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    One


    Link


    


    Olivia takes my arm, clenching it to her side for warmth. Nose red and cheeks circles of pink—I’ve never seen her look more beautiful. My beanie hugs her head, keeping the wet snow from soaking her dark hair. She shivers, her teeth clicking together quietly. A puff of foggy air bursts from between her lips as she laughs.


    “It’s freezing,” she pants. “Why are we doing this again?”


    I stop walking, sliding my cold hands into her coat and around her waist as I spin her to face me. “I thought you wanted pancakes?”


    A tremble rocks her body when I slip my fingers under the hem of her shirt. She gasps and smacks my chest. “Damn it, Link,” she hisses. “You’re hands are like ice.”


    I grin at her and she caves instantly, her mild irritation dissipating. The girl’s crazy for my smile and I take full advantage of it. “I’ll warm you up,” I murmur. I tug her against me, her body pressing into mine. Thighs to thighs. Hips to hips. Chest to chest. Even with the bulky coat and scarf, she’s still the sexiest woman in the world. I’m so in love with her, and I show her with my mouth, my teeth, my tongue, as I kiss her deep and long.


    She moans into my mouth before pulling back, her fingers splayed across my now heated cheeks. “God, I love you,” she says.


    I smile, taking her hand and entwining our fingers. “You want to skip pancakes?” I ask hopefully. I want to take her back to the dorms and show her more love. The kind where I get to peel away the layers covering the gorgeous body she’s hiding underneath.


    “I need fed, baby, I’m sorry. I’ll eat quickly, I promise.” She holds up her index finger and carefully crosses her heart before pressing it to my lips. I wrap my hand around hers and nibble her fingertip. She squeals, but doesn’t try to pull away, so I open my mouth and suck her whole finger inside, caressing it with my tongue.


    “Mm, your mouth is so warm. I want to crawl inside.”


    My eyebrow pops up and I slowly slip her slender finger from between my lips. “You’re welcome inside my mouth anytime, Olivia. All you need to do is ask.” Just thinking about it has me forgetting the cold and twitching against my jeans. “Damn baby,” I rasp, “that’s my favorite place for you to be.”


    “Food first,” she says, her voice low and breathy now.


    I throw my head back and groan. “You’re killing me. You got your phone? I’ll call an order in and we can eat in bed.”


    “I didn’t bring it. Use yours.”


    I groan again. “Mine’s dead.”


    “You need a car charger.”


    “I need a warm bed and an even warmer body.” I lift my brows as I add, “Sandwiched between the two.”


    She laughs and pulls me forward. “We’d be in a nice warm bed by now if you hadn’t insisted on the movie,” she reminds me.


    “Bruce Willis, Liv. You don’t pass up a Bruce Willis movie. Ever. It’s sacrilegious.”


    She makes a face at me, crinkling her nose and crossing her eyes. I press my lips together to keep from laughing. God, this girl. This girl is amazing. And she’s mine. And I’m the luckiest son of a bitch to ever walk this planet.


    I’ll always be grateful to my asshole brother for making me late my first day of high school. If I hadn’t been running down that exact hall at that exact moment, I never would have met her. And Mr. Haydon, my new principal, if he hadn’t forgotten his lunch, his only daughter wouldn’t have been walking out of his office after dropping it off to him on her way to her own school.


    It wasn’t until I slammed into her, shoving her into the lockers, that I even noticed her. But when I did, damn, I was hooked. It didn’t take much to finagle a name and number from her. It was the smile, she’d told me.


    She’s always been crazy for the smile.


    “Just remember, I get to pick the next one.” She smirks at me, her lips curving wickedly. “And, oh, yes, it will be a romantic comedy. Or,” she adds, “just a plain old chick-flick full of anguish and heartache.”


    I shrug indifferently. “As long as there’s nudity.” Really I don’t give a shit what we watch as long as she’s sitting beside me, and she knows it. Hell, I’ve sat through three-hour independent, foreign films for her. I may have fallen asleep once or twice, but I was there.


    She scoffs. “No. No nudity. Just good old wholesome angst.”


    I pout my lower lip out and blink my eyelashes sadly. She sighs. “Fine, I’ll try to find a chick-flick with some side boob.”


    “I love side boob,” I announce, my voice echoing off the surrounding buildings. Olivia hushes me, looking around the empty street. I shake my head at her. It’s one in the morning on a Wednesday and we’re too far from campus. The streets are damn near abandoned, less for the twenty-four hour diner a block up. I can just make out the neon lights from here.


    “There’s nobody around,” I say before continuing on with all the reasons I appreciate side boob, which is plentiful.


    Four guys come around the corner and Liv shoots me a look as if to say, “I told you so.” I wink at her and nod at the group as they pass by.


    It doesn’t register that I’ve been hit until I’m lying flat on my stomach, my chin bouncing against the cement sidewalk. I hear Liv scream before it’s abruptly cut short. The suddenness of her silence has panic rising, seizing my limbs. I slide my palms, pushing myself up. I make it to my knees and then someone’s in front of me. He grabs a fistful of my hair, dragging me around the corner and into the alley.


    Fuck no.


    I scramble to my feet, planting them on the ground, and yanking out of his grip. I don’t know how much hair I rip from my own head. I don’t even feel it, but I hear it. Like peeling Velcro.


    I spin around, searching for Liv. My eyes land on her—held securely around the waist, arms pinned at her sides. A stranger’s hand is cupped over her mouth. And her eyes. God, her eyes. They’re full of horror and tears.


    I rush toward them, toward her. That’s all I’m thinking about. I have to get to her. Something—someone—hits me in the back and I stumble, but I catch myself, my hand landing on broken glass. I push myself up once again and lurch forward.


    He slams into me again and this time I fall hard on my knees. This one knocks the air out of me and I can’t find my breath. I stare up at Olivia as I try to make my body work. She struggles against the stranger until another man takes her legs. They lift her and I lunge after them. My fingers make contact with the man’s red Cleveland Indians coat, but find no purchase. They slide down as I fall.


    I’m hit again. I hear the tearing of fabric.


    Liv screams, muffled behind a hand.


    Another hit. I toe myself forward an inch, maybe two.


    “Shut the fuck up,” somebody hisses angrily.


    Then laughing. They’re laughing.


    I’m struck again. I reach for Liv.


    One of the men drops on top of her and I hear the all too familiar sound of unzipping. If there is a God, please. Please don’t let them do this to her.


    I pick up a piece of the broken glass and shove myself up, getting my chest off the ground just to have it shoved back down. A boot presses into my back and I try to yell, but I still can’t breathe.


    Liv’s gaze meets mine and I know the exact moment the fucker defiles her. Her blue eyes widen and then she stops crying. She pinches her eyes closed and I try, God I try, to get up. I’m going to kill him. I’m going to fucking kill them all.


    Another strike to my back. This one sounds wet. I barely feel it. My vision blackens around the edges. Spots trail in front of me, looping and dancing.


    I nudge myself forward. The man finally gets off of Liv. Her eyes pop open and she extends her arm, reaching out to me. I push harder, force my body to move another inch. My fingers are red as they touch the tips of hers. Cold. Icy cold.


    She’s crying again. Her teeth chatter and little whimpering sounds bubble out of her blue lips. Someone—another one of the men—kicks my hand away as he lowers himself on top of my girlfriend. My life. My heart. My whole reason for living.


    God, please, no. Please help her. Don’t let this happen. Please, God. I’ll do anything. Anything. Please.


    Please.


    Please.


    I take another hit. Metal warmth fills my mouth and everything goes black.

  


  


  


  
    Two


    Rocky


    


    Four years later


    


    As soon as the door is shut and locked, I lift my skirt, hiking it up to my waist. His eyes follow my movements like a panther watching its prey. The heat from his gaze burns my skin in ways I both love and detest. I caress the silkiness of my panties and he licks those ravenous lips. God, he has a great mouth. That’s exactly why I’m here in the bar bathroom, flashing my thong to some guy who’s name I don’t know. Don’t care to know. Will never know.


    I just need a few minutes with that gorgeous mouth. As soon as this cowboy wannabe turned that damn smile on me, I knew I wanted to fuck it.


    I hook my thumbs into the straps just below my hips and start to wiggle out of my panties. They’re wet, sticking to my most sensitive places at the moment. I suck in a breath as I pull them clear and kick them across the floor. They slide under the door of the only stall.


    The cowboy in front of me rubs his hard-on through his jeans, groaning at the sight of me, bare from the waist down. I touch myself, letting my fingers trail through my moisture. My fingers come away slick with my juices and he groans at the sight.


    “Come here,” I direct him with the same fingers.


    He takes the two steps separating us, eagerly, and I shove my fingers into his mouth. All my girly parts twitch, tighten, and tingle as he sucks every last bit of my flavor from my skin. He grins around my fingers, pulling away with a pop.


    The feel of him this close, chest to chest, makes me want to puke on him or punch him, so I smack the cowboy hat off his head, grab handfuls of his thick hair, and push him to his knees. He makes a noise, somewhere between pissed off and aroused. I could give a shit as long as he makes me come.


