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    One


    Link


    


    “Why do you have a picture of the cowboy that attacked me?”


    At first I think I misunderstood her. At first, I think Rocky must have asked why I have a picture of the people that attacked Olivia—of the people that attacked me. But how could she know that? And then I realize she said “cowboy.”


    Time slows until it’s standing still. It must be because neither one of us is moving. We’re not speaking. We’re not breathing. My heart has even ceased beating. I’m frozen to the core as her words finally sink in.


    Why do you have a picture of the cowboy that attacked me?


    My limbs feel heavy, weighted with adrenaline as I reach for the photo. Her eyes move from the picture, still in her hand, to my face. They flick over my features quickly, searching for answers. I can only imagine what she sees.


    “Which one?” I croak. “Which one attacked you?”


    “Why do you have this?” she demands, her voice rising—not in volume, but in pitch, portraying her surprise and uncertainty. “How do you know him?”


    I clamp my jaw down tightly, my teeth aching from the force. I can feel the muscles in my cheeks throb. I don’t want to be associated with these men. I don’t want to be lumped into the same group. She thinks I’m friends with these people and just the idea makes me sick to my stomach. I’m physically ill over the thought.


    I drop my hand when she takes an unsure step back, not giving up the photo. Her gaze falls once again, staring down at the old, faded picture, and she shakes her head slowly as if in disbelief. I can see the suspicion—the distrust—suddenly brewing in her mind. Above everything else, I think this disturbs me most.


    “Those men,” I begin, my voice gruff with too many emotions. I have to clear my throat and start again. “Those men are the ones that killed Livie.”


    Rocky’s head snaps up. She stares at me, her lips parting in shock, before she peers down at the photo for the twentieth time.


    “Tell me which one attacked you,” I command. I need to know. I hope it’s Gregory Anthony. I hope Rocky will give me a reason to not care that he has a daughter and a pregnant wife. I’m praying she gives me the final push I need to end his life.


    She takes a hesitant step toward me. I watch silently as she turns the photo so I can see, and then points her index finger at the man on the end.


    Not Anthony.


    My jaw clenches, teeth grinding.


    Not Woods.


    But I knew that already.


    Not Morrison.


    I inhale a stuttered breath.


    Carter Bates.


    The only one I didn’t know until Morrison handed me the photograph. Even though he’s smiling and his arm is wrapped around his friend’s shoulder, there’s something about his eyes. A coldness. Almost emotionless. I don’t think anyone would notice it if they weren’t looking for it, but I see it.


    Maybe I just want to see it.


    “How do you have this?” Rocky asks, stirring me from my thoughts.


    “The guy I was just telling you about—the one I encouraged to kill himself—” My voice catches and I have to stop for a moment. It’s too much. It’s just too close to home.


    I lean into the couch and rub my forehead. The world is so big and somehow so small at the same time. What are the chances? I close my eyes as it really dawns on me. This man stabbed me in the back. He murdered my girlfriend. And then he tried to do it again. With another woman connected to me.


    Does he know? Does he know we’re connected? Does he know who I am like Morrison did?


    It’s too much. My thoughts are spinning out of control. I can’t focus. I can’t breathe.


    Too much.


    Too close.


    Too much.


    “Link?” I hear Rocky’s voice. I hear her say my name. “Are you okay?” But it’s distorted, garbled by the whooshing of roaring blood echoing in my eardrums. It’s like a gust of wind is scooping up her words and blowing them away. I can’t grasp them. I can’t hold onto them.


    I can’t hold on.


    How can one man be so evil? How can he continue to hurt people?


    He needs to be stopped. I need to stop him.


    I have to find him. I have to do it. I have to end this. I have to end his life before he can do it again.


    “Link.” Rocky says my name again as she crawls onto my lap. Her thighs hug mine and my hands instinctively curl around her waist drawing her closer. I clench her to me, her stomach pushed tightly against mine. I’m probably squeezing too hard, but she doesn’t complain.


    Her hands cup my cheeks and her lips brush my ear. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” She repeats over and over, her breath caressing my skin with each recurring word. It’s soothing. Reassuring. Calming.


    Addicting.


    I slowly release my grip on her waist, drawing my fingers up, under her shirt. Her skin, smooth and warm under my palms, brings me back to the now. “Do you realize how close you came?” I ask.


    She tries to pull back, but I cling to her, my fingers digging into her flesh. I need her close. I need to feel her pressed against me. I need to feel every breath she takes. I need to feel her heart racing against mine.


    I need to know she’s here. Safe.


    She’s not like Olivia.


    She won’t be like Olivia.


    Not as long as I keep her close. Keep her safe. Shield her better than I did Liv.


    “Are you sure it’s him?” Her voice is shaking. Her whole body begins to tremble. It pains me that she’s scared. But I need her to be aware. Knowledge is power. Fear is armor. If she uses both to her advantage she’ll be better protected against people like Bates.


    “I’m sure.”


    “I think I can find him,” she whispers. “I can get him alone.”


    I shake my head, burying my face in her hair. I inhale deeply, squeezing her tighter. “It’s too risky. Just tell me where to look and I’ll do the rest.”


    She’s quiet, pondering my words. I slide my fingers around to her stomach, still inside her shirt, and move up slowly until I’m just beneath her breasts.


    She turns her head, grazing her lips against my neck. My cock stirs beneath her. If ever I needed to lose myself it’s now. I lift my hands, guiding them inside her bra, and scrape my fingernails over her tightened nipples. She sucks in a breath, cooling my neck with the action. It’s all the encouragement I need.


    I wrench her t-shirt over her head and yank her bra down, revealing her perfect breasts. I lean in, wrapping my mouth around one nipple, biting down with just enough pressure to make her squirm.


    Her breath hisses between her lips and she claws at my head, forcing me closer. I’m aching for her. I want my cock glistening with her moisture as I thrust in and out of her. I want her now.


    “Can you do this?” I husk. “Can you let me inside?”

  


  


  


  
    Two


    Rocky


    


    The torment in his voice, full of aching hunger and desire, tightens every muscle below my waist. I want him so much it’s frightening.


    But can I let him inside?


    Inside my body.


    Inside my mind.


    I’ve already allowed him in one. I know I want him in the other. But I’m scared of where else he’ll invade. What other parts of myself I’ll open for him. Right now, despite my fear, I’m willing to let him take all of me. Even the pieces I haven’t used in years. It could be the heat of the moment. He has the ability to light me up like no other man has before. Or maybe it’s because I feel safe for the first time since high school. Or maybe it’s just him. His strength. His pain. His passion. His ferocity. His protectiveness.


    Maybe I actually want to give myself to him.


    “Yes,” I utter breathlessly.


    Link doesn’t waste a second. He scoops me up and lowers me onto the floor. His fingers clamp around the waist of my sleep shorts, his eyes locking on mine as he skims them down my legs and off me feet. My panties follow next, but he leaves my bra in place, under my breasts.


    My breathing accelerates as I watch him stand and free himself of his boxers. My eyes rake over his naked form, feasting on every sexy inch. I adore this man’s body. All the time spent in his gym shows in the sculpted muscles highlighting his frame.


    But I also appreciate the imperfections. The scars that mark his devastating past. They’re not just a part of who he is. Somehow they complete him. I can’t imagine him without them. And I can’t stop wondering which man from that picture did this to him.


    “I don’t fuck around,” he says, lowering himself over me. “There’s only been one woman, since Livie, that I haven’t used condoms with, and I’m checked regularly. Are you on the pill?”


    I’ve been on the pill ever since Garrett did what he did to me, just in case it were ever to happen again. I never want to take another morning after pill. I nod, feeling his thick shaft at my entrance.


    “Is this okay?” he asks, his voice low and husky.


    I nod again, not sure I can speak my consent.


    “I need to hear you say it, Rocky.”


    I wet my lips and clear my throat. And then one word leaves my lips. “Yes.”


    Link pushes inside slowly. I can feel him stretching and filling me as he continues to guide himself in. There’s a flash of discomfort—it’s been a very long time for me—and with it, comes a sense of unease. An anxiety that has my heart pounding and my mind spinning. There’s a roaring in my ears as visions of Garrett attack.


    I can’t do this.


    I try to stay in the moment. This moment. With Link.


    I try, but Garrett is taking over, consuming my thoughts. His hot breath on my skin. His scent in every gasp I inhale. His hands pinning me in place as he callously drove into me.


