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Prologue


Wanted:

Magician’s Assistant

Must be female and prepared to travel. Immediately.

Assistant will provide own wardrobe, so make it goddamn flashy.

No whiners or crybabies, no cheapskates, no teetotalers.

Liars welcome, however.

Lack of conscience encouraged.

If interested, show yourself at noon tomorrow in the lobby of the Canyon Inn.

If you haven’t been approached by five minutes past noon, you’re free to go.


Chapter One


DASH

Pickins are slim in the Canyon Inn lobby. That’s for damn sure.

I blow a long line of smoke up at the ceiling, before stubbing out my cigarette in the dented tin ashtray. This is where I’m at, huh? Placing advertisements in the local newspaper for an assistant. Watching the bottom of the barrel show up in response. I figure things have been worse. But they’ve also been a hell of a lot better.

Four women mill around near the Inn’s entrance in sequined crop tops, newspapers folded under their arms, looking like a gaggle of depressed strippers. My last assistant made off in the middle of the night with a purse full of my hard-earned cash, putting me in this clusterfuck. Doesn’t seem like I’ll be getting out of it any time soon, either. Is there a single woman alive that can be trusted?

The answer to that is a resounding hell no.

I check my watch for the time, reckoning I’ll give it another two minutes before bailing out the back entrance. A couple of the crop tops are getting wise, starting to glance in my direction and putting two and two together. Yes, yes, ladies. I placed the ad. Does anyone else in this pile of dust and mortar look like a magician to you? Hell, I stand out on the Vegas strip, let alone in this one-stoplight town. If I don’t get out of here soon, one of them will get brave and approach me. I don’t have time to explain that I’m not interested in their services.

Or that I’m not really a magician.

I look down at my watch again, sucking my teeth as the little hand ticks up to the twelve. That’s it, then. Adios, crop tops. I’ve got places to go and money to steal. Hopefully somewhere between this town and my next gig, I’ll run into a woman who can perform under pressure. Someone with sticky fingers and a distracting smile. Is that really so much to ask?

With one final glance at the door, I stand from the sagging sofa and—

There’s a moment in every man’s life when he senses his downfall. Sees it hurtling straight at him like a goddamn torpedo. Maybe it’s a bad poker bet, a wrong turn in a terrible neighborhood, or one line of coke too many.

Mine is a redhead.

I know the second she breezes in, not sparing the crop tops a single glance, that I am royally screwed. She’s electric. The air near my fingers, around my ears, starts to buzz like I’m being swarmed by bees. Am I having a stroke? Jesus, that’s what it feels like. As if some voodoo curse has taken over my body, rendering my feet useless where they remain stuck to the brown, carpeted floor.

Don’t even get me started on my cock.

The redhead has only taken two steps into the motel and it’s already at half-mast. Four steps and I’m primed for fucking. Her. Just like that. Like turning on a radio when the dial is turned to full blast.

She’s wearing green satin in the form of a dress. If you can call the thin, fragile ribbon of fabric a dress. It starts just above her nipples and ends an inch below her cunt. If we were alone in the lobby, I think I might pin her down on the couch and rut her without exchanging a damn word. Hell, I’m thinking about doing it right now with everyone watching. Just snarling at everyone who comes close to my conquest while I wet hump her into a coma.

Get your shit together, Dash.

Now.

I’m known for keeping an almost eerie cool in any situation. Guns pointed at my head, fleeing an angry mob, you name it. I do it all with a smile on my face. So I have no idea what comes over me when the redhead flips her hair and saunters in my direction, those slight hips swaying right and left. From across the room, I can see that her eyes are a startling mint green. And they’re full of determination.

I love a determined woman. God knows I do.

But with a punch in the gut, I realize the redhead ain’t no woman.

Not yet, anyway.

In a split second, my hard-on becomes something shameful. The kind of secret erection men stroke while thinking bad thoughts. Or looking at pictures they shouldn’t be looking at. I’ve never been one of those men. My type has always been blonde and busty, but this redhead…she has ruined me in a matter of moments. She’s my torpedo of destruction and it’s a direct hit. From this day forward, I have no doubt my thoughts will be impure and punishable by God every time I take my dick in my hand.

Matters become worse when she glides to a stop two feet away, her braless tits rebounding up with that final step, nearly sending a nipple into view above the green satin. Fuuuuuck. Her face had to be sweet, didn’t it? All dewy and flushed, eyes huge and clear. Somehow her perfect button nose even turns me on.

The couch is right there. Right there. I could rut her. I could do it. There’s a gun tucked into the back of my waistband, if anyone tries to stop me while in the act.

Christ, do you hear yourself? Do you?

Women proposition me. Not the other way around. On the rare occasion I’m interested, there’s no sense of impending death. There’s no desperate, miserable ache in my balls…or a ridiculous pounding in my chest. Yet here I am, wanting to perform an act that transcends propositions. Shame. Shame on you.

She must be the devil disguised as a girl.

Or maybe she’s the devil’s bride, because haven’t I always been referred to as the devil? Yes, I have. Too many times to count. By people I loved. By people who hated me. Which one is this girl going to be?

Nothing. She can’t be anything to me. It would be wrong on every level.

When she opens her mouth, though, the torpedo finishes its tear through my middle. “Excuse me, sir?” She wobbles in her high heels, sets her duffel bag down, and extends a hand. “I’m your new assistant.”

*     *     *

BABETTE

Oh lord. Why did he have to be so good-looking?

Good-looking isn’t the right description for a man built by sin, though. Surely, surely not. I’d pictured a middle-aged man with a waxed, black mustache. In a sparkly turban and a cape. Damn my stepfather for never letting me out of the house. With only one television in the house and no computer, my access to the outside world consists of the public library’s free—but spotty—internet access.

There are handsome boys back in town, I suppose. When one of them approaches me, I keep my composure by picturing them as toddlers, snot coming out of their noses, crying for their mamas. My mind is drawing a blank for the magician, though. Maybe he was never a child. Isn’t that a wild thought?

His hair is golden. Like the tokens I saved from my first and last trip to Chuck E. Cheese when I was ten. His eyes are piercing, terrifying ice. Blue, brittle ice. Although I have this deep-down feeling he can melt them, if inclined. Make them appear more like a warm summer lake. That inkling gave me courage to address him, a man, before he spoke to me first. The bravery to lift my gaze up, up, and meet his cool stare. God, he’s tall. Tall and…menacing. I wonder what he’s thinking about.

I’ve been holding out my arm so long, it has begun to tremble, but I refuse to take it back. Refuse to look down. The advertisement was clear about no whiners or crybabies, and I don’t intend to be one. Is showing up here and asking this beautiful stranger to sweep me out of town a long shot? Yes, it darn well is. But I read the paper every day, so I know this opportunity isn’t coming around the bend again.

Bottom line, I need to get out of this town. I need to get away from my home, because I don’t know how much longer I’ll survive. So I’ll stand here until my arm breaks and I won’t shed a single tear as long as I’m in this man’s acquaintance, so long as he takes me with him. Wherever. I don’t care.

“My new assistant?” One end of his devastating mouth ticks up. “I don’t think so. Run along now and let the adults play.”

Heat climbs the column of my neck, but I force up my chin. “I’m not going anywhere, sir.” Disappointment goes through me like an arrow, but I have my pride, even though someone has done his best to steal it from me. “Not until you shake my hand. It’s only polite.”

A small gust of breath escapes him. “I’m not touching you.”

Darn. I thought this dress was decent. Thought curling my hair with Coke cans might make it look nice. What do I know about looking nice, though? A big load of nothing, that’s what. I do know about being a curse. An actual redheaded stepchild with no mother to help me fix my hair. Not anymore.

Stop being a crybaby.

That’s the only lesson my mother ever taught me, so it’s no small coincidence this gentleman’s ad used that exact word. It’s fate. I have to believe that. I have to believe in something.

As long as the man is standing there, I won’t give up. It isn’t over until he walks away. “Fine. If you won’t shake my hand, I suppose I’ll just start the audition.”

His dark blond eyebrows knit together. “There is no audition.”

Ignoring the pin pricks in my sleeping hand, I turn on a heel and strut, the way I’d once seen women do on a runway when my stepdad fell asleep and I finally had control of the television remote. Sweat slicks the palms of my hands as I stop and circle around, cocking a hip. As if there is a magician performing to my right, I throw out my arms to present him. I smile so big, my cheeks protest. I can feel the women near the entrance burning holes into my back, but I ignore them and I fight for my life. I strut and turn and toss my hair. Give it everything I have.

Apart from the long, low, confusing growl that leaves his mouth, the man gives me no reaction. None at all. Until he pivots on one shiny loafer and strides for the back of the motel, looking as though he’s seen a ghost.

My arms drop. Heat butts up against the backs of my eyes. No. No, he’s my ride out of town. My one hope of escaping alive with some kind of chance, some means to make money and live. I’m a survivor, and he’s going to know it.

It’s now or never.

Throwing every ounce of caution or self-consciousness to the wind, I open my mouth and I sing. I sing for my survival. Of course I pick a Lucinda Williams song, because she’s my favorite and she’s a badass, even when her heart is broken. And that’s what I want this man to believe. That I can be the badass he wants. I won’t ever break in front of him, as long as I live.

Heck, I might not live past this afternoon if I can’t make him believe me.

He doesn’t turn around until I’m on the second verse, and even then, he only grants me one icy-blue eye over his left shoulder. He’s very still. Deadly still.

When I finish, I clasp my hands together and hold my breath.

“What’s your name?” he asks quietly. Carefully.

The single word bursts out of me. “Babette.”

“Dash Kelly.” He nods once and keeps walking. “Let’s hit the road, Babs.”


Chapter Two


She’s a gold mine.

I’ve never heard anyone sing like this girl in my life. Christ, I can’t even compare her to anyone, because she’s that damn unique. She has a voice soaked in bourbon, sprinkled with sugar. A lot like her body. There is no doubt in my mind we’re going to make a killing together. And yet, I still thought of leaving her behind. Because with her in the passenger seat of my Impala, I’m a tight, vibrating epicenter of lust. It’s taking everything in my power not to pull this car over and bang her sweet young ass on the hood of my car.

It’s unconscionable to want her this way. My hard dick requires so much blood, I’m half dizzy and finding it hard to focus on the road. I don’t even want to know her age, because I’m afraid once I know the answer, I’ll have no choice but to send her home on the next bus. This is wrong. Glancing over every ten seconds at her smooth, milky thighs makes me a lecher, but there’s no way to stop.

If money wasn’t the altar at which I worship, the suffering wouldn’t be worth it. But I know when this knockout redhead…Babette…opens her mouth in front of clients, we’re going to be swimming in money. If I passed this up, I could never respect myself again. Not after being thrown out on my ass at fifteen and surviving through fair means or foul for the second half—and then some—of my life. I take the fast tracks life allows me and I don’t look back. This world offers too many potential setbacks not to get ahead whenever and however possible.

Funny, I thought my conscience had gone up in flames a decade ago. But it’s definitely guilt I’m feeling as I catch the sparkling excitement in Babette’s green gaze. She’s staring out at the road whizzing past as if she’s never been outside the confines of her podunk town, head whipping around to catch the sights. Fuck. I didn’t mention in the advertisement how dangerous this profession of mine could prove to be. I would need to explain, in clear detail, when we reached the motel. Maybe there is a hint of humanity left inside me, because I need to give her one out. Despite her worth, I won’t put this young girl in harm’s way without her fully aware of what she’s getting into.

Never mind what I’m getting myself into. A relentless, depraved need to fuck for as long as she’s around. A need to own, to mold with my hands. To devour.

“Where are we going?” Babette asks, breathless. “A-are we going to the big city or—”

“Whom exactly am I taking you away from?” I interrupt, surprised at myself. By my sudden thirst for knowledge about the girl beside me. “I know it ain’t a husband and kids you’re leaving behind.”

“No.” She ducks her head and tilts it, sending me a look through some loose strands of red hair. “I don’t think it’s important, do you? If it was important, you would have asked before driving fifty miles.”

“Are you some kind of smart ass, Babs?”

She tries to melt into the passenger door. “No, sir.”

“Knock that off,” I mutter, irritated that I spooked her when she’d looked so fizzy moments earlier. “I was only messing with you. Get used to it.”

For about half a mile, all she does is fidget. Then, “I left behind a great life. A big house with a pool and a waterslide. Supportive parents who cooked all the time. We even went on a vacation to Mexico once. But I decided it was time for…my own adventure.” Her thighs slide apart on the seat, and my cock molds to my zipper. “I have nothing to complain about, you see? I’m not a complainer, sir. Just a good partner and a hard worker. That’s all.”

Something about her speech nags at me, but I can’t decide exactly why. It’s that feeling of too good to be true you can’t quite fully believe. Her home life isn’t my business, though. Hell, it ain’t her business anymore either, because she just rode into the sunset with the devil. “I see.”

A mile passes in silence. “Do you mind me asking you a question, sir?”

“That’s about enough of that sir business, Babs.” I steer with my knee a moment while I roll down the window and light a cigarette. “You can call me Dash.”

“Mister Dash. Okay.” She taps a finger against her knee, completely missing my exasperated eye-roll. “What happened to your last assistant?”

A flame bursts to life in my gut. “Irreconcilable differences.”

“W-was she your girlfriend?”

The way she says girlfriend is so muffled and rushed, I can tell she started regretting the question about halfway through asking it. There’s something else, though. The way her always-busy hands are twisting in her too-short skirt, the fact that she can’t look directly at me. Almost like relationships are a new topic for her and bam. I know it right then. I know sure as I’m breathing this girl is a virgin. This leggy redhead with an angel’s voice and tits that would turn God into a sinner has never been laid.

Agony and shame collide when my cock only gets harder, longer, hungrier.

“Why are you asking?” I rasp, dragging hard on my cigarette, before flicking it out the window onto the road.

“I guess I’m wondering, Mister Dash, if…if being your girlfriend is part of the deal.” Her hands clap to her cheeks, eyes slamming shut. “I don’t mean to imply you need to advertise for a girlfriend. You’re obviously very handsome. But seeing as how we’re going to be spending time together, I wondered if you…will expect certain things from me. So I can prepare myself. For those things.”

