my boob his new face pillow is the right move.

I pray that this awkward moment will end in the next three seconds.

My silent prayer is answered when Jeremy shifts his head because he’s unable to breathe, and I take the opportunity to pull away.

“Okay.” He runs a hand through his hair-club hair and gives me a smile. “So, he should not be here.” Jeremy nods toward Bruce.

“I can heeeeear you.” Bruce does not hide his rightful annoyance. But, I give him a pleading look, and he rolls his eyes. “Fine. I need some air. Some far-away-from-here kind of air.”

Bruce grabs his coat off the back of the chair next to Jeremy and then leans down, his mouth inches from Jeremy’s ear.

“Bye.” Bruce hits the “B” in a loud, stage-worthy voice. Jeremy jumps, and I almost bust out a laugh.

“Bye.” Jeremy shifts, trying to salvage some of his pride.

Bruce sticks his tongue out at me on his way to the door, then just as quickly gives my shoulder a supportive squeeze “Good luck.” His last words as he saunters out the door are more imbued with pity than I would like.

“Okay. So, aren’t you excited?” Jeremy asks once Bruce is out the door.

“Of course. Does this mean things might be looking up for me?”

“Well, let’s just say with the right moves, things could start leaning our way.”

He puts a little too much emphasis on the word “our.”

“You never went to that lawyer, did you?” Jeremy starts clicking his nails on the tabletop again.

“No, you told me not to.” Lying is a mandatory skill when you grow up in the system and, good or bad, I excel at it.

“Good. Because if you did, it would not work in your favor. Lydia would interpret that as aggressive.”

Lydia Sewell is the Nurse Ratchett of the Southeast Office of Child Protective Services for the City of Cleveland.

A cold sweat covers my arms and back at the sound of her name. I remember her from when I was six. Her box-cropped hair looked as though she’d hacked it off with a pair of medieval sheep sheers, adding to that the wardrobe of a female guard from a Russian Gulag.

And, she hated me.

She was my first social worker. I had the pleasure of meeting her four days after my mom went out on another one of her “dates,” the great State of Ohio having decided that leaving a six-year-old in charge of a ten-month-old for two days did not meet the minimum guidelines of parental responsibility.

Now, she holds the key to everything that means anything in my life.

Everything? Did that change today? Is there possibly something else that means something to me now?

“Listen.” Jeremy pushes up with a sigh and stands.

“What?” My hands are sticky as he reaches down and grabs one and gives me a sympathetic tilt of his head.

“Just follow my lead, okay? When they get here, just . . .” He’s staring at the top of my head before he licks his lips. “Just consider that I may be something more to you than I’ve been in the past. ”

Before I can even process whatever his unsettling insinuation might be, there is a knock at the door, and I feel like my feet are no longer touching the ground.

It’s been twenty-six days since they let me see Jordan. It feels like twenty-six years.

I barely notice that Jeremy has my hand in his as he steps forward, his free hand on the door knob.

I image Lydia looking me up and down like she always does, and I am suddenly acutely aware that my socks don’t match.

I have tunnel vision. The door opens, and I see the familiar, utilitarian, black shoes. The next moment, I hear my favorite noise.

If a treasure chest full of gold and diamonds could have a sound, this would be it.

“Promise!” A flash of Jordan’s blond hair is the only thing I catch before he practically runs me over, and my cheeks immediately hurt from the spasm of muscles causing a smile that closes my eyes.

“Hey, crazy.” My voice is already breaking, I have to fight to swallow the lump lodged in my throat.

Every part of me is alive. Like the kind of alive people describe just before they die. I get that every time he hugs me.

My fingers are shaking as I graze them over the sides of his head, down to his cheeks. His hair needs to be cut, and there’s a scratch on his forehead.

“You grew another three inches, I think. You’re going to be taller than me by next week.”

“You’re not that tall.” He leans back and takes his hand from the top of his head and moves it toward mine, measuring us.

“Yes, but I’m also not eleven years old.” I can’t stop smiling; he’s so beautiful.

The glow is still on my cheeks when Lydia clears her throat.

“Did you tell her?” Her Gulag voice can’t ruin my moment.

“Tell me what?” My eyes dart from Lydia to Jeremy even as I pull Jordan closer.

Lydia stares down Jeremy, then turns and pushes the door closed with her man-hand.

My eyes are full moons, waiting for whatever is coming.

“What? What are you supposed to tell me?” I’m suddenly the mother bear with her cub, working Jordan behind me.

Jeremy opens his mouth to speak, and I feel the vacuum of silence that engulfs me.

A loud bang on the door lifts my feet off the floor with a yelp.

Jeremy’s standing closest to the door and he reaches for the knob with an air of propriety that annoys me, but I’m in no condition to correct him.

The door doesn’t need to be open more than a few inches before I know who it is. My eyes only need a split second.

My mind spins.

My body heats.

Just like in the shower.

“Hi.” Beckett’s voice fills my ears, deep but questioning. I gulp a mouthful of air as his face comes into view through the opening in the door.

I have Jordan shielded behind me with one of my arms curling around to cage him there. He peeks over my shoulder, and I feel the energy in the room spark.

“Hi.” It’s all I can say. My mouth has forgotten how to form other words.

Jeremy opens the door wider with a glare as Beckett’s enormous form takes a step inside.

I can tell he’s assessing. He’s been in combat situations before.

That’s what this is, right? Combat?

“You forgot your phone in the Suburban.” Beckett’s lips are moving, and the words make sense, but he’s distracted, absorbing clues from the strange scene that has developed in the few minutes since he left this room.

Jeremy’s hand darts out to grab my phone.

“Thanks.” Jeremy’s voice is clipped as he attempts to close the door on Beckett.

Lydia is doing something with her mouth, and some clicking sounds are coming from her. Whatever they are, I don’t think they represent her approval.

“Don’t—.” Beckett’s hand flies around the edge of the door as Jeremy pushes it into his face.

His voice takes on a flat, deeper tone and Jeremy’s effort is no match for Beckett’s force. “What’s going on?” Beckett looks at me.

His eyes make my belly flip. He’s inside now, solidly inside, and no one seems to know where else to look except Beckett’s face.

“Nothing’s going on,” I say. I know he’ll hate my answer, but I don’t know what else to say.

Nothing. Everything is happening Beckett. Everything that means anything.

This is so far from nothing; the irony makes me burst out in a puff of painfully inappropriate laughter.

Jeremy shoots me a look and stuffs his hands down in his pockets. The look on his face tells me he is humiliatingly aware of his beta position next to Beckett.

“Hi. I’m Beckett.” He turns on the miracle-smile, the disarming, boyhood charm, and extends a hand to Lydia.

“Hello.” She forces something like a smile on her lips.

Yeah, he’s got that power. Don’t fight it. Trust me.

“We’re in the middle of something personal.” Jeremy clearly needs to step down because as soon as the words are out of his mouth, Beckett loses his smile, drops Lydia’s hand and spins to square off with Jeremy.

“Are we?” Beckett just went from Prince Charming to John Rambo. His voice and the way his neck is jerking have my stomach churning into a knot.

“Hi, I’m Jordan.” Jordan’s blond head pushes out from behind me, and his voice is so sweet, it’s daring me not to cry.

Even my mother-bear attempt to keep my brother behind me doesn’t work. Beckett’s shoulders don’t move but his head swivels, and I see the way his eyes move to me, then back to Jordan. There is no mistaking us for unrelated strangers.

Ivory hair, porcelain-doll skin. Jordan’s wide, dark chocolate eyes are the only stand out difference. Whoever his father was, I imagine him with the same deep, intense brown eyes as Jordan.

“I’m sorry.” It’s all I can think to say, and I don’t know what it means.

“Hi. I’m Beckett.”

“Beckett’s a friend of mine.” I shift Jordan in front of me, presenting him instead of protecting him.

Jordan is staring up at Beckett, and I can see his look of awe and childlike wonder.

Beckett is not ordinary. He is striking in size, features, and presence, and he has taken over the room entirely.

“Beck . . .” I step forward even as Jeremy shuffles my way and darts his arm out like a barrier between us.

Beckett’s lips go tight, and his eyes marshal Jeremy back a step, the smaller man’s arm falling like a defeated noodle-sword at his side.

“This is Jordan—my brother.” I manage to say as my heart comes up into my throat.

“Nice to meet you, Jordan.” Beckett flashes his winning smile, and he’s just managed to give me cause to change my panties. .

“Are you a football player or something?”

“No.” Beckett shakes his head focusing completely on Jordan. His energy shifts, and I can see my brother is caught in his force field. I understand completely what he’s going through. “I’m an artist, actually.”

An artist?

“Huh.” Jordan is as caught off guard as I am.

“And a Navy SEAL. Or, I was. I am. I mean, I am.” His face is so beautiful, for a moment I forget the dangerously awkward situation I’m in.

“Wooooow. I want to be a SEAL. I studied all about SEAL’s in school. I watched a show about it.” Jordan’s excitement nearly brings me to tears. “You went through all that stuff they show? The two weeks of hell?” Jordan quickly looks toward Lydia’s disapproving stare. “I mean heck.”

Jordan’s eyes are enraptured, and I hear Jeremy’s defeated sigh.

“Promise.” Jeremy chastises me with my own name.

“Jordan, maybe you can talk to Beckett another time.” I step behind my brother and try to angle his shoulders away from his new best friend.

BFF

My heart is breaking into pieces that stab all my soft parts. It’s so obvious that Jordan needs someone like Beckett. Integrity and honor are not things you usually find in the pseudo-father figures of the foster care system.

“Can you please just give us a minute?” I’m pleading because I can see Lydia scribbling something in the thick, manila folder that had been stuck under her arm. “Just one minute?”

I blink several times waiting for Lydia because, at this moment, she is the gatekeeper to everything in my life that matters.

She stops the dang scribbling, squashes the folder between her body and her crossed arms. She wears her disappointment in all things me like a tiara.

Everything about her is gray. Clothes, eyes, skin, hair . . . lips.

Gulag Lydia gives me a flash of her lifeless eyes, and I take that as a yes only because I can’t stand the sour heaviness in the room.

I rest my hand on Beckett’s arm, trying to tell him a thousand things with that touch as I move out the door and into the hall, hoping he will follow.

He does, and he pulls the door shut behind him.

“Don’t ask me to leave.” He looks at me with such determination I freeze. “I don’t know what’s the fuck is going on, but you need me here. Whatever that is,” he jerks his head toward the closed door. “I can smell a fucking ambush.”

I fill my lungs with a slow breath and the hairs on my arms stand up because I know he’s right.

“Please, I should have told you. But the truth is, we haven’t really had a chance to get to know each other that well.”

“We will. I know what I need to know.”

“Jordan’s my brother. It’s a long story.” I shake my head. “But, I think you should go. That lady in there—”

Beckett leans down right next to my ear, and I can hear his smile as he whispers, “That’s no lady.”

Stop doing that.

I snort trying to hold back my laugh and slap his arm.

“Stop.” I shake my head.

His smile is like pixie dust that sends a tingle up from my feet, working magic on its way to my face.

Which is now a deep shade of chartreuse, I’m sure.

“Okay. Shhhh, listen.” He steps closer, and the warmth of his breath is not helping me maintain a reasonable sense of the moment. My hands go up to rest on his chest, trying in vain to push him away. The instant I feel his heart beat under my palms, the only thing I can think of is the way he looked that first moment he moved inside of me.

“Something is wrong in there. I told you, I have a sixth sense. The Kung Fu is strong with me.”

Stop smiling.

“Promise.” Jeremy’s annoyed voice comes through the closed door, and I fight to break Beckett’s spell.

“I can’t tell you everything right now, but I will. For now, though, you have to go. Please, if you care about me, you’ll go. I’ll tell you everything tomorrow, okay? I’m fighting for my life here. Please.”

I’m pleading, and Beckett’s eyes don’t leave my face. I can see him making a thousand decisions in that solitary moment, and I pray he listens.

Beckett lets out a sigh and lays his hands on my shoulders, brushing his thumbs on my neck, and I want to disappear with him.

“Six AM. I’ll be standing right here at six fucking AM, and you will be doing a lot of talking.”

His hands move from my shoulders, brushing upward onto my neck. They are enormous, and for a moment, I remember just how dangerous he can be.

Before that thought can go any further, his lips are on mine, and my body ignites. That sheen of sweat covers me again, and his mouth is as close to heaven as I can imagine.

His tongue presses between my lips tangling with mine. Just when I forget for a second my predicament, he pulls back, his tongue brushes, no, grazes, over my bottom lip, his teeth give me a quick bite, and then he’s done.

“Six fucking AM.” His hand is on the doorknob, and he pushes the door open just enough for me to get in before he shuts it behind me. I swallow hard, trying to process the mixed bag of lust and fear he’s just elicited.

Jeremy is pissed.

Lydia is scribbling.

Jordan is smiling.

And, I’m dying.
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Promise

I’m exhausted.

Shattered.

The acrylic paint is still drying on my fingertips, smeared on my t-shirt and all I can think of is it wasn’t enough. It’s never enough.

One hour with Jordan is not enough.

They’d peeled my crying brother off of me from where we’d been working on our painting in my bedroom. The last thing I’d heard was his my name as Lydia pulled him out the apartment door.

Every time he leaves, it’s this. A sucking black hole where all the horror of my life lives. It comes back and drapes over me until I can’t breathe, and I am thankful there are no weapons within reach.

Jeremy’s arms are around me, and I don’t care. Right now, I would do anything to never have to go through this again.

To never put Jordan through this again.

“Hey. It’s okay.” Jeremy kisses the top of my head, and I fight to get a breath in through the sobs. “I’m here. I’ll always be here.”

“I have to get him. I don’t know if I can live if I don’t.”

“We’ll do everything we can. Together, okay?” He pushes me back to look down into my face.

He’s not so bad.

I keep telling myself that like I’m trying to convince someone.

He got Lydia to bring Jordan. That’s what matters. That’s all that matters.

“I know she wasn’t happy.” I say, and we both know who I’m talking about.

“No, that little visit from that guy wasn’t good for your cause. You can’t have men in and out of your apartment like a revolving door. That looks bad.”

Revolving door? I haven’t even been on a date in three years.

“He’s a good guy.”

Jeremy tenses his fingers on the tops of my arms.

“Just do what I tell you to do, okay? I know the system. I know people. I care about you. Haven’t I shown you that? I care about Jordan, too. I could be part of his life.”

I’m too tired to think about what that means. I know my past gives the court a reason to pause when considering awarding me Jordan, but I’ve changed. The things I did when I was younger shouldn’t haunt me forever.

“Just promise me you’ll do everything you can.” I’m pleading with Jeremy. “If that adoption goes through, I’ll die. I will, I’ll die.”

The tears are stinging tiny, burning rivers down my cheeks. And I think about how I’m going to be able to get five thousand dollars in time to save Jordan.
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When I push up on my tiptoes at 5:30 AM to look out the peephole of the door, the hairs on my arms stand up, and I feel like I’ve been zapped by a frayed electrical cord.

Beckett is leaning against the wall opposite the door, staring right at me. I know he can’t see inside, but I still feel him looking at me.

He’s in a stark white t-shirt, his hands down in the front pockets of his jeans, and his brown, canvas jacket spreads over his shoulders, hanging loosely down his arms. He makes casual look impeccable.

The cut of his jaw and the jut of his angular cheekbones remind me of something off a magazine cover, and my insecurity about my own uniqueness reminds me of how unequal my footing is with him.

I’m once again shocked by the sight of him. The sheer volume of person that he is. I can feel him even through the door.

Damn it.

He has invisible tentacles that are already working and doing wonderful and wicked things to my body, spanning the distance and barriers between us.

“What are you doing?” Bruce shoves the coffee pot back into the maker, and the clank jerks my head back toward the kitchen.

“Nothing.” I hiss trying to keep my voice down.

“Let him in. He’s been out there since 4:30.”

Bruce is fully dressed and ready to leave for Windfield. His years in the Army and his obsessive need to be at work an hour before First Shift have him rising obscenely early. He wrestles his jacket up over his shoulders, then screws the cap on his travel mug.

He shrugs at me with an unexpected level of exasperation.

“He was coming down the damn hall when I got the paper this morning in my boxers. Let him in. You need someone like him. Trust me, I know men.” His voice is a mixture of annoyance and compassion. “I wish I knew him.” He breaks into his signature snorting laugh before he strides past me and grabs for the door knob.

Why is he so cheerful so damn early?

“Wait!” I claw at Bruce’s arm.

It’s too late. Bruce swings the door wide.

“Morning, sunshine.” He greets Beckett in a sing-song tone, then shoots me a smirk.

“Morning yourself. Everyone’s up early.” Beckett nods toward Bruce as he strides inside the open door.

“Alright,” Bruce says. “You crazy kids behave yourself.” Bruce ushers Beckett in before closing the door behind him with a definitive click.

I am suddenly very aware that my fresh-out-of-the-shower attire is not all that alluring.

Beckett doesn’t seem to mind with the way his eyes gobble me up.

That will never get old. Being looked at that way. It’s not like anyone before. It’s deeper, steady and consuming.

Jeremy’s words suddenly start to knock around in my head. After I’d stopped sobbing last night, he made it very clear what he would like his position to be in my life as well as Jordan’s—and that he’s in a position of power to give me the one thing that trumps all else.

Jordan.

I had been prepared for Beckett to give me at least a pout for asking him to leave last night, instead he’s inside the door, and his hands are around my waist, and I forget whatever other thoughts I was attempting to form.

Rational thoughts.

Reasonable thoughts.

All. Gone.

“You look beautiful. I like the towel, but I like your hair better down.” He smirks at me and eyes the turquoise, terrycloth headdress-wrap I’m sporting.

“I just got out of the shower.”

Wow, really Captain Obvious?

“I guess I got here just a little too late. Showers are my specialty.”

Arms . . . tight . . . pulling me . . . against him.

Jeremy who?

I lay my head on his chest with a defeated sigh.

His Kung Fu is strong with me.

“Hey, watch that thing,” Beckett chuckles, low and sexy, as I bump him in the chin with the tower of towel piled high on my yard long hair.

“Sorry.”

“You have panties on under there?”

Yes, I have on chastity panties. I will defeat your super powers. . . . Say it. Say it!

“No,” I answer.

What?

Ug!

I can hear the rumble in his chest, and it’s impossible for him to hide the beast he keeps down below, now filling into an obvious erection and pressing into my belly.

What the hell happened to the lecture I gave myself from 1:12 AM to 3:36 AM? The one about how now is not the time to get involved. Jeremy’s here to help, and I have to achieve my goal—blah, blah blah. I can’t be distracted right now. I can’t push Jeremy away. I need him.

“Wow. As much as that has me ready to back you up against the wall, I have one order of business.” He clears his throat and shifts back an inch even as his arms stay circled around me. “I’m having a small service for my dad tomorrow. I want you to be there, eleven o’clock. You were a bright spot in his life, maybe the only one in years. Can you come?”

His voice is crisp and clear, and I don’t know if I could ever deny him much of anything.

“Sure. I don’t work my day job tomorrow; I’d love to be there.” I hate that I’ve forgotten all about Mr. Fitzgerald. Forgotten that Beckett must be hurting, too.

Then, I give myself an invisible palm-to-the-forehead, hoping my answer doesn’t lead to another question about why I felt the need to distinguish that Windfield is my “day” job.

Luckily, Beckett’s occupied with what his hands are doing, and I must admit, it’s distracting as hell. He’s playing with the hem of my t-shirt.

There are so many things I want to do with him. So many things I never imagined wanting with someone.

I want him to pick me up and carry me to my bed. I want this—his arms holding me next to him until I forget what it’s like to sleep in bed alone.

More than anything, I want to tell him the truth. Like I’ve never told anyone before. Everything. I want him to know everything and for him to still want to hold me.

I just don’t think he would.

No one would.

That’s why I can’t have all the things I want.

I never will.

“I’m a terrible person.” Beckett breaks into my depressing life reflection.

“What?” I crane my neck back, trying to see what his eyes are saying, and the towel is so heavy, it tumbles off my head onto the floor behind my heels.

“You lost your crown, princess.” He chuckles, and I feel myself smiling. It feels nice on my face.

“Why did you say you’re a terrible person?”

He lets out a deep breath, and I can feel the movement of his chest against me.

“Because. I’m standing here, my father just died, and all I can think about is what you taste like in the morning.”

The pressure from down behind his zipper quickly increases against my belly. My insides topple around and over each other, and there is a distinct gathering of moisture between my legs.

Pick me up. Don’t let me choose. Just take me.

“Come to the funeral tomorrow, please?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good . . . But, this needs to go.” He takes on that low, commanding voice, and I turn into a puddle.

How he can change his voice like that, I don’t know, but I don’t ever want it to stop. He strips my t-shirt up and over my head, and I don’t have a second to protest.

Not that I would, but I feel like I should.

He takes a step back, his hands running from my back, swirling up from my waist, just grazing at the edges of my naked tits until his hands are on my cheeks.

“There are so many things I want to do to you. You know that, don’t you?”

I can barely nod as his eyes move over me. I love the way he doesn’t hide the way he devours me visually. My skin prickles everywhere he looks.

“Where’s your bedroom?” His voice is deep and firm as his hands move lower, around my throat, gently tightening then letting go, and my head is full of some kind of heavy mist because I forgot where my room is.

“Down there, on the left.” I hear my answer, not sure what part of my brain is actually still functioning.

“I’ll get you to work on time, but I need you right now, and you need me.”

His hands whip around and scoop under my arms, lifting me like a doll to cling to him face to face. My body feels weightless, and my ankles lock around his back.

The motion of his walk and the nearness of his lips turn the quivering between my legs into a craving.

“That feel good?” he asks, tightening his grip, pressing me into him. I can feel the fabric of his t-shirt against my clit.

The scent of coffee and something masculine and spicy is making me feel drunk. I bury my face in his neck and inhale. I love the texture of his fresh shave, just a hint of course beard creating friction against my cheek. There is a burning inside me, and I want it—him—to consume me. To keep me here, clinging onto him.

His hands play up and down my spine as I hear him kick open the door to my bedroom.

Shit. Wait . . .

But the pause in his step reminds me of why I don’t want people in here.

I hold my breath, waiting for his arms to loosen and my feet to hit the ground as he stares at the furious disaster that is my bedroom.

But, he steps forward without a word, his lips on my cheek. Three more steps and he lays me down gently on my bed, pushing my hands over my head before rising to full height. For a moment, I see what others see.

His face turns from that smiling Beckett that helped me find my own smile to this intense monster with a primal glare looking down at me like his prey. When his brow comes together, the light from behind those amazing eyes offset with the close cut of his black hair sends me spinning.

“So fucking perfect.” He tastes me with his eyes, and I can feel it somewhere inside me that is new. Somewhere I’ve kept sealed up. Sealed off. Because it’s the place he could hurt me most.

I bring my arms down in defense. He’s seeing things I don’t want him to see.

His eyes flash, and his face turns dark.

“Don’t fucking do that. Don’t ever cover yourself in front of me. Understand?”

He’s using that voice again, and I don’t know whether to be frightened or cum.

He leans down, becoming a bridge over me as I stretch my arms back up to where he’d placed them.

“That’s good. Keep them there.” His lips are perfect, and they’re on mine. Little pathetic noises escape me as his tongue glides inside my lips. He doesn’t rush, and I want more. I want fast. But, the way he’s looking at me, it’s clear—I’m not the one in charge.

I want him inside of me. It’s all I can think as our mouths turn and move against each other.

This is what a kiss is meant to be. Something as simple as lips touching can make me feel like we know things about each other no one else knows. I’m telling him so many things I could never say out loud, and his kiss is telling me he wants to know it all.

His lips move to my forehead, feather soft, knowing more new things about me, and it takes all my will not to bring my hands down to wrap around whatever part of him I can reach.

I have to concentrate to take each breath. Some are deep yet most are so shallow, my head is getting lighter and lighter until I feel like I’m floating. Or falling.

Right into him. Hoping he’ll catch me.

Both his hands move up and tangle in my hair, holding me firm as his warm mouth discovers my collar bones, and then moves down, sucking my tit so deep into his mouth, I let out a cry.

My sounds loosen something in him. I feel it.

His lips turn to teeth on my sensitive flesh, biting down until my cry turns to a scream, but my hips raise up, my body begging for so much more.

I want this; I want this pain because it comes from him.

And, it fills in parts of me that need filling.

He moves to the other side, dropping one hand from my hair and grazing down over my stomach.

I can feel his power as he releases me from his mouth, his hand flat on my belly and his eyes watching me as I lie quivering.

“Spread your legs.” It’s not a request; it’s clearly an order.

And I freeze.

I see the flash of his other hand just before I feel the sting.

The smack on the side of my ass jolts me, but my legs fly open. I’ve never had anyone look at me like he’s looking at me now. I’ve never had someone smack my butt like that either. If I didn’t know who he was, I would be terrified. He looks more bear than man—his mouth open, eyes dancing, brows deep without a hint of his usual humor. I see the glint of his white teeth as his breath quickens.

“Wider. I want to see all of you.”

The burn of his hand print on the side of my ass is turning hot, his other hand still warm and flat just above my pubic bone, owning me there until I do as I’m told.

“God damn. You are perfection,” he murmurs as if talking to himself.

Stars are dancing in my head, and I can’t form thoughts as he lowers his hand, fingers dancing on the outside of my lower lips. His intense gaze is almost more than I can stand, inspecting me like a prized possession.

“You need me to touch you.” It’s not a question, but I nod anyway.

His hands are quickly everywhere. Cupping my breasts, sliding down and holding onto my hips, over my belly, down each leg to my toes, then back up until his hands are entwined in mine over my head and his face is right above me.

“Who do you belong to?”

For a moment, I’m confused by the question. His eyes do not waver. His breath is heating my cheek as his hands pull my wrists upward, stretching me under him.

“I feel it. Tell me, Promise. Tell me you belong to me. I need to hear it.”

I completely lose myself when he lets my wrists go, his face lowers and his mouth comes down with gusto between my spread legs. I hear my own cry as his tongue goes deep inside me with such force, I cum with a spasm.

He does not relent. His hands are around my thighs, spreading me wide and utterly open for him as his tongue takes over and everything spins out of control.

In a million years, I would never have imagined being here like this. Last week, I was the girl who managed to keep everyone away. Especially someone like Beck. Someone that would want this from me.

His mouth is doing things I didn’t realize a mouth could do. He is like a ravenous dog feasting on me. I can hear his own deep, throaty sounds of pleasure, and I feel the tightness gathering again.

Just as I raise my hips, chasing down something as close to magic as is possible, Beckett pulls his face away, and I let out a pained gasp. My hands move down to find his head, and I can’t believe when I try to pull him back into me.

The spinning tension has me blind. I want what he was giving me. I need more. My body demands more.

“Get those hands back up there.” It’s a command, and with a whimper, I do what he says. “Tell me, who do you belong to?”

He takes a long, slow lick from my gushing opening to where he scrapes teeth over my swollen clit, making me yelp and make sounds that are not human. Then he raises his face to challenge me with his eyes.

“You.” That single whispered word comes out of me like a bullet.

It’s barely audible, but it shakes the entire room.

Beckett smiles at me and plunges his tongue so deep, my body curls into him. He is fucking me this way, with his mouth, and it is more glorious than what I would imagine heaven could be.

His face is solidly attached to me, and he shifts, moving his tongue up and down the slick creases and folds until I feel his fingers press inside and his lips center over my clit.

His fingers move slowly at first, gliding deep, curling and sending another deep spasm through me. I feel his chuckle, then he starts to move faster, his tongue and his fingers attacking me. His knuckles slamming into me when he can go no deeper.

All my muscles begin to twitch and quake, then I turn to liquid around him. I can’t stop saying his name just before my body gushes and tips me over into a place that has Beckett holding onto me to keep my violent, twisting hips connected to him.

I’m everywhere and nowhere for an amount of time that is not quantifiable. I’m inside the fire that follows me everywhere, and waves of something so incredible are breaking over me until I let out a scream and tears sting my cheeks.

“That’s a good girl. Now, you know this is mine.”
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Beckett

Every part of me wants to be attached to her.

My mouth is dripping with the most delicious flavor as her body shakes. I can see she finally understands what I am to her and she is to me.

I’ve carried her with me for so long, preparing for this, for now, the moment she understood what it felt like to belong to someone. To me.

I want to own her in such a terrible and complete way, she’s destroyed. I can’t explain it. I want to subjugate her until she has no will of her own outside of mine. I want her deference, her worship, her body to yield and to never be denied any part of her.

But even more, I want what is best for her. Beyond and above my needs, hers will always come first.

I don’t know exactly what this beast is she’s released in me, but I know it’s very much alive, and she is the only way to slake my lust, my need, my want—as if wanting was something I never knew before her.

I take my mouth from her pussy, her body quivering, as I stare in amazement and fascination. Working every shred of my clothing off as her eyes begin to refocus.

