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CHARLIE

Seventeen years old–Los Angeles

 

Oh my God. The loud rumble of their bikes on our driveway prompts me to grab a tube of shimmery red lip gloss from my back pocket and slather it onto my lips. They’re my best feature, so I try to draw attention to them. As my breath stutters, goose bumps appear and my cheeks flood with warm heat. Stuffing the lip gloss back into my pocket, I reach for the People magazine one of the waitresses left yesterday and try to breathe. Butterflies swim in my stomach as I purse my lips and toss my hair to the side, accentuating my profile.

The doors to my parents’ diner swing open and he walks in. Maybe walk isn’t the right word: saunters, glides, struts, whatever. He’s so beautiful, so hot that it’s all I can do to keep my eyes focused on the magazine. I have no idea what it says. Geez, it could be in Spanish. Wait, is it in Spanish?

“Charlize,” my mother snaps, and I shift my gaze to hers.

“What?” I straighten, tossing the magazine on the counter. She stands and frowns, hands on hips. Her knowing eyes scan my face, which of course makes me flush even more. I look down at my chipped nail polish and wonder for the thousandth time why she’s so beautiful. I love her, she’s my best friend, but it’s hard to live in her shadow. Especially, when she’s blond and blue-eyed and I’m dark-haired with strange, yellowish eyes. My dad calls them gold; I call them weird.

“Go in the back and make sure Jessica is on. She can take care of those men.” She reaches for my arm as if I’m three rather than seventeen. Her long nails dig into me as I try to wiggle loose.

“Mom.” My eyes dart to the hot guys laughing near the “Please wait to be seated” sign. “Let go,” I hiss. Her slim frame towers over me, which is saying something. I’m not short, but with her heeled boots, she’s almost six feet.

“Seriously?” I eye her. She still holds on.

“You know Jessica isn’t on yet.” I jerk my arm free before she can say anything and squeeze past her straight toward the hostess stand.

“Jesus,” I mumble and try to catch my breath because one of these guys… well, let’s say I spend way too much time masturbating to thoughts of him. He’s my go-to guy when I need to get off fast. I pull my cropped top down and smile at them. Both of them are fucking hot. Tall and lean, they’re so ripped you can see their abs through their T-shirts. One is blond, the other auburn. The ginger has blue eyes; light freckles dust his tan skin. My guy has no freckles and smooth golden skin, a hard jaw, and piercing gray eyes. I shit you not, they’re gray, like a storm cloud. Almost silver. And full lips that I wish would kiss me. But that’s never gonna happen. This particular guy is taken. Nervously tossing the hair off my shoulder again, I concentrate on walking sexy.

“Hi.” The moment I say it, I want to die. It sounds pathetic and obvious. I grab two menus from the wooden pedestal that holds our seating chart.

“Hey.” His voice is deep with just the right amount of huskiness. God, I swallow, hearing a menu thud to the floor. Somehow, I will my gaze away from his hypnotizing eyes to process that not only am I staring like a creeper, I’m also looking like a klutz. Happy now that my hair is so long it falls over my face and hides my burning cheeks and neck, I bend down to get the plastic menu.

“Need help?”

Shit, shit, shit. He is unbelievably perfect. Even his smell is amazing… smoke and something. Maybe spice?

“No, thank you.” I pull a strand of hair that’s stuck to my glossed-up lips behind my ear.

“You sure?” He’s way too close. And my stomach flips as if I’m on a roller coaster.

Holy fuck, my eyes are aimed right at his crotch.

“Oh God.” I straighten up so that instead of staring at his junk, I’m back to his eyes. It’s so not fair. This guy is flat-out beautiful with tousled honey-wheat hair that’s altogether wild. His lean, muscled arms are covered in simple tattoos, unlike his friend who has colorful art all over his arms.

“Jesus, you two.” His buddy sneers behind me, reminding me that I’m making a complete ass out of myself.

I wave my hands and clear my throat. “So… follow me.” It comes out like a croak as I force my legs to move, one step in front of the other as I walk them to the Pulp Fiction table. Yes, my parents are actors, or used to be. My dad still is, or thinks he is. He still gets small roles here and there. I guess when he was younger, he made a living at it. At least, that’s what he tells everyone. Basically, his big claim to fame was a soap until they killed him off. Unfortunately, now his career is pretty much nonexistent, but he’s still holding on. I feel awful thinking this… but if he hasn’t made it yet, I doubt he’s gonna hit it at forty-five. Still, who am I to squash his dreams? Meanwhile, my mom did have a career and gave it all up when she got pregnant with me. She was on a popular sitcom. It’s how my parents bought our diner. But as soon as she got pregnant, my dad made sure she gave up her career, something I have to hear constantly. I mean, I love them both but wish they had made better decisions when they were younger. Maybe they would both be happier.

“Pay up, mothafucker.”

David punches his friend in the arm and nods at the movie poster of Uma Thurman. God, he makes me feel things when he talks. It’s so weird… like his voice is growly and I always feel like I need to pee when he’s near.

The guy with auburn hair snorts. I think his name is Edge. He plops his large body into the red booth. I look from one to the other. “What?”

David grins and I about die. He has the best smile and a small dimple on his right cheek. It’s barely there with his stubble, but I search for it and always seem to find it.

“We had a bet, gorgeous.” And there goes my stomach and the last of the air in my lungs.

“I had money this was the table you were going to seat us at,” he rasps near my ear, causing me to tremble. His body heat soaks right into me. Geez, he’s not even touching me.

I slap the menus hard on the table and shut my eyes at how loud it sounds. Unless I’m imagining things, I swear he dips his head to smell me as he slides himself into the booth.

Shaking my head, I can’t help but smile as I hand them each a menu. They both sit, hands crossed and grins on their faces.

“Thanks, Beautiful.”

Did his fingers purposely touch mine? I blink at his cocky smirk and those eyes of his…

“Edge put money on the Reservoir Dogs table. But I knew my girl would be doing Pulp Fiction today.”

Holy shit, he’s full-on flirting today. I wish more than anything I was his girl. But I’m not. Can’t be—he’s freaking married, I think. Whatever. He’s taken, locked up tight with an adorable baby girl with blond curls and rosy cheeks. I straighten my shoulders and snip, “So, water? Or beer? I mean, it is almost noon.”

Both of them stop grinning and stare in confusion at my sudden bitchy tone. Someone drops a dish in the back, causing me to jump and look toward the noise then back straight into his hypnotizing silver eyes.

“You okay today?” It sounds almost intimate, which aggravates me.

“Yes… just busy.” I bite my bottom lip as they move their heads to look around me. And all I want to do is run away because of course the diner is almost empty. I never feel like this around other guys.

He and his club have been coming in for as long as I can remember. Their dads and moms brought them as soon as my parents opened. And now they bring their wives, girlfriends… kids. God, life isn’t fair. I want this guy. Like, I want him and have for a while. But besides seeing him here, we don’t hang out. See, he’s a biker, part of a club called the Disciples. I have no idea what they do, but Jesus, some of the guys are hot!

His silver eyes go up and down my body. And not for the first time do I wish I had more curves. I’m skinny like my mom, but she has fake boobs, so that helps her. Mine are real and nothing special.

Slowly I cross one foot over the other.

“I’ll have the club sandwich with extra bacon and fries.” Silence fills the table as we stare at each other until a ghost of a smile appears on his face.

“Edge? You eating or you gonna bitch about Dolly while I eat?”

“Fuck you. Like you’re one to talk.” His eyes signal toward me. And my heart skips a beat. Is Edge insinuating that David talks about me?

“Give me a bacon cheeseburger cooked bloody and some onion rings.”

I nod as I frantically make my shaky hands write. Edge is looking at his phone and he doesn’t look happy.

“Seriously, you okay, Charlie?” I want so badly to stomp my foot and scream the truth, that even though I’m only seventeen I love him. Biting down on my bottom lip, I nod. He leans back, crossing his hands behind his neck as he watches me. That incredible grin and those sculpted arms make me dizzy.

“And we’ll have two Cokes. We don’t drink when we’re on our bikes.”

“O-kay.” I put the pen behind my ear and shove the napkin with their order in my back pocket. As I reach for the menus, a strong tan hand reaches for my wrist. Oh God, this guy does things inside my head and heart that confuse me. When he touches me, it’s almost like being singed. Puffing out some air, I turn to look at him. His face is inches from mine, and I breathe in his sweet cinnamon breath.

“You’re acting different today. What is it?” His eyes narrow and I notice they’re not really silver; they’re light blue. He’s not a boy—he’s a man, and I’m not thinking right around him. I need to stay away. If he asked me, I’d drop everything, even college, to be with him. Which is insane thinking… because he wouldn’t. And it would kill my parents… well, not kill them, but they would freak. They took a loan on the diner to send me to Notre Dame Catholic High School so I could get into the USC theater program. It worked, and I’ll start in two months. That means I won’t see David again, which makes me want to die.

“Jesus man… Debbie is batshit crazy right now. She’s upsetting Dolly and we have enough shit going on.” Edge leans back and slaps the table as he shoves the screen in David’s face. “Control your bitch, man.” His crude words make me blink and the fantasy of riding off into the sunset evaporates fast.

“I’ll put your order in.” I look down at David whose scowl shifts from the phone to Edge.

“Where is she?” He takes the phone. “Is that Tabatha with her?”

And that made me want to throw up. I suck. What is wrong with me? He’s fucking married! With a baby!

“So… anything else?” The table tingles with an energy I don’t understand but it’s there—alive and burning into me.

“That’s it,” David growls but gentles as he looks up at me.

With a nod, I spin and almost break into a run. Why did overhearing that small conversation upset me? These crazy delusions that he likes me or that I will ever be his have to stop. I hate Debbie, and I hate that he’s taken. Also, anything dealing with his super cute baby girl makes me uncomfortable. Guilty. I’ll probably go to hell.

“Edge, tell Dolly to ignore her.” David’s voice travels across the diner as I bolt into the kitchen and close my eyes, leaning against the door. I will not cry, I will not cry, I chant in my head.

“You okay, Charlie?”

My eyes fly open to stare at Jorge and Manuel, our day cooks. Pushing off the door, I plaster on a fake smile and look up at the vent on the ceiling to stop the tears from falling. The last thing I need is for my mom to see me like this.

“I’m fine.” I sniff and hand them my order. “Just bad allergies today.”

They both scan my face. Manuel takes the napkin and shakes his head, mumbling about how he’s happy he’s not a teenager. I sigh and wipe under my eyes, making sure my mascara hasn’t run.

“Charlize? In the office.”

I jump, almost scream at my mom who stands holding the office door open. Straightening my shoulders, I say, “In a minute. I need to get their drinks.” It sounds so obvious I cringe.

“Jessica?” My mom holds up a finger not taking her eyes off me as she yells.

“Yes, Mrs. Armstrong?” Jessica swishes over with her phone in one hand and a carrot stick in the other. Her bright pink pixie hair and the way she dresses and talks just screams slut. Today she’s wearing a plaid miniskirt with a white tuxedo shirt and knee-high socks. I guess she’s going for the porn schoolgirl look. I attend a private school and our uniform is nothing like that.

“Can you please take care of the Disciples’ table? I need a word with my daughter.”

Both our mouths drop. Jessica recovers first and smiles sweetly. “No problem. What did they want?” Her pretty brown eyes laser into mine as she arches a thin eyebrow.

“Coke and… water.” I shake my head at my mom.

“Don’t give me that look.” She snaps her finger and motions for me to enter the small office.

“God,” I mumble and roll my eyes as I pass, holding my breath as I enter. We had a flood in the kitchen that made its way into the office, which had old carpet to begin with. The mildew smell seems to get worse as time passes and neither of my parents has done anything about it. I guess my mom is waiting for my dad and vice versa. Whatever, it stinks and needs to be replaced.

She shuts the door and starts to pace. I take the pen from behind my ear and click it over and over again. If she starts lecturing, it could take a while, so the pen is a subtle hint to hurry up.

“What’s going on with you and that biker?” I blink at her. Wow, she’s not even trying to sugarcoat it. Sighing, I lower myself into the cheap aluminum chair and cross my legs.

“Ummm, nothing.”

Her eyes narrow on me, which I hate. So, I look over her shoulder at the only thing that hangs in our office: an old calendar of my mom when she was twenty.

“I need you to be honest with me.”

I lean back and put my elbow on the edge of our desk. In reality, it’s a table that wasn’t suitable for the restaurant because of a big dent in the middle.

“And I am.” I try to take a breath without gagging.

“So, you’re not hanging out with the Disciples?” I’m about to respond, but she lifts a finger. “Because they’re bad. So bad you have no idea. Those men do drugs, deal drugs.”

She paces again. “I’m sure they kill people, Charlize. They are not our type of people. I don’t want to sound like a snob but—”

“But you do.” I jump up. “You know, has it occurred to you that they happen to like riding bikes? God, Mom, just because they have tattoos and wear vests with the name Disciples on it doesn’t mean they’re the Sons of Anarchy.” I use air quotes for the Sons of Anarchy. That’s got to be where my mom is getting this shit. She watches that show all the time and actually believes it.

“You were an actress, you know. That’s all for show. It’s not real life.”

That stops her and her blond hair falls around one shoulder as she puts her hands together like she’s praying. “Sweetheart… you’re so young and naïve. You have your whole life ahead of you. Please, please stay away from David. You think he’s exciting and handsome but—”

“Mom.” I roll my eyes. “He’s got a baby.”

“Yes.” She looks me straight in the eyes. “He has a baby. He has a wife, girlfriend—” Again, I open my mouth, but she stops me. “He’s not for you. Nothing but bad things will follow that one.”

My eyes blur with tears. She’s right and I know it. I sink back into the chair.

“You don’t have anything to worry about.” I glance down at my tennis shoes. “He doesn’t even know I exist,” I whisper.

She snorts and reaches for my chin. “Charlize?” Her cool hands on my hot face almost make me shiver. “Trust me. That man wants you. You need to be with someone who is going to let you shine, not tarnish you.” I blink back the tears and nod. Her expression shows no anger, but there’s a touch of sadness in her eyes.

“I said you have nothing to worry about.” She wipes my wet cheeks with her hand. I didn’t realize I was crying.

“I’m sorry, Charlize. I know you have a crush on him, but it’s my job to protect you.”

I almost laugh. If what she thinks I have is a crush, then she doesn’t have a clue. This guy is it for me. Like I know it deep inside, but I stay quiet and nod and gently push her hand away.

“Okay.” She clears her throat and sighs as if she has the load of the world on her shoulders. Maybe she does. I know she’s worried about my dad.

“I need to make a phone call. Can you check on Jessica?” Rubbing my hands on my jeans, I nod and stand.

“Have you seen or heard from your father?” Annnd there it is—the big white elephant in the room. We look at each other and she shrugs and reaches for her purse, pulling out her sequined makeup bag. One of her lipsticks drops to the carpet and I sigh and lean over to pick it up.

“Not since yesterday, Mom. I went to bed early.” That’s a lie, but I don’t want her to know Daddy didn’t come home until 3:00 a.m. She drank her bottle of chardonnay and passed out in front of the television at ten.

“Uh-huh. Well, I went to the gym in the morning and by the time I got back, he was gone.” She leaves all the unsaid words hanging in the air.

“I’m going to wash my face,” I say over my shoulder. All of a sudden, everything has shifted. My crush on the biker is gone. My mom is lost in her world of thinking about my dad. Their marriage is broken like a heart with a pacemaker—fake but it won’t stop until the battery runs out.

“Good. Remember what I said, my love.” Her voice drifts as she frowns at something on her phone.

Shutting the door, I head to the bathroom hating that she’s right. Instead of kicking the bathroom door, which would be immature, I slam it and assess myself in the long mirror. Great! I’m too skinny and I look like shit. David would never want someone like me. I’ve seen what those guys go for and it’s not me. I look too… sweet.

“Whatever,” I mumble, splashing cold water on my hot face and swollen eyes. I don’t even bother with a paper towel and use the end of my T-shirt. Taking the rubber band from around my wrist, I pull my thick hair up into a messy bun and slather on my red gloss. I should reapply all my makeup, but why bother? The guy I want’s not gonna happen. Swinging open the door, I hear the rumble of their bikes and follow the sound until I’m staring out the window.

“You’re being kind of obvious.” Jessica’s voice makes me turn and look at her.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re like an annoying puppy, Charlie. Guys don’t like clingy girls. Especially not one of the Disciples.” She says Disciples like they are some kind of famous rock band or something.

“If you want to roll around with David, trust me… you need to act like you don’t worship the ground he walks on.” She reaches down and straightens her sock.

What the hell is happening today? First my mom, now skanky Jessica?

“Um, thanks, but I don’t need advice from girls who sleep with anyone. Guys don’t like used trash either.” She looks startled, and at first, a pang of guilt hits me, making me want to take it back.

An ugly sneer appears on her face as she moves in close, smelling like smoke and cheap flowery perfume. I want to gag.

“I fucked him, Charlie.”

And there goes the guilt.

“His cock is huge.” She gestures with her hands. “Trust me when I say he knows how to use it.”

Before I can process what she said or think of a self-redeeming comeback, she turns and sashays over to another table.

What the? This day has gone from average to absolute shit in a matter of two hours. The stinging sensation in my chest makes it seem as though my heart’s been burned.

“Fuck this.” I run over to the counter where we hold all our stuff, grab my purse, and head for the door. I need to get away and don’t even care that it’s getting busy. Maybe Jessica will end up swamped, so far in the weeds she quits. As I breeze past a couple coming in, I grab my sunglasses and fish around for my keys. It’s hot outside, and the sun instantly attacks my legs, which are clad in black skinny jeans. I’m going home to throw on my bikini and sunbathe by our pool in the backyard. Might as well try to forget this whole day. I reach for my phone to turn it off. I have no desire to hear my mom call and lecture me. Or even worse, another round of her trust me advice. It’s not like she’s going to fire me.

“Charlie.” I freeze. Turning slowly, I blink at the sight. He stands in front of me, blocking the sun. Holy shit. My heart thuds so loud he can probably hear it.

“You okay? You seem upset.” Holding his helmet and keys, he stares down at me, his eyes like sparkling diamonds in the blue sky.

An uncomfortable laugh escapes my lips. “You could say that.”

We stare at each other, and I wonder if he feels this pull between us. It’s there. I may be young, but I know this feeling is special.

Looking down at my shoes, I say, “My day is not going well,” then straighten my shoulders trying not to look like an adoring puppy. “Where’s your bike? I thought you left.” My voice sounds breathless, no doubt because I am. He takes a step closer and I lean back, barely noticing my ass getting hot from the side of my Prius. But I don’t care. He smells like smoke, and as I close my eyes, for a split second, I inhale.

“Welcome to my world, Beautiful.” He sounds tired, way older than his twenty-one years. “Listen… your mom bitched me out and I’ve got personal shit going on.”

I can’t breathe and I’m not really listening to him. His smell is addictive, like I want to bury my nose in his neck. I wonder what kind of soap he uses.

“Charlie?” He brings my eyes to his, and I realize that once again, I’ve been staring at him like a weirdo.

He grins. “You’re leaving soon, right?”

I nod. “Two months.”

“I wanted to say goodbye in private.” He places a hand on my hood and brushes the hair out of my face. And I’m dead. Gone. My heart skips a beat and that sensation of needing to pee returns.

“I’m so sorry… about my mom. She watches a lot of Sons of Anarc—” Thankfully his phone rings and stops me from making even more of a disgrace out of myself. God, Jessica might be right. I’m ridiculous around this guy.

“Fuck, I have to go.” His silver eyes caress my face like he wants to memorize it.

“You eighteen yet?” He’s so close and he’s leaving. I don’t want him to leave. I might never get this close again. So, I do the bravest thing I’ve ever done in my seventeen years. I reach up and touch his soft black vest.

“In a month.”

“Close enough.” Before I can process the fact that I’m standing in the middle of my parents’ parking lot with the hot sun melting us, his lips take mine in what I can’t fully describe. It’s like an electrical charge went through his body and entered mine. I move closer and feel his strong, delicious tongue demand mine. And it’s amazing—better than amazing. It feels like the universe, God, goddesses… whatever, are shining down, letting us know this is right. I drop my bag and allow my hands to dig into the soft leather of his vest. I can’t breathe and yet here I am, still breathing. He tastes like sweet sugar from the Coke. I groan as my core clenches and I move as close as I can. His strong hand holds the back of my neck as if I’m his prisoner. Then he deepens the kiss, stealing the very air from me.

He’s an oxygen thief. I hold on letting him devour me.

“Fuck.” He lifts his head, eyes wild, savage. Then he lowers his forehead to mine and sucks more of my breath into him.

“I can’t breathe.” I gasp, trying to get some air in. Oxygen thief swirls through my head as our lips barely touch.

“I have to go. I’m late.” He grins and leans in to kiss my sore lips, which feel like they have been bruised, never to recover.

“I want to take you on my bike before you leave.”

“Yes, but I’m only going to USC. I can still—”

“Tomorrow.” His phone starts ringing again and he scrubs his hand over his face. “Look, I want to be honest with you. I’m dealing with the mother of my baby girl. She’s crazy.” He drops his helmet and grabs me as I let out a small shriek, unable to stop smiling. No matter what, this is the best day ever.

“I should leave you alone. Your mom is right.” He brings me in so close. His dick presses against me and it’s hard. And at this very moment, I give him my heart. And I will give him my virginity too. This guy is it for me. I don’t even feel guilty about Debbie anymore. After all, he says she’s crazy.

His phone vibrates again and we both stare at each other. Lifting my sunglasses, he smiles at me. It’s sexy but also tender, and I want to leap into his arms and beg him to take me with him.

“I want you on my bike,” he says, his voice low. Time stops. Sounds disappear. It’s almost as if I dreamed this. With one hand, he gently rubs my lips; then he leans down and brushes them with his warm ones. I taste salt. He’s sweating and my core pulses. Is there anything sexier?

“Tomorrow.” He kisses the tip of my nose, picks up his helmet, and leaves me barely breathing as he answers his phone. I think he’s yelling at someone but sounds don’t seem to mean things right at this moment. All I know is that he wants me on his bike. I’ll never be the same again.
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DAVID

Present

 

Nine years. I close my eyes and let the warm sun touch my face as I try to fight the demons that want to rip me open and make me bleed. I never thought to be back in this room, a room so familiar I often dream of it. This whole clubhouse haunts me. The ghosts are still too fresh. I stand facing the large window and the backyard beyond it. If I cared to open my eyes, I’d see a pool. The sound of kids screaming and laughing means the party must have moved around. Fuck, this place holds the answers that now drive me. My arms tingle, the scars left behind by needle marks sting, almost beckoning me to fill my veins up with smack. Let the warm blanket of bliss take over and put all my demons to rest. But not this time. I need those demons to feed me like a fire needs oxygen. I’m here to atone and seek my revenge. I should have taken care of this nine years ago. But I’m a different man now. I would have failed them back then.

“Hello… David.” The door to the conference room opens and my cousin—the president of the Disciples—and his enforcer step in. Our eyes meet as his narrow and he crosses his arms. I don’t give two shits if he’s not happy to see me. I’m not here for a family gathering. If I had my way, I’d never come back. But it’s time. I need Blade. I need my club, my family.

“Mind telling me why you’re stinking up our sacred room with your fucking suit?” He cocks his head, eyeing me with distrust. I almost snort. I know Blade inside and out and he doesn’t scare me. We’re more like brothers than cousins. Seeing as we are the same age, I can’t remember a single moment of my childhood without him. He’s the president of the Disciples, a one-percenter motorcycle club.

But to me, he’s my cousin. When push comes to shove, we have each other’s backs.

“You look good, man.” I walk over to the old conference table and pull out a chair.

“Fuck you, David.” He crosses the room and leans his hands on the table, his green eyes full of torment. That’s what I bring to the people I love or even don’t love. Torment.

“I need you and I need the club.” I look him in the eyes. He straightens and glances at Ryder who might have grown larger if that’s possible.

“He’s got balls.” They both snicker. “You always had balls, brother… I’ll give you that.”

I cross one leg and open up my suit jacket. “This isn’t about balls, Jason—”

“That’s ‘President’ to you,” he snarls.

My eyes narrow. I don’t have the patience for this. “I’m back and not leaving until it’s done.” I stand and walk out of the room ignoring Blade’s loud cussing and Ryder’s calm, reassuring voice. I need to get the fuck out of here. My head pounds with my own heartbeat. A baby screams to my right and my chest tightens. I don’t look at anybody as I make my way to the front door even though it’s crowded with brothers I haven’t seen for years.

“David,” they murmur, but nobody stops me. Inhaling and slowly breathing out, I reach for my cigarettes, and as soon as I step onto the large wooden porch, I light up and drag the calming nicotine all the way down my throat. Blade’s kid’s birthday party is almost like an out-of-body experience. The bikes are neatly parked in a row on the other side of the driveway to make room for a pony that walks and shits in a circle. Christ, he even has a smiling balloon guy in bright-colored clothing who’s creating things these infants don’t even know about yet. It would be comical if it wasn’t so depressing.

I should be happy for Blade. He’s made a life and a family, but for the first time in years, I feel that pang of jealousy, a what-if that wants to take me down. This life is something I’ll never have. Never. Tearing my gaze away, I head toward the Ferrari I borrowed from Reed’s estate earlier today.

“David?” Blade yells from behind me. “Church starts tomorrow at nine a.m.”

I don’t bother looking back. He knows I’ll be there. Opening the Ferrari door, I hear snickering and a shuffling of feet on the gravel. Starting this beauty up always gets my cock hard; it must have something to do with how it literally purrs. I lean back, adjust myself, and inhale all the scents that only a Ferrari can have. Looking around the compound, I scan the parking area, hoping I don’t hit a random kid. This is crazy. The compound has changed so much, and all I can do is stare. It used to be nothing but bikes and dirt. Some small patches of grass in the back. Now there’s a wooden swing set with two slides and flowers all over.

Rubbing my hands up and down my face, I try to shake off the exhaustion. A shower and fresh clothes would help. I’m still in the same suit I wore to Tess and Reed’s wedding in New York yesterday. Something snapped when I watched Reed marry his soul mate. Maybe it was his children: twins who would be almost half the age of my Tabatha had she survived. Something made me realize what I must do.

Dropping my hands, I grip the steering wheel tight. As I pass a small group of bikers, they stare at me. A blonde with hands on her hips and a frown on her incredibly beautiful face makes me grin. This has to be Blade’s old lady—it might as well be stamped across her forehead. I nod at her, but she simply glares as I drive by.

I need to get a hotel, order room service, and pass out. So why the fuck am I heading to a place that I should not? A place that holds all my guilt? It’s like I’m possessed, and rather than turning right to Malibu, I’m going left toward the diner. She won’t be there. The odds are against that. Christ, I’m sure she’s married with kids. It’s been nine years after all. I turn up the volume to one of my favorites, and the soulful voice of Billie Holiday lets my mind remember a girl who was exquisite and kind. A girl with golden eyes and puffy red lips. She wasn’t someone I should have wanted. But I did. I had a connection with her unlike anyone else I’ve met around the world.

I pull into the almost empty diner parking lot and can’t help but grin. It’s the same. Maybe they got a new bench to sit on outside, but other than that it’s the same. The sun is starting her descent and I sigh, letting the day and all the crap go with my breath.

“Fuck me.” I shut off the engine and rest my head back on the buttery-soft leather headrest. Billie croons out her sorrows as if she’s singing them about me and my life, not hers. The monsters that like to play in my head are loud. Meditation can’t stop the painful, wrenching past that wants to come out. I shouldn’t have come here; this place is a trigger for me.

I rub my face as if that will make it go away. It never goes away. My pain is crushing, debilitating, and sometimes I wonder how I’m still here. Had I only left with Edge that day. Had I only made sure Debbie was taking her meds. Had I not been young and stupid, letting my desire for the raven-haired beauty make me stay. I drop my hands, acknowledging the truth. I failed her. Tabatha, my baby girl not even two yet. All I was supposed to do was protect her. That was my job—to love her and make sure she was safe. And I failed her. Every day when I wake up, I have to live with the truth that my child needed her daddy to save her and I was late.

“Fuck this.” I look around for my phone. I need to eat something. If I stay in this car any longer, I’ll start needing things better left locked up. Trying to calm my self-destructive nature, I breathe in and out. I’m here to get revenge. After I do that, and we’ve counted the bodies, then I guess it’s up to the universe to decide my fate. My mouth waters. I pat my pocket, making sure I have my cigarettes. This war I’m bringing rages inside my head along with all the other regrets. It might be messy, but I’m not dying until the piece of shit who killed my child is lying in a pool of his own blood. I will show no mercy.

Swinging the door open on the Ferrari, the smell of orange blossoms permeates the air of the warm summer night. I slip off my suit jacket and tie, tossing them both on the passenger seat, then press the remote to lock the doors. What the hell am I doing here? Flashes of her stunning face bounce through my head like a movie on fast-forward. She was forbidden, with lips tasting like sweet honey, her body almost fragile in my arms. Fuck, I wanted her. She was happy and smart and beautiful in a way I had never seen. I wanted that goodness in my life. Like she could rub some of that magic onto me. Growing up in the Disciples is a different way of life and not something most children have. Back then, I still had hope. That all died the moment I left her that day.

I stop at the door and look inside. I don’t see anyone but a tall skinny kid busing tables. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my cigarettes and light one up. Inhaling, I give in to my pain, my grief. It makes me stronger and I need it. When I close my eyes, all of it flows over me—a time better left buried. I can still hear the ringtone I had for Debbie’s number. It rang nonstop. I was too young to understand her fragile and unstable condition. Her ups and downs frustrated me. The signs were there had I only known. The nicotine burns its way down my esophagus as I justify that we weren’t together anymore. Why couldn’t she let me go?

…The phone won’t stop ringing. Fucking Debbie. Why can’t she just be a mom, be normal? I bet Charlie would be a good mom. I stare down at the most innocent and beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. I’m fucking done with crazy-ass girls. If only I had wrapped my dick up like everyone told me to. Debbie’s paranoid behavior has reached an all-time high and I’m done. I want my daughter. That’s it. This girl with inky dark hair and golden eyes is my future.

The door to the diner opens and out walk a couple of teenagers carrying their skateboards, bringing me back to the present. Looking around for a proper place to stub out my cancer stick, a bad feeling comes over me. I shouldn’t go in there. I’m wired and my blood is pumping. This is when I tend to do drugs. If I’m not doing drugs, I fuck, and I can fuck for days when I get jacked up like this. I should have stuck around the clubhouse and had one of the club sluts blow me. I’ll eat and go back. After all, I might as well move back in. Blade will be pissed having to kick a prospect out of a room, but screw that. I’ve earned my stripes and then some. Again, the door opens. I reach to hold it as an older woman with graying hair steps out and I step in.
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CHARLIE

 

“Tom.” I balance my right leg on the end of a Budweiser keg and stretch. “You’re not hearing me. We didn’t get the shipment today. So, you need to figure out who got all thirty bags of our potatoes and get them here tomorrow morning.”

I’m already in a shit mood today. Not for any other reason than I’m tired and my feet hurt. I’ve been on them since 6:00 a.m., and it’s been one small thing after another.

From the sound of it, Tom, our produce director, is tapping away on his computer. This is the second order that’s been screwed up in the last month. I’m usually good about this stuff, but lunch was packed and we ran out of potatoes. So, yes, I’m sick of Tom.

My mom breezes past me, her perfume smelling like roses. I turn to see her sneak into the office. Tom is kind of stuttering as he tries to make excuses, still unable to locate my potatoes.

I have to cut him off or he’ll never stop. “Just fix it, please.”

Not waiting for his answer, I press end and follow my mom’s scent into the office. It was the first thing remodeled when I took over running our diner.

With fresh paint, fresh carpet, and the mold gone, it looks like a real office now. I bought filing cabinets, a safe, leather chairs, and a real desk.

“Are you leaving?” My eyes widen. We had a super busy day. It’s dead now, but earlier was crazy.

“Oh, Charlize, you scared me.” She puts a hand on her chest and smiles. “I have a date.” Her hands swish in front of her. “It’s slow tonight. You don’t mind, do you?” She bats her long, fake eyelashes at me. My mom reminds me of Christie Brinkley. You know the type: she looks forty when she is, in fact, fifty.

She begged me to allow her to take a loan from the business to get her face “freshened up.” And by that I mean her plastic surgeon did her eyes, tightened her face and neck, and added some implants on her cheekbones so that she’s back to looking like she did years ago. He did a good job. I mean she looks completely fake but incredible nonetheless.

“Look, Mom. I’ve been here all day. You’re supposed to close tonight.” I frown at my nighttime waitresses who walk by giggling like they’re twelve rather than rolling silverware. Pulling my rubber band out of my thick hair, I almost sigh as I run my fingers through the long dark strands. I should have taken it down hours ago. It’s giving me a nasty headache. My mom dumping me for a date and leaving me with Joy and Cindy is absolutely not happening. How the fuck does she get more action than me anyway? I massage my head and glare at her as she hums and looks at her phone.

“Excuse me? No. Mom. I’m not staying. Have your date pick you up later.” I rub the back of my neck, hearing it crack when I roll it.

She blinks at me as if that is the silliest thing she’s heard and taps my nose.

“You need to have more fun, Charlize. You’re only twenty-six. You keep frowning like that, you’re going to get wrinkles.”

I stop massaging my neck and almost laugh at her vanity. A high-pitched squeal makes me glance over at Cindy and Joy. They’re both acting absurd and making obnoxious noises. Also, Cindy is starting to bounce. Her large breasts look like they’re going to spill out of her low-cut T-shirt. It’s the first of the month and Cindy’s shirts get super small around rent time. I glare, and they both stop.

“Sorry, Charlize.” Joy at least tries to stop despite Cindy’s continued squealing.

“A fucking hot god just sat in my section.” Cindy looks at me like that explains it all.

Ignoring her, I turn my attention back to my mother who perks up.

“Oh really?” My mom peeks her head around me. “I’ll check him out when I leave.” She gives us a wink. “My ride is here.” In one quick swoop, she has her bag, sunglasses, and phone and she’s on the move.

“Wait. Come on… no way.” I almost stomp my foot, but given how immature my waitstaff has been, that’s the last thing I should do.

“Are you kidding me?” My mouth falls open as my mom passes me, a smile on her face. “Sweetheart, I really like this one. And if the tables were turned, you know I would do it for you.” She says all this over her shoulder as I almost run to keep up with her.

When I see the guy standing at the front door, I stop. He’s tall and dark-haired with a small amount of gray at the temples. I groan and turn away. Looking at him would be a mistake. I can’t, or I might laugh at his stupid trendy clothes. But what shocks me most is my mother, who nearly throws herself into his arms for a kiss.

“Wow, you go, Mrs. A.,” Cindy calls over my shoulder. Again, I frown but hold my snide comments inside. I don’t want to be the Bitch Boss. They already think my mom is way cooler. “Not as hot as the god at table seven but still hot in the silver fox way,” she whispers to me.

I turn and look at her. “Stop.”

She smiles and winks. “Good luck.” She wipes down a menu as my mom pulls away enough to giggle and wave me over.

I close my eyes and try to breathe in, plastering on a fake smile. “Hi, I’m Charlie.” I hold out my hand, not even trying to hide that I’m looking for a ring or the mark of one. Ever since my mom divorced my dad, she’s had one disaster after another. With the last one, she didn’t find out until the wife came home early from a work trip. It was a humiliating mess for all involved. From what I can see, he looks clean, but he could be one of those men who don’t wear a band.

“So nice to meet you, Charlize.” He smiles back and I’m blinded with his ridiculously white teeth. “You’re even more lovely than your mother said.” He gives my mom’s ass a slap.

Oh God. I stare, mortified as my mom slaps his chest.

“It’s true. You’re her mother.” He leans down and rubs his nose on hers. She giggles annnd I can’t stand him.

Nodding at them I say, “I’m going to try to do the schedule for next week.”

“Okay, honey. We’re going to take off.”

God, please don’t make this guy stick around. I turn to head to the office except Cindy is staring, transfixed, watching the man in the Sixteen Candles booth eat his meal.

“Cindy,” I hiss, causing her to jump. “Are you kidding me?” My eyes widen, and I give her the pull-your-shit-together look.

She snorts. “Sorry.” Holding up her hands, she says, “Come on, look at him.”

She points at the guy. I pull her hand down. It’s like dealing with a child.

“Please stop pointing at the poor man and do your job.” I turn to leave her but something stops me. The sensation of butterflies in my stomach makes me look at the guy. And I freeze, maybe even stop breathing… It can’t be!

“Charlize?” Cindy’s annoying voice sounds way too close, so I lift my hand to shut her up. Goose bumps make the hair on my arms stand up. It’s impossible to tear my gaze away. This is the man I have dreamed about, grieved about. Shit, I’ve had major guilt for years about this guy.

“Cindy?” My voice sounds hoarse. “I’ll take care of him. You go fold napkins and clean the menus.”

“Charlize,” she whines so loud it breaks my stare and I turn to her.

“Listen. That guy”—I point at him, causing her to raise an eyebrow—“is not who you think he is. I need to handle this.”

She glares at me like I took her favorite toy away. At this point, I don’t care. I’m almost numb with all kinds of emotions. The first being joy.

Jesus Christ he’s sitting in my diner eating steak and eggs and drinking coffee. My eyes greedily take in his appearance. He’s in a starched white dress shirt and black suit pants. I should question if it’s truly him, but I don’t. I know it’s David. His hair is way shorter and he’s filled out, but the way he moves and that gorgeous face can only be his.

“Did you fuck him or something?” she whispers, not even hiding her excitement.

I almost laugh. One, because fucking him is all I’ve dreamed about. And two, I forgot she was still there.

“It’s none of your business,” I snip as I pull the white bar towel out of my back pocket and set it on the Midnight Run table. I should go to the restroom and see what I look like. But I can’t seem to stop myself from moving toward him. The closer I get, the more I wish I had worn something besides tight gray jeans and a black tank top. My hair is a wild mess. What the hell am I doing? He’s clearly in his own world; his energy is anything but friendly. He doesn’t even have his phone out to keep him company. Right as I’m about to turn, his eyes find mine. I freeze as I stare, trapped in a pool of silver beauty. He doesn’t look surprised. He doesn’t look like anything that I can understand. He reaches for his cup of coffee. I watch his strong, tan hands grip the cup as he brings it to his full lips.

A whoosh of air hisses out of my lips as I lick them. Then he leans back, draping his other arm over the back of the booth as he holds me hostage with his presence.

This is ridiculous. I have been waiting for the chance to say I’m sorry for his loss, sorry for all that has happened to him… just sorry. I force myself to move toward him, my eyes darting around. I’m in luck and the only people in this section are an older couple and they’re ready to pay.

“Hey David.” I stop at the end of the table and make sure my shoulders are back. His eyes narrow and I watch almost trancelike as he swallows. God, the way the muscles in his neck move.

He sets down his cup, causing me to blink back to reality as he starts to cut his steak. I look down at his plate, horrified. He’s not even going to acknowledge my presence? I take a breath. It’s been eating away at me for years and I need to say this. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought about him… and the tragedy.

“So… it’s been years, but I wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”

He hesitates, then continues to eat his steak. Again, my stomach flutters. I hate the way my face grows warm. Tempted to turn and leave, I say, “I’m so sorry about what happened that day. I feel as though somehow… I don’t know… maybe I was to blame?” As I lean forward, my fingers touch the end of his table.

“When I found out about what happened and about your baby girl—”

He drops his fork with a loud thud on the plate and pushes his half-eaten food away. I let go of the table and stare at the rage that masks his beautiful face.

“You came over here”—his voice is the same syrupy gravel that I love yet hate—“while I’m eating to say you’re sorry about my one-year-old baby and her mother being blown up in an explosion that was meant for me?”

I take a step back as if he slapped me. Bile rises in my throat and my vision blurs. Not trusting myself to speak, I simply nod.

He snorts. “I don’t need you feeling bad. Your conscience is cleared.” He tosses his napkin onto the plate. I swallow as I watch, horrified while he throws two twenties on the table. As he brushes past me, his eyes are like a fierce, wild storm cloud preparing to unleash a hurricane.

What just happened? It’s almost as if I’m dreaming. All I wanted to say was I’m so sorry.

I turn and watch him throw open the diner door, the darkness outside filling the almost deathly silence of my mind.

“What the fuck?” I look around, and the room has come into color, now almost a vibrant, pulsating rainbow that eventually dulls, forcing my mind to process that he’s a selfish ass.

Why the hell is he back? I was doing fine. My life isn’t perfect, but whose is?

I’m still happy; I still get up and treat people the way I want to be treated. This dick walks into my diner, eats my food, and when I try to give him my deepest sympathy and almost tell him if he needs someone to talk to… Unbelievable.

I march over to Cindy, who looks stunned, making me wonder if I said all this out loud. “If you see that entitled piece of shit come in here again, he’s eighty-sixed.” I point at her as I storm out the door.

The darkness of the warm night hits me. Going from the air conditioner to the warmth feels nice. I blink, letting my eyes adjust and make a mental note to call the city. They need to come and install a new light. Cars pass by and their bright headlights propel me forward as I search for him. His starched white dress shirt makes him easy to find.

“Jesus,” I mumble as the sweat slides down my breasts. He’s leaning on the hood of what appears to be an expensive car. I should turn back. It doesn’t look like he’s anything I should mess with.

Fuck that. I’m not a doormat. He may be miserable, but that doesn’t mean he has a right to be cruel. Unfortunately, my heart does a painful thud as I admire his profile. He’s so perfect and awe-inspiring. Always has been. The one thing I truly wanted.

“If you know what’s good for you…” The gravel in his voice vibrates almost as if he’s out of breath.

“Whatever, David. You’re not the only one with feelings.” He turns his head and I’m caught, trapped. He’s like a beautiful beast. His silver eyes almost glow with his pain.

“Leave. Me. Alone.” It travels across the empty parking lot. I walk right up to him, invading his space.

“All I wanted was to tell you… I’m so sorry. Sorry about that day and your”—my voice cracks—“your daughter.” I wave my hands at him. If I didn’t hear a slight hiss of breath, I’d think he was bored. He doesn’t move, not even a flinch.

I nod as tears sting my eyes. “Fine well… you’re eighty-sixed, David.” I turn to get away from him. He’s always been nothing but a dream that everyone said was a bad one. I bite my bottom lip, and out of nowhere, his hand digs into mine. Like a viper, he lunges and jerks me toward his hard chest.

My breath escapes as his warm body burns into mine. “Are you insane? Let go,” I hiss into his pretty face, trying to ignore the ripples of excitement fluttering around in my stomach.

“Shut up, Charlie,” he snarls, and before I can scream, his mouth is on mine. I try to move, get away. If I don’t right now, this moment, I’m lost.

His strong hands trap my face as he deepens a kiss that steals me of speech and all my breath. Holy God! I’m twenty-six and mortified that this rough kiss has my body on fire and my panties wet.

My hands reach up to scratch his face, but he flips me hard on the side of his car. The sound of our bodies rubbing on it makes my core leak. I’m caged. The warm metal on my back and ass are a reminder that I have no idea who or what has happened to David. All I can understand is that I can’t breathe, and my lips are tingling and likely bruised. He lets go to wrap his hands on each side of my head as he pulls back.

“I warned you.” He jerks my hair. “You should stay away from me, Beautiful. I’m beyond fucked up.”

His eyes are like those of a tortured, wounded animal. His breathing is harsh, or is it mine?

I can’t tell what’s real since I’m spinning with a hunger that I’m willing to trade for my dignity so that he can make it go away.

“Jesus, look at you. You like it rough, Charlie?”

My breath stutters as he tightens his grip on my hair forcing me to look him straight in the eyes. There’s nothing playful in them, and he scans my face as if I’m a project he’s deciding on.

“Good. I like it rough too.”

“I hate rough.” It comes out like a raspy groan.

Now, a slow smile does appear and a shiver of unease pebbles my skin. He’s trying to scare me, or maybe not. Maybe he is, in fact, this scary. I blink at him, my breathing shallow. He’s magnificent, like a fallen angel. Almost as if his physical beauty has cursed him.

“Liar.”

He dips his head, and this time, instead of the roughness, his teasing touch makes a small moan escape. “I like it rough, Beautiful.”

He lowers his mouth and bites my bottom lip. Before I can react, his mouth claims mine. It’s fierce and I taste a small amount of blood. My hands claw at the metal of the car as I rub myself on him. I want him, always have. He is my one weakness.

Oxygen thief… Stealing my breath, he doesn’t try to give it back. His warm hand pulls my head even closer as his other goes to his pants. There’s the sound of his zipper going down, and he grabs my hand and places it on his velvety cock.

“Oh God,” I groan into his mouth as I reach out and pump him. He’s leaking and a surge of power makes me smile as I squeeze his cock hard and watch his eyes narrow.

“Fuck.” He lets out a hiss, reaching for my neck as he brings my mouth next to his. “Unzip your jeans,” he growls as I continue to jerk him off.

I don’t miss a beat and pop the button and unzip my jeans with my other hand. His warm thumb gently strokes my windpipe. His other hand dips into my pants and I speed up my rhythm.

“That’s it. Hard.”

As his two fingers start to fuck me, I gasp. In and out and I can’t remember why I was mad at him. One hand digs into his shoulders as I try to open my legs.

He squeezes slightly on my neck, holding me in his tight grip as his rough fingers circle and rub my clit.

“You want to come?”

“Ye-es,” I whimper, my clit throbbing.

“That’s it, Beautiful. This cunt is ready.”

With two fingers, he rubs harder, and I close my eyes as I dig my nails into his shoulder, my other hand holding on to his giant cock as if it can hold me up. His thumb adds pressure causing my eyes to open as I start to pulse and almost convulse on his strong hand.

“Oh fuck!” I whimper and sag back against the car, my hands thumping on each side.

Thank God he’s somewhat holding me up. My whole body is slow to move after what was, without a doubt, the best orgasm I’ve ever had.

“I don’t think so, Beautiful. I’m going to fuck you.”

I open my mouth then shut it as he sinks to his knees and removes one sneaker, dragging my one pants leg off. His shoulders are huge, and yet he’s not bulky. More like lean and solid muscle.

“Kiss me.” It just comes out.

“I’m gonna fuck you.” Before I can respond that he can do both, he lifts me and impales me on his long, thick cock.

“Holy God.” My ass hits the warm metal of the car door as I wrap my legs around his waist and dig my nails into his shoulders.

“Jesus.” He grunts as he fucks me hard, using the car as leverage while he pounds into me. He’s not joking. There is nothing gentle about this.

It’s primal, animalistic. He grabs the back of my knees, opening me up wider as he fucks me like I have never been fucked before, and I know this moment has wrecked me forever.

I grab his face to kiss him, but he turns and whispers, “You see that couple coming down the street with their dog? They’re gonna watch me fuck you.”

What the…? I look around, frantic. Have I lost my mind? How have I forgotten that I’m in the middle of my parents’ diner parking lot letting David fuck me in plain sight with half of my pants hanging off of me?

“Do you see them?” he whispers into my ear, his warm lips at my temple.

I look over his shoulder and sure enough, a couple is coming down the sidewalk with a dog.

“Oh my God. We have to stop.” I try to push him away.

He doesn’t even miss a thrust and lifts my leg higher. “This cunt is dripping down my balls.”

“David…” I pant. He has the filthiest mouth. I want to blush, but I’m getting ready to come, pulsing and seeing spots.

He jerks out and I almost scream no.

“Shhhh… I want them to watch you come.”

“But—” He stops my words with a kiss. His warm tongue tangles with mine as he somehow deepens it and I hear a woman gasp. Then he thrusts into me again. This time I do scream because I’m coming and it’s so unbelievably nasty, yet my body has never experienced anything like it. It’s as though I’m convulsing as I hear his “Fucks” and the couple’s excited chatter.

“Yeah, they’re watching. They like seeing this exquisite cunt take my cock.” He pounds into me as my body continues to quiver and pulse.

“Fuck.” He pulls out. Lifting me, he dumps me on the hood and spreads my legs wide.

If I never have sex again, it won’t matter. Nothing can come close to this. He pulls me forward, my ass warm from the metal as his mouth goes straight for my clit.

“Holy shit,” I groan and my eyes look for the couple and sure enough they’re standing there staring. David is sucking on me and all I can do is watch this couple watch David eat me. I arch into his mouth as he sucks and licks my clit and I’m gone. Bright lights flash as I explode into a pulsing, whimpering mess. David looks up as our eyes connect, his lips and chin wet as he jerks himself off.

“Look at you glow having them watch us.” He pulls me down as long strands of white semen jet out. He aims them on my bare pussy and stomach.

“Scott, stop the camera. Come on,” I vaguely hear the woman say, followed by their dog’s barking.

In an instant, the cloud that I’ve been floating on evaporates. I look at the couple speed walking away then at David who is calmly tucking his massive dick back into his pants. I look down. Semen drips down my legs, and the right side of my pants are off along with my shoe. My brain doesn’t seem to be working, and I can’t move. Surely he’s going to help me get cleaned up. After all, it’s his jizz dripping down to my ankles.

He’s going to apologize, maybe get down on his knees and beg for me to give him a shot. Not the hurtful truth that he might be a lunatic and he came here to fuck and humiliate me only to leave. Because as I watch him run his hand through his hair, I’m beginning to think it’s the latter.

“Do you have something I can clean up with?” My voice sounds calm even though I’m about to freak out. This is not how it’s supposed to be.

He looks at me, his eyes starting at the top of my head, traveling all the way to my shoeless foot. Not uttering a word he starts unbuttoning his white dress shirt and hands it to me.