By the time she finishes, her voice has dropped to a whisper and I’m on the edge. Man, I’m so on the edge, I’m about to fall off. I could tell her, yes, being my convenient fuck is part of the job description. And this girl of unknown age would oblige me. She’d let me spread her wide open and give my cock access to her virgin cunt, any time I please.

When I woke up this morning, this was not on the agenda. Not today, not ever.

Another thing that hadn’t been on the agenda? The resurrection of my ability to give a damn about anything but myself. My needs. Because while I’d like to fuck her into the next calendar year, I just can’t bring myself to be this girl’s ruination. She’s like a rare flower perched on the seat beside me, housing a gift that could make her millions in recording contracts. But she’s gotten stuck with a soulless con man instead. I’m going to use her voice to line my pockets with cash. I can’t be the sick individual who slakes his lust on her young body, too. Something inside me won’t allow it.

Miracles do happen. Who knew?

I know my silence has gone on too long because of what she says next. “I know I’m probably not the kind of girl you’re used to…”

“Hey,” I bark, cutting her off. “What kind of nonsense are you talking over there?” She opens her mouth and closes it. “Have you looked in the mirror lately? I think they painted you on the ceiling of some church in Italy.”

She ducks her head so fast, I almost miss her smile. She didn’t know. She honestly didn’t know how beautiful she is, and that is a crime against civilization. “Thank you for saying that.” Fidget. Fidget. “Does that mean—”

“No, it doesn’t mean,” I respond adamantly before I can give in to lust, slapping a hand on the steering wheel. “It doesn’t mean being my girl is part of the gig. My last assistant was a lesbian with a serious girlfriend, all right? That put your mind at ease?”

“Yes, Mister Dash. Thank you.”

“Great. Fabulous.” I shake my pack of cigarettes and curse when I find it empty. I’m going to need a carton to keep my hands occupied and off little Babette. Don’t ask her age. Don’t do it.

Why? Because maybe there’s an undeniable part of me that knows I’m fighting a losing battle when it comes to looking and not touching. And I’d rather not know exactly how much of a nasty bastard I am when that time comes. Rather not have a number in my mind when I’m listening to her scream in my ear, her claws digging into my back.

“We’re stopping for the night just outside of Shreveport,” I say, watching her straighten at my low tone. “That’s when you’ll get your first lesson.”

God help me.


Chapter Three


BABETTE

He takes his shirt off, right in front of me.

We only walked into the room ten seconds ago…and it’s off, tossed there on the television stand as Dash makes his way to the bathroom. I shouldn’t be looking, but it’s not fair, because I wasn’t given any warning. One second I’m worried about which bed to claim, the next I’m beholding the most incredible sight. I’ve seen chests like his on the covers of magazines in the supermarket checkout aisle. But never up close. Never real.

Real because there is a red scar slashing across one of his flat, dusky nipples. Another one just above his belly button. And there’s hair covering the packed sections of muscle, which is nothing like the magazine. So many short, dark brown curls, I think I’m gaping, trying to count each individual hair. It spreads across his upper chest, thinning out into a twisting, churning line that leads to his zipper.

His very…pronounced zipper area.

When I realize where I’m looking, I suck in a breath and busy myself going through my duffel bag. What am I looking for? My newspaper. Right. I can distract myself with today’s newspaper. Although, nothing inside of it will be relevant because I’ve left my hometown behind. An unexpected jolt hits me. A fear of the unknown, but I bury any outward reaction in the second page of the Gazette.

A hand appears at the top of my paper, lowering it. Dash stands on the other side, his masculine chest and drum-tight stomach on full display. His hair is even a little messy from removing his shirt and…and there’s a definite squeeze inside my panties. Low, low, where I usually only feel it when I’m home alone and straddle the arm of our couch. Let myself rock a little. Oh God, why am I thinking of that humiliating ritual when he’s looking directly at me? My face is probably the color of cherry pie filling.

“Get a good look, Babs.” Why does his voice have to be so rich and deep and scratchy? It makes me feel restless. That awful, heavy couch arm feeling. “We’re going to be sharing close quarters.”

“I saw,” I manage, forcing some steel into my spine. “I saw you.”

“Yeah. I saw you seeing.”

“It was a see-saw.” Laughter rolls in his chest, but there’s no humor in his expression when his fearsome blue eyes drop to my breasts and stay there, his jaw hardening. “Are you still going to teach me that lesson?”

His tongue rakes along his bottom lip. “Some things we need to talk about, first and foremost. You might be asking me to take you home before we get to the lesson portion of the evening.”

“There’s nothing you can say to make me ask for that.”

Those eyes snap into narrow slits. “Thought you had a good home life.”

“I do. I did,” I hurry to say. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. No whiners or crybabies. I won’t heave my sob story on this man and become a charity case. No way. I’m going to pull my weight and be strong. And that means living as the capable person I need to be. Believing it and making it true. “I had a lovely home life,” I lie.

“But I want more. I want to see unfamiliar faces and try new things. That’s all.”

Dash scrutinizes me another moment, before nodding. “Here’s the thing, Babs. I’m a liar and a showman. I’m only a magician long enough to rob everyone in the room. And then I take off with the money. Money I steal.” He takes a step closer to me, head tilting, the scent of malice rolling over my senses. “Money you’re going to help me steal with that voice of yours.”

My heart is sprinting a mile a minute. The floor has dropped out from under me, and I’m hovering, suspended in air. “Oh.”

“Are you morally opposed to stealing?”

“No.” I say it without hesitation, regardless of the real answer down deep in my belly. The answer my mother would have been proud of. When I snuck out my bedroom window this morning, there was no looking back, though. This is my option and…and I can’t help but admit there’s a kindling of excitement in some unknown region of my chest. I swallow twice, trying to collect my racing thoughts. “How exactly am I going to steal the money?”

Dash doesn’t answer, but I swear those eyes of his could reach inside and snatch the answer out of my head, all the same. “Would you say you’re a confident person, Babs?” The tip of his tongue presses to his upper lip. “Confidence is key in this line of work. Without it, we sink.”

“I-I can be confident. You’ll see.”

He starts to ease even closer to me, but snaps back, like he’s hit an invisible force field. His low curse paints the air. “I could waste my time giving you exact plans, but I do believe our time can be better spent another way.” His fingers curl around my wrist and we both go still, very still for a moment, our breathing suspended, before he’s tugging me toward the bathroom. He flips on the light and positions me in front of him, his entire head visible over the top of mine.

My stomach is filled with butterflies, each one of my nerves crackling when he props his hands on the sink, on either side of my hips. The sliver of air between his chest and my back shudders as he takes a deep whiff of my hair and focuses on my eyes in the mirror’s reflection.

“You’re the distraction, do you understand?” His right hand climbs my hip, dragging my green thrift shop dress along with it. “We do bachelor parties, corporate gigs. I have websites advertising our services across eight states and a couple in Canada. We show up, perform some magic tricks while everyone gets liquored up.” That big hand slides higher until my panties are showing. My cheap, yellow thong with a dandelion pattern. I’m prepared to be mortified, but a harsh grunt leaves his mouth, and before I can stop the action, my thighs press together hard. Hard. Dash clenches his eyes closed for a moment, but doesn’t comment. “And that’s when you come in. The distraction. Goddamn me to hell for making you one.”

The longer his hand radiates power and heat against my hip, the more the frustrating wetness spreads between my legs. Oh God. Needing to distract myself—and Dash from noticing my embarrassing response to him—I blurt the first question in my head. “H-how do I distract them?”

His open mouth lands on my ear, nudging. “This is where I’m going to be very strict, little Babs, you following me? You will follow my instructions to the very letter or I will send you home on the next Greyhound.”

“I’m listening, Mister Dash.”

“Mister Dash,” he growls, shaking his head. “Listen to me. The types of men that book a magician are looking for good, wholesome fun. Probably at the request of their wives. But men have a certain nature that comes creeping in when they’ve been drinking and they always want something more. Something a little bad.”

He walks me a touch closer to the sink and pins me there with his hips. And oh Lord, I feel it. That rod between my cheeks right now is Dash’s hard penis. Once, I accidentally walked into the living room and saw my stepfather fondling himself to a skin flick on the television, so I know the basics of male arousal, even if my stepfather seemed to have a much harder time making his flesh do its job. Still, I know the kind of jerking and groaning men need to go through to relieve themselves. But I thought Dash wasn’t going to do those things with me.

“My last assistant took her clothes off to occupy the men when they got to feeling randy. You won’t be removing a single stitch of clothing in front of these assholes unless I’m cold and dead in the ground. That’s non-negotiable.”

“How will I—” I suck in a shaky breath and nod, stopping abruptly when I realize the action moves my body against Dash’s hard, unrelenting one, making his eyes go bright. “Singing. I’ll distract them when I sing.”

“Bingo, Babs. God knows there’s nothing to keep them from looking at you, but I’ll decide how much they’re allowed to see.” Using his left hand to keep my dress lifted, Dash slides his available right fingers into the waistband of my panties and tugs them down. I press my lips together to keep from protesting or encouraging. Or crying out in frustration about the ache that never seems to leave me alone. It’s never been as strong as when Dash exposes my tiny patch of red curls, the split of my body, the very tops of my thighs. “Jesus Christ. They’re definitely not allowed to see this.” His voice sounds funny. Deep and unnatural. “We’d have a fucking riot on our hands.”

“Why?” I whisper.

I watch in the mirror as he gathers himself with deep breaths, a furrow between his golden eyebrows. “This is where confidence comes in, you understand?”

Without warning, he shoves my panties all the way down to the floor, then takes my right knee and props it on the bathroom counter, leaving everything below my waist open to his eyes. My bottom, my privates. Holy damn. It takes every ounce of willpower not to run from the bathroom and hide beneath the covers. What if I’m not what he’s expecting? This gorgeous man probably makes time with women who look like movie stars, head to toe.

Dash runs a hand over his panting, open mouth, looking miserable. His other hand is out of sight, hidden behind me in the mirror, but his flexing shoulder makes me think he’s rubbing at himself, the way I’d seen my stepfather do. “I’m a very bad man, Babs, for telling you these things. But if we’re going to pull this off, you can’t look like a timid little mouse walking into a gig.” A strangled grunt interrupts his speech, and those muscles shifting in his shoulder move faster. Can he see the wetness between my legs? He must. Does he find it normal? “You have to walk into the room knowing, without a doubt, every man inside of it wants to fuck you. We need them to want that, Babs, even if they can’t have it.”

My head is dizzy. The sound of damp flesh and low moans coming from behind me is making my stomach feel awkward. The position I’m in doesn’t allow for any friction, and it’s taking every ripple of my concentration not to roll my hips in midair. My body is demanding something. “Is it true, though? Do they want to f-f—”

“Yes.” Ice chip eyes meet mine in the mirror. “They’ll all try to hide it from one another at first, getting eyefuls of your perky tits when they think no one is looking. They’ll twist their wedding bands and remind themselves they have daughters your age at home. But after their fourth drink, they’ll start to slip, Babs. Won’t they?” A shudder moves through him. “Don’t none of their daughters have an ass like you. Don’t none of their daughters have a mouth made for cock-sucking, like you do. So they’ll stop hiding when they look at your tits, thinking they’re doing nothing wrong. They’ll try to get a peek under your skirt, calling it an accident. And by their sixth drink, they’ll start to wonder if you’ll accept money to get on your back and spread your beautiful…young…legs.”

Moisture lands between my buttocks, on my womanhood. It hits me in quick spurts as Dash growls and curses behind me. For a moment, I’m just confused, because there’s no skin flick playing. Then I realize it was looking at me, naked from the waist down, that relieved him. Somehow that only makes another trickle of dampness leave me, and I’m shaking, shaking and sucking in breaths that never seem to be enough. The eyes reflecting back look nothing like mine. They’re drowsy and unfocused.

“Dash—”

“And that,” he heaves, zipping his pants. “Is when I start cleaning them out. While you’re distracting them, making them think they have a chance in hell.” His palm slides over my bottom, spreading the moisture he left behind. “I see your shiny pussy. Saw it when I took down your panties. You need something from me, Babs. Don’t you, baby?”

Oh lord. “I think so.”

“You think—?” He’s starved, but troubled, as he scans every inch of me with his eyes, tracing the backs of my thighs with smooth palms. “Giving it to you is going to put me at the devil’s right hand when I leave this earth, ain’t it?”

“You’re already there,” I breathe, without thinking.

I swear his eyes twinkle when we lock gazes in the mirror, one end of his incredible mouth ticking up. “There’s that confidence I’m talking about.”

He falls to his knees and licks me. There. Just once, right over that bud I always shy away from, because it makes me feel too much. Dash flicks his tongue against it and licks…and I scream, my legs shooting together. God oh God oh God. My throat closes, those muscles between my thighs clenching and releasing, clenching and releasing. Amazing, terrible tremors wrack my body, pleasure spearing me, and I fall off the sink into his waiting arms.

I’m still trying to wrap my mind around what happened when Dash lays me down on my bed, stepping back and watching me with something like awe. “Did I just give you your first orgasm?” He pinches the bridge of his nose, laughing without humor. “Jesus, don’t answer that. Don’t. I’m going out for a walk, Babs. If you want to save your soul, I would suggest catching a bus back to mommy and daddy while I’m gone.” He turns on a heel for the door, stopping before he exits. “You’re too good for this life. If you stay with me, I’ll ruin you.” His voice drops. “And I’m already counting all the ways I can accomplish it.”

The door closes before I have a chance to respond that I’m not going anywhere. After a minute, I climb out of bed and pad over to the single window. Tugging aside the dusty curtain, I find Dash with his back against the door, eyes closed, his jaw clenched. Guarding me. Not going for a walk, after all. Not letting me leave, either. And when I slip back into bed, there’s a smile on my face.


Chapter Four


DASH

“You’re not wearing that.” I hear the words leaving my mouth, but can’t believe I actually said them. Christ, I sound like an overprotective father. The ghosts from my past are busting a gut laughing. “Go back inside and change.”

Babette cocks a hip. “This dress will do just fine, I think.”