“Beck . . .” The sound of my name on her lips is magic. Her eyes are finally on me as her flavor brands itself into my very being.

She’s already arching as her eyes see me at my full length, the tip of my cock already covered with drips of pre-cum, my balls ready to send out the troops.

I want to tear into her, the primal need inside me so strong, a moment of fear hits me that I could damage her. She’s lying open, so pale and fragile in front of me, yet my animal-brain screams to bend her over and take her.

Her thighs are shaking, and I’m not sure if it’s fear or lust in her eyes, or both.

I kick my jeans off, looking down to once again revel in her perfection, imagining having her like this for me every minute of every day.

I lay my full hand between her legs, covering the soaking opening, and I feel her heat on my palm.

“This is beautiful, and it’s all mine. I want all of you. Do you get that? Everything you have to give, everything that makes you who you are, I want it. It belongs to me.”

When my tongue entered her, her tightness gripped at me, and I’ve never tasted a pussy so sweet. I drank her like no woman before.

Now all I can think of is that hot, sweet cunt around my cock. I want her pussy to latch onto me when she cums and etch herself onto the length of me, branding me with her.

Alarms are going off in my head and my dick. I know there’ll be no slaking my lust, and I wonder if she’ll be able to take everything I need to give her.

“What are you staring at?” Her soft voice reminds me I’ve been standing over her, unmoving, and I can see a fear rising in her eyes.

“I can’t believe I’m here. I’m in awe of you.” My heart is crashing against my chest, and my breath is coming heavier as I try to memorize this moment.

“I want you.” Her voice is small and pleading, and it only raises the predator in me more.

“I’ve always wanted you. I’ll never stop wanting you. I need you to know that no one will ever have you like this but me. Understand?”

My cock is thumping along with my heart, and I want to watch her take me into her body on her own this time. I want to see her give that to me.

When she blinks, then nods, I feel dizzy. Fascinated by this creature that seems to have always been destined to be mine.

“Come here. I want to watch your pussy take my dick. I want to watch your face.”

For a second I think clearly, then just as quickly, I can’t believe the thoughts that are in my head. I’ve never fucked a girl without latex. Yesterday, when I felt the flesh-on-flesh of Promise, it was like opening a door into a world I’d never experienced.

Now I want nothing more than to mate her, breed her like a raw animal. I want my cum inside her until her belly swells and everyone knows she’s mine.

All mine.

I’ve got myself leaning back on the pillows of her bed. Every part of me wants to seat inside her, wants to own her in a way that only I can.

“Come here.”

Promise starts to crawl toward me, and I about lose my damn mind the way her eyes light up as she looks at my cock. Just knowing she wants me like I want her is enough to tighten my already tingling balls against my body.

I want her tits in my face, in my mouth, and my hands on the wicked softness of her white skin.

My impatient dick is beginning to run the show, and I guide her over me until I feel the heat from her dripping pussy just inches from my cock.

My fingers are on her to build her into a frenzy again. My other hand automatically finds its way around her throat. I’ve never needed to do that before—not until her. I need to hold her breath as much as I need to hold her hand.

“You like that?” I ask as her mouth opens and her eyes go wide.

I don’t know if I’m referring to her pussy or the way I’m controlling her breath, but whichever it is, she nods and she’s more beautiful to me than the moment before.

She’s weeping all over my fingers, and I bring them to her lips. She opens without hesitation, and I feel like every shitty moment in my life that came before was worth it.

“Take me inside you.” The words come out like thunder and I tighten my grip on her neck.

Her hands drop to circle my cock, which is hard enough to cut glass. The length of my dick takes both her hands with a few inches to spare.

The little sighs and fuck-me moans she’s breathing out only tighten her grip around my damn heart. I guess I never believed in this intense connection between lust and love, but Promise has brought them together in a way I fear they will never untangle.

When I see the little smile curve her lips at the first hot, soaking brush of her pussy against my cock, I swear I hear a damn siren go off in my head. I let her neck go, and she draws in a deep gasp.

The intoxicating mixture of her innocence and that look of vixen in her eyes is more potent than any drug. One hit and I’m addicted.

As she guides me inside, a hint of fear casts over her eyes and her smile turns to a shallow, quick breath.

I remind myself that she’s still fresh. Even after two rounds yesterday, she’s sore, and this new position will certainly give her some new feels. I want to see how deep she can take me, how far she wants to go. I’m drunk on the way she takes charge, and my hands fight the urge to slam her hips down and spread her until she screams.

“Jesus.” My head falls back as she reads my mind and pushes down to take half of me in one slick, tight, drenched gulp. I recover and lock my eyes to hers, connecting us with more than just our bodies.

Everything else stops. Time doesn’t exist, and I want to live in this moment forever.

The sight of her soft curves, the way her hips begin to move and her hands come down to press into my chest as she learns to move with me inside her, sends me to a place I’ve never been before.

A beautiful woman is magic. A beautiful woman taking your cock inside her is a gift.

But, this.

This, what Promise is doing to me, I have no words to describe. Our surroundings dissolve around me because she is the only thing I see.

I don’t want to think about everything that came before. All the reasons why I can never tell her the truth. The fucked up lives we both lived before could come back to blow up the one thing I know is right in my life.

None of that matters right now.

Nothing matters but the way her body gathers me inside of herself, inch by inch, and my cock memorizes every tight petal.

My hands are toying with her tits as she decides to sink down on me to the root. I watch her mouth open into a silent scream, but she begins to sway, jerk, and arch. I feel a new, warm gush of her juices, and I know I want to do something I’ve never wanted before. To let myself go inside her and hope to god my damn seed finds home.

“Don’t hurt yourself, babe.”

But she's already gone. The little ivory angel that gasped over me has now turned into a rodeo champ, her hips going in every direction as her nails score the flesh of my chest, digging in hard.

“Fuck babe, good girl. Show me how you cum. Let me feel you cum . . .”

My balls are about to explode, but I keep it in check, watching her ride me, grinding down until her body shakes and she floods me with her cum.

I love this angle. Half leaning, half sitting so I have the imperial view and easy access to explore all of her with my hands.

Promise’s hair is tangled over her face, and I’m mesmerized by the sway and movement of her tits. She rocks hard, back and forth, up and down, gasping and moaning until I feel the clutch of her as she goes faster and faster.

The beautiful noise of her climax spins my head and fills the entire room. I let her do as she wishes until her body stops twitching and her raw whimpers turn to fast breaths.

She collapses onto my face, suffocating me in the most delicious way with the soft round curves of her tits. The way she clamps down on my dick has me about to lose it inside her, but I clench my teeth together until her screams soften, and her hips come to rest.

I run my hands up her back and feel her slick sheen of sweat.

“I’m about to explode, babe.” I begin to gently guide her up and off my dick, fighting the primal urge to go deep and hard, to let my seed find that home inside of her. The hunger to fill her gnaws at me, unrelenting.

As soon as the words leave my lips, her thighs grip around my hips, and she begins to dance on me again.

“More . . .” she whispers.

She spreads herself onto my chest as her pussy tightens and strokes me. I hear her little breaths in my ear, and I’m done.

“Babe . . .” My voice cracks as I try to lift her off.

“Cum inside me.” Her whisper comes out painfully, and I feel my world shift.

I’ve never heard anything more beautiful in my life and, with that, my balls seize up. Promise locks her sore, battered pussy around my thick shaft. It's the last thing I remember. Spasms start down in my damn toes and don't stop until I set myself deep and let it all go.

A roar comes out of me, and my body raises up. I clamp my arms around her waist, holding her onto me until cum is dripping out around my dick, and I sink my claws into the soft flesh of her hips.

She’s shaking and moaning, and I know pushing her so deep has to be a new kind of pain, but I am no longer who I was a moment ago. When she let my seed flow inside of her, I became the beast. The one I’d been battling to push away the last two days lest he tear her apart.

My breath sounds ragged as it burns hot against her neck. I fight the urge to bite her but lose. With the last jolt of my release rocking me, I set my teeth into her shoulder. I hear her high pitched yelp as I flip her over onto her back and hold my dick as deep as I can inside the woman that now owns me as much as I own her.

Both of us are panting and slick, the beast in me still foraging to come forward but the gentleman in me knowing she needs something else right now.

My cock doesn’t soften, and in this new position, I begin to stroke slower, whispering things I never believed would come out of me.

“You are beautiful. Tell me, who do you belong to? I need to hear it.”

She arches into me, my hands gripping her hair, forcing her eyes to mine.

There is no way to be closer to her. My eyes on hers, my dick clutched inside her walls, and my soul’s cry that we are no longer separate people.

She stays with me as I rock, her arms latching around my neck. Our bodies know what to do.

“Tell me. Answer me.” My voice deepens, my hands pull at the roots of her hair until her mouth opens.

“You. I belong to you.” Her words are magnificent, but the way her eyes do not leave mine is priceless.

I pour everything I can't say into every movement. I was made to be inside of her. Every second, she is more amazing than the last. She takes everything I give and, in return, gives more of herself to me.

No person or possession has belonged to me more than she does right now—and I realize she is both.

I work slowly, then quicken my pace until I feel her tighten. Her body is mine, meshed together with mine, slick, and we move together, harder yet soft at the same time. My eyes watch her face in that glorious moment when what I give her pushes her to the place where there is no time or struggle.

I pull her as tight as possible without breaking her. I feel every wave and shake as she comes. With her noises rising in the room, I try to remember each note and inflection of that music. When my dick holds up the white flag and explodes again, I know I will forever be responsible for her happiness.

For her everything.

It is what I was born to do.
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Beckett

Shit.

“Get these on before I lose my fucking mind.” I hold out her scrubs as she wiggles around in her panties and some crazy, white, lace bra that has my dick ready for another bombing run.

“Take them off, put them on . . . you need to decide what you want.” She gives me a playful pout before taking the folded uniform and swishing her fine ass into the attached bath.

Once I get my mind back in check, I look around her room and lay back in amazement at the explosion of colors and images that cover the walls, sit in stacks, and lean against every vertical surface.

“I’m going to guess what you do in your spare time.” I raise my voice so she can hear me over the water running in the sink.

I hear it shut off, and her smile comes into the doorway. “Oh yeah? What is it you think I do?”

Thank Christ she managed to get her scrubs on and give my dick a break. When she smiles, and her eyes trace around the walls, she looks so much like that little girl I saw back in that courtroom ten years ago.

Watching her fiddle with her earring, then glance back in the mirror and touch her hair, it is an exquisitely common moment. Yet, it seems every detail of her movements—the way her skin is pink on her cheeks, the wisp of hair she can’t seem to tame—are show stoppers for me now. For the first time in my life, I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. I know where I belong. It’s up to me to make sure she feels the same way.

“You’re a storyteller.” I follow the walls around the bedroom. It’s beautiful chaos everywhere I look. “In every one of these paintings, I see a story.”

My heart feels like someone is squeezing. Each pump is hitting my veins hot and hard. Staring at the walls, each canvas looks like a volcano of orange, yellow and red. Every image unique but somehow the same.

I am mesmerized by a huge canvas on the opposite wall from her bed. It has two figures, black faces in shadow with a sky of flames behind.

Another one to the left is a woman lying prone on a bed. The bed is the fire, and her hands are pressed together in prayer. Her face is old, her body young. In the mirror above her bed is a reflection of another black face, featureless but still very much alive. The intensity and sadness send a chill down my spine.

There must be a hundred paintings covering the four walls. Each one has two things in common.

Something is on fire.

And a male figure without a face appears somewhere in each.

My body is thick and weighted down from the crush of what I feel from the paintings. It takes some effort to get to my feet, and I shake my arms out and remember just how fucking happy I am right now. I’ve got the bed made in a flash, my clothes on, and I try not to look at these new flames that surround me.

Promise is pinning her hair up in a bun as she turns to see me watching her, and she grins.

“What do you think?” she asks.

“They’re amazing. All of them. How long have you been painting?”

“I don’t know. Probably since I was twelve or so. But, most of the ones in here are from the last five years. I had to buy all the canvases myself, so probably since I was sixteen. I got a job that year so that I could buy them myself.”

“What was your first job?” I want to know every one of her firsts. Everything about her past.

She chuckles and crinkles her nose, then holds her hand up to her ear like she speaking into a phone. “Hi, this is Carol from Marathon Building Company. I’m calling to talk to you about your need for home improvements or repairs . . .” She finishes the canned speech then changes her tone back to her natural lilt. “It was horrible. I worked in this back room with twenty other girls, all of us repeating the same speech a hundred times a day, getting cursed out and hung up on. My boss’s name was Dottie, and she looked like a cross between Phyllis Diller and Dolly Parton.” Promise clears her throat and pins her eyebrows together, raising a wagging finger in the air. “God damn it, get back to work! I’m not paying you to sit here and bullshit! If you don’t get on those damn phones, get the hell out!” Promise smiles. “That was Dottie. But, I liked her. She was authentic.”

“Carol?” I can’t help but pick up on the name.

“Yeah, they made me use a more ‘normal’ name. Didn’t help. I got fired after a month. I moved up to cashier at Jax Car Wash after that.” She finishes with her hair and doesn’t bother to put away her hair brush or the other lotions and potions that fill her bathroom counter.

Just realizing she’s going to work for ten hours has my heart slamming around in my chest. I’m not ready to let her go. Not in any small way.

I stretch and take another look around at the walls of this room where she lays her head every night, and something catches my eye. It’s insignificant among the volume of flaming paint adorning the room. It would have been missed by anyone else. But not me.

It’s a scrap of notebook paper pinned to the wall between two paintings.

The paper’s edges are soft and gray. It’s been folded too many times, and the charcoal pencil lines are fading. My heart skips a beat.

The sketched silhouette is as haunting as it was that day. The words that cover her face pour over me, and the memories of that day tear loose, rising up from a place so deep and painful, I have to blink and look away. I don’t need to be close enough to the small drawing to read the words; I remember them. I wrote them that first day I saw her in the courtroom. The attorney addressed the court with a segment from an interview with Promise’s mother, conducted after Child Protective Services removed Promise and her brother from the apartment where they had been left alone. I wrote down pieces of the painful admission by a woman who did not deserve the title of mother.

“Because I can’t love them.

Because I don’t care enough.

Because he’s more important to me.

Because it’s too much.

I can’t handle her.

I didn’t want him.

I can’t.

I won’t.

I’m done . . .”

I picked out the words that struck the hardest, the words I know must have branded such sorrow into her heart, and I stared at that little girl with white hair and porcelain skin, wondering why the fuck they would let her sit there and hear that shit.

I stared and sketched and then cried when I handed it to her. I covered my face and stuck it in her hand.

Before I walked into my dad’s room at Windfield a week ago and laid my eyes on Promise once again, I’d come to terms with the fact that I would be alone for the rest of my life.

“Ready?” When she smiles, she takes my heart right out of my chest, and I can only hope she can feel how fragile it is in her hands.

“Yep.” I help her slip her jacket over her scrub uniform and set my hand in the small of her back until I get her out the door of the apartment.

I pull her next to me, and we meet our strides down the hall. “So, I know we’ve been otherwise occupied, but I want to talk about last night. I need to know what’s going on. I need to know everything about you, and clearly, whatever I walked in on was pretty important in your life.”

I can feel her tense as we move in silence down the hall, outside and into the truck. She keeps pulling at a loose thread on the collar of that tangerine colored jacket. She coils the black and white striped scarf around her neck as she settles into the passenger seat. I give her the time because I can feel she needs it, but now it’s enough.

“I’m waiting.” I put the Suburban in drive and give her a look that lets her know she needs to start talking

“Okay. Jordan’s my brother. That horrible woman is Lydia, his social worker. Jeremy . . .” I watch her pull her lips to the side, her nose crinkles as her arms come around her waist. I’m not having any of that, so I grab one of her hands and bring it to my lips before I settle on holding it between us.

“Keep going.”

I listen to her breathing in and blowing the air back out for a moment.

“Jordan is in foster care. My mom lost custody of us when I was ten. I’ve been fighting for him ever since I turned eighteen; I’ve been trying. First, I needed a better job. Then, I needed a better place to live. Then . . .” She stops, sucking in an uneven breath, cutting off whatever the end of that last sentence might have been. “Now, the family he’s been living with has filed a petition to adopt him.”

Her voice catches, and I squeeze her hand because I don’t know what else to do as my heart shatters for her.

“They’re not good people, Beck. They’re bad. I’ve been over to the house. When a foster family adopts a foster child, they get $2,452 a month from the state until the child turns eighteen. This family just wants the money. They have four other adopted foster children there, and it’s horrible. Jordan is so unhappy, but no one listens to him.”

The next several minutes are an exercise in self-control. I want to pull over and envelop her. Her voice fills the car with pain too familiar. I need with all my being to take it away from her.

“Jordan doesn’t deserve that. After all we’ve been through, he’s still kind and sweet. I’m the one that loves him. He’s sharing a room with two, seventeen-year-old boys who force him to do everything for them. Otherwise, they pound on him. He comes over with black eyes, and he’s lost so much weight. He doesn’t even have a backpack for school. I gave him one, and they took it from him. I only have a month to try to stop the adoption. Jeremy is supposed to be helping me. He’s my only hope.”

Fuck if he is.

Since I’ve gotten home, I’ve avoided thinking about my own messed up life. The decisions I have to make and the pain I’ve caused. But, listening to her is causing all my own looming bullshit to start knocking around inside my head. Losing my dad is only making each thought sharper, cutting me in soft places I didn’t know were still there.

“Why is he your only hope?” The level of effort it takes to keep my voice in check is daunting. Hearing her say Jeremy is her “only hope” sets my teeth on edge.

I want to tell her everything I know about him. To relieve her of her seeming loyalty to a worthless piece of shit.

“He’s got connections at CPS. I don’t know who else can help me the same way.” She leans down to fiddle and tug on her orange and yellow argyle sock.

“He’s not your only hope. Don’t say things like that. I know this thing between us is new. But, it’s also not new. It’s been a part of both of us for a long time. Don’t tell me you don’t feel it, too. The ‘us’ that we’ve created in the last week feels like it’s been a part of me for a hundred years, and I want it to keep going for a hundred more. I’m here for you. I know I don’t have all the details, but trust me when I tell you, there are always other ways, and I’m here to help you however I can.”

“He’s the social worker. He’s got the connections, and he’s trying to help me behind the scenes. I need him.”

“No.” The muscles in my shoulders tighten, and my neck jerks a few times. “You don’t fucking need him. I’m not going to tell you right now to do anything differently, but don’t say you need him again. Don’t ever say that again.”

This shit is new to me—these feelings of ownership over her. At moments like this, I can feel how dangerous this could be.

“What? Seriously?” The snark in her voice is not helping me stay in control.

“Yes. Fucking seriously.” The thought of pulling the car over and having a different sort of discussion flashes through my head. “If it wasn’t clear back there, what just happened with us, it meant something. There’s an ‘us’ now, and that means something to me. It means something to you, too. It means you’re mine. You said it, and I meant it. This is no fucking game to me. That means we’re in this together.”

She tugs trying to get her hand out of my grip, but I’m not having it.

“Don’t.” I am losing my patience.

“You don’t get it, do you? Jordan is everything to me. Everything.”

That stings. I understand, but still. I need to be her everything. As much as she is mine.

“I do get it. Just don’t speak to Jeremy without me. He’s not all he appears to be. Just trust my spidey sense on that, okay?” I smile and bring her hand to my lips again, trying to ease the moment.

I see the pain in her face, and I never want to be the one that contributes to it in any way.

“We’ll do this. I’ll help you. I’ve got skills . . . and super powers, remember?”

I glance at her until I see her lips turn upward, and finally a full smile breaks over her face, even if her eyes are not entirely along for the ride.

“This is the most important thing I’ve ever done. I have to win. I don’t know what I’ll do if I lose him.” The smile is gone as quickly as it came, and she turns to look out the window as we pull into the back parking lot at Windfield.

“I know, babe. And that makes it the most important thing I’ve ever done, too. We’ve got this. Trust me.”

“He’s not a bad guy. I’ve known him since I was little.”

Yeah, I know him too, and he is a very bad guy. But, I can’t tell you that, and I can’t tell you how I know that.

“Okay.” I pull to a stop by the back door and take a deep breath. “I want to know everything about how you can get your brother. You deserve to have him.”

“How do you know that? I mean, honestly. Maybe I’m not a good person. Maybe a lot of things. You don’t know much about me.”

“I know enough. I need to know more, but I sure as shit know that you’re a good person. You need him, and I’m here to help you. So, quit pushing me away. I can feel you doing it. So stop. I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

I pull her hand, then work my other arm around her shoulders, pulling her over toward me. Leaning into her, I bring her forehead to rest against mine so she can’t avoid my eyes.

Her breath moves against my face as she starts to speak. “I just have been struggling for so long. I’m so tired.” I can feel her honesty instead of fear.

“I know. I’m so sorry.”

In a heartbeat, I realize what I will always be for her. Selfless. I will always put what is best for her ahead of anything else.

She has to know everything I do puts her first. Her needs before mine. Her pleasure before mine. Her life before mine.

“I better go.” The weight of her words breaks my heart.

“Come here.” I’ve got my lips on hers, and I feel her soften as I taste her, and the warmth of her mouth has my cock back in the game, ready to go to bat. “Just one thing. One thing I ask, one non-negotiable rule, okay? Just don’t lie to me. Anything else we can fix and move on. Just don’t lie. Okay? I’ll pick you up at three.”

She looks at me like there is something left unsaid, but I know she’s almost late for her shift, so I decide to let it go. I jump out and make it around to her side and open her door.

“You need me for anything, you just call, got it?”

“Okay. See you.” She gives me a quick peck on the cheek before walking away.

As I watch her disappear behind the steel door at the back of the building, a tightness forms in my gut. My sixth sense is prickling, but I shake it off. So much has happened in the last few days. I’m off my game.

Before I can pull out of the parking lot, my phone is going off. Promise is texting me.

PROMISE: Hey, I forgot. I’m going to cover for someone after my shift. No need to pick me up, I’ve got a ride home. I know your friends are coming into town, so I will see you tomorrow at the service. Have fun tonight.

The fuck? There’s a new pounding in my chest. She’s been out of my sight for all of two and a half minutes, and I’m already about to stomp my ass back inside that door and drag her out by her hair.

Fucking caveman.

I take a deep breath and try to channel some reason.

ME: Okay, babe. Text me when you leave work and when you get home. Let me know if you need anything. I mean it. ANYTHING.

As much as I’m looking forward to seeing my SEAL brothers, I can’t help but admit that if she gives me the word, I’ll drop them if she waves me in.

I’m her bitch.
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Beckett

The Fire Marshall’s investigation came up with something other than a problem with the building’s electrical system. The oven in the attached loft apartment is where the fire originated. They’re still poking around, but what’s done is done. The separate gas line that ran to the apartment is off. We’ve double, and triple checked the other one that runs to the loft.

The guess is that Dad turned the oven on and fell asleep. Only, the stove was brand new, and inside the oven, all the manuals were laying on the wire shelf. They say the temperature was set on 450, high enough to ignite the paper inside. The carbon monoxide leak was from a value under the windows that was attached to a separate heating unit. They think Dad may have hit it with his foot or something because it was wide open.

I say goodbye to a small wooden box inside the funeral home. Eight people came to the service. Eight. Dad’s parents died when he was young. I don’t know that he had any other family, no brothers or sisters, I know that. But still, the lack of family here today is sad.

I don’t know if my mom’s parents are still alive. I never met them. From what I know, they lived in Shaker Heights, and when they found out Mom was pregnant with me at eighteen, they cut her off and that was the last time she saw them. Dad married her the next week.

Today was the end of something, but I’m not sure exactly what.

I am good at walling shit off. Keeping it down. You would never know I just lost my dad. I haven’t cried. The last few days, I did everything I could to avoid thinking about it.

I guess I can be a cold-hearted son of a bitch. All I’ve wanted to do is spend every fucking second with her and not think about this. Avoiding the pain doesn’t make it go away, but old habits die hard.

But, there’s pain here today, and I just feel flat. I should feel more, but I don’t, and that makes it worse.

My SEAL brothers are here, and that is a distraction but also a reminder.

I look up, and Dex catches my eye. I make my way back over to where the four remaining members of our team are huddled by the doorway, out of the room where the service was held.

“I’m sorry, man.” Dex flew in from California. He and I went through hell week together, and it seems the hell hasn’t stopped since.

He sets a comforting hand on my shoulder with a squeeze.

“Thanks.”

“You okay, man? You want us to stick around?” Dex looks up at Leroy and Brendan, my other brothers who look at me with a soft nod.

“No, I’m good. There’s really nothing to do. He didn’t have anything. I have no fucking idea what I’m going to do, though. About coming back.”

“Take your time, you don’t need to decide now. Pipes isn’t coming back. Brendan—” Dex nods at Brendan, giving him an opening.

“I’m done, man.” Brendan looks defeated. “I already lost Jenny for good. I can’t lose my kids. If I want any fucking life, I have to be around for them. I’m not going back.” He lets out a heavy breath, his hands set deep in his suit pockets.

It’s no secret, the statistics on staying married when you’re a SEAL are pretty dismal. It isn’t a life many partners can tolerate. Everything and everybody comes after your duty and commitment to your brothers. To the mission, whatever that may be.

We all start to walk back toward the foyer and end up huddled around the wooden bookstand that holds the guest book. I shake my head that I thought I needed a guest book.

Taking each breath feels like a battle. The guys that saved my ass more times than I can count are here for me, but my head isn’t.

“Hey, can you guys hold on a sec?” I can’t wait any longer.

They nod, and I see Dex look at his watch. He has a flight back to California in a few hours.

They’d all come in town yesterday, and it was good to have the distraction. We all stayed at the loft. But, to be honest, I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

“I think we’re going to head out, man. If you’re cool,” Brendan says. “We’re going to share a cab.”

We do our man-pats and say our goodbyes, and the four men I consider my family are out the door and on their way. I twist my neck a couple of times and catch myself thinking about how quickly I can get her out of here with me.

If it hadn’t been for her, I’d have probably fallen into the darkness more than I have.

She’s hovering in the back of the room, chatting up Louis, who knows I don't want her leaving before I can get to her.

Louis always has my back. Has since I was ten and they sat me in the chair in his office, spitting nails, and I learned what a court-appointed liaison was. I don’t deserve him. I’ve let him down more times than I can count, and he has never wavered. Never gave me a hint that he would leave.

She’s got her hair twisted up off her face, which only ignites the look of girlish wonder about her. She’s wearing some crazy sexy peach colored wrap dress, with these little canvas shoes that have little cherries embroidered on them. She’s a little girl wrapped in a pin-up woman, and the mixture is almost more than I can stand.

I want to teach her what it means to be kissed like she should be kissed. With lips and tongue on the softest parts of her neck and behind her ear until she forgets to take her next breath. I see her sidelong glances toward me, shifting her weight back and forth while Louis talks her ear off.

I can still feel her wrapped around me even from across the room. Louis says something that makes her smile, and it lights up my heart. Seeing her happy is the greatest gift she can give me. Her smile—my new reason for waking up every day.

And to never have to wipe away more tears.

She’d cried more when I told her about Dad than I did.

Wait, I didn’t cry at all.

And, I wasn’t sure which hurt worse, watching her cry or silently grieving for him myself . . . for what I’d missed with him, for what could have been.

She’d wanted something more for us. It had been right there if only I’d gotten my ass home fifteen minutes sooner. What could have been? What could have been fixed?

But now, I’ve got other wars waging. She’s more a part of me that even my own father ever was.

“Hey.” I pull her into me, the feeling of comforting her, comforts me.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on her.” I slap Louis on the shoulder.

“Sure thing.” He’s staring away from us, his voice flat and lifeless.

I glance from Promise to my best friend. She looks relaxed. Louis looks like he’s in distress. He clears his throat and won’t meet my eye.

“Okay, man. I should go. Work is calling.” Louis pulls his phone out, but I detect an unusual discomfort in his voice.

“It was nice to meet you.” Promise holds her hand out, and Louis holds onto it a few seconds longer than necessary.

“You, too.” He doesn’t look at her, and his words are clipped. In all the years I’ve known him, all the situations I’ve been in with him, he’s always been on the verge of a smile. I can’t remember ever seeing him upset, but I think he is right now.

He spins on his heel and lays his hand on my shoulder before heading toward the door, eyes down without another word.

His hasty exit leaves me perplexed, but my little ivory princess has my cock twitching even as I realize how inappropriate it is to be getting a hard-on at my own father’s funeral.

“What were you guys talking about?” I draw in a breath right next to her ear, and she shrugs her shoulder up toward my mouth. I want to smell her forever, her softness and gentle nature match the sweet scent of whatever perfume she’s wearing.

She lets me into her neck when she loosens her shoulder back down, and I put my lips just under the corner of her jaw so I can feel her heartbeat.

“Not much. He was asking me where I was from. I asked what he did. He was telling me about his security company, then something about a bar, and then you walked up. That’s about it. He seems like a very nice man.” I see nothing but genuine kindness in her eyes.