“Thank you.” I jerk it out of his hand as I rub all evidence of him off as much as my shaky hands will allow.

As I pull my jeans back on, all I hear is traffic and some crickets. He doesn’t say a word.

I’ve never been one of those girls who regrets things. What’s the point? But as I clean myself up, I stare at the guy who I’ve had an unrealistic crush on all these years.

He’s turned his back on me and is lighting up a cigarette. I swallow back the bile crawling up my throat.

The truth is ugly and rather pathetic. He came in for one thing only. Actually, that’s not true. He seemed to be enjoying his food, so I guess he wanted food and sex.

I’m gooey and sticky and sore. And I’ve never experienced anything like that ever. I suck in my breath and try to calm my racing heart. The first guy I slept with became my boyfriend for six years. After that, I had a one-night stand that made me feel shitty. Not as shitty as right now, but I’ll have plenty of time to dissect myself later.

I pull up my hair into a messy bun as I stare at him. He stands with his head down, his incredible back on display. And when I say incredible, he’s perfect. The muscles on his broad back flex as he smokes. This man is nothing short of perfect, and no matter what I feel later, I won’t deny that.

I’ve always seen his arm tattoos, but never in my dreams did I think he had the Disciples club logo splayed across his back. I watch as he inhales, the tip of his cigarette turning bright red as he takes a huge drag. Smoke circles around him and drifts to me as I try one more time to… I don’t know what.

“David?” I hate my raspy voice. My ex said it was sexy until I broke up with him. After that, he said it made him want to punch a wall.

He flicks the cigarette, his muscles flexing as he stubs it out with his shoe and picks it up.

“Charlie… I don’t ever lose control and fuck without protection—”

Can this get any more horrible? I feel like putting my hands over his mouth or my ears.

“Just stop, David. You didn’t even come inside me.” My voice sounds bitter.

His eyes bore into me. “You can’t be that naïve.”

He looks around the dark parking lot like it can somehow help him rewind time and give us a chance to make better decisions.

He opens his mouth to speak and I can’t hear anymore. I’m done. “I’m on the pill and clean. What about you?”

I’m being a total bitch. For a split second, there’s a flash of what looks like real pain and regret and I’m ensnared. He’s captured a piece of me that I can never take back.

And I hate that. It gives me a sense of helplessness as though this feeling I have for him is beyond my control. I despise him. My humiliation is complete and all I want to do is run away. Christ, I probably have the clap. He must see it all play out on my face.

Nodding, he opens the car door. “Stay away, Beautiful. I’m damaged,” he says in a low voice.

My face burns with shame for both of us.

Then he’s gone, and I’m left standing alone in the diner parking lot.
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“Wake the fuck up.”

Before I can react, my black leather vest is in my face. For a second, I leave it there. I’ve missed its smell. When I left, I did something disrespectful: I turned in my cut.

“Who said you can crash here? You haven’t been voted in.” Blade towers over me with a snarl on his face. I grab the vest and sit up, leaning my elbows on my knees.

As I try to get my bearings, a baby giggles and I glance up.

Not only is my cousin staring at me, so is the beautiful girl with the legs that don’t end. Her big blue eyes assess me with such worldly knowledge I wonder about her past. She shifts her hip, transferring the baby she holds. He grabs her hair.

“Come on. No pulling Mommy’s hair, James Dean.”

My breath stutters like someone’s gut punched me. Agony that I thought was under control boils over like hot water on a stove. I’m ashamed to admit that I can’t stand to look at Blade’s blond-haired boy. He looks so much like my Tabatha. It’s as if every time I see him a knife twists into my heart.

“Take it easy, David.” My eyes shift over to Blade who is not glaring yet looks concerned. Which makes me close my eyes and pull my shit together.

“I’m fine.” The smell of coffee draws my attention to Amy who steps into the room carrying a mug.

“David.” She nods and hands it to me. “Welcome home.”

Puffing out some air, I focus on her. “Thank you. You look amazing by the way.”

I’m not lying. She looks about the same as she did ten years ago. Leaning forward, I let her hug me. Bikers are starting to wake up and shuffle inside, some drinking coffee, others already drinking from a bottle or a can.

She lets go and marches over to Blade’s kid. “You want me to take him?” Her whole voice softens.

I grind my teeth and drink my coffee, barely tasting it as I hear the baby’s mother say, “Would you?”

“Are you kidding? Come to Auntie Amy.” She holds out her hands and the miniature Jason lunges for her.

“Ameee.” His fat, rosy cheeks puff out as he smiles. She positions him on her hip and walks toward the kitchen. I try to ignore him, her, anything that makes me feel. My eyes take in the room. Clearly the Disciples have been doing well. The game room is clean with putty-colored walls, and arcade games are lined up on the side wall.

“You going to introduce me to your old lady?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, I’m Eve.” She throws her hands up, her big diamond sparkling rainbows across the room. “I hate that old lady crap. I thought you were smart. Aren’t you a poet or something?” She arches a brow at me.

I can’t help but grin. “Something like that.”

“Nah, he’s been sucking Reed Saddington’s cock for years.”

I should say something. He’s being a piece of shit. The truth is I don’t give a fuck what he or anyone else thinks about me. The thought of Reed finding out does make me smirk. He’d be pissed. As many times as we fucked women together, both of us never got into touching each other, not even when we were drugged out of our minds. The snap of the pool table makes last night come flooding back.

“I need a shower before Church,” I grumble. Her smell is all over me, reminding me I broke my one rule. How did I not fucking wrap myself up? Fuck that, how did I even allow myself to go there?

Blade lifts an eyebrow and his green eyes bore into mine.

“What?” I snap. Right now, I’m not in a good mood. I’m angry at everything. But I need to get back in with my family, my club.

Then I’ll deal with Charlie. She was pissed, not that I blame her. What I did was beyond shit. Whatever. She got off on it.

The not wrapping up my dick thing though… can’t happen again, like never. I will never have kids again. I should have gotten a vasectomy. But it’s never been an issue—I always wear protection. Always.

“I won’t let you destroy all of us, David.” Blade’s voice holds no argument. He shakes his head. “I can see it in your eyes, brother.” I don’t try to defend myself. He’s right and I’m not all right. If last night is any indication, I could be worse off than I thought.

“I’m only here to get the job done and then I’ll be gone.” I stretch. Christ, I smell like sex.

“You put that cut back on, it stays on. Otherwise get the fuck out.” He looks me dead in the eyes and he’s not screwing around. It’s more than fair since I left and have not made any contact.

“And stop looking at him.” Blade grumbles at Eve.

“What? It’s uncanny how much he looks like the guy who plays Tho—” He grabs her and puts his hand over her mouth.

“Don’t say it.” It’s a warning anyone else would obey. She must stick her tongue on his hand because his lips twitch. His eyes twinkle as they find mine.

“I’ll be back. I need to have a conversation with my wife.”

“You can’t be jealous of your own cousin…” She barely gets it out before he lifts her over his shoulder.

“Like hell I can’t.” He spanks her ass.

“You said he was gay,” she squeals.

“You need something to keep your mouth occupied, Angel. I have just the thing.”

I sink back into the leather couch with an oomph. It’s like someone has decided to pound my temples with a hammer. I purposely avoid people who are happy. I stick with the broken and dark.

“I’m not joking, Eve. Stop looking at my cousin.” A hard metal key hits me in the chest. “You can have Mad Dog’s room. Shower, and if we vote that you can stay, that will be your room. Church has been called in an hour.”

He takes the stairs two at a time. All the while, Eve screams to be careful if he doesn’t want her to puke.

I reach into my slacks pocket for the last cigarette in my pack. I need to get my shit together. I’m sitting in the clubhouse wearing $2,000 Armani suit pants, no shirt, stinking of a woman’s pussy I should never have fucked.

“Christ,” I say as I light up and lean my head back, letting the nicotine work its magic. It’s my last vice. Well, maybe not my last. Sex is still a huge problem apparently. I hear the fellow brothers moving around. Some snicker, but I don’t give a fuck as my mind drifts to the mess I’m making. Jesus, I pretty much unleashed on Charlie.

I lift my hand for another drag and notice the lingering smell of her pussy. My cock hardens in appreciation. I drop my head back and stare up at the cream-colored ceiling.

I can’t remember a time when I’ve lost it on a woman. I was an animal claiming his mate, a fucking caveman.

“Fuck.” I throw an arm over my eyes, my mind needing to replay it—her chest rising and falling in excitement, long dark hair spilling around her like black ink. And when she came… ecstasy.

She loved it, all of it. Even being watched. Especially that part.

“David?” I open my eyes and drop my arm with a thud.

Edge stands not five feet away, staring at me. A mixture of pain and anger paints his face. I get it: Edge was the last person I saw before I disappeared. He’s also my best friend besides Blade. Edge has been with the Disciples from birth like Blade and me. We’ve been inseparable our whole lives, but when Blade left to become a SEAL, Edge and I got much closer.

As I look at him, I suck in my cancer stick and let it fill me up. He looks good. More freckles and a tan face, but the blue eyes are the same.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” He looks up at the ceiling as if there are some answers as to why I’m so fucked up. “Why? Why now? Things are starting to settle down.” He lights up a cigarette.

“Because it’s time. I’m done running. I’m going to finish what was started.”

He looks around the room. “Blade agreed?”

“He will.”

I stand up. Edge doesn’t look convinced. We stare at each other. I narrow my eyes as I take one last drag then stub it out in the ashtray that already needs to be emptied.

“How’s Dolly, man?”

His face goes from confused to angry. I surmise they aren’t good.

“We’re not together. You missed a lot, David and now you think you can come in and…” He runs his hands up and down his face. “I don’t even know you anymore, man.”

I nod. Torment—that’s what I bring. But it doesn’t matter. I was born into this band of brothers and they’ll let me back. Once a Disciple, always a Disciple.

“I need a shower,” I say.

He’s right. I’m so far from the twenty-one-year-old kid who drank too much and fucked as much pussy as he wanted. The Disciples can make you feel like a god. We’re bad boys. Women will leave everything behind with the hope that one day you’ll put Property of on their back.

That was my life: fucking, drugs, booze, and being the historian. I was the poet, the writer. I documented everything about our club. It was only for us to see and to know. And it all went to shit when Debbie got pregnant.

She thought she had trapped me. The day my daughter was born was the day I decided that for her, I would be a real dad. For her, I would try with Debbie… until I couldn’t deal with her crazy shit: her spying, her paranoid accusations, when all that time, I was being fucking good.

Christ, all I wanted was to be with Charlie. She was the one. But she was young and Debbie was available. So, I figured I’d play around until she was of age. When you play, you pay, and Debbie made sure of that. For my daughter, I did try. For my Tabatha, I wanted to give her the world.

A woman’s moan and loud grunts bring me back to reality. I glance over to see a white bare-ass brother fucking a blonde on the pool table with three other Disciples watching.

“I’m using Mad Dog’s room. Which one is it?”

Edge is rubbing the back of his neck looking at his feet.

“Edge?”

He looks up, his blue eyes lost in his own misery. “Yeah… Fifth door on the right.”

I hesitate, wanting to say something, but there’s nothing left to say. Taking the stairs, I see Ox out of the corner of my eye talking to Dozer and a couple of prospects. None of them acknowledge me.

I don’t give a shit. In my head, everyone is a possible rat. Swinging open the door, I’m met with the strong smell of Pine-Sol. My eyes water in an instant. It’s obvious Amy’s been in here.

Stripping off my filthy pants, I’m disgusted—should have asked Edge if I could borrow a pair of his. The bathroom is spotless with dark tile and fresh towels laid out.

I don’t need much; this room is perfect. I could stay at Reed’s compound in Malibu if I wanted luxury. But this is where I need to be. As I step into the shower, I let my mind drift to the upcoming meeting. Everyone had better get on board. Reaching for some shampoo, I close my eyes and lather up, going over all the possibilities.

The FBI is the least of my worries on this one. Why would they blow up the lab?

Now the Russians are a possibility—they always want more. But they typically don’t fuck with us. We’re as mean as they are, or meaner, so why rock the boat?

That leaves rival gangs. Unfortunately, there are a lot on the West Coast. Christ, the Disciples MC has grown even with the mess that happened last year. The hot water pelts down as I try not to focus on the idea that there might be a rat. I lift my head to the pulsating spray and close my eyes. And there she is, all puffy red lips and golden cat eyes, head thrown back in ecstasy. My cock hardens.

“God damn it.” I use way too much force turning the shower faucet off.

Leaning my head against the tile, I inhale, trying to calm my mind. I can’t allow myself to have even a single hope with Charlie.

There’s no future with her.

She’s not a patch bunny.

She’s someone who could fuck with my head and I should have stayed away. But let’s be honest. I wanted her. Maybe I tempted fate to see if my fantasy was real.

I pull on my slacks, tucking my cock to the side. Of course, I’m rock hard and all I want to do is sink into her cunt and lose myself again.

Maybe after Church, I’ll have someone’s old lady blow me. Jesus, I haven’t even been back two days and I’m falling back into the old life.

Folding my towel, I hang it up. Amy has enough to do and she already cleaned this room. I rip open a new toothbrush that was left on the dark counter and quickly take care of my teeth. I’d like to speak to Blade alone, but until they vote, that won’t happen.

Reaching for my cut, I rub my hands over my numerous patches. As I trail my fingers over it, so many memories come flooding back.

The day I took it off was the day I buried my child.

Closing my eyes, I feel the hot sting of tears as I see her, smell her, and for a moment, I’m at peace with death. In fact, I crave it.

The pain is still alive, eating away at me every day, so agonizingly familiar that I lean over and grasp the granite counter as I swallow back my rage. They say you never get over the death of a child and that’s a fact. But I’ll never forgive myself for not seeing the signs and allowing the nightmare to happen. When Charlie said she felt guilty, she was right. She saved my life but killed that David forever.

“Fuck it.” I grab my cut and jerk it on. The cold leather almost makes me shiver, but a sense of calm takes over as I turn off the light and head down to the conference room.

It’s time for Church.
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Making my way downstairs, I see numerous old-timers who don’t even bother to hide their stares. That’s fine; they’ve earned their patches and think they can judge my past and my future. They can’t. I nod and give them the respect they deserve.

Ryder is at the conference room door. His eyes give away nothing as I pass and he opens the door. The room is full. The captains and a couple of founders sit and smoke. In the club’s early days, they rode with Blade’s and my grandfather.

We live a hard, violent life. I’m surprised Lucky and Slider are still alive, but they’re too mean to die. I can’t help but smirk as they nod at me.

At times, Lucky was more of a dad to me than my own. He spent hours at our house. And when my mom decided one day that she was done being a mom, Lucky was the first to explain it to me. Numerous times he saved me from my dad’s belt, and for that I’ll always have a soft spot for him.

Blade sits at the head of the conference table looking like a king, arms crossed and eyes serious. If he notices that I have my cut on before they vote, he doesn’t let on.

It’s a bold move and one that could backfire if I cared.

Axel sits next to him, and this time, I do smile. Axel has always been a miserable, distrustful dick. He came into the Disciples because of me.

His dad and mom were separating and he went to our junior high school. I had Biology with him and Blade. He sucked; Blade did not.

They became tight friends, and he started hanging out at the clubhouse more and more. His dad was a drunk who liked to beat up on anything that got in his way. Which is why Axel hates everyone. Well, besides Blade and the club.

“You can stand.” Blade’s voice cuts through the snickering in the crowded room.

Pride swells in my chest. He’s done it—came back when the club was in ruins and made it strong, powerful, and lethal. He deserves to be respected. This life is not for the weak.

It’s why I left; it’s why I’m back.

The brothers stop talking and besides some coughing, the room grows silent.

I scan all the faces, memorizing who is here. A lot has changed in nine years, and yet a lot hasn’t. I reach into my pocket for my smokes and remember I’m out. I’d ask someone for a cigarette, but I can wait. Wanting one makes me more focused, giving me the edge I need.

“I called you brothers here because we need to have a vote.” Blade doesn’t stand and simply leans back in the chair his arms still crossed. The blinking Budweiser sign hums behind him. That fucking sign was humming ten years ago. I smirk at how it’s the little things that can bring a wave of peace. Things change, and yet, do they really?

“David has returned. We all know that almost ten years ago, my father, my brother, and his old lady and baby were all in the lab explosion that almost brought us to extinction.”

Hearing it makes it all real, and my chest tightens.

The fucking explosion, the heat, the silence…

The sun is hot and the sweat is dripping down my eyes, or is that tears? Someone is talking to me, but I can’t see through the smoke and fucking chemicals that are blinding me. My whole body burns as I notice I’m crawling. I need to get to them…

“David.”

I blink as the nightmare of that day slowly slithers away like a snake crawling into its hole, waiting to come out and take me down.

“You need to understand that if we vote to let you in, you will be our historian. You’ll document all that goes on, same as you used to.”

I blink. Is that all he’s going to say? Or have I missed everything? I suck in some air as my eyes scan the room resting on Axel’s distrustful eyes, which seem to bore into my brain. There’s a rat in this room. I smell it—the powerful scent of unease and fear.

Someone’s not happy that I’m back. My mind drifts to who had the most to gain.

“Fine.”

“Do you want to add anything, David?”

I take a step forward, scanning the table. This is the first time everyone looks back at me.

“When I left, I did it right. Most of you were in this very room when I gave up my cut.” The blood is pumping in my temples. Not because I’m scared they won’t let me back, but because I know they already have.

“Hardest thing I ever did besides burying my baby girl.” My gaze takes in the old and young.

We all look tired, older than we need to. I look out the window as a flash of blond hair catches my eye. It’s Eve, chasing James Dean outside by the swing set.

I need a cigarette. I’m done making my case. Blade must feel it. He looks at Axel and nods.

“Let’s vote. All in favor of David being our historian, our brother, who was born into the Disciples and has agreed he’ll die a Disciple raise your hand.”

Nobody moves, and for a second, I wonder if they might deny me.

Then Edge steps up from where he was leaning in the corner and raises his hand, followed by Lucky and so forth until those remaining are Axel, Ryder, and Blade.

At last, Blade stands, accompanied by the loud shuffle of chairs scraping the floor as all the brothers stand in respect.

We stare at each other, his green eyes cautious. “Because you did leave with the blessings of this room, I give you back your cut.”

I nod, knowing full well I’m bringing hell into this room. Yet isn’t that what we are? What we were born and raised to live by? Kill any who fuck with us. Family first, and by family, I mean this band of brothers in this room.

“Your name is Poet now, and welcome home, man.” He holds out his hand and I take it as he pulls me into a hard hug.

“We’re not going down,” he growls in my ear. I nod.

“Let’s get fucked up,” Ryder bellows, and the room explodes.

Blade grins. “I’d better send Eve home.” He laughs.

Four hours later, the party is in full swing and it’s clear Eve didn’t listen. She sits on Blade’s lap as they both laugh at something Axel said. Speakers, which are wired up to the house, are pumping out Eminem. A huge bonfire is blazing. The pool area is busy with a big orgy of naked strippers and massive amounts of cocaine.

Nothing’s changed, except I’m tired and don’t drink or do drugs anymore. What I should do is grab one of these new girls. Take her upstairs to my room and let her fuck me until I don’t remember my past or a pair of golden eyes.

I scan the party. All I want is a raven-haired beauty with cat eyes, a bee-stung mouth, and a cunt that smells and tastes like candy and can hold me like a fucking vise.

“Fuck,” I mumble, causing both Axel and Blade to look at me.

“Dude? I get that you’re sober, but lighten the fuck up,” Axel grumbles.

Eve smiles as she takes a sip of water. “I can’t drink either,” she yells.

Clutch, one of the best mechanics for bikes in the whole compound, stumbles close only to collapse in the chair next to mine. He slams his bottle of Jack on the table. “I heard you were hanging out with billionaires and shit,” he exclaims and belches in my face.

“Christ.” I turn away and take another cigarette from Axel’s pack, which is lying on the table.

“What’s it like to have all that money? Like did you just fuck all day long?” Clutch laughs as he reaches for the table to steady himself so he doesn’t fall out of his chair. Ignoring him, I look over at Blade caressing Eve’s leg. It’s gentle. He truly loves this woman. I almost laugh. Blade is as fucked up as me… well, maybe not as much but close. I’m fascinated that this has happened to him.

“I did a lot of drugs and fucked a lot of women.” Not having the patience for his glassy eyes or the party in general, I stand and turn my focus to Blade and Eve.

“I’m going to bed.”

Blade eyes me as Axel looks in the other direction, silently judging me. I can feel it yet I’m too beat to bother proving that I’m full in.

“Let’s talk in the morning,” Blade says as he pulls Eve closer, his thumb rubbing what looks like the Disciples brand on her neck.

“I need a bike. I’m returning the Ferrari tomorrow.”

Blade keeps stroking Eve’s neck. “Talk to Torque. He’ll hook you up.”

I look up at the stars sparkling in the night sky.

“I’ll let you guys rage. See you in the morning.” I reach down to take Axel’s pack of smokes, and he raises a dark brow and scowls.

“Christ, Axel, I’ll pay you back. It’s cigarettes, not a fucking kidney.” I’m ten seconds from losing my shit. Axel is being a dick, even for him, and I need to go upstairs before I punch his stupid, pretty face.

“You sure you’ll be here in the morning?”

And that’s it. His bad energy, along with my whole fucked-up life, has made all my patience vanish.

I lean both hands across the table as Eve says, “Blade, do something.”

Ignoring her, I snarl right in his smirking face. “You got a problem with me, spit it the fuck out. Because I’m not in the mood to listen to any mumbling or pathetic passive-aggressive shit out of your fucking miserable mouth.”

It’s almost as if the whole party screeches to a stop as Axel pushes back his chair.

“What’d you say to me? You want me to tell you what I think?”

“Blade.” Eve jumps off my cousin’s lap, grabbing his hand. He pulls her back, wrapping both arms around her waist.

The bonfire crackles, but the music has stopped as everyone starts to make their way over.

“I don’t think you want to fuck with me, Poet. You’ve been sucking the cocks of billionaires and I’ve—” I don’t even let him finish and punch him right in the fucking jaw. His body doesn’t move. He rubs his chin and spits out some blood. Then he looks at me and smiles before he throws the table over.

“That’s it, Poet. Let’s see some of that rage. Because I don’t trust you. So fuck you.” He spits blood in my face.

Rage, it’s so intoxicating, like a long-lost lover dangling her cunt in front of me. It takes over my brain and I smile too as I slam into him.

I don’t know how many punches each of us gets or who pulls us off each other. It must not have been Blade; he’s still holding Eve.

Screams and cheers fill the yard as the party seems to have taken a turn. The music gets louder and brothers are tossing empty glass bottles into one of the bonfires.

Not even looking at Axel, I grab the pack of cigarettes and walk toward the clubhouse. God, he’s a fucking prick sometimes. You mark my words—out of all of us, Axel will live to be the oldest. He’s too mean to die.

I storm into the house and almost barrel into Amy who’s coming out of the kitchen carrying a cup of tea and a baby monitor.

“Jesus,” I breathe out. My right eye is cut, the blood almost obscuring my vision as I blink at her. If she’s surprised, she doesn’t look it, although everything is a little blurry.

“Oh David, when are you going to learn? You’re too smart to get into fights at your age.” She slaps my arm, causing me to groan.

“Obviously not.” Using my forearm, I wipe the blood out of my eye. “I’ll be fine. Trust me, I’ve had worse.” I start to walk past her toward the stairs to my room.

“Let me know if you need a needle to stitch your eye.” I turn and look over my shoulder. The top of my eye is still bleeding and the warm, sticky wetness slides down my neck.

“You know I need it.”

She just smiles. “Yep, I do.” Turning toward her room, she adds, “Go get cleaned up and I’ll leave it on your bed.”

I take the stairs two at a time, still all jacked up, except now my hands are starting to throb and the top of my eyelid has a pulse.

Tearing off my pants, which are now covered in dirt and blood, I toss my cut on a chair in the corner and flip on the bathroom light.

Once I start the shower, I turn to assess myself in the mirror. Leaning in, I get a good look at my eye. It’s not horrible but it will need a couple of stitches. A bruise is already forming on my pec underneath my tattoo of Tabatha’s name.

I reach up and trace the letters across my heart. Shakily taking a deep breath, I hold it, willing the pain away. The memories are always one step ahead of me, chasing me. I turn and step into a blistering hot shower. The water pelts my chest and neck in a stinging, punishing way.

That’s when it takes over—the pain that has been taunting me makes me crack. My shoulders and chest heave as I let out a wail. I’ve never broken like this, and for a moment, I wonder if I can stop.

Bracing my hands on the side of the tiled wall, I let the agony bleed out of me.

All my sins, mistakes, bad decisions swirl before me. I’ve held them off for years by medicating myself, robbing Peter to pay Paul.

Drugs, sex, booze, exercise, and revenge kept me waking up each morning and sleeping each night.

But not tonight… Tabatha, her sweet rosy cheeks and fresh baby smell. My perfect mini me. She was all me, nothing of Debbie. She captured my heart the day she was born, an angel who deserved more than Debbie or I could give, but who we adored all the same.

She excelled at everything and grew more beautiful each day. Bright blue eyes that had already started to show a tint of silver, black lashes…

I hang my head and sink to my knees. I killed her.

The blood and water swirl down the drain as the pain and agonizing guilt seize me, squeezing out all my self-worth or desire to live.

The fire and screams are right next to me and her pitiful crying. My body starts to shake as I weep. She needed me.

Why? Why did Debbie bring her?

It takes one second to ruin your life. One second that you never get back. The shower pounds on my bowed head as I clutch my ears, hearing nothing but screams of terror.

Lifting my head, I let the pain of the hot water drown my face. Deep down, I know that all my child wanted was for her daddy to save her.

It was my job.

And I was late.

One fucking second that I can never get back—the moment that haunts me and will haunt me until I die.

I don’t deserve to be alive. I don’t deserve to be happy. I deserve nothing. And that’s what I am: nothing. A man who’s empty save for monsters and ghosts. Days like today I can’t wait to die if only to stop the pain and be with her, my angel.

The hot water has turned to cold and yet still I kneel and hear them.

My uncle screaming that it was going to blow…

“I’m so sorry… I tried… I fucking tried but I was too late.” My voice echoes and bounces in the cage that is the shower.

Sluggishly I stand, my voice and body spent. The ice-cold shower almost numbs the pain in my face. I turn it off and step out.

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. They’re coming for me—the demons that show me how to numb my brain. The pain is always with me, but the drugs make me at least be able to look at myself in the mirror.

I reach for a towel, wrap it around my waist, and open the bathroom door.

I walk to the bed where I know the bag will be. As I look down, I stop. It’s there, waiting for me… calling for me. That warm blanket of bliss.

I clench my hands as my veins pop and watch and feel them tingle. The old scarred-up needle marks almost tease me. Like little snakes, the veins get thicker as I breathe.

In and out, slowly I open my eyes and look around the room, which is pretty bare besides the bed, a small table, and a couple of chairs. Forcing my hands to relax, I reach for the bag. It’s not filled with opium; it’s Amy’s sewing kit. And the needle I’ll find is the one that I’m going to gratefully stick into my upper eyelid.

I hope it hurts. But, nothing hurts like the pain I live with every day.

Unzipping the silver bag, I walk back to the bathroom and set it on the sink. I pull out the needle that Amy’s already threaded.

I barely glance at my reflection and go to work, puncturing the skin of my sensitive upper eyelid.

It stings and burns, and I smile. With each stitch, the blood lessens, and with each stab of the needle, the pain subsides.
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DAVID/POET

 

The door opens and I don’t need to look to know it’s Blade. The cool morning air kisses my chest as I stand smoking in my filthy slacks.

The window is open and I breathe in, admiring the orange ball of the sun as it rises. I haven’t slept. I can’t remember the last time I really slept.

Even at my lowest when I was living on nothing but yogurt and heroin, I still had the nightmares. Though I used drugs to take them away, it made them move in with me. I inhale deeply, letting the nicotine calm me.

As Blade drops a cardboard box on the dresser with a thud, I turn. The name “David” is written on it in almost unrecognizable letters. I turn back to the sunrise as a cold sweat starts at my neck.

“Open it after I go.” Blade drops into one of the chairs in the corner and lights up.

His green eyes are alert but tired. He runs his hands through his hair. I guess his demons are fucking with him tonight too. I still hear faint music and laughter from outside, so the party’s still going on. Blade leans forward, his elbows on his knees.

“Why are you back, David? Are you seriously back to stay? Or are you back for revenge?”

Sighing, I crack my neck and grab the other chair, spin it around, and straddle it. “Both.”

After one last inhale of my cigarette, I reach over to stub it out in the ashtray.

Blade looks down at his hands and brings the cigarette to his lips. The orange tip distracts me for a moment.

“We’re your family. That’s why I let you back.” He leans forward as his green eyes bore into mine, unblinking. “But, don’t fuck with me. I love you and you’re my blood, but if you think you’re going to come in and persuade us to blow up half the clubs because you can’t remember… I need you to hear me. I’ll take you down.”

I nod, then lean back and rub my hands up and down my face, wincing at my sore chin and the cut on my eyelid.

“I think there’s a rat. Inside the club. Someone close.” There. I said what has been eating at me like a dirty secret that should never be repeated.

He stares, and his eyes narrow as he exhales and stands. “I know.”

I hear a bike start up and the faint sounds of the birds, but the music has stopped at last.

“I keep going over that day… someone let them know where the lab was and that we were all going to be there. That was a one and a million shot, Blade.” I stand and move back to the window, seeing everything in slow motion.

“Your dad made sure we were never all together like that. For that exact reason.”

He holds up his hand. “If there’s a fucking rat, I’ll kill him. I’m starting up the lab. We’ll put it out on the street that we are back in business.” He turns to go. “And don’t trust anyone until it’s over.”

I don’t know who he’s telling this last bit to—him or me? Because I sure as shit don’t trust a soul.

“We’re going to need money. I’ll move around some cash.”

I stand next to him as we gaze down at the debauchery that remains.

“I’ve got money.”

He snorts at the door. “Your poetry book is not going to fund this war.”

I look down and smile. Blade was the only one who knew I wrote poetry. Both of us were smart, so while he was busy trying to figure out the latest mathematical equation, I was writing, baring my soul in rhyme.

“What? Did you think I didn’t know?” He shakes his head. “I even bought a copy, though to be honest, it reads like the crazy ramblings of a drug addict.”

I throw back my head and laugh. “It is just that, Blade. Half those poems I don’t even understand myself, but it sold.”

I reach for another cigarette. “Don’t worry about money. I have a friend with unlimited funds who feels he owes me.” I flick the lighter. “Now I’m going to tell him yes.”

“Jesus Christ.” He leans against the door and speaks slowly. “I said, trust nobody, not even the family.”

“Reed is my family.” I straighten, daring him to give me shit about the club code. That code died for me long ago.

“Reed has the connections and the funds to make sure we can get this right.”

He shakes his head. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear all this. You want me to have Amy get you some ice? That eye looks like shit.”

“I’m fine,” I say, bringing the cigarette to my mouth.

“Edge collected your stuff when you left. I put some of the things I knew you’d want in here.” He points to the cardboard box.

My throat tightens and I simply nod. I know what’s in it. I left it—don’t deserve to wear it.

“I’m going to sleep for a few hours. Then I need to take my boy and Angel back to our house. We need to start going over all of this, Poet. Calculate everything: all our enemies, my dad’s, Chuck’s, etcetera.” Blade walks out the door.

“Hey.”

He turns halfway down the hall. “What?”

“I’m going to destroy who did this.”

He stares, almost confused, then nods. “I missed you, man. I missed you a lot.”

I watch him quietly open his door and I’m left alone. I enter Mad Dog’s room and walk right over to the box. My hands almost caress the old cardboard edges.

Fuck it.

I open the faded corners. The faint mildew smell makes my resolve even stronger. Flipping the box open, I pull out the old notebooks filled with my early attempts at poetry. Dumping them on the bed, I continue to dig.

I pull out an ugly blue ceramic ashtray that Edge and I made in grade school. Our teacher was hysterical, wanting us to change it. I smirk, remembering Edge saying this was the most useful thing we could ever make.

I look inside and find some of my rings. They’re covered with clear nail polish. That way when you beat someone, the blood doesn’t stain them. Moving around another notebook, I pull out a Glock with bullets.

My breath stutters as I stare at the bottom of the box. It’s there in a plastic baggie. My hand remains poised above it. At last, I reach for it—a white gold necklace with a charm shaped like a book, her beautiful face engraved on one side and her initials on the other. I had it made the week she was born. I rip open the bag and grip it tight in my fist. The cool metal is heavy.

I will avenge her and all the others who need it. As a father, a cousin, and a man, I’m willing to die, a more-than-likely outcome given the fucked-up plan that runs through my head. But I’ll be damn sure I don’t go down first. Opening my fist, I reach behind my neck and clasp it on. My good luck charm I had called it. Tabatha loved to play with it, her chubby hands reaching out to grab it on many occasions. Now it’s a reminder of what needs to get done. I look over at the morning light barely making its way across the yard where the bikes reflect a bit of the sun. And I feel peace. For a moment, my mind rests. No monsters swirl around my head. All I sense are the remnants of the two people who matter most: the cool metal around my neck and a memory of golden cat eyes blinking up at me.
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CHARLIE

 

“Do you need anything Charlize? Or am I done?”

Though I’m right in the middle of counting her register, I look up for a moment, blow a piece of hair out of my face, and keep counting.

“Umm, are you okay?” Cindy bites her lip and takes a step back as I glare at her.

Sighing, I set down the wad of cash to look at her. She seems worried. God, I’ve been a complete bitch the last couple of days. Okay maybe the last week, but who’s counting?

I draw in a breath and exhale. “Cindy?”

“Yeah?” Her voice sounds cautious, and I almost laugh. It’s absurd I’ve allowed David this kind of power over me.

Whatever, I’m human. I have to acknowledge that fucking David in the parking lot was needed and move on. Time to stop being grumpy because I was naïve enough to think he would call… or stop by. Something, anything.

“I’m sorry.” I look down and straighten the piles of twenties. I genuinely like Cindy. She’s sweet, smart, and always shows up. Not to mention the customers love her.

She’s like a walking Barbie doll. Long blond hair, big blue eyes, small waist, huge boobs, and a happy personality.

I smirk. Cindy is everything my mother hoped I would be, and I’m the polar opposite.

“I guess I’ve been a little curt lately.”

She plops herself in the chair so that we face each other.

“Oh my God! You’ve been a raging bitch.”

I cringe. Hearing it sounds so much worse.

“Um, well, I’m going through some personal—”

“It’s that fucking hot god in the suit, right? I mean, I know it is. Only someone like that could make you”—she gestures with her hand—“turn into that.” She points at me. I look down and sigh again. She’s right. I look like shit. I don’t think I even put on makeup today.

“You know what you need, Charlize?” I want to stop her, but she jumps up, her boobs jiggling in her tight T-shirt, and I have to fight back a grin.

“You need a girls’ night.” She turns and puts her hands on her hips.

I snort. “Um, no… that’s the last thing I need. But thank you, Cindy.” I reach down and start to count a pile of ones.

“I’m serious. I think you’re younger than me.” She eyes me as if I’m sorely lacking.

“How old are you?” I eye her back.

“Twenty-seven.”

“Really?” I sound shocked because I am. Jesus, I’m turning into a mean old maid.

“I knew it. You are younger than me. You know I was talking with Mrs. A., the other day about—”

I hold up my hands. “Please, God no. I don’t need to hear about my mother and what she thinks.”

I look over at the clock and blink. Is it seriously midnight?

“No, you need me. It’s funny—I always have these feelings.” She paces while moving her hands as if she’s strumming a guitar. “Like when I applied here, I just knew this place was good. And since I’m saving money for cosmetology school, I knew that this was where I should be.”

I stare at her. What in the hell is she talking about? But again, she’s so sweet and always bubbly. It’s hard to be a jerk.

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy here.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me. I make sure I’m happy. But you… you need to get out of this office.” She’s so animated her boobs are bouncing and I can’t help but wonder why she doesn’t get a better bra.

“I insist that you go with me tomorrow.” She stops and faces me. Her cheeks are flushed as if this is the best idea she’s had in a while.

“Cindy.” I set down the money and reach for the rubber band around my wrist to put my hair up.

“I can’t go out. I have a business to run.”

She shakes her head and pulls down my schedule. “You’re off tomorrow. I’m making appointments at Dolly’s Doll Shop. We’re getting our hair done, and after that, you and I are going out dancing. And hopefully you can get laid.”

This time I do laugh. “Thanks,” I say and shake my head at the ridiculousness of what she said. I don’t think I’ll ever have sex again. First, it can never, and I do mean never compare to the fucking amazing sex I had with David. And second, I don’t go out and get drunk or have my hair done. In fact, I think it’s been months. Cindy stands there looking at me, and I squirm.

“Stop it. I’m not doing it. I have other plans. Thank you, though.”

“So, you are what everyone says about you?” She shakes her head as if she’s heard the saddest thing.

I roll my eyes and straighten my shoulders. “I have no idea, but I’m busy…”

“Well, then I guess they are right. I said no, that underneath those dark clothes is a beautiful person. And I’m not talking about this.” She points at my face. “I’m talking about in here.” She hits her chest, causing me to wince at the boob jiggle.

“We all know that you’re beautiful, but what good does that do you if you’re miserable and lonely inside.”

“Wait, what are you rambling about?”

“Everyone thinks you’re stuck up, too good for us, and that that’s why you never hang out.”

“That’s absurd.” My cheeks get hot.

“Perfect. I’ll stop by your apartment and pick you up. Trust me. You are going to love getting your hair cut. Maybe they’ll have time to do your makeup.” She looks at my face and hair.

I stand up. “Look, Cindy—”

“Okay, see you around eleven.” She picks up her backpack and swings the door open.

“Great.” I lower myself into the chair. I can’t go… but then again, I do need my hair cut and styled. Picking up the ones again, I start to count. I’ll decide in the morning.
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CHARLIE

 

“God,” I groan. My eyes flutter open for a moment then close as I reach around for the phone. The gritty sensation beneath my lids feels like someone tossed sand at me. I got home at two thirty in the morning, had a couple of glasses of wine, and tossed and turned the rest of the time. It’s as though I closed my eyes only seconds ago. What is that horrible banging and buzzing?

“Hello.” My voice cracks, but I don’t care. It’s my day off. I swear to God if it’s my mom calling…

“Hey you! Let me in.”

Cindy’s cheerful voice makes me turn from my stomach to my back.

“What?” I say, willing my brain to work.

“I’m outside your apartment. Cute neighborhood.”

I sit up. “Wait. What time is it?” I look around my dark bedroom. I have blackout curtains. When you work in the restaurant business it’s a must.

She giggles and I frown at the phone in the darkness.

“I have no idea why you’re laughing. What time is it?” I flop back and pull the down comforter over my naked body. I love the way the sheets kind of caress my bare skin. I kick a leg out since it’s slightly muggy. Time to have the landlord check my air conditioner. The air isn’t as cool as it used to be.

“It’s eleven thirty. Open the door, girlfriend. We’ve got a hair appointment in half an hour.”

I groan into the cell.

“Cindy.” I rub my forehead. My head aches and she’s way too much for me this morning… or afternoon.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’ll have to take a rain check.” When I’m about to hang up, she starts laughing—and bangs harder on my door.

What the hell? I sit up. “Are you kicking my door?”

“Yep.” She snorts and giggles as the banging continues. A “Shut the fuck up” comes from my upstairs neighbor. He’s an ass, but I’m not in the mood to get into it this morning. Reluctantly I grab a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt from the clean hamper. I haven’t had time to fold and put the clothes away.

Unlatching the lock, I swing the front door open and almost cringe at the blinding sunlight from outside.

“Jesus.” I blink and shade my eyes. “Are you insane? Get in here.” I grab her arm and drag her in.

“Careful.” She pulls away. “I’ve got hot coffee and some scones.”

I peek outside and see my neighbor Shelia watering her two pots of geraniums. She’s eighty and has been living in this apartment building for years. Her husband died a while ago, so I kind of check up on her.

“Sorry, Shelia. I hope my friend”—I roll my eyes at the idea of Cindy being a friend—“didn’t wake you.”

She gifts me with her happy smile, which I love because again, the guy upstairs is a dick.

“It’s eleven thirty, my dear. I’m just happy to see you have a friend.” She claps her hands and goes back to watering.

“Well, she actually works for m—” Waving a hand, I say, “Never mind. I didn’t want her disturbing you.”

“She didn’t.” She smiles almost as if she’s lost in thought.

“Okay… bye.”

I frown as I shut the door and lock it. What the hell? Does everyone think I don’t have any friends? Because I do. They happen to live in other areas. In truth, I’ve been here almost four years and I’ve maybe had three or four people over to my apartment. My mom, my dad, and my stupid ex-boyfriend.

“Wow, not much of a morning person, huh?” Cindy brings me back to the present and the fact that she’s way too bubbly to be a friend. No one can be in this good of a mood this early.

“I didn’t get to sleep until almost four, so I’m fucking tired.”

I kind of yell it and kind of mumble it while I breeze past her to the bathroom. I need to use the toilet and take a shower. She’s obviously not taking no for an answer.

The hot water perks me up as I try to decide if I can stand to hang out with Cindy all day. Again, she’s so happy it’s kind of annoying, but that’s awful. When did I turn into a Debbie Downer? About a week ago, to be exact.

Asshole David. On an exhale, I get that excited surge of energy thinking about how nasty he is.

“Oh God,” I groan, chastising myself. I’m fucking twenty-six—way too old to have butterflies in my stomach.

But I can’t stop thinking about him. He’s a sex god with a giant penis. I’m kind of sad I’m not going to be able to measure it because it’s like porn star big. I smile as I shower in a hurry and hop out dripping wet to gaze at myself in the mirror.

My smile disappears. I look like an idiot. What is wrong with me?

David is nothing more than a crush who’s taken up residence in my mind. Now that we’ve fucked, I should feel done with him. He’s clearly not into me. But deep down it’s there, maybe buried, but it’s there: that secret want, need, that I know we’re meant to be together. Even when the universe keeps saying we’re not.

Slathering on some vanilla bean lotion, I brush my teeth and move to the walk-in closet. Well, I call it a walk-in. In reality, it’s a tiny closet, but at least I can step into it.

I love my apartment. It’s a large one bedroom in Studio City, walking distance from Ventura Boulevard. which makes it handy. And I have a fantastic landlord who lets me paint and do whatever I want to it.

“Cindy?” I yell. “I’m starving. What kind of scones did you get?”

I pull on my favorite pair of rag & bone jeans and a tight black T-shirt. I don’t even bother with a bra. One of the great things about having small boobs is I can get away without wearing one. Although I do have big nipples so maybe… whatever. I’m only getting my hair done.

I slip on a pair of black suede clogs and venture back into the main living space of the apartment.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

Cindy, who has no problem making herself at home, has opened the curtains. The large living space, with a kitchen on one side and a dining/living room on the other, is filled with bright yellow sunlight.

“God, really? You have no idea how fucking lucky you are.”

She tosses my latest Vogue magazine onto the coffee table. It lands with a thud, and I grab my coffee, which is easy to tell apart since Cindy’s has pink lipstick on hers.

“What are you talking about?” I take a grateful sip.

She brushes her hands on her skirt. “You’re beautiful, and you don’t even try.” She squints her big blue eyes and knits her brows like she’s only now discovered this. With a shrug, she continues. “Some of us have to put a little effort into our appearance.” She waves her hand “Not wake up, take a five-minute shower, and walk out the door in dark clothes still looking hot and fresh.”

I look at her for a second. She’s right in that she’s dressed up, wearing a cute pink halter with a floral miniskirt and high-heeled wedge sandals. Her blond hair is piled on top of her head and her makeup is perfect.

“I’m hardly beautiful.” I grab a huge pair of black Chanel sunglasses along with my bag and keys.

“Ready?”

She sighs and shakes her head as if I’m the one who’s delusional. “You’re so stubborn.”

As she grabs her cute little clutch, I wonder how women do that. There’s so much stuff I need with me on a daily basis. How do they get by with such tiny purses?

I almost ask, but I don’t want to hear more about fashion and how I need some. I have my own fashion. For instance, I love Vogue. It represents a life I’ll never have, and yet I can admire the clothes even though I’d never wear them—half of the outfits in that magazine are crazy, in price and in style.

“Are you okay?”

I blink at her as she stares at me. “I’m tired.” That’s my typical excuse for zoning off on her. “I’ll drive.”

Heading toward my Prius, which is on its last battery, I consider how I’ll to have to bite the bullet soon and get a new car. Still, I’m driving her until she dies.

“Yeah… No. I’m parked over here. I’m not riding in that thing.” She reaches for my arm as she pulls me to the curb and her silver Honda.

It’s hot out. The sun is beating down already and it’s not yet eleven, which requires we go from air conditioner to air conditioner. So, I’d love to argue, but realistically it’s too hot for the Prius to keep us cool.

Sipping my somewhat warm coffee, I look out the window as Cindy takes off like a speed racer.

She reaches over and turns up her K-pop. I roll my eyes. She loves it. Whenever we’re together, she’s always blasting it.

Her bright pink long nails tap the steering wheel and she starts to sing.

It’s loud and not in a good way. Stifling a laugh, I turn and look out the window. She’s ridiculous.

At least she’s enjoying herself and not trying to make idle chitchat. After another sip of the bitter coffee, I wish we could stop and get a fresh one. Swallowing, I lean my head back.

She takes the streets rather than the freeway. I would have gotten on the freeway since traffic on Ventura can be a bitch, but I’m not driving so who cares. And Dolly’s Doll Shop is not far.

“So, Charlize?”

I raise an eyebrow as she briefly glances at me and returns her eyes to the road. “After we get our hair done, we need to go out.”

I give her the “you’re starting to bug me” stare and say, “Did you bring the scones?”

She turns into the back parking lot of the hair salon. “Um, I think I left them on your kitchen island.”

I watch fascinated as she slams the car in park and grabs her purse all at the same time.

“Seriously?”

“Yes, listen… we’re going out.” We exit and I pretend I didn’t hear her.

“At least to get something to eat. We could play pool…” She kind of sings the last part. She knows I love to play pool, and I’m fantastic at it. I grew up with a pool table in the house.

I’m so good I kind of hustled in college when I didn’t want to ask my parents for money.

“Let’s just get our hair done.”

The back door opens and a tall, thin, disarmingly attractive guy with a cigarette in his mouth holds the door open. He’s dressed all in black with tattoos on both arms that crawl up his neck.

“Hey.” He nods as we enter.

“Hey Doug.” Cindy winks at him. He grins as we pass.

The salon is beyond adorable, all whites, pinks, and turquoise and smelling of citrus and flowers. A big white couch is at the front with a huge window facing the street.

“Hey girl.” A stunning, petite, dark-haired girl with pale skin and big red lips air kisses Cindy as she continues to blow dry the woman in her chair. She’s super tiny and her body makes me want to cry.

Small waist, perfect boobs. Geez, I need to eat more. I’m too skinny, and no one ever seems to notice what little curves I have. I’ve always had this problem and hoped as I got older I’d fill out, but I guess I’m like my mom.

Sinking onto the couch, I pick up People magazine as Cindy chitchats with the dark-haired girl and, I guess, her assistant with purple hair.

I look down at my nails. Being around pretty girls doesn’t often bother me. After all, growing up with my mom has pretty much made me immune. But my period’s starting soon, and today, I notice everything. I should have taken some time to at least put on a little makeup. God, I didn’t even wear a bra.

“So… who’s this beauty?” The sexy guy who held the door for us is back smelling of smoke.

“Doug, this is my friend Charlize.” Cindy points at me and I almost sink farther back into the uncomfortable couch. This is absurd. I straighten. I’m not that girl.

“Actually, I’m her boss. Never mind.” I wave my hand.

His brown eyes land on me as he says to Dolly, “I’ll take her. You’re almost ready for Cindy, right?” He says all this not breaking his stare.

“Yep, Jenny?”

The purple-haired girl looks over. “Minute.” She seems to be changing the music on her phone. When we first came in, the radio was on. Now some French woman is singing.

“Can you get Cindy’s color on?”

She nods, and my eyes go back to Doug’s. He’s still staring as if I’m some sort of science project.

I cock my head at him, which makes him grin. “Let’s get you shampooed. I have a great idea about what I’m doing with you.” He hums the last part.

An hour and a half later, I stare at myself. Doug decided that I need layers. And since my hair is ridiculously thick, I allowed him to put some oil treatment on it.

“Holy shit.” I lean forward, running my hands through it. “I look like I should be in a Pantene commercial,” I say, flashing him pouty lips.

“I told you.” He smirks as he runs his hands through my long dark locks.

“I dye my hair to get this color. Fabulous.” He backs up to look at me in the mirror. “My work is done.”

As I stand and remove my smock, I smile at him and glance over at Cindy who is still in the chair, typing away on her phone.

Dolly is in the corner on the phone, pacing.

Reaching for my purse, I dig out a makeup bag. Might as well get fixed up while I wait considering I look a million times better.

“Listen to me…” Dolly spins to look at Cindy’s hair. “I don’t give two shits that David has returned. He was bound to one day,” she hisses into her phone as she looks at herself in the mirror at an empty station.

I drop the lipstick. It can’t be the same David. Bending down, I grab the tube.

“No, Edge. I don’t care,” she snips.

Holy shit. She is talking about my David. I take a breath and look in the mirror.

Doug is standing a foot away, head cocked and a knowing grin on his face as he studies me.

“What?” I narrow my eyes on him through the mirror and flip my hair, wishing he’d go away.