Explaining to Babette in vivid detail last night exactly how desirable she is to males—not to mention shooting a load of come onto her sweet, bare ass—has backfired. Oh, just a little. Not only am I hornier than a bull in heat knowing the paradise inside her underpants, she’s aware of my state of agony now. Since our gig is scheduled for this evening, I let her sleep late. Let her sleep sprawled out on top of the comforter, that green dress rucked up around her waist. Part of me wonders if she sensed me prowling in front of the bed, talking myself down from a ledge. Talking myself out of climbing on top of her and popping that cherry from behind.

Once she woke up, it only got worse, Babette walking around in a towel after her shower, humming to herself and holding up different outfits for inspection. I’ve spent the last couple hours outside in the cool, falling evening, getting a hold of myself. I need to be focused going into tonight. Need to have a level head.

Fat chance with Babette in what amounts to a short, white nightie and heels. I might as well lead a virgin sacrifice into a lion’s den tonight. Hell, that’s exactly what I’m doing. The clients will be so distracted, I could probably burn the barn down around their ears and they wouldn’t notice. Still, I can’t shake this inconvenient possessiveness. It burns hotter the more I think about where we’re heading tonight. I’m the only one who should be tortured by that body. “Go change.”

Her confidence wavers. “Don’t you think I look nice?”

I plow a hand through my hair and take off my Ray-Bans so she can see my hot eyes looking her over. Her rosebud mouth pops open, one hand curling up near her neck. There we go. “Remember what I did to you in the bathroom last night?” I push off the car, coming to a stop in front of her, mentally groaning when her head tips back to accommodate my height. It sends that red hair unfolding down her back, all the way down her to backside. “I’d love to do it again right now. Love to lick your cunt in that pretty white dress. Problem is, Babs, everyone else will want to lick it, too.”

Her cheeks blaze with pink. “I thought that w-was the goal.”

She’s right. I’m letting my infatuation with her get in the way of making money. The only thing a man can count on in this life is crisp, green paper. I learned that lesson the hard way long ago. My mother remarried when I was fifteen. A preacher. She left my hell-raiser, drag racer father and married a man of God. To this day, I still can’t believe it. That man hated me on sight, probably because I’m a dead ringer for my biological father, inside and out. I overheard him once explaining to my mother that I’m a bad seed, through and through. And the day he’d caught me playing doctor with the neighbor’s wife, I’d sealed my fate. He kicked me out before I could blink, with nothing more than fifty dollars and a change of clothes.

Within a week, I had a scam going. Picking locks and stealing shopping bags from people’s cars, then returning them to the respective stores for money. Soon as I bought myself some wheels, however, I was on to bigger and better things. No one to depend on but myself. And money. Money makes the world spin around and I can’t let this girl divert my focus. She’ll find out soon enough the kind of power she wields and there’ll be no trusting her. Same way there was no trusting my last assistant. Or my traitor mother. Or every woman I’ve ever come across.

Dropping my shades back over my eyes, I hit the button to unlock the car. “It is the goal, isn’t it?” I jerk my head toward the passenger side. “Get in.”

Night has fallen completely by time we arrive at the job. It’s in the backwoods of Louisiana in an actual barn on the perimeter of a property, light and laughter pouring out of the slightly open door. A bachelor party. I’ve been communicating with the organizer via email for a few weeks. Good, wholesome fun is what these God-fearing men think they’re after, but as I explained to Babette, that won’t last long. Especially when they get a load of my leggy redhead.

Ignoring the discomfort in my chest, I help her out of the car. When she meets my eyes with total trust, my throat tightens…but I get an idea. An idea that will keep the hyenas at bay when the liquor starts flowing a little too heavily. “We’re going to tell them you’re my daughter as well as my assistant.”

Humor lights her eyes. “I don’t think you’re old enough, Mister Dash.”

I back her into the car door, nudging my cock into the cradle of her hips. “Aren’t I, baby?” I put an index finger over her mouth so she won’t answer. “Are you ready for this?”

She nods, but doesn’t meet my eyes.

My free hand trails up her trim stomach and closes around her left tit, massaging, rubbing her nipple with my thumb. “You need another reminder that you can have these men wrapped around your little finger whenever you choose?”

“I wouldn’t mind one,” she mumbles, because my finger is still pressed to her mouth. “A tiny, itty-bitty one…”

I push my digit past her lips, deep into her mouth, drawing it in and out, groaning as I mentally replace it with my dripping cock. “There’s a good girl. Too sexy for your own good, that’s what you are.” I don’t realize I’m going to kiss her until my tongue replaces my finger…and then I’m mauling her. I’m molesting her with hip and tongue thrusts against the side of my car. Fuck. Oh fuck. She’s never even been kissed before—it’s obvious in her stilted response—but that only heightens my furious enjoyment. My mouth. Mine.

The ground. I need to get her on the ground and take her virginity. Lust is eating me alive like red ants. I can’t let her walk into this job with her cherry, or someone is going to steal it before I get the chance. No. I yank up her skirt and hump her like a stray animal against the car door, and all the while she’s getting braver, even sucking my tongue like it’s a lollipop, wrapping her legs around my hips—

A loud burst of laughter from inside the barn sends me crashing back into reality. “Jesus,” I rasp, setting her down and falling back, bending forward to prop shaky hands on my knees. “Jesus Christ, Babs. We’re going to tell them you’re my daughter. I don’t think we’ll be very convincing if they catch us banging.”

“N-no.” She pitches to one side, so I shoot an arm out to catch her. “I don’t suppose so.”

Straightening, I adjust my poor, aching dick and breathe through my nose. “Do you remember everything we spoke about?”

She touches her lips, still blushing from the kiss. “Yes, Mister Dash. I remember.”

“No.” I take her chin and tilt it up, making sure she sees I’m serious. “Daddy. You’re going to call me ‘Daddy’ while we’re here. Can you remember that?”

“Yes.”

“Try it now.”

“I can remember, Daddy.”

I’m sicker than I thought, because my cock likes the title. Way too much. In fact, for the first time in my life, I’m thinking of ditching a gig, a chance to make money, so I can take Babette somewhere and make her call me Daddy in the dark. The thread of decency that’s held me back until now is beginning to fray. I want her beneath me. It’s very wrong, possibly very illegal, and I’m caring less and less by the minute. This is confirmation that I am indeed a very, very bad man without a conscience. Just like everyone has always said.

“Very good.” I remove my bag of tricks from the back seat and give her mouth one last, quick kiss. “Look alive, baby. It’s show time.”

*     *     *

BABETTE

Dash was right.

It’s my first thought as we stand in front of the seated men. They’re all looking at me. My arms are stretched out to the side, a smile plastered onto my mouth as Dash goes through a series of impressive tricks, his rich voice resonating through the barn. But he could be reciting the National Anthem and they probably wouldn’t notice. They’re too busy looking at my legs and licking their lips, nudging each other with their elbows, whispering, shaking their heads, turning slightly from the crowd to palm their zippers.

It took fifteen minutes for the show to begin while Dash exchanged pleasantries with the host, keeping me behind his back all the while with an unbreakable steel hold. In just that short space of time, I watched the men pound drinks and toss back shots of whiskey, same as my stepfather used to do. My pulse pounds, heat flaring between my breasts. I know too well how mean and abusive drunk men can become, but there’s a calm beneath the chaos, telling me Dash won’t let anything happen to me. I have this unshakeable faith in him and I have no choice but to trust my gut feeling where he’s concerned.

“Now, gentlemen. I’ve amazed you with my sleights of hand, but you’re in for another treat, courtesy of my darling little girl here.” His voice drops to a dry, irritated level, and for the first time, I realize he’s tense and watching the men with nothing short of murder in his eyes. “I have a feeling you’ll enjoy this treat most of all.” When he turns to me, he gives me the agreed-upon signal—a wink of his right eye—although he seems far more concerned than I expected such a smooth operator to be. Don’t panic. “Take it away, daughter of mine.”

On the way over, Dash told me to pick an upbeat song. Stay away from sad, he’d said. When I’d asked why, he’d ground his jaw together and told me, “There are only two feelings you can inspire in these men that’ll get the job done. Lust and guilt.” Another curse, a shuttering of his eyes. “Lust is our first choice, because it’ll serve to distract without fail. But God in heaven knows, guilt ain’t never stopped a man from leafing through the pages of Penthouse or clicking on a pornography video that would get him banned from Sunday church. Guilt can be the devil’s tool, too, if used correctly.”

He’d spoken as if he knew the feeling.

Not only can I feel lust from where I stand in front of the semi-circle of men. I can feel it. Their long, hungry looks ride up and down my legs, lingering at the top, smack in the middle. Sinful eyes cling to my breasts in a way I’ve encountered back in my hometown, usually while walking past the liquor store. Or on the rare occasions when my stepfather invited friends over to the house. There is no bedroom lock to hide myself away now, though. I can see Dash over their heads, his arms crossed, troubled eyes locked on me. And I remember how he almost left me behind in the lobby back home, probably thinking I couldn’t handle this life. Being a thief. The other half of a con operation.

Well, I won’t let him regret bringing me along. I’ll show him what I’m made of. Maybe in the process, I’ll find out as well.

Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and pretend I’m in my old bedroom, standing in front of the full-length mirror, early Britney playing on my dime shop CD player. I lift my arms up over my head, ruffling my hair, and I start singing. Until the first words drift out of my mouth, I’m not sure what song will emerge, but I should have known it would be I’m a Slave 4 U. It’s always been my favorite, even if it’s so terribly wicked and gives me a heavy, inky feeling in my stomach.

A feeling I’d known nothing about relieving until last night.

My voice is like a snake slithering inside my body, starting in my throat and winding down, down, until it coils in my belly. Then the rattle begins in its tail, making me sway my hips. Roll them left to right. As if my hands belong to someone else, they trail up my thighs, lifting the hem of my dress just a touch—an inch or two—before I let it drop. And all the while, I sing, the pace picking up, bringing the rest of my body along with it.

When the song it almost over, I crack an eyelid and see the men are closer. Maybe too close. I don’t dare look for Dash, but I know he’s there. I imagine him passing through the barn, carefully sliding items into his jacket. His pockets. A burning sensation on my neck tells me his attention is on me instead of his job, but all I can do is continue to sing.

“Goddamn,” one of the men growls. “Wouldn’t mind a little peek under that dress, pretty thing.” His voice drops as he leans in. “Be a good girl and let us see. We won’t tell your daddy.”

“Shame on you,” another one rasps. “She can’t be much older than—”

“Shut it, Buddy. I don’t need a babysitter,” the first man shoots back, openly massaging the protruding fly of his pants. “Wouldn’t mind having her watch my kids, though. You wouldn’t catch me bitching to the wife about giving this one a lift home afterwards, that’s for damn sure.”

“I’d give her more than a lift.”

Their nasty laughter drowns out my singing a moment. My blood whizzes in my veins, fear creeps up my neck. In a matter of an hour, these men have transformed into worse versions of themselves, and I wonder, is every man capable of shameful thoughts? Actions? There’s something…else beneath my confusion and firing nerves, though. A dark excitement I’ve never experienced before. I’m doing it. I’m making them lust for me, and I managed it on my first try. Until this moment, I’ve been unaware that my body and voice are weapons. For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel unarmed and helpless. It’s a rushing, heady feeling that makes my voice go even louder, higher.

“Damn, she can sing.”

“She’s singing?”

More laughter.

“Can it, you idiots,” someone whispers. “Here comes her daddy.”

Dash slides a platonic arm around my waist, just in time for the song to end. As if they’re all connected by some invisible string, the circle of men floats back to their original position, although sex remains in their eyes, their forced smiles. “That was beautiful, kiddo. Just beautiful. Don’t you think so, gentleman?” Dash turns an adoring smile on me, but I flinch, because under the surface lurks something else entirely. Something sinister. “We’re going to take a short break, then I’ll bring her back in to sing some more. Sound good to you men?”

It’s unanimous. They want more singing…more of me. Maybe it’s a little crazy, but the new, excitable spark in my belly wants to sing more. To perform and be desired. To hone this blessing of a weapon, when I’ve been told countless times that I’m powerless. A burden. But as Dash takes my arm and leads me in a casual stroll outside, I doubt another performance is going to happen. Not tonight, at least.

“What the fuck was that?” Dash snaps the moment we’re outside. We’re walking faster now, toward the car. “I asked you to sing a few songs. I need more than a quick three minutes to complete my end, Babs.”

“Was it only three minutes?” I say, still warm and breathless. “It felt longer.”

“It wasn’t,” Dash enunciates, jerking open the passenger door and hustling me inside. “And if I’d left you up there another minute, they wouldn’t have cared if you were Jesus Christ’s daughter. They’d have started putting their hands where they don’t belong. I wouldn’t have been able to pry them off you with a crowbar.”

He slams with door on that announcement, rounding the car in record time, climbing in and peeling out. Lord, he moves like a sleek animal, all grace and irritation. In my state of jumbled hormones, his bad man swagger makes my thighs shift and flex. “D-did we do okay?” I ask, as soon as we’re on the road, speeding in the direction of the highway.

When he doesn’t answer, only continuing to glare at the road, I sit forward in my seat, bracing a hand on the dashboard. No way. He isn’t taking this feeling of triumph away from me. I earned it.

“You know what? I distracted them, just like you asked. I did my job.” My throat tries to block a swallow, but I shove past the barrier. “Maybe you need to learn to work faster.”

A single golden eyebrow comes up. Stays there. Still breaking the speed limit by at least forty miles per hour, he turns his head slowly. “You’ll want to watch who you’re speaking to in that smart-ass tone, baby.”

Shivers blow down my spine, one after the other. My nipples pucker inside my dress. That shaking sensation in my thighs grows more intense. It’s the same dark excitement from back in the barn, only about a million times more powerful, because Dash is so close. I think…I think I like being a temptation. Reflecting back on when I was standing in front of those men singing, it hadn’t been for them, though, had it? No. No, I’d been thinking about ice-blue eyes, the way his voice cracked in the bathroom last night, right before he released his demons on my backside.

“I was singing for you,” I whisper, closing my eyes and letting the heat weave up the back of my neck. “I was moving for you.”

“You just…” His voice is so strained, so guttural, I can barely understand it. “You just quiet down, before I turn into one of them. One of those animals who might’ve fucked a man’s little girl, right there in front of him.”