    I lean my back against the door—it’s cold on my naked ass and the feeling is exquisite. The cowboy looks up at me, waiting for my next move. It makes me smile. I love this part. Watching a grown man, on his knees in a filthy public bathroom, awaiting my next command. I could almost come right now.


    Without warning, I hook a leg over his shoulder and yank his head into my pussy. He makes that same sound he did before, but his tongue begins to lap enthusiastically. I angle my hips so that I can see every sweep of his tongue. Fuck. That’s beautiful.


    I tug him closer and grind into his lips. His nose jams into my pelvic bone and that just makes my smirk widen. I start a pace, thrusting my hips in time with his tongue. I’m humping this cowboy’s face like we’re at the rodeo, and he’s loving every second of it.


    His fingers trail up the inside of my leg just as someone bangs on the door. I moan at the same time I flick his hand away. I don’t want him touching me with anything but his mouth. Mm. Shit. I’m close.


    “Open the fucking door. People need to piss.” More pounding on the door as I pound the cowboy’s lips.


    “Don’t you dare fucking stop,” I breathe through gritted teeth. I need this. I need to come. It’s been too long and if I don’t get this release, I might go insane.


    Cowboy’s a good listener. His tongue thrashes at me, moving faster, pressing harder. I close my eyes, cutting off my view, and I come hard. I ride his tongue, milking every second I can. Normally I’d keep going just to see how many orgasms I can ring out, but the asshole at the door is breaking my concentration.


    I shove the cowboy away firmly. He falls back on the floor, staring up at me. My fluids are all over his face from the nose down, making his scruff glisten. I hope my smell stays on him all night. His cock is about to Hulk out of his jeans. I almost feel bad that he’ll be heading back to his beer with a massive set of blue-balls.


    Almost.


    I straighten my skirt, smoothing it down with the palms of my hands. “Thanks for the ride, Cowboy. I’m pretty sure we just saved a few horses.” And then I flip the lock, tugging the door open. The guy on the other side practically falls into me.


    “Wait,” Cowboy calls. He’s probably wondering if his jollies are going to be getting off any time soon. Maybe he wants my name, my number, whatever. It doesn’t matter. He isn’t getting any of that from me. I keep walking. The combination of his saliva and my arousal is sliding down my thigh, slowly making its way along my heated skin.


    I relish in the feeling.


    I can’t wait to get home and shower it away.


    I’m always split. Two opposing sides within one body.


    This is who I am. I deal with it the best I can.


    I make it to my car as the cowboy saunters out the door of the piece-of-shit bar. He stands there, watching me as he adjusts himself. I notice my pink panties hanging from his pocket. He’s pissed, I can tell, but he doesn’t make a move in my direction. He just watches me with that predatory gaze.


    Looks like it’s time to find a new bar.

  


  


  


  
    Three


    Link


    


    The world has no idea what it’s lost. People just go on, living each day, none the wiser that someone so beautiful was taken from the world. Murdered at only nineteen.


    On certain days, it’s difficult to get out of bed. I’d rather bury my head under the pillows and sleep the pain away. Maybe pain isn’t what I’m feeling. I think I’m more numb than anything. Which is good. I prefer it. But there is the distinct sensation that something vital is missing. I never contemplate it too long because I’m afraid I’ll realize it’s her. Olivia.


    It was hard enough when she died. I can’t lose the memories, too.


    It’s been taking a little longer to recall her features. I forgot about the little scar above her eyebrow. I didn’t realize I forgot about it until I noticed it in a picture the other day.


    Since then, I’ve been trying to summon the images of all her distinctive markings—the set of freckles on each shoulder, the birthmark on her left ass cheek, the tiny mole on her neck. I know there’s more, but it’s fading. If I can’t see it in a picture, I’m losing it.


    I try to focus on my day. I have too much going on to stay in this bed.


    There’s a new guy starting at the gym. Ex-marine or some shit. Knows how to handle himself. I think he’ll be a good addition, but I don’t feel like answering the questions all the new guys ask.


    Why is my gym named after a chick?


    Who is Livie?


    Where is Livie?


    They always ask. And I can never answer.


    Damn it. Maybe I should call Augie, let him fill the new guy in.


    I rub my face, trying to scrub away the sleep. Fuck it. He can handle it. I palm the nightstand in search of my phone. Peering out of one eye, I wince against the harsh white light from the screen as I shoot him a quick text before placing my weekly order with the flower shop. It’s the same thing I do every Monday. One dozen roses—red and white today—and specific instructions: vase placed in front of Olivia’s headstone, a picture taken to ensure delivery. I won’t go to the cemetery. I never have. I never will. But I keep every picture they send. I can’t find it in me to delete them.


    Maybe if I hadn’t missed her funeral, maybe then I could force myself to visit her grave. Maybe if I had been conscious. Maybe if I hadn’t been in my third?, fourth? surgery at the time of her service—maybe then I could have visited her and told her how much I missed her. But it didn’t happen that way, and now it’s been too long. I just can’t. I can’t look at a stone and say all the things I want to say.


    Like how I miss her every single day. How I’m weak, so weak, without her. How four years have passed me by and I’ve felt nothing but loss, and pain, and anger each of those days.


    After I end the call with the florist, I notice the missed call icon and slide the screen down. My adrenaline kicks in, pulsing through my veins and making my hands shake.


    The missed calls are from Byers—the detective handling my case. That fucker never calls me. Not once in four years. He’s never needed to. I call him weekly, checking in and making damn sure the investigation is kept active. The fact that he called so many times can only mean one thing.


    I squeeze the phone, pressing it to my forehead. Four years. I waited four years for this moment. And now that it’s here… I sit up and plant my feet on the cool, hardwood floor.


    I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel right now. Not happy—definitely not happy. Not excited, or content, or nervous…


    I place the call.


    “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all night,” Byers says. No greeting, no formalities. Just straight to the point. Exactly how I like it. “I’ve got a guy here, came in on an assault charge last night. Linken, he looks a lot like the police sketch of suspect number two. I need you to get down here and ID him.”


    “What’s his name?” I ask. Surprisingly, my voice is calm, quiet, deceptive.


    “You know I can’t tell you that right now. Just get down here.”


    I flex my back, feeling the scars pull tight on my skin.


    Eighteen. That’s how many times I was stabbed with a flaying knife. I remember eight.


    Five. That’s how many surgeries it took to repair all the damage. The damage caused to my body. Not my mind. Not my heart. There’s no repairing those.


    Ten. The number of months I spent in the hospital.


    Four. Months in rehab.


    Fourteen hundred and sixty. That’s the number of days I shouldn’t have been living. If this is living. I feel dead inside.


    Three. This is my number. It’s the exact sum of reasons I continue to go on. One: To strengthen my body. Make it strong. Make it a machine. Make it so that what happened before can never, ever, happen again.


    Two: To help others find their own strength so that what happened to me, what happened to Liv, doesn’t happen to them.


    And three: My favorite—to find the bastards that took my life away and make them pay for what they did.


    This is what my life is now. A dead man, inside a scarred body, living only for revenge.


    “I’ll be right there,” I utter.


    “Good.” The call ends, missing the same decorum as when it started.

  


  


  


  
    Four


    Rocky


    


    I was supposed to be a boy. When I was still baking in my mom’s tummy, the ultrasound tech told her I had a penis. My dad was thrilled. My mom not as much. Although she swears up and down all that mattered was my health, it’s obvious she wanted a girl by all the pink dresses I grew up wearing. I can’t blame her. She already had my brother and he was Dad’s little boxing buddy. On a good day, they’re hard to handle.


    Mom never got a second opinion on my gender because I shocked the shit out her by making my appearance two months early. And then I surprised them again when I didn’t have a penis. What can I say? I’m an unconventional girl.


    Dad had already picked out my name—Rocky Marciano Cutrone—and he wasn’t willing to change it just because I had a vagina. Dad had three names predetermined because my parents had planned to have three children. But after my early arrival, the doc broke the news that Mom couldn’t have any more kids. Dad considered giving me his third and final name, Sugar Ray, but Mom, thankfully, encouraged him to stick with Rocky. I’m not fond of the name, but it’s better than the alternative. He bought a dog a few years later—just to name her Sugar.


    My brother is named after Joe Louis, Dad’s number one favorite boxer of all time. He adores the name. He also adores boxing. I never bonded with Dad that way. Even though I can’t say I was very girlie growing up—I was more tomboy than princess—I was still a girl and had a very feminine mother. While Dad and Joe cussed out the TV during boxing matches, Mom and I had girl’s night out, shopping, getting our hair and nails done, and secretly gorging ourselves full of chocolate ice cream. It was a ritual from the time I could walk all the way up to high school.


    And then Garrett Marshall happened.


    On a Tuesday. In broad daylight. Just a door away from a gymnasium full of screaming teenagers. In my school, where I was supposed to be safe.


