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    One


    Link


    


    Aaron Woods takes a moment to ponder his choices.


    He knows he’s dead either way. I was clear about that. I’m not a liar, and I felt no need to sugarcoat my intentions. The idea of him suffering has no bearing on my conscience.


    “Fuck you,” he hisses, spitting blood and saliva into the air in a pink mist. “I’m not telling you dick.” His head droops, his chin resting on his chest, and he laughs.


    I figured as much. You can’t promise a man his death at your hands and expect him to cooperate. Little does he know I was hoping he’d choose the hard way.


    I smile.


    “You’re going to tell me,” I explain, my voice eerily calm, “one way or another.”


    Without warning, my hand strikes out, gripping his pinky finger. He instinctively attempts to pull away as his eyes meet mine in question. My smile broadens as I twist up and outward, snapping the bone. The sounding POP fills the air for one perfect moment before he jerks out of my grip with a yelp.


    Aaron hugs his hand to his chest, his one good eye wide, his nostrils flaring with each panicked breath he takes. I know it hurts like a bitch. I’ve suffered the boxer’s break a couple of times. Broken fingers aren’t fun.


    “That’s just one,” I say. “You have two hundred and five bones left. How many do you think I need to break before you deliver those names? Four? Five? Ten? Fifty?”


    I sit forward, bringing my face close to his. He flinches away from my close proximity. “Think about that. Fifty fucking bones—snapped in half. What you’re feeling now is nothing in comparison.” I click my tongue noisily. “I’ve waited four God damn years for this day. I’m a patient man. I can do this all night. All week, if I have to.”


    His gaze flicks toward the door. I can imagine what he’s thinking. Wondering how far he could get. What his chances are of making it out of this apartment safely.


    Zero.


    But I don’t oblige him with that information twice.


    Instead, I backhand him, my knuckles slamming into the soft flesh of his cheek and knocking his head into the wall with a dull thud.


    “How do you live with yourself?” I ask suddenly. I truly want to know the answer to this. “How do you lay your head down and sleep through the night knowing you raped and murdered a young woman? How do you get up every morning?” I inhale sharply, my heart pounding in my ears. “HOW?”


    Every single day is a struggle for me. How does he do it?


    He doesn’t answer me. He doesn’t look at me. He just sits there, pressing his back into the couch, leaning as far away from me as he can get. His demeanor reminds me of an abused dog. He’s trying to make me feel bad, attempting to play on my sympathies. It only makes me angrier.


    Images of Aaron’s body jerking on top of Livie as he thrust inside of her, despite her pleas, flash like lightning through my mind. Her frightened eyes staring at me. Her whimpers. Her cold fingertips as they grazed mine.


    I have no compassion for this monster.


    I stand up and unhook my belt. The abrupt movement forces Aaron to turn his attention back to me.


    “What are you doing?” he asks quickly. His voice quivers and I’m glad. I’m so glad he’s terrified.


    I ignore his question, working my belt loose of the loops in my jeans. I fold it into my hand and I let him wonder what I have in store for him. Whatever scenario his twisted mind conjures still won’t be as gruesome as what he did to Livie.


    “Stand up and turn around. Place your palms on the wall.”


    “No,” he mutters defiantly.


    “It wasn’t a question,” I state slowly. I give him a few seconds, allowing him time to act on his own. When he continues to sit, refusing to do as I directed, I sink my fingers into his hair, yanking him up. I realize, as I shove his face into the yellowed smoke-stained wall, how unnervingly similar my actions are to his that night.


    It stuns me and I hesitate.


    If I do this, am I any better than he is?


    “She was so tight the first time I fucked her.”


    His statement catches me off guard. I’m so surprised I lighten my grasp, allowing him to pivot his body until he’s facing me. He smiles, his teeth red with his blood.


    “By the time I got my second round, it was like fucking a bucket of water. We. Tore. Her. Up.”


    I stumble back as if he shoved me. Tears burn my eyes. Bile rises in my throat.


    No.


    NO.


    I didn’t know that. I didn’t…


    I stare at him in horror. How many times did they rape her while I lied there unconscious?


    I place my hands over my face, sliding them up over my head. My nails scrape at my scalp.


    NO.


    I lunge at him. I’m going to kill him. My fingers clasp his throat and I apply pressure, cutting off his oxygen. Most people don’t know how simple it is to choke somebody. The right amount of pressure in the right spot will bring even the biggest man to his knees. I let my fingers sink into his Adam’s apple and I squeeze it like a stress ball.


    He clasps my wrist. Tries to loosen my grip. He hits me, but I don’t even feel it.


    I’m going to kill him.


    I’m going to kill him.


    I’m going to kill him.


    Aaron’s eyelids sag, his body slumps.


    And then I realize I’m killing him. I’m killing him and I don’t have the names.


    I need those names.