Even in the darkness of the speeding car, I can see the huge outline of his erection. Every ten seconds or so, he shoves it with the heel of his right hand, trying to shift the massive, rugged inches, make himself more comfortable.

Dash wants me. The girl he’d picked up in nowhere, Texas, wouldn’t have had a clue. Wouldn’t have recognized the signs or thought herself incapable of inspiring a man’s lust.

But in a mere day and a half, I’ve gotten an accelerated education on men. The meanings behind the hungry looks I’ve encountered in the past are no longer a mystery. Neither is the frustration I’d heard in my stepfather’s voice when he would try to open my locked bedroom door, late at night, rattling it on the hinges. The tight, winding pull in my stomach that only Dash has ever managed to loosen? That’s no longer a mystery, either. And right now, still overheated and high on my performance, I need him to do it again.

I cringe at the very idea of anyone else touching me. No, I need him.

Leaning across the console, I let the material of my dress slip low until my breasts are almost falling out. Dash notices, his eyes darkening, a brutal groan passing his lips. Gooseflesh prickles over every inch of my skin as I slide a hand over the concealed hunk of aroused flesh on his thigh, moving in to whisper in his ear.

“I only want Daddy to fuck me.”


Chapter Five


DASH

I should keep driving. We aren’t far enough away from the men we just robbed. The men whose wallets and cash are stuffed in every available hiding place my clothing has to offer. Stopping now could put us both in danger, because a mark always follows with vengeance in their blood. Always.

I’d just as soon put Babette in danger than cut off my own limbs. She might be acting the seductress now—turning my cock stiffer than forged iron—but God, she’s an innocent girl. I’ve taken her away from her family, her home, everything familiar. I’ll die a bloody death before I let anyone do her harm, on top of blackening her soul with my influence. I’m a bastard to the core, but I won’t let the other bastards of the world harm a hair on her fucking head. She’s mine to corrupt.

Not allowing her to be hurt by some pissed off, backwoods assholes means to keep driving, right? Yeah. Easier said than done when her tits are about to pop free of her ridiculous white nightie, her unpracticed touch is tracing every aching inch of my dick…

And hell if she didn’t just call me Daddy.

I was hoping it was a fluke how much I liked her referring to me that way, but nope. It makes me feel filthy. It makes me feel in charge. And it makes me think of her pinned down and screaming for her mommy. How I can be so damn protective over Babette and still have visions of forcing myself on her, essentially raping her, I can’t figure out. God knows the thought of physically harming her turns my stomach, so why are my hands shaking with the desire to restrain? Hell, maybe the protective instincts are the culprit. If I fuck her hard, if I hold her down so she can’t move, no one else gets her. No one but me.

“Please…” She whispers the word in my ear, doubt beginning to sneak into her tone. As if she’s already losing that incredible confidence I gave her. The confidence that made her hips twist, her voice turn smoky back in the barn.

That reminder—and the gut sick jealousy that comes along with it—makes the decision to pull over pretty damn easy. Mine. Mine. Christ, if I’d been holding a pistol tonight, I would have lodged bullets in every one of their heads. My old partner had held male attention easy enough, but tonight was another ball game. They’d barely managed to control themselves while watching Babette perform, the pack of weasels. One of them had run out the side entrance to jerk off before she’d gotten to the chorus.

What did I say to Babette about guilt earlier? That the devil could use it as a tool? Well, he sure as hell is right now. Jealousy and guilt and lust—hell’s winning trifecta—have me steering down a bumpy dirt path, cutting through the center of a forest. Moonlight and a bone-deep need to fuck this girl are the two things driving me. As if she realizes I’ve given in, she sits back in her seat, fingers clutching the armrests.

“That’s right,” I growl. “No turning back now.”

Am I talking to her or myself?”

Her head lolls to one side on the headrest, expression dreamy and flushed. “I don’t want to turn back.”

As soon as we hit a clearing, I slam the brakes and throw the car into park. When I shut off the ignition, I hear her labored breathing over the absence of engine noise and know she’s not as relaxed as she appears. Good. She shouldn’t be. She should be tearing off through the woods, screaming for help. Because I don’t know what she’s unearthed in the graveyard where my heart and soul were buried long ago. A beast. A protector. A goddamn pervert. Whatever it is, it’s starved for Babette’s young pussy and it’s not settling for anything less than a feast.

There’s a mess of noise playing in my head as I round the car, throw open her door, and pull her out. She’s flat on her back on the soft ground a split second later, my hands prying her thighs open. “You deserve better than this, damn me. Damn me. I should give you so much better, but if I drive another mile, we could get pulled over or have a flat tire. That shit could put other men around you, and I can’t abide it.” I tear her white nightie down the center, giving her frilly panties the same desperate treatment. “I won’t have other men around you. Not until I’ve had your cunt. Not until you walk around looking like mine.”

Until this moment, when I have her bare naked in the moonlight, so beautiful my throat closes on a choked breath, I haven’t let her age really register. But here I am, licking my lips for a taste of her pussy, and I realize there isn’t a number that can make me stop. I can’t stop.

I want to know, though. God, I’m turning into a sicker individual with every passing minute. Fuck it, though. I need her to understand some important truths. “Look at me, baby.” I trail a finger down the hollowed slope of her belly and begin teasing circles around her clit. “I took you away from home and I turned you into a con. You’re going to tell me your age now. And then I’m going to take that cherry you’re offering, no matter what you say.”

“Why?” she breathes, wide-eyed. “If you’re going to do it anyway, why does the number matter?”

My middle finger rubs along against her entrance, gathering wetness, before sliding into a pussy so tight, it should be illegal. Hell, it very well could be, and that’s what I’m going to find out. “So you understand I’m going to fuck you and make you mine anyway. That’s the kind of man you’re calling Daddy.” I bend my finger inside of her little cunt and jiggle, making her back arch, her cries mingling with the night sounds. “I don’t want to hear any crying later about it. Don’t want to hear you carrying on that you didn’t know I was a bastard. I’m telling you right now.”

Her pretty tits heave up and down for a few moments. “Is this your way of telling me you’re going to want other women, too?”

“Other—” I break off, my laughter heavy on disbelief, low on humor. “You ruined me for other women the second you walked in wearing that green dress. You’ve got my cock on a string, baby. Ain’t looking nowhere else.” My thumb finds her clit and teases, that slim body of hers writhing in the dirt. “When I say I’m a bastard, I mean I’m not going to be fair. Or reasonable. I’m not going to be understanding if you get older and want someone better than me. I’ll kill any son of a bitch that looks at you funny.” I grip her whole pussy in my hand and squeeze until she whimpers. “And God help us all if you get a notion to look back. It won’t be pretty. That’s what I mean when I warn you, Babs, that I’m a bastard.”

“I won’t look anywhere else,” she breathes. “I swear it.”

Only time will tell if I can believe her. Lord knows I can’t learn to trust overnight—it’s just not possible. But tonight? Yeah, tonight she won’t see past me. Won’t feel or hear past me, either. “Going to get to licking your pussy now, so spread those legs open.” I inch down her body, nipping and sucking every chance I get. “Don’t close your thighs until I’ve gotten my fill. This won’t be no one-lick affair like last night, little girl. I don’t care how many times you come.”

Christ, the very sight of a pussy has never sent me dangerously close to the edge before, but the dusting of barely there red hair and the shine on her shyly closed lips…it turns me into a drug addict fighting for the last line of coke. That first lick is so deep and thorough, the leverage of my tongue lifts her hips off the ground. “Dash, oh God. Holy God.”

Her fingers spear into the soft earth on either side of her hips, but I’m barely paying attention, because a change takes me over, like a loss of consciousness. Loss of anything but the reality of Babette and her tight, delicious cunt. “Fuck yeah, that’s fresh. Sweet Jesus Christ.” My fingers form a V and push her lips open, giving me access to all the nectar making her slippery. I flick the tip of my tongue, slapping at her clit, swallowing the perfect taste of her down my throat every time she gives me a decent amount. “Could barely get my fingers in that little pin prick of a hole, but we’re going to let Daddy in anyway, aren’t we?”

“Yes,” she gasps, ripping at my hair, wiggling her hips. “O-oh. Oh. I’m going to…I think it’s coming.”

“It’s called an orgasm, baby. Let it happen.”

“Okay, Daddy.”

Last night’s climax was a wave that passed through Babette, but this time, it’s like the rising of a great storm in the Atlantic. Her close-lipped scream sends a shudder rippling through my middle, hardening my dick to the point of torture. I press her knees wider, lapping at the moisture coating her pussy. Goddamn. The virginal taste rolls my eyes back in my head, brings a growl ripping up my throat as she pushes her clenching cunt as close as possible to my mouth. She packs some punch in that tight young body, making me even more eager to get her beneath me. To feel her bucking and fighting and giving in.

Sirens peal in the distance, and I know they’re for us. Of course they are. My blood pressure pumps all the hotter in response. Those sirens, the men responsible for them, are an obstacle on the way to fucking Babette, and I won’t have it. I would do murder to anyone who stopped me from taking her right now, with a smile on my face. Then I’d get back on top of her energy-depleted body and get pumping again. Told her I was a bastard, didn’t I?

My hands are shaking as I loom over Babette’s gasping body, letting out my throbbing cock. This is where I usually put on a condom, knowing damn well what it was like to be an unwanted child. Hell, I have at least three foil packets in my wallet, but I don’t even consider wrapping up as I smack her untapped pussy with my dick. “This here is my ride.” I twist to bury my knees in the dirt, wanting as much leverage as possible to thrust and claim her. “You’re going to be everyone’s little temptation, but that’s as far as they’ll get. Fantasizing with their own hands while their wives sleep in the bed beside them.” The sirens grow louder, so loud I have to raise my voice. “You’ll be my temptation, too, when we’re around other people. But we’ll have a dirty secret, won’t we, little girl? Won’t we?”

Her head tosses side to side, her voice catching. “Yes.”

Positing the plump head of my dick at her slight entrance, I bend down close and put my ear to her mouth. “Tell me how old.”

She licks her lips, looking a touch fearful, but she tells me.

And despite the number, I plow forward, pushing through her tense muscles and the evidence of her innocence, the sirens swallowing her startled screams. Fuuuuuuck. A spurt of pre-come shoots off inside her, because there’s no holding it inside. Her pussy is so tight, she jerks it right out of me, and I’m moaning, moaning, and grinding myself into her tiny hole, forcing the fat lower half of my cock into its perfect home. I knew I’d have a battle on my hands, but nothing prepares me for the fuss she kicks up. I’m a well-endowed motherfucker and I have no business putting myself inside a girl this size, but I unburden some of my guilt by telling myself she’ll be getting used to it. There’s not going to be a fucking debate on the matter.

“Dash. Dash. Please, it hurts.” She shoves at my chest, slapping at my face. “Daddy.”

Groaning over that title she uses to get my attention, I snag her wrists and shove them into the dirt. “Much as I’d like to cover your mouth and take what I need, baby, I’m going to keep just like this until you loosen up.” Christ, I’m huffing like a bull in heat, my balls pulsing with the need to empty. Fill her up. “Got you nice and wet, licked it right,” I grit out, starting to shake with the urge to pound her. “Made it easy as possible, Babs. Need you to know I did.”

Something about my words brings the light back to her eyes, brings her hands up to settle on my shoulders. “I know, I know, I know…” Her pussy flexes, her chest lifting and falling on a brave breath. I can barely hear her words, because the sirens are right on top of us now, back on the road. But there ain’t nothing in the world that can tear my focus off Babette, so when she mouths the words love me, daddy, I set on her like a frenzied animal.

My forearms drop to the ground on either side of her head, my hips pistoning, mouth shouting guttural curse words into the space above her trusting, but pained, face. “Lord above, don’t let them arrest me before I get a nut off inside her.” My stomach seizes up in a pattern of knots. Close. Close. I can’t believe I’m so close already. “The law would have to let me finish once I told how tight it is. It’s not just unfucked, is it, little girl? Nature made you small, and I’m the only one who’ll ever know how small.” I hold her knees out wide and drop all my weight on top of her, thrusting and grunting and making a bloody mess of her virgin pussy. “We’re going to have a lot of secrets, you and I.”

Babette starts to move, whimpering and raising her legs without any help from me. I lift up enough to see her back arching, her nipples raking through my chest hair. “I won’t tell,” she whispers. “It’s…it feels better. So much better.”

“Good, baby. That’s real good.” Shit, I thought it wasn’t possible for her to climax the first time I was inside her, but now that she’s panting, tiny tremors shivering through her pussy, I have to hold on, no matter how bad I need to drain my seed into her gorgeous body. Have to make it amazing for her so she’ll come to me every time she wants pleasure. I will be her only source of it. Reaching down, I strum her clit with my thumb, keeping my drives into her heat as measured as possible. “Go on, baby. Drip it all over me. Show me how much you love Daddy’s fuck.”

We’re right in the thick of the sirens when she starts screaming again, her body tightening and twisting beneath me, her pussy tighter than a vise. “Oh no. Yes. Oh God!”

There’s no keeping my overwhelming lust tethered after that. The pride I experience after fucking my girl to an orgasm during her first time is potent. I’ve not only taken ownership over her, but I’ve pleasured her twice, when she didn’t even know pleasure at all as of yesterday. I’ve extracted the promise that she won’t look elsewhere. I’ve become her man. Her daddy.

And as the sirens pass us, moving off into the distance, I roar through the most incredible release of my thirty-three years, thick, milky moisture sloshing between her thighs as I pump, filling her to overflowing and continuing to fuck, fuck, fuck.

By the time I drag my sated body off Babette, she’s half delirious, murmuring my name, but her eyes focus on mine as I miss her soft mouth, centering me. This girl is my center. Guilt over introducing her to a life on the run invades my sense of calm, but I won’t let anyone hurt her. I’d rather burn in hell for eternity.

Gathering her sleepy form in my arms, I place her gently in the passenger seat and back out of the forest, determined to find somewhere safe for her to sleep tonight.


Chapter Six


BABETTE

It’s the cigar smoke that lets me know my stepfather has found me.