    I feel like I can’t breathe. My hands are trembling as I cover my face. Tears sting my eyes and I don’t want Link to see them. I don’t want him to see how fucked up I still am. How fucked up I will always be.


    Garrett’s taken everything from me. I’ll never be normal again.


    I can’t do this.


    I CAN’T DO THIS.


    Stay in the moment.


    Link. This is Link.


    He isn’t Garrett.


    He isn’t Garrett.


    “Hey,” Link murmurs.


    Link. Not Garret. Link.


    His voice is so soft I can barely hear it, though I feel it in the rumble of his chest, pressed against mine. He shifts, holding himself up with one hand as his other pries mine away from my face.


    I open my eyes and the tears spill over, traveling quickly toward my ears in a heated path.


    “I won’t hurt you,” he rasps. His thumb catches the tears, wiping them away. He doesn’t hide the concerned expression on his face. He allows me to see it. He’s been doing that a lot lately—letting me see him. And I wonder if he’s letting me inside, too.


    “I won’t hurt you,” he repeats.


    I wish that was enough. I wish I could take control over my emotions. I wish I could be free. Be in charge of my life.


    Link rolls to the side, easily bringing me with him. He settles his back on my painting tarp, never separating himself from me. He keeps us connected, rooting me to this moment—to him—as one.


    We’re a foot away from my easel and painting. He’s probably laying in paint, but he doesn’t seem to mind. His only concern right now is me, and he makes it clear in the way he looks at me, watches me, waits. One of my hands slides through a glob of red as I brace myself over him, but I barely notice it.


    “You’re in control,” he states firmly as he drops his hands to the floor, no longer touching me. “We’ll stop anytime you want.”


    I place my hands against his upturned palms, holding them in place, and slowly raise myself up. His eyes flutter with the sensation and I glide back down, coating his length with my arousal. His lips part as he releases a quiet moan and his fingers curl around mine. He doesn’t apply any pressure, making it clear I can pull away if I choose.


    I keep looking at him. Focusing on his eyes. On the pleasure on his face. On the muted noises purring in his throat. I push Garrett away and stay with him. With Link.


    Link.


    The way he reads me, giving me what I need—the fact he even understands what I need—makes my chest tighten with emotion. I could do it. I could fall for this man.


    My mind repels the thought. Every destructive instinct is telling me to push him away. Men like him don’t exist. His careful kindness must be a trap. A ruse to lure me in and lower my walls.


    And then there’s the part of me that still holds on to hope. The part buried deep within that believes there are good people out there. That part of me is growing louder, begging me to trust Link. Insisting he’s one of the good ones. I want to believe it. He’s told me his secrets. He’s dedicated his life to helping women. He’s helped me. He’s helping me now.


    I touch his face, my hand cupping his jaw. He just feels right. We feel right. And nothing has felt right in so, so long.


    I run my thumb over his rough chin, smearing a line of red. I pull my hand back, examining it. Link grins, lifting his own hand to see the paint smudged there as well.


    “Oops,” I say breathlessly.


    “Oops?” He cocks a brow, chuckling quietly. The sound causes a flurry of need to pulsate in my core. “Do I have paint on my face?”


    I bite my lip and nod unapologetically. Because he looks even more delicious in red splotches. Before he can reply, I begin moving once again, rocking against him and taking him deeper inside me. He sucks in a breath between his teeth, quickly forgetting about the paint marking his skin.


    His fingers flex, repeatedly fisting at his sides in a succession of short and long movements, like some form of Morse code only I can read.


    I pick his hands up, one at a time, and bring them to my chest. “It’s okay,” I say before he can ask. “I want you to touch me.”


    He hesitates for only a moment, and then his hands slide up, smoothing over my collar bones and onto my neck. I feel the damp trail his fingers make as he brings them back down, over my breasts, and onto my stomach. Painting me.


    He runs out quickly and swipes his palm over the tarp, feeling for more paint. The idea that I captured his likeness just hours ago, and now he’s using me as his canvas, intrigues me and excites me in a way I’ve never experienced before.


    I slide the palette off the table—along with several paint tubes—and begin to fill it with color. Red, blue, purple, orange, black, gold. I mimic the colors I used in his painting and place them beside him. He watches every move I make with rapt interest. I press my fingertips into the paint. It’s thick and sticky. Cool to the touch. My fingers dance across his heated skin, leaving trails of color and goose bumps in their wake.


    Link’s breaths quicken with each swirl of my hand. My hips match the rhythm, picking up pace. I place my hands flat on his chest as I move even faster, riding him harder.


    His gaze is fixated, watching himself disappear inside of me. His lips part on a moan. I echo the sound as I feel the euphoric pressure building inside of me.


    Link drags his finger through the blue and traces around my nipple, pinching gently. It’s cold against my sensitive flesh. The different sensations are agonizingly perfect. I sigh in pleasure, and he repeats the action, choosing a gold this time. He smiles, proud of himself when he elicits a whimper from me.


    “You’re quite the artist,” I breathe.


    “You’re a beautiful canvas,” he whispers, slipping his hand behind my neck and drawing me to him. I go easily, dispersing the paint across our chests.


    Link places a series of slow kisses behind my ear. I can’t believe how good he’s making me feel. I can’t believe I almost didn’t go through with this.


    “A work of art,” he adds. His hands hook around my hips and he begins matching each of my thrusts. He moves again, just one hand this time. He works it between our bodies, finding my clit, and strokes in unhurried circles. I cry out as my body tightens. I’m close. So close. I bite down on his shoulder, stifling another moan.


    I forgot how good this can be. I forgot there was a time I enjoyed sex.


    “Is this okay?” he rasps.


    I nod, unable to articulate. It’s more than okay.


    I raise up, taking over once again, just as my orgasm rips through me. My fingers dig into Link’s taut stomach and I call his name through gritted teeth and panted breath. He grabs hold of me, rolling us once more. We hit the easel, tipping it sideways. My painting crashes on top of us before falling to the side, but I don’t care. There’s very little I care about right now.


    He plunges into me faster, harder, setting off another flare of ecstasy that erupts throughout my body. I feel his cock pulse as he joins me in bliss, emptying inside of me.


    We’re both breathing heavy, gasping for air. He presses his head to mine and closes his eyes. I can feel the sweat on his skin, mixing with the paint. We’re a mess—completely dirty—and I love it.


    Link’s lips are so close to mine I can taste every exhale. His heart is pounding against my chest. And I feel good. So good.


    I’ve never wanted to kiss someone this badly before. But I force myself to hold back, respecting his wishes, even as hard as it is to resist.


    “Thank you for trusting me,” he utters.


    Before I have time to react, he presses a quick kiss to my lips and pulls away.

  


  


  


  
    Three


    Link


    


    I look down at Rocky, smeared in paint. The grin that spreads across my face is natural. Unforced and unexpected. She looks ridiculous and beautiful at the same time.


    I hold my hand out to her and she looks up at me, scrutinizing my face before her fingers finally curl around mine. “Shower?” I ask as I pull her to her feet.


    Her eyes trail over my face and down my chest. “Through my room.”


    I realize as I follow behind her that not only does she have one of the nicest asses I have ever seen, but also, this is the first time I’ve been in her room. I’m surprised by the simplicity. A bed with plain white sheets, a nightstand with a lamp, a dresser with one family photo, a vanity mirror in the corner with a scarf hanging from the edge. There are a few paintings on the walls, but they don’t look like her work. That’s it. Her bed isn’t covered in extra pillows. She doesn’t have shelves of knickknacks, or bowls of potpourri on every available surface. The room fits her.


    She keeps going, pushing the door to the bathroom open and flipping on the light. I lean against the frame, watching her bend over to start the shower. The water runs over her hand as she adjusts the temperature. My gaze follows the swirls of color running down her skin and falling in drops into the bathtub, and then directly back to her ass.


    I’ve found a lot of women attractive. Women who catch my eye, but not my attention. I can’t remember ever being attracted to a woman like this. Not since Livie.


    I can feel my cock thickening again, already standing at attention, just from the sight of Rocky. I’m not sure how to feel about it—about they way my body physically reacts to her.


    She rights herself and turns to face me. I step forward, taking her hand, and pull her into the tub with me. I guide her back until she’s directly under the spray, letting the water rinse away the paint.


    “Tell me about Carter Bates—the cowboy,” I say as I squeeze some of her shampoo into my hand and begin working it through her hair. It’s stiff with shades of red and blue in some parts—evidence of the time we just shared. And even though just saying Bates’ name pisses me off, I feel content in this moment with my hands tangled in her soapy hair.