“You got a thing for bikers? The Disciples aren’t anything to play with, Beauty.” He leans against the wall, invading my space, so I have no choice but to look up at him.

“You don’t want to end up like my baby girl over there.” He nods at Dolly, and we both turn to look at her.

“No, you listen…” She huffs, looking up at the ceiling and wiping at her eyes. “Look, I can’t keep doing this. I’m at work. All you do is disappoint me.”

Doug pushes off the wall, shaking his head. “Fucking Edge. I don’t think he’ll ever get it right. This is what I meant. Be careful.”

“Who the fuck is the Poet?” Dolly looks over at us, completely catching both Doug and me staring.

“I’m getting off the phone. Don’t call back. I need to work.” She starts to walk over to Cindy. “Fuck you, Edge. I’m not calling David Poet. I don’t have to. Remember? I’m not part of that sick cult anymore. It sounds like a weird killer or something… Whatever. I have a client. I have to go.” She pockets the phone and turns to Cindy.

“Who’s Poet?” I whisper, grabbing at Doug before he can head to the front of the salon.

“Fuck if I know. They all have stupid names.” He rolls his eyes and smiles at a woman who is entering.

“Sorry, I’m in the middle of some personal stuff.” Dolly tries to smile although it looks more like her mouth has a tic. “Stay away from the bad boys, you two.” She grabs a blow dryer.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about us. I’ve been there done that.” Cindy nods as she sips the champagne she accepted. I opted for a coffee.

“You okay, Doll?” Doug is behind her, his eyes sincere, and for a moment I’m jealous that she has him. He seems like a great friend. My eyes again go to my makeup bag.

“I can’t seem to get him out of my system. I can’t stay away, Doug.”

Her pain is too real and raw for me. It makes me uncomfortable. Dolly looks like someone ripped her heart out, trampled on it, and gave it back to her.

Doug rubs her shoulders. “One day, pretty girl. One day you’ll leave and never look back.” He kisses the top of her dark head and turns to talk to the woman who just came in.

Dolly wipes the tears away, and Cindy grabs her hand as I zip up the makeup bag.

“I’m going to pay,” I yell over the blow dryer, causing them both to look at me as if they forgot I was there.

“Wow.” She turns off the dryer and sniffs. “You look fantastic. Any plans?” She wipes under her eyes again.

“No.”

“Yes,” Cindy interrupts. “We’re going to get some lunch and play pool.” She raises an eyebrow at me.

Dolly starts the dryer again. “Fun. I love pool.” Her eyes fill with tears again.

I clear my throat, step over to the white couch, and sit, fishing around in my bag for a credit card.

As that familiar feeling of not fitting in comes over me, I bite my bottom lip. Cindy, Dolly, even Doug all seem to have shared something I haven’t. My mind instantly sees a pair of silver eyes filled with passion and agony.

Is that what I’m missing? Could it be I haven’t suffered enough?

“Beauty?”

My eyes jerk over to an amused-looking Doug.

“It’s Charlie… or Charlize.”

“You ready to pay?”

“Um, yes.” I stand and hand him my card.

“You okay? You looked pretty intense a minute ago.”

I cock my head and run my fingers through my silky hair. “You know what, Doug? I’ll pay for Cindy’s too. Please add it all together and put a tip on for you and Dolly.”

While he runs the credit card, I tap my finger and look out the large window. A couple of women stare at their phones, causing a guy on an electronic scooter called a Bird to swerve around them. They seem around my age and look like they’re on their way to have fun.

I glance back at Cindy. We look fantastic. Why not? I haven’t been out in forever.

“Cindy?”

Dolly is using a curling iron to create the last of the big waves on her long blond hair. “Yeah?”

“We’re going to play pool. Maybe even get a drink. You know what? Screw that, we’re getting drunk.”

“Helloooo. Yes!” Doug pulls my card from the electronic card reader with a dramatic flourish and slaps it onto the counter.

“Too bad I have a client in half an hour. I want to get drunk,” he whines.

I can’t help but smile. “Thank you, Doug. I love my hair.”

“You be smart, Beauty. Stay away from those bad boys. They’ll do nothing but break your heart.” He winks at me and turns to answer the phone.

I glance over at Dolly who’s hugging Cindy. I’m not into all that hugging stuff girls like to do. It’s never been my thing. Maybe I am turning into a loner.

Sighing, I sit down to wait on the couch by the window and fish around for my phone.

As I pull it out, I have to breathe. Every time I look at it, there’s a little flutter—a little adrenaline rush that I’m going to see a message from him.

It’s irrational on so many levels, the first being he doesn’t even have my number.

My fingers scroll through all eighty-four emails mostly about sales and different vendors for the diner.

“You do love me.” Cindy’s loud voice makes me jump.

“Jesus, you scared me.” My hand goes to my chest. She beams at me.

“Thank you.” She sniffs.

“For what?” I drop my phone into my bag and stand.

“You paid for my color and haircut. That means we really are besties.” She reaches out to hug me as I step back. It doesn’t stop her though, and she digs her nails into my arms and hugs me anyway.

“Well, let’s not get crazy, okay?” I laugh. She’s starting to grow on me.

“You do.” She jumps, her boobs bouncing around, and I realize I have the perfect decoy.

I smile at her. “You’re perfect. Let’s go make all the money back.”
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CHARLIE

 

“You two have fun. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” Doug winks as we head toward the back exit.

“Oh, we’re going to have so much fun. This one needs to get laid so bad! I plan on making sure it happens.” Cindy links her arm with mine.

And… there go all the feelings of her growing on me.

“She’s kidding,” I call over my shoulder as we exit the salon and I jerk away.

“Cindy, I do not need to get laid. Trust me,” I hiss.

She stops in the middle of the sweltering parking lot, her blue eyes alive with excitement.

“Realllly? Do tell?”

“Christ.” I walk around her to the side of the Honda.

The Valley is fucking hot in the summer. The sweat is already running down my sides. She beeps the doors open and I sink into the roasting oven of her car.

“I’m waiting.” She smiles, her makeup holding up pretty well even with the sweat forming on her forehead and upper lip.

I don’t engage and shoot her a glare. “Listen, if we’re going to play pool, I have certain rules.”

She sighs and starts to giggle as she turns on the Honda and blasts the air conditioner. Hot air hits my already flushed cheeks as I pull my hair off my neck, waiting for it to turn to cold.

“I love summer,” she chirps as she turns up her crappy music.

“That statement is absurd. It’s like a hundred and nine outside. Who the fuck likes it this hot?” I grumble then turn to look at her. She’s grinning and looks happy.

Either she’s had a bunch of tragic shit happen to her, which makes her the type of person who always has to stay positive, or she’s not terribly swift. I don’t know her all that well.

“I said, I love summer—not this heat that causes my breasts to sweat,” she snips.

“Thank God,” I mumble.

She pulls into a parking lot and the smell of stale beer and garbage filters into the car, and I haven’t even opened my door yet. The lot’s filled with cars of all styles and plenty of motorcycles.

“This is perfect.”

With a smirk, she says, “I know,” grabs her purse, and steps out.

I go a little slower, wondering if Cindy is smarter than any of us give her credit for.

“Um… so when I play pool…”

She swirls to me. “Listen, I don’t want to get into this, but I have three hundred cash. If we can double it, I’ll be happy.”

I grab her arm. “Wait, what?”

“Cut the crap, Charlize.” She flips her blond hair over her shoulder and lowers her voice. “Your mom told me you’re the best pool shark she knows. I’m kind of in a jam, so let’s do this.”

I drop her arm and stare at her. What the fuck?

I hold up both hands. “Are you telling me that you faked all this?” I point at her. “So that I would go out with you and play pool… for money?” I say this almost to myself. That’s exactly what she did. I should be hurt, but I’m relieved she’s not a moron. She may be crazy, but whatever, this will be fun.

She pulls her halter top down a bit as she says, “Listen, I do want to hang out. But yes, I was banking on the fact that we could hustle together.”

I start laughing. “Oh my God, Cindy.” I almost want to hug her. “This is fucking fantastic. You’re the perfect partner for this.”

A shiver of excitement takes over. When I play pool, I become a different person. Night and day. The only other time I have ever done anything that can even compare was fucking David in the parking lot.

Shaking off any thoughts of him, I look at her. “You have no idea how relieved I am that you’re not an idiot. But I don’t hustle.” Her face drops.

“You watch too many movies. It’s illegal to hustle and I never do anything illegal.”

She sags a little. “But I have money…”

I grab the hot metal handle of the door, needing to go inside. I swear, with the sun beating down on the dumpster, all I smell is piss and stale beer.

When we enter, it’s like a black hole. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

“You be you, and I’ll do my best.” I give her the “we got this” eyes.

She smiles and pushes her shoulders back as her breasts become an attraction of their own.

The bar is medium-sized with peanut shells on the floor, two pool tables, and one long wooden bar in the back. The entire bar is black—even the felt on the pool tables. As I glance around, I can’t help but shiver with unease. It’s pretty full and most of the people are men. And most of the men look to be bikers and are wearing the same vest David used to wear.

We walk up to the bartender, a tough-looking girl with tattoos on both arms and biceps bigger than some of the guys’.

“What can I get you?”

“Ummm,” Cindy starts twirling her hair, causing the bartender to focus on her tits along with half the men sitting at the bar.

“We’ll have two Bombay Sapphire martinis, please,” I order for her. The bartender breaks away from Cindy to look at me.

“And can we run a tab?” I hand her my credit card as I eye the tables.

Bikers are playing on one, and the other has what looks like college guys. Before I can pick, Cindy starts to swish over to the college boys.

“Hey.” The bartender sets our martinis down. “This might not be the place for you two.” Her pretty brown eyes are filled with concern.

The bar is like a full-on dive bar. Heavy metal eighties music is blasting, and Mötley Crüe’s “Girls, Girls, Girls” is almost making me bop my head. I can’t help but smirk. There’s nothing better than a good seedy bar. Sometimes I think I should sell the diner and buy one.

Picking up our drinks, I say, “Thanks, but don’t worry about us. We’re stronger than we look.”

She doesn’t seem reassured. Instead, she shakes her bleached blond hair and goes to the end of the bar. I hate that people always think because I’m tall and thin that I’m like some sort of prissy girl. Okay, I do like makeup and stuff, but I was raised with a dad who made sure I knew how to protect myself.

I smile at a couple of bikers with their arms around some mean-looking girls. One of the dark-haired girls wears a vest that says “Property of Dragon.” I can’t help but stare for a second. The only visible body part not covered in colorful tattoos is her face.

I take a quick sip of liquid courage and almost dare anyone to fuck with us. God, maybe I do need to get laid again. The mere thought of hustling makes me wet.

“Here you go, Bobbi.” I hand Cindy the martini. She giggles and waves her hands at the two guys in basketball shorts and tank tops.

“So… Amber, this is Josh and Spencer, and they said that we could play pool with them.” She kind of jumps, causing both men and the bikers to stare as she sips her martini.

“We’re not that good at pool. Is that okay?” I bat my eyes.

Spencer, or the one I think is Spencer since I wasn’t paying attention and they both kind of look alike, says, “Don’t worry, baby. We’ll teach you.”

I want to roll my eyes, but I smile and say, “Rack ’em.”

Two hours later, I’m on my third martini and we’ve made close to a thousand dollars. Spencer and Josh were beyond pathetic pool players but had cash. Thankfully, after we took them for five hundred, they left in shame.

The crack of the balls being broken makes me try to focus on the game.

Cindy stopped drinking after the first martini. She smiles and rubs her tits against the tall dark-haired biker with a scar on his left cheek and a long beard.

He’s not cute at all but actually a good pool player. Not as good as me, but hey, unless you’re a pro, you’re not going to beat me.

I think Quiet Riot is playing or maybe it’s Metallica—whatever it is the bikers seem to like it. Two balls go into different corner pockets and Cindy jumps up and down causing the biker and his young friend with dirty blond hair to stare. I can’t help but smirk as I take a bite out of one of my olives.

“So, those other guys were no fun.” I pout and both bikers zero in on my lips.

“You guys want to make it exciting and play for five dollars?”

Cindy jumps up and down as the ugly dark-haired one looks at her. “How about we play for a hundred… and if we win you two have to show me your tits.”

This gets catcalls from behind me. My head swivels around as I take in the atmosphere. Suddenly the bar, which seemed harmless in the afternoon, seems more threatening now that evening has approached and a lot more bikers have arrived.

Whatever, I’m not going to lose. “Ummm, that’s kind of not fair.” I fake a giggle and bat my long lashes at him.

He grunts and I notice his fingernails have black grime or maybe grease on them.

“I got a thousand dollars.” He throws the wad on the table. “We win, we get to see these fucking tits.”

He points at my chest, takes a shot of something, and looks over with a disgusting, leering grin that I wouldn’t mind punching.

“And both of us get to suck on them.” He motions between him and his buddy.I purse my lips as if thinking. The noise level increases. A lot of big bikers are laughing and whistling.

“Ummm.” For the first time all day, Cindy looks worried. “That’s kind of… well—”

“Rack ’em,” I say.

She pales and squeezes past the leering biker to stand in front of me, eyes wide.

“What’s up?” I fish around for another olive. She gently takes my martini glass from me and smiles at everyone.

“We’ll be right back.”

She pulls me into the small, dark bathroom and locks the door. It’s not filthy but not clean either. The mirror is stained a strange burnt orange and the floor is littered with paper seat covers. A dumpy trash can is overflowing with paper towels and God knows what else.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she hisses, almost shaking me. “Are you crazy?”

I sway as I jerk my arm free and steady myself on the wall.

“Okay.” She rubs her temples like she has a headache. “We need to get the fuck out of here. We made a grand, which is fantastic. You’re drunk and it’s late.”

“I have to pee.” I grab a seat cover and sink to the toilet as I close my eyes in bliss. Looking up as I wipe, Cindy is staring at me like I’m an alien or something.

“What?” I snap as I button my jeans and flush. “There is no way I’m going to lose to these guys. Trust me. They’re good but not that good.” I try to look over her shoulder at my reflection in the crappy mirror.

Giving up, I turn to her. “Come on. Don’t you want that thousand dollars?”

She frowns and turns to look at herself in the mirror. “I need the money, Charlize, but I’m starting to get a bad feeling, and I told you about my feelings.” All of a sudden, someone bangs on the door.

“Hurry up, bitches. Some of us need to pee too.”

I start to laugh at poor Cindy’s face. These bikers and their skanky girlfriends don’t scare me.

“Be right out,” I yell and grab Cindy. First, so can she steady me, and second, so I can convince her we’re good. “Stop being such a worrywart.” I can’t help but laugh at the look on her face.

“Holy shit. What has happened to you? If the diner could see you now.” She stares.

“Whatever.” I swing my arm around and unlock the door almost screaming at the mean-looking redhead with stripper clothes and awful makeup.

“About fucking time.”

I start laughing again. I can’t help it. Cindy grabs my arm and propels me to the bar where the bartender from earlier comes over with a large glass of water and our tab.

“You need to take her home. I already called my bosses.” I try to look serious, but all I do is start laughing so hard I accidently spit on her.

“Oh. My. God.” Cindy rolls her eyes, reaching for a cocktail napkin and scribbling a tip as she grabs my card.

“I’m sorry.” I wipe her top. “Listen.” I straighten my shoulders, willing myself not to laugh. “You can leave, but I’m staying. I haven’t been out in months and there is no way I’m passing up a thousand dollars. This will take all of five minutes, for fuck’s sake.”

I turn and weave my way through the crowded bar. A small trickle of unease, maybe it’s more like a tingle of pure adrenaline, runs through me. For a second, I wonder if I should stop. I mean it’s super crowded with bikers and it looks like some of them might be getting ready to have sex in the corner. Jesus, I really am drunk, because that can’t be right. I blink. No, it looks like a guy is getting ready to fuck a girl.

“You ready?” I swing my eyes to the ugly biker.

“Absolutely.”

Again, the catcalls start up. They should be enough to alert my brain that maybe this is not a good idea. Yet I smile, thinking maybe a shot of Jägermeister might work in my favor.

“Do you want to break or should I?” I lower my voice, then almost start laughing as the ugly biker sneers.

“Where’s your friend with the big tits?”

I sigh. They truly are vulgar and I know I told Cindy to go, but I didn’t think she would.

“I’m here, baby.”

I twirl around, and for a second, I see two of Cindy. Maybe I’m fine without the Jäger shot.

I wave my hands, skipping over to her. “Here she is.”

He licks the top of his disgusting lip. It’s covered with a mustache, and he licks the hair.

Oh God. He’s one of those men. Like girls who always eat or suck on a piece of their hair. I fight back a wave of bile.

Just when I decide maybe Cindy and the bartender are right because yeah, I might be drunk, I don’t need the money, and the vibe in the bar has changed, I feel him.

“Let her break.” It’s a demand, and I almost faint. I can’t be hearing correctly. Why? Why did I drink three martinis?

I turn and grab on to the end of the pool table.

I blink. I’m not going crazy.

He stands in the middle of this dive bar. Like a Greek god, maybe Adonis, he stands with arms crossed, his muscles almost beckoning me to touch them. He’s the most awe-inspiring man I’ve ever seen.

The room crackles with the intensity of his energy. He’s dressed like he used to, how I remember him: dark jeans and his Disciples vest. But what robs me of my very breath are his silver eyes. They bore into mine as if taking all of my heart and soul and breath.

Oxygen thief.

My nails sink into the felt on the inside of the pool table. Holy shit… it’s David!
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She stares at me, eyes wide. For an instant, I think she might throw up. Her beautiful, flawless skin, which usually glows, looks pale as she hiccups.

“Holy shit.”

I breathe deeply, inhaling the smoke that fills the room. Ryder is behind me verbalizing my thoughts about the puking.

But rather than throwing up, she starts laughing. I blink at her. It takes a moment to process that this woman is standing in a bar filled with bikers who dwarf her, including me, and she’s laughing?

“Jesus Christ,” Ryder grumbles as we look around.

No one thinks this is funny. If anything, it’s about to get ugly. “You laughing at me, bitch?” Scar spits on the floor, moving toward her.

“Oh my God,” the blonde with huge tits squeals and runs to Charlie’s side, as if that can help.

For a second, I watch her, my mouth twitching. She’s smashed and can’t stop laughing even with her girlfriend shaking her.

She pushes her friend away and looks over Scar’s shoulder so that her watering golden eyes can find mine. It’s like something inside my head stops thinking and I react before I think.

I smile at her.

She smiles back. And we share a moment that reminds me I’m human.

“Okay, Scar.” Ryder steps in front of Charlie who’s biting her bottom lip, trying to stop laughing as she looks over at Ryder. Scar pats Ryder’s shoulder, giving the Enforcer his respect. You don’t want to fuck with Ryder.

“These bitches have been here all day, man.” Scar points at the girls who’ve both backed away hitting the wall.

“She said she’d show me her tits and let me suck on them if I won.” He points at Charlie. “And a bet’s a fucking bet.” He sneers at them and that’s when I step in.

“What did you bet?” My voice seems to carry across to the back of the bar.

And finally, Charlie is not laughing as I pin her with my gaze.

“Umm, well.” Her hands go out to steady herself as her friend steps up.

“So, Charlize is going… well, was going to play pool…” Her voice drifts off as I turn to her.

“You’re the fucking hot suit guy.” Her eyes widen as though she’s figured out the missing piece to a puzzle.

Ryder is still trying to keep peace with a bunch of rabid beasts getting ready to pounce.

“Did you bet your body?” My eyes sweep Charlie from the top of her stunning head to her feet. It’s absurd, the rage and sense of betrayal that has my head pounding. Some of my closest woman friends have traded their bodies for all kinds of things. I never judge. We all have our shit.

But Charlie… yeah, I’m fucking judging.

“Oh, stop it,” she snaps as she pushes off the wall. “I will easily kick this prick’s ass. He’s got a grand he’s willing to forfeit.”

And that’s all it takes. One fucking smart-ass comment from Charlie.

“What the fuck?” Scar turns like a cartoon dog lifting his ear. He lunges only to be punched in the ribs by Ryder.

“I told you to chill out, brother.” Ryder steps over a wheezing Scar. The prospect who was with him holds up his hands and slinks to the corner.

“Take your friend and get out,” Ryder grunts at Barbie. She nods, her big eyes blinking up at him as her chest goes up and down… in fear or maybe excitement.

“Wait.” Charlie puts her hands on her hips.

And I’m fucking done. My head hurts, and I’m functioning on maybe two hours of sleep. Charlie’s drama was not in my evening plans. Christ, I just got back into town. Blade and I have been gone for two days. Getting production of his old drug started up took more time than we thought. Thanks to her, my cell started going off the moment I got out of the shower.

Apparently, Kimmy called Axel to let him know there was a strong possibility we could have a bad situation on our hands, and what should she do?

Axel, being the dick he is, sent me to take care of it. So here I am, and Charlie’s caused enough crap already. She’s not going to keep her mouth shut as she throws her nose in the air, glaring at the old ladies. The last thing I want is a bitch fight, and I can already see them getting ready. Especially Dragon’s old lady.

She wanted me to fuck her the other night, but her mouth tasted of cigarettes and garlic when all I wanted was strawberries and cream. That’s what Charlie tastes like. Her mouth and her cunt are like eating fucking dessert.

“Let’s go.” I grab her arm as I start to usher her out. Kimmy is at the door, holding it open, a big smirk on her face. I don’t respond and keep pulling her with me.

“Wait, David, I need my purse and my… what about Cindy?” She jerks her arm. She doesn’t get free, which must confuse her as she looks at my hand.

“Christ, Charlie.” I shake her. “What were you thinking?”

Her head goes back and I’m trapped in the most beautiful golden eyes, the outer area encircled by a ring of dark green. Her long dark lashes flutter as she tries to wiggle free.

“Hey, hot suit… biker guy?” We both turn to Barbie, or I guess Cindy, who stands with Ryder frowning at her back. She holds out her hand; a large brown leather bag dangles from it. Charlie goes to take it, but I have a death grip on her arm, so she’s pretty much chained to my side.

“David.” She jerks again then rolls her eyes at me. “Please, let go.”

If I hadn’t been stuck in a pit for the last two days creating a drug that should never be back on the street, I might be in a better mood. As it is right now, I’m disgusted that I thought she was a good girl. I almost drop her arm. Why am I taking her home? She has Barbie, and they should go back the same way they came.

I don’t need any of this shit. I won’t have it. My goal is never changing no matter how hard my dick gets around her.

“David, you don’t understand. I had this handled.” Now I do drop her arm and Kimmy snorts and shuts the door going back around to the bar.

“Come on, please… I would never.” She turns to her friend. “Cindy, tell him how I had it handled. That I don’t lose.”

Cindy’s eyes get bigger, if that’s possible, darting from me to Ryder and back. “Ummm, I’m ninety percent sure she was going to pull it off. She has been drinking thou—”

“Are you insane?” Charlie snaps.

“Are you both insane?” I yell over the Clash.

“Do you have any idea what you’re dealing with? You two could have been raped.” I leave that hanging in the air as Cindy puts her hand over her mouth, her eyes filling with tears. “We only wanted to have some fun and I needed money,” she gasps.

I look over at Charlie, thinking she’ll respond the same way as Barbie. Instead, she looks me straight in the eyes. Her fucking puffy lips break into a small smile and she bursts out laughing.

“Jesus Christ,” I growl as I turn to Ryder who stares, his mouth gaping open.

“Holy shit.” He looks at me as he rubs his crew cut. “She’s fucking fearless.”

“I’m not scared of any of you guys. As a matter of fact, I’ll prove it.” She puts her hands on her hips and laughs again.

“Oh my God.” Cindy shakes her head. “She’s going to be horrified in the morning. Listen, I’ll take her home.” She grabs Charlie’s arm.

“No.” I cross my arms.

“No?” they both say together. Except Charlie has to bite her top lip not to laugh.

“I’ll take her.” I reach for her and am surprised when Barbie holds on.

“Sorry, but you could be a rapist too. So, as her best friend I have to…”

“Best friend?” Charlie looks at her, then at me, and again my patience is done. In one jerk her sweet-smelling vanilla body collides into mine as I propel her out the door.

“Charlize? Should I call the police?” Barbie follows and yells after us.

“Sweetheart, if you want to live another day, you’ll get in your car, go home, and pray you never see me again.” Ryder’s aggravated voice carries across the parking lot.

I drag Charlie to my new bike. I had a brother custom make it. He asked what color, and golden eyes flashed in my head.

I hesitate for a moment. What the fuck am I doing? This woman is drunk, clearly drama, maybe a slut. So, all the things I had thought she was… are probably not true. But even so, she’s something that haunts me. I’m drawn to her. Always have been. And that makes her dangerous.

“I’m fine, Cindy. Don’t call the police,” she yells over her shoulder, a happy smile on her face.

“You should go with your friend.” I rub my hands up and down my face trying not to smell her sweet vanilla scent. She’s like a delicious cookie.

“Umm, too late.” She points as Cindy’s car swerves out of the parking lot.

Sighing, I look down at her, suddenly exhausted. “You ever been on a bike?”

She shakes her head no, and I flash to years ago when I told her I wanted her on my bike.

Reaching for my black helmet, I plop it on her head. Jesus, she’s sexy. Visions of her in nothing but motorcycle boots and a helmet make me instantly get hard. I climb on and adjust myself. It’s getting a little painful.

“Hold on tight.” I reach for her as she nods and swings her long leg on.

She scoots so close, her breasts are pressing into my back, her tight nipples burning through my vest. I look back at her as I start the bike, her chest going up and down. I can’t see her eyes, but her body is radiating excitement.

She’s an adrenaline junkie and she doesn’t even know it. I take a breath and try to settle my cock down, but she squirms. I rev up my bike and tell her to stop moving. She screams and holds tight as we take off. At the end of the driveway, I stop and turn to her.

“Listen, you can’t move,” I yell. “You understand? When I lean, you lean. Otherwise, hold on.” She nods, the black helmet knocking against my shoulder.

Christ, if she doesn’t fall off, it will be a miracle. I make a decision I’m going to regret, but this one does something to me—always has. I can use the excuse that I’m exhausted and don’t want to figure out where she lives.

The truth is… she has a light inside her that I’m drawn to. Maybe a kindness that up until a half an hour ago I thought I knew. I’m not capable of anything other than revenge. Taking off with Charlie on my bike is not fair to both of us.

It doesn’t matter. I’m doing it anyway.

I go over the last couple of days, trying to get my dick under control. She’s drunk and seems nervous. I reach down to make sure her hands are tight around my waist.

Fuck, this girl just does it for me. Her hands are slightly cold. I hold them longer than necessary while making sure they’re tight around me. A spike of pure energy pulses through me. Why the fuck is Charlie a pool hustler? And worse, why is she always in the back of my mind?

Even when I was lying on the beaches of Mexico drinking Mescal with my best friend Reed and shooting smack up my veins, I always sensed I was missing something good and pure. Something that wasn’t… finished.

I shift into gear and force my mind to let go of all thoughts of my golden-eyed beauty squeezing her legs around my thighs.

Instead I go to my dark reality, which is my cross to bear, and focus on how well Blade and I have gotten the drug up and cooking.

Axel and Edge have been all over putting the word out. Clubs are already fighting over it. The knights are all in play and the pawns will never know that they are going to be sacrificed.

The long stretch of pavement ahead, along with the warm evening wind, feels amazing on my face. I forgot how freeing it is to ride. It’s one of the things I purposely denied myself. I haven’t let myself get on a bike since I gave up my cut. Like an old girlfriend that always comes back, it’s there for me as I tighten my legs and reach for Charlie’s hands.

I’m taking her into the lion’s den—the pit of hell where she can see what I am. She thinks she can play with the big boys? We shall see.

The gravel crunches as I make the turn into the long driveway. Her body tightens as if she’s now realized where I’m taking her.

As I pull up to the clubhouse, the lights are on. Other than the music, it’s mellow. I back my bike into its spot and turn it off. I don’t turn to her. She’s not screaming now, and she’s not going to scream. She wants me if only for another night of my cock. But I’m not going to fuck her in the condition she’s in.

She reaches for the helmet and removes it as I get off. Her eyes take in our surroundings.

“Ummm, should I be scared?” She claws her nails into my forearm.

“I’m tired, Charlie.” I take her hand to steady her. “Let’s go.”

For a second, she hesitates; then she tightens her hand on mine, allowing me to walk her up the stairs of the porch as it swings open and reveals Axel who is smoking a bong.

Typical of Axel, he says nothing, but his eyes narrow on Charlie.

“Not now, man. This is your fault.” I guide her past him and into the clubhouse.

I don’t stop to talk with anyone and pull her up the stairs. The downstairs is always busy with brothers drinking and playing pool and shit unless Eve and James are here.

The upstairs is quiet and no one’s around. Not that I care if anyone sees her. But I’m not in the mood to talk. I glance down at Charlie. Her long black hair cascades down her back and her golden eyes look tired as she bites her red lips. She’s everything I find desirable. I guess that’s why she stands at the door of my room, slightly nervous.

Rather than opening it, I lean on the door. “Why are you putting yourself in dangerous situations?”

She frowns and huffs as she bangs her back against the wall. “All I was doing was playing pool. I never go out.” She turns and looks me straight in the eyes. “Never. I work almost every day.” She shrugs. “So, I got my hair done. Cindy wanted to go out. Turns out she needs money. She knew I played pool and that I was good.” She throws her hands out. “That was it. I had some drinks and made some money.”

I stare at her. She’s telling the truth; it’s all in the eyes. I open the door to my room, flip on the light, then gently guide her inside. Her brows pull together in confusion as she stands at the entrance, hands behind her back.

“Here.” I reach for a bottle of water. I have two twenty-four bundled bottles stacked in the corner that I got at Costco.

“Bathroom’s there.” I point and guzzle a bottle of water as I pull off my shirt.

“Wait… what? I’m seeing double. Are you getting undressed?” She sounds shocked and I can’t help but grin as I toss my cut and T-shirt on a cardboard box.

“Turn off the light when you’re done.” I unbutton my pants and kick off my boots as she stands, mouth open, clutching her bottle of water to her chest.

“I… you want me to sleep with you… here?” Her voice cracks, and this time, I do smile as I walk over to her. She backs into the wall with a small thud.

“I’m tired. I’ll take you home in the morning.”

It’s not particularly nice and her disappointment that I’m going to bed reads all over her face.

A long time ago, I would have loved her looking at me like that. As if I was worthy, maybe even special. Now it makes me uncomfortable. There is nothing but self-loathing and pain in this body.

The fact that I even brought her here is a testament that she’s dangerous but only to herself. Even though I want her, I will walk away.

“Go,” I groan as my cock hardens and her eyes dart down to it. It’s not quite at full length, but it’s on its way. I watch her face as she stares, her puffy lips sucking in air, and I harden even more.

Her face turns pink in seconds and her breath, which comes in short hisses, smells like liquor.

Her eyes lock with mine and it’s all there for me. Her light. It spills out of her, and for a second, I let it penetrate me. But she doesn’t need my shit. I shouldn’t have brought her here. It’s not fair to either one of us. I step back and turn toward my bed.

“David?” her voice is soft, almost pleading.

“Don’t forget to turn off the light.”
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My eyes pop open. I’m warm and peaceful. And for a moment, I almost panic. Where the fuck am I?

Then it all comes back to me, much the way it feels when a snowball hits you smack in the face. Yep, that’s how I feel.

I groan in horror. Why do I ever drink? Snippets of last night make me groan again. His large, tan hand tightens around my ass, and I inhale through my nose, absorbing his scent. The room is dark and a small amount of light peeks under the curtain. For a second, I allow myself the fantasy that this is how I wake up every morning.

My body feels hot, almost burning, as I wiggle closer to him. I’m dressed, and he pulls me closer throwing a naked, muscled leg over me.

“Jesus,” I whisper, fighting back the temptation to touch his pure perfection.

I breathe in and out. I can’t get distracted by all that is David. I need to stay focused and remember that I’m lying in bed with a man who has been missing for close to nine years.

And let’s not sugarcoat it. He’s angry, closed off, and somewhat scary. Despite all that, I grit my teeth as my body responds to his scent. It’s clean and slightly smoky, and I can’t help but clench, my panties becoming wet.

Jesus, what time is it? He grunts and his mouth, which rests against my neck, starts to lick and suck.

“Oh God,” I whisper and freeze. Secretly, this is what I want, need, even crave, but is he healthy for me? I’m already borderline obsessed with everything about him, even his damaged parts—especially his damaged parts.

He doesn’t say anything yet rolls over on top of me, taking my hands and lacing them with his as he attacks my neck. His tongue makes its way to my lips.

Holy mother of God, this cock of his is beyond distracting. He grinds it against me and all my arguments of what’s good and bad vanish.

“David,” I whisper. He lifts his head and his eyes trap mine. The storm that is always torturing him swims and almost swirls in them like a raging tsunami.

He leans forward, his hard lips taking mine as if that can make all his terrors go away. And for the first time in my life, I wonder if I can. Maybe my strength is all he needs to calm his rage and give him peace.

“Fuck,” he growls and lets go of my hands to hold my head steady as his lips take mine. His tongue is forceful as it sucks and captures my own, and I let him take all that he needs.

His pain seeps into my body. I want it, almost crave it. I reach down to grab his leaking dick, his velvet veins making my heart skip.

“Lift up, Beautiful.” He sounds as if he’s in pain. As I let him pull my jeans and T-shirt off, he hisses and shoves me back into the pillow, mouth immediately seeking my hard nipple.

“Yes,” I say, almost cringing that it sounds like a whimper. His mouth sucks so hard on my nipple that my entire body is electrified. Almost as if this man has the key that unlocks my true nature and only he knows how to insert it.

Arching into his mouth, I bite my bottom lip, so I don’t moan too loud. My pussy pulses. His rough hand moves across my stomach and he doesn’t have to utter a word—my legs spread automatically.

David looks up at me, a small smile playing on his perfect mouth, and I know he is my future. He grins in approval and I wonder if he’s fully awake.

This David is nothing like the David who fucked me on the car. He lowers his head back to my nipple as he sucks and bites at it.

My eyes widen in surprise. He’s so gentle one moment until he’s not. His fingers start to rub my clit. His hard body almost makes me feel treasured.

“Look at this pussy drip for me.”

“David?” I reach for his mouth.

“I want to see your face when you come.” His eyes caress my face as his fingers play with my clit.

The gentle morning light allows me to see his whole face. For a second, I stop breathing—his physical perfection is so startling it would make anyone swoon. But it’s his eyes. They swim with fierce emotion, and I moan like a cat in heat.

“Yes, that’s it, Beautiful. I feel this greedy pussy wanting to come.” I’m horrified that his praise turns me on. With two fingers, he fucks my slick core. In and out along with a ghost of a rub on my clit.

“Oh my God.” I grind my nails into the side of the sheets.

“Tell me you love my fingers fucking your cunt.”

My mind is spinning. Maybe it’s the remaining alcohol in my system, but I obey.

“Tell me you’re ready to come.”

“Please, I’m so ready,” I whimper and spread my legs even wider.

He pumps his fingers in and out and rubs my clit hard, leaning over me so that I have only him in my world. Then I’m gone, orbiting into space.

“I’m coming.” I scream it. I don’t even care if I wake people. I pulse on his long fingers, which keep pumping slowly inside me.

“David.” I grab his strong wrist. Jesus, I don’t even sound like myself. He leans over and kisses me. It’s slow, deep and my eyes well up with tears.

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” And then he lifts the back of my legs. Much like his kisses, his hard cock enters me slowly. He’s robbing me of my heart, making that old hope that a fairy tale can happen blossom to life. When he is fully inside me, I arch my neck back. He doesn’t move, yet watches me. We’re so in tune it almost seems as if we are one.

His lips touch mine as he moves, his giant dick easing in and out in hard, yet almost loving thrusts.

“You’re my light.” He thrusts harder. The cool metal from his necklace feels like a brand as it lands on my left breast. His breath is ragged as if he feels the fairy tale too. My body is climbing that cliff I had no idea existed and I close my eyes to savor it.

“Fuck… this isn’t what’s supposed to be happening,” he hisses in my ear as I grab for his back, my nails clawing and digging into his flesh. He groans as if he loves the pain, almost as if it prolongs the pleasure.

“Jesus Christ, yeah… that’s it.” He grabs the bedpost above my head as he fucks me so hard the bed shakes, or maybe it’s just me as I explode into a million wonderful pieces.

“I love it. I love you coming all over my cock. Milk it out of me.”

He lowers his head as his mouth steals my breath. In fact, he steals my soul. As he jerks into me, his lean hips stop thrusting and his hot seed jets inside me, filling me up, so I can never be empty as long as I have him.

Our foreheads are touching as we both catch our breath and I realize he might be bleeding from my nails. My strength is gone, and I drop my hands with a small thud.

“I think you might be bleeding.”

He kisses my lips. “I hope so,” he says and pulls out almost lovingly. Rising from the bed, he walks to the bathroom and closes the door.

Sighing, I stretch and try to get my rubbery body to move, when all I want to do is close my eyes and go back to sleep. Maybe David will wake me up the same way if I do.

I smile at that thought as I snuggle into his pillow, turning to my side for a moment. His pillow has his scent and I inhale. Clean, fresh spice with a touch of smoke: my new favorite thing.

I think I might have dozed off because I feel his warm lips kiss my forehead as he pulls me into his arms.

“Rest, Beautiful. It’s early.” Sighing I use his chest as my pillow. His heartbeat is strong, and the last thing I remember is how secure he makes me feel—something I never thought I’d need yet can’t imagine doing without.




 

 

[image: ]
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I’m dreaming. It’s the same one I always have. I need to wake up, I want to wake up, but the counting starts and I have to get to them before it gets to a hundred.

If the voice from above gets to a hundred, then we all blow up. Tabatha is crawling, then running and I’m trying to catch her. I need her to stop running because the voice won’t stop counting.

The streets are brick, a red brick, and I hear her crying. I hate this counting and it’s already in the nineties. I turn toward the building I despise.

The voice gets to ninety-nine… I explode.

I bolt up. My breathing is labored as I run my hands through my hair, which is slightly damp at the temples. Jesus, I hate that fucking nightmare. I wipe the sweat off my forehead. The toilet flushes and my eyes dart around the plain beige room as I try to catch my breath and calm my heart rate.

The curtains have been opened slightly. Sunlight spills in blinding me as it bounces off the cardboard boxes.

I seem to keep tossing more of them in the corner rather than unpacking them.

Slumping back, I reach for my chain. My charm needs to bring me back.

I need a fucking cigarette too.

As I reach for my smokes, my mind replays this morning. My dick is standing erect wanting more of her. More of her light.

I’m so disgusted with myself. This shit has to stop. It’s why I had the counting dream—a reminder of what’s important.

Lighting up, I inhale deeply. I’m out of control and she isn’t helping. All I want is to lock the doors and sink my cock into this woman for days, maybe years.

It’s part of who I am. I’ll substitute one addiction for another. Right now, I could easily fall down the pussy rabbit hole.

“Fuck.” I rub my hair, trying to wake up. This particular recurring dream always haunts me for days.

Not once have I ever woken up before that fucking voice gets to one hundred. Turning to my nightstand, I grab my phone and check the messages. A couple are from some guys who are working for me as rats. I’m paying them a fortune, but I take half the shit they say with a grain of salt.

One has some information about his dad and that day. The kid needs money for his mom and his younger brother and sister. The scumbag father was not even that high up in Satan’s Seeds but he was around when all the shit went down. Most of the stuff the kid’s been feeding me is trivial. But a few names he has mentioned might be helpful.

Charlie walks out of the bathroom, breaking my train of thought. She’s almost glowing. My eyes narrow as I inhale deeply.

“You okay?” She looks at me, concerned.

I stand and stroke my cock. It aches only for her apparently. Her eyes zero in on the area between my legs, and I stop before doing something I’ll regret.

“I’m fine.” Grabbing my jeans off the floor, I watch her eyes caress my body as she licks her lips.

“You hungry?” It comes out harsh, but fuck, I’m a man, and if she keeps licking her lips…

“Umm, yes, but I should get home. I have to work later.” Her eyes stay fixated on my cock and abs while she twists her hair on top of her head with a rubber band.

“I’d like to take you to breakfast.”

This gets her attention. Her eyes find mine. She frowns and cocks her head, the sun kissing the side of her face just right.

“You’re stunning.” I reach for her. I need to shut the fuck up. After all, I need to cut her loose at breakfast.

She must be my ultimate punishment. I might as well torture myself with her, saturate myself.

A small smile plays on her lips, and I smell peppermint. She must have brushed her teeth.

“Fuck… we’re going to be each other’s downfall.”

I lean down to capture her lips in a kiss that was supposed to satisfy, not make me crave more. I’m about to pull away when her hand reaches for my cock and I know I’m entirely fucked. I try to pull back, but she moves her delicious body closer, and all my good intentions not to fuck her are fading.

“I want to suck your cock.” She almost crawls up to my ear as her excited breath makes me groan. Wrapping my hands in her hair, I pull out the rubber band.

“You can’t say that kind of thing… if you want breakfast.”

She slithers her tits all the way down my chest and drops to her knees as she rubs me through my pants. And I’m done trying to tamp down what little fight I had left.

“Take me out,” I say, my voice gruff.

She smiles and pops my pants button open as she pulls my jeans down, my cock already leaking.

“Oh God.” She inhales, and I can’t help but grin. No man doesn’t like a woman kneeling, admiring his cock. “I’m obsessed with your dick, David.” The “David” is garbled as she goes straight to sucking the tip. Her tongue swirls around my rim. Her hand wraps around my thickness as she does her best to get half of it in her mouth without gagging.

“Jesus,” I hiss, caressing her silky hair as she bobs up and down.

“Yeah… that’s it, my Beautiful. Suck the come out of me.” She pulls back, flashes me a smile, and opens her mouth wide as she hits the back of her throat with my tip.

“Fuck, I’m not going to last long if you keep doing that.” I breathe through my nose. My toes curl as my stomach muscles tighten. She keeps sucking hard as her other hand jacks me off.

“That’s it… You ready?”

She looks up at me, her golden eyes watering as she sucks me hard. My balls tighten and a surge of need takes over. It’s like I’m a dying man and my last desperate wish is to come down her throat. I’m chasing the pleasure so fast that my hand wraps tightly in her hair and I guide her back and forth, breathing deeply.

“Yeah, fuck me, baby…” My body starts to pulse. “Don’t forget to swallow,” I hiss. My cock keeps jetting off in her warm mouth. My eyes narrow as I watch her try to swallow fast enough.

“Jesus Christ,” I grunt, my mind peaceful and at rest. All my demons are gone as I relax for the first time in years. It’ll last a few seconds at most, maybe a minute, but I’ll take it.

Reaching down, I lift her to my mouth as I attack hers. She tastes like bean sprouts and candy and I don’t give a shit. I need her. She’s dangerous but so am I.

“Let’s get some breakfast,” I groan into her mouth. “I’m gonna get cleaned up.”

I walk past her somewhat shocked face to enter the bathroom. I need a shower. I’m covered in our scent of vanilla, spice, and fucking.

I’ll go crazy if I carry that with me all day.

Starting up the shower, I rinse off in cold water. I do this when I need to get my head on straight.

I’m ending this. It can’t happen, never should have started. Maybe in another life—if you believe in that kind of thing. Grabbing my toothbrush, I notice it’s wet, and for some reason that makes me feel good. These little things that give me the slightest bits of peace make me want to bolt the door.

As I brush my teeth, I snicker at the thought: just Charlie and me locked in here for days… fucking. I would fuck her all over the room and in every hole. Fuck. I adjust myself. The thought of her sweet cunt and ass gets me hard again. Anal is a huge amount of trust and I don’t have to ask to know that hole of hers is a virgin. See, this is not a good train of thought considering I’m cutting her loose over pancakes.

Spitting out the toothpaste, I run my fingers through my hair and pull on my jeans. Charlie is sitting on my bed typing away on her phone. She glances up and gives me a shy smile, which makes me feel like shit.

I pull on a navy blue T-shirt, my cut, and motorcycle boots. I hold out my hand and she takes it immediately. Lacing our fingers together, we quietly descend the stairs.

“David?” She pulls back. “There’s a guy sleeping over there.” She points at Blade’s door.

I look toward his room and sure enough, Dewey is slumped over, arms crossed, snoring. “He’s fine,” I whisper as I drag her forward. “He likes to sleep near Eve.”

We pass the game room. It’s crowded with bikers, their loud cursing indicating most haven’t gone to bed yet.

As I swing open the front door, I squint. The summer morning sun is already heating up the yard, and the chrome from our bikes makes me see spots.

“Who’s your friend?”

Charlie screams. We both turn to see Blade. He stands outside smoking on the side porch, sneaking a cigarette since Eve disapproves.

“Oh my God, you scared me.” She breathes out as she digs her nails into my hand.

Blade pushes off the side of the house and walks over, his green eyes taking her in from top to bottom. Fucking dick—he’s trying to intimidate her.

“I wouldn’t be scared of me, pretty girl.” He snorts then looks at me and points with his middle finger. “The man whose cock you wrapped your mouth around should be the one you’re scared of.”

“Excuse me?” Her eyes are huge as she looks at me.

“Charlie, this is Blade, my cousin and our president.”

“You own the diner, right?” He barrels right over, ignoring my introduction as he starts to question her. Again, his eyes scan her body, so I take a breath. He’s testing me. If I engage too much, he’ll know this girl is special and for some reason, I don’t want him knowing anything right now. His eyes narrow as he looks at both of us then shakes his head as a small twitch ghosts his lips.

“I do,” she snips and cocks her head. Her long waterfall of black curls tickles my arm.

“Interesting.” He inhales and flicks his cigarette onto the dirt.

“Let’s go.” I shake my head at him and pull her to my bike. She quickly hops on.

“Here.” I hand her my helmet.

“I need sunglasses. I’ll be right back.”

“Wait.” She twists the huge bag that’s slung over her shoulder and pulls out a pair of aviators.

“What exactly do you have in there? That thing weighs more than you.”

She starts laughing and shakes her head. Somehow, I stand there grinning at her. She’s adorably sexy. Everything about her is perfect. The screen door slams, and she jumps and looks over to where Blade used to be. The game has begun and he has the most to lose. I don’t blame him for being curious about Charlie. After all, we trust no one, not even ourselves.

“Is he always that much of an ass?” She pushes the bag toward her back and pulls her incredible hair into a low bun.

“I don’t remember him acting like that.” She nods at where Blade was standing as she puts the helmet on.

Ignoring her comment I ask, “Where do you want to go for breakfast?” I push aside her hands as I strap on the helmet.

“Anywhere that is not my place.” She smiles and I wonder how it’s possible for someone to be that happy. It’s not like I’m all that nice or even pleasant to be around. Hell, I wouldn’t like me if the tables were reversed. I flip the visor down.

“Hold on tight and move with me,” I say over my shoulder as I adjust myself since my dick seems to stay somewhat hard around her.

The sun is hot as shit already and my leather cut is not helping. Charlie wiggles closer and it feels right. A lifetime ago, all I wanted was to have her on my bike. I was a boy who liked a girl and thought he could have it all.

I was wrong.

I make a right turn and pull into Norm’s. It’s old and retro but has great hangover food, and something tells me Charlie could use it.

I park us next to a crappy red Jeep and help her off the bike. She did much better this time. Granted we were on the bike for no more than five minutes, but she held on and moved with me.

Reaching for my helmet, I help her take it off. I watch as she runs her fingers through her dark tresses. It shines in the sunlight and my heart tightens from looking at her. Reaching down, I lace our fingers as we walk.

I’m not going to ignore what happened this morning. I hold the door open for her and she happily walks in, and I can’t help but admire her. She’s tall and thin and so fucking gorgeous it almost hurts to look at her. I need to tell her I can’t do this. I’m attracted to her, but I’m not ever going to be what she needs.
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“Hi, welcome to Norm’s.” An older woman with a Norm’s waitress outfit and blue-gray hair hands us some menus from the front counter. “Go ahead and sit anywhere.” She gestures as she turns to pour a customer some coffee.

“Thank you.” Charlie takes them and slides into a booth by the window facing the street. She bites her lip. When she frowns, she gets the cutest line between her eyebrows.

“What’s wrong, Beautiful?” I grab one of the menus from her. She leans forward and I almost reach for her neck to kiss her. What the fuck is wrong with me?

“So, I love running my parents’ diner. I’m proud of it.” Her long nails tap the table. “But my biggest fear is… that is going to be me.” She whispers the last part as she looks over her shoulder at the older woman.

“I have a good feeling that’s not going to happen.” I can’t help but grin and reach for her hand while she continues to tap the table.

“No, I’m already showing signs of being like an old maid. Like my mom is way hipper than me.” Her eyes are huge as she nods like I should absolutely get this. And that tightening in my chest makes me rub my necklace almost as if I need it to protect me from her.

I pull my hand away and wish I could smoke in here. I need one.

Looking at the menu, I say, “How do you know that woman is not doing exactly what she wants? That she enjoys getting out and being with people? I mean look at her.” We both peek over at the woman laughing at something someone at the counter said to her.

“Umm… that’s absurd,” she whispers, but her mouth twitches and her frown is gone.

She leans back. “No one should have to wait tables when they are older. It’s so hard on your body and stressful. She’s probably alone with her cats.” She picks up her menu.

“What can I get for you two lovelies?” The older woman smiles. She must be a wine drinker. Her teeth have a slight purple tint.

“Hi, good morning.” Charlie smiles at her cheerfully.

“Good morning.” She chuckles as she pulls out her pad. “You two ready?”

“Yes.” Charlie glances at me. “You’re ready, right?” She eyes me, like the poor woman is going to faint if we don’t order right now.