    Ever since that day, I haven’t felt like doing girlie rituals to pretty myself up. I haven’t felt like doing much of anything, really. If it isn’t drinking or sleeping, I’m not into it.


    That was three years ago.


    It feels like yesterday.


    What’s really fucked up is that I did everything right. I told someone immediately. I found a teacher—Mrs. Haring who taught Art and was responsible for my favorite time of the school day. She took me to the nurse’s office and called my mom first, then the police.


    The police took Garrett into custody while I went to the hospital and cried through five hours of torture as they completed a rape kit.


    My mom found a counselor that specialized in cases like mine.


    I spent days upon days crying with my family, talking to my counselor, and working with the police. I thought I could get past it. I thought I could move on. I thought I could get better.


    And then came the news from the prosecutors’ office. Not enough evidence to convict. It was Garrett’s word against mine and I didn’t have stellar standing when it came to sex and boys. Because I had multiple relationships in high school. It didn’t matter that all of the boys I slept with were boys I dated at the time. It didn’t matter that Garrett and I never dated.


    The only thing that mattered was his insistence that it was consensual, and I was an apparent slut.


    A rapist is walking around, free to hurt another young girl—rob her of her sanity, of her security, of her life—all because the prosecutor thought it would be too difficult to get a conviction.


    I’m angry.


    It took two years of therapy to figure that out.


    I’m scared.


    It took one night of sleeplessness to accept that.


    I’ll never be the same.


    I’m still coming to terms with that one.


    The hardest part, I think, is the look in my dad’s eyes when he sees me. It’s this mix of guilt, sadness, and shame. I can’t stand it. So I stay away as much as possible.


    I stay drunk as much as possible, too. It makes it all just a little bit easier to deal with.


    Some nights, when sleep is impossible, I fantasize about finding Garrett Marshall. I imagine what it would be like to take the knife I keep hidden under my pillow and shove it through his heart.


    Would I feel better? Would I magically transform into a newer, better version of myself? Would I be able to drive by a high school without my chest tightening? Would I be able to put the knife back in the drawer?


    Somehow I doubt it.


    But I can guarantee I would finally be able to close my eyes at night and sleep.

  


  


  


  
    Five


    Link


    


    I look at the men on the other side of the glass. There are six, but I focus all my attention on one. It’s him. One of the bastards that ruined my life. One of the four that took Livie away from me. I know it’s him. Every cell in my body is certain it’s him. I would never—could never—forget his face. The only differences I pick up on are the faint creases around his eyes. Those weren’t there four years ago. Living as a murderer must have taken its toll, forming premature wrinkles.


    My eyes narrow as I scrutinize his face. I memorize his clothing.


    He doesn’t appear as monstrous as the memory I’ve stored in my head. If anything, he looks weaker. Meeker. Milder. Pathetic.


    It pisses me off that I can remember him, but I’m beginning to lose Liv.


    “None of those are him,” I say, swiftly pivoting on my heel and heading for the door.


    “Linken,” Byers calls after me.


    I don’t pause. I don’t hesitate. I just keep walking. “It’s not him,” I repeat.


    “Are you sure?” he pants as he hurries after me. “You can take your time. We can ask him to speak—”


    “I said it’s not him.” I stop abruptly, causing him to run into my back. “Do you really think I would forget what the guy looks like? What any of them look like?”


    Byers doesn’t reply. He moves around me to look me in the eyes, quietly reading my expression. I offer him nothing. I’m a master at wearing this mask of indifference.


    “I see their faces every single day of my life. None of those men in that room were the men from that night. If one of them were in there, I’d tell you. I’d watch you charge him. Hell, I’d probably get myself locked up because I’d pound down the glass and beat the shit out of him. But. It’s. Not. Him.”


    “You wouldn’t beat the shit out of him because that’d be vigilantism. And you’d never play with the law like that, would you Linken?”


    I raise a brow as I stare blankly back at him. “I have to get to work. When you have a real lead, let me know.”


    He nods stiffly. “Take care of yourself.”


    I push past him, needing to distance myself. Because part of what I said was true. I want to go through that two-way mirror and bash the fucker’s skull in. I want to torture him the same way he tortured Liv. The same way he’s tortured me. And then I want to end his life.


    But that would only serve my immediate need for blood and do nothing for my long-term plan. So instead, I head out to my car and I wait, my eyes trained on the main doors. He’ll have to leave eventually.


    I don’t struggle with my decision to lie or the strategy I’ve perfected over the years while I waited for one of these men to surface. Even if I had ID’d him, there’s no guarantee justice would be served. The police have no DNA evidence. The men that killed Liv made damn sure of that when they dumped gallons of bleach over her lifeless form.


    There’s no way to know if the guy in custody would ever give up his buddies, either. If I allowed the law to handle it, he would probably bond out and be home within the week, awaiting a trial that could take years to come to fruition while his friends continue to go free.


    A trial would be a joke. It would come down to his word against mine. No other witnesses. No solid proof. I’ve done my homework. The only sure way these men will ever be punished is if I take care of it myself.


    Byers is right.


    I’m a vigilante.


    Or I will be by the time this day is over.


    


    ***


    


    It’s just before noon when the asshole I’ve been waiting on emerges accompanied by another man. My car is parked too far away to get a good look at the new addition, but something in his posture and the way he carries himself has my gut clenching tight. Both men get into a four-door sedan and I throw the gear into drive, following after them. As soon as we stop at the first light, I jot down the license plate number. And then I stare into the driver’s rearview mirror. I can only make out the bottom half of his face, but as soon as he smiles—laughing at something I can only assume the dickhead in the passenger seat said—recognition hits.


    I close my eyes tightly as I squeeze the steering wheel.


    It takes several deep breaths before I can open my eyes again. I smile. I have two of them just a few short feet away. After all this time, I’m halfway there.


    The light turns green. As they take the turn, I fall back not wanting to draw attention to myself. It’s one of the hardest things I have ever had to do because every instinct, every reflex, every basic, natural impulse is telling me to ram the car. To hurt them now.


    I watch them pull up in front of a small apartment complex. I hesitate for a moment before I slide in to a spot across the street. The passenger swings his door open and steps out. I have to make a decision. Do I follow him and observe which apartment he goes into? Or do I follow the car and get more information about the driver?


    I quickly scribble the apartment address down—making the choice to come back later—and slip in behind the car as it pulls away.

  


  


  


  
    Six


    Rocky


    


    It takes me a few groggy seconds to figure out the annoyingly shrill ringing is my cell phone. It’s another few seconds before I understand it’s not my alarm. Someone’s actually calling me. I crinkle my nose, squinting at the screen.


    My brother.


    I tuck the phone under my pillow, attempting to silence it. I’m too tired and too hung over to handle him. Doesn’t he have anything better to do than call me this early in the morning? I glance at the clock on my nightstand. Oh, so it’s not really morning, but it’s still early. For me at least. I typically do all my sleeping while the sun is up because I can’t do it when it’s dark.


    My phone sounds again and I sigh harshly. He isn’t going to give up until he talks to me. He gets in these moods sometimes, worrying about me. I swear he actually believes I’m going to off myself. I’m more likely to die of accidental alcohol poisoning. Not that I’d tell him that.


    I pluck my phone from under my head, pressing the button and dropping it next to my ear.


    “I’m alive, Joe. Now leave me alone.”


    “Come have lunch with me.”


    “What? No. I’m trying to sleep.”


    “It’s after noon.”


    “Your point?” I yawn loudly to drive my point home.


    “I’m only a few minutes away. I’ll come to you.”


    “What are you doing out here? You stalking me now?”


    He scoffs into the phone as if he’s insulted. “I started my new job today,” he says, stating it more like a question than a reply. “At Livie’s Gym? It’s literally two blocks from your apartment? We discussed this last week.”


    I remain quiet, not recalling any of this. He honestly may have told me, but I spend so much time blocking out all his “I’m concerned about you, Rock” speeches that it probably got deflected with all the other bullshit.


    Joey huffs out a frustrated breath. “Do you ever hear me when I talk?”


    “Wha. You sound like a little girl.” I pout my lip even though he can’t see it and talk to him in a baby voice. “Nobody ever listens to me. Sniff. Sniff.”


    He chuckles lightly. “You’re such an asshole. Get dressed because I’m here.” The call ends as heavy pounding begins at my front door.


    I throw a mild tantrum, kicking my legs against the mattress as I groan noisily. I wonder how long I can ignore him before he gives up goes away…?


    “If you don’t open up I’ll just use my key,” he calls through the door.


    Shit.


    I hear the distinct sound of the key jiggling the doorknob and reluctantly sit up, looking around for my robe.


    “It’s all right, I’ll make lunch,” he yells, causing me to cringe. Dishes clank in the kitchen, cabinet doors open and close, and then footsteps clap down the hall.


    “Change in plans,” Joey says from the doorway. “You have no food. We’re going out. Hurry up, my break’s only an hour.”


    “Give me five minutes.”