    I haven’t felt contentment in years. Four years, to be exact. It doesn’t feel real. Or secure. Like I’m dreaming. Or if it’s not a dream, then it will definitely be taken away from me. Hell, it was almost taken away from me.


    I lose my train of thought as that awareness strikes. My throat feels like it’s closing up. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to feel comfortable with another woman. Ever.


    I never thought I could.


    It’s not the same as it was with Liv—nothing ever will be—but, Goddamn, it’s the closest I’ve ever come to it.


    And I can’t lose it again.


    “I met him at Sticks—that shitty, little western bar,” Rocky replies, answering my question about Bates. “And then I ran into him again at Bo’s the night he came after me.”


    I take a deep breath, attempting to calm myself. “Did anything happen the first night?”


    She sighs, blowing water droplets off her lips. My hands have stopped moving, resting in her sudsy dark tendrils. I start massaging her head and her eyes fall shut in appreciation.


    “That feels good.”


    I smile weakly, though she can’t see the gesture.


    “I took him to the bathroom,” she says, her eyes still closed tight. The smile falls away from my face. A flash of anger burns through my veins. I’m seething with just the thought of him touching her, not just for how close she came to being hurt, but also because she fucked around with the same man who murdered my girlfriend. And I can’t deny the sharp flare of jealousy, imagining her with another man.


    I feel sick to my stomach.


    “Did he do anything?” I ask roughly. “Did he hurt you?”


    Rocky’s eyes flutter open and she sighs again. I’m sure she doesn’t want to rehash details, but I need to know. I need as much information as I can get, whether I really want to hear it or not.


    “He went down on me in the bathroom and acted like any other guy I’ve left hanging when I walked away.” She pauses, contemplating something. “He was pissed, and he followed me outside, but he didn’t do anything. Not that time. But…”


    “What?” I urge. My body coils, tense in anticipation of her words. My hands fist in her hair.


    “He kept my panties,” she murmurs.


    I drop my hands. Some people—murderers, rapists—like to keep mementoes from their victims. Olivia was missing personal items. I never knew what happened to them, but it’s a good assumption that one of the men from that night kept them. Maybe Bates.


    “Pack a bag,” I say. “You’re coming back to my house.”


    She arches a brow. The desired effect is ruined by the bubbles sliding down her face. “I’m not staying at your house.”


    “Don’t be too proud to protect yourself. Until I take care of Bates, you could be a potential target. Whether you like it or not, I’m going to be your fucking shadow until he’s out of the picture.”

  


  


  


  
    Four


    Rocky


    


    I didn’t argue with Link. I packed a few days worth of clothing without any complaint. I don’t know why I gave in so easily, nor do I want to assess it too closely. I like him. I like being around him. And I like the way he makes me feel—both inside and out. And I know he’ll keep me safe. End of story.


    So now I’m standing in his living room, my hair still damp from the shower, and not sure what I’m supposed to do with myself.


    “Do you have anything to drink?” I ask.


    Link drops my bag on the couch and glances over his shoulder at me. “Like water?”


    “Or Tequila. Whiskey. Vodka. Or beer will work, too.”


    He stares at me, his expression flat. “It’s nine in the morning.”


    I stare back, just as expressionless. Waiting.


    “The strongest drink I have in the house is Red Bull,” he states. “How about breakfast?”


    “Breakfast,” I repeat. “I could eat, I guess.”


    Link grins, causing an immediate ache to form between my legs. I might be able to do the whole sobriety thing as long as I have him to keep me occupied. I wonder if I’m just trading in one sin for another.


    And I don’t really care.


    I trail behind him into the kitchen, hopping up onto the counter while he pulls a pan out of the cabinet. I like watching him, relaxed, moving about the kitchen. It’s a new side to him. One I didn’t know existed. He’s so different than the man seeking vengeance, or the man who does wickedly indecent things to my body, or the one who has made it his life’s goal to protect women.


    There are so many sides to this man. And I haven’t found one I don’t appreciate in some way.


    “What?” he asks, catching me staring.


    I shake my head, feeling my face grow warm. I don’t embarrass easily, but I’m unwilling to explain my thoughts. I’m not sure I should like Link as much as I do. That’s not what we’re doing here. We’re not dating. We’re fucking. He’s my boss. My self-defense instructor. He’s not my friend. Not my boyfriend. This fine line we’re walking is confusing. My head’s all messed up and that’s too personal to share.


    “Nothing. You’re just nice to look at.” I give him my seductive smile—the one I use to lure men into public bathrooms to get their knees dirty.


    Link’s hazel eyes narrow as they flick over my face. He moves between my legs and rests his hands on my thighs. For once, my body doesn’t tense. Instead, I find myself leaning forward, inclining toward him like he’s a made of metal and I’m a magnet. And that has me even more tangled in my twisted thoughts.


    “Why do you do that?” Link’s fingers pulse against my legs with the question.


    “Do what?” I ask, confused. We’re nose to nose in this position and it’s distracting. I’d like nothing more than to cover his mouth with mine and silence his questions. Talking is overrated.


    “Use your sensuality to deflect.” He states it so matter-of-factly that I’m caught off guard. I’m not used to people reading me so well. Or calling me on my shit. It’s surprising. And unnerving.


    I feel my scowl fall into place. “Did it ever occur to you that I might just be attracted to you?”


    He smirks, one brow rising almost smugly. “I know you’re attracted to me,” he says. “But that’s not what that was.”


    “How do you know? You don’t know me well enough to distinguish the differences in my smiles.”


    “I think I know you pretty well.” His hands slip between my legs under my skirt, sliding up my inner thighs. He sweeps his thumb over my mound, covered by only a pair of lacey panties. “I know your body,” he husks. He moves my panties to the side, grazing his finger over my clit.


    I swallow tightly and expel a shuddering breath. I blink slowly, wet my lips, and raise my hips to meet his hand.


    “I know the way you smell. The way you taste. The way you feel from the inside, wrapped around me, wet and warm.” His mouth moves against my neck, his tongue swirling over my flesh in the same way his finger moves against my pussy.


    “I know you biblically. I know that when you look at me with desire, you’re pupils dilate, concealing the chocolate brown of your eyes. The pulse in your throat visibly pounds against your skin. And your gorgeous chest rises quickly with every panted breath you take, pushing your tits tight against your shirt.”


    He moves his finger, slipping it inside of me, and I moan into his shoulder. I don’t doubt everything he’s saying is true. I feel myself reacting exactly the way he just described.


    He circles his finger one more time before pulling away and stepping back. His eyes move over my face, his gaze appreciative. But the loss of his touch is unwelcome.


    Why is he moving away from me when I want him closer?


    “Just like this,” he murmurs. “This isn’t the way you looked at me a few minutes ago.”


    I’m bewildered for several seconds. I stay perfectly still, trying to make sense of what just happened as I catch my breath.


    “It’s shitty when someone uses sex to get what they want,” he adds.


    I look pointedly to the tent he’s displaying in his jeans. “It’s not all that bad,” I utter.


    He crosses his arms over his chest and looks away, pressing his lips together to hide his smile, I think. He turns back to me, his stare probing, calculating.


    “Agreed,” he decides. He moves before I can make sense of his statement. His body slams into mine. He grips me under the knees, tugging me to the edge of the countertop. In this position, I’m snug against his erection. I wrap my legs around his waist, securing him to me.


    Link hauls my shirt over my head, letting it fall to the floor. My bra goes next and his tongue lashes at my nipple before he closes his lips around it, sucking. My stomach somersaults as yearning builds in my core. My panties dampen, sticking to me as I grind myself against him.


    I yank on his shirt and he pulls away just long enough to jerk it over his head. He goes right back in, directing his attention to my other breast. I’ll never get enough of this new feeling—this new craving he elicits in me.


    He presses into me, guiding me backward. I lie across his counter, the marble slab cold against my bare back. He shoves my skirt up around my waist. I’m already slipping my panties off and he watches, openly admiring my body.


    “Tell me what you want,” he demands. His eyes are locked on my pussy and I think the look alone could make me come. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”


    “Fuck me with your mouth.” He lowers his head and trails his tongue between my folds before I finish the sentence, as if he wanted this more than I did. If that’s possible.


    I push myself closer, greedily. He laps, then sucks. Nibbles, and probes. Every time I feel myself building, ready to fall off the edge, he changes it up again. It’s excruciating—almost painful—and pleasing at the same time.