“Yes.” I can’t help but smile. “Go ahead, Beautiful.”

“You’re a lucky girl. You take care of this one. He’s awfully nice to you and not bad to look at.” The waitress bats her eyes at me. Her weathered hand taps Charlie’s shoulder.

“Yes. He’s very handsome.” She looks at me and grins at the waitress. “I’ll have a spinach and cheddar cheese omelet with French fries in place of hash browns and sourdough toast, please.”

Clearing her throat, the waitress looks at me.

“I’ll take the Bigger Better Breakfast, eggs over medium, and biscuit and gravy. And two coffees.” I slam the menu shut and take Charlie’s, handing them to the waitress.

“Thank you…?”

“Betty, oh Lord.” She winks at me. “If I was thirty-five years younger, I’d scoop you up. Course I would have given you back, seeing how I still can’t decide if I like men or woman.” She laughs at Charlie who can’t hide her shock or the fact that her cheeks are a deep pink.

“I’ll be back with your coffees.” She chuckles all the way to the kitchen.

Charlie sits with her big red puffy lips pursed, reminding me that not more than an hour ago, they were wrapped around my cock. I lean back and smirk at her.

“See, old Betty seems fine.”

“I have no words.” She shakes her head, a smile peeking out. As she puts her napkin on her lap, she thanks the busboy for the water.

“I need a cigarette.” I nod at Betty who waddles up with the coffee.

“Me too,” she grumbles as she pours and sets the plastic carafe on the table.

“Thank you,” Charlie calls after her and waves a hand.

Turning back around, we look at each other, and I take a sip of the hot bitter mud they call coffee. “I want to know what you were doing last night.”

She reaches for her cup and straightens her shoulders.

“I already told you. Playing pool.”

“Did you know that bar is a Disciples bar?” She shakes her head. “Had Kimmie not called, you and Barbie probably would have been raped.” I say this to scare her because she’s not looking at all like she has any remorse.

She sets down her coffee cup with a clank. “Okay, David, I’m not helpless. Trust me, there is no way I’d let that happen.” She raises a brow at me, which pisses me off.

“Why are you hustling? Do you need money?”

Her face gets pinker and she looks down at her purse. “I need to use the restroom.”

I grab her wrist, causing her to gasp and try to jerk away. “We’re having this conversation whether you like it or not.”

“No, I don’t need money. I do need to use the toilet though. Is that all right, boss?” She scoots out of the booth and grabs her purse heading toward the restroom.

“Perfect.” I toss my napkin on the table and reach for my phone. Of course, there are a ton of texts, most from Axel and Blade giving me shit about Charlie.

“Here you go, handsome.” Betty sets down a plate filled with ham, bacon, sausage, and two eggs and another with Charlie’s spinach and cheese omelet, fries, and toast. The biscuits and gravy are on a separate plate.

“Thank you.” I put my phone back into my pocket as Charlie slides back into the booth. Her face looks fresh and her hair is up. She shoots me a saucy stare as I shake my head. This is ridiculous.

“Listen, I’m sorry I was…”

She picks up her napkin. “Rude?”

“It’s not me being rude, it’s me stating the truth.” I start to eat, breaking open my egg yolk so I can dip my sausage in it. I rarely eat this kind of food. Since getting sober, I try to eat organic. I’ve destroyed my body enough. But every now and then, a good greasy spoon can’t be beat.

“All right, but here is the truth, David. You’ve been gone, and somehow I have managed to live.” She takes a sip of water. “I guess I’m not communicating correctly. I do what I want and I do it because I want it. Not because you or anyone else thinks it’s right. I assumed you would know me a little better.” She nibbles on her sourdough toast.

“You want jelly?”

She drops the toast. “And yes, it kind of insults me to think that you believe I’m some sort of”—she waves her hand around—“barfly or something.”

Taking a sip of my coffee, I say, “I have no clue, Charlie. All I know is what I fucking observed.” She glares at me.

“Christ.” I look away. The smile I’m fighting is completely unwarranted.

“I have money if you need it. From what I saw, both of you girls were getting in a bad spot all because you were desperate.”

She snorts and crosses her arms, shaking her head. I’m no longer finding it amusing; now I’m getting pissed all over again.

“I’m dead serious. If I hadn’t shown up, some bad stuff could have gone down. Unless you’re in the club, you can’t understand that the men don’t give two shits about women unless it’s their women and even then, they might not. The club and the brothers always come first. Women are second or third. Fuck, with my old man, my mom and I came dead last. The day he died in a bar fight, I didn’t shed one tear.”

She blinks at me and I inhale. That’s the most honest thing I’ve said in years.

Cocking her head, she uncrosses her arms and leans forward almost touching my finger. “Thank you, but I had it under control.”

We stare at each other as I break away first. Somehow she’s not caving, not letting me get my way, and I fucking hate it.

“I don’t need money. Cindy does. All I wanted to do was get out, have a drink, and play pool.” Her eyes swim with tears making them look like big nuggets of gold. “I wanted to forget that you fucked me on a car and didn’t even want to stop by and see me again.”

“Fine.” I can’t have her bursting into tears already when I haven’t even gotten to the part where I tell her that I’m not available.

“Christ.” I scrub my hands up and down my face.

She grabs her fork and starts eating. I’m almost done, so I drink more coffee.

“We need to talk about this morning.”

Her head pops up. “Oh God.” She sets down her fork. Her eyes still look a little watery, but her tears evaporate instantly.

“I’m not going to lie to you.” I search her face, trying to judge if this is the right tactic.

“O-kay.” She reaches for her coffee and frowns as she tastes it. “Is yours cold too?”

“Yes, but it’s fine.” I push my plate away to rest my elbows on the table. “I have this… connection with you, always have.”

She spills coffee onto the table. “Shit.” She stands and reaches for the napkins on the side of the table.

“Charlie…” I gently take the coffee carafe. “Sit down, babe.”

She drops down into her chair, soaking up the coffee with the napkin as she whispers, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I grin at her. She’s completely adorable, which is absurd considering the way she looks. But there’s an innocence, a true goodness, that I have always wanted to be near. I frown at where my thoughts are traveling.

“Charlie?”

“Yes?”

Time stops. I want this woman. She makes me feel good, so saying what I’m about to is fucking with my mind.

All of this want is an impossibility and I need to end it. Yet her eyes hold so much emotion and hope I reach for her hand.

“What do you want? And I’ll let you know what I’m capable of.”

She sits back and looks at me as we connect. “You. I want you. I have always wanted you.”

Fuck me, she did it. I bring her pretty fingers to my lips as I tell her the truth. “I can’t be with you or anyone else ever. I’m fucked up.”

She tries to pull away, but I hold her hand tight. Her lips open as she takes a breath.

“Listen to me. I can’t do this. My reality is not yours. I’m here for one thing, and that is what drives me.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t believe that.”

“Beautiful, by the end of this year, there’s a good chance I’ll be dead or in jail. No matter which way it goes, that makes me unavailable.”

This time she does pull her hand away and gazes out the window, her eyes shiny with tears.

“It’s because you feel responsible, right?”

“It’s more than that.” My voice sounds dry, almost bored. This is going in a bad direction. “I can’t give you anything but sex. That’s not fair to you.”

I reach for my wallet and pull out some cash.

“I need to check my phone. It’s going off.”

Her eyes dart to mine then the phone, and she looks out the window again.

First text: Blade: Your boyfriend is here.

Second: Axel is giving him shit.

Third: He has a suitcase with him.

Fourth: I’d stop fucking the bunny and get back.

“Fuck.” I look over at her as she frowns.

“Charlie, I need to go. This right now is why you and I can’t go anywhere. I belong to the club. That’s where I started and that’s where I’ll end.” Standing up, I reach for my keys. “Let’s go.”

She looks up, her one finger tracing the rim of the coffee cup. “You go. I’m going to finish my breakfast and take an Uber to my apartment.”

“I want to take you home.”

“And I want to finish my breakfast.” Her big eyes look almost angry. “Go, David. I have my own shit to take care of. I have a business to run. You’re not the only one who lives and breathes on this planet.” She reaches into her purse for her phone, dismissing me.

Hesitating, I want to say more. We’ve left so many things unsaid. But I need to get back. Reed is at the clubhouse. That in itself can go two ways. From the last text, it sounds as though it’s going badly. Reed has one of the worst tempers I’ve ever seen. So, Blade and Axel calling him my boyfriend to fuck with him… Also if Reed’s there, he has information.

My phone buzzes again. It sounds like an alarm even though there are plenty of noises in the diner.

Blade: Do you want me to take care of this?

“I don’t have time to argue. Let me drop you off.” I say all this as I text Blade back.

Me: On my way. Don’t mess with Saddington. Remember, we need him.

Not that it’s going to do any good. If Blade is feeling like an ass, all of the Disciples will follow. Whatever. Reed can hold his own.

“No. We both have stuff to do, so go do it.” Grabbing a new napkin, she places it on her lap and continues eating while she stares straight ahead.

Somehow this aggravates me when it should make me relieved. But I don’t have time to make demands, so I reach over her and grab my helmet, our faces inches apart.

“See you around, Charlie.” Her smell invades my nostrils as I lean into her neck to take one last breath.

“Be good.”

“You too,” she snips again, causing me to pause inches from those fucking lips I’d love to bite and suck.

She tilts her head giving me a challenging smirk.

And because I can’t not, it’s physically impossible for me not to lower my head for a deep, hard kiss. She moans into my mouth as my tongue tastes hers. Pulling back, I’m at least satisfied to see her look dazed rather than smug.

Before she can respond, I’m out the door and on my bike, heading toward the clubhouse. Wondering why I feel lost already.
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DAVID/POET

 

I burst into the conference room thankful I have my knife on me. What I see is not what I expect.

Reed is sitting next to Blade. A bottle of Jack Daniels sits open, half gone.

Axel is eating peanuts, laughing next to them while Ryder is on his phone. They all look over at me.

“What the fuck?” I scan their faces.

Reed raises a dark brow at me, and if I wasn’t so relieved no one put a bullet in his head, I’d probably be more sociable.

He frowns as his green eyes bore into mine. “You okay, man?” He stands up. He’s dressed in faded dark jeans and some stupid designer T-shirt.

I should have known Reed Saddington would be fine. No matter what, he always lands on his feet.

“No, I’m not okay.” I pull my hands through my hair. “I fucking put my life at risk driving like a maniac so no one would fuck with you.”

The whole room explodes with laughter. I scowl at all of them.

“Fuck you, guys.”

Pulling out a chair, I collapse into it, kind of pissed I left Charlie at the diner, and here they all sit getting fucked up as Ryder orders pizza.

“Poet, we had no idea Saddington was like this. We really thought you sucked his cock.” Blade looks at me deadpan, then hits the table with his palm.

“The fuck?” Reed turns to Blade and throws his head back to laugh.

“It’s no big deal. Have another shot.”

I look around and the Disciples are milling around thinking that we are having Church, but with Reed here, that can’t happen.

“No Church today, brothers. Officers meeting only.” Blade stands up and pulls out his knife and stabs it into the wooden conference table. There’s a murmur of grumbles as the old-timers get up. The younger brothers all shuffle out.

“Prez?”

We turn to stare at Lucky, a huge frown on his face. Lucky gets a lot of respect seeing as he stepped up and made sure the club didn’t go down when we got blown up. He stands tall and strong even though he’s got to be pushing midsixties.

“Permission to speak?”

Blade pours himself another shot not looking at him or the guys standing behind him.

“Speak, Lucky.” He pushes the shot to Reed and takes a long swig from the bottle.

Lucky’s eyes dart around all of us landing on me then Reed.

“I don’t like this. We’re supposed to have Church. Now you have some kind of secret meeting with officers only. What kind of shit is that?” The other Disciples stand behind him, murmuring.

“You hiding something, Prez? ’Cause last I checked, we’re a fucking family and now we got this pretty boy in our sacred room.” He motions at Reed who leans back in his chair and crosses his arms.

The room is silent besides the hum of the Budweiser sign. Blade looks over at Reed, then at me, and smiles.

Motioning with his hand, he says, “Lucky, out of respect to you… if you want to stay, you can.” He points with the Jack Daniels bottle for the rest to leave. “All others out.”

Lucky pulls out a seat, lights up a cigarette, and glares at Reed.

“Why the fuck is he here? See this shit”—he points at all of us with his weathered hand, his fingers stained yellow—“this shit is wrong. We don’t have secrets and this looks like secrets.”

Ryder leans his large hands on the table and sort of growls out, “You want to step outside, Lucky? I’ll go easy on you since you’re already halfway into your grave.”

Lucky inhales his cancer stick and shakes his head. The wrinkles in his face are like deep craters.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Nah, I’m gonna sit here and figure out what’s going on.”

“Lucky, you’re here out of respect. You’re no longer part of my old man’s officers. So, shut the fuck up, or I’ll throw your ass out.”

Blade stands up and reaches for the briefcase. It makes a loud scratching noise as it’s dragged across the wooden table.

I look over at Reed who leans forward, his elbows resting on the table, eyes focused on his shot glass like it’s the most interesting thing alive. He’s done, and Blade’s right. Lucky needs to shut the fuck up or Ryder will enforce.

Blade puts the briefcase in front of Reed who uses his thumbprint to open it, revealing a file and enormous amounts of cash.

“I have the means and the ability with my family connections to get most anything. I had one of my father’s guys get ahold of this file from the FBI.” He tosses it to me. “I hope you find your answers, brother.” His green eyes look sincere.

“Any other information I gain will be passed on. The cash…” He dumps it all out on the table and bundles of stacks of hundreds tumble to the floor. “This is a gift. David saved my life, gave me the shirt off his back. I will help him in any way I can. Those pieces of shit who wronged this club and killed your loved ones… Buy what you need and take them down.” He looks at the room and I swear to God, give Reed ten more years and he’ll be running for president.

“Je-sus that’s a lot of money.” Edge picks up one pile and fans through it.

“This is crazy.” Lucky’s eyes look wild. “You’re not seriously thinking about putting us into a war, are you?” He stands up and flicks his cigarette on the money. “I may be old, but I was there when this went down,” he says. “It was bloody. Fuck, we barely made it. And now the club is thriving.”

He looks at Blade. “You should be proud, son. You made this club what your father and brother never understood. But you start chasing ghosts and God fucking help you.” Turning, he grabs his sunglasses as he slams open the door.

“Reed?” Blade stands. “I know we gave you shit. But this”—he picks up a wad of cash—“this can get us what we need. You’re always welcome.”

Reed looks at all my brothers and nods. “There’s more if you need it.” Ryder whistles as he drops to his seat. Reaching for his laptop he starts organizing the wads of cash. Edge just sits and drinks from the bottle.

Axel is leaning on the table quietly looking through the beige folder. “Reed? Before you go, man… are you sure this is correct?” He lifts up the file, his blue eyes aimed at both of us.

A slither of dread goes down my spine, causing the hair on my arms to stand up.

“That’s straight from the FBI.” Reed nods.

Axel tosses it to Edge. “I was in Afghanistan with Blade. You need to go through this and figure out who’s the rat. Because someone set us up.”

The room is still, almost like the traitor might come in and start gunning us down as we look around at one another.

Here’s the truth. As much as we want to believe it, someone in our family betrayed, sold, or gave away our secrets, then tried to take all the main people out.

“Let me see the goddamn folder,” Blade grits out. “And Ryder, fucking turn up the air.”

He rips the file out of Axel’s hand. Not that I blame him—all this falls on his shoulders.

“Easy, Prez. There’s a lot of shit in here.”

They look at each other and for a moment, I feel like the outsider. I’m still the kid who was always eating lunch alone.

I came back to my club, family, to get revenge and maybe justice. Yet right now, I’m someone who can’t even remember that day straight.

My head pounds as the mental pictures flash through my mind. Mostly, I recall thick, pungent smoke—the kind that burns down your lungs in a second and you know that black soot will never leave.

Sweating, I reach for my charm to calm me. The cool metal makes me breathe and forces my mind to function.

“David? Walk me out, man.”

“Poet, tell Amy to get us some coffee. The pizza should be here any moment,” Blade barks at me as I turn to leave.

Which is a joke unless I happen to run into her. I’m not his bitch.

“You look a little shaken.”

My eyes dart to Reed’s as I stop to rub my neck. It cracks with tension. My insides are turning inside out. It’s revenge, so close I can almost taste it. My arms tingle as adrenaline pumps through my bloodstream.

“What’s in that file?” I ask.

“Everything but the actual rat. There’s a name of a kid whose dad was high up in Satan’s Seeds. I think he drove his bike off a cliff. Anyway, he’s been feeding the FBI information for about six months. He needs money. Start with him.” He heads for the porch stairs.

“How was your honeymoon?” I’m a selfish dick for not even asking until now.

He turns. “Why did you never tell me about Tabatha? With all the shit I unloaded on you, you never once mentioned her.”

If he wanted to gut punch me, I think I would have liked it better. A large lump forms in my throat and I have to swallow a couple of times before I say, “I don’t talk about her.”

His green eyes are serious. “We shared a lot of time and we respected each other’s pasts and pain, but this… I wish you would have said something.”

“I just… I couldn’t forgive myself, and I wasn’t in any condition to do anything about it. So I guess I figured, what’s the point?”

“You figured what’s the point?” he says slowly. “It’s not my place to judge. I’m your best friend, not your parent. Take a long look at that file. Use the money and make everyone suffer. The way I see it, we all need to atone.”

Atone.

I look at Reed; he looks back. “Leave it to you to just get it. I’ll take care of it,” I say. “The rat dies.”

“And if you need me, call. You’re looking a little ready to go off.”

“There’s a lot of shit going on, but I’m fine.”

We stop at his filthy Ferrari. It’s covered in dust from lack of use and all our bikes kicking up dirt.

He looks from me to his half-million-dollar vehicle. “Really?” He shakes his head at me.

The sun is beating down on us. “Christ, man… I’m sorry. I meant to bring it back way earlier. Let me get the keys.”

“I don’t need them.” He touches the door handle and it snaps to life. Reed slides inside.

“Sometimes we need to remember that we do have people who care. You did that for me, David. You saved my life. Don’t make me not be able to return the favor.” I stare at him. He knows I’m a loose cannon.

He starts up the Ferrari and shuts the door. “Things get too fucked up here, you know where we are.”

I nod as he takes off, the Ferrari like a slick panther gliding across the long driveway.

Lifting my face to the sun, I let its warmth bleed into me, burn my mind into focusing on the task, not the demons that want to bring me down.

Atone. He’s right. We all need to. Reed’s people found something, and it’s time I got started.
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CHARLIE

 

“Jesus.” Cindy looks up from the computer as I walk in. After David left me at the diner, I took an Uber to my apartment, so I could at least take a shower, then decided to take a little more time with hair and makeup.

I’m wearing some cute clothes today—a pink sheer shirt with a black bra and a pair of black skinny jeans. I wanted to wear heeled boots too, but the reality set in: I’ll be limping like an idiot and crying in two hours.

“Cindy, do you know if Charlize ordered more tomatoes? Or is she planning to go to the farmers market tomo—” My mom stops dead in her tracks, causing poor Raphael, our busboy, to collide with her from behind.

“So sorry, Mrs. A.,” he mumbles as he walks around her.

“I know, she’s glowing.” Cindy waves her hand in front of her mouth as if she ate something spicy.

“Oh my God. Who is he? And you have my permission to marry him.”

My mom falls right into Cindy’s dramatics and their eyes fill with tears while they scrutinize me.

“You two are crazy.” I sashay over to them as my mom grabs me for a tight hug.

“My prayers are answered.”

“Mom, you’re not religious.” I stand stiffly. They haven’t even given me a chance to put my bag down. “You’re being absurd.” I try to pull back, but her knowing blue eyes scan my face.

“I haven’t seen you look like this ever.” She grabs my arm and drags me around the counter where Cindy stands with a stupid smirk.

“Trust me, it’s nobody. I just put some makeup on and Cindy and I got our hair cut.” I toss my giant Marc Jacobs bag under the counter.

“She’s lying. Yesterday, we had girls’ day at the salon, and then we played pool. Charlie got drunk and a hot fucking biker saved her.”

My mom’s eyes were going back and forth between Cindy and me, a huge smile on her glossed-up lips until Cindy said that magic word.

“Wait… a biker?” She holds up her hands as if that can freeze time. “That’s a joke, right?”

“Um… I need to go to the ladies’ room.” Cindy literally runs away. I almost grab her arm because if I have to hear it, so should she. After all, she started it.

Sighing, I look my mom right in the eye and raise a brow. I dare her to say anything. I’m fucking twenty-six and her choices in men are so bad she can’t possibly think to lecture. I lean down to put my keys and sunglasses into my purse.

“What part about us getting our hair done or me playing pool and having a couple of cocktails is making you think it’s a joke?”

“Please God.” Mom slaps the counter. “Please tell me this is not what I think.”

She looks around the restaurant as if she’s paranoid about being heard and starts whispering, “I heard he was back in town, but I thought to myself, there is no way.” She’s becoming animated and customers sitting at the counter turn to look at us.

“Calm down. I have no idea what you’re even talking about.” My voice is low and calm, but she’s far from it and her whole chest flushes as she breathes rapidly.

“Cindy dragged me out last night to play pool. It turned out to be a little rougher place than we’re used to. So, a nice man helped us leave.”

I have to turn away and pretend that I’m engrossed in the pile of mail sitting in the corner. If I look at her, she’ll know I’m lying. It’s hard not to smirk at my “nice man” comment and I have to bite my bottom lip hard.

“Holy God.” She massages her temples. “How can this be happening? I warned you years ago he was bad. My God. How is this possible? He just got into town.” Her hands drop dramatically.

“Mom, I’m a grown woman,” I remind her, even though the things she’s upset about with David are 99 percent true.

“And… he’s my mistake to make.” I look at her. “Yes, he’s damaged and unavailable, but that makes me want him more. Deep down, he needs me.” I put my hand on my heart as she looks like she needs a glass of water, or maybe wine.

“You are so wrong. He’ll break your heart and leave.” Her bitterness over my dad doing that very thing taints her.

“Look, after he left, I was honest with myself. We can’t help who we are attracted to or who we need to be with. It’s like breathing air. I have to have it. And now that I have had a taste of this man, I want him. It’s not that difficult, Mom. I always have.”

She opens her mouth to say something and by her look, I can tell she wants to give me the mom lecture, so I stop her before she starts.

“Please, Mom.” I hold up a hand and smile. “You can’t seriously be thinking about giving me a lecture. You’re the worst judge of men. And even if you are right and he does break my heart, it’s my heart, not yours.”

“No. You’re my daughter, and I’m telling you nothing good can come from him.”

Thankfully a bunch of college kids enter the diner.

“I don’t want to fight. Frankly I have no idea if I’m ever going to see him again. But you need to wrap your mind around the fact that I like how I feel when I’m with him. Other than that—”

Her eyes narrow on mine. “Don’t do this, Charlize. Anyone but him. He was bad before. I can’t imagine he’s gotten better.”

“He hasn’t,” I call over my shoulder, grabbing a stack of menus. “But trust me—he needs me.”

She stares at me like I’m some sort of unusual species and grabs her phone. I’m sure she’s calling my dad, which is hilarious because he’s in Romania filming a low-budget movie. What she thinks he can do is anyone’s guess.

For whatever reason, we have a busy early dinner crowd, so I don’t get a chance to talk to her again and I feel a little guilty as she touches my arm on her way out.

“I only want you to be happy.”

“I know.” I reach for a stack of pancakes and a club sandwich. “But I’m not stupid. Give me a little credit.”

She nods, though her eyes look sad. It’s obvious she still thinks I’m doomed.

“Okay, I’ll be nothing but supportive.” She smiles as I turn toward the door preparing to kick it open since my hands are loaded with plates. “Until that asshole breaks your heart. Then I’ll make sure he goes to jail.”

“Mom.” I stop and roll my eyes at her as she laughs and holds the door open for me.

“It’s true,” she sings it as I pass her.

The guy she’s dating with ridiculous white teeth is waiting for her at the door as usual. She cuddles up to him as I try not to roll my eyes again. She has to accept my choices the same as I have to accept hers. And I don’t trust that guy. Besides the unnaturally white teeth, with those clothes, it looks like he raids his hip son’s closet.

Four hours later, my feet are tired, and I’m locking the front door and happily turning on the pink neon CLOSED sign. Clad in a short skirt and high-heeled boots, Cindy stands with her hands on her hips, blocking the way to the office.

I swear I don’t know how she does it. She and my mom can go all day and night in the most uncomfortable outfits using the excuse that beauty is painful.

“We need to talk.”

Ignoring her, I look around the half-dark diner. It smells of bleach and the disinfectant the cleaning staff uses to clean the kitchen. I nod and wave at Manuel, Raphael, and Jorge as they exit out back.

“Thanks, guys. See you tomorrow.” They wave back as the heavy emergency exit door slams shut. I head to the register to get the rest of the cash, which I’ll slip into the safe, and prepare to head home myself.

“Charlize, your mom is gone. My vagina is on fire, but I’m sticking around because I want details.” She follows me and leans over the counter.

“Did you just say your vagina is on fire?” I slam the registers shut and power off the computers.

She waves her hand. “Long story. First you.”

I toss the cash in a red bag with a zipper, the coins in a blue one, then go straight for the office and the safe.

She flips on the lights and flops down into one of the chairs, putting her tip money into her small purse.

“I want the truth. Does he fuck as good as he looks?” As I turn to her, I drop the coin bag and pick it up.

“God, Cindy.” I can’t help but shake my head. “How do you know I fucked him?”

“Because I’m not stupid.” She tries to cross her legs then grimaces. “I fucked his friend and I think he gave me a bladder infection.”

Again, the bag falls to the ground as I do a double take. I give up trying to open the safe and turn to look at her, my mouth hanging open.

“You fucked the giant biker?” I stare at her and the mental image of the two makes me blurt out, “How did you not get crushed? He was huge.”

She laughs. “Yeah, he’s a big boy in all the right places.”

I blink at her and she starts laughing again, then jumps up and grabs a bottle of water from our small refrigerator in the back. I kneel and focus on the task of opening our safe.

“It was amazing. I have never fucked a guy that perfect. Like his arms are like this.” She holds up both hands super wide. “And his penis is like this.” She measures a good size. Not as big as David’s but close.

She sips the water and stares blankly at the wall. “It’s my own fault. He wanted anal and I said yes, and now I can feel the infection coming on.”

I slam the safe shut. “Wait… you had anal with the biker?” I whisper.

“Yes,” she whispers back then giggles and groans. “It hurts.”

“You need to see your gyno. Tomorrow.” Looking around the office to make sure everything is done, I grab my purse.

“It was so worth it. Ryder rocked my world. I came more in one night than I have in years.” She opens up the bottle of water and starts to guzzle it. “But I hate the infection part.” She points the water bottle at me as she swallows. “Now get into details.”

“I didn’t do anal.”

“You ever try anal?” She takes another sip of water.

“Nooo, I would never.” I wouldn’t. Among the few boyfriends I’ve had, none of them mentioned it, so it was a nonissue.

“If I wasn’t in pain, I would laugh at your face. It’s so good if the guy knows what he’s doing.” She finishes the water and tosses it into the trash can.

“Um, I think I’m good. I hate infections so—”

“Oh, stop it. I should have taken a shower afterward, but he’s like a fuck machine. So we stayed up all night doing the nasty, and that man is nasty. Next time, I’ll clean up before we carry on.” She says all this as if we are talking about makeup or our favorite color. With a nod, I turn off the light.

“That hot biker guy should be your first. I bet he’s good at it,” she whispers as she passes so that I can lock the office door.

“Cindy! I’m not going to have anal—ever. Look at you.” I point at her crotch.

She shrugs. “It’s not that big of a deal. I’ll go home, drink some wine, and pass out. And get some medicine in the morning.” She looks down at her phone then at me. “Okay, my Lyft is here.”

I set the alarm as we both walk out. “I just… I mean, how did this happen? I saw you leave.”

She waves a hand as she walks up to the Lyft driver. “Long story, and I’m in pain. I need liquor. Ryder dropped me off on his bike this morning.”

The evening is warm but less than it has been. Maybe it’s starting to cool off a bit.

“See you tomorrow,” she says as she gets into the car.

“Go to the doctor,” I yell at her and shake my head. The car peels out of the empty driveway.

It’s pitch black. The stupid streetlight still hasn’t been fixed, and since it’s late, the traffic on the street is minimal. I do this every night and the hairs on the back of my neck never stand up. But I feel him. I turn in time for a strong hand to cover my mouth and a rock-hard body to almost knock the breath out of me. Terror makes me instantly fight.

“I ought to fucking spank the shit out of you. What the hell are you thinking being out here all alone?” I sag back into his arms. It’s not a murderer: it’s David.
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DAVID/POET

 

I’m beyond pissed. It’s like a ringing has replaced all sound as I try to process what is wrong with Charlie.

I shake her and her head snaps back, but she’s smiling. Tears run down her exquisite face and again, it dawns on me that she likes to be scared or, at least, she likes the adrenaline.

“What the fuck are you thinking?” I hiss, my cock hardening at the sight of her wide-eyed stare and trembling lips. I don’t even know why I’m here. Well, that’s a lie—I do know. I’m an addict. I substitute one addiction for the next: drugs, booze, sex… it doesn’t matter. Anything to keep the monsters at bay.

She does that. Today, after Reed left, we had Church and I listened to everyone bitch about stupid shit.

Ryder had to escort two different brothers outside to settle it with fists. Lucky ran his mouth. It’s amazing no one stabbed each other.

And through it all, she called to me, that little bit of light that can give me peace. So instead of having one of the club’s bunnies take care of me, I got on my bike to ride, clear my head. But I didn’t. I came straight to her.

Every addict has some sort of substitution. Mine was drugs, booze, sex, cigarettes, and working out. But this is more powerful. It’s like I can’t stay away. I need her to give me a fix. Even if it’s for an hour, I’ll take it.

“You scared me,” she croaks as I shake her again.

“How the fuck can you be so stupid? Jesus Christ, last night you could have been gang-raped and tonight I find you alone at one a.m. in the morning locking up?”

I’m already on edge. Anything could set me off.

“David.” She reaches up and touches my cheek. “You’re right. I won’t let it happen again.”

It’s like she’s singed me, yet I let her caress my face with her warm hands, her beautiful golden eyes telling me things that I know I’ll use to hurt her.

“I need to go.” I grab her wrist and toss it away.

“I live down the street…”

“This was a mistake.” I turn toward my bike. “Get in your car and get your skinny ass home.”

“Wait.” She runs after me.

I turn, my agony ready to spill out of me. Not trusting myself to speak, I grab her arms tight, almost punishingly.

“You don’t want me, Beautiful. Trust me on this. You need to run and hope I never come back.”

Her eyes fill with tears as her nails dig into my arm. “I’m strong enough to take that chance. You need me, David, and I need you. Always have. Stay with me tonight.”

Her voice is so fucking sexy; her smell is intoxicating. But in truth, this one makes me bleed and that’s not something that can happen. I can sense it though as all my anxiety and worries slide off me. It’s unfair to give them to her. She says she wants them… She can’t possibly want the real me. If there is a real me.

The night air is crowded with city noises as we look at each other. She’s truly exquisite, and I want her. I want to tell her that I need her goodness and light. My days are filled with revenge and my nights with demons.

She must see something that makes her take my hand until we’re standing in front of my bike.

“It’s two stoplights to the right.”

She doesn’t wait for my reply and puts my helmet on, wrapping her long legs around my golden Harley.

Only for tonight, I reason, knowing my addiction is becoming my new hope. It guides me through the day, but the nights…

Her apartment is dark. She doesn’t turn on the lights as she steers me through a large room and straight to what I’m guessing is her bedroom.

I’m done letting her lead though. Lifting her up, I toss her on the bed. She squeals as I hear her shoes thump on the floor.

While I jerk off my cut and T-shirt and unbutton my pants, my eyes adjust to the darkness. Darkness, it wraps around us like a blanket. I love the dark. It makes my cock harden. Her excited breaths fill the room.

“Do you want me to turn on the lights?”

She tosses of her shirt and wiggles off her jeans panting like she’s on a treadmill. Cocking her head, she waits a moment and lies back, her naked body teasing me.

She’s exquisite, like an ethereal ghost. Except I can reach out and touch her. She’s real and I want her more than I’ve wanted anyone.

“No,” I rasp.

Her breathing picks up, which is a tell-tale sign. She enjoys not seeing what’s next, and I get off on knowing she likes the same things I do. I kick off my jeans and toss them to the carpet. They land with a clank of change and the knife I keep in my pockets.

“David…” Her voice is excited if not a little scared. I would be if I was her. I’ve given her no real reason to trust me.

“You scared?” I stop at the foot of the bed. The inky blackness hides all our pain as I feast on her porcelain skin.

“No,” she pants or maybe moans.

“Maybe you should be.” I push her back and climb on top of her.

“Oh God,” she groans and I can smell her excitement. Her sweet-smelling cunt is like candy that I can’t wait to taste.

I’m mostly fucking with her. Fear… there’s nothing better when fucking. It puts your body into flight mode, but with the right partner, it can be a rush.

“You said that you got me, that you’re strong enough for both of us.” I lean over to whisper in her ear. “We’ll see if you feel the same in the morning.”

I stick my tongue in her ear then bite the lobe.

“Ow,” she whimpers as she impatiently rubs her wet pussy on my cock.

I sit up and she reaches for my dick. “You’re not in charge, Charlie. Save your energy. You’re going to need it.” I say all this as I flip her around, slapping that incredible ass of hers.

“Oh my God,” she whispers as goose bumps pebble her skin.

“Yeah, that’s it.” I rub her ass. “You cold?”

“No,” she puffs out as I lower my warm body onto hers, my thick cock almost pulsing with need to enter her wet, heavenly cunt. I rub my dick up and down her ass as her breathing becomes shallow and fast.

“You ever been fucked here?” I reach down in between her legs, my knees opening them as she starts to go stiff. I dip into her slick wetness and go straight for her ass.

“Wait. David, wait.” She tries to turn.

My arm goes out to hold the back of her neck so that she can’t move.

Her fingers clutch the sheets. “I’m not sure I want to do that.”

I smile. She’s so fucking perfect. Even her little rosette hole is perfect. I massage it, making small circles.

“I thought you said you weren’t scared.” I let go of the back of her neck as my thumb slowly, gently penetrates her.

“David,” she whispers.

“Shhh… be a good girl and I’ll take you to a place you’ve only imagined. You’ll see stars.” My hand caresses her incredible back up and down as my thumb eases in a bit more. Then I pull it out and draw her up on all fours.

Her moans fill the room as I back up and start to lick her juicy cunt from behind. Sucking on her plump clit, I watch her hard nails scratch the sheets like a cat does to a post.

“Yes… oh fuck, David.” She spreads her knees open wider as she backs into my mouth lowering her head to her hands.

“You like me eating this pussy, don’t you?”

“Don’t stop,” she pants, her body almost trembling with a pent-up need to come.

“I’m not going to stop. I’m gonna fuck this tight hole tonight. Next time, think twice before begging a monster to stay the night with you.”

Both of us are panting. Self-control is not my strong suit. Her breathy moans stop.

She turns her head so that her pale beauty almost makes me hesitate. Yet I lean down and lick her tiny hole, my other fingers going straight into her tight cunt. In seconds, she orgasms.

“Holy shit… I’m coming…” Her body shakes as I keep licking her tiny hole, her pussy pulsing and clenching on my fingers.

“Yes,” she screams as I keep finger fucking her. “Yes… you can fuck my ass.” She drops her head as if she can’t believe she said it.

I smile and stand, grabbing her hips like the demon I am. She’s breathing heavily, her body covered in a light sweat.

“Just relax.” I grab my leaking cock and do a couple of rubs up and down her ass.

“David…” She’s terrified, and I can’t help but smile. Bringing her to this point does something to me.

“Breathe.” Before she can obey, I spread open her ass cheeks and with one rough thrust, I’m in straight fucking heaven.

She screams, and it’s better than any drug or alcohol. This woman’s cunt was made for me.

“You, asshole, you scared me,” she hisses and turns, but I slap her ass and slide my hand down her spine to her neck as I go as deep as I can and stay there. Cocooned in sweet bliss, a wave of contentment and connection makes me close my eyes. I shouldn’t want her this much, but her complete faith and trust in me is something I’ve never had. I must need it desperately if my lack of ability to stay away from her is any indication.

“Come on, Beautiful,” I say. “You didn’t think I was going to fuck your ass, did you?” I pump myself inside her; it’s hard and deep. “Tonight?”

“I… oh God.”

“Yeah, you’d like it though,” I grunt as I let her take all my pain away. It’s only us, our smell, our sounds, our bodies slapping against each other. She moans and I want to jet off inside her, but the thought of this pleasure being over makes me breathe through my nose.

“Fuck… I need this.” I pull out and flip her on her back as I spread her legs wide, entering her in one deep thrust. Her moans are loud, feral. She reaches for my chest. Long nails sink into me, and the sting makes my balls tighten and my cock grow bigger.

“I’m so fucking close.” I lean over and claim her stunning lips at last. She opens and our tongues seem as frantic as our thrusting bodies.

“I’m going to come.” She arches her body up and freezes for a second, her pussy latching onto my dick. Her body tightens as she screams my name. It’s the most intense orgasm I’ve ever been a part of. Her clenched fists pound my chest as she lets go.

“Yeah… Beautiful you just keep coming.” Her pussy sucks the come right out of my cock and I jerk, feeling my release down to my toes.

I lay my forehead on the pillow and kiss her neck, trying to steady my breath.

I don’t want to move. I want to stay inside her, let my cock harden again, and fuck her all night.

That thought makes me pull out. What the fuck am I doing? Have I completely lost my mind?

The fact that I told her this morning I can only give her sex, and she begs me to stay the night and will let me do anything to her—it’s wrong.

I’m beyond redeemable.

For Christ’s sake, I fucked my best friend’s wife while we both went down the rabbit hole on heroin and any other drug we could get our hands on.

Her sweet candy breath blows lightly on the side of my shoulder, almost as if she’s some sort of mind reader and is letting me purge my demons before she speaks.

“Don’t trust me, Charlie,” I say, turning my head to see her. “You shouldn’t bring strangers home. What the fuck were you thinking? I could have hurt you. You don’t just agree to have anal sex.”

I throw my arm over my eyes, rubbing my cock with my other hand. It’s slick with her juices and getting hard, which pisses me off.

She’s silent, but I sense her laser-like stare. I lift my arm to look at her face. The room is dark, yet I can see every fucking emotion. Her long hair spills across the pillow.

“I trust you. And you’re not a stranger. I know you.” Her raspy voice is strong.

“Christ.” I turn toward her. “You believe that, don’t you?” I reach for her silky hair because I’m addicted, and before I destroy her, I need one small fix.

“Beautiful, I have been all over the world, lived in the best and worst places. Tried almost everything, and I can honestly tell you I’m not a good person.”

I wrap my hand tight around her inky tresses, bringing her lips to mine as I steal her very breath.

“I’m here for revenge. I want to get the sick fucks who blew up my family and avenge my daughter.” I stand and reach for my jeans.

“David.” She sits up, her incredible tits on display. “You’re wrong. I see you. You may want revenge, but can’t you have both?”

She raises herself on her knees. I almost do the unthinkable and throw her back onto the bed and fuck her again, but instead, I feel around for my shirt and cut. My knife shines and it’s easy to locate.

“You deserve to be happy. You’re worth it.” Her words do nothing to me. Because I don’t and I know it.

“It doesn’t matter.” I find my leather cut and tee. Slipping them on, I turn. “I told you to run. You refused, so I’ll do the right thing and remove myself from this situation.” I run my hands through my hair.

“I’m not scared.” She lies back down in the bed. I grit my teeth so loud I’m sure she can hear it.

“You’ll be back.” She reaches for the slightly wrinkled sheet at the end of the bed.

“Just turn the lock on the handle on your way out.” She snuggles in deeper.

I almost start laughing. If this was happening to anyone else, I would. She curls up like a goddamn kitten. The white sheet covers half her body; the other half’s still visible in the darkness. I’m tempted to switch on the lights to see what she’ll do. Scrubbing my hands up and down my face, I fight the urge to crawl back into bed with her, lock the doors, and never leave.

Instead I turn and don’t look back.
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CHARLIE

 

I blink my eyes open and close them. Sighing into the soft pillow, I can still smell him: a combination of spice and smoke.

Even knowing he’s gone, I still feel around for him. Dragging myself to a sitting position, I assess my life. As I reach toward the nightstand for the phone, I realize it’s in my purse and the battery’s probably dead. My face heats up as I think about what we did last night. I was scared and turned on at the same time.

“Oh my God.” Horrified, I cover my face. He brought me to the brink. I actually said yes. And it was all just to scare me, I think.

Dropping my hands, I pull my hair up into a messy bun. I should be pissed, right? Who does that? Apparently David, and what’s worse is I love it.

“God, I’m a freak,” I groan, wanting to lie back and hide under the covers. I stretch my sore muscles, which I’m not used to using.

I need to start doing yoga again. David’s cock is giant-sized and my poor vagina has a pulse and my legs are shaky this morning. Again, my mind drifts to last night and his huge cock.

Looking around the dark room, I wonder what time it is. My hand drifts below as I consider masturbating, but I’m throbbing already, and it’s probably a bad idea.

Tossing off the sheets, I make my way to the kitchen and start a pot of coffee. I grab my purse from the counter and plug in the phone. After opening the curtains, I fluff a couple of throw pillows on the couch and head to the bathroom. I’m kind of a neat freak and maybe a little OCD, meaning I like things a certain way.

Flipping on the light, I lean over the sink to take a good look at myself in the mirror.

My lips are swollen and red; my eyes are bright. My left cheek is pink and has a slight rash from his stubble. Leaning back, I pull my hair down and smile, then close my eyes, chastising myself. What am I doing?

I’m filled with happiness and excitement, and I have no reason to be.

He wasn’t very nice.

He doesn’t want a relationship and he’s fucked up.

Oh, and he’s part of an MC club with bad guys who want revenge.

I step into the shower. The hot water helps my sore muscles and aching vagina. Closing my eyes, I let the water caress me. All dramatics aside, I’m crazy about him. He lights me on fire, makes me alive. He’s exciting, and even his pain makes me think my love can fix him.

Fuck it—I might as well own it. I’ve been in love with David since I was a teenager. And I refuse to be embarrassed or think that there is something wrong with me because I’m into whatever nasty things he does.

This man excites me, and maybe, just maybe, I will try anal with him. Reaching for the vanilla shower gel, I have to face the facts. David is tragic, he feels unworthy, and since I have never been through half of his shit, I can’t relate.

Tabatha’s death will never leave him. Never. This is where I wish he would let me in, so I can at least be of some support. I barely knew her, but I would have loved her even if she wasn’t mine. She was a beautiful baby girl and what happened is beyond awful.

I turn off the shower and grab a fluffy pink towel. Shit, is that my phone ringing?

For one insane second, I want to run to the kitchen and see if he’s the caller. But that would require having given him my number, so I brush my teeth and slather on some moisturizer when it starts again.

Dread slithers down me as I grab a black thong and bolt into the kitchen. I always worry about my mom. She’s not street savvy—not that I am, but for the most part, I try to make sensible decisions. She on the other hand…

As soon as I rip the charger off my phone, it starts vibrating and ringing again. CINDY’S CELL scrolls across my screen.

“Hello?” I walk back to the bedroom and straight into my closet, grabbing a yellow summer dress. After all, I had incredible sex and I’m not in the mood for black today. “Hold on.” I put the phone down to slip it on. “What’s up?”

“Thank God. I need you.” Cindy sounds out of breath and she’s yelling.

“Why are you yelling?” I yell back, then lower my voice as I grab some lace-up sandals.

“I’m in so much pain. I think I need the hospital. But I don’t have insurance.”

“Wait, what?” She’s definitely crying. “Cindy…” All I hear is her whimpering and talking to someone about pain.

“Cindy.” I raise my voice over hers. “Call 911, or can I come get you?”

“I’m taking an Uber to your apartment right now,” she screams into the phone. “I’m almost there.”

“What the hell? You took an Uber to me and didn’t go to urgent care or the hosp—” I move the phone to my other shoulder as I step into the bathroom and grab some lip gloss. “Okay, stay calm and I’ll come downstairs right now.”

“Good,” she wails. “I’m in really bad pain. I’ve had this before and I need the hospital.”

“Just getting my bag and I’ll take you.” I sound like I’m talking to a child. “I’m hanging up. See you in a minute.”

What the fuck?

How do I get myself into these situations? And why am I her new best friend? Racing around like an idiot, I grab a banana and glance at my coffee pot steaming with liquid goodness.

Good thing I’m in heels. I open the top cabinet and grab an old to-go cup, fill it up, and reach for my bag and sunglasses. I hate drinking out of to-go cups. For some reason, it always tastes different, but it’s better than nothing.

Tossing the bag over my shoulder, I put the banana inside it and try not to spill coffee on my dress as I lock the door. A horn honks. I glare at the idiot then feel bad because it’s the Uber driver. He’s obviously nervous and waves his arms frantically as though I can’t see him. The car is a mere twenty feet away.

I toss the keys into my bag, which seems heavier every day, and rush down the stairs approaching him and a pitiful-looking Cindy.

“Jesus.” She’s doubled over and I reach for her. “Cindy? Do you want me to take you to the ER or urgent care?” I look at the poor Uber driver. If he’s a day past twenty, I’ll be shocked.

“Um, I think she needs a hospital.” He points to Cindy’s crotch.

“Oh shit,” I scream, causing her to look up at me.

Black streaks of mascara run down her face and her nose is bright red. But her usual pink lips are pale.

“What?” she moans.

“Take us to the ER,” I yell at the driver. His eyes are fixated on Cindy’s pants. They’re covered in blood.

“Hey, get it together,” I snap.

“Oh my God,” she screams as she looks down at her pants.

I look around my apartment complex—for what I don’t know. All I see is my asshole upstairs neighbor staring down at us, smoking pot on his balcony.

“Come on.” I open the door to the poor Uber driver’s Nissan. He looks like he wants to say no, but my glare shuts him up. Nodding, he goes to the driver’s side. Thank God, because there’s blood on the back of his tan seat.

We both see it as Cindy starts to wail again. “Just get in. We’ll deal with it later. I’ll make sure we tip him.” It sounds awful, but I’m starting to get freaked out myself. What the hell is making her hemorrhage? Is she dying?

“Please hurry.” I sound way too calm.

“Yes,” the Uber driver croaks out.

Turning to Cindy, I grab her hand. “You’re going to be fine.” I try to make my voice soothing, which is pointless. She’s hysterical.

I sit, traumatized, holding her hand. As we speed down La Cienega, everything outside the window blurs.

Thankfully, the driver says nothing as he drops us off at the emergency room doors.

I grab our purses and hoist Cindy’s arm over my shoulder as we limp inside.

“Thank you, here.” I fish around in my wallet while holding Cindy and hand the guy a hundred dollars.

“We don’t have more money or time.” I wave as I hurry inside.

The air conditioner works a little too well in here, and my skin pebbles with goose bumps. I steer her over to the nurses’ station.

“I’m so embarrassed,” she tells a nurse who helps her into a chair and takes her information and vitals.

“I’ll take her to bed number sixteen,” the nurse says. In a matter of minutes, poor Cindy is in a wheelchair and gone from my view.

“Can you fill out some paperwork? Are you a relative?” I stare blankly at a woman at the front desk.

“No, I’m her boss. Well, I’m her friend,” I say to the woman who doesn’t even look up from the computer.

“Okay, we’ll discuss the rest with her.” At last, she glances up at me. “You can have a seat. We’ll let you know how she’s doing.”

“Thank you.” Quickly, I turn and scan the waiting room. It’s large and packed with people. Parents are rocking sick babies, children are coughing, and old people sit in wheelchairs.

Rather than sitting, I walk toward the restroom. Cindy is in the fucking hospital, bleeding. Happy, always-in-a-good-mood Cindy. “What the hell?” I mumble as I enter and go straight to the sink to wash my hands.

The blood comes off, but I still keep soaping them until my phone starts ringing.

“Hello?” I’m out of breath and no doubt sound crazy.

“What has happened?” my mom screams. “Did that man hurt you? I got some weird message from Cindy. I couldn’t understand her.”

“Mom,” I cut her off. “Stop worrying about David. Something awful has happened.” As I walk out of the bathroom, I tell her about Cindy in a whisper and find an open seat in between a man who is sleeping and a petite woman who is crying.

Suddenly another phone rings and it dawns on me that I’m holding Cindy’s purse.

“I’ll keep you posted, Mom, but I have Cindy’s phone and it’s ringing.”

“Wait… Do you want me to come?” And I don’t know if it’s because I’m sitting in a crowded emergency room, or what, but I love my mom and I love that she’s offered. I look around for a clock, but all I see is a large flat-screen TV. No one seems to be watching it besides one guy who is either on drugs or has a terrible eye infection.

“No, Mom, stay at the diner. I’ll keep you posted.” It’s amazing how calm I sound—I’m anything but. My hands shake as I reach for Cindy’s phone. Jesus.

“Hello?”

“I need to fuck you again. I know we said one and done, baby. But my cock is dripp—”

“Whoever this is, I need to stop you. This is not Cindy.” The line is silent and I almost hang up.

“Where’s Cindy?” It’s gruff and I know it’s that biker.

“Who is this?” Again, I look around the depressing white walls for something to drink. I see a soda machine with water. I stand and get my wallet out for a bottle.

“This is Ryder. Who is this?” he almost snarls.