    I release him. His body falls to the floor. I’m not sure how long I stare down at him. I’m at war with myself. I hope he’s dead because he doesn’t deserve to live.


    I hope he’s alive—not just because I need the names he can provide, but also because he needs to suffer more. And then I realize this was probably his intent. To get me so angry I would act without thinking, ending this quickly. And I fell for it. I let him reel me in like a fucking sucker.


    I nudge him with the toe of my shoe. He rolls with the movement, landing on his back. I watch his chest until I see it rise with a slow breath.


    It’s not relief I feel.


    Scooping up my belt that fell to the floor at some point during my freak out, I loop it around Aaron’s wrists. I pull snugly, binding them together.

  


  


  


  
    Two


    Rocky


    


    The hallway is empty. Deserted. My shoes squeak against the shiny linoleum as I hurry toward the muffled voices of two hundred of my fellow students. This is the most important pep rally of the year. Our football team is playing Gainesville—our biggest rival—tonight. I should already be in there, shaking my pom-poms and swaying my ass for the team. As a senior, I’ll never get this chance again.


    I duck inside the locker room, searching out the closest mirror. I sigh at my disheveled hair, sliding the rubber band through my dark locks. My fingers make quick work, smoothing out a new ponytail and fastening the ribbon displaying our school colors.


    I wash the leftover dried smears of paint from my hands, scrubbing at my fingernails. I keep them clipped short so it’s not as noticeable, but it’s just a part of who I am. There are always some remnants of my art projects discoloring my cuticles, staining my clothes, or clumping my hair. I like that though. My paintings are just as much a piece of me as I am of them.


    I run my hands under the blower and do a little spin, making sure everything is in place. Make-up—perfect. Bow—straight. Uniform—flawless…well, minus that little dot of blue on the end of my sleeve. I’m sure nobody will notice. I smile at my reflection. I look good.


    Muted cheers erupt as I push the door open and head for the gymnasium. I peer through the small window separating me from the rest of my class. I can see my friend, Cecily—head cheerleader—looking at the crowd of screaming students filling the bleachers. I know that scowl. She isn’t happy. She’s probably looking for me. And probably seriously pissed I’m not in there. As a perfectionist, she’s probably suffering a mini panic attack.


    I’m about to pull the door open and put her at ease when a set of hands skim along my hips before gripping my waist. I’m tugged back against a hard chest. I gasp out of surprise, but not because I’m scared. Doug does this all the time—right before he lands a kiss on my cheek. We’ve been doing this same dance for the past month while I wait for him to get up the nerve to ask me out. I’ve crushed on him since last year, but our timing has always been wrong. Either I was dating someone or he was. But we’ve both been single for nearly four weeks now. If he doesn’t ask me out soon, I think I’ll lady up and ask him.


    His usual kiss doesn’t ensue and I chalk it up to nerves. And now my stomach twists with anticipation.


    Maybe he’s finally going to do it.


    I try to turn so I can look at him, but his grasp tightens almost painfully. I open my mouth to tell him, but nothing comes out. I’m in shock; my chin quivering as I watch his right hand slide up my torso until it curves around my breast. He squeezes hard and I feel him harden against my back. His rigid length pokes into the curve of my lower back as he grinds his hips.


    I try to pull away again, struggling to free myself. “Stop.” I don’t yell it. I don’t say it firmly or harshly. I barely breathe the word because I don’t understand why this is happening. I can’t comprehend why Doug would do this.


    I claw at his hand. I just want it off of me.


    His fingers tighten around my breast like he’s trying to hurt me. I cry out from the discomfort. Before I register what he’s doing, his other hand covers my nose and mouth. My feet leave the floor. It happens so quickly. One moment, I’m steps away from a room full of people. The next, I’m being taken into another room—the locker room I just left. The door closes behind us and he lowers me until the toes of my shoes squeak against the ground in my struggle.


    His hand is still over my face. I can’t breathe. I thrash, fighting against him. I kick. I try to scratch at his thick hands—my nails are too short to do any damage. I try to push back against him, but my feet find no purchase as they slip and slide across the smooth linoleum.


    I try to scream, but it’s nothing more than a hum behind his tight grasp. I’ve never been held against my will. Ever. Nobody has ever tried to hurt me. Nobody has ever touched me in this way without my permission. Every bone in my body opposes. I can’t think about anything other than getting away. Getting air into my lungs. Running.


    He shoves me into the wall, my cheek pressing into the cool brick. My shirt has lifted in the scuffle and the brick scratches my stomach. In this position, he’s forced to move his hand, and I inhale deeply, over and over again, panting for breath.


    “If you scream, I’ll fucking kill you,” he whispers against my ear. His hot breath billows against my skin and I shiver with recognition.


    Garrett.


    Garrett Marshall.


    Doug’s friend and teammate.