He only smokes them on those rare nights he’s earned enough to venture into town, hit up the local bar. Which means he’s drunk. He never stops until he’s drunk, whether it’s beer or Beefeater, he just keeps drinking until he works himself into a rage. Over anything and everything. The injustice of being poor and not making enough to complete necessary repairs on the house. The unfairness of being stuck with his dead second wife’s daughter, who can’t contribute an income yet.

Most nights, he’s content to break a piece of furniture or punch a hole in the decimated living room wall. But on nights when hitting an inanimate object isn’t enough, he turns those fists on me. Just like he did to my mother, before she did the smart thing and ran away.

Before she left, though, she taught me a lesson. Never let a man pity you. Never let him see you with your head down. I hold that lesson close now, prepared to keep my silence during the whole ordeal. Determined not to shed a single tear.

My stepfather hadn’t taken to hitting me until my mother was long gone, so I can’t blame her for running away. She couldn’t have known he would turn the hatred in my direction. My mother moved us from France to Texas when I was seven years old with no money in her pocket. She’d met a man who seemed like a provider and did her best to settle down, unaware that she’d merely traded one bad relationship for another.

The older I get, the more I feel sympathy for my mother. The more I understand she just needed to be free. Free to be herself without a husband or child holding her back. And I think she trusted me to free myself, too, when I was able. Which is what I did. It’s why I responded to Dash’s ad.

Dash. My heart squeezes, my breath shortening just thinking about him. His coarse manner of speaking, his panther-like movements, and sharp, blue eyes. His body and what it can do to mine, if I just fight through a little discomfort. No one has ever been as gentle with me as Dash as he laid me in bed tonight. I think…I think what’s in my heart for Dash is more than a crush. He rescued me, brought my talent to life, and intends to keep me. Keep me for himself, and I want that so terribly.

But I must have dreamed the whole escape from home. Dash must have left me back in that dingy motel lobby back in Texas, because the cigar smoke tells me my stepfather is right out in the living room. Drunk and coming for me.

A few times, he’s made it past the barrier of my bedroom door, kicking it open and busting the lock. I’ve seen the pills in the bathroom medicine chest. I know he has a problem being a man. And those few times he’s ventured into my room, I’ve been lucky his flesh couldn’t work correctly, even if I got smacked around instead. Maybe this time I won’t be so lucky, though.

Rifling through the sheets of my bed, I throw them off and dive to the floor, yanking my knees up to my chest. “Please, please leave me alone!” I cry out at the door, knowing it’s futile. “I’m begging you, please. I’ve done nothing wrong. I don’t deserve this.”

This being anything he delivers. Because the past has proven it’ll be nothing good. He doesn’t have an ounce of good inside him.

I hear a door slam and know my stepfather has made his way inside. “No,” I scream, gathering my knees up to my clenching throat, tears pouring down my face. “You made it in. But I locked the door. How—”

“Babette. Baby.”

My confused mind hears Dash’s voice, probably trying to hold on to the dream. The perfect dream where we ran away. Where I got to sing and feel a man’s desire for me. Be held in his arms. “He’s here. He got in.” I’m babbling to imaginary Dash now, but I can’t seem to stop. It’s making me feel better, even though I’m in serious trouble. “The cigar smoke. Can’t you smell it?”

Hands close around my upper arms, and I scream, kicking my bent knees out and trying to break free. “Babette. What the—God, baby. Look at me.” For the first time, my eyes open, and I’m already wincing, prepared to see red-rimmed eyes full of hatred glaring back at me. Instead, I find the glory of Dash. His messy golden hair and ice chip eyes. That ripped up, shirtless body. “I was smoking a cigar outside, Babs. I-I didn’t realize it would bother you so much.”

A sob wracks my body, hope finding a perch inside my chest. “Dash?”

He cups the sides of my face, his eyes tender. “Who else would it be, baby?”

It’s an involuntary movement, but I flinch away from his hands, because of the repugnant smell that haunts me. Hounds me. I don’t mean it, especially because my relief is sweeping, like a cool ocean breeze. But I watch Dash pale, backing away. “Wait—”

“Just washing my hands, Babs.”

He waits for my nod, then ducks into the bathroom. There is the sound of rushing water, soap being lathered. And then he’s back. The cigar smoke smell still clings to his clothes a little, but I have a hold of myself now. It wasn’t a dream. Thank the lord, it wasn’t a dream.

Dash scoops me up off the floor, cuddling me on his lap at the edge of the bed. For the first time since fully waking up, I notice the panic lingering in his eyes, the shortness of his breath. “I knew there couldn’t be someone in here with you, but Jesus, it sounded like you were being—” His big chest shudders. “You want to tell me what that was all about?”

The concern in his eyes almost forces me to tell him everything. That I lied about having this amazing home life with loving parents. That, instead, I ran away from a perpetual nightmare and I was lucky to have no bruises when his ad showed up in the paper. Otherwise I never would have gotten away with the lies. The years of torture and fear would have been visible.

The reminder of the advertisement is what keeps my mouth shut, though. Tonight, I proved to Dash and myself that I’m capable of this life on the road. If I tell him about my stepfather, I’ll break down and cry. Heck, I’m already crying from thinking my stepfather found me. Is that why he looks concerned? Is he already wondering if he made a mistake bringing me along? Yes. Probably. And he’ll regret his decision even more if I turn into a big old crybaby on day two.

Dash needs strong. Tough. I need to grow up and be those things. Now. Before he realizes he took on a whiner instead of a partner.

“It was just…a stupid nightmare.” I turn and wipe my cheek on his bare shoulder. “Must be the new surroundings. It’s over now.”

Those intelligent blue eyes are steady on me, a crease forming between his eyebrows. “You’re sure that’s all it was?”

“Yes.” I swallow any remaining grief, and smile, knowing I need to distract his too-smart self. “Don’t you have nightmares, Dash?”

He winks at me. “Nah, I’m usually in people’s nightmares, baby.”

My laughter makes his lips pop open on a rasping inhale. “Tell me at least one you’ve had.” I draw a circle in the middle of his broad chest. “It’ll make me feel better for freaking out on you.”

His warm grip closes around my wrist, halting my movements. “You can freak out on me if you need to, Babs. You hearing me? I want everything you got so there isn’t a drop left for anyone else.” Those eyes tick back and forth, as if trying to read my expression, but I think all I’m doing is swooning. Not giving him anything important. “Every once in a while, I have a nightmare about sharks.”

His confession catches me so off guard, I giggle. “Sharks?”

“Damn right, sharks.” He shivers underneath me. “I dream they’re in a motel pool with me, swimming around…” He gives me a pointed look. “Biting things they shouldn’t. Valuable things.”

“Your—”

“Yes, dammit.” He turns and lays me on the bed, running lazy fingers down between my bare breasts, circling them around my belly button. “I see you wanting to laugh, baby. I like the sound of it.”

I’m so carefree and happy in that moment, I let out the biggest laugh I can muster, and he falls down beside me, his face the picture of awe. Or as awestruck as a shrewd man like Dash Kelly can be, anyway. On anyone else, the slightly upturned lips and sparkling eyes wouldn’t be noticeable, but on him, they’re amazing. “I bet you don’t scream when you have a nightmare, do you?”

“No, I smoke a cigar,” he answers in a low voice, brushing my hair away from my face. “Looks like I’ll have to find another way to cope now.”

My eyebrows lift. “You had a nightmare tonight?”

“Yeah,” he murmurs. “But the sharks had legs and they were after you, not me. Guess sharks aren’t the scariest thing in my world now, huh?”

There’s a racing, lifting lightness in my chest that I can barely stand, it’s so overwhelming. My body takes over and I’m reaching for Dash, pulling his mouth down to mine for a kiss. I feel his rough groan down deep in my belly, thrilling across my nerve endings. Same way Dash does everything, he moves fast, settling between my legs, the kiss turning wild, our tongues fighting for the best taste. But when he rocks his hips, I release his mouth and gasp, a rush of pain blindsiding me.

Dash’s face is flushed, his eyes bright as he looks down at me, studying, analyzing. “Can’t make you hurt twice in one night, little girl. Can’t do it, no matter how bad you make me ache.” He moves to his side, drawing me up against him, molding our bodies together with a low, male groan. “Time is stretched right out in front of us, Babs. No need to rush a thing, now that you’re mine.”

*     *     *

DASH

There’s my proof, then. I am a fucking goner.

I’ve got the hottest girl on two legs sharing my bed and I’m more concerned about her feeling a hint of pain than I am about getting my rocks off. When I heard her screams while standing outside smoking my cigar, I thought I was going to bleed out through my eye sockets. Everything inside me clenched together like an angry fist, the oxygen snatched clear out of my lungs.

Truthfully, I’m still not over it. That gripping fear that Babette could get hurt while under my watch. Sometimes I see families piling into Winnebagos at rest stops or eating happily in a park together and wonder what it means to care about someone. Once upon a time, I must have felt affection for my parents, but I’ve blocked most of those memories. Banished them to the furthest regions of my mind. Dwelling never did me any good, especially when nothing good came from remembering the before. Not when the after was so dark.

I’m surprised to find that part of me—the one capable of caring—ain’t broken. Can’t be. Not when I’m lying side by side with Babette, counting her breaths, making sure they’re steady. Not when I’m making note of the locations of her freckles and wondering if an ice pack would make her cunt feel better.

“I have some painkillers in the car, Babs.” Why the hell didn’t I think of it before? “Just going to head out and grab them.”

“No, it’s fine.” She stays me with a hand on my forearm, and I lower back down to the bed. “Us lying here is making me feel better.”

“Yeah.” I throw an arm over her waist, drawing her back against me. “Yeah, it’s making me feel better, too.”

Her breathing slows. “Was something wrong?”

“No. I just meant…in general.” Christ, I’m not accustomed to speaking so plainly. Or even telling the truth. “I’m feeling a hell of a lot better than before you came along. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

The pleased smile she throws me over her shoulder could cause a ceasefire during the fiercest of wars. If she only knew I’d toned down my explanation. She was the last thread of air in my oxygen tank and every minute in her presence felt like one long inhale, trying to preserve, trying to hold on to the promise of life.

But, God. This is the wrong life for her. Being with me means doing things that are beneath her. Dangerous things.

I left behind a great life. A big house with a pool and a waterslide. Supportive parents who cooked all the time. We even went on a vacation to Mexico once.

I pull her tight against me, trapping her lower half with my heavy leg. As if the universe might deem me unworthy and pluck her straight out of my arms. “Tell me about the best dream you ever had.”

She’s quiet so long, I wonder if she fell asleep. “My good dreams don’t stick as much. I don’t see them as clearly.” Her slight curves lift and fall with a gentle breath, her exhale slow and dreamy. “But…well, maybe this is silly…but I have this fantasy where I’m sitting in one of those fancy parlor chairs. There’s a matching table and mirror—all white—and I have little bottles all over it. Perfume. Frames with pictures inside them, so I can remember good times. And I can just sit there and think about my plans for the day. Or write a letter.”

I can see her there, in a silk robe, brushing her hair. Smiling at me in the mirror as I approach. My chest burns with the injustice of not being able to give her those things. Not yet, anyway. “Didn’t you have a mirror and table back in Texas?”

Another long pause. “No, I guess those are the only things I didn’t have.”

Now all she has are scratchy sheets and uncertainty. I need to promise I’ll give those things back to her, but I won’t say the words. Not until I know I can deliver. Not until I figure out how. Right now, all I have to offer her is the warmth of my body. A reprieve from her nightmare. But I need to do better. I need to be better so I can deserve this treasure that curls into me with such blind trust I haven’t earned. “You sleepy yet, baby?”

“A little.”

I rub the heel of my hand against her hip, breathing into her ear. “Sing me something.” My tongue skates over the curve of her neck. “Just for me.”

She turns over, the swell of her ass rubbing my stiff cock in the process. I hide my agony behind a smile, though. The poor thing is miles from anything familiar, just had her virginity taken, completed her first robbery, and woke up from a nightmare. All in one evening. The least I can do is wait until tomorrow morning to slake my ever-growing lust.

Babette hesitates for a second, then tucks her head beneath my chin. As if she thinks there’s an actual chance I might resist. Then her sweet voice drifts up, smoky and angelic all at once. It slides into my chest and wraps around my heart, giving pressure from all sides. Mother of God. Swallowing just isn’t happening, either. I’ve never been a man who falls asleep easily. Hell, most nights I don’t rest at all, feeling the need to plot, get moving. But damn if her voice doesn’t contain some kind of magic that makes my limbs go loose, my eyelids grow heavy.

I wish I knew what the next morning would bring us. If I did, I might stay awake longer and savor the sound of her voice.

Just in case I never get the chance to hear it again.


Chapter Seven


BABETTE

Dash is a gorgeous animal when awake, but asleep, he’s majestic. He sprawls out and takes up the bed with sinewy arms and thick thighs. His chest hair gathers in whorls beneath his belly button, trailing off into his bright red boxers. It’s silly of me to feel shy about looking lower. This is the man who took my virginity beneath the moon last night, down and dirty, then held me like a priceless treasure as I slept.

Setting my chin, I let my gaze fall to the steep rise of his hard penis, the rounded pedestals of his balls, all outlined beneath thin material. My pulse goes triple time. God above. There is nothing left to mystery in the morning sunlight that washes down over his body lovingly.

His past, however, is a mystery to me. Where he came from and where he hopes to go. I can see the deep etches of pain around his mouth, at the corners of his eyes. There’s a lot to discover about Dash, and if I’m patient, I think he’ll let me.

I sit up carefully so I don’t disturb him, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. Although this is a nicer motel than we stayed in the first night together, the carpet that greets my feet is still scratchy and worn. No matter, though. I love it. I love that I’m waking up with no idea of what adventures lie ahead. Dash is going to wake up soon, and my belly heats thinking of what he’ll do to me. If his tented shorts offer any prediction, he’s going to use my body to ease himself.

There’s already wetness pooling between my thighs even though I’m still pretty sore. It’s as if my body and mind are in agreement that they want to please Dash at any cost, even a little tenderness during and after. Wanting to be here when he wakes up, I stand, searching the room for a bottle of water. I’m always dehydrated first thing in the morning and usually sleep with a glass of water on my nightstand. Since I’d been half-asleep when we walked in, water had been the furthest thing from my mind. My throat is parched now, though, and I know there must be a vending machine outside, as with all motels.