    But by the fourth time he denies me my orgasm, I almost start crying. “Please, Link,” I beg, digging my nails into his head as I thrust my hips in search of relief.


    “Please what?” he breathes against me. “What do you want, Rocky?”


    “Fuck,” I pant. “I want to come. Make me come.”


    I prop myself on one elbow just in time to see him smile. And then he inserts two of his long, callused fingers inside of me. His lips wrap around my clit, his tongue kneading as he sucks. His mouth and his hand perform a perfect rhythm, and I explode.


    It might be the way he deprived me, delaying my relief, but ripple after ripple of pleasure pulsates through my body in prolonged waves of elation. And he doesn’t stop. He keeps going, setting off a whole new set of rapture until I’m shoving him away, unable to take one more blissful second.


    “Stop,” I groan, exhausted. I claw at his back, pulling him up my body. His mouth and chin are shimmering, wet with my arousal. I guide him closer, reaching between us, and unbuttoning his pants at the same time as I flick my tongue out, licking his jaw.


    His eyes lock onto mine as I sweep my tongue over his rough chin, moving closer to his lips. He doesn’t stop me. He holds himself over me, immobile. I reach inside his jeans, circling my hand around his hard cock. His breath hitches and he releases it on a moan. And I slide my tongue into his open mouth.


    Link bites down gently, holding me in place. We stay like this for a moment, me stroking his silky smooth shaft, him clamping down on my tongue, before he finally touches his lips to mine for one, quick second. He releases me, turning his head, his nose disappearing into my hair. One hand follows, his fingers tangling into my dark locks. He tugs softly and I go immediately, nestling myself closer.


    I place my heels on his ass, nudging him into me. He glides his cock through my wetness, a low growl vibrating in his throat, and he thrusts, filling me in one movement.

  


  


  


  
    Five


    Link


    


    I wake up to a warm body draped along my side. I smile as the foreign feeling of happiness radiates in my chest. I smooth the long dark hair off my arm, relishing the sensation as it brushes against my skin. I sweep it off of her bare shoulder and press a kiss to her neck, inhaling deeply.


    And then everything comes rushing back as Rocky’s scent fills my senses.


    Not Olivia’s.


    My happiness bursts like a broken dam. Not because Olivia isn’t here. But because as I realized it was Rocky’s body against me, I still felt satisfied. Because I didn’t feel the misery of Livie’s loss.


    Because all I can feel now is shame. My first instinct wasn’t to miss Liv. It was to enjoy Rocky.


    I roll onto my back and pinch my eyes shut. I crush my palms against my forehead. This wasn’t anticipated. This was never part of my plan.


    She’s just a girl. A girl with a similar past. A girl that reminds me of Liv. A girl I can lose myself in. A girl I can see myself with.


    A girl I could lose if I don’t protect her.


    I need to get back on track. Right myself.


    I slip out of bed, not bothering to dress, and move quietly through the house. I find the photo—my checklist, if you will—and place it on the counter. I stare down at it, memorizing Bates’ face. And then I envision a target on his forehead. Because he’s next. I need to get him out of the picture to ensure Rocky’s safety.


    I need to focus.


    Two down. Two to go.


    I’m almost there.


    I place my hands flat on the counter, close my eyes, and lower my head to my chest. Four years. I spent four years planning my revenge and seeking my vengeance. And in one night, my life’s goal was altered. I haven’t forgotten Liv. She’ll still have her justice. But right now, it doesn’t seem as important as it did just yesterday. Because retribution isn’t the sole purpose any longer. Now it’s prevention. Protection. It’s self-defense.


    I’m defending Rocky’s life. I’m defending myself against suffering another loss.


    I hear the soft shuffle of feet on the wooden floor, but I don’t move. Not yet. I need a few more moments to accept these changes.


    Rocky’s naked body presses against mine. Her hands circle around me, cupping the front of my bare thighs. My body automatically responds, awakening to her touch. She drags her lips down my back, kissing scar after scar. I still don’t move, now for different reasons. I don’t want her to stop. I want to stretch out this space in time as long as I can. These few seconds where I feel good.


    Her hand slides along my skin, slowly, until she’s grasping my cock. I feel her lips turn up in a smile against my back when she finds me rock-hard and ready for her.


    She pumps me, beating me off as her other hand squeezes my balls. My head falls back and I hiss, sucking air through my teeth. Everything she does feels so goddamn good. I’m going to blow my load already.


    I lean against her, backing her up until I have enough room to turn around. I grab her, spinning her so her back is now against my chest and I place my hand between her legs in the same way she did to me.


    Rocky gasps as I part her pussy and caress her swollen clit. I slide my middle finger down through her arousal. And just as she did when she found me ready for her, I smile, knowing we’re attuned to one another.


    I bend her over the counter, stretching her hands out to her sides. She watches me over her shoulder as I line myself up behind her. I meet her gaze, verifying this is okay. She bites down on her lip as if she isn’t sure. She closes her eyes in contemplation before nodding her head and giving the okay.


    I glide my head through her wetness several times, giving her time to change her mind about this position, before finally slipping into her entrance. This is the third time I’ve been inside her, but each time feels better than the last.


    I love being inside her.


    She rocks back into me and I thrust forward. My fingers lock onto her hips and we continue this way, meeting in the middle. I lean down and run my tongue up her neck, savoring the saltiness of her skin. She turns her head and nips my ear, and then my jaw, and then my chin. I want to seal my mouth to hers and suck her tongue into my mouth, but I hold back, dousing that desire. I’m not ready. Not yet. But every time she’s this close, the craving grows stronger. It’s becoming harder to deny and I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to fight it much longer.


    I duck my head, sinking my teeth into her neck, right over the pulse. It throbs against my tongue as I knead her flesh. Her fingers work around the back of my head, drawing me closer.


    Fuck. She’s so tight. So wet. She feels so good. Too good.


    Rocky’s body tightens, squeezing my length as she comes, and I follow right behind. She slumps onto the counter, panting hard. I lean against her back, now damp with sweat, trying to catch my breath as well.


    “Good morning,” I say.


    A burst of laughter leaves her lips and I revel in the melody. “It’s actually afternoon,” she corrects.


    I glance over at the clock. “Shit.” I reluctantly pull out of her warmth. “I’m supposed to meet Augie at the gym.”


    Her gaze moves over me with appreciation as she turns. She raises her arms over head, stretching. Her breasts rise, pushing out with the movement, and damn if I don’t want to take her against the counter again.


    “Go ahead. I’ll soak in the bath while you’re gone, if you don’t mind.”


    I’m slow to answer because I’m still staring at her tits, fighting against the urge to bury myself right back inside her. I shake my head. “No. Get dressed. You’re coming with me.” I point at my chest. “Shadow, remember?”


    Her lips pucker as if she’s not happy about it, but she doesn’t fight me. “Fine. But you owe me a bath.”


    She brushes past, heading for the bedroom. I watch the swing of her hips like a teenaged boy just noticing girls for the first time. “I’ll bathe you myself when we get back,” I call after her.

  


  


  


  
    Six


    Rocky


    


    I don’t know if it’s because our sex bubble burst once we had to put our clothes on and go outside, but Link hasn’t spoken a single word since we left his house. He lives just minutes from the gym, so it isn’t a long silence, but it’s a little uncomfortable. I guess I can’t complain. I’m the one who thought talking was overrated.


    I can’t stop stealing hidden glances at him. This man who has healed a piece of me that I was certain would be broken for the rest of my life.


    Sculpted cheeks and full pink lips. Thick eyebrows the same color as his hair. Dark stubble lining his cheeks, chin, and down onto his throat. I shiver unexpectedly, recalling how his shadowed face felt between my legs, on my breasts, and against my neck.


    I have the strongest desire to trail my hands over his face, to connect our hands, to kiss him. I press my fingers into my palms, my nails biting into my skin as I stifle the urge. I peer over at him again and wonder what exactly he wants from me. Because I’m beginning to want things from him.


    Link parks in his usual spot and cuts the ignition. The silence grows louder with the loss of the rumbling engine. He turns his body to face me, his leg resting on the seat, and I arch an inquisitive brow.


    His eyes move over my features as if he’s trying to memorize each one. His long fingers tap against his jeans in a muted rhythm. This is another new side to him. Hesitant and unsure. His reluctance makes my stomach flip with nerves.


    “I need to tell Augie some of what’s going on. I want an extra set of eyes on the place—and you.” He pauses and it’s clear he isn’t finished. I wait, watching him choose his next words. “But…he doesn’t know what I’ve been doing. He doesn’t know I’ve been…looking for the men that killed Liv, or that I’ve found them, or that I’ve been picking them off one at a time.”