Whatever was going on with Louis, she is clueless.

“He’s the best.”

I lean my head back away because I want to look at more of her, and I wonder again if she can handle everything I want from her and everything I will need to give her . . .

Do with her.

To her.

She crinkles her nose a little under my stare. I wish she could look through my eyes, even for a moment, and see the beauty I do.

Maybe it’s losing my dad. Maybe it’s seeing the guys again and remembering some of us ended up in a room like this way before our time.

I’m overwhelmed with the need to tell her what I’m feeling.

“How many days have we spent time together?”

She raises her head from my chest and gives me a quizzical look.

“Ummmm . . . five? Six?” She fidgets with a loose thread on the front of her dress. She always seems to want to pull on little things like that. A nervous habit when she doesn’t know what else to do with her hands.

I can give her something to do.

I force my sex-seared brain back into the moment. “Right. Six. Six days. Did you think it would be possible to fall in love with someone in six days?”

Ten years, to be honest, give or take a few months.

I twirl a renegade strand of her hair in my fingers and watch the way her cheeks flush pink as she looks up at me nervously, trying to figure out if I’m playing with her.

“What?” She’s trying not to smile as she presses her knuckles against her lips.

“That’s my backward ass way of telling you I’m falling in love with you. Scratch that. I’m done with the falling part. I’ve fallen.”

I spin her around and pull her toward me. She’s stiff, shuffling her feet. “I’m not so sure that’s such a good idea.” She’s fighting it, but I don’t back down.

“Doesn’t matter. Good idea or bad, it’s the truth. Come on. I need to take you to my place and show you something. Well, show you a couple things. Good and bad. And I don’t want you to say you love me, so don’t worry about that. If you don’t yet, you will. It’s all part of my evil plan.” I smile, making sure her eyes are on mine.

She shakes her head and rolls her eyes.

I kiss the top of her head.

“You are a very strange man. You know that?”

I could be about to blow up the one thing I’ve waited for my whole life, but for her, I have to lead with honor, so here goes nothing. I need to show her more of me because that is what I want from her.
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Back at the loft, her fingers trace over the piles of drawings I’ve laid out for her. I’ve spent the last hour explaining what all the piles of notebooks and letters mean. She touches them for a few minutes before I see the first tears drop from her chin.

She stares at me for a long moment, her lips open to speak, then as though she forgot what she was doing, her eyes are back on an open notebook with a silhouette, pencil sketch of a dark haired, little boy with glasses probably around three years old.

Never would I have dreamed that all the years between us would come together like this.

Right now.

With her.

It started the day I sat in the back of the courtroom waiting for the judge to set me free. The little, white haired girl took the stand, looking out into the faces that dotted the wooden benches, looking for a champion but finding none.

Her words came out like a voice from the grave.

Yes.

No.

I don’t remember.

She'd met every question with a soft answer. Her pale, blue, opalescent eyes had darted everywhere as though she was staring out into nothingness, her gaze never lighting on anyone or anything for more than a second.

She’d looked like a mouse desperate to scurry to safety in a room full of cats.

“Why did you hide your face that day?” she asks, finally looking up from the table toward where I’m standing, her arms crossed as I wait, ready to catch her if she falls too far into the sadness of what’s on the tables.

“I don’t know. I just did. I didn’t want you to see me; I just didn’t.” I take a second to remember that moment. Then I revise my statement. “You were scared enough and if you’d seen my face . . . well, I didn’t want to scare you is all.”

“I remember when you slipped the drawing into my hand when I was walking out of the courtroom. You pulled your hoodie across your face and then jogged down the hall.”

“From the second you walked into that room, I knew you were someone to me. Someone I would never forget. It was like looking at an old picture of someone you knew from a long time ago. Then, you look up and there they are, and you can’t describe the feeling.”

“How do you read all of these? They’re so sad. So horrible. How do you do this?”

Saltwater is coursing down her cheeks, and my chest is constricting, watching the pain in her face.

She holds a piece of lined notebook paper in front of her, the shaky blue writing filling half the page, the envelope with a LOVE stamp and the picture of an infant in a dark blue sleeper stapled to the top. I remember the letter. I remember the blurry image of the little, dark haired boy. I remember them all.

“I knew the day I let him drink the milk bottle with the vodka, added so he would sleep through the night, that I ceased to be his mother. His little body went soft. I remember the burn of my own gulp as I held him as he went silent. When I woke up, he was gray. His lips were purple, and I still reached for my own bottle. His name was Timothy.”

Those words cover the little sketch of the baby, my pencil embedding the words into his face. The final admission from the one person in the world who should have been his greatest protector.

“I need to. Someone does. I don’t do it to give them some sort of absolution. I do it so that the children will know they were the wronged. That someone knows the truth. So they know the shadows aren’t protecting the wrong doers anymore.”

“How did you get the parents to write to you?”

I shrug and cross my arms. “After that day with you, I started spending more time at the courthouse. Just sitting there and drawing the little faces. Then the parents would come in and start telling their stories, and I would write down little bits and pieces of what they said. I did that on and off all the years before I deployed. Then, about three years ago while I was overseas, I started a website.”

I settle next to her, leaning on the table and watching her face.

She’s slowly paging through a notebook with one hand, her other hand hovering over her nose and mouth as her eyes well and spill over with each sketch.

I keep my voice steady, struggling against memories of some of the stories that left me with a deep awareness of what true evil is. “Anyway, I started this website where parents, or whoever, could write in anonymously and send their pictures and tell their stories. I just kept drawing, and I posted the sketches on my website, the drawings going out into the ether. It just evolved from there. Once a few of my drawings got posted on a few big blogs, it blew up, and I couldn’t keep up with all the stories. That's what a lot of this is, all the stories I haven't drawn yet.”

“Why do you think they want to tell you? The parents or whoever, I mean. The ones that hurt them left their own children.”

“I think they are looking for some kind of absolution.” I scoot closer. I don’t want to interrupt her, but I need to be near her.

“And that day, in the courtroom, it was me you drew.” She shakes her head and sounds as though she can’t believe she was the beginning of all of this. “I still have the drawing you gave me. In all the times I moved, I never lost it. That’s sort of amazing, isn’t it?”

“I know. I saw it in your bedroom.”

I push off the table and step behind her, my arms pulling her back to my chest.

“So, you’ve been following me? I mean, before. When we were younger. You said you saw me other times as I got older.”

“I didn’t so much as follow you. The first couple times you just sort of kept turning up. First in court that day. Then a month later when they switched my social worker to Jeremy.”

Her body turns into a board under my arms.

“You know him?” Her voice is full of questions.

“Yep. Not well. He was my social worker for a few months. We didn’t hit it off.”

“So he knows you too.”

“Yep. This isn’t a face you easily forget.” I chuckle even though it’s not funny.

Her hands come up from the letters to rest on my forearms, and her head leans back against me. I take a deep breath, the floral scent of her hair swirling and making it difficult to keep my mind away from all the other ways I want to be touching her right now.

She stares at the table where I’ve spread out my open notebooks. Each page, a pencil sketch of a child. Their face covered in script. The dark words of painful admission from the parent or caregiver sworn to protect them.

“Do you ever meet any of them?”

“Occasionally. More so back in the early days when I was in the courts. But, not so much now. With being away so much on duty, it’s not like I had a lot of opportunities to swoop in from whatever hole they had us in and look up where some of them ended up. I have been surprised how many parents want to tell their stories. Some of them are bad. Really bad.”

My lips press into the top of her head as I loosen my arms before turning her around to look at her.

“How many homes were you in?” I ask. Her eyes are tinted with red but her face is warm, and it’s all I can do not to think about all the things I want to do with her lips.

“Nine or ten,” she answers.

“I was in seven. No, eight, I think.”

She raises her hands, then wraps her arms around my neck. Having her this close turns my brain off and my dick on. It can’t be helped.

Then the most beautiful thing happens, the little porcelain doll that carved her name into my heart all those years ago raises up onto tiptoes and covers my mouth with hers. Her fingers move up to the back of my head and pull me hard against her.

I don’t need encouragement, I’m right with her, our tongues racing from zero to sixty with her at the wheel.

It’s breath and lips and arms, and my brain has turned into the damn Kama Sutra imagining everything we can do for the next few hours.

She’s hurting. I can feel it and, for whatever reason, when it comes to her, I want to turn any negative feeling she has into pleasure. Pleasure that ends with me inside of her and the sound of her begging for more.

Only, she’s taking point on this charge. Her hands are tearing at my suit. I’d certainly shown respect at Dad’s funeral and dressed to show. Now, more than anything, I don't want to break away from the kiss that she’s started, but getting a tailored suit, shirt and tie off while still keeping my tongue in her mouth is challenging.

I practically snap my already tortured neck pulling off the tie. Babygirl works the buttons down my shirt until she gets to the last two, and then I chuckle because she tugs, popping off the buttons and sending them shooting across the table and floor as tiny projectiles.

She’s on fire, and this time, I have no desire to pull her out of the flames that have my name written in them. The image of her bedroom walls covered with flaming portraits hits me like a fist, but I push it away, knowing right now is not the time for that distraction.

It’s my turn, and our kiss is rocking us both as my hands work trying to figure out how to free her from the soft fabric of her dress. It wraps around her curves like a dream. Even when she walked into the funeral home, I couldn’t help my horny ass from taking notes about how she filled it out in all the most spectacular places.

I turn into damn Yosemite Sam with a silent “Eureka!” when I finally get the knot in the belt around her waist to give. I’m tearing and pulling, then she stops our kiss dead, and her lips leave me hanging.

She looks up at me with clear desire, but there’s something else there. The mixture of her innocence and lust is about as much as I can take.

“What, babe?”

There are bellows of rage coming from down below. My dick already set on autopilot, ready to spend the next couple hours inside her.

She pulls her pink, shining lips off to the side like she does when something is bothering her.

My neck pops as I jerk a few times, waiting for her to tell me what the fuck just stopped the runaway kiss she started.

Her hands move down until they are flat on my chest, her fingers start tapping, and she makes this little clicking sound with her tongue.

“What? I’m waiting. Whatever it is, spit it the fuck out. I told you, I want all of you, remember? Every thought is part of everything. Every worry. Give it to me, and I’ll deal with it, whatever it is.”

She takes a deep breath, and I see her eyelids flutter.

“I think you’ll be mad.”

Lips.

To the side.

Again.

“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t. But the build-up is starting to piss me off, so let’s get it out and deal with it, whatever it is. Promise, look at me.”

I pinch her chin, pressing up until she has no choice but to look at my face.

“I’ve never said this to a girl in my life, so listen. I’ve falling hard here. Like a greased pig down a slide. Everything you have and everything you are feels like part of me already. I can’t think of anything you could say that would change that.”

I see her swallow, and I can’t stop thinking about her lips and all the wonders they possess.

“I didn’t work late last night.” She blurts it out like one long word, and I stay steady, waiting for whatever is coming next.

Because something is most definitely coming next.

“Aaaaand . . .” My voice is clear but deep. Something is coming, and it doesn’t take any fucking spidey sense to detect I might not be as happy as I was thirty seconds ago.

“Okay, well.” She makes a little sucking sound with her cheek, and her eyes drop away from mine. “I did work late but not at Windfield.” Another pause, nose crinkle. “I have another job. I told you that, maybe you don’t remember. I didn’t want you to know what it was, but I need the money.”

“Keep talking.” The room gets warmer, or it’s just the heat rising up from my gut because I’m sure as shit losing my happy.

There are a few jobs I can think of that would elicit this conversation, and all of them are pissing me the fuck off. My head is spinning because of those jobs. There are a few that would have me tearing the fucking roof off this place.

“See, you’re getting mad. I can tell.” She tries to pull her face from my fingertips, but she only earns both of my hands on either side of her head, my thumbs hitching just under her jaw, fingers at the back of her head.

“I told you, and I’m a fucking man of my word. Whatever it is, we will deal with it. I didn’t say I might not ever get mad. I’m saying we will deal with things then move on. I don’t fucking hold onto stuff like this, but I need to know, and I need to know right fucking now because I’m getting pissed with the damn delays. The next sentence out of your mouth better have all the pertinent information. Job, place of employment, your duties there. I’m not fucking joking.”

I can’t help my hands from tightening on her face. She needs to know playtime is over.

“It’s called Club Paradise.”

BAM.

I grew up around here, and I’m a straight guy. Those two things nearly guarantee you know Club Paradise.

I clench my jaw until there is popping in my ears and my teeth are making cracking sounds, but I wait for her to lay out the details before I decide what’s coming next.

Maybe she’s a bookkeeper. Or a cook. Back of the house. God, please, let her be one of those.

“I’m a dancer. I strip.”

Game. Set. Match.

Just the idea of some random dude giving her the eye when we walk down the damn street has my chest puffed and my fists ready.

This?

This is fucked up, and it’s all I can do to just maintain for a few seconds while I process the fact that this girl, who I’m damn near as in love with as a guy can get, has men looking at her fucking naked on a stage while she performs for the sole purpose of their pleasure.

That blows my fucking mind.

For their pleasure.

The very next thought I have is, what the fuck else does she do there? I hate myself for the thought, but it doesn’t fucking stop me from having it.

“Is that it? You dance. That’s fucking it, right?” My voice is thick with rage that is bubbling up, and her eyes widen, and then she pulls her brow together.

“Yes.” The indignation in her voice is not helping her cause. “What else do you think I do?” She can turn from Carolina peach to adolescent brat in a blink.

“That shit doesn’t work with me so you can just shut it right the fuck down.” I glare at her, and the fire in her eyes dims a bit. “Let’s deal with this one thing at a time. First, don’t fucking talk to me like that. I can smell bullshit, and when you put on that pissy face, that is exactly what it is. Bullshit. You won’t intimidate me, and I don’t back down, so let’s just cut out the drama in the future.”

I take my hands off her face because they are a little too close to wrapping around her throat, and although I do see a little fun time choking in our future, that shit is not going to happen when I feel like I am right now.

My displeasure is rising, but my mind continues to work its way through the situation. I resolve that my ire is not so much about the job. I get it; something in her life told her that was what she needed to do to reach some goal.

But, she lied. About where she was going.

That is my damn hot button. I will not tolerate lies.

As soon as my hands drop, she takes a step back, and her arms cross over her chest. I certainly would have hoped an “I’m sorry” or “I made a mistake” would quickly follow the information she just dropped on me, but I guess there are more lessons to be taught here than I expected.

“First of all, you can drop that little pissy ass smirk off your face. It is far from helping your cause. Second, I’m hurt. I am. I don’t hide that kind of shit. I’m hurt you lied to me. But, I’m more hurt that you didn’t think to add that you’re sorry. That you have some level of remorse. Not for the job, but for being dishonest.”

A bit of her bravado melts, and her shoulders lose their hard-set squareness.

“I am sorry.” Her eyelids drop, and she starts looking at my shoes.

I’m standing shirtless with my belt already undone, and I swear I can see the way my heart is practically charging through the left side of my chest.

Like I said before, this girl has flipped switches inside of me I didn’t even know were there, and right now is no exception. I know exactly what she needs.

“You’re sorry. Well, there’s more that you need to learn here. I know you’ve been able to get away with a lot of bullshit, Promise. Trust me, I know the skills you have to hone to live the life you’ve lived. That we’ve lived. You don’t need those now. Not with me. But, it’s going to take some deprogramming, and you need to understand I’m going to do that for you. Because for once in your life, I’m the person that wants what is best for you. Not what is good for me. I want all of you, and I’m willing to do what’s best even when it isn’t pleasant.”

I can see the wheels spinning in her head. You don’t live in the system without developing some defensive skills. I get it. I’m here for the long term, and I understand. But, whatever it took to survive back then will not serve her well now, so it’s best to just get those old bad habits out of the damn way.

She looks up at me, and my heart melts like snow in July, but I hold steady. This is for her, not for me.

“I’m not sure what you mean, Beck. Deprogramming? I told you the truth. I told you what I did, so what’s the problem? If you don’t want to be with me, just tell me. I’ll go.”

I hear the words, but more than anything, I hear what’s behind them. The art of manipulation is subtle, but it’s not working on me.

Her hand moves to cover her mouth, and something inside of me shifts. I do not just want to love her. I want to protect her, and that means from everyone and everything—including herself.

Words are not what we need right now. I’ve never even considered what is about to happen next, but at this moment, I know one hundred percent, it is exactly the right thing to do for the both of us.

I can see that little girl that lives inside of her. She’s shooting poison arrows at me from her eyes, but I see past that shit. She’s scared, and she knows she fucked up.

She wants to know if I care enough to deal with it. To follow through. Any chick in the past, I’d have my back turned and be walking away right about now, but that didn’t even occur to me with Promise.

My baby girl has had that from everyone else in her life. She’s not going to get it from me. As much as she might try to push, I’m staying put.

I’ve got her wrist in my hand, and she’s dragging ass behind me as I walk to my makeshift bedroom.

She turns on the attitude when I get her over to the bed and flip her over my knee.

It takes her about two seconds to realize what is about to happen, and she starts fighting like a Tasmanian devil. She kicks and screams like a mad hornet, but I flip her dress up and tear her panties off, all while holding her down with my other arm.

Three swats in, she’s not trying to get away anymore but the sounds coming out of her echo like a toddler in the throws of an epic tantrum. I let her scream it out and lay down the last few whacks harder than the first.

Her body curls over my thighs, jerking and rising up along with her screams. Her ass turns cherry red, and I can’t help it.

My dick is as hard as cold rolled steel.

“Stop, please. I’m sorry. Don’t . . .” She’s crying, and that little girl sound in her voice pulls at my heartstrings.

Her hand comes around, palm up, to cover her already ripe ass, and I know the lesson is over. “It’s so hard to trust anyone. You have to know that. The way we grew up. I know myself. I’m not proud of everything I do, but I can’t stop it sometimes. I’ve never trusted anyone.” She starts sobbing into my leg, and my heart falls down around my feet like shards of broken glass.

“Shhhh, all over. Now come here.” I get my hands around her waist and help her up because her legs are shaking. I pull her onto my lap where I’d brought her to kicking up dust a minute ago. I manage to get her straddling me so I can finish this off and we could both move the fuck on.

She latches on with her arms and legs and buries her face in my neck, and I almost lose myself.

“Listen. Okay, that’s done. You needed that. That’s my way of helping you reset that shit. We’ll get rid of those old habits. I’m here for you, babe. You are also quitting that job. No fucking way are you doing that anymore.”

“I need the money.” Her voice steadies. “I have an attorney, just as a back-up in case Jeremy can’t figure things out in time. And I need $5,000. Dancing is the only way I’ve managed to save anything, and even so it’s not much. If I give up this job, I will never be able to pay. So, I get it, you don’t like it, but to be honest, it’s my life, and I need the money.” The petulant child is gone, and this mother bear comes in her place. I feel the pain and desperation coming from her.

Even the thought of her going back there has my skin burning and my hands ready to tear flesh from any fuck that looks at her like a damn piece of meat. That’s all mine now, and no one will ever disrespect her again.

“How would it look if the court found out you were working in a place like that? Huh? Jeremy would for sure turn tail to Lydia or hold that shit over you.”

The soft breathing that was warming my neck a minute ago stopped dead, and I felt her body lock up.

“Babe . . . I felt that. What?”

“Jeremy knows. He comes to watch.” Her words, muffled into my neck, sets my fucking hair on fire.

Big damn surprise. That fuck.

“Yeah?” Her body stays stiff, and I wait because I’m pretty damn sure she has more to say.

“He got me the job.”

Perfect.

That fuck may have just cut his expected life span by about forty years.

I don’t let on that inside my head, I’m devising the most painful ways possible to kill him.

“I’ve got your five thousand, babe. And more. I’ll give you whatever you need, just tell me you’re not going back to that club. I need to know.”

I’m giving her a chance, I know she’s not going back there; I’ll fucking burn it down before she does. But, I want her to choose. I need her to understand that part of her belongs to me now.

She blinks slowly. “I can’t take that kind of money from you Beck. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. What the fuck do I need money for if I can’t help you? I fucking love you, Promise, you get that? I’d give you every fucking penny I had, then go out and earn more just to give you those. It’s not really a choice, the money is yours already, everything I am and everything I have belongs to you. So please, don’t push back on this. Okay?”

Her shoulders drop, and I take her silence as a yes because I want that more than anything.

“That’s enough talking for now. I need those lips to do a couple things for me.”


[image: ]

Beckett

I make fast work on her dress and my pants. We need this right now.

Flesh only. Nothing between us.

The way she looks up at me as she scoots on her knees between my legs goes down in the record books as a one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.

She is mine in a way that was created just for us.

She. Belongs. To. Me.

I. Own. Her.

In such a great and terrible way, it cannot be undone.

“Good girl.”

The hint of a smile curves her lips, and it’s an image I will carry with me forever. Her hands curl around my dick as she comes up on her knees to take that first lick, swirling her tongue around my head until I’m in another damn world for a good minute before I come back to earth.

“Is this good? I don’t really know how . . .” Promise bats her eyelashes and murmurs those cherub words with vixen eyes. She’s beyond perfect.

She smiles at me, and she almost finishes me right then. There is nothing that rocks my world more than those eyes and that voice. It’s all her. That prim and proper little girl voice that tells me she needs me.

I proceed to guide her with my words and my hands, and she becomes a willing and talented student. In the span of sixty seconds, she’s rocking me right to the edge and beyond.

“God babe, so good, good girl . . .”

My words only spur her on. She starts sucking in a way she’s created just for me. My little girl turns to a seductive siren, and the hellion inside of me rises up, and I gather her hair into my hands.

“Fuck yes, babe. Take me . . . just like that.” My words come out in low grunts. I’m no longer part of the civilized world.

I can hear her little gagging sounds as I push her face down by her hair, but she doesn’t let up. I know how far to go, how long to take her breath before she comes up gasping with an impish, seductive grin on her face.

“Good?” Her cheeks turn pink, and she licks her lips before going back to work.

“Yeah, good. But not done.”

I want more. I need more.

She slips her lips over the ridge, exploring with her tongue before I bring her back to me with my hands in her hair, showing her what I require. My length goes deep until I know she’s not able to take a new breath, and I hold steady.

This is the most primal of places. Taking her to this edge, watching her eyes stare up at me as I control the very thing that keeps us alive. I wait, but she stays with me. Her eyes start to tear, and I give her an inch backward, letting her suck me back in along with some air, then cut her off again, and, this time, I see she understands.

She locks eyes upward, trusting me to only take her so far, and I can’t deny I am filled with a sense of power that gets me right to the edge.

“Good girl.” I pull back and Promise gasps.

She is more than perfect. She pulls me back in and sucks me right into the back of her throat with a smile in her eyes.

That’s all she wrote.

I unload in the back of her throat, then pull her back off me by the hair, and she smiles, and her tongue comes out to take the next jets as I growl.

She gasps and swallows. There is no shame on her face. The fact that she looks like she wants to be right where she is, worshiping my cock, only brands her on my heart even more.

“You need something, don’t you babe?”

I pull her up and spin her around. This position is new, and I’m glad I’d been able to offload once because it takes the edge off my raging lust. I’m still hard and ready for another round.

Doggy takes me deep, and as much as I want to seat myself inside her from base-to-tip, I don't think tearing her in two is the right move.

“Over.” I push her face down into the white sheets, positioning her hips right at the edge of the bed and lining up. I can hear her taking little fuck me breaths already, and my dick rallies for round two without a timeout.

I take a good long moment to admire what’s mine. Seeing her like this sends my heart into orbit and my predatory instinct thumping inside of me. Her soaking pink gash is nearly mesmerizing. A goddamn priceless masterpiece.

I dip my fingers into her folds and revel in the fact that she’s already drenched.

“Good girl.” I’d never told another chick that before, but with Promise, it’s become my mantra, and I mean it. “I like you wet. I want you wet all the time. You know why?”

I listen to the beautiful music of her sounds as my thumb rounds her little nub. It hardens and swells as I play, and her body tightens and pushes back toward me.

She moans and I know she’s not going to form words right now. So I answer for her.

“Because I think about fucking you twenty-four hours a day, and it’s your new job to be ready.” I press two fingers down and swirl them around in the slick softness, watching her face. “You like that?”

“Um hmm.” She flips her head back and forth as I work a finger barely inside. I watch intently every move she makes, feeling for what’s working for her, and when I get her rhythm, I spin my other hand into the mix, soaking my finger and spinning it around her ass.

I feel her tense, but I keep working in her pussy until my entire hand is soaked, then slowly guide a finger into her other tight opening, owning her in a new way.

The seductive yelp I hear makes me more in love with her than a second before. She doesn’t pull away, doesn’t deny or hesitate as I begin to fuck my finger slowly in and out of her sphincter. I go deeper and faster as I listen for her sounds. Her entire body shakes, and I exchange my fingers in her pussy for the tip of my dick and begin to sink home.

“Beautiful, babe. Watching your body take me . . . fucking amazing.”

Her hips take on a life of their own, and she fucks back into me, shaking and cumming almost immediately like the little vixen she is. My finger in her ass pushes, gliding in and out faster. I’m sending her on another round of convulsions, and her pussy tugs at my cock until I’m inside her almost to the hilt.

I bend my torso over her, get my lips as close to her ear as I can. “Don’t lie to me again.” I want to reinforce our lesson when she is in this head space. I lay the first smack on the side of her ass and listen for her whimper.

“I’m sorry. I am. I’m so sorry.”

This place where she is right now is where I am the god of her pleasure, and her mind is utterly free. “You belong to me now. I’ll give you what you need. I’ll teach you and train you and rid you of all your old habits.”

I give her another inch of my thickness before pulling back and stroking deep in one long, slow thrust.

“You know what you did was wrong, don’t you?” I hold myself steady, locked inside her heat as I send my finger deeper into her ass, feeling her tightness stretch around it, imagining the day when it will be my dick inside her here.

She whimpers into the sheets, pushing up onto her elbows to give herself some room to breathe. I see her small nod, and my lips pull back from my teeth.

I push my hips forward until I feel the soft, round heat of her red ass against my body. I move over her like a blanket, covering her back with my chest. I give her a quick, sharp bite on the back of her neck with a deep thrust into her soaking cunt.

“Mine.” It rumbles out of me over her gasp. I take my finger out of her ass and steady her hips with both my hands and go to work showing that pussy exactly who it belongs to.

“You don’t ever let another man see you except when you’re dressed. You don’t ever lie to me. Understand?”

“Yes.” Her beautiful, magical voice wanders over the soft sounds of our bodies merging. “Uh, god, it hurts . . .”

I slam into her and bump the tip of my dick into her limits. She curls her back into an arch and shakes with another orgasm that pushes me to my own.

“I want you sore, babe.” I smack hips to ass, going deep and feeling her glorious, silk tightness around every inch. “Every step you take from now on, I want you to remember me here. Only me.”

As much as I want to release inside her, I want her mouth more, and it is her mouth that needs me more than her pussy right now. The beast inside of me needs to see her feed on me. To show me how sorry she is.

I drop out of her and listen to the painful sounds she makes at being left so empty so suddenly.

“Come here. Swallow, babe. I want you to swallow it all.”

She slowly turns around, and her hair is a tangled, beautiful mess around her flushed face. This is her most beautiful moment. I say that, but I know there will be an infinite number of other moments when I think the same thing.

Her lips open, her eyes wide but innocent, taking my heart more every second.

Her lips are around me without a word, sucking deep before she brings a hand up between my legs, cradling my sac, and that’s it.

I give it all to her, pushing down her throat. She takes as much as she can. A swell of pride comes over me, watching how hard she’s trying to take my length and swallow at the same time.

That’s my girl.

The tips of my fingers shake, and a wave of euphoria comes over me, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I feel closer to her than any other human being in my life, and if the way her eyes are locked onto mine is any indication, we are more together at this moment than I’d ever imagined possible.

The room blurs and my mind goes somewhere as I fill her mouth. Lights dance behind my closed lids, my head stretches back, and I belong to her as much as she belongs to me. The muscles in my thighs turn to stone as the last spasms take over, and I think this must be what heaven feels like.

Her lips are decorating me with small kisses up and down my length, wide-eyed and flushed, looking up at me.

“I love you.” The words come out without thought, and I watch as she absorbs them, giving me the most beautiful gift I’ve ever received.

“I love you, too.”
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Promise

Beckett is laying next to me on the bed.

I’m not even trying to pretend I’m not staring.

He’s beyond words.

He’s naked, one arm up and crooked behind his head, and he’s giving me that half-smile that zaps me in all the right places.

“You know, most girls would be horrified—horrified—about what you just did to me.” I say, and he raises his eyebrows. “I mean the spanking idiot.”

I’m still in a bit of shock that he just turned me over his knee like a kid. I am also about as turned on as I’ve ever been, thinking about it.

There is a lingering warmth where I sit. The skin under where he laid his hand isn’t painful but more aware.

His calm patience is infuriating. Even when I was kicking up blue thunder as he wrangled me over his knee, he never scared me. I never felt anger coming from him. He never seemed exasperated or irritated.