I pull on a long, sunshine-yellow T-shirt and hunt for singles in my bag, before easing quietly out of the room. Knowing I’ll only be a minute, I leave the door propped open half an inch with the metal doorstopper, then creep out into the bright sunshine. There’s a smile playing around my lips as I look out at the closest row of cars in the parking lot, deducing we’re still in Louisiana based on the license plates. Wonder where we’ll go next. I’ve always wanted to see Florida. Maybe even the East Coast someda—

“What do we have here, fellas?”

An arm snakes out of the concrete stairwell to my right, jerking me off balance and out of the sun. I’m so stunned, it takes me a few seconds to process I’m in danger. Crazy enough, I think maybe Dash is playing a joke and scaring me, even though it would be impossible for him to move so fast. But when a hand slaps over my mouth and I recognize the men surrounding me, the danger stabs me in the spine like a hot knife, and I immediately begin to hyperventilate. My choked scream is caught in the palm of a meaty hand. I get a warning squeeze that causes my teeth to cut into my gums, sending a metallic taste rushing into my mouth.

They found us. The men we stole from last night found us. How? Dash drove at least fifty miles from their location, passing at least ten motels on the way, twisting down back roads. They must have searched all through the night, asking about people who fit our description. And now…now they have me. Dash is asleep at the other end of the motel and they have me.

What are they going to do?

Tears cloud my vision, but I blink them back and focus on the man who’s sneering so close to my face. He’s the one who asked for a peek up my dress, the one who touched himself so crudely in front of me. He’d scared me last night, and in the light of day, he’s even more terrifying. Because he’s not tipsy and ignorant, he’s downright pissed.

“Where’s your daddy, girl?”

The hand over my mouth lifts for a split second, and I let loose a piercing scream, before it claps back down, cutting me off. The man who addressed me rears back with a hand and slaps me across the face, hard enough to make my ears ring. Something cold and metal presses against my throat, and I know. I know without looking, he’s taken out a knife.

“I’m going to ask you one more time, pretty thing. Where’s that son-of-a-bitch father of yours?” The knife presses down and moisture trickles out from beneath the blade. My blood. “We aim to get our money back. You’re going to lead us to it, nice and quietly. If you scream one more time, I’ll cut your throat. Be a shame, you having that pretty singing voice and all, wouldn’t it?”

There is no way in hell I’m taking these men to Dash. He’s asleep and unprepared. They’ll murder him and it’ll be my fault for leaving the room alone. And I might be young, but I’m not stupid enough to think they’ll spare me afterward. We’ll both be dead. The hand releases my mouth, and I take a hard swallow. “Daddy left. He won’t be back for a few days.”

“Bull. Shit.” Sneering Man leans in so close, I can smell his sour hangover breath, count the veins in his eyes. I have the urge to vomit, but I force my expression to remain steady. Until he drops the knife and slashes my T-shirt straight down the middle, nicking my skin in several places on the way down. “If that’s your story, though, I guess we can find a way to pass the time until he comes back, huh?” Using the tip of the knife, he parts the shirt and sucks in a breath over revealing my body, which is totally nude, save my panties.

Around him, the men crowd in to get a better look, and the energy changes in a snap. It goes from hostile to hungry in a heartbeat, the men already unzipping their pants, grunting as they reach into the opening of their flies, forearms flexing. Oh God. Are they going to…touch me, hurt me right here? Outside in the stairwell?

The motel is dead silent this early in the morning. Anyone coming to my aid would be outnumbered, so they probably wouldn’t even bother, would they? I don’t know. I just don’t—

My breath is knocked from my lungs as I’m spun and shoved up against a wall, my cheek scraping off the stucco. More than one set of hands kneads my bottom roughly. My panties are yanked down to my ankles to a chorus of groans. And I can’t help it, I start to cry. Warm, salty tears coat my cheeks, my throat feeling punctured with holes as the sneering man plants a flat palm on the wall above my head, guiding himself roughly between the cheeks of my backside—

The horror stops. Like the snap of two fingers. The sound of a heavy object collapsing behind me is followed by the deadliest voice I’ve ever heard in my life. “Would anyone else like a bullet for breakfast?”

Dash. It’s Dash. I almost collapse with relief, turning to run the panties back up my legs, cover my breasts with the slashed shirt. My progress stutters slightly when I see the hole in Sneering Man’s head and the pool of blood forming on the concrete landing. I command myself to move, though. Move toward my savior, who is clad only in unbuttoned jeans, no shirt or shoes. He’s eerily still, his gun—complete with silencer—leveled in the men’s direction.

They all put their hands up, half of them leaving their male flesh dangling out.

Without lowering his firearm, Dash reaches into his pocket and removes a handkerchief, pressing it to my bleeding cheek with barely concealed rage. “They’ll pay for that.”

“I’m fine—”

“In my waistband, baby,” Dash whispers hoarsely, that familiar cold malice marking his words. “Take the other gun out. Point it at every one of the dead motherfuckers that touched you so Daddy knows who to kill next.”

Is it wrong that my nipples tighten? Is it terrible that sparkles prance along the edge of my vision? I’m excited. Or I’m hopped up on adrenaline, like last night. The giddiness invades me all over, like I’m made solely of funny bones and someone is tapping me with a rubber hammer.

But my logical brain is intruding, reminding me this is real life. In real life, people don’t get away with shooting men in public. Dash could get into a lot of trouble and all because I left the stupid room alone. We need to move and move fast, before someone walks out and witnesses the scene or calls the police. I can’t let Dash go to prison for defending me.

“Let’s leave,” I whisper in Dash’s ear, my fingers picking their way along his abdomen, rubbing over the sleek ridges of heaving muscle. “I’m fine. We need to go now. Forget about them.”

“Forget about them?” Torture and misery collide in his demeanor, his gun-holding hand starting to shake. “They were going to rape you, Babs. Your…your goddamn mouth, your face…they’re bleeding. Blood on my girl.” He slams the butt of the gun into his temple, baring his teeth. “Fuck. Fuck.”

In my periphery, I see one of the men slowly lowering a hand and I catch a glint of metal around the back of his hip. Before I can warn Dash, there’s a shhhhpop noise. The man jerks, his cry of pain short, before he goes down. That only leaves two men and yeah, they look scared. Heck, I’m a little scared of Dash right now. Blood trickles down his temple where he struck himself, and there’s madness in his eyes. Insanity.

“Are there more of you?” he asks the men in a voice that could freeze a summer breeze. “I’ll know if you’re lying, and you really don’t want that.”

“It’s just us,” the man who initially grabbed me says, and I notice there’s a wet stain gathering along the inside of his pant leg. “Four of us, that’s all. I swear.”

“Dash…” I whisper, ready to urge him again to leave.

“Go to the room and grab only the important things, baby.” Controlled hysteria. That’s the only way I can describe him in this moment. “Bring them down to the car, lock the doors, start the engine. And wait. Don’t open the goddamn doors for anyone but me.”

“What are you going to do to—”

“Go!” he shouts at me through clenched teeth, his eyes wild.

I’m already moving by the time I hear the next body drop.


Chapter Eight


DASH

I’m not prepared for this. I’m not prepared for her.

Did I think this was going to be easy? Taking this enticing young girl under my wing and keeping her safe? I’ve never had to look after another person, save myself, in my entire depraved life. I’ve had her for two nights—two nights—and I’ve already fucked up. Fucked up doesn’t even begin to describe what almost happened back at the motel. My actions, my lack of caution, almost got my sweet girl brutalized in a filthy concrete stairwell. She deserves to be petted and spoiled on a bed of satin, and they’d slapped her pretty face. And Christ, I’m no better than those animals, am I? I popped her cherry in the dirt and didn’t even bother with protection.

Wrath and fear have made my neck muscles so tense, I can barely turn my head as I check the rearview mirror. Same as I did last night. Wasn’t I careful? More careful than I’ve ever been in the past? Yeah. I doubled back three times, picked a motel off the beaten track, paid with cash, and left Babette in the car when I secured the room. I did everything to keep her safe…and it hadn’t been enough.

I’m not enough. I’m not equipped to give her a good, safe existence on the road. Staying with me could get her killed. Sure, this morning I woke up in time to rescue her, but what if a mark tries again and succeeds?

My hands almost rip off the steering wheel thinking about it. I’m growling. I hear myself growling and know I have to be scaring Babette, but I can’t control myself. They put their filthy hands on her. They touched what’s mine.

But she can’t be mine. Not anymore. I knew it the moment I stepped into the stairwell and saw where this dangerous life with me had already landed her. In harm’s way. Crying and accepting what was about to happen. Maybe even accepting her own demise. That’s what I’d seen on her face. Resignation.

Jesus Christ, if I ever see her looking that way again, I’ll go permanently insane. Hell, I’m on the borderline right now, one tiny incident away from crossing the line. If someone checked her out right now at a truck stop or gas station, I don’t know what I’d do. My bare hands are controlled by a possessive instinct so deep, my brain is no longer the decision maker.

That’s how I know. I’m not good for her. This life isn’t good for a good girl with a pretty smile, innocence in her every movement. If I keep her—and God knows how badly I want to—I could kill her. If not literally, at least in spirit. I was a bastard to take her away from such a loving environment in the first place. But I know what I have to do now. I have to set her free. The way I feel about this girl…I can’t do anything but what’s best for her. What’s best for her safety.

“I’m taking you home,” I croak, digging my fingertips into the steering wheel. “We’re heading back to Texas.”

Babette shoots forward in her seat with a half-sob, half-gasp that tears me down the middle. “No, Dash. I-I…you can’t. Please.”

Forcing my features to remain stoic, I respond firmly. “It ain’t up for debate, little girl. You’re not cut out for this.” She shrinks a little, and I hate myself. More than I have all along, and that’s saying something. “That singing voice of yours swayed me, but I knew up front. Knew it the second you walked in looking like a newborn baby deer.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch her hands wring themselves in her lap. This poor girl who’s had the worst morning of her life. And I’m too amped out of mind to even comfort her the way she deserves. If that doesn’t prove I’m a million kinds of wrong for the job of her caretaker, nothing will. “I am cut out for it,” she insists, her voice wobbling a bit until she controls it. “They asked me to lead them to you…and I didn’t. I didn’t tell them where you were, Dash. Said you wouldn’t be back for days. Didn’t I do the right thing by you? Didn’t I?”

My vision goes black, my lungs seizing. All of it happens so fast, I can do nothing but steer off the road onto the shoulder and throw the car into park. Gnarled fingers are digging into my neck, trying to rip out my vocal chords. “You could have come and found me, Babs?” I reach across the console and shake her. “Please. Please don’t tell me you were going to sacrifice yourself like that. I don’t think I can bear it, baby. Goddammit.”

“I couldn’t stand the thought of them hurting you or worse. Not because of me. Anything but that.” Tears try to fall from her eyes, but she seems desperate to contain them, throwing her head back to stare at the ceiling. “I just wanted to be a good partner. I wanted to prove I could—”

“Stop. Stop.” This is agony. This is bone-deep misery in its purest form. “How I managed to earn that kind of blind loyalty from you, Babs, I don’t know. But I do know I don’t deserve it.” My teeth are gnashing so hard, my brain hurts. “God, baby. If I’d come a minute later—”

Babette interrupts me by clambering over the console to straddle my lap. As if my body wants to remind me I’m an irredeemable son of a bitch, my cock goes rock hard. Hell, she’s wearing nothing but panties and a ripped tee, and my jeans are still unfastened. I’m not even wearing a shirt. Couple of clothing shifts and we’d be fucking, but I can’t do that. I shouldn’t even be breathing the same air as her. “Dash,” she whispers, stroking the sides of my face. “You came in time. Everything is fine now.” She scoots closer on my lap, planting kisses all over my face. “See? It’s like it never happened.”

“It happened and I’m responsible.” I shake my head, even as I absorb every brush of her mouth like a greedy man. “I’m taking you home, Babs. There’s no changing my mind.” She starts to protest, so I shut her down. Cold. I have no choice. Her incredible green eyes will sway my path if I allow them the opportunity. And I won’t sacrifice her safety. Never again. “You’re a liability to me. I can’t do my job if I’m worrying about saving your ass every goddamn minute. You’re too young and too green. You could get yourself killed and me in the process, you understand?”

For a moment, I think she sees right through my bullshit. I don’t give a damn about my own hide. It’s only Babette’s I care about, so me getting killed is the last thing on my mind. Instead of calling me on being a lying idiot, though, she only nods.

“Okay, Dash,” she whispers. “I understand. I don’t want to hold you back.” There’s an awful detonation in my chest and I’m about to start gasping for air when she places her soft lips on mine, pausing the world around me. “Will you make love to me one more time before you take me home?”

*     *     *

BABETTE

I need Dash one more time. When I go back to my nightmare, I want a good dream to hold on to. Someday, I’ll find another way to get out of my stepfather’s house. I will. If I have to beg, borrow or steal—like Dash taught me—I’ll survive. Singing could be my ticket. I just need to regroup and figure out how to use it by myself, without a partner. Please God, let me land on my feet. This taste of freedom has already addicted me, and I can’t give it up forever.

Dash has made his decision, and I won’t fight him on it. I won’t whine or be a crybaby. No way. I won’t let him remember me that way.

This. This is how I want to be remembered. The girl he made a woman sliding up and back on his lap, paying no heed to the cars that pass by, every twenty seconds or so. If I don’t have this hot, heady feeling to grasp on to, I might be tempted to plead and bargain, only to be shot down. What little pride I have left can’t handle another rejection. So I throw myself into riding that long, plump column of flesh between his legs, my temperature rising every time he moans.

“Not even inside that pretty redhead pussy yet and I already need to come.” With a hiss of breath, he slides his hands around back and grips my bottom cheeks, using his hold to guide me, show me the rhythm he wants. “Only been fucked once and you already move like you were made for riding cock. Like you love having it inside you, big and dripping.” Eyes glittering, he takes my jaw and holds it tight. “It’s Daddy’s cock you love, isn’t that right, little girl?”

A shudder ripples through me, that naughty, once-unknown part of me lighting up. “Yes.”