“I’m Charlize.” I switch the phone to the other ear so that I can use my right hand. “Or Charlie.”

“You’re Poet’s girl?” he grunts into the phone.

“Who?”

“Put Cindy on.”

I clear my voice. Do I tell him she’s in the hospital?

“So Ryder… I had to take her to the emergency room. She was bleeding.” That came out so bad. “I’m sure she’s going to be fine though…” The line is dead quiet.

“What hospital?”

“Cedar’s.”

“Is there a Charlize out here?” A woman doctor stands with a laptop looking out at the waiting room.

“I have to go. They’re calling me.” I hang up on him. Whatever, I don’t even know if I should have said anything.

“Me, that’s me.” I run over to the doctor. “Hi, yes, that’s me,” I say, flipping my hair over my shoulder.

“I’m Dr. Sullivan.”

I nod and look around at all the people in the waiting area.

“Your friend is fine.” She turns to go.

“Excuse me?” I walk next to her. She stops and looks at me, almost as if she’s annoyed.

“Yes?”

“She was screaming in pain… and bleeding.” I motion to my crotch.

Her phone rings. “Excuse me.” She manages to put the laptop under her arm and talk on the phone.

I look out the sliding glass doors of the ER and blink at the bright sunny day spilling in. It’s been so crazy I haven’t even noticed the time.

“Sorry, I had to take that.” She turns and faces me. She’s the plainest woman I have ever met. Maybe, forty, tall, thin, mousy brown hair.

“So yes, your friend had a cyst that ruptured.” Her phone dings.

“That’s what caused the pain and blood. We gave her some medicine for the pain. She should be out soon.” She’s saying all this as she reads her phone.

“It would be nice if she had someone to stay with her tonight.” She finally looks at me.

“No problem.” I smile at her.

“Good.”

As I watch her walk away, my first thought is that I’m supposed to close tonight, not watch Cindy. I’m filled with guilt for even thinking it.

I go outside and push Mom on my phone. She’s going to have to close, which is never a good thing.

It goes straight to voice mail. I roll my eyes. My head aches. Did I ever eat that banana?

“Hey, Mom, listen.” I sigh. “I talked to the doctor. Cindy is on pain medicine. I guess a cyst ruptured. Anyway, the doctor wants to make sure someone stays with her. Ask Tiffany if she can come in, and you need to close.”

I toss the phone into my bag on a mission to find the banana. My stomach hurts and my head is pounding. I need to eat something. “Shit.” I sigh as I pull out the mushy brown mess. “Seriously?” It must have been smushed between my wallet and makeup bag. Either way, it’s not edible, so I toss it in the trash can to my right. That’s when I remember my coffee cup, which I clearly forgot in the poor Uber driver’s car. God, he must hate us.

My bag starts vibrating. In an instant, I grab the phone and realize it’s Cindy’s. Dropping mine, I fish hers out.

Ryder’s name slides across the screen. Of course, my heart jumps to my throat then back down. Should I answer again? I simply stare at it until it stops ringing. When I’m about to head back inside, it vibrates again.

Sighing, I decide to answer it. “Hello?”

“What happened?”

Holy shit. That gravelly demanding voice makes me choke up. Ryder’s not on the line, but David is.
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DAVID/POET

 

I sit in the booth of one of our strip clubs waiting. Ryder and Edge have already started drinking.

The music is way too loud for this early crowd, or maybe it’s me. My chest is vibrating from the volume. I look around and grit my teeth. I’m not happy. As a matter of fact, I’m in a fucking foul mood. And this pit of a strip club has my name on the deed along with Edge’s.

We’re waiting for a kid named Brodie. This is the one I got from Reed’s FBI documents.

“I have to go get the DJ to turn down this fucking music.”

Edge shakes his head like I’m crazy or something and keeps drinking.

“Jesus, Poet. Chill the fuck out. I’m sure he’s jacked up from working all night. We had a private party.” He raises his beer and looks at the stage.

“What time does the replacement arrive?”

“I think noon.”

This is one of our older clubs. My scumbag dad was the original owner.

I got it when he died and added Edge on before I blew out of town.

It needs a fucking facelift badly. The red velvet booths stink like booze and body fluids. All of them need to be removed. On that note, I take out my phone to schedule someone to get in here tomorrow and clean them.

“I’m closing the club tomorrow morning for a deep cleaning.” I don’t look up as I state this, but I can sense them both staring at me.

“This place is a gold mine. Don’t mess with its mojo,” Edge grunts into his beer bottle.

Now I do look up. “It’s a fucking sty and quite frankly, I’m amazed the health department hasn’t shut your ass down.”

He snorts and leans his head back, his red hair standing straight up on the velvet couch. “I pay a lot of money so that doesn’t happen.”

I scowl at him then at Ryder who seems preoccupied with his phone. When I get like this, I either need to fuck or fight. Since I have sworn off Charlie, I wish Axel was here so I could kick his ass.

I look at the door. It’s close to meeting time. The kid says he has his dad’s old cell phone. Stupid, yes. Helpful, we’ll see.

“Go get your cock sucked by Destiny—you need it.” Ryder looks up from his phone and grins. “And no, I’m not going to step out and let you beat up on me because you’re hung up on a woman and won’t admit it.”

Edge raises his head and looks at us. “The fuck? Who is it?” I should be insulted at his shocked expression.

“Jesus Christ.” I scoot out of the booth. “I can’t stand the smell of this place and the music is shit. I’m fucking done.”

I don’t care if the DJ is tired or on drugs. This place is a disgrace.

“Poet, sit down and shut the fuck up. If anyone needs to get laid, it’s you.” Ryder snickers as he types on his phone.

“That’s the last thing I need.” I look around to see if there are any options. He’s probably right. I can’t drink and no one wants to fight. And since I’m done with my raven-haired beauty with the golden eyes, why not fuck a stripper in the back? Take the pressure off.

Unfortunately, although they try to maintain themselves, all the girls seem too pale compared to Charlie and her magical pussy that makes my demons stop talking.

“Actually”—he sets down his phone and crosses his arms—“you need to be honest with yourself, man.”

“Ryder, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

The disco lights come on signaling a new girl and covering him in rainbows. I lean over the table. “Don’t overstep your bounds, brother.”

I glare at him and he looks back, raising a brow.

“I’m telling it like it is. You’re starting to act like Prez, and he was a jackass for months. Fuck man, you’re supposed to be like mature. It doesn’t take a mental giant to get that you want this girl.”

My eyes narrow as I inhale. My fists are clenched so tightly my knuckles crack. Ryder shakes his head and picks up his phone again.

“Not gonna happen, Poet. Find someone else to take out your shit on.”

“Um, hey.” We all turn toward a scrawny young guy. He clears his throat and looks around the club. Again, it’s a dive. If he’s bothered by it, he hides it well.

I remember his old man. He was one scary fucker, so I guess growing up with that as your role model makes you tough even if it looks like the wind could blow you over.

Our pathetic lights, which we pretend are strobe lights even though they’re far from it, zero in, creating one big spotlight on Tiffany. We all turn to observe her crawl across the stage dressed like a cat.

“Brodie?”

“Yeah, I just came from class.”

I turn back to him. He’s dressed in a pink shirt and tight khaki skinny jeans.

“Here, have a seat. Any problem finding the place?”

“No, I plugged it into my phone and boom.” He slides into the booth, nodding to Edge and Ryder, who are both absorbed in watching Tiffany crawl and roll around the stage.

“I’d delete that if I were you.” I want to roll my eyes at people’s stupidity with leaving a trail. It’s why I don’t have a phone. I use burners and toss them when done.

“You want something to drink?”

He pulls out his phone and looks at it frowning. “Um, sure.” He looks at Ryder. “I’ll have that.”

If the kid is nineteen, I’d be surprised. Whatever. He’s here and hopefully what he has is genuine, so we don’t have to beat him.

He taps the table to the horrible music, his eyes drifting back to Ryder. “You’re the Enforcer right?”

Ryder drags his eyes from Tiffany’s naked chest. “Yeah, I’m the Enforcer.”

Brodie smiles and looks down at his hands. “My old man said you were badass.”

Ryder takes a sip of beer and eyes the kid. “How long’s it been? Six, seven years since he rode his bike off the road?”

Brodie straightens his shoulders. “I don’t talk about that. I have a different life than Satan’s Seeds. They don’t want me, and I need money.”

He looks at me as Sydney slithers up from behind and wraps her hands around my waist, reaching for my cock.

“You want a dance, Poet?” Her cheap perfume is so strong it almost smells like bug spray.

“Not tonight, Syd. If you can bring a water and another round that would be great.” I glance at Brodie. He’s fixated on Ryder.

A loud sigh comes out of Ryder as he sets down his phone with a thud and looks at Brodie. “Kid, I don’t give a fuck where you put your dick.” He leans his elbows on the table. “But you need to stop staring at me because I love pussy.”

Brodie shifts uncomfortably. “I… I’m so sorry. I wasn’t…” He jerks his eyes away and looks straight ahead.

Sydney starts to snicker, and I hold up my hand. “Just go get the drinks.” Then I slap her ass, which used to be rock hard. Unfortunately, years of too many men, drugs, alcohol, and Camel nonfilters have aged her.

She rasps over her shoulder, “He definitely loves pussy.”

Smoke remains in the spot where she stood. I flash to Pig Pen in Peanuts and the dirt always swirling around him.

Brodie leans over Edge, who gives him a what-the-hell look, so that he can speak to Ryder without yelling over the music. “I’m sorry. You’re kind of my hero. My dad was so impressed.” His pale face turns crimson and my patience, which was at maybe a five, is now at zero.

“Do you have the phone?” I reach for my cigarettes on the table and light up.

Los Angeles banned smoking basically everywhere years ago. And I couldn’t give two shits. I need one and I dare anyone to stop me.

“Brodie? You got your old man’s phone?” I snap, taking a deep drag and letting the nicotine do its job. I hold the cancer stick in my teeth as I grab a chair.

He swings his backpack onto the table almost knocking over Edge’s beer. “Sorry.”

I keep smoking, my eyes narrow. Is he a trap? He’s almost so ridiculous that if he is, I’d have to give the Seeds credit.

I put my hand on the bag before he unzips it.

“Tell us again. Why? Because if what I need is on that phone, Satan’s Seeds will not exist anymore.”

He leans back, motioning that I can open the backpack. I do and see nothing but college textbooks, notepads, and one black flip phone.

“I’m gay.” His eyes dart around the booth.

Ryder snorts. “No shit?” Then he turns to the stage, bringing the beer to his lips.

“My old man and all of Satan’s Seeds thought I was wrong and enjoyed hurting me.” His voice cracks and his eyes reflect his pain. Whatever past this kid has had, it’s all there in his eyes. Demons like to fuck with him too.

“So yeah, I hope what you need is on this phone. I don’t care if every one of those pigs in Satan’s Seeds dies a slow, painful death. In fact, every night when I go to sleep, it’s what I pray for.”

At last, Edge looks at him, brow raised at the hatred frothing from his mouth.

The annoying loud beat has changed to a dull thud. The new DJ must be on. Lenny Kravitz’s “American Woman” plays and the lights flash red, white, and blue for a laser effect.

Brodie shrugs. “But that’s not the reason I’m helping you guys. I’m betraying them because my mother was left with nothing. Nothing. That piece of garbage that was my father drove his bike off a cliff high as a kite and left us with no insurance. She’s sick.”

He pulls out the black flip phone and tosses it to me almost as if it’s dipped in poison. And it just might be.

“I’ll be back,” I say.

Brodie leans forward and grabs my wrist.

I narrow my eyes at him. “You need to let go.”

He must realize his mistake. The look I gave him is not friendly. He drops it and sits down with a loud thud.

“Sorry, I panicked.” He looks at Ryder and Edge who stare at him, expressionless. “I need my money.”

“Relax. We have your money,” I hiss. “There’s no way in hell I’m letting you go anywhere or giving you a dime until I check that this is really his phone.”

“But…” He looks like a boy who lost his puppy. “My mother… I need this money.” He looks around the table. No one says anything. The music and dimmed lights are all that keep us company.

“I guess you’ll have to trust us.” I stand with the phone. “And Brodie?”

I stare down at him. He clutches his backpack to his chest as if that can protect him.

“I hope this is his phone, or when I come back, I’m gonna put a bullet in your head. Then where will your mother be?”

“Jesus, Poet.” Ryder starts laughing, making Brodie look as though he might throw up. “Don’t sugarcoat it for the kid.”

“You have nothing to worry about. That’s my dad’s phone.”

“Good,” I say, nodding to Sydney as I pass. She winks. Her tray is loaded up with the beers and my water, which I snag.

“Poet,” she scolds. “I could have dropped the whole tray.”

“But you didn’t,” I call over my shoulder as I head straight for the office.

After I punch in the code, the door opens to our expensive monitoring equipment. Frosty sits at the main chair and watches the four flat screens. Our cameras pick up everything, even conversations.

“Let’s see it, Poet.” Frosty, swivels around. He’s the best hacker I know. I trust him, well, as much as I trust anyone. He’s another brother who has been in the club since birth.

“I hope this is what the kid says it is.”

I hand him the phone, looking at a camera that’s on Brodie. Ryder seems to be on his phone while Edge drinks. “I don’t want to have to kill him.”

Frosty starts chuckling as he sips a can of Coke.

“Let’s take a look.” He plugs it into his side monitor and starts downloading all the information. Numbers, which I’m positive are all gone by now, spin by like those on a slot machine.

“Hold on.” He reaches for his bag and pulls out a private keyboard. A couple of clicks and we hear a voice.

“Fuck.” I rub my hands up and down my face. Suddenly, I’m tired and we just began.

“Does it match?” I growl, my pulse pounding in my temples. The dark room glows with the lights of the screens.

“Yeah, man. Listen. This is Roach’s voice.”

He starts tapping on his computer. “Listen, this is him speaking at a funeral for one of the Satan’s Seeds.” The voice fills the dark room and I exhale. “I want a copy now, and this does not leave this room.”

He looks up at me like I’m crazy. “Of course. I can download all the texts.”

He pulls another wire out of a bag and plugs it in. “As far as all the deleted stuff, like deleted voice messages, emails, and texts, you need to give me a day or so.” His fingers remind me of a concert pianist as they glide over the keys. “It all depends on how old this phone is.”

“Just load up what you can for me now.”

He nods. “I got you, man.”

For a second, he stops to stare at the one TV that has a couple of drunk men fighting. The bouncers are Disciples prospects.

“Let me see your phone.”

I pull the burner out of my back pocket and hand it over as he plugs it into his computer.

“Everything that is on that phone is now in a file on your phone.”

“Just call when everything is ready.”

He swivels around to face me. “Poet?” His voice stops me.

“Yeah?”

“This is it, man. We’re gonna get these pieces of shit. I have a good feeling about this.” His usual calm, even slightly bored gaze comes alive as he stares at the numerous codes that come up as he types.

“Thanks, brother.”

Shutting the door behind me, I head back. I know in my gut that Satan’s Seeds is the club that blew up our lab. But they needed to have a rat. This is who needs to die, this is someone who had the location, the time. This person knew that all the head officers were going to be there.

As soon as I get to the table, I know something is wrong, and it has nothing to do with pale-faced Brodie who is nervously tapping his thumb on the table.

“Pay him,” I tell Edge.

“And, Brodie?”

He grabs the money wrapped in aluminum foil and barely glances at it as he tosses it into his backpack. “Yeah?” The color is returning to his face.

“Be careful, kid. Don’t trust anyone. I don’t need to tell you what they would do to you and your mother if they find that you’re talking to me.”

He takes a deep breath and nods. “I’m at school. It’s my mom.”

He rubs his hand up and down his jeans almost as if he has a nervous tic. “At least she’s clueless.” His eyes fill with tears.

“She still thinks they’re her family even though all the pigs do is come over and fuck her and leave. Take them down. I’m counting on you guys.”

He moves around me to leave. I let him. He has his own demons to tackle.

“I hope he’s smart.” It takes one sloppy move to get yourself killed. The MCs don’t take kindly to traitors.

I look down at Ryder and Edge. Something’s wrong and I can sense it. Christ. I tug at my hair, unable to shake my anxiety.

“What the fuck is wrong now?” I snarl at Ryder. All this crazy energy is coming from him.

“I just talked to your woman and she’s at the hospital. I need to go, I think.”

He looks confused, and my heart skips a beat then starts racing. My hand goes to my necklace.

“Poet, you okay?” Edge reaches for my shoulder. I shrug it off as my brain starts to work. He can’t possibly mean Charlie. I left her last night in a satisfied ball, snuggled, naked in her white comforter.

“Repeat?” I hiss.

“I don’t know, man.”

I stare at him, getting pissed. For the amount of shit he’s done and seen, it makes no sense for him to sit looking paralyzed.

Turning to Edge, I ask, “What the fuck is going on?”

“I think someone he’s sleeping with is at the hospital bleeding.” One of the best things about Edge is he never loses his cool.

The relief that it has nothing to do with Charlie almost makes me sit down. Which makes me grit my teeth. I’m not acting much better than Ryder.

“Give me the phone. Let’s get out of here.”

Reluctantly, he hands me his phone.

“Jesus, how many text messages do you two have? What are you twelve?”

He doesn’t respond. That in itself is alarming. For Ryder to stay quiet it must mean he’s upset. Kicking open the metal door, I feel like a vampire as the bright sunlight makes black dots dance in front of my eyes.

The smell of stale beer and rotten garbage from the dumpster getting baked in the hot sun doesn’t help.

Pushing on Cindy’s number, I glance over at Ryder who’s pacing around the parking lot like a caged bear that’s been locked up.

“Hello.” Charlie’s raspy voice makes me pause as my mind tries to catch up to the strange tightening in my chest.

“What happened?”

“David?”

“You okay, Beautiful?” I ignore Edge’s curious stare as he lights up a cigarette.

“No… I mean yes.” She blows out air. “This has been a stressful day.” Her voice catches.

“Babe? I need you to breathe and tell me which hospital you’re at.”

I hear her sniffle and say, “We’re at Cedars.”

“Okay, I’m on my way. Stay in the lobby and wait for me.”

“But they’re discharging Cindy. I’m supposed to take her to my place. She can’t stay by herself.” I hear ambulances. She must be outside.

“Did you drive?”

“No, we took an Uber.”

“Is Cindy with you?”

“I’m going in right now.”

I straddle my bike. “We’re on our way. Get Cindy and I’ll be there in ten minutes.” I hang up without saying goodbye and turn to Ryder. “Let’s go. They’re at Cedars.”

“She’s okay, right?”

I stare at him. I’ve never seen him like this. “Yes.”

“Fuck.” He runs his hand over his buzz cut. “I have no idea why this has freaked me out. I barely know this girl. We hooked up once.”

Edge walks by us to his bike. “Both of you are fucked in the head. I don’t have time for this shit. I’ll tell Prez that you’re both busy.”

He starts his bike, shaking his head in disgust as he flicks his cancer stick at us and backs his bike out with his boots on the hot asphalt.

“Fuck, he’s getting worse.”

Edge is nothing but negativity. Maybe that’s why I’ve been spending the most time with him.

“Charlie said Cindy’s gonna need someone to stay with her…”

“She’ll stay with me.” He climbs on his bike.

We don’t say anything after that and let the heat of the pavement and exhaust of our bikes guide us down Coldwater Canyon toward Beverly Boulevard.
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I hang up with David and look around. God, I’m losing it. How am I only noticing my surroundings now? I’m in a small courtyard with ornate cement benches that would burn your ass if you sat on them. A couple of nurses stand in the shade, smoking and laughing about something.

I’m starving, but the nervousness has taken over, pushing my lack of food to the side. David is coming. Lifting the sweaty hair off my neck, I fasten it on top of my head with a rubber band. Next, I head back to the ER while trying to slather on some lip gloss.

As I enter, the blast of cool air is like heaven. The waiting area is packed now. Clearly more shit happens in the afternoon than in the morning.

When a kid starts coughing on me, I move to the other side.

“Holy shit, there you are.”

I swirl around to see Cindy. She’s in a wheelchair but looks a million times better.

“Wow, that was quick. All I did was make a couple phone calls.”

She eyes me up and down, and I look at my dress. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, why?” she says.

“You look… whatever.”

She waves a hand. “Let’s get out of here. I’m discharged and waiting for my paperwork and credit card.” She slips the last part in ever so casually.

“Cindy, you’re okay, right?”

“Yep, I love Vicodin, and I have no insurance, so believe me, as soon as the bleeding stopped, they were like, ‘Bye.’”

“Ms. Curtis?” A nurse stands behind me causing me to jump.

Cindy frowns at me but smiles at the nurse who goes over her discharge instructions and hands her an American Express Black card and some prescriptions.

I blink. What the hell?

“Ready?” She drops the card back into her bag like it’s chump change and glances at me.

“How do you have that?” I whisper.

“Technically, it’s not mine.” She waves her hand again as if that explains everything and stands to get out of the wheelchair, revealing her blood-soaked jeans.

“What? Please tell me you didn’t steal it,” I whisper. My face must show how horrified I am. She sighs and rolls her blue eyes and starts giggling.

“It’s my dad’s. Well, it has my name on it. But it’s all Daddy’s.” She snaps her fingers.

Great, she’s high as a kite.

I almost want to beg her for a Vicodin. My head feels like someone is tapping both temples with a hammer.

“So, you’re rich?”

“No.” She reaches for my arm, giving me no choice but to let her.

“I don’t want to be bitchy, but since we’re kind of becoming besties, you should know it’s nothing personal, but I don’t talk about my past.”

I open my mouth then shut it. Why bother to tell her that doesn’t even make sense?

“Hello, fucking hot god alert.” She motions her head.

My heart leaps to my throat and the butterflies return, stealing my breath for a second.

It’s ridiculous to behave this way about a man. But it’s not fair. She’s right—he’s a fucking hot god all right. He’s like the human Thor. In fact, that’s what he looks like. If he had the hammer.

What is wrong with me? My blood pressure is likely low. I swear I feel as though I might faint.

Oxygen thief.

It rings in the back of my mind. He’s not even that close and he’s stealing my breath. His silver eyes travel from my face to my breasts all the way down and back to my eyes.

“Oh my God,” Cindy mutters the truth out loud. “He’s beyond fucking hot and he’s so into you.” She pulls her low-cut shirt down and I almost burst out laughing.

Before I can say he’s not, or maybe he is, we both stare, fixated on his silver eyes.

“Are you all right to leave?” He glances at Cindy who smiles.

In true Cindy fashion, she starts talking a mile a minute. “Yep, by the time we got here, the worst was over. My cyst had already ruptured, so they monitored me. I got great drugs. And they kicked me out the door as soon as the bleeding stopped.”

His eyes search her face and travel down her body. “Ryder’s getting a car so that you’ll be comfortable.”

My face warms. Did he just check her out? I mean, I know he checked her out, but does he want Cindy? I look down at my full but small breasts and Cindy’s enormous ones and a wave of jealousy slaps me in the face.

“He’s here?” Her whole face lights up. In an instant, her hand goes to her hair as she looks at mine.

“Really?” I snap and try to straighten my own hair, which seems to be curling all over the place, though it’s piled on top of my head.

Ryder comes walking through the sliding glass doors. He’s got to be at least six foot five, with solid muscles and a beautiful face. His dark hair and dark eyes always seem to know way more than he says. The man is gorgeous.

He doesn’t look at anyone but Cindy. My mouth hangs open as he walks straight past me and plants himself right in front of her.

They look at each other. She smiles and he leans down and picks her up as if she weighs nothing.

I avert my eyes. It’s as if they’ve forgotten we’re here as he walks out the door with her.

“Um, so, he’s going to take care of her?” I snip.

But I can’t help it. Seeing Ryder with Cindy makes me wish for things David is never going to do.

He would never sweep me off my feet—it’s not his style. So why do I want it so badly? I’m not a kid; I’m a grown woman, but I’m still human. I can secretly want the fantasy, the fairy tale.

God, I need to stop watching movies with happy endings.

Strong fingers bite into my bicep. And I squirm. Yep, he is completely the opposite of a hero.

“Trust me, for Ryder to come and get her, it means she’ll be treated like a queen,” he grumbles.

“Let go of my arm, David.”

For a moment, his silver eyes pierce me.

Then he ignores me and walks us out. Again, I’m hit with the bright sun, making me squint. I jerk my arm free to get my sunglasses.

“Jesus, Charlie.” He sighs and scrubs his face with his hand as if I’m a chore.

“Why are you here, David?”

He ignores me and pulls me along again. I’m tempted to kick him. My head is killing me, and I’m sick of his shit.

I’m not joking; I’m sick of it. He shows up and fucks me and leaves with the excuse that he’s damaged? I’m in way over my head. This guy is going to hurt me. If I’m not careful, he’ll do me in.

“Charlize?” I look over his shoulder to see Cindy and Ryder getting into the back of a huge black SUV. Cindy waves. “Love you. Call you tomorrow.” She throws me a kiss as they zip past.

Again, that pang of jealousy pricks me as I watch the SUV disappear.

I’m angry at David for being so unwilling to give me anything.

Honestly though, I’m angry at myself for falling in love with someone who is this fucked up. My mom was right—he’s going to do nothing but break my heart. Yet, acknowledging all this doesn’t make it go away. The truth is I love almost everything about him, and no matter what, being with him is number one.

“What?” I snip, rubbing my temples and trying to at least look at him. Otherwise I’ll lose all my righteous anger.

“Come on, Beautiful. Let’s go eat. You can tell me off as I feed you. You look like you’re ready to pass out.”

“No.”

“Christ.” He looks up at the sky then back at me.

“Tell me why you’re here. Last night you said you were done.”

“And you said you were strong enough for both of us. I guess we’re both liars.”

He fires right back and it’s the first real emotion besides passion that I’ve seen in him since he came back.

Holy shit, my heart is so fucked, because that was a good one.

We both glare at each other as the cars and ambulances rush past us.

“For fuck’s sake, come on.” He grabs my hand and laces our fingers together, leading me toward the parking lot.

“What do you feel like, Italian, seafood?” He pulls me around a car that’s in the process of backing out, seemingly unconcerned that they might hit us. “French?”

“I hate you right now. Why would I go out to dinner with you?” It’s like I can’t help but fuck with him. I want so badly for him to admit that I’m the one. That he wants only me.

He spins me around, wrapping me in his strong arms. “Let’s not do this.”

His eyes caress my face and I almost scream—either that or I’ll burst into tears.

“You need to eat, I need to eat, so I intend to feed you.”

“Were you checking out Cindy?”

He frowns and cocks his head at me like he’s seeing me in a new light.

“No.”

As he starts walking again, I wish I hadn’t asked that. The moment it left my mouth, I knew it shouldn’t have. I’m not that girl. I’m never like this—except with David.

He stops and looks at me, then shakes his head and keeps walking. We get to his bike. He takes his helmet, and I wonder if he’s going to get on his bike and leave me.

“What? It’s an honest question, David. I saw you looking at Cindy and it bothered me.”

The parking garage shakes with the rumble of the cars and the loud noises of Cedars.

“I came here, Charlie, when I have so much stuff that needs to be taken care of, because you were upset and needed me. And I get this crap? I thought you were better than all that petty stuff.”

And now I feel ridiculous. When he puts it that way…

“Do you want food or not?” He looks down at me.

“French.” I stare up into his pretty eyes. “I want French food. There’s a cute—”

“I know a great French restaurant,” he grumbles and puts his helmet on my head, his hands sliding down my bare arms.

“I’m tired. Let’s go eat and just be together. Is that something you can do? Otherwise we can grab a burger from the drive-through and I’ll drop you off. It’s up to you.”

He straddles his bike as he holds out his hand to me.

I look at it. This is it.

If I take his hand, I’m all in. I can’t not be. But if I don’t… and I say get me a burger, that’ll be it.

He seems sick of my dramatics. But am I being all that dramatic? Why do I allow him to completely engulf me? The answer is simple: I want him. He makes me feel alive, special, and without him, I can’t seem to breathe.

I reach out. His warm hand takes my cool one.

I look up and our locked eyes communicate all our unsaid words.

A small smile appears on his lips and I follow. And that’s when I know it: I’ll follow him anywhere.
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He tucks my dress under each leg and reaches for my hands, tightening them around him as he starts up his bike. The huge rumble makes the garage floor shake.

I smile. He makes me feel secure. Always has.

He pulls out and I lay my head on his black cut, my hands gripping tight.

He’s in a black tee and I’m tempted to slip my hands underneath and pet him.

Screw it. He never has a problem touching me. Holding on tight with my left hand, I let my right slip under his shirt and touch his hot, tight muscles. David’s body is nothing to joke about. It’s like something I could only dream about. His muscles tense as I roam. As I’m getting my nerve up to go lower, he grabs my hand and stops my exploring.

“Knock it off, Charlie. Not on the bike.” He hisses the last part at the red light.

I can’t help but smile. Guys are so simple. Maybe I’m overthinking all this. He acts like he wants nothing to do with love or affection, but I’m calling his bluff. I think he likes it. Actually, I think he likes me.

The ride is over way too soon. In Los Angeles, you can ride in between traffic, so we make it up to Coldwater Canyon in no time. David pulls up to a French bistro.

My stomach has a life of its own, and bread sounds like the best food ever created.

The bistro is adorable, all in reds and pinks with white trim and delicate white iron bistro tables outside.

Holding on to David’s shoulder, I hop off.

My legs feel like I’ve been on a horse for days rather than a motorcycle for twenty minutes.

As he jerks off his helmet, I feel his silver gaze upon me.

“What?” I pull off the rubber band and shake my head, freeing my hair.

“I don’t mess around on the bike.”

I can’t help but laugh, then stop as he frowns. “Lighten up, David. I’m the one who’s had the stressful day.”

His eyes change from annoyed to sad in seconds and then indifferent as he takes my hand.

“What happened?” I whisper as we approach the hostess.

“Club stuff. I don’t want to talk about it. I want to eat.”

The hostess eyes David and flashes him a big sparkly white smile.

She’s LA thin—a wannabe actress no doubt.

God, I’m becoming a jealous bitch. This has to stop. David isn’t even looking at her. He’s checking out the chalkboard with all the wines.

“Two, please.”

“Inside or outside?” We look at her then at the delicate bistro chairs outside.

“Inside,” I say. She nods, and as she checks out David’s lean body, my hand tightens on his.

“Follow me.” She walks us to the middle booth.

As we slide in, she hands us both large red menus. “Sorry, but I have to ask… are you an actor or something?”

“No.” He reaches for his menu.

“You look so familiar. Oh my God.” Her hand goes to her mouth. “You’re best friends with Reed Saddington.” She claps like she’s on a game show and won a prize.

“I knew it. I saw you at his wedding. The pictures are in People this month.”

“Is that a fact? I didn’t know that,” David mumbles.

“Well, I’ve seen you before in the tabloids.” She kind of does this quirky twist, almost the floss, but not really.

How do women lose their minds over David? It’s obvious he’s uncomfortable and does not want to talk about this.

“Thank you. Can we have some water please?” I smile my nicest smile at her.

“Oh, of course, sorry. I just love the Saddington brothers, and Tess’s dress was amazing.”

David sets down his menu. “It was a gorgeous wedding and Tess is one of the most beautiful women I have ever met. That being said, she can’t hold a candle to this one.”

He scoots close to me and wraps his arm around me.

“I’ll get your drinks.” She’s clearly disappointed that that’s all she’s going to get.

“Why don’t you bring my girl a glass of the Pinot Noir Clos de Beze 2016.”

She looks shocked. “Um… yes. I’ll get the manager and your waiter.”

David turns to me and smiles broadly.

There go the butterflies that I gave up trying to curb. I’m fully in that I-love-everything-about-him stage.

And since this is only going to happen to me once, I’m rolling with it.

A smile from David is so precious you need to let the warmth fill you and hold on for the ride.

“Do you like wine?” He pushes my hair off my shoulder.

My head is spinning. Was it not an hour ago he was scowling saying we’re both liars?

Yet here we sit acting like we’re on a date, and he’s smiling and ordering me wine.

“I do, although that sounded fancy. I have to be honest. I’m used to merlot. I think malbec is the most exotic type I’ve ever tried.”

He grins. “The waiter will be here any minute saying they sell it by the bottle and not by the glass, but it’s an incredible wine. And you’ve had a stressful day.”

He caresses my neck and the skin pebbles on my arms.

Sure enough, not two seconds later, the waiter and manager show up. David assures them that it’s fine to bring the bottle not a glass and then orders our dinner in French.

Bread arrives with two cute rosebuds of butter along with the bottle of wine. David smells it and hands it to me, waving away his glass.

He picks up his glass of water. “To you, Beautiful.”

I raise my wineglass and click to toast him. “To—”

“No, just to you.” He shakes his head then sips his water and I’m trapped, no I’m ensnared by a pair of silver eyes that seem to hold me prisoner as I take a sip of the wine.

“Ohhhh God.” I look at him and sip again. “I can’t even… this is so…” I wave my hand.

“Rich?” He laughs. “Do you taste the berries and oak? Ideally, this wine should wait another seven years before drinking.”

I stare at him and search his face. “Who are you?”

He sits in a restaurant speaking flawless French. He’s best friends with a bad boy billionaire who finally married his childhood sweetheart, and yet David is all biker.

“I’m nobody.” His eyes aren’t sad—they’re clear and gorgeous, yet I tear my gaze away and take another sip, already feeling the wonderful warm buzz that red wine brings.

I lean in closer and trace the five black bands tattooed on his left forearm.

“Why do you have these? Like all your tattoos I get, but these…” He sips his water and sets it down.

Taking my finger, he lightly rubs it on the first band. “This band is for my uncle. This one is for my cousin.” He moves my finger as he goes. “This is for Debbie.” I want to pull away to stop what’s next.

“This one is Tabatha.” It’s the thickest one and he holds my hand on it.

“And this…” He eyes the last one that is half black. “This is me.”

I look up. “What?” I croak.

He leans forward and dunks his thumb in the bloodred wine.

“You heard me.” His gravelly voice makes my breath stutter as he brings his dripping thumb to my lips.

He rubs the wine on them causing the red liquid to drip down my chin. His attention remains fixated on me as he leans forward to lick the wine off. His tongue starts at my chin then moves to my lips as he claims my feverish mouth.

I groan. It’s so sensual, like nothing I’ve ever experienced. I’m lost in a swirling sensation of cherries and spice. My nails grind into his forearm as my head goes back onto his other arm so that he can deepen the kiss.

I’m spinning, trying to focus on the fact that we’re in a restaurant.

But it doesn’t matter. This day has taken me down a path I’ll never come back from.

It will forever be in my mind as this kiss. It’s sensual and brutal, taking all of me and making me his. Our tongues tangle greedily as he deepens it, and it’s done. I know that I’ll never forget this moment. This kiss could very well destroy me.

A clearing of a voice, or maybe it’s more a choking, makes us pull back. My face is on fire as well as my lips. Holy God, what is happening to me? David looks intense. That means I’m not the only one who feels this way, which makes me feel a little better.

“Your food.” The waiter sets down a sandwich with melted cheese and an egg on top along with a salad and a big bowl of fries.

David gets some sort of salad with salmon and a crepe loaded with berries and cream.

“I’m so glad you brought me here. This is amazing.”

He reaches for a fry. “After I left, I thought about you.”

I drop my fork. “You did?”

He grins. “All the time.”

He looks down at his plate as he cuts into his salmon. “I always hoped that you went to college and finished. Did you?”

“I did. I got my degree in business and inherited the diner.” Taking a bite of my incredible egg and cheese sandwich, I lean back.

He nods “That’s good. You deserve the best, Beautiful.”

My heart skips as I have to stop myself from putting a hand over his mouth.

“Please, don’t tell me you’re crap and unavailable.” I look at him.

He bursts out laughing and moves in as close as possible. “I was about to. Thank you for stopping me.”

I grin as he picks up the bottle and pours me another. The restaurant is starting to get busy with the dinner crowd and a busboy comes by to light the candle on our table.

“How’s your dinner?”

“Delicious.” I lick my lips.

He holds out a bite of salmon with salad on it for me. “Want to try mine?”

His eyes darken as I nod and open my mouth.

“Is it good?” he says, his voice low.

“Mm-hmm.” I nod again and bring the glass of wine to my lips. The loud chatter and laughter seem to fade. I’m definitely buzzed.

My whole body tingles, and I smile at him as he chuckles. “I take it the wine is delicious also?” He looks down, his dimple showing as he takes the last bite on his plate.

“I love it,” I say, licking my lips. I take another sip and scoot over to him. His eyes twinkle with amusement as he watches me.

He stretches out both arms on the back of the booth and I admire his beauty. His honey-blond hair and his incredible eyes are all I’ve wanted.

“What are you thinking about, Beautiful?” His lips twitch.

He scoops up some berries and cream bringing it to my mouth.

“I like this,” I blurt out, and I’m about to declare my love when he leans forward.

“I do too.” His eyes remain locked with mine, his thumb rubbing my neck where it pulses.

“Oh God,” I whisper as his lips bend to mine. I smell the berries and yet this time, he doesn’t kiss me and simply breathes me in.

My core clenches and all I want is for his hands to touch me. Why don’t they touch me?

I take a quick peek around the crowded place and no one is watching.

Smiling, I slither my hand up his jeaned leg and straight for his cock. If I thought I was going to surprise him, I should be disappointed. All he does is cock an eyebrow.

His dick is huge, even when not fully hard, and I trace it with my fingers, smiling as it hardens in seconds. I look up, satisfied. His stoic expression tells me he’s unimpressed.

“Unzip me.”

He said that like he was ordering from a menu. He didn’t even whisper. I blink at him and pull my hand away.

“What?” I hiss and look around. The older couple to our right are the only ones who even glance up from their conversation.

I reach for my wine, take another good sip, and move closer. His silver eyes don’t leave my face as he waits to see what I’ll do.

The amusement on his pretty face tells me he thinks I don’t have the guts to do it.

So, I casually unzip his jeans and take his giant cock in my hand.

Now he turns his head and looks at me. He reaches for my cheek to caress it as I go insane.

I reach for one of the small rosebuds of butter and start to jerk him off.

He must like it because he’s leaking already and my breathing is becoming shallow as I look down at his cock. It’s covered in butter, and my hands have a life of their own.

Suddenly, his hand has my chin in a rough grip as he forces my eyes on his instead of my hand, which is jacking him off.

The storm cloud of silver makes me go faster because what I see is what I have always known. He looks at me with awe and emotion.

This guy loves me as much as I love him.

David may not say it in words, but it’s all in his eyes as if he thinks I’m the most wonderful person to walk the earth.

He’s getting close—I can tell. His nostrils flare and his cock gets even larger.

I try to look around, but he snarls, “Don’t you dare. Finish. I don’t care if everyone in the restaurant sees you.”

There’s no need to speak. I love him, love his cock, and want so badly to let go, climb on top of him, and fuck him in the booth.

His mouth twitches as if he’s a mind reader. “Later. Get my napkin, baby. I’m gonna come.” I pull the napkin under him as he starts jetting off in my hand.

Long, warm spurts likely hit the bottom of the table more than the napkin.

Before I can pull away, he has my neck again as his eyes caress mine.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here.” He zips himself up as a wave of horror swims over me.

“Oh my God. What is wrong with me?” The reality of what I’ve done makes it so I can’t look up.

“Don’t pussy out now.” He throws back his head and laughs.

“David,” I hiss, “why would you allow me to do that?”

“Are you kidding? I didn’t think you had it in you. Fuck, Beautiful.” His eyes are alive, and for a second, I’m almost proud. I took his pain away, made him smile and laugh. He may be damaged, but he is not ruined. And I loved every single second of it. Kissing me, he reaches for his wallet.

David flags the waiter, who I swear gives us a dirty look, but seriously, I couldn’t care less. This man is what I need, and he needs me.

Handing the waiter several hundred dollars, David holds out his hand for me.

I stand, shoulders back, as he guides me out, his hand on my lower back.

“I’ve corrupted you,” he says in my ear as we approach his bike in the parking lot. Taking my hand, he brings it to his lips. “Did it turn you on?” He turns it over so that my palm is up as his tongue licks the middle of it.

I squeal as I lick my lips and nod, fascinated at how sexy he is. He gives my hand one more kiss.

Then he turns to me. The street and valet are behind him.

“Let’s see.” His hand snakes up my leg and straight into my wet panties. He kisses my forehead, his breath on my ear. “You’re wet, Beautiful.” His index finger glides over my throbbing clit.

“This turns me on.” He pulls his hand out and I hiss out something that I don’t even understand. Every single cell in my body wants to come, needs to come.

He grabs my chin forcing my ragged breathing to halt as I look into his eyes.

“Your place or mine?” His voice is pure gravel.

I take a breath. “Mine.”




 

 

[image: ]

 

DAVID/POET

 

“What the hell does that mean?” Blade paces back and forth. We’re in the office of Edge’s new club, The Dolly. Half of the walls are pink, the other half black.

I’m sure Dolly is not thrilled with his choice of names, but he seems to get off on fucking with her.

Blade transfers the TracFone to his other hand.

“How fucking bad, Ryder?” He looks over at me. I stand and go over to the bar and grab the bottle of Jack Daniels, crack the seal, and hand it to him.

We’re all wired. Shit has started and it’s not only Satan’s Seeds we’re dealing with. Someone always gets greedy and unfortunately for them, they tend to be stupid.

“Keep me posted, and yeah, if you have to take care of it, do it.” He doesn’t even turn the phone off and throws it against one of the freshly painted walls. Unfortunately, he hits a black one instead of the hot pink. So now there’s a big white plaster hole that looks like a bull’s-eye in the room.

I reach for my water and he brings the Jack to his lips and guzzles down a quarter of it.

“We knew this would happen.” The door beeps alerting us to check the camera and let whoever is behind it in.

It’s Edge, Axel, and Frosty, all dressed in clothes that signal they’re going to hit it hard tonight.

Blade buzzes them in, walks over to me, and throws himself into a black leather rolling chair.

“I hope to fuck you got good stuff, Frosty. Shit is starting to heat up.” Blade rotates toward me.

“Fucking Dagger was seen hanging out with Mr. E.’s daughter and got his throat slit.”

He motions for me to hand him a cigarette. He’d all but stopped, so for Blade to be lighting up means he’s upset.

“And Ryder had to take care of some Satan’s Seeds who got caught trying to get into our warehouse. He’s dealing with that right now.”

“Do I need to go?” I stand.

He holds up his hand as he lights up. “Nah, these are just punks trying to steal. Trust me. Ryder’s got it handled.”

The nightclub is getting crowded and the faint sounds of monitors and the music’s rumbling bass make their way up here.

Axel slinks into the chair next to me silent as usual. Things have not gotten better these last few weeks between us. It’s all over his face; he thinks I’m a loose cannon and I know he’s a dick. He leans his head back as if he’s meditating.

“My cock is getting hard. Must be getting ready to get bloody.” Axel says all this with his eyes closed. I swear sometimes he just asks to get the shit kicked out of him. Except he likes it, sick fuck.

“Frosty, talk to me. What you got for us?”

We all look at Frosty who’s enthralled with Edge’s control panel and security cameras.

“Edge, man, this place is amazing. You went all out. I think it’s gonna do well.” Frosty’s eyes are alive as he looks around the room.

“It fucking better. I sank a lot of money into it. Unlike the name, hopefully this one doesn’t fuck me over.”

“Christ, shut up.” Axel opens one eye then returns to his meditation.

The phone rings and Edge turns to answer it. Walking to the corner, his hand touches the fresh hole in the wall and the broken burner phone on the floor.

He frowns. Blade ignores him and starts to tell Axel the latest as Frosty takes off his backpack.

“So, it took me a little longer than expected, but I got all the deleted messages from Roach’s texts, and I got his voice messages.” He looks around the room. “Can we turn on some light?”

Axel snorts but doesn’t move, Blade keeps drinking from the bottle, and Edge is in a heated conversation with Dolly. I guess, since that’s the one time I see any real emotion on his face.

“Jesus.” I stand up and flip on the light switch causing everyone but Frosty and me to yell.

“Sorry, but I have expensive equipment.” He looks at everyone.

I’m amazed at how calm I am. I’ve waited so long for any little break. And finding the kid through Reed’s FBI files means something.

“Why do you think Roach didn’t destroy his phone?” I ask the room. Frosty found something. I can feel it. The scars on my arms where I used to shoot up tingle.

Frosty is busy hooking up wires to the control center but says over his shoulder, “So, this definitely was his personal phone.” He holds up the old black flip phone as he plugs it into his computer.

“It’s got all his girlfriends, drug contacts. I mean, this guy had his hand in a lot of stuff. He was smart about using code words, and he deleted everything. But yeah, he had this phone for a while. I’ve got all kinds of stuff for you to look over.” He turns and reaches for his backpack, which is stuffed full. “These are all his deleted texts for years.”

Axel finally rouses himself. “I’m with Poet. Why would he keep a phone for so long? I get rid of mine every two weeks.”

I look over at him. “Every two weeks?”

“Fuck yeah, man. I hate modern technology.” He reaches into his pants pocket and brings out the purple glass pipe he uses to smoke that crazy weed he grows himself.

“And since you don’t even have a phone, let’s not pass judgment,” he grumbles.

He’s right. Other than the occasional burner, I don’t always have a phone for numerous reasons. There are times when I don’t want anyone to be able to get a hold of me that way. If you need me, you can eventually find me.

“Are you going to be able to handle all this?” Axel brings me back to the now and I want to punch his pretty boy face. Fuck, with as many fights as he’s been in, you’d think he’d look much more fucked up.

“Um… well, this was thirteen years ago. We didn’t exactly have such easy access to burner phones back then. Also, I think he figured if he was careful and deleted everything, he was fine.”

Blade slams the bottle on the table.

“Easy man, that’s new,” Edge says as he rubs his hand under Blade’s bottle, checking for marks on the table.

“It looks like he planned to kill himself. I recovered deleted texts of him and some girlfriend wanting to end it together. Go out in a blaze of glory, he called it. He was addicted to your drug, Blade.”

Frosty nods at all of us. “The last text he got was from the girlfriend saying she decided against it because her three-year-old son got sick with the flu.”

“Jesus.” Blade stands.

“Crazy shit, right?” He hands Axel a big folder, then hands one to me, and I hand one to Blade who is rubbing the back of his neck. He motions for me to leave it.

“What the fuck is wrong with people?” Axel looks at me. “I mean why have kids if you want to kill yourself?”

“Why are you looking at me? I’ll never have kids again,” I snarl as Tabatha’s sweet face appears and disappears when I blink.

“What you got for us, man?” Blade sits again, flipping the folder open. He looks tired. I know putting his drug back on the street is a huge risk since the FBI has been stopping by letting us know they’re watching. Along with the supply-and-demand situation, he sleeps about four hours a night. He also has a family and a baby on the way.

“I want to play his deleted messages. Two are interesting. I’m still working on trying to get them cleaner.”

Three hours later, four pizzas and two bottles of Jack are spread out on Edge’s new table.

“Fucking, Satan’s Seeds. I always thought it was them. But since we weren’t that close in territory, I didn’t think they would try to take over LA.”

Blade leans back in his chair. “I want us to get their big warehouse. I want it blown up, gone. With that big of a hit, the money will make them weak. Half the guys will bail and Victor is such a stupid fuck—I’ll put a bullet in his head while he sleeps.”

Blade says all this as he stands. “I want Church tomorrow. There’s a rat in our family. Satan’s Seeds were stupid enough to follow whoever betrayed us. He’s the one who gave them the time, location, and who was going to be at the lab that day.”

My heart is pumping so fast I can sense my mind trying to fight my demons. As I listen, I have to fight back the bile. There’s the voice that told the Seeds our location and to make sure they got all of us. Except they didn’t factor in Debbie and Tabatha showing up, looking for me. There’s more on the recording, and it tells me all the things I’ve known in my gut to be right.

“I want blood. I need that voice identified, Frosty,” I hiss at him. Blade puts his hand on my shoulder.

“We’re close, David. Don’t do this to yourself. Stay focused, brother. I can feel your energy.”

I sit as my mind replays the voice—the voice that can’t be identified. The voice that tells the address and names of all of us—the people he wants blown up. I was named, but another McCormick took my spot because I was late, and I live in hell every day for it.

Rage, pain, and guilt are my worst enemies as my fists clench and unclench.

“I get to kill the rat. Do what you want with Satan’s Seeds.”

I stand and push the buzzer for the steel door to let me out.

Edge’s voice is saying to let me go and cool off.

But I’m not ever going to cool off. Blade’s right. This is the first time in a while the monsters have come back to play.

The witches are loud as they swirl around my mind, fucking with my will to deal with reality. I don’t know what or how exactly I find myself in front of Sergi’s table.

I saw him when we came in and didn’t bat an eye, or did I? All these years I’ve been living only for the truth. Now that I have it, I need to shut the demons up. A small taste, maybe even a snort in each nostril. I need the drug to help me recover from the fact that my child was sacrificed.

A brother in my family killed her along with my uncle, cousin, and baby momma and I can taste my revenge.

I’ll stop tomorrow. Even though some rat in the Disciples ordered it, it’s still my fault they’re dead.

Yeah… tonight I need to let the darkness take me down, like the dark night waters of the ocean, and let myself float to a peaceful sleep.
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I head downstairs and straight to the man who can make all my pain vanish. The music is crap that I don’t recognize, but the beat is making my chest vibrate.

Weaving my way through the bodies, I stop at the table in the corner. Some Disciples sit on one side and his bodyguards sit behind him.

“Ah, Poet, you come for me to solve all your problems?”

“Cut the shit, Sergi.”