When the spanking was over, and he curled me up into him, I had truly never felt so close to anyone before. I’d never really felt that human connection before. I’ve read about it, and on the Hallmark Channel, everyone’s running through wildflower fields, arms wide toward their one and only, like it's the most common and natural feeling in the world.

I'd never felt it. Not once. Until now.

And at this moment, I can see something I’ve never seen before. A future where I laugh, and we tell each other secrets because I know whatever our future is, everything will be okay.

“Do you think I care about what any other girl would think? Look into my eyes. Do. I. Look. Like. I. Care?” He grabs me around the waist and tucks me on my side against him. He is utterly shameless. The confidence he exudes is like gravity.

“I’m quite sure you do not.” I trace very lightly over the part of his silver scar that cuts from his forehead down through his eyebrow, wondering how he didn’t lose his eye.

“Listen, I want you here.” His voice drips over me. I’m still half on fire and half frozen from the world of sensations I’ve experienced, but his voice flows into all my open painful places soothing me.

He pulls me extra tight and reaches over with his free hand to guide my leg over his, tangling our bodies together and pressing me as close to him as possible. He shifts the hard muscle of his thigh between my legs, and my still slick warmth throbs on his skin.

“I’m here.” I sigh, letting my entire self relax into him.

“No. I mean I want you here. Living here.”

So much for total relaxation.

“Uh, well . . .” Relaxation is now panic.

A thousand thoughts are screaming through my head. First and foremost, there is no way Jeremy would be on board with that. Second is we just met. Yes, yes . . . what I feel tells me something different, but I’m trying to stay on planet earth.

“What? Tell me you don’t want to be here. Just that, don’t think of anything else. Just that one question, do you want to be here? With me?”

I nod my head because it is the only thing that seems to work.

I want to be here, but I can’t be here.

I can’t imagine not being here . . . or wherever he is. Anywhere he is.

It makes zero sense.

I don’t want a man. I don’t want to need Beckett. But, it would seem there are other forces at work, and I am falling under the spell of his kung fu, which is proving stronger than the layers of my armor.

I’ve met a lot of people in my life. Going from house to house, you not only encounter the families who, for whatever reason, decide to let the street urchins of this country settle with them for a period of time for a monthly, state provided dividend, but you also meet all the other people in their lives as well. As much as you would prefer not to know yet another new person, it is simply part of that life.

So, I know how it feels to meet people.

When I walked into Mr. Fitzgerald’s room a week ago, and my eyes touched on Beckett, it was unlike any meeting that had ever come before.

I knew him. Instantly. Not in an oh-yeah-we-met-at-that-thing-once kind of way. I knew him. I regarded him, and the image of who he could be in my life settled into my soul and into my dreams regardless of how much I wished him away.

Now, he’s completely silent. He’s staring at me. I can't see his eyes, but I feel them. And, I think he’s smiling, too.

Yes, he’s definitely smiling. I know how it feels when he smiles.

“Then it’s decided. I’ll get a moving company to pack up your—”

“No! I can’t move right now. I mean, you asked if I wanted to be here—not if I could be here. I can’t, not now. Not with what’s going on with Jeremy and Jordan and everything.”

The wretched panic in my voice is startling even to me. Beckett stays completely relaxed next to me, the lines of his naked body as fascinating as they were the first moment I saw him naked just days ago.

He doesn’t speak right away, and I’m so thankful. I don’t want to talk right now. I’ve talked more in the last week than I have in years.

I know he has more to say. I can feel it even as I bury my head into the side of his chest, trying desperately to forget about my pitiful reality.

Just as he inhales, I close my eyes, knowing whatever niceness we’ve had is about to be ruined by more talking.

My stomach rushes in with an insanely loud and obnoxious growl, cutting off whatever it was that Beckett was about to say. I push my face even harder into him as it starts to heat with my embarrassment.

We are both laughing against each other, and the way our bodies are connected at that moment feels closer than I’ve ever felt to anyone.

“Guess it’s time to tell you something about me.” Beckett’s voice is slow and serious.

“What?”

“I . . .” He takes a dramatic pause, and I wince, waiting for the ending of whatever this magic has been. I’m always waiting, it seems. “I don’t want to tell you, but . . .”

Spit it out, I know something bad is coming.

“I can cook . . .” He throws an arm over his face in feigned shame, “and I have food. Right here. In my kitchen. I’m so embarrassed.”

He roars with a fake sob, and in a flash, his massive arms come around me, flipping me up and over the hardness of his body to pin me under him face-to-face.

I let out a squeal like a schoolgirl as his lips engulf mine, and as quickly as he’s on top of me, he’s off, striding across the open space of the loft to the kitchen, whistling and naked, the most perfect thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

Seeing him is one thing. Feeling this way is another. As much as I want to just lay here and be wrapped in the strange sense of peace that he brings me, the anxiety that my life is teetering on the edge of a precipice nags at me like a mosquito buzzing in my ear.

I push away the thoughts of Jeremy. Of Jordan.

God, Jordan, what are you doing right now? Are you okay?

All the joy is sucked out of me in that second, remembering my conversation with Jordan as we worked on our painting together in my bedroom yesterday.

“You’ve lost weight.” I’d looked at Jordan’s pale, drawn face as he’d tugged a shoulder towards his ear.

I lightly touched where there was a healing scratch over his left eye, and he’d tossed his head away from me.

“Yeah. The Martin’s don’t believe in breakfast. Like breakfast is something you have to believe in. They’re weird. I get a dollar for reduced school lunch, and dinner’s not much to look forward to either. I snuck a snack bag of Cheetos one day, but when she found the empty bag in my trash, they made me run the stairs up and down twenty times.”

After biting my lip trying not to burst into tears, I’d walked to my bedside table where I usually stow away my own illicit Snickers, Twix, and Kit-Kat bars. There had been only one Snickers left, but I gave it to him forcing a smile.

My heart was in my throat, and I couldn't breathe or swallow or imagine living another day without him.

“I’m sorry.” It had been all I could muster without breaking into a full on sob.

“Oh, it’s okay. I’m developing some mad cardio skills.” He’d chuckled, and I’d felt like I was going to throw up. “I can’t take this with me. If they find it . . .”

“Just eat it then. Before you go. I could send you home with some other food. Apples? Would they care if you had apples?”

He’d shaken his head. Not in the negative but in resignation, and the bitter bile of the moment had coated my tongue. I'd had to breathe in for ten seconds, trying to calm myself.

He’d dotted some white paint into the sky of our portrait, making tiny stars on the black background.

Lying here now, listening to the sound of Beckett’s joyful whistle and the clank of pots and pans echoing from his well-stocked kitchen, I know Jordan is there, hungry, and I can’t do anything about it.

Not from here.

I feel so heavy, weighted down, staring up at the tall metal beams of the ceiling. I still need money for the lawyer. I trust Jeremy is helping me, but I need a backup, and I’m running out of time.

Now without my evening job, there is no way I can come up with the five thousand dollars in time. I sit up on the edge of the bed because I have to do something. Any joy produced in the last hour with Beckett seems to be slipping out the tips of my toes and dripping into a puddle of helplessness around my feet as I press them onto the cool cement floor and figure out how to piece together a miracle for my brother.

I knew I should give up the job at Club Paradise even before today. It was a risk to my case, and it always nagged at me that Jeremy would support it. I’m relieved because it always felt wrong for me.

“You like sunny-side up, scrambled or what? I love breakfast during the day, don’t you?”

“Whatever you want is fine. I like them all.”

I have no appetite. Just the mention of breakfast has my eyes burning, thinking of how hungry Jordan must be by now. He feels so far away like the distance between us grows every day.

Around Beckett, I feel stronger. Encased in his own seemingly endless well of good humor and protectiveness.

I let out a sad chuckle, thinking of all the things Beckett doesn’t know about me. All the things that he doesn’t want to know.

“Here you go.” He’s suddenly right here, handing me a plate heaped with steaming eggs and warm, brown toast, and I feel my stomach turn.

“Thanks.” I muster a smile as he holds a fork full of eggs to my lips.

“Lunch for breakfast in bed. How’s that? I didn’t turn out so bad after all, huh? All those years the State of Ohio tried to ruin me. Ha! I will not be defeated by your evil forces, oh unholy CPS.”

He bellows with a comical, dramatic laugh before settling back naked on the bed and patting the spot next to him. I scoot up next to him trying to swallow.

Just as I try to muster up some excuse why I cannot eat this beautiful plate of food, my phone rings. The ringtone is specific to the one person I do not want to talk to right now but whom I also cannot avoid.

“Sorry.” I set the plate on the bed, scoot back off the bed and take the few steps to where my purse sits on the long table with the notebooks.

“Hello?”

“You are making some very bad decisions.”

Jeremy’s voice tightens every muscle in my body, and I can’t even swallow the spit that has formed in my mouth.

“I . . .” A single word made out of a single letter. I can’t seem to get anything else out.

I spin around to see Beckett staring intently at me. My eyes tell him more than I would like, so I quickly glance down at a notebook, playing with the page and trying to remember to breathe.

“I know you’re with him. I told you that was not a good idea, but I guess you think you know better? If you want any chance to get your brother back, you will be downstairs in five minutes. I’m sitting outside. Get down here and get in this car, and I won’t report it to Lydia. Any new relationship has to be reported; you know that. I thought you were smarter than this, Promise. I really did.”

The loathing in his voice sinks me deeper into something cold and wet, and I’m drowning between Jeremy’s words and Beckett’s eyes.

“Okay.”

“Five minutes. And, I have something to tell you about Beckett, too. Something you should know.” The way he says Beckett’s name makes me shiver as the phone goes dead.

My hand is shaking. I stare down at the pencil sketch of a girl about six years old. The words that line her silhouette read, “She wasn’t his, so he wouldn’t let me feed her for days. Told me it wasn’t his job to put food in her mouth. I didn’t protect her. I didn’t stand up for her. No one did. I can’t imagine how hungry she must have been after a week. I will never forgive myself for not standing up to him. For not doing something, anything, everything I could to help her.”

“I need to go.” I refuse to look at Beckett. I set my phone down and begin to scamper around, trying to locate the pieces of my clothing scattered from where we started our kiss to where we ended with my body over his legs and then under him.

“Whoa, what the hell was that? You’re not leaving.” He’s on his feet like a rocket as I step into my panties and fight to get my arms into my dress before he reaches me. I can’t immediately locate my bra, so I hope like heck my jacket will hide that fact on the drive from here to wherever I will be going with Jeremy.

“Please, I have to go. I have to.”

His eyes flash something that I don’t want to see.

“Who was that?” I can hear in his tone that he’s already fairly sure of the answer.

I don’t respond. My coat is next, purse . . . my hair is a dead giveaway as to my activities over the last hour, but I don’t have time to worry about it. Beckett is on me, and I spin around, trying not to have to look at him . . . or smell him . . . or anything him.

“Please, if you care about me, just let me go right now. I have no choice.”

“If I care about you? You’re all I fucking care about.”

The pain in his words is more than I expected.

The sound of a car horn from below the loft window makes me wince.

“He’s fucking here? Jeremy, right?”

“Beckett, I have to go. I have to talk to him. You don’t understand; I’m sorry. I’m not trying to hurt you, but I have to do what he says.”

That little flash of something behind Beckett’s eyes turns into an inferno. I can see something building as his hands move to the back of my neck.

He looks even larger now, the scars on his face twisting. I can see him fighting to figure out what words will make this moment go away.

“You have to do what he says?” Beckett’s voice loses all life.

His hands turn to steel, and I feel something shut off inside me. I’ve felt it before, more than I care to remember.

“Right now, yes. I do. So take your hands off of me because I’m leaving.” The words that leave my mouth form without emotion. They are flat, icy, and I wrench my shoulders sideways to break his grasp. “This was a mistake.”

The last thing I see when I give Beckett a backward glance is his neck jerking to the side, and I hear his breaths fighting their way between his clenched teeth. The blue life in his eyes is gone as I shut the massive metal door and make my way down the stairs.

Was I really so stupid thinking someone like me could have someone like him? Like some stupid happily-ever-after romance novel?

Even as my hand clicks the door handle on Jeremy’s running car, I can’t help but swivel my head, hoping to catch a glimpse of that Monet blue coming behind me.

I hate the part of me that is disappointed that he isn’t following.

“Let’s go,” I mutter, clicking the seat belt in place and staring straight ahead.
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Beckett

I’m taking a fucking moment because I know when I’m about to go dark.

She has no idea what I would do to keep her safe. That little incident yesterday with the sorry-ass forms of life that tried to drag her away was nothing.

One of the things you have to learn to do in my line of work is to compartmentalize. Build little boxes where you put away certain thoughts and memories. Otherwise, you would be a diaper-wearing heap-of-crazy in a hospital corner where people need a five digit code to get in and out.

Promise has no idea what kind of hell she is going to erupt in me. I let her go for one reason—sometimes those little boxes open when they shouldn’t . . . and the darkness seeps out.

That’s what was about to happen when I heard her tell me she has to do what he says.

That this was a fucking mistake.

Those words were like needles tipped with a hundred kinds of poison, stabbing straight into all the parts of me where she lives.

I know my own darkness. Sure, I put it away, but it has a mind of its own when it chooses.

That’s when people get hurt, sometimes, people I don’t want to hurt. But, they have a way of getting caught in the crossfire.

Fuck if this is over. I jerk on a pair of jeans, commando style, and a t-shirt. I slam my fists into the hanging heavy bag in the weight area until my knuckles are sending jolts of pain to my shoulders. Then, I hit the door, spitting fire. Her ass is mine.
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Promise

I am too angry at Jeremy to even speak for the first twenty minutes of the ride to my apartment.

And, his Corolla smells like mildew and stale burritos.

He tried to start on me as soon as I got in the car. After five minutes of his questions and my silent answers, he’s gripping the steering wheel, his fingers turned white, but he’s finally shut up.

“How did you know I was there? Or, where he lives?” I’m ready to get this show started even if I’m not sure if it’s a comedy or a tragedy.

Jeremy pulls into what should be my parking space at Meadowood Green Apartments, but I don’t have a car.

“It wasn’t hard to figure out.”

He’s avoiding the question, but I’m honestly not that interested. I’m somewhere else. My head’s still laying back on Beckett’s chest, listening to his heart beat in my ear and feeling something as close to happy as I will ever get.

Even if it was just temporary insanity.

“Come on, let’s go inside.” His voice softens, and I know he cares about me.

He might not be Beckett, but he’s been a steady force in my life. Maybe there’s something to be said for that old phrase—flames that burn twice as bright, burn half as long. Beckett burns brighter than anyone I’ve ever met.

Jeremy is more of a flicker, but I can always count on him being there.

Bruce is inside, scooping noodles out of a white, takeout container. When we come in, he stops mid-bite. The apartment smells like Pad Thai, his favorite from Sally’s Szechuan down the street.

He raises his eyes from the noodles and blinks at me before glancing with narrower eyes at Jeremy.

He shakes his head and spins to drop the container on the table with a thump.

“Hi.” I muster, watching his patented eye roll, and I give him a wide-eyed stare, telling him to behave.

“Hi back.” Bruce crosses his legs at the dining table and drums his fingers on the table top. “How was the funeral?”

“How are all funerals?” I am too tired to play with Bruce right now. He isn’t really asking about the funeral at all.

I fight to raise my eyes and look at Jeremy. I need to know everything between us is okay. I hate that I feel that way, but I do.

He’s shrugging his shoulders and looking annoyed as he stares at me.

“We should finish our conversation. In private.” Jeremy tips his head toward the hallway.

“I was here first, and I live here,” Bruce says toward Jeremy.

I shoot him a look but Jeremy is already three steps toward my room, so I fall in line behind him like a puppy. The worry about Jordan and my case is never far from my mind, and Jeremy is my conduit for both any tidbit of information about Jordon or news about the adoption.

Inside my room, he throws his jacket on the edge of the bed. He misses and it slumps to the floor in a heap, and he sits down. It’s the only place to sit, so I can’t entirely fault him for being presumptuous, but you would think he would, at least, pick up his stupid jacket.

See, the thing about my room is that there really is just the bed. The bed and the fire and the faces. Well, the faceless faces.

My feet feel like they are pressed harder into the carpet than necessary, but it’s the way Jeremy’s eyes are sending me wishful signals to join him that has me stuck.

We’ve been in my bedroom before. Sometimes Bruce has people over, and we come in here to chat. But, it’s never been this. Him sitting, looking like he thinks he belongs on my bed.

He’s got an unusual energy about him today, the difference that has been growing between us these last few months since he told me about the foster family filing to adopt Jordan.

“I talked to Lydia today. She’s happy about how the apartment looked the other day.”

I’m uncomfortable, and I don’t know where to look. I dart my gaze from Jeremy’s face to the pencil sketch pinned between the two canvases on the wall.

I find it hard to believe that Lydia is happy about anything, let alone anything to do with me. But the more I think about her, the more I wonder why she is the way she is. Maybe her life wasn’t all she expected it to be either. I can see how your history molds you and my former disdain for her is turning to pity.

“You didn’t tell me how you knew where I was.”

“I know a lot about where you go.” He sounds almost boastful.

“Do you follow me? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” It’s four o’clock, and he’s usually in the office until six.

“I was out doing a welfare check. I knew you were off today, so I came by. Bruce said you were at a funeral, and I figured it out from there.”

Beckett told me the loft belonged to Louis. I still don’t know how Jeremy knew I would be there unless he followed me. Wait a second.

Dummy, he doesn’t know that you know that he knows Beckett. But you know.

I decide not to press the issue. Instead, my desperate need to find out anything new about Jordan takes over.

“What else did Lydia say?”

Jeremy’s lips come together with a self-satisfied grin.

“She said . . . your living situation is not ideal. I didn’t tell her anything about your other visitor except that he was just the son of a patient at the nursing home, and he was a bit more persistent than you liked, so you cut it off.”

I say nothing. I’m not sure what to say or what I’m thinking.

“Can you just come and sit down?” Jeremy shifts, leaning on arms with locked elbows and jerks his head toward the space next to him.

My feet are moving even though they feel like iron boots. I tug my jacket tighter around me, remembering I’m not wearing a bra.

Because I couldn’t find where Beckett flung it off of me, inside that room where I just let him make love to me for the seventh time.

Yes, lucky number seven. I’m counting. Because it’s all I can think about. And, it’s exactly what I shouldn’t be thinking about.

And yes, I am reminded with every step of each time.

I sink down gingerly onto the mattress next to Jeremy, and he leans into me.

“See? Not so bad, huh?”

I cringe, thinking about how far I let it go with Beck. How loose I was with starting to let myself feel something for him. Who is he, really? I hate that I constantly doubt him, but history has proven to me that I fall too fast and usually end up screwed.

His scars give him a sense of mystery, the way you can’t seem to look away once you discover his eyes. But we have no history, nothing to base these feelings on. He could probably be a very scary guy. He is a very scary guy, what am I talking about. Maybe I’m being lured. Groomed until he unleashes that other side of himself.

“Are you here?” Jeremy is leaning forward, elbows on his knees with his head turned to look at me.

“Yes, sorry. So, what do I need to do?” I’m done dancing around all of this; I need to know the bottom line. I’ll do anything.

“Do you care about me?” Jeremy sits up, eyes scanning the paintings around the room as I feel heat coming up over my chest.

I swallow hard, almost a gulping sound, as I try to figure out what is going on.

“Yes. Of course.”

“I’ve known you longer than anyone else in your life, haven’t I?”

It’s clearly a rhetorical question as he continues without missing a beat.

“Seen you through a lot of tough times. Been the one person you’ve turned to, counted on.”

The dramatic pauses are telling me something is coming, and the creeping red blotches on my chest begin to crawl up my neck with a prickling heat.

I clutch my hands in my lap as Jeremy shifts, leaning one shoulder behind me, the length of his arm connecting with the tightening muscles in my back.

“Yes, I’ve always appreciated everything you’ve done. I may not always show it, but I do.”

“Well, these last couple months, spending more time together, I know you need stability in your life.”

This conversation is leading somewhere I wish it wouldn’t, but I can tell it is a runaway train at this point, and the only thing I can do is hold on tight and hope I come out on the other end in one piece.

I turn to try to say something that will keep whatever this is from flying off the rails, but it’s too late.

In a flash, his warm, wet mouth is on mine. His tongue jabbing between my lips. His arms burst around me and tug me closer in a fumbling jolt. I’m trapped.

I’m in shock, I freeze. I don’t kiss him back, but I don’t push away either.

Thank goodness he breaks away. His breath is coming in little gasps, and there is an arrogant, satisfied smile on his face.

“Lydia said the best thing for your case would be for you to be in a stable relationship. In a home. Not an apartment where you rent a room with a gay roommate.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do? And, stop talking like that about Bruce. He’s one of the best people I know, and why you have to preface every reference to him by his sexual preference is stupid.” My voice is shaking, and I wish to be anywhere else but here. My face is hot, my stomach is curled into itself, and there is a growing pain in my temples.

When I say that, Jeremy’s eyes look like someone just jabbed him with a cattle prod, and he jumps up off the bed, scaring the shit out of me.

Holy crap! He’s pulling a small, white velvet box out of the inside pocket of his corduroy sports coat, and I don’t remember how to move or think or speak.

“I care about you more than anyone, Promise. I’ve cared for you since you were a little girl. But, it’s so much more. We can be so much more. A family. You, me, Jordan. If you marry me, I can assure you a life with your brother. A good life. Lydia will recommend custody to you.”

I shake my head.

STOP. I want off this ride.

I am at a complete loss, and I can’t stop swallowing the spit that keeps gathering in my mouth.

Jeremy is staring. He’s standing in front of me as I sit on the bed in a state of sheer terror.

“I . . .” Swallowing again. That’s like twelve swallows in a row. “I don’t know what to say.”

That is the truth, but I can see from the way he draws his lips tight, it is not the reaction he wanted.

“Do you want your brother or not?” His voice loses its earlier softness.

There’s a voice inside me, somewhere deep down, that is laughing. Telling me that in case I didn’t know, if you have to blackmail someone into agreeing to marry you, they might not be the one.

Jordan.

Jordan.

Jordan.

“I will take care of both of you.” He’s trying now, and it’s painful to watch.

He reaches down and picks up my lifeless, left hand as my brain spins and catapults five years into the future. Images of the three of us on some Disney vacation wearing Mickey Mouse ears and eating cotton candy dangle like invisible bait in front of me.

Bite and you get your brother.

The next thing I think of is Jordan heading to school hungry every morning.

I can feel the word before I say it.

Yes. Say yes and you get the one thing in this world that still means something. Ignore the barbed hook inside the bait, just bite.

The last thing I think of before it comes out are those Monet-blue eyes.

My lips want to move as Jeremy starts to slide the round, diamond-topped circle onto my finger.

“Get your hands off her.” My eyes dart to the doorway, and we both jump with a gasp.

It’s no longer a doorway; it’s a wall. A fortress full of the same person that saved me from those two vagrants yesterday.

The life is gone from Beckett’s eyes as he grabs Jeremy’s shoulder and spins him around in one lightening fast move. Jeremy flails wildly, trying to shore up some sort of defense in the face of the tidal wave of muscle that is clearly there to foil his plans and break parts of him.

“Get off me.” Jeremy smacks at Beckett’s arm, his high pitched voice only adding to his pitiful version of defense.

Jeremy does something with his fingers. I can’t call it a fist exactly but, whatever it is, he flings it loosely toward Beckett’s head.

Beckett catches it in one hand, then like a cannon, his other hand balls into a fist, laying Jeremy out in one punch. Jeremy’s little box, clutched in his free hand, pops up in the air and, with the reflexes of a cat, Beckett bats it, smashing it against the wall.

Jeremy is huddled on the floor yelling obscenities, and I am trying to sink into the bed and disappear.

“What is he doing here?” Jeremy's screeching at me with wild eyes. “You can’t just come in here! Call the police, Promise! He’s breaking and entering!”

“Entering, yes.” Bruce’s voice chimes in as he comes into the doorway. “Not so much breaking. I let him in.” He shakes his head and gives me a devious but apologetic look.

My eyes are furiously jerking back and forth from Beckett’s face to Jeremy, trying to decide if he needs saving.

I’m on my feet, and my hands go to Beckett. Pressing both my palms flat against his chest, I feel the darkness inside him. The way he’s holding himself like a dog left out on a chain too long. He’s loaded, and unfortunately, I don’t know how to avoid pulling the trigger.

“Stop. Please.” I’m pleading because I know if he kills Jeremy—which is entirely possible from what I’m feeling in his chest—I will lose in more ways that one.

“He’s the reason you’ll never see your brother again.” Jeremy points at Beckett like a defeated child placing blame.

Jeremy is clearly not very smart as those words bring down another hammer blow from Beckett, one that shakes the room and brings a burst of red from Jeremy’s nose.

“Beck! Stop!” My voice is between a scream and a sob.

I know my life is in the hands of the crumpled, bleeding man on the floor, but a small part of me is silently cheering Beckett on.

“Tell him to leave, Promise!” Jeremy’s voice is part squeal, and a zing of sympathy shoots through me.

“She’s not telling me to do anything. I’m fucking telling you to get your ass up and find your way out the door before you need an ambulance.”

“You’re threatening me now? You assault me, and then you threaten me? I’m calling the cops. You don’t know him, Promise. I do. I didn’t want to tell you.”

Jeremy manages to get his feet under him, but he quickly backs against the wall, one hand against the river of red coming from his nose.

“Beck.” I’m pleading as I try to push him back, but he is cemented in place. How did so much happen in the last sixty seconds? I can’t get my lungs to agree to take a breath. The only thing I can think of is Jordan.

“I didn’t want to tell you.” Jeremy’s eyes are blinking far too fast when he looks to be sure that Beckett isn’t closing in on him against the wall. “He was friends with Steven Holder and Brian Jennings. He knew what was going to happen that night. He could have stopped it. He knew.”

Jeremy is pointing at Beckett. Beckett growls at him, and Jeremy’s finger goes limp.

“We’re leaving.” Beckett leaves no room for rebuttal as his hand circles my arm.

“Looks like the show’s over.” Bruce’s sing-song voice is aimed at Jeremy. “No happily ever afters for you today. Sorry.”

I shoot him a glare that tells him he’s not helping.

“I’m not leaving. Stop.” I shake my head, trying to get a grip on what is happening. “Everyone just stop.” My voice cracks as I shake my arm, but Beckett’s hand is a vice.

“Tell her. Tell her you were there.” Jeremy focuses on Beckett, then back to me. “Bet he hasn’t shared that little war story with you. He could have stopped them. He didn’t.” Jeremy spits the words toward me while he holds the corner of a pillow from my bed onto his nose.

“He also let his own mother die.” Jeremy lets that grenade fly oblivious of his own mortality.

Beckett releases my arm, and he launches like a cannon ball at Jeremy.

Jeremy jerks the pillow to cover his face, and there is a sound like someone trying to bathe a cat that comes from him. Jeremy crumples to the floor in a ball; his polyfoam filled shield over his head.

It doesn’t stop the barrage of fists that fire from Beckett into any part of Jeremy he can find.

Now, the man that made love to me an hour ago is about to kill the man that just asked me to marry him with his bare hands.

I don’t know what is happening. I’m completely frozen until finally I manage to wedge myself between Beckett and Jeremy, one hand darting between them as Beckett pulls back, looking like a paid assassin.

“Oh my god.” Jeremy is crying. At least he’s making noise because I was sure he would be dead.

I manage to get my hands on Beckett’s biceps. Every inch of him is vibrating as I push with all my might to get him back toward the door.

“You two better go in the living room.” Bruce’s calm voice cuts through the tension. “Let me comfort the fallen.” He works his way calmly through the chaos like the two men had only been having a tiff over losing a hand of cards.

This is too much to absorb. I’m like a soaking sponge, dripping with questions, but I’m not sure I want the answers.

“Come on.” Beckett’s arm settles around my shoulders, and I half-stumble out the door of my bedroom in front of him.

Jordan. I just lost my brother.

Unless I find the strength to push Beckett out the door and crawl back in there and let Jeremy put that ring on my finger.

If there was a slim possibility for me to win the battle with the court before, it is completely gone without Jeremy.

And the other $4112 I need to come up with for the lawyer. Even if Beckett gives me that money, Jeremy can still kill it all.

And yet, I’m not pushing. I’m not even looking at the door. I turn around and I’m looking at Beckett's eyes, and I feel myself let out a sigh of defeat.

“We have a lot to fucking talk about.” Beckett’s stare is controlled, but I can see what’s behind those eyes.

Jeremy’s words echo in my head. Those names I try to never think about are alive again—taunting me.

Steven Holder.

Brian Jennings.

There is a kind of pain reserved for the worst of our memories, and I can feel the flames of it rising up around my feet.