    He gaze falls away and he sighs. I can see the guilt and shame eating at him as if it’s painted vividly across his forehead. I have no idea how or if I could ease it, but I want to, and that is both fascinating and confusing.


    “And I think we should talk to your brother, too,” he continues. “He should know what’s going on.”


    Now I sigh, echoing his previous frustration. I love my brother—probably more than I’ve ever loved anyone. He’s one of the greatest men I know. He would do anything for me. He’d be vigilant and protective if I explained the cowboy’s connection to Link. He’d do anything and everything he could to keep us all safe. That’s exactly why I don’t want to involve him in this.


    “I don’t want to tell Joe,” I say. “He’s been hovering enough as it is. And it’s still your plan to find this guy—to kill him?”


    Link nods tightly. His teeth are clenched, causing the muscles to pulsate in his cheeks.


    “Then it’s better if my brother doesn’t know more than he already does.”


    “Okay,” he agrees, but I pick up on the averse tone to his voice. He doesn’t have to agree with me. He doesn’t even have to like it. He just needs to respect my wishes.


    “Okay,” I repeat, pushing my door open and sliding out of the car.


    Link rounds his side quickly and places his hand on my waist, his fingers splayed across the bare skin between my jeans and shirt. He draws me into his firm chest, resting his chin on top of my head. I inhale deeply, filling my senses with his scent, and then I hear him do the same.


    “How would you feel about taking a few extra self-defense classes?” He doesn’t release me and his chin bumps my head with each word. I can feel my hair catching on his day’s worth of rough whiskers that I adore so much.


    I huff out a feigned groan of protest. “Extra classes?”


    “One-on-one,” he amends. “Just you and me.”


    I smile, trying to lift my head to look at him. He holds me tighter, not allowing me to pull away. “I think I could handle that.”


    He steps back then, grinning. “Good. We’ll start tomorrow.”


    “Why not tonight?”


    He pauses, his lips pressing into a straight line. “I’m going to check out the bars you’ve seen Bates in.” And then he takes my hand, entwining our fingers. I’m surprised by the gesture, rooted in place as he starts for the door.


    Link glances back at me when I don’t move, my eyes shifting from our joined hands to his face. He looks down as if just noticing what he’s done, and mimics my stunned silence.


    I feel his fingers flex between mine as if he isn’t sure whether to squeeze tighter or let go. It’s such a small act. I’m sure most people wouldn’t think much of it, but it’s personal. Intimate in a way that sex isn’t. We could both use sex as a tool—something to take our minds off of the memories weighing us down. Sex is a basic instinct. It feels good. It produces endorphins. And endorphins relieve pain. Physical. Emotional. It’s human nature. A primal need met. It’s fundamental. Essential.


    But handholding is a choice. A choice to be close. Familiar. Friendly. And so many more possibilities that I’m not ready to explore.


    I look up in time to meet his eyes, full of the same questions I’m sure are reflected in mine. Link offers me a small smile. He releases my hand as he opens the door, leaving all of the questions untouched.

  


  


  


  
    Seven


    Link


    


    My cell phone rings just as Rocky and I walk into the gym. I pull it from my pocket, fully expecting to send the call to voicemail. I stare at Byers’ name on the screen, my phone continuing to ring in my hand. A burst of adrenaline rockets through my limbs, causing them to feel heavy and shaky.


    The last time he called me changed my life.


    I finally press the button and raise the cell to my ear. “Hello?”


    “Linken, Detective Byers. I need you to come down to the station. There’s been a development in your case.”


    I can’t respond. Several beats go by before I agree to head over there. My mind’s stuck on one question.


    What does he know?


    


    ***


    


    I left Rocky at the gym under Augie’s watch. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him like I wanted, but I made it clear the cowboy could still be a threat.


    Now I’m making my way through the police station to meet with Byers. Over the past four years, I’ve come to like the older detective. He’s always been patient with my weekly phone calls, and he’s never given up on the case¸ though the few leads he’d had back then have since run cold.


    My stride falters just a few feet from his desk. I realize I haven’t called him since the day I came in for the lineup. I didn’t need to ask him if he’d found the men responsible for killing Liv when I had one in my sights and one locked in my basement.


    I fucked up. Again. I should have kept up on the calls.


    Byers spins in his chair, noticing me. He scoops up a file from his desk and nods his head toward the hallway. I follow, my eyes automatically fixing on the file tapping against his thigh with each step.


    He opens a door leading into a small room with a table and chairs. He takes a seat and gestures for me to do the same. And then he opens the file.


    “I have a possible lead on your case,” he says, his gaze directed at the papers in front of him. Copies of newspaper clippings. Articles about Olivia and me.


    The articles from Morrison’s house.


    On the outside I remain impassive, slipping my mask of indifference into place. On the inside I’m raging. I’m furious with myself. Pissed that I could be so fucking stupid.


    Why didn’t I take the box of articles?


    Why did I leave them there?


    I knew someone would find Morrison eventually. How could I walk out of that house and not bother to pick up the one thing tying him to Livie? Tying him to me.


    I grit my teeth, fighting against the anger begging to unleash itself. I want to slam my fists on the table. Go toe-to-toe with the brick wall. Break every fucking thing in this room.


    Byers is a smart man. If he hasn’t done it already, he’s going to find the connection between Morrison and Woods—the same way I did. And then, it’s only a matter of time before he finds the rest.


    And I won’t be able to make them pay for what they did.


    If they end up walking away free, that’s it. Rocky’s still in danger. And Liv never gets justice.


    I blink, coming out of my thoughts, and meet Byers’ gaze. I hold it, trying to prove I have nothing to hide. I have no clue what he sees—what his years of experience have taught him to look for. But he looks away first, sliding the file across the table until it’s directly in front of me. I rifle through the pages, looking at each one.


    “The body of Steve Morrison was found this morning. Does that name mean anything to you?”


    Does it mean anything to me? I almost laugh. My hands pause, gripping a sheet so tightly it crinkles between my fingers. That name means more to me than I can ever put into words. Hate. Loss. Death. Murder. Regret. Fear. Pain.


    “No, nothing,” I say. “Who is he?”


    Byers leans back into the chair and shakes his head. “As far as we know, a local computer programmer.”


    “I don’t understand,” I say returning my attention to the file. I’m fishing, trying to find out exactly how much he knows without coming right out and asking.


    “Morrison had these articles about you and Olivia.” He nods at the manila folder. “He had a box full of them sitting on the coffee table, just a few feet from his body.”


    I don’t know how to respond to his statement. Instead, I begin flipping through the stack of papers again as I try to determine what I would say if I didn’t already know this information.


    “You know,” Byers says conversationally, “you haven’t asked me why he had these articles. Or how he died.”


    I bite the inside of my cheek and meet his steady gaze. That’s what I would have asked if I didn’t already know this information.


    I don’t reply.


    Byers folds his hands behind his head, watching me. “Suicide. Single gunshot to the head. He didn’t leave a note. Just the box of these articles.”


    “And you think he might be one of the men from that night?” I ask, my voice carefully controlled.


    “That’s my suspicion.” He pulls a folded piece of paper from his pocket and sets it on top of the open file. I stare down at it, wondering why he kept this particular paper separate from the others. I almost don’t want to unfold it, but that’s exactly why I do.


    It’s a copy of Morrison’s driver’s license.


    “Do you recognize him?”


    If I say yes, this ruins everything. Four years of planning my revenge dies with one admission. If I say no and Byers puts it together on his own—which he will—I’ll never be able to finish.


    Unless I move quickly.


    I press my lips together and shake my head. “I’ve never seen him before.”

  


  


  


  
    Eight


    Rocky


    


    Link insisted I stay at his house while he goes to Sticks to look for the cowboy. It feels weird being in his house without him. I search his cupboards for any form of alcohol, but come up empty handed.


    I’m tempted to walk over to Bo’s and buy something to bring back, but that didn’t go so well the last time I tried it. A shiver skates down my back with the memory. I close my eyes and try to push away the shame I feel. I let a rapist and murderer go down on me. One of Link’s girlfriend’s rapists and murderers. One of Link’s attempted murderers.


    Being alone and sober leaves too much time to think.


    I don’t know how he can touch me knowing.


    How isn’t he repulsed by me?


    I’m disgusted with myself.