He smiles and his front teeth, which are gold, shine in the dim light. The smell of weed and other shit being smoked in the corner to my right almost prompts me to turn and ask to join.

But this final betrayal to myself needs to be private.

Sergi holds up his hands as if I have a gun on him. “What can I help you with, my friend? It’s been a long time.”

“I’m surprised you’re not in jail.”

I look around at the packed club and now understand why Edge has it loaded with high-tech security everywhere. He’s controlling what and how much comes in and out. Edge has always been smart at numbers. I’m sure he’s making a killing.

“I need just a taste.”

When he smiles again, the thought that some people should be put down flashes through my mind. He’s one of them in his velvet cream-colored sweat suit and his gaudy gold chains.

He’s part of the Russian mafia and has done quite well considering he’s nothing but a thug.

Reaching into his fanny pack, he pulls out a small baggie with the white powder that can make all my agony go away. I won’t have the dreams that make me too scared to close my eyes and sleep tonight.

I won’t sleep with this magic. I can stay awake and the monsters won’t have a voice anymore.

“David?” I reach for the bag, tossing Sergi a fifty, and see Axel. Out of everybody, Axel’s the one who thinks he can save me? That’s a laugh.

I walk away from him and move past the sweaty bodies gyrating on the colorful dance floor.

The night air is somewhat humid. I need to breathe, but it’s like a cobra has slithered its way up my neck, slowly cutting off my air supply as my eyes dart around for a corner.

“I can’t let you do this, brother.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” I yell at Axel, though he remains calm.

The parking lot is well-lit as I turn and walk to my bike. “Axel.” I sigh as I sit on it. “In all our years of knowing each other, I’ve never thought it any of my business to know why you hate the world.” I look at him as he stands in front of my bike, hands crossed, and I have to hand it to him—he’s got balls of steel.

“So, I need you to return the favor. Walk the fuck away. This has nothing to do with the club. I won’t go off the deep end. But I can’t do this right now, man.”

When I’m about to start my bike, he grabs my face. “I love you, man. You’ve gone through hell, but you survived. Don’t fuck up. You’re so close to finishing it all.”

His blue eyes are filled with pain I’ve never seen. He lets go of me and backs away.

“Or go be another fucking junkie. And let me and Blade avenge your daughter.”

“Fuck you, you son of a bitch,” I yell after his retreating back. I keep yelling obscenities at him until he’s disappeared around the corner and my voice is hoarse.

None of my brothers know what I’m feeling. None of them understand my crushing guilt. My never-ending pain. This white powder makes it go away and tonight, just for tonight, I need that.

I start my bike, the white powder calling me much like a mother calls her kids.

I close my eyes. She’s there, her golden curls bouncing as she runs to me, her laughter like music to my ears. It’s the kind that makes you smile for days… the kind you can hear forever. My eyes bolt open.

“Fuck.” I lean my head down as the pain takes over.

My demons are silent as I let myself sit in a loud parking lot and calm my rapid breathing.

My anger and pain are not going to bring me down. We all have our moments and we all have our time. This is not my time.

“Not now, not fucking now.” I turn off the bike and head toward the door. Axel stands at the front entrance with a woman, smoking.

His eyes hold mine for a moment, and he reaches out to me. He’s an asshole, but he’s a brother and I owe him.

We all do. When push comes to shove, Axel will die for us. We’re his family. I nod and grab his hand, transferring the heroin baggie to him.

I don’t stay, because I’m in the dark. I need my light like all living creatures, and I know where to find it.
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I’m on my way home, and Aretha Franklin’s “Respect” is blasting on the car stereo.

Because I need some respect.

It’s been a week since I’ve seen or heard from David. A fucking week.

Cindy has recovered and can’t stop gushing and oversharing about her active sex life with Ryder.

I’m trying to be positive, but when your whole world seems to be crumbling it’s not that easy.

God, he’s been back in my life almost a month and I think I’ve gone through every type of emotion there is. I know my mom is worried, but again, he’s my mistake to make, not hers.

It doesn’t make me feel better that when she sees me, she gets tears in her eyes and tells me I’m worth so much more.

Sighing, I pull into the small garage. Grabbing my bag, I take the stairs two at a time. My feet hurt and I want a shot of anything with alcohol and hope it makes me pass out. I’m tearing around the corner on my level when my heart leaps into my throat.

He sits, his back to my door, both long legs crossed. The fluorescent lights make him appear even darker, or maybe it’s that he’s in his black cut along with the rest of his clothes. I slow as I approach him. His silver eyes find mine and I blink at the pain oozing out of them. All my aggravation of not hearing from him vanishes as he stands.

“What’s happened?”

“My life…”

I walk up to him and before I can reach out to him he’s jerked me into his warm arms and buries his face in my neck.

“But you’re not hurt?” My mind spins. As usual, he’s done the unexpected and I have no idea what to do but hold on and breathe in his clean, smoky smell.

“I need you tonight,” he groans, and I stop breathing for a second.

“You can need me every night.”

He pulls back as his eyes caress my face, both strong hands holding my chin.

“I’ll take from you. I’ll take all of you if you let me. Don’t let me, Beautiful.”

“You don’t have to take. I want to give it to you.”

His silver orbs with long dark lashes look at me as if he can’t believe I’m real. “I don’t want you to get hurt. That’s what I do.” His voice is so tortured. A ripple of fear goes up my spine.

“What’s happened?” I whisper, my eyes blurry with tears.

He doesn’t respond. Instead, his thumbs rub away my tears. His eyes close and he brings his forehead to mine.

“Can I stay the night?” Again, he’s robbed me of breath and speech.

“I’d like that.” I breathe in.

Then he kisses me, and I open as I melt into him. Our tongues touch. It’s soft where he’s usually hard. Sensual instead of frantic.

He kisses me as if we have forever; he kisses me like I’m his future.

I can taste his sadness along with my tears. And I wish he would let me help him, but maybe this is the way to help him, to take away his pain. My head falls back as his warm lips travel down my jaw.

“Let’s go inside.”

I nod and reach down into my purse for my keys. Somehow, I find them and we’re in. He guides me into the bathroom.

David undresses me. Starts the shower. I seem unable to do much more than stare at him as he undresses and his huge cock springs free.

What’s happening to me?

He opens the shower door and the steam billows out as if we’ve released a genie from a bottle.

The water is hot, but I still shiver as he grabs my neck to bring my lips to his. It’s slow as if he wants to feast on them, suck them all night. I blink back the water so I can watch him. But he turns me to face the water and stands behind me. Then, the David I know comes to life. He moves my wet hair and starts to lick and suck my shoulder, his tongue making me groan. As he takes his time on my neck, his strong hands reach around for my swollen breasts and I reach out to steady myself.

He’s rough with his caresses and I’m getting wetter with each kiss. I turn my neck, allowing him to take my lips. I might pass out. He’s taking all of me, like he threatened to do, except I want to give it.

“David,” I moan as it echoes around us.

“Yeah, baby, what do you want?” He moves back to my neck, his mouth and tongue sucking and licking.

“I… need you too.”

He turns me around and lifts me so that my back presses against the cool tiles.

“This is all I can offer.” Our eyes lock. The water pelts his back as he shows me everything.

I nod, knowing that he’s likely telling the truth, but it doesn’t matter. He has my heart and I need him to breathe.

As though almost in pain, he groans and drops to his knees. Taking my right leg, he positions it over his shoulder as he eats my pussy. His teeth find my clit and I pant as his tongue licks and sucks and he rubs his face up and down. My head falls back and I reach out to steady myself.

“I’m going to come.” The pulsing waves of pleasure are building at an alarming rate. I reach for his head either to pull him off or pull him closer.

“David… I’m coming hard,” I scream as I orgasm right in his mouth. Wetness seeps out as my body pulses.

“Oh God.” With his hands on my waist, he lifts me onto his thick, hard cock and that’s it—I’m gone. Orbiting. As I claw his back, he pulls out and I gasp as his cock thrusts into me again. His lips are at my neck, and all I can do is hold on.

“Wrap those long legs tight around me. I’m going to fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk without thinking about me.”

In and out, he pounds into me. His breathing is harsh, almost as if he’s possessed; his hands hold the back of my knees wide open.

“I’m addicted to your cunt. I want it all day and night,” he grunts into my mouth. “Fuck… you feel so good. You’re my light, Beautiful.”

I can barely comprehend what he’s telling me as the water rains down on his back and my face. The pleasure is so strong that my core clenches and my nails claw his back as he thrusts harder. His cock hits that spot that makes me scream and then I’m gone, floating as wave after wave of pleasure makes me shake.

“That’s it. Look at you, baby. His eyes are dark storm clouds as he watches me come again, this time on his cock.

“Eyes open, Beautiful.” He thrusts even harder.

“Watch me.” Then his body jerks, and his eyes, which were tortured half an hour ago, are clear as pure bliss comes over him.

“That’s what you do to me.” His lips take mine as his cock fills me up.

I don’t know how long we stay like this, our breathing harsh, the water raining on us. Slowly he lowers my legs.

His eyes are calm, peaceful; mine fill with tears.

He’s so heartbroken, his pain so raw. I reach for his lips, my arms still wrapped around his neck.

He doesn’t pull back or hold back. The truth is I think he needs this affection more than I do. When he smiles, my heart skips and starts to race, and I almost tell him I love him. But as soon as he gives me that smile, it’s gone. He turns and grabs the soap, quickly running his hands over my body, then doing the same to himself. Turning me, he rinses off the soap. I’m like a rag doll, letting him do everything.

He turns off the shower, grabs a towel, and wraps me in it. Stepping out, he towel dries himself. Finally, I start to move, almost terrified to look at him. If he has that guarded look on his face, I don’t know what I’ll do.

“You hungry?” Clad in nothing but the white towel wrapped around his tan waist, he reaches for his phone. That incredible, tattooed body almost leaves me speechless.

“It’s kind of late.” I reach for some moisturizer and watch as he types on his phone. I open a sink drawer and pull out a black toothbrush.

He glances up then back down to his phone.

“Thank you,” he says, pulling me close and kissing the top of my head. “I need to make a call and smoke. I’ll be back.”

“No.” My face heats up. “What I mean is I have this little balcony. You can use that to smoke. That way you don’t have to leave.”

He cocks his head. “I’m not leaving.”

As he drops the towel, he bends to pull on his jeans, not bothering to button them, and walks out into the bedroom and turns on the light.
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DAVID/POET

 

She stands in her bathroom doorway, a white towel loosely wrapped around her. Her eyes dart left and right and she seems unsure of her next move.

Should I be here? Probably not. But something tells me if I walk out this door, I might not come back, as in, I might never come back.

I can’t self-examine what my feelings are for her. She deserves the world, and as much as I know deep inside I love her, I’m not the right man for her.

Life is not fair; she still thinks it is.

She believes love can heal. It’s all over her, wanting to be voiced, but she’s afraid I’ll hurt her with the truth.

Tonight, she saved me. I pull out my smokes and reach for my phone.

Opening the sliding glass door to her balcony, I step out. It’s big enough for two small chairs and a table. She’s got a couple of potted plants on each side. It’s cute, much like all things that surround Charlie.

Blade has called and left two texts. Not even listening or checking, I push on his name. It rings, and when he doesn’t answer immediately, I almost hang up. After all, it’s almost one in the morning.

He snarls, “I don’t have time for this shit, David.”

I light up and look to the stars in the sky. “What do you want from me?”

“I want you to hold it together. And if you can’t, I need you to back away and let me finish it.” His voice is low and I hear him shutting a door; then he comes in loud and clear.

“I told you this a month ago when you showed up. I will not let you drag me or the club down. You need to go shoot up, do it. But you stay away from the clubhouse and you turn in your cut.”

I stare down at a car pulling up.

“David?”

“Yeah, I’m here.” I inhale deeply letting the nicotine calm me as I tell him the truth.

“Blade, what you fail to understand is that it’s not your fault. You’re used to everyone kissing your ass. But the truth is I don’t care. I don’t think of you as king. I think of you as my cousin who has everything to live for.”

My voice is calm. I need him to get this. “You threatening me does nothing. I do what I want. And I’m not afraid to die.”

Silence, nothing but the cars and the wind blowing some of the palm trees.

“David.” There’s the sound of him pacing as his breathing becomes harsh.

Blade has never liked anyone standing up to him. “I’d stay buried in that pussy tonight. You bring that attitude tomorrow—”

“I kill the rat and I’m done talking.” I hang up after hearing him swear.

Bending down, I put out my cigarette and walk back inside. She’s turned off the lights so the moon and the streetlights fill the room along with the glow of her flat-screen TV.

“You want to watch?” Her dark hair is down and she’s propped up in her white bed in a little pink ruffled sleep shirt.

I lean against the balcony door as I rub my heart and breathe in her vanilla scent.

“Only if you get naked.” I kick off my pants, and her eyes dip down to my hard, throbbing cock.

A small hiss escapes her lips as she licks them, but she pulls her dainty tee off. Her breasts are full and her nipples stand at attention calling to me. I walk toward her and her eyes widen.

“What do you want to watch?” I stand at her side, her eyes glued to my cock, and I want to grab her head and shove myself down her throat.

“Um… wait, what?”

“I said, what do you want to watch?”

She stares at my cock. Her eyes dart to mine then back. I reach down taking the remote.

The TV closes like an eye blinks to blackness. All we are left with are the streetlights and moon.

“No TV tonight.” I toss the remote. “I want to suck on your pussy, I want you to suck on my cock, and I want to fuck until we both pass out from exhaustion.”

She throws the covers off and gets on her knees. Wrapping her hands around my neck, she says, “I want that too.”

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” I stroke her silky hair. My lips hover around that dip in her neck.

“Now lie down and spread your legs. I’m going to eat your cunt.”
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I bolt up, look around, and see that I’m in Charlie’s bedroom, alone.

Sunlight streams in covering half the bed. I’m drenched with sweat. Good chance I was dreaming, but I can’t remember it.

My heart is pounding, so it must have been a nightmare. Strange I don’t recall it. I flop onto my back, hearing the shower running. I reach for the phone to check the time.

“Christ,” I mutter, sitting up. There are twelve messages.

It’s almost noon, so I missed Church. Unless Frosty found out anything, I honestly don’t give two fucks.

Getting up, I stretch. I smell like sex and vanilla. After I pull on my jeans, I take my cigarettes along with the phone out to the balcony.

The smell of coffee wafts from inside. Maybe before I deal with all this mess, I’ll grab a cup. Heading to the kitchen, I grin at how much I like her place.

It’s open and everything is clean and in the perfect spot. The walls are a cheerful yellow and black and white photos are placed strategically here and there. It’s perfect like Charlie.

I open a few of her cherrywood cabinets and find the mugs in the third one. Her Cuisinart coffeemaker makes three beeps and I pull the carafe out.

The shower has turned off, so I pour a cup for my beautiful. She likes it black. For the first time in years, I’m starting to know what someone other than myself likes.

My mind drifts to last night. God, I hope she can walk. I kept her up all night. When I get like this, I can fuck for days. She’s got to be sore though.

I grab the mugs and head to the bedroom. My cock instantly gets hard. She stands in a white robe that barely covers her ass looking out the balcony and brushing her hair, a smile on her face.

“You okay?” She turns and my heart twists painfully. I want her… this, us.

“I feel so good.” She shimmies inside my arms as I hold the hot coffee in both hands. Standing on tiptoes, she kisses me.

“How did you sleep?” She reaches to take one of the mugs.

“I slept and I didn’t remember a single dream. For me, that’s a rare thing.”

She frowns. “You have nightmares every night?”

I lean over and kiss her perfect puffy lips. “Come sit with me. I need to make some calls and fill my body up with cancer.”

“David.” She huffs. “Don’t say that. It’s bad luck.”

I almost laugh, but she looks serious. “Beautiful, I’ve abused this body so much, at this point, the cigarettes are nothing.”

Her eyes travel up and down me as she opens the glass door to her balcony. It’s hot already but the balcony’s in the shade. I drop into one of her chairs.

“You look in pretty good shape to me.” Her eyebrows are raised. She leans her ass against the railing and faces me.

“Now, how am I going to concentrate with you in this robe?”

She smiles then loosens the robe, letting it dip. And I hold up my hands.

“I have to take these calls, babe. They might be important.”

“Okay. I should check my stuff too.” She leans over, and as if we do this every day, she kisses me, smiles, and sashays inside, quietly sliding the glass door closed.

My eyes follow her as she moves around the room. I’ll let myself have this, knowing it can’t last but needing it more than I ever imagined.

She disappears into the other room, allowing me to focus on my phone.

There’s a new text from Blade, calling me a selfish piece of shit but to call him. A couple from Axel, berating me. And one from Edge saying to keep it together.

None from Frosty.

I light up, sit back, and take a drag, then sip my black coffee. Last night might be one of the best nights of my life. I didn’t go easy on her and she loved it. When people say you find your soul mate and you think it’s a myth, I know it’s not. Needing to be near her, I get up.

When I find her, she’s on her laptop, drinking coffee and looking at charts.

I wrap my arms around her, bury my nose in her hair, and inhale all that I need in one breath.

“Everything, okay?” She cups my cheek.

“I missed you,” I mumble as I kiss her neck.

“I guess you need to stay over more often.”

I pull her hair off her shoulders, loosening her robe. “I want that,” I whisper into her ear, nipping it.

“Really?” She turns so that she can see me.

“I do…” Though I try to pull away, her nails are latched into my forearms.

“Oh no you don’t. Speak. Talk to me.”

“Charlie, you can’t think I’m something I’m not. I can be honest and tell you that I’m crazy about you, that last night was the best thing to happen to me ever. But it’s empty if I can’t be the man you need.”

She gazes at me with such hope. “I love you, David.” She reaches for my lips. “You don’t have to say it back, but I do. I always have.”

I cup her face and look at her beauty, not only on the outside but the true light that comes from within her.

“You shouldn’t love me. No matter what I feel toward you, it can’t end well for us.”

“But why?” Her forehead hits my chest. “Why can’t you try? You did amazing last night. You can be happy, David. We deserve a chance.”

She looks up and I can’t stand it. She doesn’t get it, never will.

“I don’t deserve anything,” I hiss as my phone goes off. “You do, though.”

“I want you.” Confusion clouds her stunning face. To her, it should be easy. “And I know you want me.”

We stare at each other. The annoying sound of my phone vibrating breaks the energy. For a moment, she almost had me believing I might have a chance—a chance to love her the way she deserves.

Maybe when this nightmare is over, my demons will evaporate and my mind can be clear and open to loving.

My phone starts vibrating again.

“Fuck.” I look down at it. Four missed calls from Blade.

“I need to take care of this.”

She nods and turns back to her computer. “Go. I’m not stopping you.”

“Charlie…” Her eyes snap to mine and I almost take a step back.

“Go, do what you need to do. But know that I’m not giving up on you.”

I don’t speak. What’s left to say? She’s brave and I’m fucked up. End of story.

My phone starts again and she rolls her eyes as she dumps out her coffee and pours herself a fresh cup.

“What?” I almost yell as I walk to her bedroom.

“You missed Church.”

“No shit, Blade.”

“My wife has decided to have Dolly, your girl, and your girl’s friend Cindy over for a pool day.”

“What?”

“Don’t do it, Poet. Not today. All the brothers are in the compound partying because we had Church and we are united. The one person who wasn’t there was you. Now, I don’t give a fuck what you do later, but my wife is five months pregnant and she wants to have some girl time. Bring your old lady. Now.”

“Charlie doesn’t even know Eve, and I don’t want her around that.”

Silence.

“Fine, I’m on my way.” The line goes dead.

“Fuck.” I rub my face. All of this is too much. Charlie loving me, finding the rat, waiting for Frosty… I’m on edge, and I can sense it: something’s getting ready to happen.

Pushing on Frosty’s number, I hear it ring twice.

“Yellow.”

“Anything?”

“Poet?”

“Jesus Christ, Frosty, yes it’s me.”

“Prez says nothing gets told to you until he hears it first.” I hear his fingers typing.

Taking a deep breath because I need Frosty and it’s not his fault Blade is being a dick, I walk back into the main room where Charlie sits on the couch.

Her long legs are tucked under her as she eats some pineapple while looking at her phone.

I crack my neck, staying silent as I hear him sigh and then say. “Fine, I’ll say this… I have a contact. He’s the best money can buy, expensive as fuck, but he thinks he can fix the sound quality and match the voice.”

I breathe out and sink onto the couch with Charlie.

“And, Poet?”

“What?”

“If you want anything again, you’ll let no one know that I told you that.”

I snort. “Don’t worry. It’s safe. You’ve told me nothing.”

I toss the burner phone on her coffee table and look over at her. I reach for her leg. It’s so soft, she’s truly perfection, my perfect woman.

“Get dressed. My cousin’s wife wants to have a girls’ day by the pool. Apparently your friend Cindy is invited and you’re required.”

“Yeah, I just talked to her. She’s been there for an hour. I guess you’re late.” She bites the bottom of her lip.

I cock my head, my hand moving to her hair. I love it—it’s like silk and smells like coconuts.

“It’s going to be a real bikers’ party. You ready for that?”

I’m not sure I’m ready. Do I want to share her? She’s mine, my only light.

“We can lay low.” I pull away and reach for my phone, which is going off again. I don’t even look at it and switch it off. Quite frankly, unless it’s Frosty, they all can wait.

“No, let’s go… unless… you aren’t ready for me to be there.” She looks down for a moment.

Grabbing her, I pull her onto my lap, my nose and lips going straight for her neck. Fuck, I need all of her.

“If I could tuck us away on an island, I would.” My lips trail to her ear as her arms pebble with excitement. Charlie has sensitive ears.

“But that’s not realistic.”

Lifting her off me, I swat her ass. “Go get changed. I need a shower.”

She squeals and twirls so that she’s facing me with her hands on her ass. My eyes travel up and down her as I stalk her like she’s my prey.

“Fuck it,” I say, exhaling. I lunge for her, and her long legs kick out as she twists.

“David, Oh. My. God. We had sex like ten times last night. We need to—” I toss her on the bed and stand over her. She’s excited. A flush creeps up her neck to her cheeks.

“Open your robe.” My voice is harsh. I have no control anymore. My body craves her. She’s better than any drug.

One more fix, and I’ll let us out into the big bad world.

Slowly, she unties the belt and lies back like the good girl she is. Then she spreads her legs and I know that she’s going to be my salvation, if only for this moment.

“That’s it.” I unbutton my jeans and let them fall to the floor.

Her chest is rising and falling as if she can’t get enough oxygen. Her beautiful pussy is pink and glistening. I grab her long legs and drag her to the edge of the mattress.

“Are you going to scare me?” She groans at my touch.

I look at her, ripe and willing to do anything, but I don’t want her scared. I need her light—I’m desperate for it.

“No.” I kneel down and gently rub her swollen nub with my rough thumb.

She’s beautiful, but her clit is slightly red. She’s got to be sore. I didn’t let up until the morning light and now I need her again. I’m trying to stay one step ahead of my demons.

“No baby, I don’t want to scare you. If you’re not scared already, you will be.” Before she can respond, I lick her clit. Like a greedy cat, she arches, trying to get more.

“Jesus.” She reaches for my hair.

She comes and I don’t let her recover. I slide up her body. Mine is warm; hers is shaking. As I hold the back of one leg open, I slide into my nirvana.

If I die tomorrow, this is what I hope I feel and see. I want to close my eyes and feel her pussy milking my very life from me.

In and out, I thrust slowly so as to cherish it. Her moans are my music until I take her mouth and her kiss brings me safety.

“I love you,” she whispers as I steal her breath then breathe it back into her mouth.

“Oxygen thief,” she whispers in my ear as her nails dig into my ass.

Her body convulses. That perfect cunt, which has got to be magical, tightens almost painfully around my cock. I thrust as deep as I can go, holding nothing back. Not even my treasured words spill out.

“You’re my light. I fucking need you so much.” My body freezes, almost as if my mind has made it so. A pleasure I’ve never experienced starts at my chest and spills out at my cock as I come in huge, jerking, warm spurts.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter as she kisses me. Her nails have moved up to my shoulders. Her lips are bright red and swollen. I stay inside her, leaning my forehead on hers as I let her kiss my lips, cheek, chin. I drown in this moment, submerged in her faith and love for me.

But it’s all a mirage. I was an exciting boy she had a crush on and now I’m a man who excites and satisfies her sexually. Pulling out, I roll onto my back as I let her catch her breath.

“Are you okay?” Her voice rises. She sounds worried.

“We need to get going. I’m going to take a quick shower.” I stand and leave her on the bed.
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CHARLIE

 

What just happened? I swing my legs over and try not to burst into tears. That was amazing.

Beyond amazing. I want this every day for the rest of my life. Exhaling a shaky breath, I stand and grab a tissue as his seed drips down my leg.

I should take another shower, but he needs space—I can feel it.

Tossing the tissue into the garbage, I pull my black bikini out of the dresser drawer. It’s the first time I’m using it. I bought it a month ago and have yet to make it downstairs to the pool.

The shower goes off and I slip on a cute white ruffled dress with buttons all the way down. While I’m grabbing some flipflops, David comes out looking like a wet sea god. He grabs his pants and pulls on a T-shirt then runs his hands through his hair a few times before he looks at me.

“You ready?”

I nod. My words seem stuck in my throat. He’s not looking at me in anger—it’s more sad, even resigned.

“Wait, what about towels and sunscreen?” I try to pass him and he grabs my arm.

“The clubhouse has everything. Charlie, I need you to listen to me on this. I want you to stay with Eve, Dolly, and your friend, okay?”

“Okay. Why are you worrying?” I reach for my bag.

He looks me up and down. “And don’t go anywhere without me. Not even to the bathroom, understand?”

“David, what the hell?” I throw my hands up. “Do you not want me to go?”

He runs his fingers through his hair, drops them, and takes my hand.

“Let’s get it over with.” He grabs his phone and cigarettes on the way out and says nothing as we head downstairs to his bike.

He’s making me all paranoid now. Is something bad about to happen?

The gravel and dust from the clubhouse driveway snap me out of my morbid thoughts as I look around. There’s no doubt it’s a party. Bikes everywhere, music blasting. We pass a bunch of mean-looking women, I’m guessing strippers, smoking over by a bonfire.

“Holy shit, this is not what I expected.”

Jimi Hendrix is belting out a tune—something about if six turned out to be nine. David grabs my hand and holds it tight. It’s only a touch, but as with everything David does, it always means more.

The place is definitely wild. People of all sizes walk by drinking, smoking, and laughing. Most of the women are in black with high heels. The men look scary, but nobody says a word as we pass.

David weaves us through the porch and into the air-conditioned house where lots of bikers are drinking and playing pool.

“Poet, Prez wants to see you in the conference room,” Edge says as we pass.

“I’ll be right there. Let me make sure Charlie’s all right.” He doesn’t even look at him and again, my heart beats faster. Something is wrong.

David pulls me toward the glass doors.

“Are you in trouble?” I stand on tiptoes. The music is loud.

“No.” He looks down at me and his eyes caress my face. “Just have fun and stay with the girls.” He slides the doors open and we venture toward the chlorine smell. The backyard is covered with grass and flowers.

“It took you long enough.” Cindy stands up. Her big boobs bounce around in her cherry red bikini. I cringe and look at David, who is busy pulling a lounge chair over for me.

“Sorry we’re late.” I look absurd standing next to these goddesses. They have bodies to die for and faces to match.

A blond girl in a pink bikini with long legs and the most beautiful face I have ever seen stands up. She comes over and I notice she has a perfectly round-shaped belly.

“I’m Eve. Welcome to our party.” She grabs my hand as David frowns.

“Thank you for inviting me.” I smile at her.

“Poet? Is this why we barely see you?” She eyes him.

“Don’t, Eve. I’m not in the mood,” he growls, and all three of them smirk.

“Whatever, you never are.” She kind of sings it. “You’ll be in good company. All of the Disciples are in shit moods.” She waves toward the house like that bad energy can’t come near us. “They’re waiting for you.”

“Thanks, Eve.”

He turns to Dolly’s chair. She lowers her sunglasses and rolls her eyes at him.

“Hey, Doll, you doing okay?”

“Really, David? I haven’t seen you in nine years. You’ve been back over a month and that’s all you can say to me?”

“I heard your place is doing great. I was getting ready to stop by…”

“Oh God. You’re as bad as him. Stop. You’re with Edge like always.” She snorts and puts her sunglasses back on.

Eve puts her hands on her small hips. Besides the cute ball in her stomach, you would never know she was pregnant.

“Dolly, just because you hate Edge right now doesn’t mean we hate Poet.”

“Christ.” David rubs the back of his neck. “This was a bad idea. Do you want to go?”

Cindy loops her arm in mine. “No, you guys just got here.” She kind of stumbles but steadies herself with my arm.

“Poet.” Eve waves her hand. “Dolly’s angry at the world and drunk… so don’t worry about a thing. Now go and see what’s up.”

David grabs my arm and walks me over a couple of feet. Cindy reluctantly lets go since Eve has her arm.

“I shouldn’t have brought you.”

“David, what is wrong? Go do what you have to do. I’m fine. I can take care of myself.”

He looks at me, then over at the girls who are not even trying to pretend they aren’t spying. “I’ll be back. We’ll leave as soon as I’m done.” Surprising me, he leans down and kisses me.

“God, he’s fucking hot,” Cindy mumbles as he walks away.

“Yes, David is… interesting.” Eve claps her hands. “So, Charlie, cocktail?”

She doesn’t give me time to answer. “Dewey, bring us a new batch of strawberry margaritas and maybe a Perrier or something bubbly for me, please.”

“You sure you’re feeling all right?” The guy I saw sleeping outside her door the other morning sprints over to her.

“Thank you, Dewey. I’m fine. The beverages, please.” She smiles at him. He beams back as he marches toward the glass doors.

I take off my dress, kick off the flipflops, and gratefully sink into the cushioned lounger.

I’ve had more sex in the last twenty-four hours than I have in two years.

I could use a little nap in the sun. Closing my eyes, I let the warm sun beat down as my body immediately starts to sweat and relax.

“So… Charlie?” I look over at Eve who has moved her lounger closer. Cindy is wading in the pool and Dolly looks dead in another lounger.

“How is David?” she asks.

I look at her then Dolly. “Um, what do you mean? And is Dolly okay?” I whisper.

Eve turns to look at her then flops her hand on Dolly’s stomach causing her to scream and sit up.

“What the hell? I was visualizing cutting off Edge’s penis with that knife you gave me for Christmas.”

“Dolly.” Eve looks at me, her big blue eyes huge, and returns her attention to Dolly. “I told you, that knife is not for you to cut off Edge’s penis. Trust me, you would be sorry.”

I stare at both of them. Are they fucking with me? Or are they seriously discussing cutting off Edge’s dick?

“Why? I think it would be a service to all women.” She looks over at me and I reach for my bag and sunglasses so I can stop seeing black dots. It doesn’t look like I’m going to get much sunbathing done.

“Dolly is going through a phase. It will pass.” Eve waves her hand like she’s a queen.

“Maybe not.” Dolly stands up and straightens her bikini bottoms.

All of these girls are way too pretty. How do they all have such perfect boobs? I glance down at my small but full ones and sigh.

Dewey, I guess that’s the guy’s name, returns with two pitchers of margaritas, a Perrier, and a glass for me.

“Thank God. I was getting sober.” Dolly takes a pitcher from him and turns to me. “Doug did a great job on your hair. It’s maintained well.”

“I love it.” Running my fingers through it, I ask, “How is Doug?”

I take the margarita she offers. It’s sweet, cold, and refreshing. It’s also the only thing I’ve had in my stomach today.

“Fucked up over a guy. Long story.” She looks around almost bored until her eyes narrow on a bunch of biker girls.

“Oh noooo,” I mumble in my glass.

“Dolly, knock it off. Stop being so negative.” Eve glances at her, and Dolly rolls her eyes.

I peek over at Cindy who is sunbathing with her margarita on a pink raft.

“So, this place is huge,” I say, taking in the backyard. It’s packed with bikers and women in bikinis.

“Yeah, it took some getting used to, but I love the family feel of the clubhouse.” She grabs her can of sunscreen and sprays it on her legs and stomach.

“And of course, Blade doesn’t allow anyone in the pool when I want to use it.” She waves the bottle as she continues. “I don’t want to freak you out, but these women can be—”

“Sluts, whores, strippers, skanks.” Dolly downs her margarita and reaches for the pitcher as Eve scowls at her.

“Some are a bit rough, and you have to watch your man. But a lot are truly lovely. So stop it, Dolly. Your mom still shows up sometimes.”

“Exactly.” She raises her glass in a fake toast then stares at her nails.

“You don’t get sick of it? Maybe I’m getting old, but I think they would get on my nerves.” I motion with my eyes to the same group Dolly was staring at. It’s kind of hard not to feel their negative vibes as they shoot us dirty looks. It’s mostly a redhead with ridiculous fake boobs and stupid lips. With all the makeup she has on, she almost looks like a cartoon. Smoke drifts over her and her posse. The smell of hickory and apples and some sort of meat fills the air.

“Oh God.” Eve waves her hand in her face and closes her eyes. “The smell of smoking meat still makes me puke.” I prepare to move so she has more room, but she reaches out and stops me, grabbing me by the wrist.

“Give me a second. It will pass. Actually… Dewey?” she yells.

Dewey’s over by a couple of older guys, smoking. He looks overly concerned.

“You okay?” His brown eyes look at us like we’ve done something.

“I can’t handle the smell of that smoker. Can you have them move it away? Otherwise I might throw up.”

He nods. “No problem. Prez don’t want you tired tonight. Amy’s taking care of James Dean, remember?”

His eyes scan all of us then zero back to me. “Who are you?”

“Charlie.” It just comes out. I’ve been Charlize for years, which makes my mom happy. The one person who called me Charlie back then was David. But I’m definitely a Charlie now.

“Dewey, this is Poet’s girl,” Eve says, her eyes still closed.

“Oh, I’ve heard about you.” Then he pats Eve’s arm. “I’ll take care of the smoker.”

As soon as he leaves, Dolly sits down in the chair under the umbrella and lights a cigarette. “Sorry, Eve. I need one.”

Eve waves the smoke away and turns her blue eyes on me. “What’s going on?”

“Excuse me?” I look over at Cindy for help, but she’s turned to her stomach and is facing the opposite way.

“Some serious shit is going down. Blade won’t tell me anything, but I know it has to do with David. What do you know?”

Both she and Dolly get closer to me. I hold my hands up. “I know nothing.” Standing, I move toward the pool.

“Wait, this is no joke. Like when Blade comes out instead of Jason, shit is going down.” Eve stands and loops her hand with mine and guides me back to the lounge chair.

“I wish I knew something. David and I are kind of figuring things out.”

A slither of dread slides up my spine.

“I heard Blade last night on the phone with David. It’s not good.” She lets all that hang in the air.

“Wait, what did you hear is happening?” I reach for my bag, looking around for some Tums. First there’s my stomach acid from lack of food, and now this is making me nauseous.

“You know that David is back for revenge, right?” She looks me right in the eye.

“Yes, I guess,” I croak again and look over at Cindy to save me, almost wanting to scream for her to wake up.

“Jason is my man and I don’t intend to let anything bad happen to him. I need to know what you know.” She waves her hand in my stunned face. “Think, Charlie. You have to know if he’s on drugs or acting strange…?”

I shake my head, retracing last night. He was amped up and fucked me all night… but it was amazing.

“He’s not on drugs, but I agree, stuff is happening.” I breathe out and turn to the sound of gravel, caused by a huge black expensive-looking SUV.

A driver in a black suit opens the door and we all simply stare as both Dolly and Eve grab my hand.

“Holy motherfucker, is that?” Dolly whispers.

“Oh my God, it’s Reed Saddington,” I finish for her. I look down at my hands. Both girls are squeezing me hard.

“I told you.” Eve looks around me and over at Dolly. “Shit is going down. That’s why Jason has gone all Blade lately, like even at home.” She whispers the last part as we all three watch Reed walk by us and into the house.

“He’s tall and fucking beautiful. I wish he wasn’t married. I’d fuck him.” Dolly says all this with her nails now grinding into my hand and sipping her margarita.

“Charlie?”

I jump even though I’m sandwiched in between them. “Do you think David and Reed ever… did anything? I mean they are best friends and lived with each other forever.”

I blink at Eve. What the hell? “I can safely say David is not gay.”

She shakes her head and thankfully drops my hand.

“I don’t like this. Whatever is happening, Jason does not want me to know.” She points her finger at me. “You were my hope, Charlie.”

“God.” I rub my hands. “You would do better getting it out of Blade than me. David never says anything… only that I’m his light.” I grab for my margarita as they both perk up and look at me.

“He says you’re his light?” Dolly’s eyebrow goes up. “Hmm.”

A door slams, and a scream that sounds as if someone has captured a wild beast spills through the air.

“What is that?” I stand up and look around. It’s gotten pretty deserted. Other than us, some strippers are hanging around the BBQ area smoking.

“Ignore it. Welcome to your first Disciples party. Continue.”

“That’s all I’ve got, besides the fact that he says he can’t be with me because he is damaged.” I drink some more, wondering if I shouldn’t be saying all this.

Eve snorts and scoots the lounge chair closer to mine. “Charlie, all these guys in the Disciples are the same. They’re bad boys, they can’t be monogamous.” She uses air quotes for bad boys and monogamous.

Dolly lights up another cigarette. A pop pop sound makes us all stop and look around.

“Was that gunshots?” I look at Cindy who is still passed out on the raft.

Eve’s eyes narrow and she holds up her hand for silence as we all strain to hear yells and banter.

“God, they’re animals.” Dolly looks at us.

Eve turns her head and gives her a stare. “You need to hear this too, girlfriend.” She points at Dolly. “The truth is, if you want them, then go get them. It’s not complicated. Take matters into your own hands. Because if you wait around…”

Slightly buzzed, I’m done with my margarita and a little disturbed at the noises. Did I misunderstand her?

“Are you saying I should get pregnant and trap him?”

Again, loud screams are coming from the other area. A couple of the bikers’ girls run toward the side of the compound.

Dolly snorts and blows smoke up into the cloudless sky as if all the commotion is normal. “Eve thinks that getting knocked up seals the deal.”

I turn to Eve who is sitting, legs crossed at the ankles, looking at both of us. “Yeah, and…?”

“Wait.” I stand up. “You think I should trap David?” I whisper the trap part.

“Of course. That is, if you absolutely want him. Make sure because after you’re pregnant, it’s a whole ’nother ball game.”

Dolly starts laughing at my horrified face, I guess. “You didn’t know our little Eve was so calculating, huh?”

“Oh, stop being dramatic,” Eve snaps and turns her eyes on me. “It’s common sense. You want David. He’s tortured.” She holds up her thumb as she rattles off his flaws. “It’s a fact that he does have a fucked-up past.” As she counts, she takes a dramatic pause and holds up the third one. “He could take forever to come around… but trust me, you get knocked up with his baby, he’ll be all yours.” Her hands drop as she slaps her long tan legs.

I look at her then Dolly. “Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. How bad do you want him?” She stares at me like I should automatically know all this.

“I could never. I want him to love me like I love him. Not trap him.”

“Hear, hear.” Dolly raises her glass but frowns at the yelling again.

Eve looks at both of us. “Okay, clearly you don’t want him bad enough.”

She sits up straddling the lounger. “When I wanted Jason, nothing, and I mean nothing was going to stand in my way.”

I sit down, completely dumbfounded.

First, I have never been around anyone so blunt and unapologetic about it.

Second, who is this woman? Seriously, that is a horrible thing to do.

Yet, she says it with such calm and passion I’m starting to wonder if I’m being ridiculous. If I was pregnant, and knowing how he loved Tabatha…

She’s right. I have to believe David would have a hard time thinking he wouldn’t be with me.

“Or you can wait around and hope he fights his demons enough to get it together to be with you.” She stands and walks over to the pool, sitting on the edge and letting her legs dangle in.

“Charlie, don’t even.” Dolly lights another cigarette and leans close to me. “That shit worked for Eve because well, she’s Eve, and Blade was dying in love with her. There’s a reason Eve is his queen. They’re perfect for each other.”

Dolly takes a deep inhale and looks at the pool as if she’s lost. “And not all Disciples are good, and most can’t be monogamous. Eve’s young and she hit the lottery with Blade. You and me”—her pretty brown eyes find mine—“let’s just say I’d be careful. David can hurt you and not look back.”

She leans back as Dewey comes running up.

“Eve, Dolly, we need to go.” He looks scared and I freeze, terrified.

Eve nods and stands. He takes her arm as she grabs her purse and Dolly’s arm.

“Christ, I suppose I’m not allowed to leave Eve’s house?” Dolly looks more aggravated than scared, which does nothing for me.

“What’s happening?” Cindy is swimming over, her big blue eyes I’m sure mirroring mine in terror.

“Charlie?”

I stand and swing around to a face that must stop traffic. I stare up at green eyes that look like a forest.

“Holy shit.” My hand goes to my heart as if that can protect it.

“I’m Reed.”

“David? Where’s David?”

“I need to take you and your friend home now.” He looks over at his expensive vehicle and the man in the suit steps out holding the back door open.

I can’t seem to form words, but Cindy, who is dripping wet, grabs a towel and says, “Is everything okay?”

“Let’s go, ladies.” The man in the suit who must be Reed’s bodyguard snaps us into action.

I search for Dolly and Eve but Dewey is shutting the door to their SUV.

Edge comes out the front door with an older woman holding a baby as Eve opens the door for her. He says something to them, slams the door as Dewey takes off, and walks back inside the house not even looking at us.

I start to shake and my teeth ache. Maybe I’ve been shaking since Reed showed up. Cindy is climbing into the black SUV. I reach out to Reed.

“David?” The look he gives me almost makes me throw up.

“I… can’t leave without him,” I croak.

“He told me to take you, Charlie.”

“That’s it? That’s all he said?” My eyes swim in a blurry mix of colors as I climb in and reach for Cindy’s cold hands.
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DAVID/POET

 

I stand outside the conference room door and take a breath.

I never should have brought Charlie. This is a completely different world. She’s not used to any of it and quite frankly, I like her like that.

My stomach rumbles and I rub my aching head. I need to eat something. But I’m already late and I have a feeling this is it. My veins are tingling.

The door opens and Amy steps out carrying James Dean. He smiles that cute toothy smile, his rosy cheeks like big red apples as he chews on his finger.

For whatever reason, maybe I need the reminder. But this time, I don’t look away. I smile back. “Hey, Buddy.” I reach to ruffle his soft-as-silk curls.

“David.” Amy nods at me and brings me spiraling back to my present. “They’re waiting. This is what you came back for.” Her hand reaches for mine giving it a squeeze.

As they head to the kitchen, Amy talks animatedly to James Dean. Christ, she probably knows more than anyone including Blade.

I rap on the door and wait until Ryder opens it and looks at me from top to bottom.

“This is getting old already.” I move around him as I enter the large room. Blade sits with his boots on the table as he listens to Frosty.

Edge, Axel, and Ox are eating chips and guacamole, which Amy must have dropped off.

Beer bottles litter the beat-up conference table. Their conversation stops as soon as I enter. I don’t even bother saying anything. Instead I go right to the box of donuts. Picking out a jelly one, I lean against the wall, daring anyone to say shit.

Blade gets up and walks over to me. I’m in midbite, but it’s like we’re back to being twelve. Before I can protect myself, he punches me right in the gut.

“Fuck.” I spit the powdered donut on the floor and can’t help but sag to my knees.

“You may be my blood, but you ever talk to me or don’t give me the respect I deserve, I’ll personally put you out of your misery.”

I can’t get enough of a breath to try to defend myself. He’s pissed and he’s right—if we weren’t cousins, I’d be dead.

The door raps again. Ryder doesn’t even spare me a glance as he opens it.

Blade walks by and I try to stand but fall back on my knees, wheezing.

“Jesus Christ, he’s not using, is he?” My eyes dart over to the door as Reed enters.

“He’s white-knuckling it.” Axel walks over to greet Reed.

“Christ, David,” Reed snaps and closes his eyes as if he’s trying to get some patience. Which is a fucking joke. I essentially saved him years ago. And if I could get a breath in, I’d remind him.

“I have what you want.” He opens his eyes and lets his words sink in. “Are you in any condition to handle this? Or do you need me to step in?”

My face floods with adrenaline and shame. “Don’t you dare. You owe me this,” I hiss.

Frosty clears his throat and stands, almost stepping over me to get to Reed. “I’m Frosty, I’m the… well anyway, David got ahold of a phone that one of the officers for Satan’s Seeds left when he died.”

Reed nods as he looks at his phone.

“Well, the messages were deleted, but I got a dude who was able to get a match on their voices.”

“Perfect, because I bribed the right FBI agent. I have all the legal and illegal wiretapping they have on the Disciples for years.”

The chip eating stops. It’s like we’re all too stunned to move.

“What did you say?” Blade stands and goes over to Reed.

“It’s all in here. I had it downloaded, hours and hours of your secrets being documented. Most is parties and day-to-day shit but”—he looks from me to Blade—“I know who the rats are.”

“Motherfuckers.” Ryder stands and the whole table lifts up and slams back down as bottles of beer spill as well as the chips. “I do a thorough sweep once a week.” He rubs his buzzed head.

“Most is old, but with drones, you never know what they can pick up. You guys have a lot of interest with the resurrection of the making and selling of that drug again.”

Reed types something on the phone and hands it to Frosty.

“My gift.”

Frosty starts plugging in his shit and at last, I can breathe. It’s labored but I don’t think that’s from Blade anymore. The adrenaline’s making my head buzz and veins tingle. I lean over to Reed.

“Who’s the fucking rat?”

I sound demented because I am. My mind is not dealing well and the longer Frosty takes, the more I want to climb over the table and—

“You need to get your shit together,” he says. “This is not something you can lose your mind over. I think Blade has it all planned out.”

I hold up my hand for him to stop talking. Reed shrugs as he pulls out a chair to sit next to me.

The speakers are turned on and my dead uncle’s voice, Blade’s father, speaks clear as a bell about a certain bike he wanted painted. It’s like I’m stuck in one of my nightmares that I can’t wake up from. My body is so tight I can feel the muscles in my neck and shoulders cramping.

I look at Blade because I need him. I’ve forgotten this is his cross to bear too. Our eyes meet and he folds his arms.

“Move on,” he demands, and Frosty types in something.

And Chuck—or Chuckie is what we called him as a kid—my cousin, one of the best men I knew, talks about how he wants to pull back on Satan’s Seeds buying extra drugs. This is all a conversation he’s having with Lucky who says he’ll talk to Tank.

The next one is Axel and Chuck talking about someone named Amanda’s tits.

“Motherfucker.” Axel stands up. The usual arrogant look on his face is gone as he goes to the window to look out.

“Turn it off,” he yells and the room crackles with energy. “Do you know who the rat is?”

“Take it easy, Axel,” Blade warns.

“Play three twenty-one.” Reed looks up at the ceiling. Time stands still, like a slow-moving clock that’s almost run down its battery.

Frosty looks to Blade, awaiting his response. Blade scans the room of brothers. He leans his fist on the table, his eyes dark. “We stick to our plan. First, we take down Satan’s Seeds’ warehouse. I want it done by the morning. Then I’ll call Church and we will deal with the rat.”

“Rats,” Reed interrupts.

All of us turn to him and Blade lowers himself into the chair and starts to tap his blade on the old butcher block conference table. I stand and walk to the file cabinet in front of our safe.

“There was more than one?” Blade has always been big on loyalty. You’re either his brother and he’ll die for you, or you’re not and he’ll kill you.

I, on the other hand, have always known that there are truly bad people. Some even evil and given a chance, they strike at your weakest point. Much like a deadly snake, they can and will cause damage and take you down if they can. Moving the cabinet away, I use my thumbprint and the door swings open.

“Play it,” Blade hisses. I reach inside the safe and grab a Glock, some bullets, and a knife. I wait for the voice, need the voice.

Like the junkie I am, I want it, crave it. I’m seeing blood and I haven’t even started.

Blade wants to wait. I won’t.

I will sacrifice myself easily for them. A vision of golden eyes with inky black hair floats through my mind. This is why I never should have started with her. But regrets are pointless today…

Frosty types on his laptop and I slam the safe shut as all eyes look at me then back to Frosty. Static fills the quiet room. Then I hear a man. His voice is not clear, but he must speak more closely into the phone because I’m there, back to that day and that moment I want back so very badly. Those seconds that disappeared, that I was robbed of.

“Dude, it’s ready… Jackal says go, but we got a problem…”

“What problem? I gave you everything you need, fucking spoon-fed you guys. How can there be a fucking problem?”

“David’s not there. It’s his baby momma and she’s inside with his baby girl…”Silence…

“Take them out, take them all out. Do it now before we miss the chance…”

I’m sure there’s more conversation, but I know whose voice that is.

I’ve had him at every birthday party since the day I was born. He’s been like a second father. He mourned with me…

“David, we’re all in shock. Let’s take a moment.” Blade stands before me holding up his hands as I look down at my own. I’m gripping the Glock, and the weird sound I’m hearing is coming from me.

“It’s okay, brother. I’m going to take care of it. Put the fucking Glock down,” Blade hisses.

“Who are the others?” I spit out, my voice raw. I see nothing but red.

“Dozer and Burner,” Reed says from behind me. And that’s all I need.

My mind is fine. I’ve stopped making the noise. Either that or everything has gone mute, like a TV.

It’s quiet in my head as I pass people, no one makes a sound. The door is open and I’m looking….

I finally see the dead fucking rat. The man who sobbed at my hospital bed when I had burns covering my hands, feet, and knees. The man who stepped up to help bury my child, then tried to take over the club. But the club, much like the human heart, doesn’t beat with an evil soul.