Steven Holder was my first crush. He lived in another foster home with me the year before, and I fell for him hard. He flirted with me, made me feel pretty. Then when I moved on to the next house, he started coming around. Before I knew it, I’d believed his line of bullshit that he loved me. He wanted in my pants, and I refused. So, the next night, him and Brian Jennings showed up and took what I wouldn’t give.

So, what is it that Beckett knew? Jeremy said he knew what was going to happen and something about him being there. I need to know what it means.

It’s enough I have to hear those names again. But, it’s life altering to hear them uttered in the same sentence with “Beckett.”

“What did he mean about you and—” I don’t. I can’t say their names. “Them. Those boys.”

What I want to see right now is a look of complete confusion. A look that tells me the desperate words of a desperate man have zero truth in them.

That is not what I see.

“Promise.” Beckett lets out a breath, and his eyes fall from mine, and I hate everything about his reaction. His sigh is the sound of someone thinking about how to respond to something they don’t want to.

“Was he right? Did you know them? Were you there?”

“No. I wasn’t exactly there.” He pauses and looks up at the ceiling before bringing his eyes back to me. I want him to stop talking. But he doesn’t.

“I overheard. They weren’t my friends, but I knew them. I’d lived with them at another house once. I knew they were bad guys.”

Nothing is the same. Even the way it feels to breathe is different.

“But, did you know . . . the other thing? What they planned?” I feel like I’m going to throw up.

He’s silent. Then his hands are on my face, but I don’t feel anything anymore.

“Babe . . .”

“Don’t call me that!” I smack and twist like a demon, trying to get his touch off of me.

A noise comes out of me, and I’m not even sure what it is. There are tears flooding my cheeks, but I am also kicking and wailing, wishing he would disappear.

I can’t decide what hurts more.

The past or the present.
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I’m sitting back on my bed. My limbs don’t feel like they are attached to me. Jeremy is talking, but I’m holding my head in my hands, trying not to absorb the meaning of his words.

I’m not sure who I hate more right now.

Jeremy is half-smiling as he lays out more information that I don’t want to know about Beckett.

He grabs the little, white box off the floor and stuffs the diamond solitaire back inside and shoves it in his pocket like he’s an angry kid on the playground, taking his ball and going home. I follow him out into the living room.

“I’ve done everything I can for you. I don’t even know if I want to marry you anymore. You have a lot of thinking to do, Promise. I’m beginning to believe Jordan is better off with them.”

Those are the words he knew would hurt me the most, and they did.

Bruce has Beckett corralled on the balcony in an attempt to give Jeremy a chance to get out of the apartment alive. Jeremy agreed to leave without calling the cops on the condition that he could tell me what he needed to tell me before getting out the door.

Beckett refused at first. He even got his phone out and handed it to Jeremy with 911 already dialed, daring him to make the call. With Bruce’s magic smile and my pathetic pleas, Beckett gave Jeremy one last death stare and stomped out with Bruce pushing from behind.

Now, Jeremy’s gone. He told me things I don’t want to know. Things that can’t be true. I’m not sure how I’m still standing—how I’m still alive—because I hurt down inside the marrow of my bones. I can feel my bone marrow, and it’s not good.

I see Beckett's silhouette pacing on the balcony through the tightly closed vertical blinds. Bruce’s muffled voice rambles on, trying to keep Beckett from breaking through the glass and bashing Jeremy’s head until gray matter drips out his ears.

I take a long moment and stare at the movement behind the glass. Then, instead of opening the door and joining Beckett and Bruce, I grab my backpack and head out the apartment door and down the hall in the opposite direction from Jeremy.
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Beckett

After twenty minutes, I’m not waiting anymore. Bruce is on his fifth pretzel stick when I slide open the glass door separating the balcony from the living room of the apartment.

It’s quiet.

I should have never agreed to let her talk to him alone. Fuck.

In ten steps, I’m in her bedroom. Nothing.

Bathroom. Kitchen. Nothing.

She’s fucking gone.

As if the last hour wasn’t fucked up enough, now she’s decided to go solo?

She’s in no condition for this shit. On top of that, I have no idea what other venom Jeremy spewed on her about me or who knows what else while I paced a damn groove in the cement floor of the balcony.

I knew I should have beat that pathetic fuck into a weeping heap and just let it all be done. Now, I don’t know where she is, and that’s all that really fucking matters to me.

Jeremy should know better than to raise the bounty on his ass. I saw the look in his eye. He’s a piece of shit. Always has been.

If I had my way, I would have gone to my grave without her knowing I was there the night Steven and Brian fucking took everything from her. I hate myself for wanting to keep it from her. Secrets are cancer, but there was no fucking benefit for her to know.

Hell, I didn’t even know myself for sure for a couple weeks after what had really happened, and by then, it was too late to go back and change things.

I could have stopped it. I could have saved her.

I’ve carried that shit storm of guilt with me all these years, and now it’s going to blow up the one thing I’ve always wanted. Steven and Brian were both convicted as juvenile offenders, and spend a year or some minor shit paying their debt. They pled down to assault, brought into question whether or not is was consensual. Bull. Shit. She was fucking twelve, and they were seventeen. It’s ten tons of suck for her because a year at the juvenile farm is nothing compared to the life of memories she has to carry.

I’m sure Jeremy filled her head with more bullshit about me. Even what he said in the bedroom was shit. I hadn’t known it was going to be her. I had known those guys were planning to take some girl. I hadn’t known when, and I hadn’t even been sure they weren’t just talking shit.

But, that night when I saw them in the alley heading through the back gate of the house where I knew Promise stayed, I was pretty fucking sure what was going on—what was going to happen.

And, I chose not to stop it. I didn’t do what I should have done, and she paid with a part of herself that cannot be restored. She was fucking thirteen. That is a debt I will never be able to repay.

With her not scheduled to work at Windfield again until Tuesday, she’s in the wind now, and I have no idea where she’ll land. All I know is that Tuesday is way too fucking long to wait to set things back to right.

It’s Friday, and I take the next twelve hours to scour the streets without a break. I even stop in at that shithole where she’s been dancing and light into some scumbag named Tito when he gives me lip for asking where she is. She’s like dust, no one has seen her, and I’m losing my damn mind.

By Saturday night, I’m completely undone. I’ve got Bruce on my side, but no matter how many damn times I check in with him, he still hasn’t heard from her.

I’ve been stalking Jeremy’s place. I've driven by so many times; I’ve got it memorized. He wasn’t hard to find. I asked Louis to get me his address, and he did it without hesitation.

I’ve watched that piece of human garbage come and go on his regular schedule, fighting the urge to lie in wait under his bed for when he goes to sleep. Ready to become his own personal nightmare. But instead, I watch . . . he comes and goes. No sign of her. If she was there, I would feel it.

With every beat of my heart, I want to demolish Jeremy. To end him. The only thing keeping my hands from snapping his neck is the forty-to-life it would put between me and Promise.

And, fucking Louis.

LOUIS: We need to talk

It’s the second fucking text he’s sent with that same bullshit. But, I fucking know better.

Louis doesn’t want to fucking talk. He wants to drop a bomb on my ass. I shoot him a two-word reply.

BECKETT: Not now

I hear nothing more. Radio silence. I’ll deal with it when there’s time. Finding Promise’s renegade ass and making sure she’s safe is the only thing that matters right now.

The rest of the world will have to fucking wait.

When Monday night finally creeps around, and I haven’t found her, I’m about to tear the fucking City of Cleveland down. I’ve blown up her damn phone with god knows how many texts and calls. I even threatened the people on the help desk at Apple to see if they would give me her damn location.

Where. The. Fuck. Are. You?

By midnight, I’m back in the car because sleeping is impossible, and now I’m fucking scared.

She doesn’t realize that for someone like me, what I feel for her can’t be undone. I’ll go without for the rest of my life rather than settle again.

“Fuck.” I slam the Suburban into drive, light up the tires out of the basement parking structure and head out to do my loop around her apartment and Jeremy’s house.

As soon as I round the corner toward Jeremy’s, something is different. All the lights are on. It’s damn near one o’clock in the morning, and his sorry ass has the lights out by 9:30 every night.

She’s in there. I can feel it.

Most people would try to sit here and figure out why she’s there. Get their ire up and let the green-eyed monster take over.

Not me. I don’t get jealous. Jealousy is for something you want but don’t have. I’m possessive because I know what’s mine. And, I’m here to make that crystal clear. Whether or not she is in there or in the back of damn Santa’s sleigh, she belongs to me.

She’s just a little off course, and it’s my responsibility to right her.

There’s no way she’d let him take her. Put his filth on her. I know that for a fact.

I saw the look in her eyes that day in the bedroom when Jeremy held that little gold band to the tip of her finger. Her eyes were dead.

No one will ever put a ring on that finger except me. And if they ever do, God help them.

We’ll get her brother. I don’t retreat, and I’ll take care of her until the last breath leaves my body.

I still see the image of her sitting there on her bed with that snake about to slip a ring on her finger. If he’s touched her, he’s going to end up wearing his insides as outsides.

I’m at the door in seconds, measuring every breath to keep them even. My heartbeat slows. I’m on a mission, and failure is not an option. His door is the only thing left between me and whatever is going on in there. I clench my fists, then stretch my fingers, shaking my head back and forth, trying to keep the darkness away.

It’s time to show her exactly how steadfast I’m going to be. She’s in there. I might be deceiving myself, but I can fucking smell her.

I don’t bother to knock. She’s here, and she needs to be out. Period.

The door is no match for my boot, and it flies open and smacks against the inside wall as I hear a yelp.

From him.

My heart stops mid-beat. Then, it’s in my throat and dropping to my boots and slamming around inside of me as I try to keep the darkness from taking over when I see her. She’s sitting with her arms folded over her belly, legs crossed at the ankles, and she looks like a fucking zombie. There are dark gray circles under her eyes, her hair is hanging half over her face, and it looks like a smile has never touched her lips.

“Hey! Get out!” Jeremy is squeaking and pointing toward the door, which is now hanging by one hinge.

Promise is sitting. She blinks and looks at me without any visible change in her expression.

And I’m dying.

The little shit Jeremy immediately grabs a pillow and raises it like a defensive shield. He jumps off the couch where he was sitting with his arm around my girl like she’s available for that shit.

“Get up. We’re leaving.” I say to her. I do what I can to keep my voice even, staring her down and taking another half-step inside the small living room.

He’s got what looks like his grandmother’s light blue sofa along one wall. There are matching lamps from the Brady Bunch set with orange and brown ceramic bases sitting on the side tables. The place smells like an old man, and the only light is coming from the flickering TV and one of the sad 1960’s lamps.

I need to keep this quick. I’ve completely lost my sense of humor in the last few days and the way this is going, I don’t see it coming back for a long damn time.

“No. I’m not leaving.” Promise digs her heels into the floor, but I can see the little eye roll she lobs at Jeremy for leaving her sitting alone while he runs for cover.

No? Oh, babe, that was the wrong answer.

I’m fucking done.

It takes me two more strides to reach her. Jeremy squawks like a damn hen in the corner when I pick her up and toss her over my shoulder.

“Put me down you ass!”

What does it say about me that even as I take a step out the front door with her kicking the shit out of me, my dick is already whispering in my fucking ear? Damn relentless when it comes to her.

“I’ll put you down in a minute. Stop acting like you didn’t expect my ass to show up and do exactly what I’m doing. Where the fuck have you been for three fucking days?” For the twenty or so steps to the car, she’s cursing me like a fresh sailor and flinging her fists around trying to land a shot on my face.

I hate to admit, but I like the fight. I want her to fight. Just not against me.

“I’m doing what I need to do for Jordan. Please.”

She’s screaming up a blue mile when I buckle her kicking and screaming into the back seat of the Suburban. I sit her back there so I can put on the fucking child safety locks because she’s acting like a child. This way, she can't open the door and hurt her fool self by jumping out of a moving vehicle.

Promise lets out on me the entire ride back to the loft. I let her. One second it’s tears, the next it’s righteous indignation. She runs the spectrum of emotions and curse words until she wears her damn self out and slumps back like a rag doll.

I forgive her. I’d forgiven her before she needed forgiving. That’s how much a part of me she is.

Forgiving myself will come slower, but maybe she can help me get there someday.
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I keep up the caveman routine, carrying her over my shoulder up the stairs to the loft. By the fourth step, she finally lays off trying to bash my nuts inside out with her kicks.

I keep my cool. Babygirl needs me. It’s just noise.

The moment she took me into her body, I became this other person. Someone that will never waver, who will always be there, and who will teach her what she needs to learn.

Regardless of whether or not it’s easy for either of us.

And, the last few fucking days have been a living nightmare. If something had happened to her, I would be done.

“Whatever this is with us, it’s over. It wasn’t real. Don’t you see this ring on my finger! That’s real.” She is screaming like an angel with her wings on fire, and suddenly through my rage, I can’t help but smile.

Then laugh.

Then laugh louder.

“What the hell is funny! This is not funny, this is a felony. You can’t just take people Beck. It’s called kidnapping.”

“You’ve got the ‘kid’ part right. Because you’re acting like one.”

“Shut up, Beckett. All big man, big boss. What do you know? Huh? Jeremy told me all about you. You aren’t who you say you are.”

If anyone ever told you love is easy, throat punch them.

I’m not laughing anymore. I hate his name. I hate it more when she says it.

I manage to dig the key to the loft out of my pocket while carrying my little, ivory angel; hell bent on destroying me, up the stairs. She’d resigned herself to the ride I was giving her, but she was still huffing and puffing and letting me know she wasn’t done with her little fit.

Inside the door, I spin around and re-lock the entry, even putting down the hundred-pound, inch thick, steel security bar and locking that fucker in place. She’s not getting out of here until we get her wire straightened out, and that could take a minute.

“You can’t keep me here.” She’s got her inner tween voice going on, and I stifle another smile.

I set her cranky ass on terra firma and can feel the strain on my lower back where she’d laid her little fists into me about a thousand times.

I’m good at a few things.

One of them is ignoring the noise. The bullshit people throw off to avoid the real stuff. The chatter and defensive ploys she’s been throwing in my path don’t raise my hackles or deter me from my goal.

She’s still learning. I’m a willing and patient teacher.

“Okay, first of all,” I take her right hand in mine. I’m not touching the left one until we emancipate it from the growth on her finger.

I’m dragging her toward the kitchen, and she’s pulling back and jerking her arm half out of its socket, her hair flying around her head like white-blonde flames. “You’re only going to hurt yourself doing that shit, Promise.”

I’ve got one hand latched around her wrist while I use my free hand to grab the bottle of olive oil off the counter. I wrangle my Tasmanian devil over to the sink, and she sets her eyes on me.

“What are you doing? Are you going to cook me? You’re not that great of a cook, either. My eggs were rubbery!”

Snap.

“Alright.” I flash my dead, killer eyes at her. “I’ve taken a lot of shit from you the last twenty-five minutes, but that is enough. You can say what you want about me, but you insult my cooking, and we’ve got a real problem.”

Maybe my sense of humor isn’t quite gone. I didn’t say it was good, just not gone.

I meet her eyes and for the first time since I threw her wailing ass over my shoulder, she doesn’t look away, and I’m drowning already.

Sure, I’m pissed. But, I’m first and foremost here for what’s best for her. And right now, I feel like we need a little breather. A little humor. It takes her a second, but I see the way her locked down eyebrows give a little.

I’ve got her by the left wrist now, and I dump the entire bottle of olive oil over her hand, aiming it at her left finger.

“What the heck are you doing?” Her voice loses a bit of its sharpness, and she takes her free hand to brush at the wild strands of blonde hair still stuck to her face from her thrashing.

“I’m purging you of a sickness. Relieving you of a shackle.” I pinch the ring for a second between my thumb and forefinger, wiggling it until it is over her middle knuckle. Then, I shake her hand until it gives the rest of the way. It clatters into the bottom of the sink, and I send it down the drain. I shake my hand and let out a disgusted groan like I’ve just touched a steaming pile of dog shit.

“Hey! Oh, my god, that’s a diamond!”

“That chip of a yellow rock is nothing. It means nothing. It never existed. Now, we need to deal with a few things.”

I towel the oil from our hands before lifting her up and setting her beautiful, grumpy ass on the counter. I shift to get my body between her legs, but the little shit sets a pout to her lips and locks her knees and ankles together with a huff.

“Open your fucking legs,” I growl and shift sideways, bumping my hip into her, finding the wedge spot. I’m a machine, and her little body is no match for what I bring.

With one more shift and a carefully aimed swat, I’ve got her legs open, and I set my hips like an anchor between her legs.

“Ouch. You’re a jerk.” She sneers at me, but I can feel her façade breaking.

“Maybe,” I answer. She’s not going to get to me. I’m too damn happy to have her back in one piece.

She can’t help but look in my face when I settle my hands on both her cheeks, forcing our eyes together, our bodies touching. It is impossible for her not to feel what I feel because my dick is already on the starting blocks.

“Now, what the fuck, Promise? You put that fucking ring on your finger.”

“Yes, I did.” She sets her pout again in unapologetic defiance. “I’m getting my brother back. After your little show in the apartment Friday, you didn't leave me any options, did you? Now, even that’s over. Jeremy’s not a bad guy. He was going to marry me, and we were almost guaranteed to get Jordan. Now . . .” She shrugs as her chin starts to quiver.

I feel like I’m going to double over from the clenching in my stomach as her eyes flash red-rimmed and spill over like Niagara.

“Now, I’ll never get him.” She barely gets the words out.

The sobs come. Gut wrenching sobs. The kind I never want to hear again.

Her sounds fall down onto the cement floor, flooding around my feet in a thick, dark reminder of everything I never wanted for her. Every tear is filling the room with her desperation, and I can’t hold myself together much longer, listening to her pain drown out everything else that used to matter in my life.

“There’s always another way, and I am not letting you go. I am not letting you give up your life. He is not a good guy. He’s not. What you want, I want a thousand times more. I won’t back down. We will find a way, babe. Please . . .” I need her to stop crying because I’ve never felt more helpless, watching her and hearing her like this.

I grip her face until she comes back to me, the sobs softening, and I see her again. Her eyes focus on mine, and I can feel her inside of me.

“He said you weren’t a good guy, either.” Her eyes catch mine for a second, then fall down. “Who am I supposed to believe? He showed me things in your file. Things you did when you were younger, things he said could have kept you from getting into SEAL school, but he was the one that helped you because he thought it would straighten you out.”

“First of all, he’s a piece-of-shit, fucking liar. I don’t know what he showed you but, whatever it was, it was most assuredly bullshit. Did you ever consider that he’s the one that puts whatever he fucking wants in those files?”

“He said you left your mother in a burning house on purpose, and she died. He said you knew those boys were going to rape me that night, and you were even planning to be there with them. That you’d done it before. He showed me the papers, Beckett. He showed me.”

It’s not so much her words that wound me; it’s the look in her eyes that tells me at least part of her believed him. Her lips sink into a frown from which I’m not sure a smile can ever form again.

I’m spinning. The room is freezing, and her face is as desperate as her words.

“I don’t know what he showed you.” Every word hurts. I have to force them out of my mouth. “But, what I do know is you’re here, and I’m going to give you everything right now. All of it. And then, you’re going to have to decide who you believe.”

Her eyes turn little-girl. She so desperately needs someone to be her champion, to make her safe and to be unquestioningly her anchor. I am that person; I just need her to hold on.

“Okay.” The tears have stopped for the moment, and I take a deep, burning breath, saying a silent prayer as I start to let it all come out.

“There was a fire in our apartment.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “I was eight years old. My Dad was already in a wheelchair by then, but he hadn’t started drinking yet. He was a great dad. And, he loved my mother like some fucking Harlequin novel.” Her eyes are following mine, and all I want to do is kiss her. But, I know she needs this. I do too. “Sometimes I would bury my head in the pillows or cover my eyes and yell at them to stop kissing in front of me. My dad would snatch her onto his lap in the wheelchair and spin them around. I remember the sound of my mom’s laugh and the way she held Dad with her arms around his shoulders and her face pressed into the crook of his neck. He would smile like a man smiles when the one woman in the world that touches his heart is happy. I know what that feels like now, and it’s a magic I don’t even know how to begin to describe.”

My thumbs move to eliminate every trace of tears from her cheeks, wishing I could be wrapped around her and tasting her lips instead of dealing with this right now.

“What does that have to do with what happened to me?”

“Just stay with me babe, I need you to follow along, you’ll see.”

If we’re going to move forward, we need the road cleared. Hard as that is, I’m up for the challenge because she’s worth it.

“Anyway . . . there was a fire. Dad was asleep in the recliner in the living room, and I’d fallen asleep on the couch. It was a Friday, and my Dad and I always stayed up late and built these crazy Lego contraptions long after Mom and Emily went off to bed. But that night, we worked on my science fair project. I was so fucking happy when he and I would do that shit together.” The edges of my eyes are prickling, and I clear my throat with a deep breath before moving on. “My sister was three then.” I take another deep breath. There doesn’t seem to be enough air in the room. “The fire started somewhere down on the first floor in another apartment. By the time my Dad screamed ‘Fire!’ the living room was half-filled with smoke. I remember Dad struggling to get into his wheelchair and telling me to go get my sister.”

I feel like I’m floating, detaching myself, because if I don’t, I know I won’t finish.

Promise sits silent. I see her jaw tighten, and I hate that she’s hurting just listening to me.

“I was so fucking scared. Dad got into his wheelchair and started toward the hallway where the bedrooms were. I knew if I didn’t get him out first, he’d die for sure. He was so sick, and in my kid-mind, he needed saving, and he was right there. So, I got him out, down the ramps and outside, screaming at me the entire way to go save Mom and Emily.

“By the time I got back, the apartment was full of smoke, and I remember my skin burned as I came through the door. My eyes were tearing, and I tried to scream and call them, but every time I took a breath, I doubled over coughing. I crawled, feeling my way along the floor until I got to the first doorway. I couldn’t stop gagging, and I couldn’t see anything. I could hear the crackling of the flames, and it was so hot.

“I got one scream out. I called for my mom because I was so scared. Then I heard it. I heard her voice, and I got up on all fours and moved as fast as I could toward the sound. I found them. Mom had Emily against her chest on the floor near her crib. Emily wasn’t moving. The smoke was so thick, if you were just a foot off the floor, it was impossible to even get half a breath. I was gagging, and Emily was struggling to breathe. I didn’t know what to do. I knew I couldn’t carry them both.” It was so real again, that moment when I had to decide, and I didn’t want Promise to know. I never wanted anyone to know.

“I dragged Emily to the window; the curtains were on fire. I tried to get Emily to grab onto my neck, but she was limp. I could feel her gasping for breath. I locked her under one arm, crawling, and just before the window, I bumped into something on the floor. It was one of her plastic dolls. I grabbed the leg and swung it over my head into the window as hard as I could. It bounced back, and I swung again. I was suffocating. I couldn’t get any air, and I knew if I didn’t break the window, we were all going to die in there.

“So, I got to my feet. I don’t know how, but I did. I flung my arm back then forward, and the glass broke, and the entire room flashed in flames. The burning curtains flew up and connected with my face. The fabric was burning and melting, so it stuck to my skin. I pushed through the broken glass, face first, and jumped. I held Emily to my chest, and we landed in the bushes under the second-floor window.

“I remember the lights, the flashing red and blue . . . and the screaming. Then, someone was trying to pick me up, and I was kicking. Then, I was running. Then, it was Dad’s voice. He wasn’t asking if I was okay. He was screaming at me that I should have gotten Mom out. I should have left him and saved her.”

I feel as if it all came out in one breath, and I feel sick. I hate it as much today as I did that day.

“Beck . . .” Promise’s face is so white, I can see the tiny purple veins on her forehead.

I want to get it out and never talk about it again. Gravity is ten fold, and I feel heavier with each word. “They said Emily was dead before I jumped, but I’m not sure. Dad was never the same. After that, he started drinking, and I lived on the street until the State of Ohio so lovingly took me in. I emancipated myself at sixteen, got out from under them. That was the day I saw you in court.”

“And gave me that picture.” Her cheeks are pink, her hands are on my face, and I can feel her shaking. “You’re the faceless person in all my paintings. No one had ever given me anything so beautiful before. Anything like your drawing. I held onto that drawing through all the houses, all the court dates. It saved me a couple times when I just couldn’t go on. I remember how it felt that day when you handed it to me. Your hand brushed mine, and I felt like you were someone I knew. Someone there to save me. Then you were gone. I never even got to see your face.”

“You see it now. And I am here to save you. You do know me.”

I lick my lips and let her eyes tell me if she has questions. But, I want to get it all out and straight, so I just keep going.

“That other shit he told you about that night with Holder and Jennings? What happened to you and that I was somehow a part of it—it's complete bullshit. I knew those two guys, but I didn’t run with them. Lived in a temporary halfway house with them once. They were fucks. I didn’t know when or exactly what they were going to do. I just knew they talked shit, and there was some girl they wanted to fuck.”

I feel Promise flinch, and I hate that we’re here right now doing this.

I graze my thumbs over her cheeks and continue. “I didn’t know it was you, not until it was over. Then, I saw you with Jeremy at CPS, and you know how shit spreads. I overheard and then put it all together. Yes, I was there the night it happened. I saw those punks going into the house, and I thought I knew what was going to go down. I was walking home down the alley, and they were in front of me. They turned right to go into the house. I knew you were there, and I was going to follow them, make sure they didn’t do something. But, when they turned into the yard, I heard a woman screaming. Flames were coming from the back of her house across the alley from where you were. I took off running because her kid was inside. I had to help her, Promise. I had to. I’m sorry. I fucking failed you.” My voice cracks, and I don’t deserve her.

Her hands are on my cheeks, and I want to turn away.

“Did you save that kid?” Her thumbs are brushing back and forth over the scruff on my jaw. Her eyes are lighting back and forth, waiting for an answer.

“Not yet.” My voice catches but I can’t stop looking at her face. That face that I need to look at every day from now until we both fall over together about a hundred years from now.

We both know I’m not answering the question about the little boy in the fire. But, I’m answering the question that matters.

I lean my forehead into hers because we both know there are no words for this kind of moment. That moment when you are both deciding so many things, anything you say will sound insignificant.

“Will you keep trying?” she asks. It’s a whisper, and I’m not even sure she wants an answer, but those four words tell me everything I need to know.

“Until the last beat of my heart.”

I’m falling. Like I jumped off a cliff into the rush of a waterfall. That is how I love her, loud and fast and dangerous. I don’t even think of what might be at the bottom when I fall, I just fall.

“I’ll never get my brother now.” The sorrow in her voice smashes into me like a shovel.

“Never isn’t the word I would use. We’ll keep fighting, Promise. I can't let you give up your life. Jeremy has falsified documents before; I’ve seen him do it. Louis has been around, and he knows, too. Jeremy’s bad. He got a kid locked up once just because he had some evidence that showed Jeremy’s bullshit. If he likes you, and you're a girl, it’s all rainbows and unicorns. But, not so much if you’re a boy. You’re not the first girl he’s taken under his wing, Promise. If you want to know more, you can talk to Louis. Louis got him suspended once. Then, Jeremy got Louis fired. He’s a fuck.”

She’s staring at me, and I can feel the rush of my own blood through each vein. Her skin is so white and her eyes so tired as they follow the drop of her hands from my cheeks and down my neck until her palms press flat against my chest.

There is doubt in her eyes, and I want to shake it out of her. I want her to know that everything is different now.

“Do you love me?” I ask like it will be the verdict that decides the rest of my life. “I need the truth. From here on out, that’s the one standing order. I want the truth. Do you love me?” I’m not sure it’s a fair question right now, but it’s the only thing that matters.

I hate it when her eyes don’t meet mine. I hate the seconds that are ticking away in silence.

I want to tell her I knew the word existed before her, but I didn’t understand its meaning. I want her to know that what I feel for her happened in an instant. Like she drowned in its meaning the moment I saw her with my dad.

There is such a thing as love at first sight. I would have fought you about that prior to seeing her again, but I’m a believer. I fell so hard that day; I can’t believe I didn’t shake the floor.

“How do I know?” She’s licking her bottom lip, and it’s all I can do not to lay her out and taste her right here on the counter. But, I can tell her answer is a delay tactic. What I feel for her, I’ve never felt before, but I sure as shit knew what it was right away.

“Because you know. So, give me the answer. It’s simple. Yes or no.”

Every curse word I can think of is going through my head, waiting for her answer.

It was one second. Maybe two.

But it felt like forever.

Her cheeks are rising pink, and finally, her eyes give me the answer before her lips form any words, and her head bounces up and down in a single nod.

Now, I’ve been through some shit in my life I won’t ever talk about. Had to hunker down and dig deep into my soul to get through things. But, nothing has ever lit me up like the feeling of being with her. Of being inside her and listening to the sounds, she makes when I make her cum. It’s been worth the pain to get here, to be who I am for her now.

I’m done talking, and I manage to get my lips on hers as I lay her back on the counter, then slip down her body. My hands tear off the tight as fuck skinny jeans that show off her ass like a spotlight.