His fingers trail through the split of my backside, one rough finger sinking into the slit of my pussy from behind. Pumping, Bringing my natural moisture in and out with it. “Never going to have one this sweet again,” he grits out. “It doesn’t exist. Not even going to bother looking. Just going to drive myself mad remembering this slick, young hole and how rough you let Daddy fuck it.”

Those intimate muscles, still sore from yesterday, clench so hard around Dash’s finger, I whimper with no shame. “I want it. I need it.”

“Yeah?” He’s lost that cold distance in his eyes. There’s nothing but scorching heat pouring out of him now. His blue eyes are like flames, his voice a determined rasp, his finger juicing in and out of me faster, faster. “You want me to bang your cute little ass up against the steering wheel?”

“I-I…” My muscles seize, a notch tightening in the center of my waist…hotter, fuller…until the orgasm takes me by surprise, ripping my senses to shreds. “DashDashDashDash.”

“Good girl. Keep saying my name while I work my dick in.” He lifts his hips, reaching into his unfastened pants to present his enormous cock with a pained growl. “Was going to wait a couple of days to fuck you again, baby. Was going to show you it wasn’t just this pussy I was after. You believe me?”

“I believe you,” I gasp, going up on my knees, feeling him get in position with the head of his erection at my sorest spot. “Of course, I do.”

Dash pushes in the top couple inches, then grabs my hips and yanks me down, roaring loud enough to hurt my eardrums. “Ah shit. Ah fuck.” He heaves a broken shout, smashing his fists against the ceiling. “God was laughing when he designed you, baby. This is my punishment right here. Having this beautiful, tight little thing ride my cock, then have to give her up. Dammit to hell.”

He winds his hands in my hair and tugs me close to his face.

“That ain’t it, though. Going to miss that smile same as I’ll miss this pussy, won’t I? Miss your sweet breath and nervous hands. That voice. Jesus, that voice. I won’t get through a day without hearing it.”

My chest is going to explode. “Then keep me,” I let slip out.

“Can’t,” he rasps, pinning me back against the steering wheel. “Can’t, baby. Can’t let your light go out on account of me.”

I tried. I did. But now I’m just giving myself over to the rising need to please. Otherwise I’ll break down, and I refuse to do that. Refuse to focus on anything but the powerful man beneath me and the hot, smooth flesh pulsing inside me. One last time. Planting my hands on his shoulders, I buck my hips like I think I’m supposed to in this position. Satisfaction and pride rocket through me a second later when Dash looks to be hanging on by a thread, his nostrils flaring, sweat beading on his face. It gives me the confidence to roll my hips with broader strokes, circling my lower body, throwing my head back so he’ll look at my breasts.

“Sweet Christ, baby, you’re riding that dick so goddamn good.” Cars whiz past outside, but I barely notice, totally zoned in on the connection of our bodies, the ticklish quickening just beneath my belly button. Dash’s hands urging my bottom to move faster, squeezing the flesh so hard I won’t sit comfortably for days. Then his hips start pumping along with mine, nailing me up into the steering wheel, my backside smacking the hard leather, teeth rattling. “Fucks like a slut, feels like a virgin, don’t she?” His growl rings in my ears. “My fucking God. Ain’t nothing like you. Nothing.”

Atoms begin to split in the air around me, sensation rushing up into my throat, then racing back down to expand south of my belly, tightening, clenching. “Ohhhh. Dash, oh God.”

One hand continues to abuse the flesh of my backside, the other grabbing my jaw and holding my face steady for his hard, wet kiss. “Grind down on it, little girl. Suck Daddy dry.”

As if he needs to tell me. My clit is demanding friction, and I rock, rock, grind against the base of his erection, listening to his broken groans in my ear, drawing out my orgasm until I think it’ll never end. And that’s fine with me, because maybe this wouldn’t be over. Maybe he wouldn’t take me home.

But when Dash pulls out and jerks streams of white on my belly and breasts a moment later, shouting my name, his big body juddering, I know what it means. He’s afraid to get me pregnant and leave me. His gaze is apologetic and haunted as he leans close to my face, trying to control his breathing. “I’ll be checking in to make sure I didn’t get a baby in you, Babs. You won’t know I’m there, but I’ll be checking.” The slow, desperate kiss he gives me has heat pressing in behind my eyes. “If you’re carrying my child in your belly, I’ll send you half of what I make, now until the end of time. You hear me?” He shakes me. “Do you?”

“Yes, Dash.” I climb back into my seat and fix my ruined clothes, stopping once in a while to cram my fist against my mouth to keep a sob from escaping. “I hear you.”


Chapter Nine


DASH

Once, while on the road, I went into a bar for a few drinks. A man sat down on the stool beside me and asked the bartender to leave the full bottle of whiskey at his disposal. He’d returned home from his job as a postman to find an empty house, his three children and wife gone, barely a trace of them left behind. It was one of the first times in my life I’d witnessed a grown man crying. Not having cried since childhood, I’d shaken my head at the man, finished my drink, and left. That’s what you get for trusting, I’d thought. That’s what you get for being a damn fool.

I’ve only known Babette a matter of days, but I already have an understanding of that man’s pain now. Swollen suffering beats in my throat like an oversized heart. My eyes burn like I’ve rubbed them raw with dirt. My stomach is a churning swamp that roils every time we hit another mile marker on the highway. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

This is the right thing, though. My brain knows it, even though my heart and gut refuse to agree. Every time my hands begin to shake on the wheel and I get the urge to turn around, I conjure up the image of her crying, her cheek bleeding against the wall as those vermin manhandle her. And I keep driving. I keep going.

We’re there in the blink of an eye, of course. Time can be a royal bitch when it chooses to be. Babette has been silent and still in the passenger seat since we fucked, cementing my decision even firmer. If she wanted to stay with me, she would speak up, wouldn’t she? Yeah, she knows going back to Texas is what’s best for her, too. Maybe she’s even relieved.

My stomach churns over the possibility.

I have a million questions fighting for freedom in my throat, but I grind my teeth to keep them from escaping. Are there boys in town who’re sweet on you, little Babs? Do you walk a safe route every day? What will you do the exact moment you leave me? And the moment after that, and the moment after that…

“This is the exit,” Babette murmurs, nodding to the right of the highway. “I’m only half a mile from the motel where…we met.”

Her duffel bag is stuffed into the well by her feet, and her fingers curl into the straps now. Already. Like she’s going to jump out the minute I stop the car. How the hell am I going to refrain from pulling her back?

My head blazes as though it’s on fire as we pass the motel, and she directs me with gentle words, breaths that glide across the car and cool my neck. She changed into jean shorts and a Pepsi T-shirt at a gas station an hour ago…and if possible, she looks even younger now—more vulnerable—the passenger seat damn near swallowing her whole. A curtain of red hair hides her face, but I can see her reflection in the window. She’s got on that same expression of determination she wore the afternoon we met. The first time, I recognized she was fired up to get the job as my assistant. I wonder what it means now. I would kill to know. But I’ve made it none of my business by cutting her loose.

Christ, what am I doing?

She’s mine. My pulse kicks every time she bats her eyelashes or shifts in her seat. Sleeping with her in my arms last night gave me purpose like I’ve never known. Leaving her is insane. I’m insane. Or maybe having something of value finally gave me a clue. If you love something, set it free, right? Especially when keeping it could get it hurt or worse.

“Just up this block on the right, Dash,” Babette breathes, letting go of the duffel bag straps to unbuckle her seat belt. “The blue house with the white porch.”

There’s a sharp jab against my jugular when I see the house. It’s nicer than I pictured. Green, manicured lawn. White pillars holding up the second floor. No cars in the driveway—her family is probably working—but I suspected they had a shiny, silver SUV or a red sports car. This is the kind of place Babette belongs. A permanent, beautiful place, surrounded by good, God-fearing people.

“Babs…” I croak, no idea what to say. “You have a nice room in there, baby?”

“A beautiful room,” she says without missing a beat, before flipping her hair back and finally looking at me. Or maybe not right at me. More like at a spot just beyond my shoulder, like she’s avoiding my eyes. “Thank you for taking a chance on me, even if it didn’t work out.” A quick pause. “It was amazing,” she finishes with an odd flutter in her voice.

Needing to do something with my hands, I shove one into my pocket and take out the entirely of our score from last night, leaning over to shove it into her bag. No way I’m going to give her only half after what she endured on my watch. Christ, I would give her every dime I ever earned from here on out if I thought it would guarantee her happiness and safety.

“Thank you,” she says, flashing me a look. “Tell me I earned it, Dash.”

“You did, baby. You were incredible.” My throat burns. “I wish I was a different kind of man.”

She smiles, those green eyes flashing. “I don’t.”

With that, she pushes out of the car with her bag and shuts the door. The ensuing silence in the car is like plunging off a cliff, knowing I’m about to hit the bottom and there’s nothing to stop it. No safety net, no plan B. Just bleak, resounding static pealing inside a vacuum. I idle at the curb as her long legs eat up the driveway. Instead of climbing the porch, she cuts right and heads for the backyard, smiling back at me over her shoulder, then vanishing through a high, wooden gate, likely heading for a side entrance.

That’s it. She’s gone. As if she didn’t swing into my life and force me to feel. What am I going to do for the rest of my existence, knowing she’s out there? Having experiences I can’t give her. Loving other people besides me.

I ram my fist into the steering wheel, hard enough to crack my wrist, before punching the gas—hard—shouting through clenched teeth. If I don’t move, I’ll go after her. Drag her back out of the house and beg her to stay with me.

“Shit,” I growl at the corner. “Shit!”

An old, green Bronco pauses at the sign, before sailing through the intersection too fast. It swerves, narrowly missing the front end of my car, then rights itself. I’m barely pulled out of my agony enough to notice the driver is an older man. Late fifties. The bleary eyes of a drunk. Knuckles in a fist, tapping along the bottom of the open window to the loud music he’s playing. He throws me a speculative glance as he passes the front of my car…

And lifts a cigar to his mouth.

A little tear goes down the middle of my chest. It widens and widens as I watch the Bronco drive past, the sounds of Babette screaming through her nightmare echoing in my head. When he turns left onto the street parallel to the one where I dropped her off, a growl purrs in my throat.

*     *     *

BABETTE

I throw my duffel bag over the fence dividing our backyard from the neighbor’s, then gently slide the loose wooden board to one side, sliding my body through. Thank God they haven’t discovered my handiwork yet, because sometimes having the escape hatch is the only thing that gives me peace. Although, I’m not escaping this time. I’m sneaking back into my hell, aren’t I?

My nose is heavy and aching, the moisture I managed to hold back on the drive home spilling down my cheeks. Someone has taken a saw and cut a giant hole right in the middle of my chest, it seems. Every step I take, more invisible chunks of my heart fall out onto the grass. I just keep going, stepping on them, knowing I need to be inside before my stepfather returns. If I’m lucky and he spent the last few days on a bender, he might not have noticed my absence.

Isn’t that a pitiful thing? Hoping someone didn’t miss you? Well, I hope Dash misses me. I hope he’s miserable, just like me. Otherwise, life just isn’t fair.

My thoughts are immature and mean-spirited, but I don’t care right now. There’s not enough strength in my body to chastise myself. I found a home in that man’s arms last night and I’ve already been kicked out. Cast aside. Knowing Dash thought leaving me back in Texas would keep me safe doesn’t patch the hole in my chest, though. He’s the only one who can, and he’s gone.

Someday, I think Dash will realize he dropped me off in front of the wrong house. Something about the way he looked at me, like he could see clear through, tells me it’ll come to him. By then, I aim to be out of Texas for good. I’m not so naïve to think I can be safe on the road alone just yet. Plus, last night’s money can only get me so far. But I know how to use my talent now. Soon as I hunker down and have a good cry, I’m going to start searching for local nightclubs. Places that need fresh acts to keep their customers entertained.

At the very least, the search…and the dream…will distract me from this pain.

Was my pride worth letting him leave me? It’s hard to tell when my head is so clouded with memories of Dash. Maybe when they fade, the ache won’t be so bad. I don’t know. I don’t know. With every step I take toward the house, I’m beginning to doubt I’ll ever stop hurting.

Coming to a stop at the back door of the house, I press my ear against the hollow wood and listen, my pulse picking up speed. There are shuffling sounds coming from inside that tell me my stepfather is home. Delaying the inevitable will only make it worse, so I hide my duffel bag behind the old, rarely used barbeque that leans up against the house. Then I reach up into the hanging lantern and pinch the magnetized key between my forefinger and thumb. Before I turn it in the lock, I take a deep breath. In through my nose, out through my mouth. I push the door open.

Any hope I have of sneaking in without fanfare is obliterated the second I step into the dusty interior. Light from the doorway lands at his booted feet, but his face remains in the shadows. “Where the hell you been, girl?”

“Studying,” I answer. “At the library.”

He sways to the right and spits, right there in the back entry hallway. “Now that’s a damn lie.” His heavy tread brings him forward, the light climbing to his knees. “The place was a goddamn mess when I came home last night. Nothing to eat in the fridge. Couldn’t ask you about it because you weren’t in your bed.” A belch leaves him. “Unless the library is open at midnight, you’re full of shit, girl.”

“The friend I was studying with…I went to her house when the library closed, and lost track of time.” I shrug a shoulder. “I fell asleep. I’m sorry. Let me clean up and I’ll run to the store—”

“Were you with a boy, huh?” He sniffs, propping himself on the wall with a clenched fist, drawing my eye to the cigar in his pocket. “Out whoring like your mama?”

“No, sir.”

“No, sir,” he mocks me in a sing-song voice. “I don’t have to put this roof over your head, you know that? You’ve got none of my blood in your veins. This here is charity, plain and simple, and you aren’t pulling your weight.”

Dryness invades my mouth, my head feeling light. “I said I would fix it—”

The back of his hand slaps me across the mouth, throwing me off balance. “You think you can sass me now, do you?” His laugh is full of anticipation and glee as he removes his belt, the hiss of leather through denim making my face sting even worse. He’s never used the belt before—only his hands—and fear of the unknown makes my heart hammer. “Going to show you what happens when you forget your responsibilities. You’ll be limping to the store today, same way your mama did before she ran off to be a whore. Just like her, aren’t you?” His voice grows louder. “Just another useless female looking to live off my hard work.”