He stands, laughing, with a fucking beer bottle in his hands. He’s gotten away with murder for ten years and now it’s time he atones.

“You die today.”

I hear nothing but see the confusion.

Then it’s in his eyes, always the eyes. A blink and he doesn’t need to say anything as I see red.

My pain that my child lost her life because he said so. My uncle and cousin and poor Debbie, who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

All of them had their own sins but not Tabatha. She was light, sunshine, and pure and this man said kill her… I don’t know when the pounding of flesh began or which fucking idiot Disciples are trying to pull me off.

The sounds of his nose breaking and his wails that he’s old are almost like a symphony I heard in Manhattan.

Ox holds me back. All I know is I don’t hear bones crushing anymore or my symphony of death.

“What the fuck, Poet?” Ox has me pinned with a hand on my throat. I bare my teeth, unable to formulate words.

“Let him go, and if anyone else moves, I’ll put a bullet in their head.” I look over at Blade walking through the group of Disciples.

“Blade,” Lucky wails as he reaches for him and coughs up blood. “It had to be done for the future of the club… I wanted the club to be big and strong.” He wheezes as he searches for sympathy.

“Like it is today. Chuck was too into pussy to do what needed to be done. But you… I did it for you.”

He vomits up blood. And that’s the last thing he ever says or does.

“You did it for Blade? You killed Tabatha for Blade?” Ox lets me go and I attack him, pounding his head into the ground as I hear myself screaming, “Why? You could have saved her… You could have…” I don’t stop pounding his head into the ground. Finally, his neck snaps and he’s nothing but a bloody rag doll.

When I hear Reed’s voice, I look up at last. “It’s over, brother.” Sweat runs down my forehead and into my eyes as I let go of the piece of shit and stand up. Everyone backs away as if they are scared of me. I smile as women scream. I take my Glock out and point the gun at Lucky’s dead body, and to be absolutely sure, I shoot him in the face and turn the gun on Dozer and Burner.

“Not these motherfuckers. They’re all mine.” Blade brings his gun out, and in one swift, graceful move, he puts a bullet into Dozer’s and Burner’s heads. They crumple to the ground, sliding to the side as women scream and Disciples quiet them.

“Ryder, take care of it,” Blade snarls.

More screams, Disciples saying, “Oh shit!” and Blade drops the gun on Lucky’s chest and walks toward the house. Axel and Ox follow.

Reed stands at my side. As I look into his green eyes, they swim with the turmoil of a storm that is projected into mine.

This is why Reed has been my best friend, my brother for years. He never judges.

He feels the need to repay my kindness when all I did was see a fellow damaged soul who was as wild and as fucked up as me.

“Take Charlie home for me, Reed.” My chest is heaving; my heart is pounding.

My brain is like an old movie that can’t quite pick whether it wants to be silent or have music. Fast or slow.

“Of course.” He turns and starts to leave.

“Reed?” He doesn’t respond. He knows what’s next, always has, but unlike me, he has a reason to go home. He has a reason to love and cherish his family and himself.

He has a reason.

“Don’t do this, man. You’re free. It’s time to start forgiving yourself.”

“Would you?”

“No, no I would not.” He turns. This time, I don’t call him back.

This is my journey—mine to nurture like a festering wound. And mine to decide what takes me down.

I look around at the dead men, including one I sometimes called Uncle—the fucking piece of filth who got way too much time on this earth. I kneel and take his cigarettes, his money, and his patch that says he was a founding member. No way will he take this to his grave.

Ryder talks on his phone, discussing the best way to get rid of the bodies. “Hold on a second.” He turns his sharp gaze on me. “You okay, Poet?”

I don’t answer. He has other things that need to happen.

“Goddammit, David,” he yells at me. “Stop for one fucking second and look at yourself.”

That makes me look down at my bloody hands, and I turn to face him. “I don’t need to look at myself to know what’s going to happen. You help Blade take those fucks down. I’m going to take a walk. I’ll be back later with my head on straight.”

“What about Charlie?”

“Charlie.” I look up at the sky that has graced us with an incredible orange and red sunset. “Charlie, Charlie… Charlie.” She’s got a piece of me. Unfortunately the rest is not anything that works. I look at him. “One day, maybe in another life, brother.”

“Dude… Terrier, let me call you back,” Ryder snarls into his burner phone. As he follows me, I straddle my bike.

“Don’t do this, man. I have a bad feeling. You know about my feelings.” He’s being sincere. I reach for his hand as he grips mine.

“I’ve got to be me, and you need to go do your job. Mine’s done.”

I break away and start up my bike, squeezing the throttle so I can’t hear him anymore, only the deep rumble of my bike.

I know where I’m going. She’s calling to me. My dark mistress. As I release the clutch, I close my eyes. I’m in darkness and when I open them all my light, what little I had saved from her, is gone.
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CHARLIE

 

The back seat of the SUV is comfortable enough, but that’s about all that’s comfortable. In a matter of twenty minutes, I’ve bitten my nails down to the core and ripped a hangnail off, which is now bleeding. Tucking my hands under my legs, I briefly contemplate the condition of my poor wet dress. It started off like my day—promising, bright, and new. Now it looks haggard and wrong.

We dropped Cindy off at her apartment a little while ago. Reed could not have been more of a gentleman as he went in and checked that everything was in order.

Out of my element, I squirm and cross my legs as I sit next to Reed. This lavish vehicle, his watch, and the way he moves make him stand out. Not only does his dark hair have the right amount of curl to make him special, but Jesus, his eyes almost come close to being as spectacular as David’s. Almost.

I take a deep breath and ask him the question I need to know. “What’s happening? Is… everything okay?” My face burns. Of course, everything is not okay. I’m sitting next to Reed Saddington instead of David McCormick.

He looks out the window at Ventura Boulevard. “David is David.”

“What?” I croak and clear my throat. “That sounds… I don’t understand what’s happening.”

He turns his green eyes on me. “You do. You know exactly what’s happening. I can’t tell you what you want to hear, because that’s not fair to either one of you.”

My eyes swim with tears. “Thank you for taking me home and not lying.”

“David insisted on it.” He rubs his forehead, which makes me swallow down the bile that keeps threatening to come up. The vehicle glides rather than drives into my apartment building’s parking area.

“Charlie, let me give you my phone number. If you need anything, or if David does, please call anytime.” He holds out his hand for my phone. “And good luck. You don’t have to do this alone. Trust me, I know how to handle him if he goes off.” He hands me back my phone, his name and address programmed in. I look over at the driver then back at Reed.

“I feel like I’m in some sort of nightmare. I’m… not right. Does that make sense?”

He runs his hands through his dark curls. “Get some rest. He’ll be back.”

I nod and bite my lip to keep from crying. “I want that. I felt like we were just starting, not ending.” This time my voice croaks, and I hop out before I completely humiliate myself in front of Reed Saddington.

“When the dust settles, you and David need to come over to our house in Malibu. Something tells me you and Tess will be great friends. She needs a girlfriend too.” The last part is dry as if I should understand.

“Don’t forget to call if you need anything.”

My eyes meet his as I nod and walk up the stairs. Each step feels like I have lead in my shoes despite wearing flipflops. What the hell happened out there? I look down at my hands, not realizing right away that they grasp my phone. Maybe I’m in shock. I think I was just involved in some crazy shit. Never in my twenty-six years have I ever felt this old. I’m not even sure I understand all the emotions I’m having.

“Charlie? Sweetheart, are you okay?”

I scream and grab my chest as I turn and see my neighbor Shelia. Her little old hands hold her old cell phone as if she was getting ready to call someone.

“Oh my God, Shelia.” I sag against the door. “You scared me. I’m a bit jumpy.” I breathe out as I scan the area. The sunset, which would otherwise be gorgeous with its oranges and reds, reminds me of a bleeding sky. Maybe it’s a sign that David is bleeding. I mean, that loud pop pop was not from firecrackers—it could have been gunshots.

“Holy shit.” I’m such a fucking naïve idiot. No wonder Eve and Dolly knew what to do right away. They didn’t even argue, simply got into the SUV with Eve’s baby and left. I rub my temples and dig inside my bag for the keys.

“A couple of men came by looking for you,” she whispers. Her cold, wrinkled hand touches mine.

“What?” I screech as I look around.

“Yes.” She pulls me into her apartment, which is identical to mine but looks like an old lady and her cats live here. The cat litter needs to be changed. I usually try to do it for her once a week. It’s clear I forgot last week because it’s awful. I hate the smell of cat piss.

“Here, I tried to take a picture with my phone. They were pounding on your door. I told them I was going to call the cops and they left.” She hands me her phone, which should have been upgraded ten years ago. My hands shake as I look at the tiny screen. But instead of bikers, they look like my upstairs neighbor’s stupid friends, wet and in board shorts.

“Oh God.” I sink onto her uncomfortable couch. The crocheted throw blanket is slightly scratchy. “Shelia, I think this is Jordan and Sean’s drunk friends.”

She frowns and looks down at the phone. “Are you sure? They had a couple tattoos.” She whispers that last word as she points to one. On her crappy phone, it looks like melanoma rather than a tattoo.

“Trust me, those are Sean’s friends.” I put a hand over my eyes as I lean my head back.

“Can I get you anything, honey? You look pale.”

“Oh, Shelia…” I can’t seem to stop. The tears flow down my cheeks as I lean over and sob.

“Charlize, no man who makes you cry like this is worth it.”

I shake my head. “He is.”

I stutter and keep on crying, “He’s had awful things happen and right this moment, I have no idea if I’ll ever see him again.”

I grab my chest and purge my soul to my sweet next-door neighbor, a little old lady whose late husband worked as a house painter until he got too old. He worshiped her.

“I know you think he wasn’t like your Jacob. And maybe he isn’t, but oh God, what if he’s dead?”

Shelia looks horrified, and I stand. She doesn’t need to hear all my shit. She thought my dickhead neighbor’s friends were bikers.

“I need to go.” I head for the door.

“Charlize, I’ve never seen you like this. Do I need to call your mother?” She stands too, her small frame leaning into the couch.

A tiny bubble of laughter starts to come up. Although I’m sobbing, the thought that poor Shelia wants to call my mother like I’m twelve is so absurd yet perfect for this day. The last thing I need is my mother.

“I’m fine. I think I had too much sun, and I’ll call my mom later anyway. Thank you for watching out for me.”

“Charlize?” Her strict voice makes me turn right as I open the door.

“Don’t do something foolish or something you will regret.” I’m startled by the passion. It’s as though she’s done the same and nothing good came of it.

“You have nothing to worry about. I would never.” I shut the door, hoping that’s true.
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DAVID/POET

 

I drop my bike with the valet at The Dolly and look around.

It’s early. The Disciples’ bouncer nods at me as I pass.

The smell of booze hits me and I stop, close my eyes, and breathe. I love booze. But that’s not my dark mistress. Booze makes me sloppy.

My eyes scan the dark club. It must have opened a little while ago if the one couple at the bar is any indication. I walk in and look where Sergi sat last time, the adrenaline still fucking with my head. I’m covered in blood and yet when I spot the scum of the earth, he smiles and motions for me to come to him. His gold tooth looks pathetic in the dim light. The voices in my head tell me to go forward. A pair of golden eyes make me hesitate for a moment.

Sergi takes a shot from a girl who can’t be more than eighteen. I almost pull out my Glock to put a bullet in his shaved head, but what good does that do me? I need his magic. I might kill him later if I find out he’s fucking with kids.

He spreads his hands. “Welcome, my friend. You look like you have had a day.”

The girl who’s with him stares, her eyes huge. She moves behind him as though I’m the devil.

“It’s all right, Tabatha. He can’t hurt you.” He pats her hands.

“What did you call her?” I hiss. I’m going to kill him. I can feel it as my palm starts to itch.

“Tabatha.” He frowns at me. “That’s her name. Are you all right, my friend?” He stands as I lower myself into the red booth.

“I’m not your friend,” I grunt out. Tabatha. It echoes in my head like that high-pitched ring they use to test your hearing.

I look at them and close my eyes, trying to breathe. My demons have arrived and they are not here to play tonight. They’re lighting a bonfire and I’m starting to burn.

“I want my usual,” I hiss. “As pure as you’ve got.”

Pulling out Lucky’s money, I toss five hundred on the table. He looks down then back up at me.

“I don’t know… you show up and look like this.” He motions with his hand at my blood-splattered clothes and beat-up hands. “Then you want me to give you all my good stuff for—” He doesn’t get anything else out. Tabatha screams, her big eyes dilated with fear and whatever else she’s on.

Somehow my Glock is in his mouth. “I’m going to say this once. Don’t ever think you can tell me no.” I whisper almost seductively, “Now you can give me what I want or you can die. The choice is yours.”

“Whoa… Poet?” I look over at a bouncer running toward me. He’s a Disciple.

“Put the gun down, man. We’re open.” I think his name is Ducky or Mucky, something like that. He stands there looking uncomfortable as his eyes dart from me to Sergi. The girl starts talking in Russian to Sergi.

“It’s all fine. Right, Sergi?” He blinks and tries to smile that stupid smile that dares me to blow his brains all over Edge’s freshly painted walls.

Sergi nods and I pull out my Glock. Slowly he straightens. “Relax, Poet. I was joking. You can have it all.”

I push him back as he stumbles over a chair. His mean eyes narrow, but he straightens and spits out Russian to the girl. She reacts immediately as she goes into her purse and comes out with all the things I need. I pick up three baggies filled with white powder.

“Trust me, you’ll be in heaven soon and talking to God with that stuff.” He sniffs and straightens his stupid Adidas tracksuit.

“Needles?”

He raises a brow, a small smile on his face as he nods to Tabatha. My hand goes to my locket around my neck. She places them on the table as I grab her small wrist and hiss, “How old are you?”

She looks scared, which makes my blood boil. I’m not right in the head. The sound system blasts on and the DJ starts spinning dance music. The lights dim, though no one is even hanging out in this area.

She licks her small lips. “I’m twenty-one, of course,” she says with a strong Russian accent.

“Poet, I had no idea.” Sergi laughs, but when I look over at him, three of his thugs stand behind him. I drop her wrist as I straighten and smile, daring them to make one move. With the mood I’m in, I might kill them for no other reason than the ugly, cliché shit they’re wearing.

“You had no idea what?”

“If you want Tabatha by all means.” He waves her toward me. Her eyes zero in on the blood on my hands.

I grab the needles and heroin. He laughs and leans over the table.

“We got guns too, cowboy.”

One of the Russian bodyguards unzips his tracksuit.

“Jesus Christ, shut up.” I need to leave before I do something that could hurt our chances of taking down Satan’s Seeds. I do not need to be thrown in jail.

“I’m done.”

Tucking my gun in the back of my pants, I don’t even bother to look back. Sweet Neverland and its fairies are calling to me. I take the steps two at a time to the office door. I’ll deal with Sergi later—if there is a later.

Pounding on the door, I wait. It buzzes open to Fish buttoning his pants while on the phone. A dark-haired woman wipes her mouth as she reaches for her bag and some lipstick. Not that I give a shit that Fish gets blown in the office, but I do need space, so the girl needs to go. Especially anyone with dark hair. Christ, I’m starting to act like Reed.

Fish’s conversation brings my eyes into focus on the present.

“Yeah he’s here—just walked in.”

I ignore him and move to the couch so that I can set up my altar.

“Um, he appears to be staying.”

He frowns at me as he wraps a hand around the woman’s arm, bringing her close to him as he nods into the phone.

“She needs to go. This is a solo mission,” I say. Truthfully, I’m not in the mood to share.

With my arm, I sweep all the contents off the coffee table and onto the floor.

Fish and his bullshit tattling on me to my cousin means nothing. In fact, I’m fucking done. I stand up and take off my cut and toss it in front of him.

“Tell Blade I did the right thing. It’s on the floor so he has nothing to worry about.”

“Fuuuck.” Fish stares at my cut, his mouth open.

“I’ll call back, Prez.”

I snicker as I sit on the couch. I want peace and quiet, want the witches to stop talking to me, my baby to stop crying, and the smell of death to be out of my nasal passages forever. My bloody hands drop my supply onto the shiny black wood of the table.

Ripping off my belt, I wrap it around my arm. This is my sacred time. Some call it a ritual; I call it my church.

My veins, which have never failed me, pump up proudly, almost as if they know I’m ready. Some junkies have to move around to find a good vein, or they want to hide their shame. Not me. I own my shit.

Opening the bag of white powder, I’m ready. Six seconds of incredible adrenaline. That’s how addictive it is.

Six seconds for the drug to enter your bloodstream and change the chemicals in your brain forever. I look around for something to cook with.

“I need a spoon, aluminum, something to cook with.” I look up at the waitress or whatever she is. She’s still here, so she might as well be useful.

She licks her lips and nods, then swirls around to the area that holds the coffee machine.

“Here.”

“Another Russian?”

“Da, I’m Russian. I can tie real good. Let me help you.”

I already have the belt around my arm and I’m getting ready to tighten it with my mouth. “Get out. I need to be alone.”

“But—”

“Out,” I bellow and she backs away. I’m sure I look insane as I fill the spoon and start to cook.

This… the preparation to get to the place I’ve longed for all these years.

The smell of it.

The bubbling, the high of watching it turn to my very own mistress of death.

Breathing out, I’m disturbed by Fish who stares at me like he has no idea what to do.

I help him out. “Either do your job, or get the fuck out.”

He nods and pockets his phone. Going over to his chair, he sits and starts to light a pipe filled with whatever poison he needs.

I turn back to my altar and tighten my belt. The needle glistens, the tip like a leaking cock. I smile at the slight burn as the seductive poison enters my vein and lean back, counting down. Five, four, three, two, one. The taste of it in my mouth and the cool heaven in my bloodstream.

Snap. I’m home.

A place where all is quiet and my muscles relax. Like a soft warm cashmere blanket, or even better, Charlie’s warm cunt wrapping me like a warm hot dog bun.

I smile and wonder why I ever was worried. Everything always works out. Leaning my head back, I close my eyes. I won’t sleep, not really, but I see her.

My Beautiful. Her golden eyes are happy as she kisses me with warm lips, and I think to myself, Louis Armstrong was right… what a wonderful world.
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DAVID/POET

 

“David?” Someone is kicking me with what feels like a boot.

“Poet, wake the fuck up.” This time I’m sure it was a kick in my rib cage. I blink my eyes open to see Axel standing over me.

“Christ, Axel, watch the boots.” I sit up looking around.

“I need to piss.” Reaching for a needle left over from last night, I help myself to my breakfast.

“Jesus, Poet.” He watches, smoking his cigarette as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing, which is fucking stupid. He’s seen a lot. I don’t even bother with a belt and insert the needle into one of my thicker veins.

I stand up, move to the trash can, and piss in it then sit back on the couch and smile at him.

“Did you just piss in the garbage can?”

“What time is it?” I look around, a little hungry. It’s got to be close to my burrito time. I’ve been having a burrito a day at Taco Bell.

“This is beyond fucked up, man. Even for you… What the hell?” He stares at me, takes a huge inhale, and stubs it out on some of the aluminum that I cook with.

“Watch it,” I sneer, propping my feet on the table.

“Two days, man. You’ve been in here pissing and scaring people for two days. Blade is ready to put a bullet in your head.” He shakes his head in disgust as he answers his phone. It’s been ringing nonstop.

“Prez?” He plops down next to me on the couch. His blue eyes narrowing on me, which I can’t imagine is good.

“Yeah, he’s gone, Blade… I agree. I’ll take care of it.” He ends the call and stretches both arms out on the back of the couch, crossing his booted feet in front.

“So, here’s how this is going to play out, man.” He looks up at the ceiling then over at me.

“You can take that needle and fill it up and go to sleep… or you can get your shit and get the fuck out of here.”

His eyes are dead serious. I wipe my nose, the blood from day’s ago causing a red line on my hand.

“I’ll get my shit.” I stand and look around and the truth that I have nothing, not even my wallet, makes me look over at him as he gazes at his phone frowning.

“Where’s my stuff?”

He ignores me and stands. “I’ll drop you wherever. Shit’s going on in the club. In case you don’t remember, we’re in the middle of a war.”

His phone vibrates causing him to sigh and look down at it.

“Trust me when I speak for all of us brothers. We’re happy that you feel… I don’t know at peace that you avenged your daughter.” He leans forward, both hands on the table.

“I think you’re nothing but a phony. A junkie who can’t man the fuck up and deal with the horrible tragedy you suffered. It makes me sick to see you throw away a future.” He spits out the last part. I grab for my necklace. The usual demons that come when I think about her are silent. It’s Axel and me and the smell of BO and piss.

“Where’s my Glock?”

He laughs. “We had that removed along with all your weapons. They’re property of the Disciples. As soon as you took off your cut…”

I blink at him as the anger that I don’t ever have, especially right after I shoot up, worms into my fuzzy brain. “I took my cut off out of respect,” I yell.

“Respect?” He’s so loud my whole chest vibrates. “You respect nothing. But you’re fucking insane and high if you think for one second I’ll let you bring the club down.” He tosses a burner phone at me. “You’re covered in Lucky’s blood. If a cop raided the place and found you, we’d be fucked.”

His phone rings again and he frowns at the number. Looks at me then the phone. “Goddamn it. Hello?”

He turns and walks over to the security panel. “Listen, Charlie… calm down. He’s alive and—”

“Is that my Beautiful?”

Axel turns to me and wrinkles his nose. I give him the come-hither motion with my hand.

“Fuck, whatever. Maybe she’s what you need.” He hands me the phone.

“Heyyyy.”

“David?” She’s sobbing. I lean back against the couch and close my eyes. I always see her when I close my eyes.

“Shhh, Beautiful. Don’t cry, baby. What’s wrong?”

Silence. Either that or I drifted off for a second because now she’s screaming in my ear.

“I thought you were dead. I had to get Blade’s number from Reed… You never have a real phone, and oh God, what’s happened?”

I laugh. “Nothing’s happened.”

“What does Axel mean you’re taking time for yourself?”

“Axel’s an ass.”

“Are you coming back? To my place. Do you want to see me again?” Her voice trembles and I tell her the truth.

“I want that more than you know. You’re with me always.”

“Then come back. Please, David. I know stuff is happening in the club. I see the news, but please come back to me.”

“Okay, Beautiful. Go enjoy the world, see a flower, and look at its colors, and then write it down for me, okay?”

“What—”

“For fuck’s sake.” Axel rips the phone from my hand and gets in my face again.

“Get your filthy shit-smelling ass out of here.” He grabs my T-shirt as he jerks me up.

I knock his hand away as I reach for one of my needles. “I do what I want, Axel.”

“Great. Do it away from here.” He waits for me to grab my cigarettes and the last of my supplies as I check my pockets.

“Where’s my money?” I hiss.

“No clue. Probably in your veins. You want me to drop you anywhere?” I blink at the sunny day and decide fuck it.

“Can I borrow your sunglasses?”

He looks at me and smiles. “Brother, you can have them.” He takes off his black Oakley shades and tosses them to me, then turns and leaves.

“Dick.” Entering the parking lot, I make my way over to the valet spot, which is closed, although two girls do whisper loudly wondering if I’m homeless.

I ignore them and look at my options. I need to find some shelter and rest while I figure out my next move. That’s when I start walking to the one place I want to be but can’t.

“He smells and we need to move, Mama.” I’m jolted awake at the sound of a woman and her mother trying to move away from me.

I look out the window. I’m on a bus. Yes, I remember that. Fuck, I hope I didn’t pass my stop. My eyes scan the street signs and I realize I did. As I stand and head down the aisle, people all look away. I’m starting to get hungry. I don’t think I ever got my burrito.

Holding on to the railing, I get off the bus and look around. Obviously, I need to get away from people… need to go to my old haunting grounds. But I’m starting to sweat. I should find a corner and shoot up before I continue. Instead I keep walking. The sun is setting. It must be later in the day than I thought. I stop and stare. Light… Is this why I didn’t fill one of the needles up and let it put me to sleep? Golden eyes swim in front of me. She’s my weakness, but right now, I think she might be my redemption. I turn around and start walking in the other direction.

This time I know exactly where I’m going.

I blink at the darkness. I must have nodded off on Charlie’s welcome mat while waiting for her. It’s been hours since I shot up, and my body is letting me know it’s not happy. Two pretty feet in flipflops with bright pink toes cause me to lift myself up on my elbow.

“Beautiful?” My voice is gravelly.

“Holy God. David, for a second I thought you were dead.” She covers her mouth as I stand and she looks at me.

Shame and anxiety trickle through my brain, which is far from clear. But what is clear is that I had all the time to do it, end it all, and all I saw was her face. My beautiful girl. The woman I have wanted my whole adult life. I never even gave her a chance. I never gave myself a chance…

“I need your light, Charlie. I don’t think I’m going to make it without it.”

“Don’t you dare.” She puts her key in the lock and swings the door open. “You need to trust me and come inside, David.” She takes my filthy hand in her clean one and I feel myself move inside. Into the light… from the blackest night.
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CHARLIE

 

My mind is working on overdrive.

The sight of David lying on my doorstep, not moving, made my blood run cold.

I almost bent over and threw up when I shook him and he remained asleep. Finally, his beautiful sad eyes blinked up at me and I knew. This is it. He needs me and I don’t care about what has happened. I’ll find out when he’s ready. What I care about is that he’s alive and he came to me.

He came to me. Breathing in through my nose and out through my mouth, I try to calm down. Jesus, I can still feel the pulse in my temples pound.

Two days, two fucking days, I’ve been hysterical with worry. To the point where both Cindy and my mom said to stay home. Except that made my anxiety worse. So I do what I always do in stressful situations. I clean until you can eat off the floors. I’ve stripped every cushion, towel, and rug in the apartment and washed them twice.

Finally, this morning, after talking to David, I had to leave. Sometimes being alone is your worst enemy. Tears swim my eyes as I try to deal with my heart, which won’t stop loving someone who never has given me anything but the tiniest spark of hope. The truth is I’m gambling that he does love me and that this is our beginning.

He stands to his full six foot three inches, and despite looking like the star of a horror movie, he makes my heart skip a beat. He’s a bloody mess: his face, neck, and hands are covered in it, although now it looks more like burnt red dirt.

“Let’s get you cleaned up.” My voice is gentle. I’m terrified he’s going to bolt, leave me. Now that I’ve decided I still want him, I don’t think my heart could handle him leaving again. Eve asked how far I’m willing to go to get him. First, he needs to get off the smack.

“David? Do you want something to eat while you shower?”

“Soup, babe. And, Beautiful?” I look over at him. He’s already removed his shirt. “Get a trash bag. I’ll burn them later.”

Clutching my purse to my chest, I stand in my kitchen, a shiver running through me. This is the real deal. I’m in love with a Disciple who is strung out on heroin and covered in blood.

He cocks his head at me. “You scared?”

I puff out some air. “A little.”

He nods and unbuttons his pants, stepping out of them and kicking them into a pile of filth and blood.

“Only a lunatic wouldn’t be. But I’m going to take care of it all.”

I nod, wetting my lips. “What kind of soup?”

His smile is slow and seductive and I blink because I’m fucking losing it. He looks like a magnificent warrior, covered in blood from a mythical battle.

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever you have.”

“Are you going to be puking?” I set my purse down and reach for a sauce pot. “Should I get ahold of some methadone?”

He looks at me, a full-on smile this time. “I think I can kick this with a couple of days of fever, some horrible insomnia, but no methadone. Beautiful, I relapsed a couple of days.” He flexes his arm and it looks awful. “Had I gone a solid week, yeah, you’d have to repaint your bathroom.”

I nod again like a bobblehead. “Wait, what? That sounds awful.”

He walks into the bathroom. “Trust me, it could be worse. It can always be worse.”
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He wasn’t kidding. This sucks. David is either pacing, smoking, sweating, or shivering. His skin has goose bumps or his head is wringing wet with sweat.

I open the door to the small balcony and step out with a juice I made full of strawberries, wheatgrass, bananas, and pineapple. David has pretty much stayed out here, sitting on one of the chairs in some sweatpants I got from Target. Smoking, so much smoking.

“Good morning. Are you feeling better?” Our fingers touch as I hand him the glass. His smoky eyes change from a light blue to a deep silver and his dick is trying to pop out of his sweatpants.

“Oh… God.” I swallow. “Is it over already? That wasn’t that bad at all.”

He drinks the juice, meaning he guzzles it. His eyes look tired with black circles underneath. “First thirty-six hours are not fun. Did you do what I told you?” He comes close, his hand touching my cheek.

“I did. Edge just left. I gave him the bag. He said he’d take care of all of it: the drugs and burning the clothes. He also packed you a bag.”

“Are you okay? I know you didn’t get much sleep. Let’s go take a nap.” He takes my hand and draws me into the nice cool bedroom.

“I’m going to rinse off, okay?” he says over his shoulder.

I sit on the edge of the bed. “I need to call my mom and tell her I need a couple more days.” I chew on my lip. Mom has been amazing, but once she knows that he’s not leaving, she might get testy. After all, she thinks he crashed here for a night. I flop back onto the bed. David is right—I’m exhausted. Now that he didn’t die and we got rid of his bloody clothes and drugs, I feel like curling up in his arms and sleeping for days.

I push on my mom’s number. “How is he?”

“He’s getting there. Um, listen, Mom. I have a huge favor to ask. I need the next couple of days off. I feel awful but—”

“Cindy, Joy, and I already changed the schedule. We gave you the next three days off. I want you to rest well and see if this is honestly something you can live with.”

“Did you say you gave me three days off?” I prop myself up on my elbow.

“I did.” There’s silence followed by a long, dramatic sigh. “Charlize, I love you. I think you truly love this man. And as much as I hate it and want so much more for you, I can’t make you stop loving him or wanting him. So, rather than upset you”—she sighs again—“I have decided if this man loves you enough to change for you, meaning getting off drugs…” She whispers the word drugs, and I can’t help but smile at her absurdness. “Then I have no choice but to support your decision.”

My eyes swell with tears. “Thanks, Mom. I know.” I look up at the ceiling. “I know you don’t understand. But he’s it for me. I love him, and he loves me.”

“He told you that? That he loves you and that he’s willing to be what you deserve and need?”

“Mom, he does love me. He needs me. I’m his only light.”

The line is silent, then she speaks. “You know you’re enabling him, right? He needs to go into a rehab. You can’t be the reason he quits.”

I sit up. “This is where I disagree. Is loving someone enabling them? Is helping someone who is good and kind but has had a lot of tragedies enabling? God, Mom, I thought you would have more compassion.” I’m starting to get pissed. I know she’s worried, but this is absurd. We love each other and we’re doing this together.

“I do have compassion. But my concern is with you. I can’t make you stop loving him, but I can help you see that he might need more than just you.”

That makes me pause. Does he need more? The thought of him leaving me is too horrible to bear.

“I love him. It’s going to be great. You’ll see,” I say, my voice firm because it is true.

“Yes… I’m sure,” she says dryly.

I smell the delicious heat and clean soap as the shower turns off. “I have to go. I love you, Mom. Tell Cindy I’ll call soon.”

“I love you. Think about what I said, Charlize.”

“Charlie,” I say as my mind starts to swirl. Am I being codependant? Is my love strong enough? A tingle of doubt enters my head like a small wound that wants to fester and grow.

“I have to go. I love you too.” I hang up and take a breath.

What am I doing? I’m in uncharted territory. Closing my eyes, I let all my thoughts come. David, as a boy, Tabatha, our first kiss. His fucking smile with the dimple I’m sure only I see. How can I be wrong? How can he be wrong? How do you give up on someone you love more than anyone in the world?

“You okay?” His voice makes me shiver. As I look up, his beautiful face comes into focus. “No more phones.” He takes mine and tosses it onto my nightstand. “It’s just us.” He climbs into bed. Jesus, he’s become my life. I can’t be wrong.

“What’s that beautiful head thinking about?” He strokes my cheek.

“I’m scared.” I puff out and launch myself into his arms.

He holds me tight, his strong body radiating a heat that makes me feel almost faint.

“I’m scared too, but we’re going to be okay.” He kisses my face. It’s wet with tears. Shifting slightly, he kisses my mouth, slowly, tenderly.

“I love you, David. All of it, even if it’s wrong… I do.”

He lifts his head and holds mine with both hands as his eyes caress my face. “No matter what happens, you are my light, my girl.” Then he dips his head and takes my lips in another kiss that makes me question everything but us.

I cling to him as he deepens it. “Clothes off. This is all we need—just us.”

His mouth trails down my throat and all my worries, fears that maybe everything is not okay vanish as I lose myself in him.

I nod and take off my shirt as he unbuttons my shorts and tosses them in the corner. My panties are pretty much a strip of cotton and he rips those off.

He’s fast, almost frantic in his movements. “I need to be inside you. Fuck, I might have to stay inside you for days.”

I moan as his mouth attacks mine. His tongue is strong and he tastes like minty toothpaste. As he moves down to my chin, I throw caution to the wind.

“David?” I moan as he latches on to my right nipple almost painful in his sucking.

He lifts his eyes, and we stare at each other as I open my legs. Without hesitating, he slides his cock hard into me as I scream out loud.

“You want it hard this morning?” I don’t have to answer. I’m so turned on I can feel all my wetness dripping onto the sheets. He grinds into me as I grab onto him and thrust upward.

“Jesus.” He pounds the bed as he ruts into me. “I want all of you.”

“You can have everything.” I pant into his mouth.

“I warned you not to let me take everything.” He leans down to kiss me, but instead, he bites the bottom of my lip.

“David…” I throw my head back. My pussy is almost ready to convulse, the orgasm building is so intense that along with David sucking on my bottom lip, he lifts his head right as I come. His pretty eyes narrow as he watches my every move. The noises I’m making are animalistic as my body pulses.

He keeps fucking me and I want to scream Stop, but it feels so good. I’m like a tight wire getting ready to snap again.

“Yeah… Kiss me, baby. Give me your soul. I need it. I need all of you.” I do, and I go over in pulsing, exquisite pleasure.

“Say it,” he demands.

I scream his name. I might have said I love him. His body jerks, almost convulses as he comes hard, so much so that it’s dripping out and onto my ass. Jesus, I love him and everything about him, even the tragic parts, especially the tragic parts. He’s my everything. I’m scared I want more than he’s able to give.

David looks down at me as I avert my eyes to his full mouth. He doesn’t need to know all my secrets. He kisses my forehead, then my eyes, and on to my mouth. He whispers something in French as he pulls out and rolls to his back, pulling me on top of him.

“Go to sleep, Beautiful. I’ve got you.”

I reach up to his neck and snuggle in closer. “No, David I’ve got you.” Inhaling through my nose, I breathe in my favorite scent as I drift off into a deep sleep.
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DAVID/POET

 

I can’t sleep. It’s all part of getting off smack. For nights on end, you never fully get a deep sleep. I’m calm now. All my demons have remained silent.

As I stare at the ceiling, my mind starts to function. I disappointed my club, which I hate. I needed to hold it together, and I can’t even pinpoint what made me break. Was it that I did what I set out to do? I found the rats and killed the piece of shit, and I was done?

Charlie stirs and snuggles closer. Her scent calms me, which is a good thing—my mind doesn’t need to go to that place. I turn my head into her neck and my whole body is nothing but a mass of sensitive nerves. Like I want to wake her and fuck her again, but she went to sleep a little while ago. I could get up and jerk off…

I move her over to get up, but she grabs for me and mumbles, “No.”

“Fuck.” I’m an ass. I’m putting myself in a place where I’m making her do everything. And that’s not fair. Charlie can’t keep me sober. She can’t make the nightmares stop, and she can’t possibly love me. It has to be infatuation, although what she finds attractive about me I don’t know. Aside from my looks, I’m a shitty boyfriend…lover. Christ, I don’t even know what we are. This time, I do untangle myself. I need to smoke.

Dragging on my jeans, I reach for my cigarettes and slip out the balcony door. The streaks of an amazing sunset are starting to color the sky. I light up, and the nicotine helps, starting from my brain down to my still achy body. A couple of kids—and by kids, I mean teenagers on skateboards—are twisting and scratching the cement with the boards and their feet. I glance back at her cheerful celery-green walls and despise that I want more. But I do. Somehow, she’s become not only my light but much more. Being with her feels like home.

Inhaling deeply, I lean my head back against the wall as I acknowledge the truth. She is my soul and I’m fucking in love with her. Unfortunately, knowing this just makes it harder. I’m in no condition for love or commitment. None. I don’t want marriage or, God forbid, kids. I love her, but much like my club, if I’m not careful, I’ll hurt us both.

The sliding glass door opens, and I exhale the smoke and hold out my hand. Her cool one touches my warm palm, and I smile as I bring her close.

“Hey.” She smiles up at me.

I reach down and kiss her nose. “Hey yourself. Did you get some sleep?”

She nods and yawns, which makes my cock harden. A small smile ghosts her lips. “Did you sleep?”

I take one more drag and reach around her to stub it out in the small ashtray. “I dozed. When you come off heroin, sleep is hard. It’s the brain still wanting it.”

She bites her lower lip. “Do you want to talk about it?”

The warm breeze takes one of her locks and blows it in front of her exquisite face. Brushing it away, I say, “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

Her golden eyes narrow. “You might be biased.”

I smile and shake my head No. My thumb rubs her lips as I bend down and taste her candy sweetness. It’s slow and I groan into her as she reaches her hands into my hair. Our tongues are slow as they taste and twist, and if this could be the moment I remember forever, I’d be happy.

Slowly I raise my head. My eyes caress her face. As she tries to tackle my pain, the tears dampening her face tell me she doesn’t know how to start.

“I killed the man who decided to blow up my child, uncle, cousin, and Debbie.”

She doesn’t look shocked and reaches up. Her soft fingers trace my lips as if she’s trying to coax all my secrets from me.

“He was like an uncle to Jason, Chuckie, and me. One of the old-timers, and he betrayed our family because he thought he knew best.” My hand tightens on her back as I bring her as close as she can come. Our lips touch as I slay her with my pain, which she doesn’t need, but I can’t seem to stop from confessing.

“It was supposed to be me that day, but I was late because I was with you.” Her eyes spill with tears as a small sob escapes her lips.

“I never blamed you. It’s not your fault that I have been in love with you from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

“David…” Her voice cracks. Her lips are red and swollen from her grief and tears.

“I wanted to be with you, and while I was doing that, Debbie was off trying to punish me, so she showed up at the lab. And instead of me blowing up it was her and Tabatha.”

I lean down and capture her tears with my tongue, tracing them to her mouth. We all have demons; we all have sins. Some people have less than others. I have enough for three lifetimes.

“You must blame me. That day, you wanted to go and I made you kiss me.”

“Shhh, no one makes me do anything I don’t want to do. No one. That’s why there is no use for you to feel guilty. Your compassion and grief are wanted. But you did nothing wrong except fall for a bad boy who turned into a bad man.”

“I hate when you say that.” Sadness pours out of her like smoke from my cigarette wrapping itself all around us. The crash and laughter of a kid on a skateboard reminds me where we are and I pull us inside. The coolness in the room, along with the fading sunlight, has me tossing her onto the bed. My breathing is harsh as the demons swirl around us, cocooning the bed with everything that could be us.

“Strip.”

She sucks on her puffy bottom lip, tears still streaming down her stunning skin. She tosses off her T-shirt and I growl at her fucking unbelievable tits. They are so sexy: not big, not fake, just the right handful with large, fucking beautiful nipples.

I unbutton my pants and kick them aside as I walk toward my savior.

“Are you going to scare me?” she says, panting.

I cock my head. “Always.”

Her ruby lips are parted as she takes small excited breaths.

“What are you going to do?”

“What scares you most?” I reply and she moans. It’s tortured and sexy as fuck. My hand goes to her nipples and I pinch them hard.

“You leaving me scares me most.”

Ignoring her truths I say, “Roll over, baby. On all fours.”

She hesitates. Her eyes find mine, I guess to see if I’m serious, and I am. This is something that can be so intimate, but she needs to trust me.

“Something tells me you’re going to love every fucking second of this.” Her tears have stopped, and now her pupils are dilated with excitement.

“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.” She licks her lips as she looks down at my huge cock.

“Trust. This is about you and me.” I wipe the wetness away from her cheeks.

Before she can say anything else, I flip her over. “Lean your head on the pillow and don’t move this ass.”

Her nails grind into the wrinkled sheets. My thumb rubs her small velvet hole, back and forth.

“Jesus, you’re so fucking beautiful.” I’m in awe. My chest swells—it’s almost heavy with the emotions that I’m letting out.

I lean over her to push her dark hair away from her neck. As I kiss her back, my tongue travels all the way to her ass as I start to pepper her with kisses.

“I’m scared,” she moans.

I smile. “No, you’re alive. Open your legs.” She does and I slowly lean in and start to lick and fuck her ass with my tongue. “We need lube,” I say, my voice low.

“In the nightstand,” she puffs out.

I stand up and slap her gorgeous ass. “Charlie, you need to breathe. I don’t want you passing out. What fun would that be?” I grab the lube and push her forward causing her to exhale as I start to feast on her cunt.

“I think…” She whimpers as I suck on her clit, my thumb massaging her hole.

“Oh God…” She’s already pulsing. A couple more hard sucks on her juicy nub and she goes off. Her body shakes as she screams my name. Her body goes limp as she tries to lie down.

“Up.”

She sighs like a contented kitten. “I came so hard.” I love that she wiggles her ass, thinking that’s it, that I was kidding. I’m not—not this time.

“Here, let me take care of you.” She tries to turn and reach for my leaking dick.

I grab her hands and bring both of them to each side of her head. My cock rubs deliciously in between her wet pussy and ass. “I am going to fuck this hole. You wanted to be scared—I want you to feel alive.” I pause, letting it sink in, biting the lobe of her ear. Straightening, I squeeze out a huge amount of lube and rub it on my cock.

“Oh God, David,” she whimpers as my fingers start to lube her rosette hole.

“Keep breathing and don’t clench up.”

“What?” She tries to turn again, so I pull her up on her knees, her back to my front as I hold her by the neck.

“Relax, Beautiful.” My index finger slowly goes into her ass.

“David,” she whimpers again.

I lick her ear as I whisper, “You trust me?”

Her breathing is harsh, but so is mine, the smell of our excitement as thick as the pungent smell of flowers outside.

“I… holy shit… I do.” She pulls her head back so I can see into her soul. “I love you.”

Slowly, I move one finger in and out of her tight, hot hole. “Fuck, you’re perfect,” I say into her mouth as I steal her breath from her open lips.

“Talk to me,” I groan. I’m so sensitive right now, I’m ready to spill myself and I haven’t even fucked it yet.

“Yes… it feels…”

“Stay still and don’t move. I’m going to make you see stars.” She’s whimpering and I move my other hand from her neck down to her pussy and start to fuck both holes. She’s so slick, so aroused.

“Jesus,” I say as her ass and her cunt convulse, clamping down on both my fingers.

She’s quivering as I push her down on the mattress again. This time, I pull my finger out and replace it with my lubed-up cock as I gradually push in.

A sound escapes her, almost like she’s a different creature. “I… I think I’m going to come again,” she sobs as I push in a bit more.

“Fuck, you’re tight. So tight and hot. Christ, Beautiful, you have no idea.” I close my eyes as the pleasure of her hot ass wrapped around my hard cock makes me lean my head back. I go a little farther, and then I’m in that barrier, opening her up as I slide in.

“David,” she screams. And I hold still and let her adjust. “Oh my God…” She turns her head; a strand of her hair sticks to her cheek.

“Breathe, Beautiful. Lean into me.”

She does and I move in a little more as she tightens up.

“I’m almost there. Breathe and relax—you feel so good.” She takes a breath and I pull back a little and gently thrust again. “I need you… You have no idea.” The pleasure is so intense, I can barely make my words come out. All I want to do is freeze time and never have to come out of this ecstasy. “You feel alive now?”

She’s panting. “I feel… it’s so different, but I think I love it, David.”

“Yeah, that’s it. You’re mine. This ass is mine.” I’m not all the way in, and I’m not going to pound into her tonight. I’m in enough.

“So hot, I love it.” I move a little faster as she grabs more tightly to the sheet, panting.

“David, I don’t… I’m so sensitive.” She moans loudly.

“Touch your cunt, baby. Rub that juicy nub and come. I can feel you’re close.” She turns her head to the other side and moves one hand to her pussy as I control my thrusts.

“Oh God.” Her sounds of surprise make me smile. I’m breathing through my nose, trying not to fucking jet off in her ass.

“Yes,” she whimpers, and that’s all she needs as she jerks and her ass squeezes my cock so hard I let go and release what feels like ten years of anguish. I’m floating as I leisurely pull out. In an instant, her hole contracts and I drop next to her. She turns to her side to look at me, her eyes wide and shiny with tears. “That was…”

I reach for her neck. “I love you. You need to know that whatever happens, I love you.” I grab her hand and place it on my heart. “I always have. I call you my light because without it my heart will cease to beat.”

She nods as a tear slides down her chin and onto my elbow. “I love when you speak like a poet.” She smiles.

I’ve never felt like this with anyone. This moment is pure, and no one can take it from me. She has given me everything. The chances of us making it and having a normal relationship are slim, but that’s for later.

I trace her shoulder. “Thank you.”

Her eyes lock on mine. “For what? Letting you in my ass?” She whispers ass.

I can’t help but grin. “That, yes, but the thank you is for loving me, for having faith in me. Because God knows I don’t.”

“I knew you were the one years ago.” She smiles back.

“Let’s go soak in the shower. I wish you had a tub. Are you sore?”

“Kind of, but not like I thought.”

I lean over and kiss her, then pull her up and into the bathroom.

After we’re clean and I’ve paid the pizza guy, I walk back to her bedroom and see an open bottle of wine. And for the first time in years, I have to make myself walk past it. I want it, want to guzzle it. Sweat attacks my body and I feel as though I’m going down. I set the pizza on the counter. Charlie is in bed, laughing at the TV.

“Fuck.” I lower my head and try to breathe through this torture. I might be almost done with detoxing from the drug, but it’s taken hold of my mind and that’s worse than the fever and chills.

“David? Are you okay?”

I grip the pizza box and steady myself.

Her eyes are twinkling as she sits naked and happy, propped up with tons of pillows.

And that’s all it takes. She is my light, and suddenly I have oxygen.

“What’s wrong?” She stands and comes to me. Her cool hands caress my wet hair.

“I’m fine, just sweating out the chemicals.” I look over at her flat-screen TV. She’s put it on pause, waiting for me.

“Okay,” she whispers.

And I pull her into my arms. Her body is all mine. She’s giving me everything and still, I want more.

“It’s okay. Everything is fine.” She holds my head as I fight the urge to throw her on the bed and fuck her some more. I pull back and toss the pizza box on the nightstand and strip out of my sweats.

We both snuggle as I hand her a slice.

“Are you ready?” I look at her and she’s got a mischievous smile on her face.

“Press play.”

I take a bite of the spicy sausage and pepperoni pizza. The cheese is still hot and I almost choke on the tattoos coming to life with the credits. “You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I am.” She giggles as she crosses her legs and nibbles her slice.

“You want me to binge-watch Sons of Anarchy?”

“I love it. I think Charlie—”

“Don’t say it…”

“Say what? That he’s so fucking hot?” She laughs as I roll her on top of me.

“I can’t have you watching this. It’s going to put all kinds of stuff in your head.”

“Relax. You might like it.”

She looks at me with so much love, like I’m special. “I mean, if I trust you enough for… you know.” Her voice gets low.

“No, for what?”

Her eyes get huge. “You’re such a jerk.” She jumps on top of me.

I grab her face. “What we just did was something more than pleasure. It meant that you trust me, and I have not earned it, but I’m going to try to deserve it every single day.”

She cocks her head at me then lowers her ripe, puffy lips to mine and we kiss, nothing but our slow-moving tongues twisting together.

“Turn off Charlie Hunnam.”

“It’s Jax Teller,” she murmurs.

“Whatever. Get it off,” I grunt into her mouth since she’s already grinding her pussy on top of me.

She reaches over and clicks off the TV and it’s only us. The monsters, witches, and all my demons are quiet.

I breathe her in and steal her breath as I make love to her all night and well into the morning.
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CHARLIE

 

I’m in a dark room, with water at my feet. Is there a leak in my apartment?

No, this is not my place. I walk and scream David’s name. His scent surrounds me, and I take a huge inhale. Smoke and spice, and everything nice. I keep hearing that play in my head, or is it something else?

“David?”

There’s no answer, only the crazy voice saying, Smoke and spice, and everything nice.

“David?” I try to run, but the water is getting deeper. I can’t move—

I bolt up with a gasp. My eyes dart around the sun-filled room, where David stares out the window, his magnificent back on display. The large Disciples tattoo that goes from shoulder to shoulder is the sexiest thing on the planet. I flop back as reality floods me and David is not gone.

“Bad dream?” His voice sounds tired, almost angry.

“Oh my God, I had the creepiest nightmare.” He turns his profile to me. A tremor, almost a slither of unease makes my body shake.

“What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

This time he turns and I see it—all that we’ve been sharing, exploring is not in his eyes today.

They’re clear. He’s sober, clean and cold.

He pulls out one of my chairs. It’s usually piled with clean clothes, which I never seem to have time to put away. But the clothes are gone and he sits.

“What?” I almost scream and yet it comes out not more than a whisper.

He leans forward resting both elbows on his knees, so beautiful, so goddamn perfect, and yet I think what he’s about to tell me might make him a monster.

“I need a cigarette,” he announces.

“Smoke in here. I don’t care. What’s wrong?” As I scramble back, the cool metal of my antique iron rod bed sends a shudder through me.