Tugging her jeans off, I can feel myself ramping up. Apparently, I’m still pissed about her running off like she did and ending up with another man’s ring on the finger that belongs to me. I rip her pants off her ankles and before I know it, I’ve got one hand on her neck and my teeth pressing into one of her soaking outer lips.

I’ve got two fingers of my other hand inside her in a flash, and she’s gushing. I switch my bite to her other side and hear her pain-cry as I get her slippery outer lip between my teeth.

The taste of her is enough to wash away my anger. I start working every fold and bump with my lips and tongue, my fingers still lodged deep, curling and touching the little spot that makes her body flood my mouth with her climax.

She’s howling like a wolf on the counter, and I have to drop my hand from her throat and steady her crazy hips, trying to stay on top of every buck and thrust, so she doesn’t knock us both onto the damn floor. She’s letting go, and I’ve never seen or heard anything more beautiful.

I let go for a second to let out the forged steel that is straining to get inside of her.

Before she can gather her next thought, I pull her sweet ass with legs wide to the edge of the counter. I sniff, smile and sink into her in one push. Her eyes go wide, and she makes that special sound reserved for when my cock is tapping at her limit and filling her completely.

Her body clutches around me, and I wait because she’s not breathing. She’s frozen around me, and I run a hand up her belly to her throat, touch her there softly until her eyes come back to me.

“Shhhh, babe. I’ve got you. Take a breath and just let it go. Let it all go, and let me take you there.”

When I see her chest rise and her eyes flutter then close, I slowly glide out of her, feeling every beautiful, amazing inch as I go.

Fuck, being inside her is nothing like anyone before. It really is like two beings becoming one. I take a long, deep stroke, watching each change in her face, every inflection of her noises. I want my cock to be her Master and give her everything she’s ever wanted.

She’s wildly tight, and I give her a hard thrust, driving the air from her lungs, then draw back, doing everything I can to control my urge to destroy her. She’s twitching her hips because I’m teasing her, leaving just the tip of my cock inside her soaking opening, waiting for her to relax.

“Let it go, babe. Give me all of you right now. Give it all to me, and see what happens.”

I hook my hands in the crook behind her knees, lifting her legs up and out, spreading her, and then when she softens under me, I give her every inch in one, deep thrust.

Her chest comes up like a shark out of the water, making noises that are completely new, but I hold her open, completely at my mercy and slam into her with a barrage of my hips.

“Don’t you ever run from me again. Are we clear?”

She’s already gone. I’m riding her hard and keeping her hips canted just right, pulling and pushing and grinding against her, letting her feel my dick coming up inside her belly, owning and claiming. Branding her.

She curses and nods, her arms flailing around finding only the faucet to hold onto, but that doesn't help her. I’m strong as fuck, and with her legs in my hands, no way she’s going anywhere.

I lock into her pussy, deep, holding her against me, raising and lowering her open folds, grinding my body into hers until I feel her drench every inch of me as she starts to speak in tongues, lurching around my dick with her climax.

I raise her legs straight up, resting them on my shoulders, and go to town on her. Looking down, watching her body soak me and take my thick length in and out, has my balls tight and ready to send out the troops.

I growl at her in a low whisper that comes in grunts and breaths. “You want me to cum inside you? You want my cum?”

I let my hands stray over her body. They settle on the baby-blue oxford she’s still wearing, and I tear at it until I get to the soft, white cotton bra underneath, and then I do the same to it.

With her laid bare, my hands cup and pull on her tits. It hurts, I want it to. She fucked up and sometimes the sex will be like this. All about the rough, because it’s what she needs.

From the way she’s arching into my hands, we’re on the same page.

“You like it, babe? You like that dick deep like that?”

“Yes.” Her eyes light on mine as I set myself as close to her womb as I can.

“Tell me you want my cum, babe. Beg for it.”

I watch as she takes in my words. I see her moment of hesitation, and I bat it away with a deep thrust, spinning her eyes to white.

“I didn’t hear you.” I rebuke, her eyes coming back down, regaining their ability to see. As a punishment, I stop moving.

“Please, yes. Please cum inside me. I want you to.” I start thumping in and out before her words finish, her voice lilting high in response.

“Cum with me, babe.” I grunt each word, intent on her face, and then let my hands settle flat on her soft belly until I feel her tense and her hips wiggle and dance, her neck arching. The sounds she makes push me over the edge with her.

We cum together with a scream and a groan. Her body milks every drop from my balls. I’ve never felt anything more amazing than sinking head deep, letting her have all of me in her own moment of bliss. It is as close to giving her part of my soul as I can ever imagine.

“I love you. I’ve loved you so long.” The words come out of me in a hot panting breath as I gently bring her quivering legs from my shoulders, kissing her ankles, each of her toes.

I’m not done. I scoop my arms around her waist, gathering her limp body against me.

“Get those legs around me babe and hold on.”

“I don’t know if I can; my legs are shaking so bad.” She manages to get her ankles behind my ass and her arms around my neck. She’s so warm and soft; I drift into that place that imagines us like this for the next hundred years.

Carrying her to the bath, I’m overwhelmed with my feelings of responsibility for her. The same feelings that were planted the first day I saw her face in that courtroom—listening to a mother tell her child she’s unwanted, watching that little girl’s face turn to stone. I knew from that second; she belonged to me and that it was my life’s mission to make sure she never felt unwanted again.

“Just tell me I know everything. Give me everything, Promise. No more secrets, no more lies. We can’t be who we are destined to be with that between us. Okay?”

“I know. I promise. I want you to have everything. I want it; I won’t hide anything ever again. I’m sorry, it’s just this life . . .” She takes a shaky breath. “It teaches you things. . . . I promise, I’ll give it all to you.”

That’s it, what I need. A promise.
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Two days later we’re in her apartment, and Bruce is staring at the check I just put in his hands. Then at me. Then back down at the check.

“Uh, well, for this amount of money, I’d hide a body for you. She’s moving out; I just asked for thirty days notice. This is like a dowry. She’s not my daughter; you know that, right?” Bruce can’t help his chuckling snort as he pushes his glasses back up his nose. He is his own biggest fan.

“I don’t like to leave people hanging.” I tap my fingers on the counter, then look over toward the hall where I hear Promise talking to herself.

“Hey, she said you got a book deal? You’re like some hot, SEAL, badass, sugar-daddy artist. You know anyone you can set me up with?”

I nod and laugh with him.

“Naw, sorry bro. But, yeah, I signed a deal yesterday. It’s all coming together for once. I wouldn’t say I’m on the sugar-daddy level, though.”

“These drawings are the shit.”

Bruce flips the pages on one of my notebooks. Promise insisted we bring it. She wanted to show it off before letting it slip that the drawing in her room was the first one. The one that started it all. Chicks love that romantic stuff, and my little angel seems no different now that she’s back in the land of the living.

She’d beamed when telling him I’d given her that drawing ten years ago and that I’ve been waiting for her ever since.

“Did you decide yet? About going back?” Bruce is ex-Army and gives me a sympathetic smile.

“Naw. You know how it is. Those guys are my brothers. We just lost two of us, and Pipes has decided he’s not doing another round. Brendan’s not coming back either . . . his wife divorced him, and he doesn’t want to lose his kids, so he’s staying put here at home. I don’t want to abandon my team. There’s only four of us left.”

Thinking about them takes me back, the blanket of darkness comes down around me. Jakes and Randolph went home in boxes because of me. It doesn’t matter that the investigation showed no fault—I was driving. I made the decision to drive over that bump in the road and not have ordinance check it out first.

The echo of the bomb concussion still wakes me up at night. I can still see the inside of Jakes helmet filled with blood. Randolph’s wife was pregnant with their first baby. That’s never leaving me. My brothers didn’t deserve to die on the side of a fucking road like that.

“Not me.” Bruce’s voice pulls me back to the moment. “I did my two tours, and I never looked back. I still have sand in my ass crack. And, it sort of cramped my style, if you know what I mean. None of that ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ when they had my ass sign on the dotted line. I had to stay under deep cover. When I got back, I decided that was enough. No more closet for me—not one more blessed day—and I came out swinging.” Bruce raises his eyebrows and looks at me from under his lashes with a wink.

He breaks into a smile so big, his eyes shut for a second along with another round of his infectious laughter. I want to laugh along with him, but I can’t shake the gray cloud over me.

“I’m stuck.” I try to keep my neck from twitching, but I lose. I run my hands back and forth over my head, landing on the back of my neck and holding on. “I don’t know how I can leave her, and I don’t know how I can abandon them. I have a few weeks to decide, but I might just flip a fucking coin.”

I couldn’t tell him she sobbed for an hour when I told her I might go back. That shit tore my aorta right out of my chest.

“She’s a mess, you know.” Bruce points down the hall where we can hear her fussing about not finding any matching socks. Bruce grins and makes the sign of the cross over his chest with a smile. “I’ve done what I can, but between you and me, I’m ready to pass the baton.” He takes a sip of coffee and pinches his brow together in sympathy.

“I know.”

“And, her damn room. Lord almighty. She should not live with a gay guy because we like our shit neat. I smacked her hand more than once to get her to keep her disaster inside those four walls. That girl can wreck a room by walking through it.”

“So, we square?” I nod at the check and extend my hand. Bruce flutters his eyelids and gives me a distinctive look up and down before shaking.

“Yeah. I want her to be happy. You better make her happy.” He jabs a finger into my chest and sounds a like an overprotective father.

“That’s the mission objective. She’s not gonna make it easy.”

“You got that right.” Bruce nods and laughs again. “Okay, I gotta go. You guys do what you gotta do. And, one more thing . . .”

“What?”

“I hated that other guy. I’m glad she picked you.”

“I didn’t really give her a choice.”

He lets out a loud snort with a dramatic nod and yells down the hall toward Promise’s room. “Bye! You better be back at work by Monday! Enough drama, dang.”

Then he’s out the door, and the room seems to lose a little of its magic.

I’ve been keeping her on lockdown in the loft the last couple of days. We’ve cooked and fucked and talked and slept and loved. I’ve lived more in the last two days than I have in a long fucking time.

She makes me that way. Makes me feel. Everything. It’s like finally seeing color after living in black and white your whole life. I’m awake with her; I can see things I didn’t see before. Hear the crisp beauty of words. Feel the texture of everything my fingers touch.

She is more mine every second, and I scare myself thinking of anyone that might wrong her and the things I would do to protect her.

The shy girl that barely knew how to raise her eyes and form a sentence around me when I met her in my father’s room at Windfield has changed. She yakked my damn ears off until three in the morning last night.

Mostly about her brother but without the tears. She wanted me to know everything about him, and I devoured every word. Whatever makes her happy, makes me happy. And, I fucking mean it. You think people just say that in an offhand manner but for me, my happiness is her happiness.

It may not make sense to other people, but like I give a shit. I’m pushing up on thirty years old, and I’ve just now figured out what it means to really be alive. I love her like she’s my own blood.

I can’t explain this consuming need to protect her like a father, to know everything about her from the moment she drew her first breath. Her every thought, however insignificant she might think it is, I find joy in. I also want to fuck her until her screams peel the damn paint off the walls. So, it’s a big bite, taking her on, but I’ve never understood the difference between joy and happiness until now.

She brings me joy. There is something infinite about the emotion. It’s not fleeting like happiness. I’m happy when I get a new car or have a few laughs with my boys. Then, it’s gone.

But with her, the joy she brings me lives so deep in my soul, it can no longer be separated. Crazy shit, but it’s true.

I poke my head into her bedroom and roll my eyes until it hurts.

Her dresser looks like it’s in the middle of a drunken, projectile vomit with socks and t-shirts and who knows what hanging out of six open drawers.

“Do you know how to fold clothes?” I push my hands in my pockets and try not to laugh at her. “You know, like in squares?”

“Shut up. I’m trying to decide what to bring. This is tough.”

“Uh huh. I told you to pack one suitcase, and I’ll send the movers to do the rest.” I take a few more steps into the whirlwind and swivel my head, trying to make sense of the beautiful chaos she produces. “You don’t need to make this a damn circus. Seriously, Promise.” She is jamming wads of clothing into a suitcase like she’s stuffing a freakin’ turkey. “Fold that shit before you stuff it in there.”

She and I are going to go round and round; I can see it now.

“What’s the difference if I fold it or not? It takes up just as much room, and who cares?”

Lord. Jesus take the damn wheel because I can see divine intervention is going to be needed.

“Just get what you really want, and let’s go.” Her hair is a mile of a mess, and her cheeks are pink like she’s been sitting in the sun.

“Don’t rush me.” She starts looking around the room before she continues, talking a mile a minute. “I want to get all my paints and my easel, and I want to take at least some of my paintings, and probably my pillows. I definitely need my blanket, my alarm clock and . . . and . . .”

I shut my eyes and try to remember how to pray.
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“It’s been six days since you unpacked—wait, I unpacked—your suitcases and officially moved in here.” I take a deep breath with my face buried in her hair. I’ll never tire of her scent. “If you can’t tell my moods by now, maybe I made a mistake asking you to move in here,” I whisper playfully. I’ve got her back pulled against my chest, and she’s wiggling her booty into me, knowing exactly what that’s going to get her.

The loft is dark except a blinking streetlight out front that is casting on and off shadows over the white bedding. I’ve kept he damn heat set on eighty because I like my girl running around naked.

It took her a few days of training, but after the third time I tore her bra and panties off, she got the message that when we’re alone, I don’t want anything covering her. She’s just that beautiful.

“What are you talking about?” Her sleepy voice raises up as she pokes her head out from under the covers. It’s four am, and my cock is wide awake, but my girl isn’t. “I do know your moods. There’s horny, really horny and caveman. I don’t know a lot about this stuff, but is it normal? For a guy to be like this as often as you are?”

“Normal doesn't interest me. And, I have no fucking idea about the hard-on habits of other guys. All I know is you have cast your pussy voodoo on me, so this is your fault. And you know damn well what’s going to happen when you press your ass into me like that.”

She lets out a long, slow moan as my fingers dance over her hip, and then I finger walk them down to her pussy and her legs open without hesitation.

Fuck, her sweet, wet heat soaks my fingers, and she pushes the curves of her ass into me harder, into my Energizer Bunny dick.

“Take it, babe.” I settle my hands on her hips and guide myself into her from the back. My beauty is drenched, and she rains that delicious wonder all over my cock’s head as I enter her.

Stroking back and forth, slow and steady, I start alternating bites and kisses up and down the side of her neck, pausing to lick and suck her ear before pushing deep until the softness of her ass is against my hips.

My lips working her neck is her kryptonite, and I feel her pussy dance and send out a river of juice that turns me into a rutting boar.

“You like that, don’t you?”

“Um hmmm.”

My shy baby has her own inner siren. Don’t let her fool you, she’s jumped my sleeping ass a couple times in the last couple days. Coming into her own, taking charge and realizing this is exactly who we are and who we should be.

Slut is not a bad word here. Not between us. She is my personal slut and she has come to understand what that means and how much it brings us together. I’m not sure what I did with all my time before her because we damn near spend eight hours a day on each other in one way or another.

These days with her here are, bar none, the best of my life.

Her hands swing behind her. Groping and greedy, taking whatever pieces of my flesh she can touch.

“Shhhhh, babe. Just let me have you. Let me take care of you. Give you what you need.”

I slip easily in and out. Her pussy’s greasing us, and my mouth is watering. Her back curls as she pushes onto me. I bring my hand around her belly and set into her wet slit. I spin my middle finger around her clit, then slip lower, back up, then down until her hips begin to shake. I revel in her softness, the heat there. The wetter she is, the happier I am.

She tenses, moaning, and I know she’s close.

“That’s my girl. That’s who you are, aren’t you? My babygirl?”

I work her clit in a circle until I hear the chimes of her climax build. I shift to free the hand I had under her neck and knot my fingers into her hair.

Slow and easy got us this far, but Promise is jerking her hips back into me, and I can hear her silent pleas for what she wants.

Harder.

“You want more? Babygirl, you want me deep, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispers as I give her the first gentle jerk of her hair, and her pussy damn near shoots off and strangles my cock as she tightens down.

I know how far to go without hurting her. It’s a lesson in self-control, but I would never harm her like that.

“Oh god, more . . .” She hisses as I tug her hair, jerking her head back and giving my little, ivory princess what she needs.

Hard, deep and fast.

I gouge my fingers into her drenched lower lips. Cupping her pussy, loving every halting breath, every silk fold and jerk of her body.

She’s a work of art at any given moment, but like this, she’s a priceless masterpiece that carves my heart right from my chest and settles it securely within her own.

“God babe, so good. You feel so fucking good. How do you feel better every single time?”

I hear her little soft, hissing laugh as I slam into her—the flesh-smacking sounds filling the high ceilings of the loft as I pull her head back hard, my primal animal rising up as her climax takes off, and I feel the waves of inner motion take over her body as her musical screams fill my ears.

Before her body stops quivering, I slip out of her, and she knows.

Babygirl learned quickly to savor the taste of me just as I savor the taste of her. Her face is flushed even in the dim light and her hair a wild mess as she gathers herself up onto the pillow as I straddle her chest; my dripping cock inches from her lips. Her little hands shoot out to grab at me and pull me to her mouth.

This is the pinnacle, giving her pleasure and seeing the way she craves my own. There can be nothing more intimate, nothing more stunning, than the woman you love, loving you with all her heart.

Her tongue comes out and begins its special magic around the head of my cock. I am already leaking, looking down at her priceless, pale body and the soft pink of her tongue touching me. My body tenses.

I wish I could watch and feel her do this for hours, but my girl just has a knack, and it never takes long for her to have me filling her mouth.

“Good girl.” My head falls back, and I draw in a breath from somewhere in heaven as her mouth closes around me and she draws me inside.

She fills my soul as she works, little sighs coming from her as she creates a unique work of art each time with her tongue.

We’ve spent hours in the last six days talking about everything.

One of them has been this. Us. Together in this way. Sex. Fucking. Making love. There’s no difference. I want no hesitation, no denial or disobedience when it comes to how we love each other.

I don't want any of societies’ puritanical bullshit to taint what is the most amazing connection two people can have. And, I’m not just talking about some quick and dirty hookup.

I meant this. What we have.

That one person created for us by some universal force beyond our knowledge. That one person who grows roots into your soul and you into theirs until you can’t figure out where one begins and the other ends. We are fused, and sex is part of how we worship that miracle of finding each other.

She understands, having lost all hesitation and insecurity within a day of me having her naked twenty-four hours straight and discovering how her body felt under my tongue, one inch at a time. By the time half of that first day was done, I’d tasted all of her several times over and claimed her completely as mine.

“Fuck babe, yes. God, take my cum. Let me see this time . . .”

Her throat takes me deep, and her tongue does something so out of this world, I let out the first jolting spray of cum without warning.

My muscles turn to stone, and my hands lodge on her cheeks, holding her face and thrusting down into her throat until she gags. I’ve learned her limits even like this. She likes it a bit rough and sure thing when I look down at her face, a little smile is in her eyes as she stares up at me.

I let out all I have into her mouth until it mixes with the spit on her chin, and then I pull out, my cock glistening.

“Let me see, babe.”

She opens her mouth obediently, showing me where she holds my essence on her tongue, her lips curling up into a smile, and then she fucking winks at me.

“Swallow, you pain in my ass. Don’t waste any, swallow it all.” I curl a half-smile, looking down at her with a shake of my head.

She’s going to kill me.

“Yes, Sir.” She closes her lips and does as she’s told, putting another nail in my damn coffin when she gives me a playful salute.

I slump down and pull her into me. As soon as she takes a breath, I lay my lips on hers and slip my tongue in to find hers. I love kissing her after she takes my cum.

Beautiful is a word so insufficient. I don’t know why I use it anymore when I think of her.

“I’ll never leave you.” I direct the words into her ear, then set my teeth on the pale skin just below.

I tell her this every day. After each time she takes me inside her, each time we love each other like this.

“You promise?” I hear the smile in her voice, and my heart works against mother nature to burst from my chest.

“I promise. Never. You’re stuck with me.”

Her breathing is slowing, her body as soft as down against me. I love how she raises one leg and drapes it like a lazy branch over mine, pulling herself closer.

“I’ve always thought my mom named me Promise because of the saying.” Her languid words are throaty and sound as seductive as her sounds from moments ago.

“What saying, babe?” Her body is so perfect, folded into me, so warm and soft. I feel like I’m touching heaven as I trace my fingertips up and down her arm.

“ ‘Promises are made to be broken.’—That one.” She sighs as she says it. “She used to say that to me all the time. Over and over. I didn’t understand it when I was little. Then, when I got old enough, I did.”

The smile in her voice is gone, and I hold her tighter.

“You might have started out broken,” I press my lips to her forehead, holding them there for a few seconds, “but I’m here to help put you back together. Nothing will hurt you like that again, babe. No one can break you. I promise.”

“Mom said once she named me Promise because my Dad promised he would never leave her. He did. He left the day I was born. I never even met him.” Her voice is tired. I curl her into me, and we fall into calm, easy breaths next to each other.

I want to find and kill every one of the people in her life that hurt her. Anyone that tossed her away like she didn’t matter. I want to comfort her and take it all away, but I don’t know how besides just showing her that I will never leave.

I kiss the top of her head and hope she can feel everything I’m thinking.

My last thoughts as I fall into that place of semi-consciousness just before you tip over into sleep is that I need to make an excuse to go out later after dawn's had a chance to break. I have an appointment to pick up a small but very special package; then I’ll show her exactly what that fourth finger on her left hand is really for.

I’m playing over and over the scene, I hope for as sleep begins to take us both.

Just as consciousness meets unconsciousness, we are bolted upright. Something is slamming against the front door. The hard, metal banging is echoing all around the tall ceilings when we hear the first, loud voice.

“Open up. POLICE.”
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“Beck.” Her eyes are pleading, and I’m not sure I’m even still fucking alive.

“It’s okay, babe. We’ll figure it out.” The words fall flat from my lips. I can feel the darkness rising, a sinking, lifeless feeling I get just before I go lights out.

What the psychologist told me when I was fourteen was that the blackouts are a defense mechanism. Something developed when I was a kid when things happened that should never happen. Things you don’t want to know. Or remember.

The blackouts started when I was eleven—a year after I came to be in the kind and horrific care of the State of Ohio.

I woke up that morning in a house with my newest nine foster brothers and sisters.

Two of whom found it amusing the first day I was there to strip me naked and put me in a closet with a bucket of their steaming shit and lock the door.

The darkness is what I named it. It starts as this odd sense of detachment like I’m watching my life as a movie. Then, I see a black halo form around my field of vision. It narrows and narrows until I feel like I’m suffocating; then the curtain comes down. The world turns black, and then I wake up a few minutes later—or once, a few days later.

When they clamp the cuffs on her tiny wrists at the loft, I almost take them out right there. Luckily, somewhere in my fire-seared brain I know I can't help her if I’m locked up too.

So, instead of going all first-blood, I grab a shirt, throw myself into the Suburban and follow the police car with her frightened eyes looking out the back window to make sure I’m following. On the drive over, I call Louis. I’m not sure what the fuck is going on, but with his security and investigational resources and police contacts, I know I need him.

And I’m right.

Inside the station, my guts feel like they are rearranging themselves inside my body as I watch them take Promise to an interrogation room, her eyes darting over her shoulder at me. No way is this happening. No way it’s true.

An interminable hour later, Louis comes through the doors to the back room at the station. He gives me a tentative wave across the noisy room filled with desks. Cops are chatting with each other or sitting at their desks, tapping away on keyboards. Louis eyes me over the space between us with raised eyebrows as if to say, stay put, I’m coming, I’ve got your back.

He moves slowly and comfortably around the station. Shaking familiar hands and greasing the way before he settles in next to me in the little glass-walled room where my world just blew up all over the damn walls.

“Fuck. What the fuck?” I can barely form the words. I need info now.

Louis holds his hand up mid-chest and gives me the signal to keep calm. “Okay, I made some calls.” He raises that hand with a smile out the windows in casual greeting as a few plain clothes officers pass by. “They have evidence that the fire and the gas leak in the loft were deliberate. Right now, they’re investigating as a possible arson. But—” He stops short and looks at me to make sure I’m with him. I can see something in his eyes I don’t like already. “If they prove that someone set the fire and rigged the gas leak, that’s a murder charge.” I’m surprised when his voice cracks, but I’m too enraged to think about it. “They’re questioning Promise. They think it’s her, man. I’m fucking sorry.” I see something flicker in his eyes like he needs to say something else, but it’s too late.

The darkness slams shut and everything goes quiet.
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“You okay?” Louis’s voice sounds far away.

“Yeah.” I shake my head and try to focus. Everything has a white haze around it for a second before I remember where I am.

“You went dark there, man. You gotta hold on.” His voice lowers to a hissing whisper. “You can’t go all Rambo in here.” His head swivels around, looking out the windows of the small room.

I turn my focus to the room’s insides. Both chairs and the table are now in various states of disassembly. They were fine when I walked in.

I know I did it, and I don’t give a shit. I look at my hands. My knuckles are split on my left hand, but I don’t feel anything. “What the fuck is going on? Why her? Why do they think it was her?”

“Man, they can’t tell me everything. But, I got some intel when I called Detective Prestwick. He moonlights with me on security stuff, so I pressed him as much as I could. Promise was the last one in the apartment?”

“What the fuck does that matter?” My fists tighten. I hate that I think about the moment she went back in the apartment that night to get her backpack. She was messing around in Dad’s little kitchen by the stove. “I could have been the last one there, too. Jesus Louis, this it complete bullshit. They have no reason to suspect—”

The way he blinks and rubs the scruff of his salt and pepper beard tells me there’s more.

“You gotta maintain, you hear me?” Louis sets a hand on my shoulder, and I can feel the heat coming up, threatening to ignite.

I bite down on my lower lip. The twitches take over. My head begins jerking and twisting until stars dot my vision.

“She’s got a history, Beck,” Louis says quietly.

I try to process those five words.

“We all have a history, Louis. Fuck that, I have a history.”

“No man, listen to me.” He swallows hard, his eyes wide. He hates whatever it is he’s about to tell me. “She’s a firebug. Three for sure when she was younger. I don’t know the specifics, but I pulled all the records I could get my hands on, then called Prestwick because there were some juvenile markers there without details. She’s got a history, man. You hear me? Do you understand what I’m saying?” Louis locks eyes with me, and I want to punch him.

“But, fuck. Louis . . .” I run my hands over my head, back and forth, trying to get the pounding to stop. Trying to get everything to stop.

“There’s more.” Louis lowers his voice.

I roll my eyes and give my friend a dead stare.

“Fuck you, Louis.” I know it’s not his fault, but I hate him right now.

“The detectives been calling her the last two days. Trying to get her to come in on her own. Left her five messages. I take it she didn’t tell you?”

“No. She didn’t.”

I think about when she came out of the bathroom with her phone last night, her eyes as wide as moons. I asked her if she was okay, but she broke into a huge grin and ran over and jumped on me, and I forgot about everything else as her lips attached to mine.

I’m on my feet. I’m sick. As sick as I’ve ever been, and I can feel flames wrapping around me with every step I take out of the room.

Louis is saying my name from somewhere behind me, but I’m halfway down the hall. I hear people talking and the soft clicking of keyboards, the chuckles of folks clearly not here for the same reason I am.

How could she do this? I’m not talking about the fire. How could she hide this from me? Everything we’ve talked about.

Just when I thought I knew every kind of pain, Promise is taking me deeper. Showing me new levels of pain from which I will never recover.

It’s like I gave her a map to the places inside of me where she could hurt me the most, then handed her the razor and told her to start cutting.

People around me are going on with their day as I try to find my way out. I can’t be here. That black halo is forming, and this time, I know it won’t end with just a couple of broken chairs.

As I turn the corner and see the red EXIT letters, a voice slams into me from a room on my right, and I wonder if God is having fun.

“I know.” Jeremy fucking laughs. His sick, self-righteous voice has fire coming up around me. “I hated to have to do it, but it’s for her own good.”

“What the fuck is for her own good?” My voice is as dead as I feel. I wonder if he can feel all the ways I want to cause him pain right now.

Two officers, leaning against the wall listening to this piece of human shit spout off, jerk their heads around from Jeremy to me, then quickly back.

He flinches as I take over the doorway. I swallow the spit gathering in the back of my throat and feel like I’m going to combust.

“You don’t know her like I do!” Jeremy’s squeaks like a hamster and tries to look me in the eye but fails. He looks at the two confused uniforms glancing back and forth between us.

“Who’s this?” The uniform closest to the door points at me.

“That’s him,” Jeremy squawks.

The dark-haired uniform takes another step forward, and I square off. Right now my focus is on the venom leaking from the serpent’s mouth across the table, but I’ll take on Goliath right now if anyone tries to fuck with me.

“It’s okay.” Jeremy leans back in his seat, hands behind his head once he sees he has armed guards to back him up.

I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood to keep from launching into him and tearing flesh from bone.

“I bet she never told you, did she? About everything.” The fucker smiles at me.