    I shuffle stiffly to the bathroom to brush the disgusting taste from my mouth, rake my bed hair into a sloppy bun, and change out of my pajamas. I pop a few Advil, hoping they can work a miracle on this headache.


    Joe’s sitting on the arm of my couch. His dark hair longer than the last time I saw him. I pause, trying to recall how long it’s been. A couple months, I think. His eyes narrow as he taps the toe of his shoe to the floor, examining me. I pick up my purse, trying to ignore his scrutiny. “You look like shit.”


    “You interrupted my sleep and gave me five minutes to get ready. I think I did good with what I was working with.”


    I follow him out the door and down the stairs. There are a few small restaurants at the end of my street and we head that way.


    “Why is your kitchen so bare?” he asks.


    I glance over at him and his dark eyes are fixed on me. I shrug. “I planned on shopping today.” For beer and cereal, but I keep that part to myself.


    “Do you need money?”


    “No.” Kind of.


    “If you’d eat healthier you’d feel better.”


    “For fuck’s sake, Joe. I’m not in the mood for your shit.” I stop walking, crossing my arms over my chest. “Can you not judge me? Just once?”


    He drags his fingers through his thick hair—a clear indication he’s irritated with me. When he first joined the Marines, he shaved his head nearly bald. It was a good thing he was stationed so far away for training because I don’t know what he would have done when I pissed him off.


    “I’m not judging you. I’m wor—”


    “Worried about me?”


    “Yes.”


    “Somehow I’ve managed to survive twenty-one years. I think I’ll be all right.”


    “Why do you always do this?” he asks, his eyes locking on mine. “Why do you act like it’s a crime for me to worry about you? Why am I a dick for wanting to help you? I don’t get it. We used to be close.” He shakes his head like he just can’t comprehend the change. “You used to like hanging out with me. You were like my shadow in high school.”


    I narrow my eyes. Why did he have to bring up high school? I take a step back, dropping my arms. “You know why things changed. You don’t like it, take it up with Garrett Marshall.”


    I turn around, ready to go home and back to bed. Joey curses and jogs after me. “I called you for a reason. Listen to what I have to say and then you can go.”


    “What?”


    “They offer classes at that gym where I now work. Self defense classes for women.” He holds his hands up, palms out. “Before you say no, just hear me out. I’ll be there assisting. I can talk to the owner and see if I can work directly with you. I think if you started working out and learned how to defend yourself, you might feel a little better.”


    I smile weakly, but not because I’m happy. It’s more of a “you’re a clueless idiot” smile. I adjust the strap of my purse over my shoulder, and without a word, I walk away.


    “Rock,” Joe pleads, “at least come by and check it out before you turn it down.”


    I circle back to face him. Angry tears sting my eyes and I blink them away. “A class is not going to magically make me feel better. Lifting dumbbells will not make me feel better. Eating a better diet will not make me feel better. I’m not sick. I was raped.”


    “That’s not how I meant it,” he rasps.


    “You will never understand what was taken from me that day.”


    He shakes his head slowly. “I don’t know what it’s like to go through what you did, but I do have a clue as to what was taken from you—I see it missing. I feel its loss. I’m just trying to help you take it back.”


    “Some things are unfixable.”

  


  


  


  
    Seven


    Link


    


    I follow the driver to a small insurance agency. I keep the car idling as I watch him pull into a front parking space and park. Once he disappears inside, I shut off the engine and jog up to the double doors.


    There’s a secretary seated behind a desk. Young. Pretty. The place is empty aside from her. Quiet. And for a moment, I fear for her safety. She works here with that animal. Alone, by the looks of it. I know what he’s capable of. I witnessed what he can do firsthand.


    She greets me with a smile as I stop in front of her. I take a deep breath, trying to compose myself. This is why I’m here. To make sure he can’t do harm to anybody ever again.


    “Can I help you?”


    “I don’t know,” I say, my eyes flicking around the room. “I need some information.”


    “Are you looking for life insurance for yourself? Or you and your family?”


    I glance back at her, noticing the small nameplate sitting in front of her. “I don’t know yet, Amy. Is there someone I could talk to?”


    She looks down at her computer, clicking at the keys. “Hm. Mr. Anthony’s afternoon is full today. How does tomorrow afternoon work for you?”


    “Mr. Anthony.” I roll his name over my tongue, tasting it bitterly. “Is that the guy that just came in?”


    “Yes.” She smiles again, her attention still focused on the computer screen. “You know, it looks like Mr. Wright has an opening at three.”


    I release a sigh. There’s someone else here. That’s good. She’s not alone.


    “Tomorrow works better. Do you have a business card for Mr. Anthony?”


    “Sure.” She places a small white card on the front of the desk and slides it toward me. I pick it up and my hands shake as I read it. Gregory Anthony. I have a full name and I can’t seem to look away. Gregory Anthony. I repeat it my head like a mantra. Like a promise.


    “One o’clock tomorrow all right?”


    My fingers pinch the thick paper, crinkling it. I feel sweat bead across my forehead as my body temperature rises. He’s sitting in one of these offices, unsuspecting. He has no idea his worst nightmare is this close.


    “Sir?” Amy says, drawing my attention back to her.


    “Yeah,” I croak. “One’s fine.”


    I give her a fake name for the appointment I have no intention of keeping.


    


    ***


    


    “Where’ve you been all day?” Augie asks as soon as I step through the door. My feet falter, bringing me to an abrupt halt halfway to the front desk. The Irish prick has been my best friend since my freshman year of college, five years ago. I’ve never lied to him—not about anything important—but he can’t know what I spent my morning doing. If he knew, he’d try to stop me.


    I force my feet to move, striding over to the desk. I shrug as I flip through the mail. “I just had a few errands to run.” I drop the envelopes and run my fingers through my hair. I should cut it. Less hair, less chance I have of leaving DNA evidence behind.


    My eyes flutter shut as an idea occurs to me. What kind of sweet justice would it be to cover the assholes in bleach as I pick them off? I shake my head, disregarding the tempting thought. That would be too obvious. Byer’s would put it together too quickly. I don’t care about being caught. But I don’t want to be stopped before I have time to finish this.


    “I need to take off early, too,” I say.


    Augie looks over his shoulder at me as he loops his thumb into a hand-wrap and starts winding it around his wrist. “More errands?”


    “Something like that.”


    “What’s her name?” he asks. I can hear the smile in his voice and I know it’d be easier to let him think I’m hooking up with a girl than what I actually plan on doing. But then he’d want details. Hoping I finally found the girl that’ll make me forget. Make me better.


    He’ll never get it. There is no better. Not for me.


    “Fiona,” I deadpan. “She’s the twice-divorced, middle-aged lady that cuts my hair.”


    He smirks at me as he fastens the wrap. “Are you that hard up?” he asks. “I know some nice girls I can hook you up with. Hot girls. Girls closer to your age. Without kids or ex-husbands.” He drops his voice conspiratorially. “You might not have noticed, but they’re in abundance in this gym.” He throws his hands out, gesturing toward the room.


    I glance around. It’s slow, being a Monday afternoon, but there are still quite a few women working the ellipticals. Their ponytails swaying across their backs, ear buds locked in place. Yeah, I’ve noticed them. I just have no interest in getting to know them. Between the sheets or otherwise.


    I’m not a monk. I still have needs and desires. I get lonely. Horny. But I don’t hook up with girls that occupy the gym. Just because I still have the yearning to fuck, doesn’t mean I have any craving to be in a relationship.


    It’s not going to change. Augie refuses to accept this simple fact, but that doesn’t make it obsolete. What I had with Olivia was once in a lifetime.


    Could I love another woman if I tried? If I wanted to?


    Maybe.


    But I will never, ever love someone the same way I loved her. I don’t want to. I gave her my heart. And she took it with her when she died.


    It’s not fair to anybody for me to continue loving the ghost of my dead girlfriend while I pretend to care for someone else. I know this. I own it. Period.


    “I’m good,” I say.


    “With Rosie Palm and her five sisters,” Augie agrees, chuckling and making an obscene gesture with his hand as the main door opens. I turn in time to see the new hire, his eyebrows raised in question. And then I notice the girl standing behind him. Or more accurately, the mass of thick, black hair, piled on top of her head. The messy locks, from style to shade, resemble Livie’s exactly. I suck in a breath afraid to let my gaze drift to her face in fear of what I’ll see.


    “Who you got there, Joe?” Augie calls. His voice sounds far away, tunneled through my ringing ears.


    “My little sister.” He steps to the side, pulling the girl forward, and I finally allow my eyes to flick over her features. I release the breath I was holding, partly out of relief. Partly out of disappointment.


    She looks nothing like my Olivia. Her eyes are a deep brown—not a soft blue. Livie was always happy. Sweet. This girl is hard or hardened. I can tell just by the way she holds herself. By the coldness in her gaze and the tightness in her lips.


    Her eyes meet mine and I look away, wanting to distance myself. Fuck. Every time this happens—every time some random girl reminds me of her, it’s like losing Livie all over again.