Pulling the sheet to cover me, I briefly notice it’s stupid—he has been inside every part of me, but for some reason, I pull it up anyway.

He takes a cigarette, and all I can do is watch, almost as if he’s some sort of magician. He places it in his mouth, his abs ripple, and in one flick he lights it.

His eyes narrow on mine and I think I might have stopped breathing. Little black dots appear as I take a quick breath.

“I woke up this morning, covered in sweat from one of my nightmares.” He inhales deeply and exhales it out.

“So? I had one too. It happens.”

I sound defensive and I have no reason to be yet. He takes the cigarette from between his teeth as he leans up to toss his phone on the bed.

“This morning, my brothers, the only family I have, took down the scum that did the actual blowing up of the laboratory. And I was not there.” The words hang in the air like the smoke circling his face.

“I guess that’s good and bad.”

My mind scrambles to catch up. He’s so closed off, which angers me. It’s not my fault he went down the rabbit hole. If anything, he should be thanking me.

“It’s all over the news. They did exactly as planned. It went off without a hitch. No one knows anything. And do you know why that happened, Charlie?”

“Stop talking to me like I’m a stranger.” One of my hands is going numb, and I have to unclench them.

“Why?” He doesn’t even raise his voice, but it vibrates down to the marrow of my bones.

“No!” I shout as I throw off the sheet and stand. “Whatever happened we can tackle together. If it’s bothering you, you need to express it with words. Don’t just…” I invade his space, smelling him.

Smoke and spice.

“Don’t shut me out. We love each other. We’re a team.” I reach out to touch his cheek and he grabs my hand.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t? Don’t what? Tell you I love you? Tell you I will be there for you every day? Don’t—” He pulls me close and, gasping, I slap his chest.

“I’m not the one for you, Charlie.” He gives me a hard shake. “Stop looking at me like that. I told you from the beginning not to give me too much, that I would just take and take.”

“Don’t you dare.” I jerk away, rubbing my wrist. “Don’t you dare try to pull this bullshit. Something happened. Tell me! I swear to fucking God, David, if you love me at all…”

His face is a blur through my tears. I hate that I’m crying, but I hate him more at this moment. I look around the room. I love my room—nothing but sunshine, fresh flowers, and good things happen in this room. This can’t be happening. I refuse to let it. I wipe my eyes and glare at him.

“You see? This is what I bring. There’s no joy in this, is there? I don’t want your love, Beautiful. I don’t want anyone’s.”

He doesn’t yell, doesn’t need to. David is so fucking powerful, so manipulative, so fucking selfish that’s it’s a good thing there’s nothing I can hit him with at arm’s length. At the moment, I swear to God, I’m not responsible for what might happen.

“Shut up.” I push his rock of a chest. He doesn’t move of course.

“I never will be what you want. I don’t want kids… fuck I can’t even look at Blade’s kid without having a panic attack. I don’t want marriage.”

As his words hit me, I back away. Maybe that will make him stop. He needs to stop before one of us says something we can’t take back.

“You want all that. I see it in your eyes. I see the way you look at me. It’s a waste.”

My back hits the wall. It’s hard and cold on my bare skin, but considering the condition I’m in, it feels good. Better than what is coming at me.

“Why? Why are you doing this to me?” I scream as he traps me, his warm body against my cold one.

“Because… that day. You remember.” His voice gets gravelly and I want to scream at him to stop.

But it’s like I’m caught in some sort of nightmare and rather than the dark water, it’s his voice, his secret truths that are going to drown me.

“That day you and I stole a forbidden kiss. That day I should have died. All I hear and see when I close my eyes are bikes leaving, my baby crying, and my fucking baby momma pleading to get them or at least save Tabatha.”

His fist hits the wall right next to my head and there’s a sickening sound of either bones or maybe plaster breaking.

“I told everyone I didn’t remember, Charlie, because when I woke up in the hospital with burns and a fractured skull, that was true. But when I close my eyes, I see it.”

He moves in closer, his lips almost touching mine. “I heard them pleading, crying, begging.” He snarls it, as I hear myself let out a sob.

“Begging.” His hand goes to my throat, and I stare at him. He does nothing but hold me tight. No pressure but enough so that I can’t move. His lips capture mine. They’re salty, filled with an agony that can only come from him.

“I love you.”

His eyes, those silver orbs, now teary, look almost startled at my declaration.

“Don’t.” He lets go of my neck and starts to turn, but I sink my nails into his bicep, causing a sound I’ve never heard before.

Pain. It vibrates under my skin and for one second, I wonder if I should have let him go? Before I can even understand, even compute what’s happening, he’s got me pinned, my legs wrapped around his waist as if they have a life of their own.

Vaguely, I process that he is leaning back enough to unbutton his pants. Then he’s inside me.

“Jesus Christ,” he says as he fucks me. In and out he thrusts. My head hits the wall as I reach for what I need. This is no longer about us. It’s pain, pure and primal, which only mating can heal.

“Fuck, your cunt is dripping down my balls.”

“David,” I scream as I come. It shakes my whole body. I’m raw, almost unhinged as I start to pulse. I might be losing it as I claw my nails down his back and tighten my legs. His cock pulses as he comes, and I can’t let go, can’t let my love go, can’t let this end.

It’s done. The storm has erupted. In a wild fury, it’s over and all I’m left with is his breath taking mine as I try to get some back.

Oxygen thief.

He’s been my crush, my wish, my need, and my soul. If he leaves me, I don’t know how I will survive. Through it all, he’s never been my deserter.

“Hold on to me, Beautiful.” He carries me, still locked around his strong arms, still nestled on his semi-hard cock. As we both fall to the bed, he pulls out.

“Are you okay?” He wipes my tears, which can’t seem to stop. I push his hand away as I sit up to look at him.

“Are you?”

He laughs, almost bitter, and sits up, reaching for his cigarettes. “Beautiful, I’m so far from okay you have no idea.” He lights up.

“Well, then I guess I’m not okay either.”

When he turns, our eyes lock, and I smile trying to lighten everything. He’s having a rough day. He’s trying to deal with the past and the present. I get all this.

He cocks his head, leans down, and kisses my lips.

“I’m no good. Not for you, not for my club. Anything I love goes bad or dies. Do you honestly think I’d let myself ruin your light?”

He turns and unzips the bag Edge brought and I bolt up and grab the first thing I see. It’s the T-shirt David was wearing yesterday.

“No, no, no.” I run after him as he carries the bag and slips on a dark T.

“David, please. I love you. I’ve always loved you. Give us a chance. One chance.” My hands reach out to him even though his back is to me. I know he hears me, feels me.

He looks up at the ceiling then turns. His silver eyes are filled with a pain that has hit him way more than it’s hit me. How can I even try to compete with the ghosts that dance in his eyes?

“No,” I scream and run to the door, blocking him.

“No.” The tears that seem unable to stop make me stutter, “N-n-o, I need you.”

“Jesus Christ, Charlie.” His eyes focus on me. “This can’t happen anymore. You’ll despise me, Beautiful.”

“You need me.” It comes out almost like a question. “David, what we have will never be bad. I have always loved you. Don’t you get it?” I reach for him, but he steps away as If I might burn him with my touch.

“Stop. Look at yourself. Look at what you’re becoming. I need help before I ruin everything that is us.”

“Oh God.” I grab at my heart—he’s breaking it into a thousand little pieces. The pain is like someone has reached in and tightened my heart yet won’t rip it out to give me peace.

“I thought I was your light.” I spit this at him.

He cocks his head, and his silver eyes tell me everything he’s not going to say.

“You are my light. But if I stay with you, I’ll extinguish it.”

He takes my numb hand and gingerly moves me aside. I let him, to preserve what little dignity I have left. He’s leaving and I can’t seem to stop him. He’s leaving me and the pain hurts so badly I think it might kill me. Pain, betrayal, all of these thoughts float in my head as I watch him.

“This is the worst thing that can ever happen, David. You’re breaking my heart.” This stops him. He hesitates then turns, dropping the bag. In one step, he holds my face with both hands.

“If this is the worst that ever happens to you, Charlie, then I’d say you’ve lived a charmed life. Because trust me… there are way worse things that can happen.”

“Fuck you, David, you coward. You fucking coward.” I’m not moving. I’m not even yelling. I think I’m frozen.

His back straightens and he hesitates but doesn’t turn. He opens the door and walks out.

I guess I follow for a few steps. I mean, I’m staring outside. There’s nothing but emptiness there. It’s void of him.

At long last, I have enough sense to walk back inside and lock the door. Sliding down to the cool hardwood floor, I’m numb and can’t breathe.

He’s gone with all my oxygen. I look down at my hands—they’re shaking, same as his were not three days ago. I’m as sick as he is, just as addicted but not to drugs. I’m addicted to him. David was everything: my fantasy of a perfect man and all I ever wanted. I truly believed that I was enough. The tears drip down my face, wet drops landing on my knees and hands.

I roll into a ball as I face the truth. I’m a liar. I lied to myself even when he told me the truth. It doesn’t matter though. How could I give him up? I try to gasp in some air, but I’ll never breathe the same way again.
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CHARLIE

 

I turn off the engine of my new Ford Explorer and pull down the visor to examine myself in the mirror.

“Christ.” I roll my eyes as I reach for my purse, needing my makeup bag. It would help if I didn’t look like death warmed over. It’s been more than three months since the name I can’t speak left. Saying it, hearing it, will make me burst into tears. It’s fucking pathetic and quite frankly, I’m over it.

I grab the concealer and try to cover my black circles. It’s a daunting task, and considering I’m only meeting Cindy, Dolly, and Doug, who cares?

Not even bothering to check the color, I slather on some lip gloss. After a glance around the new dark leather seat for my phone, I pop the visor and exit, clicking the remote. I had to break down and get a new vehicle because apparently, when it rains, it pours.

Since Asshole left me, my beloved Prius died on me during rush hour in the middle lane of the 405 freeway.

Symbolic? I think so.

My upstairs neighbor’s toaster oven burned up causing a fire, so I moved in with my mom while they fixed and repaired all the damage. The ancient sprinklers sprayed brown-tinged water down the hallway leaking into my apartment and dribbling down into my closet. Half my wardrobe was wrecked thanks to the rusty water stains.

I toss my hair, thankful I’m back even though a slight musty smell lingers in certain parts of the building.

Poor Shelia and her cats had to move into an assisted living facility while all this mess was going on. I still haven’t heard if she’s coming back, which is depressing. I spent a lot of nights crying in her lap about the name I never utter.

Swinging open the door to Casa Vega, I have to blink to let my eyes adjust to the darkness inside.

“Charlize.” I remove my large sunglasses to see Cindy and her big boobs in a red booth in the corner.

Dimly lit in neon light, the bar has countless glasses hanging from an overhead rack. I wonder if I should order a round of shots for us to start with or wait for the waitress.

“Shhh, she’s coming,” Cindy yells at Doug who stares at me. If the wide-eyed look on his face is any indication, maybe I should have put on some more makeup.

“What?” I frown at him as I slide in next to Dolly and they all scoot down.

“Um, are you like some sort of homeless woman now? I thought you moved back to your apartment this week.”

“Doug, save it. I have a headache. I almost canceled, but I knew you’d keep calling, so here I am.” I smile broadly. It’s fake and my right eye starts to twitch, so I stop.

“Am I the only one who has the balls to tell her she needs to eat?” He stands up and motions for the bartender to come over. Dolly tugs on his shirt until he sits back down.

“What? I’m ordering some nachos and we need more chips and guacamole,” he snips.

“Whatever. I’m not hungry. Did you order drinks?”

They all look at each other. I sigh and lean back.

“What? If it’s bad, I don’t want to know. Tell them, Cindy. We have so many things going on at the diner I can’t handle anything bad.”

“Here we go, my friends.” The cute, dark-haired bartender arrives with margaritas. Someone was smart enough to order two per person, so we all have doubles. He happily sets them down along with three baskets of chips. “Enjoy.”

I look around at all of us and almost burst out laughing. It’s either that or cry because we all are like the dark cloud party. We look like someone has killed our pet or something.

“To Tuesday girls’ night.” Doug holds up his margarita.

“You’re ridiculous.” I grab mine and start to guzzle it. “That went down way too easy. I guess I’m Ubering.” I reach for a chip.

We started having girls’ night pretty much after he left me. To be honest, this is my sanity. A reason to get up and get going. All of us seem to be in the same boat.

Misery loves company, I guess. A couple of days after my disaster, Ryder was pretty much missing in action.

Much like everything else that hurts her, Cindy smiles and says it never happened. On one of our girls’ nights, I tried to corner her after I bared my soul at the table. She didn’t even blink—simply downed a shot and excused herself to the restroom.

If I wasn’t so caught up in my own shit, I would insist she talk about it, but seeing as I’m holding on by a thin thread…

“So.” I slap my hands on the table. “I know that I have been doing a lot of—”

“Holy fuck, I love this song,” Doug interrupts me and stands up to dance. I look over at Dolly who does, in fact, look like a doll tonight. She’s perfect. Her skin is glowing; her eyes are clear.

“Wait, I know I was late, but are you back with Edge again?”

Doug motions to the bartender for another round and looks down at me. “Tell them.”

She smiles and looks around until her eyes land on me. “I think… I might have met someone, and if I can move on, you can too.” She raises her margarita glass and drinks.

“I’m sorry, what?”

I have no idea why I’m not happy, or why I feel like I’m going to burst into tears.

“Yes.” She smiles.

Cindy screams and looks to the ceiling. “Thank you, Lord. You’ve answered my prayers.” Her dramatics make Doug dance over to her and snuggle his arm around her.

“Yes, our little Doll has finally moved on.” He takes Cindy’s drink and downs it.

“You okay?” He nods at me.

“Am I okay?” I look around as if they’re all from a different planet. These three have become my best friends. We’ve shared all our secrets. Well, I’ve shared all my secrets.

“Why is this the first I’m hearing about it?” I look her straight in her pretty brown cat eyes.

“I wanted to be sure.”

“You wanted to be sure? How long has this been going on? Last week you were bitching about Edge.”

“Look, Beauty, it doesn’t matter if it’s a day or years. When it’s right, it’s right. Now if Dolly can open herself up and find love, then you can move the fuck on too,” Doug snaps at me.

I look down at my hands. They’re shaking. This is surreal and I need alcohol.

I grab the closest margarita and down it in three gulps letting the tequila go to work. My face heats up as my head starts to spin.

“You look like you’re going to cry.” She reaches for my hand.

“I’m hurt, that’s all… and I was secretly always rooting for Edge.”

“Look, Charlie.” It’s bitchy-sounding and I raise a brow at her. “I haven’t said anything because I had to go through these emotions alone. But this guy is nice and he doesn’t make me look like you, so that’s a big win for me.”

“Wow.” I pull my hand away. I don’t need her lecture. I’ve been vomiting out my pain to these three people, and come to think of it, all they’ve done is hold my hair back when I throw up and tell me he’s not worth it.

“I need to go.” I try to scoot out, but Doug blocks the exit of the booth with his skinny ass.

“Nope. You’re going to wish Dolly well. You’re going to say—”

“Congratulations. You should have said something. Am I the only one in our group who’s honest about their feelings?” I slap my hands on the table.

“Define honest. All I see is a beautiful woman who used to be happy and strong and now looks like a waif who needs new clothes.” She points at me. “All because she fell in love with a fucking Disciple and let him ruin her.” Dolly shoves the basket of chips at me. “Here. Eat something before the wind blows you away.”

I shake my head. “Dolly.”

She glances up at the ceiling and around the bar, which is more crowded than before. “I’m sorry, but when I look at you, I see me and it’s killing me.”

We stare at each other, our eyes filled with tears. “Oh, come here.” She reaches for me, knocking over a margarita in the process, but neither of us cares as we hug until the wet, sticky drink makes us pull away.

“This is why I don’t ever fall in love.” Cindy wipes her eyes, her hands animated. “Look at you two, Dolly lying to herself, and Charlize downright pathetic.” She jumps up. “Excuse me.” She runs toward the restroom, her blond hair and boobs causing the men at the bar to stop and stare.

Doug clears his throat. “Here.” He dumps a couple of red cloth napkins on the sticky mess of sweet and sour and leans back to look at us. “Now listen up, you two.”

I look at him as I try to move my elbow. It’s stuck to the table.

“Beauty.” He snaps his fingers.

“Yes, I’m listening. I love you both so much.”

He rolls his eyes. “Okay, slow down on the tequila.” He points at me. “Both of you need to move on. Dolly has taken steps. Dylan is smart, has his own business, and does not kill people. This is a definite plus for you, Dolly.”

Dolly looks over at the door and her eyes widen. “Oh my God,” she shouts as Edge walks in and looks around.

It’s impossible to ignore his rock-hard, tattooed body. Edge has always been my favorite and not because he’s a fucking hot ginger, but because he loves Dolly and she loves him, and if they can’t seem to make it, we’re all doomed.

“How did he know we’re here?” I say way too loudly. The whole bar heard me.

Edge turns and a hiss escapes Dolly’s mouth.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” Doug grabs a drink and shakes his head in disgust at Dolly. “You texted him, didn’t you?”

Dolly doesn’t even respond and remains fixated on Edge who reminds me so much of David my heart flutters. They look nothing alike but the way he holds himself… moves.

“Danger,” I whisper as Edge moves toward the booth.

“Yes.” Dolly bites her red bottom lip.

I didn’t even realize I said it out loud, but that’s what these men are. They are fucking hot, dangerous bad boys who steal your very breath.

“Don’t worry. I’m here for you.” I grab her warm hand. Doug snorts in disgust.

“She brought him here. You’re on your own tonight.” He looks bored as Cindy comes walking back. Her eyes are puffy, but it looks like she put on a bunch of lip gloss.

“What now?” She puts her hands on her hips.

“Get up,” Edge snarls, not even glancing at us. He stands behind Cindy and she screams. He ignores her, but the manager over at the front frowns.

They need to turn up the music. Everyone is staring at us.

Cindy turns and looks behind him. “Where’s Ryder?”

“Working,” Edge grunts.

“Of course he is.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m out.” She leans over and grabs her purse.

“Cindy, don’t go.” I try to stand, but I’m sandwiched between Doug and Dolly.

“See you in the morning, Charlize. Edge, tell your friend to lose my number and to go fuck himself.” She slams open the big wooden door as she leaves with a dramatic flair.

“Nice, Edge,” Doug mumbles.

“I said get up. We’re going.” Edge holds out his tattooed hand.

“No.”

“Dolly.” He almost spits it out. “If you don’t want me to put a fucking bullet in that pussy you’ve been seeing, you’ll get your ass up.”

I look at Dolly then Edge. “Um, Edge?”

He looks over at me, and his eyes change from fierce to… Is that pity I see?

“You doing okay, Charlie?”

And I drop Dolly’s hand and want to slide down the booth and hide. Instead I hold my head high and say, “I’m fantastic,” then cringe at how pathetic that sounded.

“Good.”

His eyes drift back to Dolly’s. “Choice is yours.”

She huffs. “Why do you care? You fuck anything that moves.”

“This isn’t about me. This is about my girl’s cunt being around another man’s cock. If I find out you really did, Dolly…” His hands clench and a small shudder goes through me.

“You’ll what?” she snarls. “You can’t hurt me anymore, Edge.”

“Oh God,” I whisper. The violence in Edge’s eyes is something I never saw in David’s. He was more… tortured. Edge looks like a lunatic. A hot lunatic, but a lunatic nonetheless.

An uncomfortable silence falls over the table as I glance at Doug and kick him to do something.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Doug slaps the booth as he scoots out, motioning with his hand for her to leave. “Go. He’s what you want.”

“I don’t want him… I hate him,” Dolly says as Edge glares at her.

With a snort, he reaches for her. “We’ll see when you’re begging for my cock tonight.”

I stare in shock as Edge pulls her with him. For the first time in months, I forgot about my own shit. Edge and Dolly are a fucking mess. I look at Doug who hands me someone’s slushy margarita.

“He was kidding, right?” I pick it up and motion to Edge as he pulls Dolly out. “He’s not going to kill what’s his name?”

Doug reaches for a chip. “Dylan. And who the fuck knows. Edge is a maniac where Dolly is concerned.”

“David never acted like that. Some of the Disciples are scary.” I take a sip.

He throws back his head and laughs. “They’re sickos, all of them. Don’t kid yourself and think your David is a prince.” He gets another chip and looks at me. “And relax. Dolly didn’t fuck Dylan.”

“Wait.” My eyes narrow on his. “You said Dolly had moved on and found someone else… basically you both said she fucked him.”

Chuckling, he shakes his head. “Look, we had to. You’re a shell of your former self. And since Dolly didn’t go through with it, maybe you should consider having dinner with him.”

I freeze. “Are you for real? You can’t be serious?”

He keeps shoveling chips into his mouth, spilling crumbs all over his black T-shirt.

“Absolutely. This might be a blessing in disguise. You need to get laid. This guy is straight.” He points a chip at me as he raises an eyebrow. “A noncriminal who more than likely won’t fuck you in the ass and leave you.” He winks.

“I never should have told you that.”

“You absolutely had to.”

“Whatever.” I play with a chip on the table. “David ruined me. I’ll never be the same.” Those fucking tears I hate so much start to form, and I grab a margarita and slam the whole thing.

Doug shakes his head. “Yeah, the damaged, tortured ones always fuck so good. You might be ruined for others.” He adjusts himself as I frown at him. “What? My dick is hard just imagining him and you—”

“Stop.” I slap him in the chest. “Just stop while you’re ahead. Let’s get drunk and you can sleep at my place.”

“Ohhh, yes please. You know I love our sleepovers.” He looks over at the bartender. “Two shots of Patron and the check, please.”
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DAVID/POET

Seville, Spain

 

I lean my head back and let the sun bring its healing warmth into my skin. My eyes see dots even when they’re closed. The sounds of the small café make me relax. I’m outside drinking a coffee and eating a Spanish omelet.

I have been in Spain about three months and not a day goes by that I don’t think I hear her laughter, see long dark hair, and wish that somehow she has found me.

It’s ridiculous, but then again, we can’t help our thoughts. My eyes blink open as I glance up at a man staring down at me.

“God, you’re a fucking pain in my ass.” Reed pulls out an iron chair and sits.

“How the fuck did you find me?” I can’t help but smile.

Wearing a white, button-down oxford shirt rolled up at the sleeves and mirrored aviators, he stares at me.

“You look every bit the billionaire playboy.” I smirk.

“I had business in Germany and Paris. Otherwise, I would have been here two weeks ago.” The waiter stops by and Reed orders a coffee and water. He leans back. “You look healthy.”

“I feel good.” I look around the streets and gesture. “It’s hard not to be happy here. Look around.”

Reed glances around as if nothing much impresses him. “I had to have Jay hire a couple other guys to track you down. Still not into the whole having a phone thing, huh?” He reaches over and starts to eat my omelet.

I lean back and laugh, shutting a notebook, which is filled with my poetry.

He looks over at it, his green eyes curious as he points with his fork. “You writing again?”

“I am. It’s the best therapy for me. Nothing that I would publish. All of these are only for me.”

“Nice. So, when are you going to grow a pair and come home?”

“Jesus Chris—” I’m saved by the waiter setting down Reed’s coffee and water.

He raises an arched brow. “It’s time.”

I look down at my clenched hands thinking that it’s not the first time I want to throttle him.

“This is my home now.”

He throws back his head and laughs. “I thought you got therapy and shit in rehab? You sound like such a fucking pussy I want to punch you.”

I grab for my backpack and start shoving all my stuff into it. Reed is going to make a scene, or I am. So, I need to pay and go. Pulling out my wallet, I toss way too many euros on the table.

“Nothing? You’ve got nothing for me? You gonna sulk off? Be the tortured, misunderstood poet? Or are you a biker here?” He takes a sip of coffee.

I stop and sigh. “Reed, I have done a lot of work over the last months. Meetings, therapy, exercise. Hell, I even went vegan for a week.” I look up at his expressionless face and grit my teeth.

Silence fills the space between us and I almost get up to leave.

“So, I have to tell you. She’s doing okay.” I sit back as if he gut punched me.

“What?”

“Charlie. Tess and I have had her over a couple times. And I thought you should know that she’s okay.” He stretches out his long legs and crosses them at the ankles.

“My Charlie?” I must look crazy.

“Maybe you should have some water,” Reed says.

I stare at him and he stares back, a silent battle. “You love her.” He’s not asking.

“Yes.” My voice sounds like someone dumped a spoonful of sand in my coffee. “But loving her was never the problem.” I sit back, almost winded.

“You need to make this right, brother. You’ve been running, escaping for so long you think that’s what you are. But you’re wrong. And she knows it.”

I stand, preparing to get the fuck away.

“You can’t do this anymore. I won’t let you.” Reed’s voice stops me as I turn.

“Don’t you get it? I can’t forgive myself. What I did was…” I look up at the blue, cloudless sky. “It was something that I handled wrong.”

“Why? Because you left to get help?”

“Yes. I fucking wasn’t strong enough for her.” I take a deep breath. “Just like I failed my child and on and on.” I run my hand through my hair. Reed showing up is fucking with me, and his calmness is making it worse. He’s never calm unless he has a plan.

“She loves you. She’s way stronger than you give her credit for. And even though you fucking ripped her heart out… she truly wants you to be happy.”

“What?” I look around wanting to leave. But my legs won’t move. I crave anything about her. The desperate need to hear her name makes me almost sick to my stomach.

“She knows you got help.”

I stare blankly at him not sure what or how I feel about this. “Is she… has she moved on?”

“No, she’s in love with a stupid fuck who thinks he deserves nothing but misery.”

This makes me lean my hands on the table so Reed can hear me clearly. “She deserves the world. I left because of that. Do you not think that every second of every day I don’t think about her? Worry about her? Want to go back to her? I’m trying to get well so that I can be the man she needs.” I hiss this out into his expressionless face. “Fuck, it’s why I left her in the first place. I was killing her, making her into someone she was not.”

He pushes his chair out and stands up. “If I can do it, you can do it too.” His green eyes bore into me. He’s not fucking around. “Go back and figure out what you want. Tell her exactly that. If it’s not meant to be, at least you faced it. I know you can live with that. But hiding out… well, one day you’re going to wake up and eat a bullet.”

I let out a harsh breath as I listen to him, but I can’t possibly believe it.

“You belong with her. And you deserve to be happy. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”

He starts to leave and I turn and watch him pull out his phone. Glancing back at me, he says, “Nothing worthwhile is ever easy, brother. But you love her. You always have.”

A black SUV pulls up and a driver gets out to open the door for him. “Let me know when you land in Los Angeles. I’ll pick you up.”

Before I can respond, he shuts the door and the black vehicle is gone as if I dreamed it. I look at his empty seat and half-full cup of coffee to make sure I’m not going insane.

“Senor? Can I get you anything else?” The waiter hands me the check and I blink at him.

“No, thank you.” He smiles and says over his shoulder, “See you tomorrow, amigo.”

I scan my surroundings. Seville is incredible in a way that can only be described as magical. But it’s not home. Nothing is home.

Charlie, she was the closest I ever came to having that feeling. So, instead of saying, “See you tomorrow,” I reach down for my backpack and say nothing, not even goodbye.

Reed’s right. He’s always right. I need to go back. I need to face all that I did. I need to finally atone.
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DAVID/POET

 

I stand in a long and winding LAX customs line. I could take a two-hour nap and maybe move three feet.

I need coffee, a shower, and a bed.

Behind me, there’s nothing but a line of people whose faces mirror mine.

I pull out my phone to text Reed. He’s picking me up.

Months have passed and I haven’t seen her, smelled her, fucked her.

I destroyed us. I know all this and yet I’m back anyway. Reed was right. I’m going to wake up one day and end it all if I don’t own my shit.

Memories of what happened that day buzz in my head, joining forces with my demons.

But for reasons I can’t understand, I checked myself into a thirty-day stay at a Malibu rehab. Since I’d already detoxed, I spent most of the time in grief counseling and in a recovery group where I finally dealt with the pain and fear about what happened with Tabatha.

My pain about Charlie was another story. I was honest about my fear of commitment and all my other issues. I’m working on them every day, not that it seems to matter. There’s a void, a blackness inside me that only her light can fill.

The need, almost self-preservation, to make contact with her after Reed left was almost unbearable.

Good and bad—lately it’s been bad more often than not. I decided to come back and let my future be what it will.

Charlie. I let myself have just the right amount of memories before I realize my limitations. She deserves way more than what I can give her. For the first time in my life, I want to be a better man for her and for me. Have I achieved that?

Looking around at the melting pot that is LA, I smile. It’s good to be back. This is where I was born and even though I have no address, Charlie is here, so it always feels like home.

My phone vibrates. It’s a text from Reed wondering if I’ve gone through customs. I look over at the numerous bodies before me and reply No.

The sun is going down and a small glare blinds me as I gaze out the glass windows and doors.

My phone says 4:00 p.m. I left in the heat of the summer and am returning to the cool nights of daylight savings time.

A wave of claustrophobia slithers up my back. Too many people jammed together always puts me on edge.

Today is different though. In my heart, I know it. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath as I block out the smells of bodies that have been traveling too long and need a shower. The sounds are overwhelming: the cell phones ringing, people happily laughing and talking about their adventures and celebrating that they’re home. I should think about my next move: where I should stay, what I need to do.

After the rehab professionals gave me the green light, stating that I’ve successfully dealt with my pain and am not in imminent danger of using, I left rehab and got on a plane to Spain.

“Excuse me? You’re next.” A teenager points and I come back to reality. I look around and wonder how long I’ve been daydreaming.

“Sorry, thank you.” I move forward handing over my passport. The woman takes one look at my passport and says, “Welcome home.”

Home. A pair of golden eyes shaped like a cat’s swim in front of me.

I pick up my leather duffel bag and walk up the long incline to the baggage area. I have no other luggage, so I step out into the cool night of Los Angeles. Despite the hour, LAX is still happening, with car horns, people talking on their phones, and everyone in a hurry as they pull their luggage by.

I need a cigarette. As I reach for one, I look over at a guy with arms crossed leaning against a black Tahoe.

“What the fuck? You’re not Reed,” I state the obvious as I walk over to him.

“Poet.” He nods.

“Blade.” I exhale. We stare at each other. The last time I saw my cousin… well, we both had killed together.

He pushes off the vehicle and looks me over.

“You look good, man. Spain must have treated you nicely.”

“It did.” I open the passenger door as Blade climbs into the driver’s side.

He starts up the truck and I roll down the window, watching Century Boulevard blow by.

I should keep the conversation light, but it’s stupid and uncomfortable enough already.

“Eve doing okay?” At the very least, I should ask.

Blade smiles at the mention of Eve. “Yeah, she’s ready to pop any day. You made it home right in time. We’re having a girl.”

A girl. Blade and Eve are having a baby girl, with blond hair and big blue eyes, I bet. But instead of feeling angry, I let myself smile and say, “That’s the best news I’ve heard so far. I’m really happy for you.” He looks over at me, an eyebrow arched.

“So, you’re back? Reed wants you to stay with him. What are you gonna do?”

I keep smoking as we merge on the freeway. “Fuck if I know.”

“David.” He sighs. “We need to talk about what happened.”

“No.”

Blade’s eyes dart to mine. “Who the fuck are you to say no? I’m pissed. We had a plan. As soon as you killed Lucky, you completely forgot that we still had other shit to do.”

He looks at his mirror as he starts to speed. “Thank fuck Reed was involved. Without him, it would have been messy. He got the FBI to take down Satan’s Seeds after the lab blew up.” He looks over at me.

“Reed’s a genius and a billionaire. It helps.” I reach into my pocket for some gum. “What do you want from me, Blade?” I sound tired because I am. He’s right. I did fail them. Getting pissed isn’t going to change it.

He snorts. “How long are you staying?”

Shrugging, I say, “I live in the moment.”

“Shut up.” He hits the steering wheel. “Pull your head out of your ass, man. Get it together and make it right with Charlie.” My heart automatically aches.

“If only it was that easy. Look, man, I don’t want to fight with you. I already heard the lecture from Reed.” I move around, my skin starting to crawl at where this conversation is headed.

He shakes his head in disgust. “You love her.”

“Yeah, I love her.” I lean my head out the window, letting the cool breeze kiss my face. “But she deserves better. Love is not the problem.”

“I get you, David. We’re more alike than you think. I wasted so much time fighting my feelings for Eve. It’s fucking juvenile.”

“Blade.” I turn my head to look at his profile as he weaves in and out of traffic. “I’m not you. Charlie wants things that…” I clear my voice as I tell him my fears. “Charlie wants and deserves things that I’m not sure I’m capable of giving her.”

“What can’t you give?” He frowns as if he truly is confused.

“Everything. Kids, a house, and knowing Charlie, a dog. All things I’m not sure I can do.” My chest tightens as I rub at it and turn to look out at the freeway.

“Why?”

“Why what?” I snap.

“Why can’t you do that?”

“You’re joking, right?” I’m not even trying to hide my bitterness.

“I’m president of the best MC on the West Coast. I do all that.”

I snort and rub the back of my neck. There’s a big fucking knot in it. “I’m not you, not even close. I shouldn’t have come back.”

He looks at me with a stupid grin on his face. “I have faith in you, man. If I can get it together… something tells me you can.”

“Ha. You sound like Reed. Not everybody gets a happily ever after. Some of us get fucked.”

He ignores me and exits the freeway heading toward the clubhouse. Before I can even ask why, he says, “We’re having a welcome home party for you, asshole.”

Blade turns down the long gravel driveway, the dirt and rocks crunching as I smell the citrus trees and smoke from the huge bonfires. Music is pumping from the outdoor speakers as we pull up.

Blade slams it into park and turns. “David, besides my wife and kids, you’re the last of my blood. I think you should stay. Get your woman, make a life.”

A slam of the front door makes me look up at the clubhouse porch as Axel comes out holding James Dean’s hand. I blink and lean forward.

“Is that Axel with your kid?” Axel laughs at something James Dean says like they are best buddies even though James is not yet two.

“Yeah, it’s fucking Axel. I swear to God he’s got some kind of bond with my kid. I keep telling Eve he needs his own.” He grumbles as he exits the Tahoe moving toward them.

Clapping his hands, James Dean runs right over to him, and again, that squeezing in my chest reappears.

Blade lifts him and throws him in the air as his chubby legs kick and he lets out that addictive baby laugh that makes you laugh uncontrollably.

Axel looks over at me. I ignore him. This place holds so many memories. Good, bad, but there is not a space, corner that I don’t know.

I guess this is my home. It has all the people I love, so why am I moving in slow motion? Why am I looking for the one thing I can’t have?

“So you’re still alive?” I turn to stare into Axel’s startling blue eyes.

“Some people just don’t die.” I reach into my pocket for another cigarette.

“Well, if they keep trying, eventually they’ll succeed.” He walks away, grabbing a dark-haired girl and bringing her into the house.

Fucking Axel. I clutch my pendant. The warm metal makes me take it off to look at it. Closing my eyes I ask for her forgiveness for the thousandth time, but this will be my last. I shove it into my pocket.

Smoke, burgers, and citrus fill my senses and it’s at this very second that I know what I need to do.

All the ghosts still reside within me. They will always be my friend or my foe. They don’t take over anymore but remind me that every second matters.

“Go do it. Get it over with.” My eyes jerk to Edge’s. We’re silent letting the magnitude of his words sink in.

“It’s time, man. You’re never getting over it. Trust me, I’ve tried. Go do it.” He tosses me the keys to his bike.

As I catch them, I realize this is how it was always supposed to play out. I’m not scared. Edge has always been the one to understand me. Always gets that sometimes things don’t happen the way we think they should. You either deal with them, or you take your brother’s keys and do everybody a fucking favor.

“Fuck you, Edge.” My eyes get misty. He nods and grabs me in a tight hug.

“You always were the strong one.” He beats my back with his fists.

I pull back and walk to his bike. A few Disciples greet me. I guess beating Lucky to death has made me a hero. It doesn’t matter now. Nothing matters now.

I know why I came back. Everybody will feel a huge relief after it’s done. It should have happened ten years ago, but I’m finally fixing it now.

Edge’s bike roars as I start it and I twist the throttle a couple of times.

My eyes find his. Brother to brother, we nod, and I drive away, heading into the darkness, heading for my peace.
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CHARLIE

 

I wake, not because the alarm went off but because Doug tossed his arm over my stomach almost making me want to throw up.

“Shit.” I sit up and push his arm off me as I rub my temples.

We probably did not need those last two shots of Patron on our way out last night.

It was girls’ night again and Doug slept over like he does almost every girls’ night. As I reach for the phone, the screen shows it’s earlier than I need to be up. Still, I’ll get some coffee going and relax in a hot shower before I have to open. It’s Saturday, so our mornings are crazy.

As I push the button on the Cuisinart, I search my fuzzy memory. I’m sure I asked my mom to come in early in case Cindy and I need help. God, I hope I did. Yawning, I strip out of my clothes from yesterday. Guess I passed out still wearing them.

Doug must have done the same. He rolls over still in his black tee and pants. Although, come on, he’s still wearing his Converse?

I shake my head as I start the shower and do some stretches to get the blood pumping. But I need Advil, coffee, and not to keep drinking tequila.

When I step in, the soothing heat makes me sigh.

If Doug wasn’t passed out in the other room, I’d masturbate to take the edge off. It only makes me feel better for about a minute. I’ll close my eyes and see him and that’s usually all it takes.

“God,” I groan. I’m slightly hungover but let’s face it: I’m depressed. I miss him. I don’t even hate him anymore, but I wish things were different. I know he’s alive, and I know he got help. That should make me feel better. Yet nothing does. You don’t simply fall out of love even if you know that person is never coming back.

After showering, I step out and look at myself in the mirror. Doug and Dolly are right—I need to get healthy. Brushing my teeth, I decide to actually put on some makeup today. My eyes are two dark holes, and my mom is hopefully going to be there. It upsets her if I look like shit. She still hasn’t gotten past the I-told-you-so looks. It’s been months and she’s still telling me so…

Pulling on panties and a bra, I go to get some coffee and hear Doug groaning and cursing all tequila.

“You want coffee?” I yell from the kitchen.

“God, yes. I’m taking a shower. Be out in a minute.”

After pouring us both a steaming cup, I walk into my closet and pick out a pair of white pants and a tight black, glittery tee with Jim Morrison on the front. On a whim, I pull on a new pair of pink Adidas, which I bought the other day. They looked cute and I’m desperate for anything that makes me a little bit happy.

Walking out, I find Doug sitting in the kitchen vaping and drinking his coffee as he reads on his phone. “Dolly wants to come to the diner for breakfast.”

He doesn’t look up, so I grab a cup of coffee and call over my shoulder, “I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

Two hours later, the breakfast crowd is almost cleared out, and it’s mostly our regulars. Dolly and Doug sit at the counter arguing about the pros and cons of sleeping with Edge.

“Charlize?” I look over at my mom who motions that she needs to take a phone call. I nod as I stand at the counter getting ready to print out our sales.

“Holy mother of God.” Cindy drops a cup. I look over as she stands frozen, eyes wide, and I frown.

“You okay?”

She doesn’t move; her eyes do though.

“Oh my God,” Dolly breathes out, causing Doug to look up.

“Well, motherfucker, there really is a fairy godmother.” Doug shakes his head as if he’s seeing things.

My eyes scan the room and whatever has my friends freaked seems to have captured the whole counter’s interest. Goose bumps form on my arms as I try to catch my breath… Oxygen thief.

Strong hands wrap around my waist pulling me back into his hard frame.

Smoke and spice are all I smell as warm lips find my neck, and I grab the counter so as not to fall. I swing around to look into silver eyes that are filled with something I have only seen in a few precious guarded moments.

The world has ended, or maybe I’m just dead. How else is he here? David is standing in front of me cupping my face, holding me prisoner as I vaguely hear my mom scream and Cindy’s calm voice as she tries to reassure her.

“What are you doing here?” It sounds ridiculous.

He doesn’t answer but brings his mouth to mine. His lips are warm and he pulls my face closer to his. Our tongues tangle and I taste smoke and cinnamon. It’s relentless, as if he’s scared to let me breathe, and we groan into each other’s mouths. My hands find his neck as he lets go of my face to deepen the kiss. I’m swimming on shock and hope.

Oxygen thief. It rings in my head as I taste my own tears.

Finally, he lifts his head. His thumb wipes away my tears as I hear a person ask for a check and Cindy shushing them.

David stares down at me, his eyes open, clear, and not holding anything back.

“I love you. I left to become a better man for you. But I’m just a man.” He leans down to kiss my lips, and as he talks, he steals my breath then gives it back.

“I want to tell you everything is going to be perfect, but all I can tell you is that you are my light, my very reason for standing here today. And if you will have me, I’d like to spend every day with you for the rest of my life.”

The diner is silent as I hear my breathing. I will myself to stop crying and start to think.

“Beautiful?” I look up into his eyes and I’m trapped, ensnared. Nothing matters. Only this. All of our pain and sadness can heal as long as I have this man looking at me this way.

“I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember,” I say at last. “It took you long enough.”

He grabs my face and kisses me again as he whispers, “You ready? I want you on my bike.”

Before I can answer, he sweeps me off my feet, kisses me, and walks us to the door.

“Jesus Christ, tell me you’re filming this.”

I look over at Doug and Dolly who are hugging each other. Doug has his cell phone out and Dolly is crying.

“Mom? You might have to close today,” I yell as I cry and laugh at the horrified expressions of a couple walking in holding the door for us.
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The morning is crisp and cool as David carries me like a bride to the shiny black Harley.

I slide down and look up at him.

“I almost didn’t do this.” His voice cracks. “I almost… decided that I wasn’t worth it.”

Not trusting myself to speak, I simply nod.

“But I am, Beautiful. I fucking love you and I want it all with you. Kids, a house, maybe even a dog.

“I want that too.” Still crying, I throw myself at him.

He pulls me close. “Let’s drive to Vegas and get married.”

“Really?” My heart pounding, I’m almost scared to look around the parking lot for fear this has all been a dream and I’m going to wake up late for work.

“You know, once we’re married there’s no turning back?” He demands my attention.

“I know.” I sigh into him. “My mom hates you.”

He chuckles. “I know. I guess I’ll have to work on that.”

“Guess so.” I climb on the back of his bike.

“When’s your dad coming home?”

“Who knows.”

His eyes caress my face as his hands move to my neck. His silver eyes darken and again, my breath stutters.

“Maybe we should make a pit stop at your apartment,” he says slowly as he climbs on the bike and starts it up.

“I thought you wanted Vegas,” I yell.

“I want you, Beautiful, only you.”
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DAVID/POET

One year later

 

It’s 5:00 a.m. as I bury my nose in my wife’s neck. I do this sometimes, when the monsters try to come out and play. I snuggle into her light and let her zap them away.

Grinning, I roll to my back and visualize Charlie as my fantasy superhero. She always has nothing but biker boots and a lacy black G-string that matches her wild raven hair. Her red lips are glossed with poison that only my lips have immunity to.

Her real power comes from her heart. It’s a deadly light that can melt any monster or demon that wants to fuck with me.

I snort back a chuckle causing my Beautiful to groan and turn on her side.

My hand reaches out to caress her ivory skin. She wiggles her ass against my hard cock as I caress her stomach, which carries our baby. Charlie is six months pregnant with my son.

A son.

I breathe in her vanilla scent as I let my hands slide up to full breasts and start to rub and pinch her rock-hard nipples.

“David,” she moans as she arches her back like a cat. Her full tits fill my hands as I attack her neck like the vampire I am, sucking and whispering how much I love her.

“Keep your eyes closed, Beautiful.” I bite her earlobe causing her eyes to pop open. I can’t help but grin at how absolutely perfect she is.

“Close,” I whisper as I lick her ear, my hand leaving her delicious tits and sliding down her belly until I’m at my favorite spot. “Open,” I command.

“Yes,” she purrs as she lifts her leg. My two fingers find her ripe clit. She’s wet; her arousal is constant. Pregnancy hormones make her greedy and I love every fucking minute.

I finger fuck her as she rides my hand until she pulses and jerks all over my fingers.

“That’s it, Beautiful.” I lean over her as she turns to her back and my mouth goes right to her ripe nipples. Charlie hates her tits, so having them swell during pregnancy excites her beyond belief. I suck and lick one, pulling it lightly with my teeth, careful since it’s sensitive.

“David.” She sighs. “I love you.”

“Fuck, spread your legs wide, baby. I’m going to make you see stars.”

Her legs immediately spread and I have to make myself breathe. My wife is so stunning, so magnificent that I need to worship her for a moment.

“I want to open my eyes,” she pants, her chest flushed with excitement.

I grin. “Hmmm.” I lean down as I try to go slow, but she’s like a feast. Her pink clit and fucking magical pussy make me act like a fucking barbarian preparing for his last meal.

“Oh my God… so fucking good.” I pull her ass closer as my tongue goes inside her replacing my fingers as I fuck her. In and out until I suck on her juicy nub.

“Yes…” She rides my face as my cock leaks with its own need to fuck.

“Yes.” She leans up and opens her eyes. “I’m coming.”

Her head goes back, and long, thick raven strands tumble like a waterfall. I don’t give her time to recover. Instead, I lie down and guide her swollen cunt onto my leaking cock.

“Fuck me,” I grunt into her, my hands digging into her hips as the pleasure of her silken walls almost makes me jet my seed deep inside her.

She looks down at me. She’s glowing. Pregnancy agrees with my wife. Her red lips part as she smiles down at me with a wicked grin.

“You want me to fuck you?” She rocks her wet cunt back and forth on me.

“Hmmm, I don’t want—I’m demanding.” I cross my arms on top of my head. “You think you can handle it?”

“I can try.” She lifts herself up and slams down on me.

My hands go to her hips all playfulness gone. “Charlie. Fuck, don’t you dare.”

She starts to laugh and cocks her head to the side. “Your cock can’t hurt the baby. I keep telling you this.” She continues to rub herself on me.

“Just… make love to me.” I lie back almost scared.

“You lie back and let me handle everything.” She leans forward, her lips next to mine, her eyes so fucking beautiful as they narrow. “I’m gonna make your eyes roll back in your head.”

She slides up slowly and gently moves as I relax, although I still hold her delicious hips to be on the safe side.

“David, you can let go of me.” I hesitate. “Trust me.”

Slowly, she rises up and down. Her beautiful tits bounce as I lean up to suck on her hard nipple. She pushes me back, her hands on my chest as she uses it to lift up and down, and I let her set the pace.

“Jesus Christ,” I growl as I reach down with my thumb to rub her slick clit.

“Oh yes, David, I love it.” She goes faster and harder. My balls are so tight and my stomach muscles clench as I grab her hips.

“Fuck yeah.” I let go, allowing her magical cunt to guide me. My body jerks and I come hard and deep inside her.

A sheen of sweat covers her fucking beautiful body. She’s breathing hard. Now that I’ve come, her greediness is not over.

“Come,” I demand, my thumb rubbing her clit hard. She does instantly. Her legs tighten as she freezes, collapsing on top of me, her stomach resting on my chest.

I let her catch her breath as I drift to thoughts of our life together.

Memories of her marrying me, then hating me after she realized I was here to stay. We worked through all of it. I let her rage, seeing as it’s only fair, and she let me love her and heal.

I bought us a house with a white picket fence, walking distance from Eve and Blade.

“David, I think that’s your phone.”

Charlie lifts herself off me as our bedroom comes into focus and yes, there it is—the annoying sound of my phone. We live so that our bedroom faces our backyard, which is nothing but green grass and flowers. The French doors allow the morning light to flood in.

I kiss her lips as her phone starts going off as well. A slither of dread comes over me. It can’t be past 6:00 a.m. Nothing good comes from phone calls at 6:00 a.m.

Charlie’s eyes are huge as she blinks at me.

“Relax.” I reach over and grab my phone and look at the missed call.

My eyes meet hers as it starts to ring again.

Her breathing is shallow as I bring the phone to my ear. “Hello.”

“Jesus Christ,” Blade snarls loudly. My hand goes to Charlie’s stomach as I feel the strong kick from our baby.

“What’s wrong?” I grind out.

“We’re at the hospital. Dolly stabbed Edge.”

 

 

THE END

Stay tuned for REPENT
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Lethal

Blade McCormick is not a nice guy.

 

He’s pure adrenaline and smells like smoke and leather—the kind of guy you look at and know he’s going to be a combination of nasty and irresistible. The moment I allowed myself to touch his hot skin and kiss his full lips, I. Was. Done.

 

Like currency, I’ve become part of a transaction. Blade took me to pay off a debt. I try to tell myself, Eve, you should hate him. He’s a bad guy. But then again, I’m not a good girl. Blade’s the president of the Disciples, the notorious motorcycle club. I should be frightened, yet somehow, he doesn’t scare me. If anything, I think I scare him.

 

It takes a lot of work to become the club’s Queen, but I’ll stop at nothing to have the King!
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The Entitled

People say you can’t find your soul mate at eight years old. I did.

 

I found Reed and loved him more than I loved myself.

 

We were young… beautiful… entitled.

 

Money and private schools, our families’ lavish parties and posh New York City apartments—it was all mere window dressing. What was real was our obsessive love, which grew right along with us as we moved toward adulthood. It consumed me, and only in his arms did I feel wanted and safe.

 

But I have a secret. It’s big and to some, unforgivable. And it’s why I let Reed destroy me, or maybe I destroyed us. Either way, I’m worse than broke—I’m broken.

 

Once upon a time, we were happy…Yet privilege has an ugly underside and in the blink of an eye, my world crashed down around me.

 

I don’t feel entitled anymore.

 

The Entitled is first in The Entitled duet. Their story concludes in The Enlightened.
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