“What the fuck. Are. You. Doing. Here.” I may not be able to tear his throat out with my teeth right now, but he sure as shit isn’t getting me to back down.

“Here, see for yourself. Give that to him.” He swats a stack of papers across the small table. The stack is a half-inch thick, held together in one corner with a black, metal office clip.

“Man, you okay?” Louis’s frantic voice introduces itself from behind me.

I don’t acknowledge him as the officer picks up the bundle of paper and sets it into my hand. I’m having a hard time breathing as I see her name on the reports.

For the next three minutes, I absorb this new hell that engulfs my life. I’m reading and want to kill someone.

“Suspect admits to having doused the paper towels with gasoline, and then struck a match and reentered the residence at 21164 Tennent Street where she currently resided with Alan and Patricia Reynold’s as a ward of Child and Family Services of State of Ohio. The fire consumed the garage and a portion of the residence of a one Ms. Caroline MacGuire.”

The walls are bleeding, the floor is moving. My feet are no longer attached to my legs.

The memory of that night drowns me even as I pretend this isn’t happening.

The night when I followed the two punks to the back of the house, I smelled it first, and I froze. Every nerve ending in my body lit up like the fire that consumed my skin the night everything in my life went to shit.

By the time I came up to the back of the house where they had turned into the gate, the flames were already curling around the back of the house across the alley from where Promise lay, unknowing her fate.

I heard Caroline McGuire’s scream. The frantic pleading. More screaming. Her terrified voice is rising over the crackling flames, begging for someone to save her son. Her son that was trapped in the back room of the house where the fire lapped at the roof, and the devil laughed at me.

I made a choice. I sacrificed Promise to save that little boy. I remember telling her, ‘I’m sorry,’ as I exploded into a run toward the burning house. I broke the back window of the engulfed room with my bare fists and crawled inside. The familiar blast of heat is hitting me at the same moment my lungs remembered how it felt to gasp and be denied the comfort of breath. My mind spinning as I flashed back to when I held the lifeless body of my sister with my father screaming that it was my fault they’d died.

You made the wrong choice. You killed them! His words still echoed.

I saved Caroline McGuire’s three-year-old son that night and threw Promise to the wolves.

I’m still thumbing through the report in my hands. It seems like hours, but I glance at the clock, and I’ve been reading only a couple of minutes. It’s incredible how much information the brain can absorb in such a short period of time.

The reports are copies of copies, and the scrawled letters are missing tops and bottoms, fading into the white paper, but somehow my brain is able to insert the missing parts, and then I see it.

How could the worst day of my life get worse? How deeply does God hate me?

The two words that send me falling back against Louis.

“Camden Apartments.”

This isn’t fucking happening.

“Camden Apartments. Units 13, 23 and 27 damaged. Fire originated in apartment 13 and spread upstairs to the unit where a Mr. And Mrs. Fitzgerald—”

I heave the report back at Jeremy as his face twists into a sadistic smile.

He dodges the paper projectile with a blink. “Something wrong?” He smirks, and Louis tries to catch me as I’m halfway across the table, my hands finding his throat. I want to hear the sound a neck makes when it breaks more than I want to breathe.

I’ve done things. Things I’ll never tell anyone. Things the government told me to do. Encouraged me. Sanctioned me.

The uniforms are on me, Louis has me in a headlock.

“Get him out of here or he’s going to end up in cuffs,” one of the officers yell.

“I got him.” Louis’s voice struggles with the effort of dragging me backward.

No one understands what it’s like to try to live in a world where a fuck like Jeremy deserves to have the life snatched out of him yet, in that world, I’m the criminal.

The next several minutes are filled with a wrenching pain so deep; even the darkness cannot save me. I remember every moment, every way the pain discovered new and deep ways to cut into my soul and carve her out of me.

I’m eviscerated. Laying open for hell to come and play whatever other games it chooses.

I remember that deal I made with the devil the first time I kissed her, and he’s come to collect.

I am no longer who I was before her, and I’m not who I became with her. I’m no one. I’ve ceased to exist.
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Promise

Some promises start out broken.

And stay that way.

My body has become a vessel for the tears. I don’t even try to stop them anymore.

It’s who I am now. Liquid. Only this time, it’s not because I am caught in his wake. It’s because it’s all that is left of me.

The wrenching sounds rise up and come out like an earthquake that draws on my pain shaking me from the inside out.

Heaving. Brutal. Unending.

I have no hunger.

No thirst.

No need to breathe except to feed the unending sobs that are now who I am.

Bruce carried me from the car to the couch. I didn’t know who else to call to bring me home. He’s standing over me. I know he’s speaking, but my brain cannot put together the sounds into meaningful words.

He covers me in a blanket because I’m shivering. This is a new kind of pain. One I didn’t know until I let myself love him.

Love is like a flash of lightning in a clear, dark sky. Something so infinite and beautiful you want to reach out and grab it. Only when you do, it kills you.

Now I’m dead.

My fingers are dead.

My eyes are dead.

I can even feel the way my skin is dead.

Bruce slumps down and huffs at me. He’s watching me as he crosses his long legs and starts wiggling his brown loafer. His sky-blue eyes hide a hint of his irrepressible smile, and I wish I could hug him. He’s looking at me like I’m on life support and my next breath could be my last.

And that’s exactly how it feels.

“Do you think I qualify for hospice?” I manage to ask.

“No sweetheart. Afraid not.”

“I’ve lost everything.” The words come out in gasps as the sobs take over again.

At the police station, Jeremy had been allowed to come in and talk to me. He still wants me. Still thinks we belong together.

He told me the adoption is going through, and Jordan will permanently belong to those horrible people. The court date is set for a month from now. My petition for custody has been dismissed, and I might not even be granted visitation.

Not after what is bound to be my arrest for arson or even murder.

Murder.

I don’t even understand the word. It isn’t a real word, is it?

“Girl, you still have the name of that attorney? Because it looks like you need a good one.”

The pain in Bruce’s eyes is like a mirror for exactly how desperate my situation is.

“I can’t afford an attorney. Besides, he’s a custody attorney.” I pull the blanket over my head.

“I can afford it. Call him. Right now. If he can’t take the case, get a recommendation because we need to go today.”

I’ve only been questioned at this point. But from the way the interview went, Bruce is right. I need a lawyer.

Why, though, I wonder? Why do I care if I exist inside or outside prison walls? I have nothing left to lose.

“And just in case you’re getting crazy ideas, Jordan still needs you. No matter what happens. Tomorrow or ten years from now, he’s going to need you, and you need to pull up those granny panties and make sure you can be there when he needs you. You hear me under there, Sylvia Platt?”

For the next hour, I hate Bruce. With daggers and hot tar—I hate him.

He forces me into the shower, then into clothes, then into the car. I don’t even care that he’s seeing me naked. Modesty is the least of my worries.

The vision of Beckett’s painful eyes and beautifully scarred face in the window of the door where I sat inside being interrogated won’t stop dancing in my mind.

“Some things are so broken, they can’t be fixed, can they? And, I don’t mean just you. I mean me. I mean us. Goodbye, Promise.”

They wouldn’t let him in the interrogation room, so he’d scrawled those words on a piece of paper and slipped it under the door as I sat alone inside the white painted cinder block room. He’d given me one more glance, his face framed in the tiny window of the metal door before he turned and was gone.

Bruce manages to get me in the car. My head rests on the cold window as I hear the ignition spark the engine and his loud sigh before he puts his little silver Nissan truck in drive.

I don’t remember the ride there, but the next thing I remember, I’m inside the attorney’s office. I answer as best I can amidst the unending tears that are now who I am.

The pitching, noisy sobs have stopped, but the tears come in streams even as I feel nothing.

Can nothing be felt?

Yes.

Yes, it can.
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Beckett

I’ve got fifty-five minutes left.

Fifty-five.

I’ve been counting each minute of every hour.

It’s been two weeks since I told her good-bye, and sometimes I can’t imagine getting through one more minute, so I count the seconds, trying to decide if getting through is something I want to do.

Louis has been blowing up my phone the last few days. I’ve only sent him quick texts, telling him I’m fine, working on the book. Delaying.

In an hour, it will be too late. I just need to get through the next hour.

I don’t need more lectures. I don’t want to learn more about the case or what he knows. I don’t want to hear her name or why maybe I’m the asshole.

It doesn’t matter. Maybe I am, maybe I should have given her a chance to explain. But, I don’t want to. It’s too dark. Too much. God is having fun with me.

There are some cliffs that can’t be unjumped. I read the reports again. She admitted to both fires from when she was younger, and I don’t even want to know anything else about the fire in the loft.

She lied. She didn’t trust me with everything, and that’s what I demanded from her. Everything.

I’m part of my darkness now. It no longer overtakes me; I’ve joined forces with it.

I quit fighting it, and I want nothing more than to hold onto it and to never see past its protective curtain again.

As George Lucas taught us, the dark side is strong, and I’ve decided it’s where I belong.

I don’t even care about killing that shit Jeremy anymore. Let him live. I feel nothing.

If you take my pulse, it’s probably not there.

My skin feels cold.

Every breath I take is slow and even. I seep indifference out of every pore.

Louis will show up at the station office on base; I'm certain of it. So, I’m gonna get there early. Just in case. I’m going to get my name on that dotted line and my duffel bag on deck before he can try to talk me down.

He’s sent me five texts and left six voicemails today, and it’s only 8:30 in the morning.

I've been packed and ready to ship out for two nights. I’m ready; I need this. I need to vent my hatred among those who welcome it.

Reward me for it.

Twenty minutes later, I’m at the gateway to hell a whole half-hour early, and the papers are marked with an X, waiting to take another four years of my life. I know it’s where I belong. My brothers need me, and I understand this life. I don’t fit anywhere else. I’ve been on this side of the desk before. I know the drill.

“Glad to have you back, Captain.” Lt. Henry Warden hands me the pen.

I watch as the first dot of ink spreads where the paper and pen connect.

Goodbye, Promise.

Those two words splinter like glass inside my head, pulling me down as I fight back the sting in my eyes.

“Hey!” A fist slams into my shoulder, and I spin around in the chair, ready to lay out whoever is fucking stupid enough to sneak up on me.

It takes me a split second before my brain catches up with my instinct.

Louis is puffed up, his eyes lit with something like napalm, as he snaps at the Lieutenant on the other side of the desk. “I need him. He’s not signing yet.”

My former mentor and savior has me by the back of my neck the way he used to when he would pick me up as my court liaison, trying to make sure the dark rebel in me didn’t blot out the potential in me.

“I’m good right here.” I twitch my neck and give him a snort. “I’m right where I need to be.”

“No, you’re not.” Louis’s voice is heavy. His usual humor absent and, in its place, there's a commanding depth that I’ve never heard. “You can sign that when I’m done talking to you. You owe me that. I’ve been on your ass for a week, and you’ve been hiding like a pussy. Five minutes. I need five minutes, and then you do whatever the fuck you need to.”

I want to tell him no. Whatever he needs to talk about is irrelevant. Insignificant to my need to be a nameless, faceless member of a team that knows only order. That allows me to release my vitriol on the world. The violence inside me is chewing at my heart, and I need to let it out.

“Take five.” Lt. Warden nods at Louis as he opens the glass door to his office and gives us the space.

“Man, nothing you’re going to say will change my mind. This is me. This is who I am. I need to go back. I made a mistake. I thought I could live like other people; I can’t. Look what fucking happened. I suck at real life, man.”

“Yeah. That’s not how I see it. I see you. I see you like no one else does. And, I see you got your face smashed in by a sea of shit that no one saw coming. You didn’t deserve it, but that's life. It was a pile of shit that fell down around you, and it’s over. But, you’re forgetting one thing, aren’t you? You forget that since you came home, you’ve never been happier. You’ve tasted it, man. It was real. I can see it in you. She needs you. You need her.”

My stomach rolls and cramps. How can he think there’s anything left for me with her? I can’t even say her name.

“Naw. Naw . . .” I shake my head and laugh, the joke too revolting to take seriously. “You’re losing your damn mind, Louis. Why are you here? You’ve left that shit on my voicemail already. I’ve got a thirty-six-hour commute to look forward to. I’ll listen to it on the way. Now go. I’m signing, I’m leaving. Today.”

“No, you dumb fuck. I’m here to give you a wake-up call. And, if you’d bothered to listen to any of my fucking messages, you would know why I’m here.” His face is red. I don’t ever remember seeing him this angry in all the years I’ve known him.

My neck is jerking, and I look at the one person who has had my back, always. Even in the darkness, I know I owe him my attention, even if it is the minimum amount.

“Go. You have something to tell me, I’m listening for the next four minutes.” I look down at my watch.

He shakes his head, and then I hear the deep, ragged breath, see the darkness under his eyes. I can almost hear the drumroll because something is fucking coming, and I probably don’t want to hear it.

“Jordan is my son.” Louis enunciates every word, slow and clear.

That was not what I was expecting.

“What the fuck?” I squint one eye at him, waiting for whatever comes next because I have no fucking idea what to say right now.

“Yep. I’ll make this short since I only have three and a half minutes left.” His sarcastic sneer tells me he’s not happy with me.

“You know I worked with CPS back then. Well, I met Promise’s mother there. Back before she lost her permanently, CPS was on her for years. It was a short, fucking intense affair. She was stunning, like Promise. I fell fucking hard, and by the time I understood the level of her dysfunction, we were already broken up. She disappeared without another word. I switched offices after Jeremy tried to push me out. I never saw her or Promise again until your Dad’s funeral. She looks so much like her mother, it fucking scared the shit out of me, Beck.” His voice shakes for a split second. “And you know there is no mistaking her. No one else in the world looks like her. When we were talking that morning after the service, waiting for you, she mentioned this deal with her brother. How her mom left them and the court came in and how she’s been fighting for custody the last few years since she turned eighteen. I asked her how old her brother is, and I fucking counted backward.”

I can hear where this is going, and I lean back onto the desk before I fall over.

“Are you really fucking telling me you’re Jordan’s father? How can you be sure?”

“I already had a DNA test done. I wanted to tell you sooner, but not until I was sure. Test results came in a few days ago. He’s mine. No one knows yet besides me, my attorney and his case worker.” I see something in his face I’ve never seen before, and I can’t place the emotion. “And now you.”

“Fucking Jesus. I don’t know what the fuck to say, man.”

“Don’t say anything. You’re talking on my time.” He cracks a smile. “I have two minutes, and I’ve got more.”

My heart is using a sledge on my chest wall, and my hands run up and over my forehead, and then I’m holding onto the back of my neck to keep my head attached.

“I did some investigating of my own on these fires and on Jeremy. I did some covert shit, and all my damn arrows kept pointing toward him. I called the owner of the building across from mine. One of the security camera’s across the street from the loft picked up Jeremy climbing the fire escape and breaking the window into your dad’s apartment the night of the fire. It shows you and Promise leaving, and him sneaking in. That’s all I needed to take to the cops for them to serve a search warrant on his house. Guess what they found?”

I can’t help the waves of sickness coming over me. I’m not fucking sure what is going on. “I don’t like guessing games.”

“They found all sorts of records on his computer. Pictures of Promise from when she was little. He’s been following her, stalking her. He kept notebooks full of letters to her, things he wanted to do to her, things he told her to do. Like set fires. He even showed her how. Bought her the lighter fluid, the matches, drew her maps showing her where to start them. It was fucking him. She was a kid, man, a vulnerable, broken, little kid, and he pretended to be her savior. Told her when she wasn’t happy in one of the homes he put her in, to set a fire. He thought eventually, he would be able to take her in himself . . . If you leave now, you’ll be lost. Forever. And so will she. You know that; I know that.”

“Your time is up. Are you finished?” I stare him down, and he shakes his head in exasperation.

“Are you really that far gone? Nothing matters? Not her, not the book, your art, all those kids, nothing I said changes anything?” His dark eyes flash with anger.

“I just asked if you were finished, because now it’s my turn.”

Louis crosses his arms over his chest, puffing up ready for me to lay into him.

“Where is she?”
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Beckett

I push through the front doors at Windfield. April is tossing a blast of spring into Cleveland, and the sun comes in right behind me.

“Hey, is Bruce around?” The receptionist is wide eyed as she traces an obvious gaze over the colorful ribbons and medals that decorate me today.

“Sure, let me page him. Your name?” The Ariana Grande look alike twirls a lock of hair between her fingers.

“Beckett Fitzgerald.” She smiles when I give her my name, and within two minutes I hear Bruce’s voice coming from around the corner as he playfully chastises someone named Marvin for giving a member of the staff a pat on the ass.

“Just keep your hands to yourself. Didn’t they teach you that in like kindergarten?” I shake my head as his smile and snorting laugh introduce him to the great room and everything looks a little brighter. I extend my hand, and he smiles back.

“You here to see me? I’m flattered.” That boyish charm takes over the room as he sets one hand on his hip and shakes mine with the other.

“Not today, my friend. She here?”

“Yep. Dang, you are puttin’ on the dang Ritz today.” He eyes me stem to stern, and I roll my eyes because I can see from his look, he’s not done. “Wow, I need a second. You are workin’ it today, aren’t you?”

“I want to surprise her. Can you tell me where she is? Don’t call her down, okay?”

He shakes his head because he knows this could blow up for me.

“You’re brave. You’re going to need all those medals and some armor.””

“Yep. I’m ready. Whatever happens, but just do me this one last favor.”

He rubs his bald head with a snort.

“Come on. She’s just getting off shift, but she started a reading group. She reads aloud to a group every Tuesday and Thursday. Wonder where she got that idea?”

Wow, I love this girl.

I’ve got a nervous smile plastered on my face as I stride the halls. The older faces either smile back or barely notice me. There are tasteful, floral sofas and bookshelves down each hall. The faces each tell a story, and I’m hoping today will be a big part of mine someday.

Bruce steps with me chattering on the entire time we wind through the hallways, but I don’t remember anything he says. I’m rehearsing.

I hear her ten steps before we get to the doorway.

I’m drunk instantly. Her voice is intoxicating. Blood is rushing through my ears, and it’s hard to stand. It’s hard to live right now because I don’t know if I’ve fucked up my life beyond all recognition. But, I’m about to find out.

I listen for a few minutes and peek inside the room from a spot where she can’t see me. She’s reading Gulliver’s Travels, and there are ten faces fixed on her as she sits with legs crossed, pushing her hair back over her shoulders every few sentences.

Angels have nothing on her face, and I’m as nervous as I’ve ever been.

Bruce and I are standing in the hallway leading to the activity room. She hasn’t noticed us yet, and my stomach is in fourteen kinds of knots being this close to her and realizing what I almost lost.

What I may or may not get back.

Bruce’s low voice hums next to my ear. “She’s laid on the damn couch for a week. Pitiful. Both of you are a pain in my ass; you know that? She wouldn’t even unpack the boxes you shipped back. And,” he raises his eyebrows and jabs a finger into my shoulder, “that was cold. Sending her stuff back like that.” He shakes his head at me. “All her paintings are still in the crates. She left her mattress on the floor along with her clothes. My apartment is a damn nightmare because of you two.”

“Sorry, man,” I whisper over my shoulder, unwilling to look away from her. “My head was fucked.”

“Well, I can’t take much more of you two. I’m just sayin’.” He clears his throat before he continues, his voice dropping, and I hear the concern. “I wasn’t sure she was gonna make it. Losing Jordan and you in the same day. When they let her say goodbye to him, I had to carry her out of that bitch Lydia’s office. She didn’t eat for six days. I threatened to put her in a damn room here if she didn’t take a shower and eat a damn protein bar.”

He’s back to his boyish laughter with a stomp of his foot.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” I say with deep gratitude. “You took care of her when I didn’t. I don’t know if you know how much that means to me. It’s everything. Thanks, man.”

I shift my eyes toward the perpetually smiling man to look him straight in the eye. He deserves my attention, my respect and more.

I hold out my hand, and he reluctantly gives me a quick shake.

“Geeeeeez-us, don’t go all girl on me. I need to go. She does this reading group on her own time, so you interrupt all you want, makes no difference to me.” He pauses, giving me an affectionate look that is also chastising. “Good to have you back.”

With that, he turns with a snort. He’s got someone else in his sights, and his voice is booming down the hall with its usual humor.

My legs feel like they’ve been packed full of lead buckshot. I don’t remember the last time I was this fucking scared. But, I’m not sure what’s about to happen, and she’s got the rest of my life in her hands.

Don’t pussy out, man. Gird your loins, because she may come at you with both barrels, and you deserve that shit. Take it like a man.

With a twitch of my neck, I push off from my hiding place in the doorway. “Hey, I’m sorry everyone.” I take my first strides into the activity room with my most commanding voice, and a wave of heat comes up from my toes and doesn’t stop until I am covered in it “You see, I hate to interrupt, but I need to tell a story of my own.”

Promise’s head darts around, and her eyes flash fire at me, her lips pulling to the side. Her brow furrows, and I can imagine her launching off her seat at me like a cat.

She isn’t screaming. I’ll take that as a win.

There are ten wrinkled faces staring and glaring at me. I take a gulp of air and push on because it’s my only choice.

“See, everyone, this girl here? I took her on our first date a month ago. I know that doesn’t seem like a long time.” I’m two steps from her now, and she looks away, arms crossed tight over her chest. I get a breath of her, and it sends my head swimming.

“Go away,” she whispers toward the window.

I look at the confused crowd. It’s not every day that a six foot four-inch man with half a face in full Military dress breaks up your book club.

It had taken me a good hour to decide how this was going to go down. I’d thought about wearing a suit or just keeping it real with jeans, but no. She deserves the most respect I can give her, and this is it. My chest is half covered in colored ribbons and clanking medals, but none of it matters if she’s not with me.

I carry on with my story ignoring her dismissal.

“The thing is, I’ve loved more in that month than I have in my entire life. I’ve also hurt her, and she’s probably madder than a wet cat right now because I didn’t trust her. The way I always asked her to trust me.”

Her head flips around, and when her eyes hit mine, I lose my balance.

“Just go away. You’re making a fool out of yourself. We don’t have anything to talk about. Remember? You wrote it down and slipped it under the door.” She sneers but I hear the little catch in her voice and my chest tightens.

I look back at the little group. They’re mesmerized by the drama unfolding in front of them.

“She’s right.” I address what I hope will be my support group over the next few minutes because I need them. “I am making a fool out of myself. So, since I have you all here to help me, I need some advice.” I take a few steps around until I’m behind her chair and watch her shift in her seat and let out a deep puff of air, looking straight ahead. “How do I win her back?”

“You don’t,” she snaps. “Just go. Please, Beck.” The pain in her voice cuts me in those soft places only she can.

My name. Her lips. Win number two.

“This is too hard, too much,” she says in a softer whisper as she pulls a shoulder up toward her left ear. “You were right, I am broken.” She spins to look up to where I’m hovering behind her, and I feel her pain.

My soul darkens knowing I’ve contributed to what hurts her.

“Tell her you love her. Tell her you’re sorry,” chimes one smiling, little lady with a lavender blouse and a crucifix around her neck.

“That’s not enough,” another cute, round, wrinkled face adds, sounding more like Promise. “You are going to have to make it up to her. Ten times over. You can’t hurt someone and just expect it all to be forgiven because you waltz in here in your fancy uniform making a spectacle in front of a bunch of old people. Show her something is different. Show her, don’t tell her.”

The crowd stares at me, then Promise, then each other again as they take a silent vote on my worthiness. Before I know it, there is a full, passionate debate raging. Raised voices fill the room, and I’ve lost complete control of the crowd.

My fingertips graze ever so lightly on the sides of her hair. I can’t stop myself. She’s so close, and every part of me feels as bound to her right now as when we gave ourselves to each other.

“Please, Promise, just talk to me.” There’s a hitch in my voice, and I have to swallow hard to continue. “I’ve never been so wrong about anything in my life as I was that day I left you in that police station. Just let me tell you how sorry I am and if you want, I’ll go.”

Her body is as still as carved ivory. My hands caress the silk of her hair, and my senses fill with her sweet floral scent. I have to close my eyes, and I say a little prayer.

“You left me there.” Her voice makes me draw in a quick breath, and I open my eyes. She doesn’t turn or move. “You said you would never leave me. I guess I misunderstood the word never.” Her voice goes from pained to accusatory, and I can feel my heart being carved from my chest because she’s right.

“I’ve never been so sorry for anything in my life.” I spin around in front of her, crouching down because when she’s ready to talk again, I want her to know I’m listening. “I got lost. I went dark, and I just wish you would have told me. When we said we would never hide anything from each other. Then I found out . . . it broke me. Knowing you couldn’t trust me with that. Couldn’t tell me everything. Give me everything. It hurt so much; I didn’t know how to live with it.”

Her hands clutch the leather bound copy of Gulliver’s Travels in her lap, the same one she read to my dad that last night, and she finally looks right into my eyes.

“I’ve never told the truth to anyone. I’ve always lied. I’ve always held something back. I don’t know why, I just do. It just feels safer. I’m sorry about that, I am. But, I knew if I told you, you’d leave. I’ve done awful things. I killed your family—” Her voice breaks and tears explode down her cheeks. “That was me, Beckett. You won’t ever be able to live with that. I can’t.”

Her cheeks darken with the coursing tears, and the pain in her voice feels like it’s ripping me open.

“I can live with it. I will because that’s not what matters. I made you promises, and I’m here to keep them. I’m not the premium package myself. I’ve never been able to love anyone before, but I love you. I love you like the word was made for us. But, I’ve never done this before. I got fucking scared, babe. Scared. So, it’s on me, okay? I’m here to be your champion, your anchor. The place you call home. I failed you.”

I’m falling again. Plunging into whatever she is. I fall into her with a whoosh, and I never want to come back up for air. I want to live here inside this moment when I see that flicker in her eyes, the one reserved just for when she looks at me.

The first upward curve of her lips lights me up like a fucking rocket, and I’ve got her swooped up out of that chair against me before she changes her mind.

She lights up the room with a squeal. Her fists raise a pitiful fight as the crowd in front of us forgets their squabble and the room ignites with applause and Promise’s wind-chime laughter.

“I never realized how handsome you’d look in your uniform.” She’s looking me in the eye, and I want to tell her she just saved my life. “You’re going all Richard Gere on me.” Her voice is like a love potion, and it’s running straight down into my dick.

“What do you think, folks? Should she take me back?” I spin around and give the ten members of my support group a smile.

There are giggles and the room fills with “yes” and “awwww.”

“You’re an idiot, Captain Fitzgerald.” Promise’s voice is light, and I feel the weight of our combined grief lifting.

“So does that mean you’ll take me back?” All I can do is stare at her lips, waiting to see if they form the word I need to hear.

“Yes, idiot.”

Our fan club lights up the room with more claps and cheers. But, I’m not done. I wasn’t sure how this little reunion was going to go, but I’ve got her where I want her, and I decide it’s go-big-or-go-home time.

“Okay, ladies!” I try to get the little group back on my team with a smile and a wink. “I have one more question.” I grin at Promise and set my lips quickly onto hers, trying to memorize how she tastes at this moment.

“What are you doing now?” She bites her lip to stop her grin. She’s trying to be so serious. She knows something is coming, and she tightens her arms around my neck. I’ve still got her held against me, her feet a foot off the floor.

“This is important.” I clear my throat and wait for the room to go quiet. The group sets eyes on me, and I feel my throat tighten.

Go time.

“Okay. You guys are my good luck charm. So, here’s the next question for all of you.” I take a deep breath, and I know she must be able to feel the way my heart is cracking my damn ribs right now. I can barely keep my voice from shaking. “Do you think . . .”

I look down and her eyes narrow, the wheels turning in her head, wondering what I’m up to.

The group leans forward in unison, and I give Promise a quick lift in my arms to bring her nose to nose with me.

Deep breath.

Everything is in slow motion. I focus. I don’t want there to be any doubt about what I’m about to ask. Finally, I clear my throat and stare down at the girl that holds me inside her heart. “Do you think she should marry me?”

The group lights up again, but I don’t hear them. I’m staring at her. Waiting to see something in her eyes, whatever it is.

I detect the flush of blood under her skin. I can feel it, the possessive predator in me sending me signals just from the change in her heartbeat.

“Is that how you ask me to marry you?” Her rebuke lacks sincerity, and I think I’m about to grab the damn brass ring.

“Yes. Reach into my inside pocket.” I nod down toward the right side of my chest.

Her hand comes down from around my neck, and I set her gently on the ground. I feel every movement of her fingers. Wherever she touches me, she leaves a trail of warmth.

She dips inside my jacket, the row of medals moving as she digs inside.

She slowly draws the small, white, velvet, drawstring bag out. It’s embroidered with the word “Promise” in the same blue as her eyes.

Her hands are shaking as she cradles the little bag like it’s alive.

I lift it from her palm, loosen the strings opening it, and take her left hand. Dropping to a knee, I say a little prayer.

Alright, God. You’ve had your fun, now I need you to have my back.