  


  


  


  
    Eight


    Rocky


    


    “This is my boss, Linken Elliott,” Joe says, nodding to the guy behind the counter. I rake my eyes over him quickly. Though everything about him is simple—hair that in-between blonde and brown color, eyes a mild gray, body typical of a guy that would own a gym—there’s a rugged attractiveness to him, accompanied by a cool indifference, I find unique. Intriguing.


    My eyes linger on him because he doesn’t bother to look up at the sound of his name. He doesn’t acknowledge the introduction in any way. Which makes him kind of an asshole.


    “And that guy there,” Joe continues, lifting his chin toward the dark-haired beauty in front of us, “is August Moore. He’s the one that got me the job.”


    August holds his hand out and I take it, expecting to shake, but he pulls me to his side, slipping his hand around my waist. I stiffen in response.


    “Everybody calls me Augie,” he says, grinning widely. “And what should I call you?”


    “Off limits,” Joe states firmly as he knocks Augie’s hand away.


    I take a quick step sideways, putting some space between us. I know I’m safe with my brother here, but I don’t like being touched like that. My insides automatically tense up. My heart beats out of control. And my instinct to run flares up.


    I look at Joe and take a slow breath, inhaling deeply through my nose. He keeps his eyes trained on me. His brows lift in a silent question, asking me if I’m okay. I nod once and clear my throat. “Rocky,” I say. “You can call me Rocky.”


    “As in Balboa?” Augie asks with a smirk.


    Joe throws his head back and groans. If my dad heard that he’d have a fit. I shake my head. “As in Rocky Marciano.”


    Augie smiles, his green eyes crinkling at the corners. “Nice.” He cocks his head to the side, looking at his boss. “You hear that Link? Named after the best undefeated boxing champion of all time.”


    “The only undefeated boxing champion,” Joe and I say in unison.


    “And she knows her boxers,” Augie announces excitedly. He closes the distance between us, scooping up my hand and bringing it to his chest. “My car’s parked out back. Run away with me.”


    From my peripheral vision, I see Joe move closer, readying himself to back Augie off, but I’ve become pretty damn good at redirecting overly eager men. Usually I’m not nice about it, but this is my brother’s coworker.


    I slip my hand free of his and wink. “You couldn’t handle me,” I say with a smirk, hiding the panicked thoughts galloping through my mind. I glance at Joe and force a smile. “How about that tour now?”


    He steers me away from Augie smoothly. “There’s not much to see. Workout equipment in the front. Ring and bags in the back.” He automatically takes me toward the ring. Not because I want to see it, but because it’s his favorite thing in this gym, I’m sure.


    “Link’s office is back there,” he says, hooking a thumb toward the door marked Private just beyond the ring. “Locker room and showers are right through there.” He tips his head at a door on the opposite side. “Really, that’s it.”


    “Where do you guys do the self-defense classes?”


    “On the mats,” he replies. I don’t miss the hopeful connotation in his voice.


    I pause, observing the sea of dark-blue mats. Some are spread across the floor, end-to-end, side-to-side, corner-to-corner. Others are piled along the length of the wall. “You said you’re going to assist,” I begin as my eyes move slowly over the space. “Who teaches?”


    “Depends on the class. Augie does some, Link does most.”


    “He’s a strange one, huh?” I peer over my shoulder, sizing up Joe’s new boss. He’s turned so I get his profile. The muscle in his jaw twitches as he glares down at the clipboard. “Bit of a douchebag.”


    Joe scratches his chin and shrugs. “Seems all right. I haven’t had a chance to talk to him much. Just the interview. But what he’s doing here—the classes for women—he can’t be that bad.”


    My gaze falls back on Link. As if he feels my attention on him, he shifts his head slowly, his eyes settling on mine. I arch a brow letting him know I’m not interested. His disregards me almost immediately, fluidly returning to his clipboard.


    Huh.


    Maybe he’s gay.


    Maybe we can be friends after all.


    “Why?” I ask.


    “Why what?” Joe says, his brows drawing together in confusion.


    “Why does Link do these classes?” I don’t know why it matters, but it does. I need there to be a purpose.


    “Augie said Link lost someone a few years back. He teaches the classes so women know how to protect themselves. He does it for her.”


    I chew on that for a moment. “Okay. One class. If I’m not feeling it, I get to leave and you let it go. Deal?”


    Joe grins. “Deal.”


    


    ***


    


    After the gym, I went home and crashed for a few hours. By the time I woke up, the sun was setting. I felt off. Twitchy. And I couldn’t take it.


    Three whiskey shots and a hot shower later, and I feel no better.


    I need to get out.


    I can’t sit in this apartment for another second.


    I pull on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, slap on some lip-gloss, and head out. I slide into the driver’s seat of my car, an old, faded red Camaro I’ve had since my sixteenth birthday. It’s white trash eighties-retro and I love it. Until I turn the key and absolutely nothing happens.


    I try again, cranking the ignition and pumping the gas pedal to no avail. The thought of trudging back into my empty apartment has me slamming my fists into the steering wheel.


    I don’t want to be alone tonight.


    My head falls back against the seat and I press my lips together until they hurt. I rock my neck to the side. There’s a shitty little bar down the road, right across from the gym Joe’s working at. I’ve only been in there once, choosing to find a different place to frequent. I didn’t want to get cozy someplace so close to home.


    I hesitate. I could call my brother. He’d be here in a heartbeat.


    But then he’d want to talk.


    Fuck that.


    I shove the door open, noticing the switch to my headlights is still on. Nice, Rocky. Real nice. I must have left them on last night. I wonder if I’ll need a new battery or if I can just get someone to jump it. Grabbing my purse, I slip out of the car and kick the door shut.


    Time to drink until I can forget.

  


  


  


  
    Nine


    Link


    


    Gregory Anthony has a family.


    After my haircut, I parked across the street from the insurance agency where Anthony works. I waited for him to go home. At exactly half past five, he stepped out of the building, his phone glued to his ear and a smile on his face. I almost went after him right then just because of that smile. The same one he wore while he raped Livie.


    It was harder to check myself this time. A lot harder. All I could think about was how much I wanted him to pay for his crimes.


    With my teeth gritted, I followed him to the grocery store where he bought a gallon of milk and a box of animal crackers. I should have known right then. I should have thought about it more—prepared myself for what I’m seeing right now.


    A little girl—no more than three—playing with fat pieces of chalk in the driveway.


    A woman—a pregnant woman—greeting Anthony with a kiss as he steps out of his car.


    And a dog, tail wagging excitedly, awaiting his turn for affection.


    This can’t be right.


    He doesn’t deserve this life. He’s a rapist. A coldblooded murderer. He’s evil and monstrous.


    He’s a husband.


    A father.


    This is the life I should have with Olivia.


    My fingers choke the steering wheel until my knuckles turn white and my palms ache.


    This should be mine.


    THIS should be mine.


    This should be MINE.


    He stole this from me.


    And he’s happy.


    I can’t take it. I can’t stand the thought of him holding his daughter with the same arms that held Livie down. Or kissing his wife with the same mouth that screamed at my girlfriend to shut up when she cried. Or patting his dog with the same hands that ripped the clothes from an innocent girl on a cold winter night.


    I touch the knife in my pocket. It’s cool. Metal. Smooth.


    Reassuring.


    My eyes flick over each face. Content. Relaxed.


    His wife has no idea who she’s living with.


    I open my car door. Place my foot on the asphalt. She should know exactly who sleeps in her bed every night. She needs to understand who her husband really is. She has to protect her daughter from him.


    The girl giggles as Anthony sweeps her up and blows raspberries against her tiny tummy. The wife smiles. The dog barks, bouncing around impatiently.


    Hot tears burn my eyes. Not because Anthony has what I always wanted to have with Olivia. It’s not the beautiful family moment. Or the sweet little girl.


    It’s because I can’t do it. I can’t hurt him the way I want—the way I need to. Because Livie wouldn’t want me to. She wouldn’t approve of me hurting this man, even after what he did to her, because his family needs him. Relies on him. Loves him.


    I step back into the car and slam the door. I punch the dashboard, feeling the skin on my knuckles tear and the bones in my hand shift. The physical pain isn’t enough. I need to numb myself.


    Without another glance in Anthony’s direction, I knock the gear into drive and get the fuck away from this torment.


    


    ***


    


    I live in a small house not far from the gym. It makes nights like tonight very convenient. I park and jog the few blocks to Bo’s—a shitty bar even smaller than my house that serves beer at room temperature. But the drinks are cheap and the patrons keep to themselves.


    Typically I’m not much of a drinker. I like to be in control of myself at all times. But on occasion, I need a little anesthetizing.


    This would be one of those occasions.


    As soon as I push through the door I spot her. My gaze zeros in like radar. It’s the hair. Those long, black locks that lay thickly over her back. Just like the first time I saw her, my breath hitches. Why the fuck does she have to be here? Tonight of all nights.