    Unable to sit with my thoughts any longer, I take Link’s laptop off the desk in the corner and do a search on Garrett Marshall. Twitter and Facebook options pop up immediately. Below those are a few local stories covering the “alleged rape.” And then beneath all of that are images of different Garrett Marshalls.


    One catches my eye immediately. He stares back at me with the same eyes I see in my nightmares. My stomach rolls and I swallow back bile. I snap the laptop closed and shove it away.


    I hear a car door close outside. I stand, moving toward the window just as someone knocks on the front door. I peer around the curtain. I don’t recognize the car or the blonde-haired woman standing on Link’s porch, so I don’t know if I should answer the door.


    The woman knocks again and I flip the lock, pulling the door open.


    Her dark-green eyes widen in surprise when she sees me, obviously expecting Link. Her brow crinkles in confusion. “Is Link home?” She tucks a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, the foot at the end of one of her long legs tapping impatiently.


    “No. He went out for a little bit.” I want to ask her who she is, but I don’t. It’s not my business. Though I’m sure my insides are turning an obnoxious shade of putrid green with the explosion of jealousy I’m trying really hard to ignore.


    She’s pretty. Very pretty. And the longer I have to stand here looking at her prettiness the more I’m starting to dislike her.


    The woman holds her hand out with a smile. I take it hesitantly and she pumps my arm twice in a solid handshake. “I’m Lea. Link and I are old friends.”


    “Rocky,” I say. “Link…” I trail off not knowing how to finish that sentence. What is Link to me? “Is my boss,” I finally finish.


    “You work at the gym?”


    I nod uncomfortably. “I’m his secretary.”


    She returns the nod. “Oh, good. He’s been complaining about needing secretarial help for as long as I’ve known him.”


    “Mm,” I agree.


    “So,” she says, placing her hand on the door. “Can you just tell him I stopped by?”


    I click my nails against the handle and nod. “I’ll let him know.”


    Headlights swim across the doorway, temporarily blinding me as Link’s car pulls to a stop in the driveway. Lea glances over her shoulder, a sexy smile spreading across her face as he steps out, his attention falling directly on her.


    I press my cheek into the wooden frame as Lea meets Link in the driveway. She leans in, wrapping her arms around his neck. She’s so tall she doesn’t need to balance on the tips of her toes to hug him like I do.


    His hands land on her lower back, just inches from her ass, and I push away from the door. I go back to Link’s room, grab a pair of pajamas from my bag, and duck inside the bathroom, locking the door behind me. I run a bath, making it as hot as I can stand.


    I don’t like this feeling. This melancholy, envious, anxiety descending over me like a polluted cloud. I don’t know how to stop it. But I really need it to go away.


    I pause with my shirt halfway over my head. No. I know exactly how to get rid of it.


    Once I wiggle my shirt back into place, I turn the water off, and put my bath on hold. It will be much more enjoyable with a glass of alcohol in my hand. I pass Link’s bedroom, the door now closed. My chest tightens and my stomach does another somersault. I can hear voices inside, verifying what I already assumed.


    I pick up my purse from the counter and keep walking. I need to get away from here now because I can feel my eyes burning. I’m about to cry and there’s no way in hell I want Link and Lea to see.


    Ugh. I roll my eyes. Even their names sound cute together.


    Alcohol.


    I need lots of alcohol.

  


  


  


  
    Nine


    Link


    


    Lea sits on the end of my bed, watching me as I lean against the wall. This isn’t something I was prepared to deal with. Not today. Fuck. Not ever. I don’t know how to deal with it.


    “The girl out there,” Lea murmurs, “she isn’t your secretary, is she?”


    A laugh puffs between my lips. “Yeah, she actually is…” I rub the back of my neck, knowing I should add something more to that sentence, but not sure what exactly.


    “Is she also your girlfriend?”


    I shake my head, but don’t answer right away. I can’t put Rocky into a category. It’s not that simple. There’s this whole gray area where she’s concerned. I’m bad for her. I know that. But I think she could be good for me.


    I clear my throat. “She’s not my girlfriend. I don’t know what we’re doing.” I suck in a long breath and release it slowly. “A part of me died with Olivia,” I rasp. “But sometimes it feels like Rocky’s breathing life back into me.”


    Lea arches her brows in surprise. “That’s pretty heavy, Link.”


    I nod in agreement. “I don’t know what she’s looking for and I’m probably not capable of giving it to her, but I need her. I’ll always be around if you need to talk, but you and I can’t—I can’t—”


    She holds her hand up, palm out, quieting me. “I know. I get it.”


    “I’m sorry,” I utter. And I am. I feel like I’m abandoning her. She deserves better. More.


    “You shouldn’t be. This is good. I’m happy for you.” She smiles softly. “She’s one hell of a lucky girl.”


    


    ***


    


    I walk Lea out. She turns, embracing me in a firm hug. It feels like goodbye. A part of me doesn’t want to give her up. She’s been a constant form of support in my life these past few years when I needed it most. My go-to when I needed someone. My friend.


    “Take care of yourself,” she whispers.


    “You too.” I kiss the top of her head and release her. She turns away without another word and I watch her walk to her car. I keep watching until she’s drives away, and then I go back inside to Rocky.


    The bathroom door is ajar and I tap my knuckles against it lightly. She doesn’t respond and I don’t know if I should leave her alone or go in. I hesitate, weighing my options. The thought of her just a few feet away, laying naked in my bathtub is too tempting. I did promise to bathe her.


    I push the door open, surprised to find an empty room. The bath is full, but doesn’t look like it’s been used. I pivot on my heel and move to the next door, checking the bedroom. And then the living room and kitchen. I bound down the stairs to the basement and come up empty once again.


    Dread fills my chest. I take the steps two at a time. “Rocky?” I yank the backdoor open and check the yard. “FUCK.”


    Fuck.


    FUCK.


    What the hell is she doing, leaving by herself at night? What the fuck is she thinking? I grab my phone to call her and realize I don’t even have her number. Why wouldn’t I get her number? As my employee alone, I should have her number, but especially since…


    I yank the keys from my pocket and slam the door behind me. My hands are shaking—I can’t tell if it’s from anger or worry. Both are battling in my head while visions of Livie flash through my mind. Things I know happened but never witnessed—Bates defiling her, and then shoving a knife through her chest.


    And then it’s Rocky’s face I see in my mind’s eye. Her eyes fading of life.


    My heart is pounding as I back out of the driveway. The tires squeal as I throw the gear into drive and take off down the road.


    I pull into Bo’s and don’t bother to cut the engine. With the way I feel right now, if she’s in there, she won’t be for long. I shove the door open and let my gaze shift over each face. And then I head straight for the bathrooms.


    It’s no longer concern plaguing me. It’s fear. Fear that she’ll be in there. Fear that she won’t be. Fear of what I’ll do to whatever asshole she dragged in there.


    I knock the door open with so much force it slams into the wall and sticks there. The room’s empty, but I feel no sense of relief.


    My fist slams into the wall with a sickening crack. I feel the bones in my hand shift with the blow, but I relish the pain. It’s like a jolt, helping to focus my twisting thoughts. As I make my way back to my car, I make a list of possible places she might be.


    It’s too late for her to be at the gym.


    Maybe she’s with her brother. But he wouldn’t have had time to come pick her up.


    And then it occurs to me where she went. The same place I would have gone.


    Home.


    I pull out of the parking lot and head straight for her apartment. I crush the steering wheel in my grasp, causing my hand to throb. Now that I’m fairly certain where she’s at, my anger is beginning to boil over.

  


  


  


  
    Ten


    Rocky


    


    There’s only about three sips left in the bottom of my bottle and that’s just depressing.


    I need to numb myself.


    I miss the old me. The me I was before Link. The me who didn’t give a shit about anything. The lifeless me who felt nothing. Who just existed, waiting for her time to end.


    I laugh at myself because I know I’m lying. That bitch felt everything—she just didn’t know what to do with it. All she could do was try to hide. Terrified of everyone and everything. Too scared to kill herself, but too frightened to live.


    I really don’t miss her at all.


    When you can no longer lie to yourself, it’s a pretty safe assumption you’ve hit rock bottom. And damn is it lonely down here.


    And dirty. I seriously need to mop my floor.


    I brace myself on the cabinet door and push to my feet. I sway a little as the alcohol hits me. That makes me smile, but it feels strange on my face. I set my bottle on the countertop, and pull the bucket out from under the sink, filling it with hot water and floor cleaner.


    It might be too late to clean up my life, but I can at least clean my floor.