My temper simmers beneath the surface, faster and hotter than it ever used to wake up. This man is even more insufferable after thinking I’d finally gotten away. I hate him. Making me fear, making me clean his disgusting messes and cook his meals, giving me nothing but disdain in return. Calling my mother a whore when she’d been subjected to the same awful routine, day in and day out. The hate is scrabbling inside me, trying to get loose. I try to suppress it, but I can’t. “You’re nothing but an impotent old drunk,” I snap, power tickling along my nerve endings. “Beating up on me makes you feel like a big man, doesn’t it? Well, you’re not. You’re small-minded and hateful. You’re nothing.”

White rage tightens his features, and he lunges for me. I’ve always been so petrified of being thrown out or making him angry that I’ve always more or less endured his abuse. But no longer. I’m enduring a broken heart and it’s as much as I can stand. Maybe this spur-of-the-moment decision to fight back will bite me in the butt when I’m out on the street tonight, but at least I’ll have my self-respect. And since Dash swept me out of this town, I’ve proven I can learn on my feet. I can adapt.

All of this occurs as my stepfather closes in. Just as he reaches me, I back out the door and sidestep his reach. In his inebriated state, he stumbles down the back steps and hits the dry, dead grass, stomach first. “Bitch!” he roars, clamoring to his feet. “Get your ass over here now.”

I pick up my duffel bag and judge the distance between me and the back fence. My stepfather is the obstacle blocking my way, but I have the advantage of being sober. No turning back now. I’ve embarrassed him, cursed him, and my life is going to be hell now if I don’t get out.

Swallowing the nausea that rises in my throat, I fake like I’m going to jump off one side of the porch, then run back the other direction. Unfortunately, when I leap off the opposite wooden corner, the rot gives way beneath my feet and I fall hard, the duffel bag landing beside me. The zipper must not have been closed all the way, because money scatters on the ground, tossing in the wind.

“Well, son of a bitch. You were out whoring,” my stepfather snarls above me. His fingers twist in my hair, yanking me off the ground without mercy, making my eyes tear. “That’s my money now, girl. I earned it putting up with you.”

He yanks my head back and my scalp screams from the agony. “No. No, you can’t. If I’m such a burden, let me take it and go.”

“Shut up.” His belt dangles, the leather creaking in his fist, and I know he’s preparing to use it. “Maybe you’ll finally prove useful.”

The very idea of making money and sharing it with my stepfather spurs me into action, my foot lifting and coming down on his instep with as much force as I can muster. Shouting in surprise and anger, he lets go of me, but manages to catch the tail of my shirt in his hand. I slide back in the grass and stumble, crawling as fast as I can to get out of his reach, determined to make it to the fence.

He pounces, digging his fingers so hard into my leg, I scream through clenched teeth—but I’m interrupted by a much louder sound, following by the thud and crunch of flesh connecting with bone. The clutching fingers around my leg disappear and I hear a familiar rumble, a noise that surely comes straight from the devil himself, it’s so harsh and full of rage.

I flip over onto my back to find Dash standing above my stepfather, looking like a man possessed. His teeth are bared, his chest looks ready to explode out of his shirt, heaving, heaving. His fists are shaking so violently at his sides, I worry they’ll shatter. “You lied to me, Babs?”

My nails dig into the ground, even as the sound of his voice makes my heart rejoice. Even as relief pounds in my temples. “Yes.”

Eyes full of murder and grief lift to mine. “I left you to this man? This place?”

After a small hesitation, I nod. “This is my stepfather’s house. My mother’s long gone.”

My words seem to set him off, his jaw ticking, a twitch beginning in his right eye. My stepfather rouses and attempts a sitting position, but Dash lands a right cross and knocks him clean out. The man who made my mother run away lands flat on his back again, arms out at his sides, the cash he took from me falling out of his hands. I’m almost scared when Dash steps over my stepfather’s prone figure and starts his slow, careful walk toward me. He’s even more menacing as he was this morning at the motel, which I thought was impossible to beat. When he stops above me and blocks out the sun, I tilt my head back and command myself not to react. Not to cry or beg him to hold me, even though I want to do both.

“Please explain,” he whispers, his voice shaking.

A cloud passes over the sun, draping the yard in twilight. I clear my throat, commanding myself to give him the truth. Only, when I open my mouth, it comes out in a high-pitched rush that makes my face boil. “I didn’t w-want you to keep me just because you pitied me. Just because you felt bad for me.” I inhale on a mortifying gust of shuddering sobs. “You said you didn’t want a crybaby and I-I wanted to be a partner, not someone you’re saddled with and—”

“No, Babs.” His face transforming with clear agony, Dash drops to his knees in the dirt, wrapping me in his arms and pulling me onto his lap. Squeezing. Rocking. “I thought I was doing right by you, baby. Oh God. You think I would have brought you back here if I’d known? I’d have died first.”

“Because you would have pitied me?”

“Because your pain is unacceptable to me.” He stresses each word through his teeth, shaking me. “I thought I was getting you away from the danger, not taking you right to it.” Disbelief crosses his handsome features. “I said I didn’t want a crybaby? Jesus, Babs, tell me that isn’t why you lied.”

“That was part of it,” I whisper. “I wanted you to look at me and see a partner. One half of a whole. I didn’t want sympathy—I wanted to earn my spot. And I didn’t want you to make your decisions about me…” I nod at the torn-up yard. “Based on this. Do you see?”

Dash is silent so long, I get anxious. Is he deciding whether or not to bring me with him again? Finally, he speaks, and I hold my breath. “If I could place that ad again, you know what I would write?” He doesn’t give me a chance to respond. “I would ask for a knockout redhead who sings like a damn angel from heaven. I’d ask for a loyal sweetheart of a girl with so much courage, determination, and kindness to offer, no one could ever hope to match it.” His arms tighten around me. “I wouldn’t take anything less than you, Babs. You’re the only answer. My answer. And I’m damn well taking you away from this place and never looking back.”

Bliss and relief sweep through me. I bury my face in his neck, wrapping my legs around his waist. “I want that. Please. I want that so much, Dash.”

“My girl gets what she wants from now on. End of story.” When I edge back, I expect to see affection in his eyes—and I do—but the emotion is rimmed with something dark. Tortured. “I’m going to need to know everything that happened to you at the hands of this bastard. And I’m going to need to know soon. But after watching you get slapped around twice in one day, baby, I just can’t handle more. I can’t.” He closes his eyes, his throat working. “So just answer me one question for now. You want him dead or alive?”

“Alive,” I say, automatically. “He’s not worth bringing trouble down on our heads, Dash. Let’s leave free and clear of this place. I never want to think about it again.”

That powerful jaw flexes. “You were a virgin when I took you. That’s the only thing saving his life.” His nostrils flare. “Even though I should end it for putting his damn hands on you. Hear me?”

“I hear you,” I murmur, stroking my fingers through his hair. “Thank you.”

With a kiss on the inside of my wrist, Dash nods and stands, setting me on my feet. In front of us, my stepfather rouses in the dirt, curse words slurring from his lips, his eyes already swelling shut from Dash’s punches. “You trust me, Babs?”

“Yes.”

Dash reaches down and pulls the half-smoked cigar from my stepfather’s front pocket. He shoves it between the man’s saliva-covered lips, then pulls a lighter from his own jeans, lighting the end of the cigar in my stepfather’s mouth. “Puff it, asshole, or I’ll ram it down your throat.”

Watching us both with hatred, the man does as he’s told, and soon smoke begins to trail from the lit tip. Dash takes the cigar back with one hand, leading me to the porch with the other.

“Is there anything left in the house you want? Anything at all?”

I shake my head. Keeping eye contact, looking me over like he wants to devour me soon as we get alone, Dash picks up the propane tank from the old barbeque. Letting go of my hand momentarily, he breaks my gaze long enough to flip on the nozzle, creating a rush of noise. He wedges the lit cigar under the hissing nozzle, tosses the heavy object into the house, then locks the door and pulls it shut. All the while, my stepfather sputters in the grass, trying to get up and failing in his beat-up, drunken state.

Dash leads me off the porch by the hand, inclining his head at my stepfather, his eyes glittering with that familiar malice, which I now find comforting. After all, it’s on my behalf. “You come looking for her, your house won’t be the last thing I set on fire and let burn.”

We’re driving down the block when the explosion happens.

Dash doesn’t flinch. He just reaches across the console and takes my hand, running his tongue along my knuckles.

“Where to, baby?”


Epilogue


DASH

One year later

It’s almost show time.

As usual, the lounge is packed wall to wall for Babette’s performance tonight. The New Orleans crowd adores her. If ninety percent of the audience is of the male variety, that’s just something I’ve learned to accept. It helps a shit ton that I’m the one who shares a bed with her upstairs in our one-bedroom apartment. That’s where she is right now, waiting for her cue to take the stage.

It took us almost ten months running cons up and down the East Coast before we got enough money together to buy this place. My girl flashed those green eyes up at me from a motel pillow one morning and told me her dream. To have a job singing in a respectable establishment. To have a place all our own so we could stop running, quit living life on the take.

So I goddamn well gave it to her.

We shed the past and everything connecting us to it, procured new identities, and set up shop in New Orleans. It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it.

I never figured myself for a nightclub owner, but hell if I’m not the happiest man alive. Who wouldn’t be, with a girl like Babette to share days and nights with? This place—The Crooning Redhead—might be her dream, but she’s mine. It comes true every time I wake up and hear her breathing.

Running a finger along the rim of my hat, I decide I’ve let the crowd cool their heels long enough and duck into the staircase leading up to our apartment. I lock the door behind me—all six deadbolts—which is another way I deal with men lusting after what’s mine. I make sure they can’t get anywhere near her, although, they think I’m protective for an entirely different…and more innocent…reason. But ten months of suffering through Babette singing for marks, enticing them, was enough to last me a lifetime, thank you very much. If they don’t show her respect in my club, they get tossed out on their ass and a lifetime ban.

Word spread very quickly that I don’t tolerate any bullshit when it comes to my girl, and thankfully, people have listened.

I unlock another series of locks on our apartment door, calm washing over me when I hear Babette’s gentle hum coming from the bedroom. I pause in the doorway, savoring the sight of her perched on the plush white stool, her beautiful face reflected in the mirror as she decides on which of her hundred perfumes to use. “Go with the pink bottle, baby,” I murmur, walking into the room. Slowly, I wind her red hair around my fist, until her head is tipped back and those green eyes are on me. “Dab a little bit on the insides of your thighs so Daddy knows what you smell like under your dress.”

“Yes. I will.” Her tits look incredible from this angle, and an act of God couldn’t keep me from delving the fingers of my free hand down the bodice of her powder-blue dress. Pinching her nipples slow and hard, rolling them between my knuckles. “D-do we have time?”

“Christ, I wish.” I’m growling now, humping the air with my stiff cock. “But I think we’re going to have a riot on our hands if we don’t get you down there soon. Those bastards are salivating to listen to you, to get a look at you.”

She arches her back, and both of those red-tipped, perky tits pop free of her neckline. Sweet Christ above. “Tell me what to think about when I’m singing.” A moan slips past her lips as I let go of her hair and massage both mounds, desperate for every inch of her flesh I can touch. “It always helps with the jealousy, doesn’t it?”

“Nothing helps.” The only time I’m not tense from jealousy is when I’m making her come. Knowing I’m the only one who’s ever had the honor. But soon as she’s done trembling, I go right back to hating every male on the planet. “When you’re up there tonight, think of me turning you around on this stool, resting your feet on my shoulders. Think of me kissing your pussy. Little kisses on the edge of your panties. Across the seam. Up and back, nice and light. Imagine me doing that until you’re screaming for my tongue. Until your panties are so sopping wet, they slap the floor and stick there when I take them off.”

“Dash.” Her thighs are restless now on the stool, her face flushed. “Now. Can we do that now? Please?”

“Later.”

Maybe I’m selfish, getting her worked up before a performance. But I know from experience that when her pussy is wet, she keeps her focus trained on me the entire time she sings. Like she’s hoping I’ll drag her off the stage and fuck her on a table for the audience. Having her eyes on me keeps me sane while other men are looking at her, coveting her. I need it.

Not to mention, when I make us wait to fuck, Babette damn near tears my clothes to shreds trying to get my cock inside her pussy when it’s time. God, my dick is rock hard just anticipating it. She goes wild, my little redhead.

“Let’s go, baby.” I tug her neckline back up over her tits, smoothing my hands over the material, before helping her stand. “Faster you finish, faster I can bring you home…” I reach between her legs and cup her pussy. “Faster we can get started on those kisses.”

She nods, eyes looking unfocused. “Sounds l-like a deal.”

So cute. So mine. My mouth kicks up at the edge as I turn, leading her from the apartment and down the stairs. When we walk in through the door behind the stage, I leave her at the edge of the red curtain. Double-checking to make sure we’re alone backstage, I pull Babette up against my body, dropping my mouth to hers. She melts, letting me hold her up as I punish her lips with hard slants of mine, possessive strokes of my tongue. My hands slide around to her ass, rocking her against my erection so she knows it’s there. Just as she starts to climb me with her thighs, I draw back. “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” she whispers, pressing fingers to her lips and swaying. “I think.”

I drop another quick kiss on her mouth and walk out on stage, picking up the microphone, forcing a smile onto my face even though these men have come to ogle my girl. “Gentlemen…and lady…” That earns an appreciative laugh from the crowd. “I present to you the crooning redhead herself.” Applause erupts. “Now remember, no flash photography. No catcalling.” My smile drops as I study the front row. “And keep your filthy hands off my little girl, are we clear?”

Well used to my nightly reminder, the crowd mumbles their agreement and Babette walks out onto the stage. Their annoyance is immediately forgotten at her appearance, howls going up, hands clapping…and if you listen carefully like I do, men groaning.

Counting the minutes until we can go upstairs, I hand the microphone to Babette with a wink and a platonic kiss on the cheek, which she returns sweetly. “Thanks, Daddy.”

THE END

cover.jpeg
JAILBAI |

Some things are worth selling your soul for.