    Joe’s sister is perched on a stool, nursing a beer while a guy barely old enough to be in a bar chats her up. She nods along like she’s invested in every word he says, but her eyes drift my way, locking with mine.


    And there it is. The bittersweet mix of emotions. The simultaneous relief and pain that she doesn’t resemble Livie in the face. I’m able to turn away easily, settling on a stool. I order a shot to get things rolling and a beer to chase it with.


    It’s quiet tonight. Only a few dwellers, none I recognize other than Rocky. Her dad must be a hardcore fan. Joe said he grew up on boxing, but naming both of your kids after some of the greatest champs is on its own level of fandom.


    I raise my bottle to my lips and swallow the last of the too warm liquid before ordering another round. Though she hasn’t tried to approach me or get my attention in any way, I can feel Rocky’s eyes on me. The weight of her stare is heavy. I ignore it, focusing on my drink as the bartender sets it in front of me. I have no interest in one of my employee’s sisters. Hot or not, that’s just asking for trouble.


    But I wonder—just for a moment—what it would be like to press her facedown on the mattress, taking her from behind. Not looking into her face that doesn’t match my dead ex-girlfriend’s, but staring instead at the hair, so similar it takes my breath away. What would that be like? Could I bury myself inside her and pretend she’s who I want her to be? Would it feel good? Right?


    Could I live with myself after?


    I rub my face roughly, already knowing the answer.


    My eyes trail down the bar, but there’s nothing to see. Rocky’s gone. And so is the guy she was talking to.


    My mind shifts gears and I contemplate going back to Anthony’s. Or I could do more digging into the guy Byer’s picked up. I still need to figure out which apartment he lives in. Fuck. I hope he doesn’t have a family too.


    My hand tightens around my drink. One person shouldn’t carry this much anger. This much hatred. I’ve tried to cope. I’ve tried to get rid of it. Distract it. Utilize it. Nothing works. I was relying on my revenge—my retribution—to finally purge me of this ugliness.


    Now I don’t know what to do.


    I finish off my second beer and head for the bathroom. I need to sleep. To slip into oblivion for the night and think about this tomorrow so I can reformulate.


    The hinges creak loudly as I shoulder the door open. The last person I expect to find inside the men’s bathroom is Rocky. Her eyes flutter open, alerted by my noisy entrance, and she stares back at me, her eyes devoid of emotion. The guy she was with earlier is on his knees, his face buried between her legs. The fingers on both of her hands are twisted into his hair, guiding him.


    My eyes slide over them, coming to rest on her jeans that are bunched around one ankle. A shoe is laying on its side, haphazardly discarded. The whole scene is off. She doesn’t seem like she’s enjoying herself, but she’s clearly the one in charge.


    I hesitate, not sure if I should say something—do something—or just walk away.


    She makes the decision for me as she closes her eyes and moans blatantly.


    I duck out of the room, closing the door behind me. I consider going home, but halfway to the exit, I backtrack to my seat at the bar and order another beer.

  


  


  


  
    Ten


    Rocky


    


    I try to get off. I try to reach my orgasm, my body practically crying for release, but it isn’t happening. Ryan or Brian, or whatever his name is, isn’t the best at pleasuring a woman. I could have worked with him—taught him what to do, what I like, how to improve. His future girlfriends would have been forever grateful. But Link walked in and looked at me with those lifeless eyes and it felt like looking in a mirror.


    Now all I can think about is how disgusted I am with myself.


    “Stop,” I whisper.


    Ryan/Brian laps away noisily as if he doesn’t hear me. Maybe he didn’t. I was quiet. I’ll give him that. I yank on his hair, pulling his head away from me.


    “Stop,” I say again, louder this time.


    He looks up at me, grinning like a fucking idiot. He’s already trying to lean back in, ignoring my request. I wrench his head to the side and press my foot into his chest, knocking him backward.


    “I said stop,” I hiss.


    “What’s wrong?” he asks, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


    “I’m not feeling it.” I tug my panties up my legs and start working my foot into my jeans. I need out of this room. I need away from this guy. I wish I could get away from myself.


    “You’re not leaving me like this, are you?” He looks pointedly down at the bulge in his pants. “You can’t start something you’re not going to finish.”


    I button my jeans and slip my shoe on before I direct my glare at him. “I can do whatever the fuck I want.” I pluck my purse off the floor, shouldering it.


    “You’re a fucking bitch.”


    I open the door, glancing at him as he adjusts himself. “And you give shitty head.” My legs are shaking as I hurry around the corner, rejoining the handful of people enjoying an evening drink.


    My stride falters when I see Link hunched over the bar, fingers working to peel the sticky label off of his beer. I didn’t forget he was here, but I was hoping he left after walking in on me in the bathroom.


    I hop up on the stool next to him and slap my purse on the bar. He doesn’t look at me. Just takes a long drink, his throat working as he swallows.


    “That was quick,” he says, still not bothering to look at me. I think I prefer it that way.


    “I wasn’t into it,” I say honestly.


    “I could tell.”


    I eye him from my peripheral. What he says doesn’t surprise me, but the boldness of his words does. I don’t reply to that because I don’t know how. I order a shot of tequila and throw it back, relishing in the burn.


    Ryan/Brian stalks past, glowering at me as he tromps out the door. Just another guy I left unsatisfied and pissed off.


    “Do you do this often?”


    “What?” I spit. “Let strangers go down on me in bar bathrooms?”


    He turns his head, finally looking at me. His eyes rake over me slowly, almost as if he’s seeing me for the first time. “I meant drink.”


    I glance away. “Yes.”


    “And the other? Do you often let strangers go down on you in bar bathrooms?”


    “Yes.”


    I can feel his gaze, but he doesn’t ask any other questions. He drops a twenty on the bar and walks out the door without a word.


    


    ***


    


    I wake with a start, slapping blindly at my alarm. I blink into the darkness, both angry and relieved to find I was only dreaming. My hands curl around the blanket, tucking it under my chin.


    In my nightmare, I was lying naked across my bed. The cowboy from the other night was facedown between my legs, ravishing me, bringing me to orgasm over and over again. And in the corner, leaning leisurely into the chair was Link. Watching. My eyes stayed glued to him as ripple after ripple of ecstasy rolled through me. The entire time, I wished it was his mouth on me. His tongue fucking me.


    Then I looked to the doorway and Garrett Marshall stood there, pleasuring himself. I began to scream, and then everybody disappeared. Everybody but Garrett and me. He dropped one knee onto my bed and I reached for the knife I keep hidden under my pillow. My hand searched frantically, but came up empty.


    I tried to scream again, but no sound came out. Garrett unzipped his pants, a smug smile spreading across his face. He lowered himself. His weight forcing me against the mattress. I prayed for death, knowing I could never survive this a second time.


    Just before Garrett could penetrate me, Link stepped up behind him. My missing knife reflected in his hand before he thrust it into my attacker’s back.


    Garrett tumbled off the bed, landing in a heap on the floor. Link held out his bloody hand to me.


    And then I woke up.

  


  


  


  
    Eleven


    Link


    


    I’ve followed Gregory Anthony home from work every day this week. I keep hoping—praying—he’ll mess up and give me a reason to kill him with a clear conscience.


    It hasn’t happened yet.


    He goes to work. Eats lunch alone at the neighboring fast food restaurants. Goes straight home to his wife—minus the occasional grocery stop.


    Each evening, just like the first time, his wife greets him lovingly. His daughter reaches for him, elated to have her daddy’s attention. Even the dog adores him.


    And I continue to be disgusted. Angry. Broken.


    Tonight I need something stronger than a couple watered down shots and piss-warm beer. I need a woman’s touch. I pull in front of Lea’s house and kill the engine. There’s a light on in the front and I sigh in relief.


    I met Lea about three years ago when I tried some bullshit group counseling. It was supposed to be a place for people like me—people that can’t seem to get over a loved one’s death—to come together and talk. I was looking for like-minded people—people that wanted to seek revenge. I was looking for someone to understand what I wanted. Needed.


    I sat through week after week of sobbing parents who lost their children to cancer, car accidents, and drug overdoses. A wife whose husband died serving our country. A husband who watched his wife whither away to breast cancer. They were all sad. They were all angry. They all wanted someone to blame. And someone to punish. But none of them understood what it was like to lose the person they loved at the hands of another.


    And then Lea walked in.


    Tall, lean, long blonde hair, and forest-green eyes. Nothing about her appearance reminded me of Liv.


    Lea was also strong. Smart. Confident. Most importantly, she knew loss like no other. Her mother and two sisters were murdered in their home—in their beds—while they slept, by men her father had hired to kill them. They tried to kill Lea, too, but she fought back, injuring one of the men. He was still in the house when the police arrived.


    The men responsible for taking her family away were caught and punished. She was able to sit in a courtroom and watch them all—including her father—as they were sentenced to four consecutive life sentences. She knew she’d never have the pleasure of looking them in the eyes and killing them. And she was furious about it.