    The mop hits the floor, slopping water everywhere as someone bangs on my door. I don’t need to look to know it’s Link. His knock of authority is recognizable even in my drunken state.


    I let the mop handle fall, clapping against the tile, and answer the door. Link’s eyes narrow as they meet mine. I can see the fury rolling off him. He’s visibly seething and the first thought that comes to mind is how incredibly sexy anger looks on him. My second thought involves him getting the fuck out of my doorway and going back to Lea. My third thought regards dragging him inside by his shirt collar and licking certain sweet spots on his body.


    My fourth thought is that I’m way too drunk to think properly, and not nearly drunk enough to deal with him. I leave him standing there and walk back to my kitchen, to my mop, and more importantly, to the last few swigs in my bottle.


    Link follows, swinging the door shut behind him. It slams loudly, making me jump. I shoot him a look as I tip the bottle to my lips, swallowing the last few drops.


    “You left,” he states through gritted teeth. “By yourself. At night.”


    I raise a brow, but choose not to reply. That’s exactly what I did. I can’t argue. And he hasn’t asked me why.


    “Bates is out there somewhere—possibly still gunning for you—and you just walk home. What the hell were you thinking?”


    I start mopping my floor aggressively. “I was thinking,” I hiss, “that you wanted privacy.”


    “It wasn’t like that,” he says, his voice softening.


    “You’re allowed to fuck whoever you want, but it’s just common courtesy to make sure the last woman you slept with isn’t still in your house when the next one comes around.” I dunk the mop in the bucket again, not bothering to ring it out. I’m shaking with anger, and jealousy, and more anger because I don’t want to be jealous.


    “I didn’t fuck Lea,” Link says. He sighs and shakes his head. “I did—I have, but I didn’t tonight.” He steps into my personal space, taking the mop from my hand and leaning it against the counter.


    “She and I had an arrangement, but I ended that tonight. Because the only woman I can even think about fucking is you.”


    Hearing the word fuck roll off his tongue has a direct effect on my girly parts. I meet his heated gaze. “You should think less and do more.”


    His solid chest pushes into me, wedging me between his body and the sink. “You’ve been drinking.”


    It’s not a question, but I nod as I grasp the sides of his shirt, attempting to pull him even closer.


    His expression is almost pained as he takes a step back. “Come back to my house. I owe you a bath.”


    


    ***


    


    I fully expected Link to join me when he mentioned the bath, but he refused. He stripped me of my clothing, his fingertips creating goose bumps as they caressed my bare skin. He took my hand and watched me submerge my body in the water. And then he sat on the closed toilet, his elbows on his knees, and watched me.


    Now he’s kneeling on the floor, running his fingers through my hair, making sure he didn’t miss any bubbles. Sometimes I wonder if that’s the draw for him. My hair. Is he attracted to me because my hair looks so similar to his dead girlfriend’s? I try not to let that bother me—she died—but I can’t ignore the unease I feel.


    Link pushes my hair over my shoulder, his hand skimming down my spine. He soaps a washcloth and drags it across my back, down my arms, across my chest, and over my breasts. He pays extra attention there, kneading my skin gently before he lowers the rag, moving down my stomach. His hand disappears under the water, his lips lifting into a grin as he washes between my legs.


    He releases the washcloth, letting it float away. His fingers splay against me, spreading me open. One finger brushes against my clit in a circular motion. I lean back, widening my legs for him. He hums something inaudible, the sound full of approval.


    I close my hand over his, my fingers tracing every bend of his fingers. Every callus, every scrape, every imperfection that feels so good when it touches me.


    He applies more pressure, moving a little faster, and I arch into our hands. He knows how to play my body and I can’t get enough. I love his mouth—his lips, his tongue, his teeth. I love his hands—every single finger, every fingertip, every touch. I love his cock—each and every silky inch. I love how he uses them. How he brings me pleasure with them.


    The water splashes over the side of the tub as I thrust against his hand. His clothes are soaked, but he doesn’t appear to mind. His eyes flick over my face, watching my enjoyment, and I come hard, moaning his name.


    I look at him, at his profile I’m slowly memorizing and the smile I’ve quickly come to worship. And I can’t help thinking if someone makes me feel this good, maybe he’s supposed to be in my life. Maybe I need him there. Maybe I want him to stay.

  


  


  


  
    Eleven


    Link


    


    Rocky lies on the couch, her knees tucked to her chest, watching me as I sit at the opposite end with some paperwork from the gym. I’m paying little attention to my work, stealing glances at her just to verify she’s still here. Her hair hangs off the edge of the cushion, falling in damp curls. Her hands are tucked under her cheek and her dark eyes follow my movements. She doesn’t say a word, content in the silence.


    I toss the file onto the coffee table and grab my laptop. The images on my screen surprise me when I open it. I read over the suggested links, my eyes trailing over the pictures before I go back to the name in the search bar. I look over at Rocky. My gaze meets hers and she must read my expression because she lifts her head inquisitively.


    I turn the laptop so she can see what I see.


    She adverts her eyes immediately. “When you were out searching for your guy, I was here, searching for mine.”


    She rests her head back on her hands and closes her eyes, ending the discussion before I have the chance to question her. I return to the screen and click a link, pulling up an article about the assault. It’s vague, no substantial details, but it’s enough to make me sick to my stomach. She was a year younger than Liv. Only eighteen. Not even out of high school.


    Clicking on another site, I pull up a profile for Garrett Marshall on a dating site. I’m not sure if this is the right guy, so I open another link, and another, trying to use a process of elimination. It would be easier to ask Rocky, but I don’t even consider it. I keep going with obsessive determination.


    I’m able to exclude a couple on age alone, and then another based on his hometown. That leaves me with two Garrett Marshalls, and one happens to have a local restaurant listed as his current employment.


    I fucking love the internet.


    After exiting out of everything, I grab my phone and keys, and slide the blanket off the back of the couch. I drape it over Rocky and head for the door.


    “Where are you going?” she calls quietly.


    I pause, my hand on the doorknob and my back to her. I press my forehead into the wood. Shit.


    “Link?” I hear the rustle of the blanket and creak of the couch. I know she’s coming over to me. I know I need to tell her something. And I also know if I don’t take her with me there’s a damn good chance she’ll take off again.


    I shut the door and lock it before facing her. “Nowhere.”


    She cocks her head to the side, arching one dark brow, unconvinced.


    I sigh. It’s been a long-ass time since I’ve had to answer to anyone. Even longer since someone has called me out with nothing more than a look. It’s crazy how you can miss something so minor. Even crazier how you don’t notice you miss it until it’s in front of your face.


    “I was going to Gillian’s,” I say honestly. “To find Garrett.”


    “What? Why?”


    “You know why.”


    “How do you know he’ll be at Gillian’s?” She bites down on her lip, the skin turning white from the pressure.


    “I don’t.”


    Rocky glances back at my laptop, sitting closed on the table. “But how did you know to look there? What’d you find?” She walks over to the couch, perching on the edge, and slides the computer towards her. I take a seat beside her and when she pulls the search back up, I direct her to the link. I watch her reaction as his profile picture fills the screen.


    Her eyes narrow, then close. She inhales a shaky breath, and when she opens her eyes again, they shine with unshed tears. Her fingers shake as she scrolls down the page, reading Garrett’s bio.


    “Is it him?” I ask, my voice low, slow.


    She nods and snaps the lid closed. “What were you going to do?”


    I don’t answer her because we both know what I was going to do. I would have talked to him, and if he was the right guy, I would have done what needs to be done.


    “He’s gotten fat,” she whispers. “He used to be built. Strong. Playing football kept him in shape.” Her voice fades, her fingers pressing against her lips. “He used to be popular—he had a lot of friends, girlfriends. Now he works in a small, twenty-four hour restaurant and needs dating sites to find women.”


    She keeps working through her thoughts. I wrap my arm around her waist and tuck her into my side, quietly offering her support. I don’t know what else to do—other than murder that fucker, but that’s obviously not happening tonight.


    “I’ve spent so much time, terrified of a person that doesn’t even exist anymore. That isn’t the image inside my head—the monster in my dreams. I was so scared he’d come back for me and hurt me all over again. I was angry because I assumed he had a good life. Lots of friends. Maybe a family. But he’s as pathetic as I am.”


    “You’re not pathetic,” I say instantly, irritation clear in my tone. That is one of the things I hate most. Watching the women come in for the self-defense classes and seeing the way some of them have no self-esteem left. Part of my job is helping them rebuild it.