“Babe, I’ve known you were mine since the first moment I saw you. And, I’m no one if I’m not yours.” The lump in my throat is the size of a watermelon, and I choke on the last four words. “Will you marry me?””

She looks at the ceiling, and I feel like I’m sinking into the floor. Her cheeks turn bright, and I start to count the seconds, waiting for her lips to move.

“Babe . . . don’t make me beg.” I break into a huge smile and turn my eyes toward the silent crowd awaiting her answer, then just as quickly, I’m back on her.

Her eyelashes flutter and finally her eyes land on mine, full of wavering tears ready to spill over. My body is hot and cold, shaking and paralyzed as each second feels like years.

“You’re impossible.” I’m pretty sure her lips turn up at the corners, and every cell in my body explodes. “I should make you beg, but I won’t. Not in front of all these people. Yes, dang it. Yes, I’ll marry you, you idiot—”

I don’t wait for more words. I slip the ring on her finger. I went big, and she hardly notices. I should be pissed, I mean, I went five karats, that’s a lot of years of hazard pay, but what the fuck do I care? But, I’m not pissed, I love her more because she wouldn’t have reacted any differently if I’m come out with a brown chip of a diamond on a copper band.

I’ve got her around the waist, up and onto me with my lips, giving her no chance to change her mind.

I carry her out of the cheering room and down the hall, engraving her “yes” right onto my heart.

Bruce is giving us a long, slow clap as we come down the hall toward the front door.

“You gonna get her stuff out of my apartment again?” He raises both eyebrows before busting out a laugh. “You’re both a mess.”

With that, he shakes his head and is off. Walking as fast as most people run. His mouth already four subjects down the road, and we are long forgotten.

I settle her feet back on the ground, taking her left hand and admiring how the platinum band shines against her pale skin.

“You’re giving me goosebumps,” Promise says wistfully as I trace my fingertips over the ring and up her arm.

“You’re giving me heart palpitations.” I smile then hug her into my side.

I can only explain what I feel for her as fierce, abiding love. I’m a warrior for her.

For us.

Since the night the fire stole everything from me, I have never felt at home. Until now. She’s my home, and I will breathe my last breath making a happy one for us.
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Beckett

I’m trying to be quiet, but it’s impossible.

I love her sounds.

God, I love them.

She’s the only woman who can make me moan as loud as she does and I’m not even inside her yet.

“Like that, babe?”

I slide one finger down through the soft warmth and slip inside her, feeling the delicious clutch of her walls. My mouth just left her tits with her nipples hard and high, and she’s uttering intelligible nonsense, just the way I like it.

Her back arches off the bed.

“God, you’re so wet. I love you wet.” A low groan escapes my chest as I sink two fingers deep, listening, feeling and watching how beautiful she is like this.

I sink my face into the crook of her shoulder, making a long, slow trail of alternating kisses and licks up the stretched tendon of her distended neck.

My fingers are working. Devilishly teasing her slowly, in and out, increasing my speed and friction until I see her legs spread to their limit, giving me all of her.

“That’s it . . . good girl.”

My thumb traces over her hard nub, spinning and pushing until I hear a continuous line of “oh my god’s” and “please, please don’t stop’s.”

This is the moment I live for. Right now.

A rush of moisture floods my hand as her body trembles and her mouth forgets how to form words. She is primitive, instinctual and completely mine.

She cums with a raspy whimper that turns to near sobs as I sink teeth into flesh. Leaving a deep, rose-colored mark on her shoulder before lowering my face and replacing my thumb with my lips, kissing her to another climax as I taste the wicked flavor that haunts my dreams.

I hum into her clit as I kiss and suck. “Good girl.”

Neither of us wants the day to begin, but it must. Not before I settle her mind, though. It’s six am, and I woke her with my kisses.

My cock is never far from ready for her even when I’m asleep, but today, I’m as hard as I’ve ever been. Not just because she is still as stunning to me today as she was four months ago when she gave me the honor of taking her the first time, but because today I get to help her face her demons. The protective beast in me is on its highest alert, and that always translates straight to my ever-vigilant dick.

I give her soft strokes up and down her body, letting her take a moment, and my eyes glide over her near-translucent skin, drinking her in even in the dim light.

We’ve fallen in a dance of pure joy day to day. She wanders the loft, unaware of how beautiful she is naked and without the former, self-conscious questions that plagued her mind.

When we are here alone, she wears nothing but her smile, or a rose-colored, satin robe on occasion. I want her like this with nothing between us, completely and utterly mine, and what I give her in return is all of me. Every second of every day, my mind wanders and races with how to make her life better—what is best for her, how to give her pleasure. How to keep her from harm.

I take care of what’s mine.

Her body goes slack, and I turn her to her side, slipping behind her as our bodies arc like puzzle pieces into each other.

My hand is slick, and I gently curl a finger around the tight ring of muscle where I intend to press inside, and I hear her muffled, seductive moan.

“You want it?” I gather more of her juices onto my fingers and make sure she is soaking my cock as I glide it between her legs, through her folds, back and forth, until my length is as wet as my fingers.

She gives me a slow nod and lets her head fall back onto me as I guide the head of my slick cock slowly into her ass. It took a month for me to ready her body for this. Taught her the joy of it with my fingers first, bringing her to shuddering, crying orgasms so she understood all the new ways her body could yield to me, and in turn, gave her pleasure like she never imagined.

Two months later and she begs for it, loves the way I take her from behind, filling her ass with every inch.

One of her hands drifts behind her head to touch my cheek as I enter her with slow, steady pressure.

“God, babe . . .” My voice almost cracks when she presses her hips back, urging me forward.

“Oh God . . .” She sighs and shifts her hips so that I slide in another inch, stretching her around my thickness.

She whimpers in exquisite pain. She’s learned to straddle the gap between the light and dark. The pleasure and pain. And, it’s become a part of us.

The sting of my hand, the choke of her throat, the pull of her hair . . . they are as much a part of our love as our kisses. She is a true woman, and I am loathe to take any part of her for granted.

We are arms and thrusts and wanting as our bodies move and stroke each other. I’m almost fully seated inside her ass when I increase the rhythm of my strokes.

“Oh god, Beck . . .”

I lift her leg, gaining momentum and access, and my own breath is coming fast, in and out, as my cock dares me to hold back.

“Good girl, my good girl likes it. Take it, babe . . .” I lift my head so I can watch her face because that is what I live for.

Her cries of pleasure tell me I’m spot-on reading her signals, and I know what she needs. Faster and faster, I’m filling her until she’s near tears, but it’s the pain she craves. The way her body stretches and allows me all of her while I give her what she wants.

“So beautiful . . .”

She cums with a pulsing shudder, the magical sounds ringing in my ears as she grips the fabric of the pillow and bites down with an orgasm that feels as close to heaven as humans can get.

“Yes babe, cum . . . That’s your job, to cum for me.” I growl into her ear and set my dick as deep as I can, the flesh of my hips grinding into the soft curves of her ass, one hand cupping her tit with my fingers pinching her hard peak to send her into another rippling wave of bliss.

My teeth set into the curve of her neck as I let myself go. My own roar meeting with the last of her broken cries as her body quivers around me. We are slick with sweat, our chests rising and falling in unison as our bodies stay locked together, neither of us aware of anything besides the connection of two people made one.

“I love you, babe. More every day.” I kiss where my mark is rising on her neck and realize it will be a turtle neck day for her yet again.

“Hmmm, thank you, Daddy. I love you too.”

My heart swells. She started that shit on her own, but it’s perfect. One night she let out with the “Daddy” while I worked her ass over my knee. She sent my dick into fucking orbit with that, and it’s become just another beautiful part of who we are.

“You ready for today?” I ask, holding my lips just under her jaw where I love to feel her pulse.

“If you’re there with me, I’m ready for anything.”

“Good girl. You know I’ll be right there.”
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“Are you sure?” Promise is holding the pen, looking to me for reassurance.

“Yeah, babe. He’s the only person in the world I trust. Sign it.” I kiss the top of her head and watch her pull her bottom lip between her teeth.

“Okay. I’ve fought for so long. I just want what’s best for him, but to be honest, I am selfish. I want him all to myself, too.”

After the DNA test had shown that Louis was Jordan’s father, it took us all a few days to wrap our heads around our new world view. But, when the dust settled, we all sat down and hammered out a custody agreement giving Promise partial custody and Louis primary custody.

Jordan took to Louis like I knew he would, but it’ll be a while before they form a permanent bond, and it’s clear that Louis is up for the challenge of being a dad. From the moment I saw him with Jordan, there was something about Louis that was new. More intense than I’d ever seen before.

Our friendship has grown over the years, but this experience has made me realize that my life with Louis has almost always been about me. Most of his life has been a mystery. He did tell me once why he became a court liaison. His own father abandoned him when he was six, back in Cairo where he’s from. There’s so CPS there, so he lived on the streets. He told me bits and pieces about his life over the years, and it was an entirely different sort of hell than I had. I don’t know how a kid can go through some of the things he did and come out the other end as normal as Louis.

“I know, it’s hard. But I can’t say enough good things about Louis. I’ve never doubted him, and you know, I’ve got that thing.” I bounce my eyebrows up and down a few times until she gives me the you’re-an-idiot eye roll.

“Maybe we can just re-think the primary custody part.” Promise looks anxious, and I understand.

“The law is on his side on that one.” Dennis Archibald, Promise’s attorney, chimes in from behind his desk. He’s been making sure all the t’s are crossed and the i’s dotted.

I rub her shoulder. “Louis said you can have visitation whenever you want. More than the agreement. It’ll be okay, babe.” I rub my hand down her back and feel the tension in her muscles. “A lot has happened, but Louis will not let you down, I promise. And, Jordan needs a father. His real father, Promise. This is good for him. You asked him if this is what he wanted, and he said yes.”

With a shaking hand, she signs and says a little pray that Louis is in this for the long haul. We’ve got an hour to get to the courthouse, and I know my girl is tired.

Two hours ago, we sat in a different attorney’s office with me holding her hand while she gave her deposition on all-things-Jeremy. He’s out on bail, but from the looks of things, he’s got a future in front of him in a state prison.

Now, we are back, sitting in the same courtroom where it all started. We are here to celebrate. It’s all just paperwork, but I can feel how nervous she is. We picked up Jordan from Louis’s place on our way here.

The small, blond boy can’t stop smiling as he sits next to his attorney at the table in the front of the courtroom. Louis is sitting next to him, and they take turns glancing behind at us, then at each other.”

Next it’s “all rise” as a stern looking, middle-aged, African American woman strides into the courtroom in her black robe. Taking her seat, she picks up the folder in front of her.

“From what I see, all parties are in agreement regarding the guardianship and adoption of a one Jordan Anthony Henderson. Custody will be in the primary hands of Louis Spicer and shared custody and visitation with r, Ms. Henderson. Is this correct, Counsel?”

An attorney at the opposite table stands.

“Yes, Your Honor. The State of Ohio and the Department of Children and Family Services has no objections. Louis Henderson is the biological father of Jordan Henderson and has negotiated the custody agreement with Jordan’s sister, Ms. Promise Henderson.”

“Very well. Custody agreement is acknowledged and approved. Young man,” she winks at Jordan, “I wish you well.” The judge smiles and scratches her signature on the stack of papers in front of her. “This case is closed.”

Promise’s shoulders are shaking under my arm, and Jordan looks around. His blue eyes land on my girl.

My umbrella of protective instinct covers them both, and the debts of the past feel paid.

I’ve learned how to pray in the last few months, and from what I can tell, I think God and I have finally called a truce.
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Promise

I love how his hand feels, the way his fingers spread mine when they intertwine, and he pulls the back of my hand to his lips. I close my eyes and let the moment wash over me.

“You ready?” Beckett’s lips lift from my hand just long enough to say those two words, and then their warmth is back in place, holding my left hand to his mouth.

“Ready.” Did my voice just shake? My legs are shaking, but I think that is from the morning workout Beckett gave me back at Louis’s guest house where we’ve been staying.

The church is nothing special to most people. I’d seen pictures of these small churches in magazines before. You know, the ones that are sitting out by themselves on a dirt road surrounded by cornfields and not much else. Chipped white paint and a tall steeple.

When Beckett asked me what kind of wedding I wanted, it was one of these churches that came to mind. He spent the next few days driving me all over God’s creation trying to find the perfect place. He succeeded.

Other than the church, all I wanted was him, Jordan and for our life to start.

And Louis.

He’s part of my life now, too. Since the adoption went through, Jordan has been staying with Louis, but Beckett and I stay at the guesthouse on the days that are mine so we can all bond as an unconventional family. It’s only been a week, and Beckett and I need to figure out where we’re going to live permanently. But for now, this is perfect.

Deep breath and Beckett is gently pulling me into him. I listen as the willow tree’s leaves catch in the wind and sound like a thousand tiny pieces of paper tearing. We walk in step, our feet crunching on the dusty path from where we parked. We climb the twelve steps to the faded blue doors of the church. The breeze is warm for April, clouds roll over the sun as it grabs the shadows and texture of Beckett’s face, and I feel unsteady but happier than I’ve ever been.

“Okay, babe. This is where I leave you.” Beckett pauses in front of the doors.

“I’m not ready. Just let’s go inside together.”

“Okay, babe. It’s your day. We do things your way.”

He swings open the worn, wooden door, and it creeks with the motion.

Inside, the church smells of vanilla and lavender along with a hint of the old wood scent that comes from the hundred-year-old planks and benches. There are a hundred white candles flickering on the alter and vases overflowing with fresh flowers on every flat surface.

“Did you do this?” He’s got a romantic streak as big as his heart.

“Why, do you like it?”

“I love it.” I shove my shoulder into the side of him.

“Good. Then yes, I did. Well, I paid a nice lady from the flower shop to do it.”

Beckett kisses the top of my head, and I hear the snorting laughter of my stand-in father come from somewhere in the back corner of the church.

“Lord, this place is in the middle of nowhere. I think I saw a kid playing a banjo on that last turn from dirt road A to dirt road B. I may never get my truck clean.” Bruce pushes his glasses up his nose with a smile and points a half-eaten pretzel at me.

“Stop. God, you’re a princess, you know that? No wonder you keep chasing away any decent boyfriend material.”

“Good to see you.” Beckett nods at Bruce. “Thanks for taking care of my girl today.”

Bruce waves a hand in the air.

“She’s as close as I will ever get to having my own daughter.” He fiddles with the white rose stuck in his lapel with a sniff.

“You never know what life has in store. Trust me on that one.” Beckett looks down at me, and I can feel his heart beating under the hand I place on the front of his suit jacket.

“Whatever.” Bruce waves his hand at us. “I just want to be sure you two get on with things and she gets the rest of her shit out of my apartment. Besides, it’s a short aisle, thank Christ. I wasn’t doing anything else today.” He looks at me with a wink.

A burst of sunlight streaks in the door and my heart is already in my throat before I hear his voice.

“Ahhh!” Jordan’s excited squeal enters first. “Wow! You look pretty.”

I turn, and Jordan’s eyes widen. He stuffs his hands down into his dark suit pants as he stares me up and down, then looks at Beckett with a sheepish grin.

He looks like a little man. All dapper and smiling. His cheeks are turning red, and I realize he has never seen me this dressed up.

Beckett had said I could spend as much as I wanted on my dress, but I had wanted to pay for it myself, a declaration that Beckett steadfastly ignored. Instead, he charmed his way into the bridal salon and made the staff swear on a stack of Bibles that they would not let me pay or even tell me the price of anything. After giving them his credit card and me a smack on my ass, he disappeared out the front door of the shop, leaving a bevy of happily shocked, young women in his wake.

I ended up choosing a dress that most people wouldn’t look at twice. It took Rachel and Marsha, my two personal bridal consultants, over an hour to dig one out that fit the description of what I wanted. They said these were popular back in the 1980’s. It’s got a high neck of ivory, gauze-like fabric with eyelet lace around the edges and hems. If I wasn’t wearing a slip, you would see right though. But it fit with my dream of this little white church, breeze blowing and the dandelions dotting the lawn with yellow winks.

“Hey! Everyone ready for the big day?” Louis comes in behind Jordan, pulling off his black Oakley’s and brushing a hand through his dark hair.

“What’s big about it?” Bruce chimes in. “It’s us and the judge.”

“Well, what my girl wants, my girl gets. She wanted small, and I wanted fast. So, here we are.”

“The judge is getting out of his car. He pulled in right behind us.” Louis smiles at Beckett and sets a hand on his shoulder, and I see him give a little squeeze. “So we better get in place.” He drops his hand from Beckett and sets it on top of Jordan’s head, messing his hair.

“Hey, stop!” Jordan swats his hand away, and I have to shake my head because so much has happened so fast. So many good things have come in such a short time; I almost pinch myself making sure I’m not dreaming.

“Are you excited about Disney World?” I smile at Jordan as he flattens his hair.

“Yeah. We’re staying in a huge suite at the Animal Kingdom Lodge. You look out your room, and there are giraffes and other animals right there. It’s going to be so cool.”

“Yep. We leave at ten tomorrow.” Louis pulls his shoulders back and grins at me.

“You take good care of him. He’s never been out of Cleveland. Neither of us.” I playfully poke Louis in the chest, and I notice his eyes narrow just a bit.

“We’re out of Cleveland right now.” Jordan’s corrects me the way only an eleven-year-old can.

“Okay, out of Ohio then.” I lean my head into Beckett’s chest, so grateful to see my brother happy.

“That’s the plan.” Louis’s lips are tight, and he shifts back and forth, looking over his shoulder. “You guys have a good trip, too.”

He looks at Beckett then back at me, and I wonder for a second why he never married.

“Yep, we fly out tomorrow at five. Nice little hut in Fiji. Don’t know what we’ll do for two weeks, huh babe?” Beckett gives me a wink, and I’m suddenly glad I brought an extra pair of panties.

“Come on, Cinderella.” Bruce interrupts as he nods toward the back corner of the church where there is a small room for me to finish getting ready.

I look at Beckett and see him staring at me.

“What?” He won’t let go of my hand.

“I dream every night about you. And you know what happens when I wake up?”

“No, what?”

“I see you next to me, and realize I don’t need to dream anymore.” He holds my hand to his lips again, only, this time, he closes his eyes, and I think I feel him shaking.

“Come on. . . . You’re giving us all insulin shock.” Bruce puts his hands on my shoulders, and Beckett lets me go.

The three men who are about to become my new family watch as I disappear into the back room with Bruce.
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“My legs won’t stop shaking, you lumberjack. You tried to chop me in half.”

“Good, if they’re not shaking after, I haven’t done my job.”

The sun isn’t up yet, and there has been no sleep. I can’t get used to the feeling of the two rings on my left hand. My thumb keeps crossing my palm to play with the platinum bands.

“Yes, but I have to walk eventually. Are you going to let me rest before we have to leave? Or, do you plan on carrying me back to the loft?”

He leans up on his elbow next to me. The only light in the bedroom of the honeymoon suite at the Chabot Plaza Hotel is coming from the two hundred, light blue candles that have been flickering through the night.

He’s so beautiful. Even after all the hours I have looked into his eyes, I still get lost in the magnificence of their color. I lift my hand and rest it on the texture of his cheek. I don’t see scars anymore; I see the person whom knocked on my heart and made me finally answer.

“I’ll carry you wherever you want, babe. For as long as you need.” His lips come down onto mine, and I breathe him in.

He’s got a stupid grin on his face.

“What?” I can see he want to say something.

“I have a present for you.”

“We said no presents. This ring is crazy already. I told you I didn’t need anything. I didn’t get you anything.” I look down and still can’t believe the massive rock he put on my finger when he asked me to marry him. Then yesterday when he slipped on the gold band set with an inlay of diamonds. I told him I would be fine with a simple gold band. Leave it to him to do it his way and know that in the end, I loved it.

“You’ve given me everything.”

He’s up and out of bed, grabs a rolled up scroll of paper tied with a light blue, satin ribbon and is back next to me, setting it in my hand.

“What is it?”

“Why do people always ask that before they open a gift? Just open it.”

I slip off the ribbon and slowly uncurl the thick, sketch paper.

“Oh God, Beck . . . Thank you.”

My eyes are wide. It’s my face again, my sketched silhouette with my hair pulled on top of my head, the lace collar of my dress from yesterday showing at my neck.

There are words coloring my face as in all his other drawings. I slowly make them out.

My love dwells in every part of you.

But it is bound tightest to those parts of you find most shameful.

Because those are the parts where I love you the most.

I spend the next minute kissing him in every place possible until I take him in my mouth and show him how much I love him.

I curl next to him while he catches his breath, and his hand strokes my hair.

He turns his head to look at me with a smile, and I see that front tooth with the chip.

“Hey, what happened there?” I tap it with my forefinger.

It seems strange that I’ve been obsessing about that tooth since the day he walked into his father’s room at Windfield, and I’ve never asked.

“This tooth?” He screws up his face and smiles, touching his fingertip to the tooth in question.

“Yes, dummy.”

His other hand smooths my hair back from my face.

“Well, I was on a very dangerous mission.” He lowers his voice and draws his dark brow tight. “I probably shouldn’t tell you; it’s classified. Or, I could tell you, but then I’d have to marry you.”

“Just tell me, jeez.”

“Oh wait,” He looks up at the ceiling and taps the tooth in thought. “I already married you. Okay, I’ll tell you on one condition.”

“What?” He is exasperating sometimes, but he’s got other assets that make up for it. And, the fact that he made me cum four times in the last hour is helping his case.

“You make a baby for me.” He drops his finger from his tooth and lays his hand on my belly with a grin.

I shake my head and try to look annoyed but fail.

“I imagine that won’t take long with the effort you’ve been putting in. I think we’d make beautiful babies. I’ve never even thought about it much before now. Being a mom. But, it feels like I’ve been waiting and now I get it. I want that.”

“Okay, well, I’ll give you prepayment on that then. Okay, this tooth . . .”
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Beckett

After a nice shower session, we scoot out of the hotel and head back to the loft to grab some things before the limo is scheduled to show up.

I pull up my jeans with nothing under them and leave the top button open because I’m planning one more sneak attack on her ass before we leave for the airport.

“Seriously, you need one carry-on, Promise. You will be naked the entire time. Stop shoving balls of clothes into that crate of a suitcase. You’re killing me.”

The small, resort-run bungalow I booked for us is set out over the water on stilts. There is no one else in sight, no other huts or houses, and that was the plan. I don’t want clothes on her for two weeks. That’s just how beautiful she is. She sticks her tongue out at me and continues to rummage through the drawers of the dresser.

“I give up.”

I settle at the kitchen counter and start thumbing through the stack of mail that’s gathered in the last week. Staying at Louis’s has been great, but life doesn’t stop.

There’s some paperwork I need to finish to wrap up what will be the end of my Navy career. It’s the right decision, especially with Jordan. I want to be here for him in whatever capacity he'll allow. I won’t risk the life I’ve been given. That meant I had to choose, and Promise and Jordan were my choices.

There for me yet again, Louis offered me a job with his security company. Head of the private service department. It’s a godsend. I’ve got some decent scratch saved up, but I need to think about the future and how to make sure my new little family has anything and everything they need or want. Louis hooked me up with a salary I’m sure if far above market, but as I’ve said before, dude’s always had my back.

So, as soon as we finish our love-fest in Fiji, I’ll be a fully employed civilian. Louis said we would finish up the necessary paperwork to make my employment official when we both get back from our trips.

I pull out a large manila envelope at the bottom of the stack. The return address is from 5 District Probate Court. I filed my Dad’s death certificate and the forms required showing he had no will, no assets and there was no property, so I imagine it is just the registered copy of the death certificate and final disposition from the court.

I wiggle my finger under the flap and tear it open. I pull out a copy of a letter with another page stapled behind. I scan it, something about unclaimed property, and then there is an attorney’s name and address. A second page is a form from the court, showing me as next of kin and the certified death certificate.

I don’t have time for this shit today; it will have to wait until after the honeymoon. What could it be anyway? Dad had nothing, so I dismiss it for now. There are too many more important, happy plans on my agenda than to get caught up in something I might lose my mojo over.

I look up when I hear Promise start chattering away. She’s talking to no one, but I listen because her voice is my own personal music.

“Why do none of my socks ever match? Ugggg, it’s so annoying. Oh, wait—” Her hair is flying back and forth as her head practically spins around, frantically looking over the chaos on the bed. “Where’s my phone? Beckett, have you seen my phone? I just had it . . .”

She proceeds to start throwing everything out of the suitcase.

“Okay, that’s enough. Stop. I’ll call your phone . . . Stop throwing stuff on the floor.” I can’t help that I want to lay her out on top of all the little heaps of clothes and put my tongue inside her so deep that it makes her forget all about this packing bullshit.

I dial her number, and her phone starts to ring.

“Oh, here it is.” She reaches around toward the back pocket of her jeans, grinning at me with feigned surprise.

“Oh my god, you are killing me.” I break into a run and grab her around the waist, lifting her up and flopping her down onto the bed, pinning her wrists above her head.

“Hey! I need to finish packing; we don’t have time . . .”

“Sure we do.” I’m on her neck in a second.

“How many times can—”

She’s cut short by a loud banging on the thick, metal, loft door.

“What the fuck . . .” I groan and roll off of her. “Put that shit back in the suitcase, Promise.” I point from the mess to the open bag. “The limo will be here in ten minutes. And, you’re not going to need all that bullshit anyway, I told you—naked. That’s the deal. If you need to wear anything, it will be provided by me.”

She’s muttering to herself, completely ignoring me, and I see she’s going to need a few more turns over my knee in the next fifty years. Thank Christ, because I love that shit.

I slam back the security bar and jerk the door open. I immediately recognize the face, but it takes me a moment to place the forty-something comb-over wearing a black, leather jacket and polyester pants.

“Mr. Fitzgerald?”

My spidey sense is prickling.

“Yeah.”

Fuck, it’s the detective from Jeremy’s case. This is not the face I want to see right now.

“Can I come in? I’m looking for Promise Henderson.” He’s straining to look over my shoulder because her voice is clearly bouncing around behind me.

“It’s Promise Fitzgerald. Why? What’s this about? We’re getting ready to leave.”

“We’ve let Jeremy Rendall go.”

My world explodes, and he said it plenty loud enough that I can hear Promise’s childlike chatter stop dead. The silence is a vacuum.

Then I hear her. “Beck?”

“The surveillance footage was tampered with. That wasn’t Jeremy entering the apartment the night of the fire. He didn’t have an alibi, and forensics had gone off the footage. But, it’s not him. It’s not even from that night. The fire might have been an accident after all. We’re not sure.”

Promise steps next to me, and I pull her under my arm.

“What the fuck are you saying?”

“Well, I’m saying Mr. Rendall may be an asshole, but he’s not a killer.” Detective Northrup chuckles. I’m not fucking laughing.

“Who doctored it?” I don’t want the answer.

“We are looking into that.”

He’s gone professional on me, but Louis provided them the tape which started the investigation. That’s when they searched Jeremy’s house and found all the other notebooks, his logs about Promise, detailing all the years he’s obsessed about her. Plus there was proof he showed her how to start the fires.

“There’s more.” He looks at Promise, and I want to tear his fucking throat out. “Jordan’s mother is at the station.” He nods toward Promise. “Your mother, ma’am.”

I hear Promise gasp, and I have to reach out to grab her before she falls.

“What? That can’t be; she’s dead. I thought she was dead . . .”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. She showed up at CPS this morning, demanding to stop the adoption. Apparently, the court tried to contact her one last time before the final adoption to Mr. Spicer went through. She didn’t get the notice in time. She doesn’t seem to have a permanent address. But, when she found out who was adopting her son, she showed up trying to stop it.”

Nothing is making sense. Promise is shivering, and I want to hurt a lot of people.

“Why?”

“She alleges Mr. Spicer raped her. There was no consensual relationship. She made some other allegations. We are looking into them.”

The detective clears his throat.

Promise is staring straight ahead.

“Beck? You told me I could trust him. You told me to sign.” Her eyes well and run over, and I hear the crack in her voice. She looks at the detective. “Where’s my brother?”

The detective takes a deep breath. “On a plane.”

“To Florida? Right?” Promise’s voice holds onto the shred of hope that this is all some sort of crazy misunderstanding because it has to be.

“No, ma’am. Their plane took off an hour ago.” His eyes meet mine. “To Cairo.”

She pushes away from me, her ice-blue eyes coming up slowly to mine.

“Beck . . .”
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And if you like your sexy times a little rough, your romance in abundance and your Alphas over the top

Sign up for the mailing list

Creep around here:

Like: Author Dani Wyatt on Facebook

Friend: Dani Wyatt on Facebook

www.ddwyatt.com

ddwyattauthor@gmail.com
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Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day she decided to starting writing them down. Her uber alpha heros have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky and worry about having too much muffin top. With her books, you can count on a heaping helping of HOT, a dash of rough and always a happily ever after.

When she's not writing (which is not often) she is probably laughing about some irony (like A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), riding her horse, wondering why The Walking Dead can't have a new episode every night, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.
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