    The night she told her story, something inside of me broke and I cried for the first time since I woke up in the hospital and they told me Olivia was gone.


    I cried because I had finally found somebody that understood what was happening inside of me. The agony. The torment. The thunderous emotions. The guilt. The fear. The need.


    Lea also wasn’t looking for a relationship, which made her perfect for no-strings-attached sex. We quickly fell into bed when we needed to seek comfort and we never asked each other why. Because no matter what happened in our day-to-day lives to upset us and send us to the other’s door, it was always the same underlying reason.


    Nobody knows about Lea. Not even Augie. He knows about the group I used to attend. He knows I made a friend there. But he has no clue that I do this. Lea is my secret for the same reason I keep my plans for revenge to myself. I don’t want anybody to tell me it’s wrong.


    I walk to her door now, needing to feel a connection. Needing to feel something—anything—other than what I’ve felt for the past few days.


    I knock twice and wait. It’s been a while. Two, maybe three months. It doesn’t matter. It never does. We’re always there for one another.


    Several latches click noisily and then she’s peering back at me through the screen. Without a word, she pushes the door open and I step inside. My hands grip her waist, tugging her against me before the door is even closed.


    My mouth finds her neck. She tips her head to the side giving me easy access. Her fingers trail down my shoulders to my arms, gripping my biceps. I shift us, walking her backward and directing us to her bedroom. She removes her shirt when we hit her bed. There are no pretenses between us. We both know exactly why I’m here.


    I peel the rest of her clothes away and lean over her. I never kiss her on the lips. I haven’t kissed any woman on the lips since Livie. Instead, I sweep my tongue up her chest, between her breasts, before pulling a nipple into my mouth.


    I’d like to think I was always attentive in my love making, but after what happened with Liv, I have an overwhelming need to please the women I take to bed. I refuse to think I’ve become a better lover since her death because it hurts to think I’ve improved without her, but also because this isn’t making love. This is just sex. It’s a physical need met. Physical release. Not love.


    That’s why I don’t kiss. Kissing is intimate. Passionate. Loving.


    I slide down, spreading Lea’s legs wide. She caresses my cheek and I nuzzle into her palm, my eyes falling shut. The scent of the perfume on her wrist reminds me whose hand is touching me.


    I pull away. Her hips buck lightly against me as I drop my mouth between her legs. I massage her clit gently with my tongue, slowly working her up. She’s breathing heavy, her chest rising and falling quickly, causing her breasts to bounce beautifully.


    As I begin to suck softly, she pushes up on her elbows to watch my lips move against her.


    I can never watch because it reminds me I’m not with who I really want to be with.


    “Use your fingers,” she pants. They’re the first words she’s spoken since I arrived. I do as she instructs immediately, aiming to satisfy. I slip two fingers inside, pumping slowly at first, and then gradually quickening my pace.


    “God, yes. Just like that.”


    Lea’s ass lifts off the bed and I have to hook a hand around her thigh, holding her in place. She moans. Her fingers rub my head, trying to grip my hair that is no longer there. There’s barely enough to brush, let alone grab. It doesn’t deter her though. Her nails scrape across my neck leaving a heated path of pleasure and pain.


    I know she’s close so I sink down further, removing my fingers, and push my tongue inside of her. She thrusts against me and I glide back up gradually, adding more and more pressure with each stroke until she’s coming against my mouth.


    As she fights to regain her breath, Lea tugs at my shirt, yanking it over my head. She doesn’t even glance at Livie’s name across my chest. She unbuttons my jeans and shoves them down, using her feet to push them onto the floor. And then she’s climbing on top of me.


    I grip my hard cock, helping to guide it inside. She lets out a contented groan as I fill her. Her hips rock, her wetness coating me.


    No matter how good she feels, no matter how good she makes me feel, it always seems wrong somehow. I watch her breasts as they bob above me, just inches from my face, and I skim my fingers over the firm peaks. Her hands settle on my chest to brace her as she rides me faster.


    She’s panting. Moaning.


    I close my eyes.


    Her soft hand cups my jaw. “Stay with me, Link. I’ll make you feel better.”


    I don’t bother to tell her it’s impossible. I don’t explain that I’m already gone. I just grip her hips, my fingers clinging to her. Every time she slides down, I raise up. We meet in the middle, over and over. I feel her come again, trembling and squeezing my length. I keep thrusting, searching—hunting—for that moment, those few blissful seconds where it all disappears.


    Harder.


    Harder.


    She’s coming again, crying out with sweet elation.


    I keep reaching. I need to forget it all. For just a moment.


    Rocky’s face flickers through my mind, her eyes closed, head tilted back against the wall, fingers in the kid’s hair. And I know what she was looking for. The same reprieve as me.


    I see her eyes open, staring back at me, and I finally feel it. That perfect, allover frenzied flare of ecstasy. A harsh sigh bursts from my lips as I come apart, releasing inside of Lea.

  


  


  


  
    Twelve


    Rocky


    


    Today is my first self-defense class. Ever. I don’t want to be touched. I don’t want to participate. If I don’t like it, I’m out.


    But I’m going.


    Probably.


    Maybe.


    I throw my hair into a bun and purposely pull on a pair of jeans. I even slip on flip-flops just to drive the point home to Joe and whichever guy is instructing tonight. I have no intention on taking part in this class. I’m an observer at best.


    Joe arrives at my door five minutes before nine. He eyes my attire, but wisely doesn’t comment. “You ready?”


    I raise my eyebrows. Of course I’m not ready. “When I want to leave you need to let me go. Don’t push me to stay because I’ll freak.”


    “I know.”


    “And if I don’t want to go back, don’t bug me about it.”


    “Okay.”


    I narrow my eyes. He’s agreeing to this too quickly. “I mean it,” I say. “Don’t just humor me and then pull your shit later.”


    He holds his hands up, trying to placate me. “I know. I’m not. I won’t.” He pulls the door shut. We’re both quiet as we step out on the sidewalk and start for the gym. I’ve been doing a lot of walking lately. My car is still sitting in the same place it’s been all week. My neighbor tried to jump it, but it wasn’t happening. I need a new battery. I’m holding off on buying one until I sell another painting.


    I used to paint for fun. I used to paint because I had so many ideas—pictures dancing through my head—I couldn’t wait to get them on a canvas. Now people send me photographed portraits and I recreate them in paint.


    Business is not booming.


    I somehow managed to find a way to give new meaning to that whole starving artist thing. If I buy a new battery now, then I won’t be able to drink. I weighed my options and decided I can walk until I have more money.


    “This will be my first class too,” Joe says. We stop in front of the set of glass doors. I peer inside, but the place looks empty. Half of the lights are out. “Classes are after close,” he adds reading my reluctance. “So the girls feel more comfortable without an audience.”


    I nod and follow him inside. In the back toward the ring, the blue mats are spread across the floor. Six girls are gathered in a half circle, stretching and talking. They all look like they know each other. Like they’re friends. It makes me want to go home even more than I already did.


    They’re all dressed in workout shorts or yoga pants with tennis shoes on their feet. It makes me smile. I flex my burgundy toes, wiggling them freely in my flip-flops. I couldn’t fit in here even if I tried.


    “I need to find Link and see what he needs me to do, but I’ll be here during the whole class, assisting.”


    “Okay. I’ll just…” I glance around before nodding toward the ring. He bobs his head.


    “All right. See you in a minute.”


    I toss my purse into the ring and pull myself up, pressing down on the middle rope and ducking beneath the top one. I circle the perimeter once, my shoes slapping against the vinyl. When I make a full lap, I take a seat, my legs hanging off the side, the bottom rope under my armpits.


    The other girls cast inquisitive glances my way, but nobody talks to me. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. The scent is so familiar. That smell of vinyl and sweat. It probably isn’t the most common fragrance to appreciate, but I bask in it for several seconds as childhood images swim through my mind.


    I never attended fights, but Dad took me with him and Joe when they worked out. I usually got bored and would beg scrap paper off whoever was working behind the counter, but I always liked tagging along, regardless. All gyms must smell the same because being here in the ring fills me with nostalgia. Back when everything was good. When I was still happy and free.


    I open my eyes, not surprised to meet Link’s gaze.


    The muscles in his jaw throb repeatedly. I’m beginning to wonder if it’s a tick. He turns his attention on the other women. His lips pull up into a smile and I feel my brows lift in surprise. I didn’t realize he knew how to smile. He should do it more often. It’s a damn good smile. Straight white teeth, full lips, small dimple in his right cheek.


    Shit. He’s really fucking sexy when he isn’t scowling.


    I get the twinge between my legs I’m well acquainted with. The muscles in my lower abdomen contract. I’d like to do naughty things to that smile.


    “Let’s start with some core stretches,” he says, shaking me out of my dirty thoughts. “When your muscles are warm and limber, your body can perform the moves better.” He glances at each girl before his eyes slide over me once again. “Most of you have been here before, but for those of you attending for the first time, let’s talk about defensive behavior while we warm up.”