    “Stand up,” I demand. I grab her hands and haul her to her feet. I pull her to the middle of the living room and cup her cheeks. “You’re not pathetic,” I say again. I straighten and wiggle my fingers at her.


    “Come on.”


    Her brows draw together, confused. “What?”


    “Hit me,” I explain. “Hit all the points. Do you remember them?”


    “I remember, but I’m not going to hit you.”


    “Yes you are and here’s why…” I catch her gaze and hold it. “If Garrett or Bates or any other guy comes after you, you’re going to kick their fucking ass. You’re going to know exactly where to hit. How hard to hit. What position works best. You’re going to know how to kill them. You’re going to prove to them, and yourself, that you are not pathetic. You’re going to show them how pitiful they are.” I tip my head from side to side, stretching my neck, and clap my hands once. “Now hit me.”


    Rocky shakes her head and rolls her eyes simultaneously, but she’s smiling. She places her hands on her hips, scrutinizing me critically. I stay perfectly still, letting her decide where she wants to land her blow. She steps forward, her hands curling into fists. She closes the space between us, bringing us chest to chest, and then she presses her lips to mine.

  


  


  


  
    Twelve


    Rocky


    


    Link doesn’t move when I kiss him. He doesn’t accept it, he doesn’t stop it. Nothing. I don’t understand why I can’t control myself with him—why I keep pushing him this way. We were caught up in the heat of the moment the other times. It was understandable. But now, I have no excuse.


    Feeling stupid and reckless, I take a step back. Link’s hands latch onto my neck, preventing me from moving any further away. He presses his forehead to mine, his breathing accelerated.


    “I’m sorry,” I stammer.


    He shakes his head against mine. “I want to kiss you. I want the taste of your lips branded on my tongue. I’m just not ready yet.”


    Yet.


    Yet implies there will be a time, it’s just not right now.


    And I can live with that.


    


    ***


    


    I awake to buzzing. A low, annoying, and consistent buzzing. Link shifts beside me and slaps at his nightstand.


    “Yeah?” he croaks into his cell.


    “What?”


    “How’d you get this number?”


    “No comment,” he hisses before slamming his phone down. He sits up, dropping his feet to the floor.


    “You okay?” I ask. I reach for him, but stop just short of touching him. My eyes trail over his back, counting his scars.


    “Fucking reporter.” He runs his hands over his head. “Fuck.”


    I sit up and move over to his side of the bed. I press against his back and kiss his neck. His skin is warm, inviting, and I snuggle closer.


    I feel his back move as he inhales deeply and exhales slowly. “I like the way your naked body feels against mine.” He peers over his shoulder at me. “Let’s stay like this all day. No clothing allowed.”


    “I thought you wanted to work on self-defense?” I remind him as I trail more kisses onto his shoulder.


    “We don’t need clothes for that.” He turns, crawling over top of me. I hook my legs around his waist, pulling him closer, and run my thumb over his jaw. I’d be perfectly happy letting him ravage me if it wasn’t for the sadness so evident in his eyes.


    “Who was on the phone?” I whisper.


    He hesitates, drawing his nose up the side of my neck. His elbows bend, bringing him closer, and he buries his face in my hair. “It must have gotten out about Morrison having the articles about Liv and me when he killed himself. It was a reporter wanting a statement from me. It just makes everything so much more difficult.”


    I don’t expect him to offer more, but he continues, his voice a low murmur. “Losing Olivia gutted me. She meant more to me than anything or anyone else in the world. But to these reporters, she’s just a cold case. Just a name on a page. A pretty face and tragic story that sells.”


    I can’t stand the agony in his voice. I clutch him to me, trying to convey how sorry I am for his loss with the pressure of my hands.


    “I’m tired of just existing, Rocky. I want to live again. I do. But I don’t know how to do it without her.”


    “You keep existing until you make a life for yourself. You loved her—you still love her—but you’re more than just the boyfriend who survived. If you let me, I’ll help you figure it out. And maybe you can help me too. There has to be more for me than alcohol and bar bathrooms.”


    He raises his head, staring down at me. “I like you. A lot. But I’m not your happily-ever-after. I need you to know that. Even if that were something I might wish I could be for you, I don’t think I’m capable.”


    I shake my head, smiling sadly. “People like us don’t get a happy ending. We just get an ending. But we can make the most out of the time we have. You make me feel good and that’s enough for me.”


    What I don’t tell him—what I can’t say—is I think I could fall in love with him. If ever there was a man that could steal my heart, it’s him. The fact that I’ll never be that for him stings more than I thought it could.


    He guides himself inside of me, fitting us together perfectly. If I could freeze time, I’d stay in this moment. Even amongst the unknown, the sorrow, and the pain, this is where I want to be. With Link. Always.

  


  


  


  
    Thirteen


    Link


    


    Minus the call from the reporter, yesterday was pretty good. Rocky and I stayed in bed all day. The more time I spend with her, the more time I want. Every moment I’m happy with her weighs on my shoulders.


    I don’t want to let Livie go. How do I say goodbye to the woman I’ve loved for so long?


    But I’m not ready to let go of Rocky.


    And above all else, Bates is still out there.


    These thoughts chased each other through my head from the moment I woke up until we got to the gym. I pick up the clipboard and glance through my clients for the day, trying to focus on something else, if only for a little while.


    Rocky takes a seat behind the desk and I tug her ponytail, tipping her head back to skim a kiss across her forehead. “I’m going to be here all day,” I remind her.


    “And then you’re ditching me while you hit the bar.”


    I don’t respond to that. I’m not comfortable leaving her alone while I sit at the bar waiting for Bates to show up, but there’s no way I’m bringing her with me.


    She starts clicking away at the computer and I go out to meet my first client. I stop by the counter to grab a couple of towels and notice today’s newspaper sitting open. A younger version of my face looks back at me. Next to my photo is Livie’s high school graduation picture. I read the headline twice before picking the paper up.


    I fold it in half and toss it into the trashcan. I glance around the room, wondering who brought this in and who would leave it out like this. The door opens and Lea rushes inside, holding her coat close to her chin. In all of the time I’ve known her, she’s never come into the gym. No once.


    “I need to talk to you,” she says breathlessly, grasping my arm. “In private.”


    Her hand is cold against my skin. She shivers uncontrollably as I guide her to the office in the back. Rocky looks up from her work as we walk through the door. Her eyes zeroing in on Lea’s hand, gripping me tightly.


    “What’s going on?” I ask Lea.


    She swallows with difficulty and drops her hand, finally releasing me. “There was a man waiting for me when I was leaving for work this morning,” she begins. Her gaze bounces around the room.


    “What man? Who?”


    “He said you’d know,” she utters, turning to Rocky. “He was leaning against my car, waiting for me. He told me to tell Link’s new woman that he misses his sweet cowgirl. He took a knife out of the side of his boot and touched the tip of his hat with it, like a salute, and then walked away.” She turns back to me, her eyes wide. “What have you gotten me involved in, Link?”


    “His hat,” Rocky chokes. Her face is pale, her knee bouncing frantically. “Was it a cowboy hat?”


    Lea nods in confirmation.


    “The cowboy.”


    I try to contain my rage, but I feel like a volcano ready to explode. I’m not just going to kill Bates, I’m going to fucking rip him apart.


    “Did he touch you? Threaten you in any way?” I ask Lea.


    She shakes her head. “No. He just scared me.”


    “What did the knife look like?” I already know, but I want her to verify it.


    Lea holds her hands about a foot apart. I notice they’re trembling. “It was about this long. Sharp. And the end pointed upward.”


    “Like a flaying knife?”


    “Could have been.” And then I watch understanding settle over her features. “It’s him? The man that stabbed you? That killed—”


    “Yes,” I say cutting her off. “Do you have someplace to lay low? You can come stay with me, but I think at this point you’re both safer somewhere else.”


    I place my hand on the wall for support. He knows about Lea. He knows about Rocky. He must be watching me.


    My ears fill with the sound of rushing water. My head feels light. He’s been fucking watching me. How long? How long has he been this close? How long have I been oblivious?


    I yank the door open, slamming it into the wall, and go straight for the trashcan. I take the newspaper out and tuck it under my arm, then head for the door. I might not know where to find Bates, but I know one person who most likely does.


    I finally have my reason to take Gregory Anthony down. Family or not—he’s giving Bates up or he’s not living to see the birth of his child. This ends today.

  


  


  


  
    Book five in the Dirty series, Staying Dirty, coming soon.
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