    Joe moves past me briskly, offering me a reassuring smile over his shoulder. He stops beside Link, stretching out his legs and lowering his torso halfway to the ground. The women follow suit, falling into the stretch.


    “The number one rule to remember,” Link continues, “is to avoid putting yourself in dangerous situations.” He adjusts a young woman’s arm, his hand cupping her elbow and repositioning it. “Stay out of allies. If possible, keep to well lit, high populated areas. Park under or near lit lamp posts if they’re available.”


    He walks slowly behind the women, now pulling their heads toward their right legs as Joe demonstrates from in front. “It’s always best to stay in control of yourself.” His eyes flick up to meet mine, holding my gaze. “When you’re impaired by drugs or alcohol, you become an easy target.”


    I arch a brow. Clearly he’s directing this at me. The corner of his mouth twitches as he continues, no longer focusing on me.


    “Until you know a person, don’t go anywhere alone with them. Even if you’re in a populated place, like a restaurant or bar, avoid accompanying them somewhere isolated, like a storage closet or bathroom.”


    He doesn’t look at me this time, but the message is received, loud and clear. I bite down on my tongue in an attempt to maintain my calm.


    Joe switches to the other leg and like a wave, the other women shift, shadowing his movement. Link places his palm between an older woman’s shoulder blades, flattening her back.


    “Lose the invincible attitude. Thinking it can’t happen to you is the most dangerous position you can put yourself in. It can happen to you. Any of you. At any time.”


    My palms are sweaty. I slide my arms off the ropes and wipe my hands across my jeans. I don’t know why I continue to put myself at risk, day after day. It’s almost as if I’m asking for it to happen again. Testing every man I come in contact with. I know how stupid my behavior is every single time I take a stranger into the bathroom, but I do it anyway. I keep doing it. And I don’t know how to stop myself.


    Every time it doesn’t happen to me again it’s like being exonerated.


    “Travel in groups,” Link says. I sit up, determined to give him my full attention.


    “Just remember, there is safety in numbers. One other person is better than walking down the street by yourself. Two other people is even better. Expect the unexpected. Trust me, you won’t see an attack coming, but if you prepare yourself, you have a good chance of walking away from it.”


    He stops in front, nodding to Joe. My brother straightens, raising his hands high above his head, then leans at the waist. The women mimic immediately.


    Link looks at me over their bent forms. “Change up your routine. Take a different path than you normally would, shop at different stores, don’t frequent the same hangout. An attacker can learn your routine and use it against you.”


    The women rise with Joe and pull their legs behind them at the ankle.


    “Carry your keys with you even if you don’t think you’ll need them. They make a good weapon when nothing else is available. Keep them in your hands whenever walking to and from your car.” He pauses, looking thoughtful. “Have I forgotten anything?”


    “Trash,” a girl about my age offers.


    “Yes,” Link says, flashing her a smile. “Take your trash out the morning of pick up, not the night before. Preferably in the daylight hours. Anything else?” He waits, his eyes gliding over the women. “Okay, lets get started.” He claps his hands and rubs them together.


    “Who’s first?”

  


  


  


  
    Thirteen


    Link


    


    A few of the girls volunteer, raising their hands. I ignore them, staring Rocky down where she perches on the side of the ring. She narrows her eyes. The gesture practically screams “fuck you.”


    “Can I talk to you real quick?” Joe asks. He cocks his head to the side, nodding to my office.


    “Yeah, what’s up?”


    He doesn’t answer me until we’re in the office with the door closed. I lean my hip against the side of the desk as he begins.


    “It took a lot to get Rocky to come here tonight.” He runs his fingers across his forehead as if there’s pain there. “A few years ago, when she was in high school, she was attacked. Raped.” He stops there, sucking in a long breath.


    I knew there was something there with her, some kind of story. I didn’t know what it was, but I felt it when I looked at her. Loss and pain. It doesn’t matter the how or the why. Scars like that are universal. We earn them differently, we wear them differently, but we all carry them the same.


    “He walked and it fucked her up,” Joe adds. I close my eyes for a second, taking a breath. His words hit me right where it hurts most. She lives like a prisoner because her rapist is free. Free to do it again. I know that agony well.


    “She has issues with people touching her.” Joe looks at me, his posture rigid. He looks exhausted. “I told her she didn’t have to do anything in this class. She just wants to watch.”


    I nod slowly. “I get it, man. I do. But the best way for her to learn is by doing.”


    “I know. She will. Later, when she’s comfortable being here.”


    “Okay.”


    “Okay?”


    “Yeah. The best way for her to regain her power is by knowing she can take the fucker down if he ever comes near her again. We can help her achieve that here. That’s what these classes are all about. If she needs to sit out for a while, then we’ll accommodate. It’s better for her to observe than not come at all, right?”


    He smiles weakly, relieved. “Yes. Definitely.”


    I smack his shoulder, shaking him slightly. “Let’s go get our asses kicked by a bunch of women.”


    


    ***


    


    Rocky made it through an hour and fifteen minutes of class. We were discussing what to do when being attacked from behind. As I acted it out with one of the girls, teaching her to drop her center of gravity as I grabbed her around the waist, Rocky scooped up her purse and walked out the door.


    That told me a lot.


    Her experience was like mine in many ways. I can’t help the part of my brain that wants to compare them. Analyze them side-by-side. Or the part that wonders if the guy that raped Rocky could be one of the same men that raped Livie.


    I find myself in my car, determined to find out. I pull in front of the apartment complex and stare up at the building. Somewhere inside are answers. Answers I’ve been seeking for years.


    A motorcycle roars past, pulling into the parking lot. As the driver slides his helmet off, a shiver runs through my body. It’s a sign. It must be. A gift from the Fates, or God, or the devil. I don’t care. I seize the opportunity, opening my door quietly, and following the man Byer’s picked up five days ago. I stay back several feet, watching him sway and wobble drunkenly as he makes his way noisily to his door. The asshole drove this way. It doesn’t surprise me. Just makes me want to hurt him that much more.


    It takes him four—five attempts before the key enters the lock. He opens the door. Wiggles the keys free and drops them on the ground. He bends to retrieve them and I make my move.


    First thing I teach the girls at self-defense: People impaired from drugs or alcohol make easy targets.


    I shove him through the doorway, knocking him to the floor. I pluck his keys off the ground, glance at the windows closest to me, and then step inside. I kick him as he tries to stand.


    “What the fuck, man?” His words are slurred. Slow.


    I close the door and turn the lock. Pocket his keys.


    “I’m going to kick your fucking ass,” he spits.


    My hand slides along the wall, looking for a light switch. The room lights up. I wait for recognition. For him to look at me and understand who I am. Why I’m here.


    But he looks at me blankly. “What do you want?”


    What do I want? I shake my head. I don’t know what I want. I want too much.


    I step closer, staring at his face. Before I even realize what I’m doing, I punch him. And then again. Hard, solid hits to the face. I’m not used to striking someone skin to skin. My hands are usually wrapped, gloved. It feels good. Freeing. I do it one more time and his hands that had been holding him up slip out from under him. He lands face first on the carpet. A low groan echoes through the room. He coughs, the sound wet and wheezy.


    He rolls to his side, staring up at me with fear in his eyes.


    I kneel beside him, my hands dangling in between my bent knees. “Do you remember me?”


    One eye is already swelling shut, but the other flicks over my face. He shakes his head. It makes me want to beat on him more, but I know he wouldn’t be able to take it. He’d pass out on me and I wouldn’t get my answers.


    He flinches, trying to wiggle away as I move to tug my wallet from my back pocket. I pause. “What’s you name?” I ask. I need to know it. I need to know who was responsible for Liv’s brutal death. Who she spent her last seconds on earth with. He doesn’t respond so I stand up. He winces, preparing for another blow. I step over him and look around.


    On the table in the corner is a stack of mail. I pick up the envelope on top. It’s a disconnect notice addressed to Aaron Woods. I pivot on my heel, turning myself deliberately to face him.


    I pull him up and drag him to the couch. He falls back heavily. I take a seat on the coffee table, directly in front of him, and open my wallet. My fingers smooth over the picture of Livie I keep there. I notice my hand is steady. Sure.


    I flip it around so Aaron can see. “Do you remember her?”


    His one good eye leaves my face. For a second—one brief moment—he’s confused. His brow crinkles. And then I see it happen. I watch it sink in as it dawns on him.


    My head tingles. The adrenaline pumps through my veins. My heart begins to pound. I never second-guessed myself. I never thought I had the wrong guy. But to see the confirmation on his face is such a sweet sensation.


    “You have two choices,” I say. “Give me the names of the other guys involved that night and I’ll kill you quickly.”


    “What’s the other choice?” he rasps as blood drips from his lip.


    I close my wallet, squeezing it tightly in my hand. “I take my time, letting you relive that night from a different point of view.”

  


  


  


  
    


    


    Book two in the Dirty series, Playing Dirty, coming March 7, 2014.
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