    I don’t know him well. We’re more acquaintances, having mutual friends in the same circle, than we are friends ourselves. But we’ve been in school together since junior high. He’s always been nice to me.


    Why is he doing this?


    I don’t know why I don’t scream, but I don’t. I don’t make a sound other than my quick breaths.


    Garrett brushes my hair out of my face and away from my neck. The gesture is slow, intimate. I cringe. I can just make him out with my peripheral vision. He seems calm, relaxed.


    I can’t stop shaking. I can’t think.


    I need out of here. I need him to stop touching me.


    “Please,” I finally murmur. “Please, stop.”


    “Shut up.” He clutches my neck, holding me confined to the wall. His grip isn’t tight—I can still breathe—but it’s firm enough to keep me in place. He lifts the back of my skirt and finds the waist of my shorts. In one quick motion, he forces them down, exposing my bare flesh to him.


    Seconds pass. I have no idea what he’s doing behind me. What he’s thinking. I’m naked from the waist down for his viewing pleasure. It’s degrading. Humiliating.


    I feel him move. Feel his hand brush against my skin. I jump, startled. He pauses for a moment, and then I hear the metallic sound as he loosens his belt. Then the drag of his zipper.


    I whimper.


    No no no no no no no no.


    Every lesson we learned in grade school about stranger danger runs through my mind. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t take candy from strangers. Never accept rides from strangers. Don’t open the door for strangers. Never tell strangers you’re home alone. On and on and on.


    Not once did my mom or my teachers tell me what to do about someone I knew.


    Nobody taught me how to stop someone from raping me. They only explained what I should do after the fact.


    Garrett touches me. His long fingers push inside, stroking and pumping as if he’s trying to make me feel good now. As if he could. As if this is normal. Wanted.


    My hands press flat into the wall, nails clawing at the mortar. I wait for him to take his disgusting fingers out of me. I wait for him to let me go. Tears of fear, of shame, of absolute agony burn my eyes.


    This isn’t happening.


    This isn’t happening to me.


    It can’t be.


    Garrett removes his fingers and I propel myself backward, hoping to catch him off guard, but he still has my neck in his hold. He squeezes, his fingertips digging into my muscles. It hurts so badly I nearly drop to my knees. He easily maneuvers me back into place. He positions me how he wants me. Stomach to the wall, arms raised. He kicks at my feet until my legs are spread to his liking.


    I think I ask him to stop again. I think I tell him no. I’m crying too hard to know for sure. I know I’m screaming it inside of my head. I’m screaming for my dad. For my brother. My mother. For anyone, anywhere to help me. Save me.


    His stomach is pushing into my back. He breathes into my hair. I can smell his cologne. I feel him rub his erection against me. I gag.


    He thrusts hard once, burying himself to the hilt. My muscles clench in reaction. Garrett groans as if it feels good. I think I’m going to throw up. He moves against me, pulling out and pushing in again. Each time is torture. It feels like he’s ripping my insides apart as he continues to drive into me, harder and harder. He makes no attempt to be gentle.


    I wish I were dead.


    He sighs with gratification. I want to die and he’s moaning with delight.


    My mind shuts off.


    I stop fighting him. I stop crying. I just stand in the same spot, allowing him to do what he wants to me. I don’t know how much time passes. It feels endless.


    His harsh movements stop. He says my name tenderly. His hand caresses my hair. His other hand massages my neck sympathetically.


    “Don’t tell anyone,” he croons. “This is our little secret.”


    Our little secret.


    I nod. I’d agree to just about anything right now.


    He steps back and I turn slowly, adjusting my skirt to cover myself. I still feel bare.


    I don’t want to look at him, but I need to see what he’s doing. I need to see him leave. I watch him tuck his now flaccid dick into his jeans and button up. He bends, scooping up my discarded shorts and holds them out to me. I don’t move to take them. I can’t. He shakes his hand, annoyed. When he takes a step in my direction, I finally move, pushing myself forward. I snatch them from him and back away quickly.


    He waits, watching me as I slip them on, and pull them up my legs. His hooded eyes roam over my body. I’m terrified of the thoughts running through his head. He looks like he wants to do it all over again. To hurt me again.


    I frantically try to think of some way to deter him. Something I can say or do to sicken him or scare him or…


    The happy call of cheering students grows louder for just a moment as if someone has opened the gym door. Garrett blinks, stirring from whatever sick thoughts he was mulling over. He runs his fingers through his hair, and then he walks out the door as if nothing happened.


    I collapse to the floor in relief. My knees throb in pain, but it’s mild compared to the ache inside. I only stay this way for a few seconds. I’m scared he’ll come back. I’m scared he’ll do it again. I grab the wooden bench and pull myself up gingerly.


    I’m halfway to the door when I catch my reflection in the mirror. My mascara is smeared in black streaks under my eyes. My hair is hanging in chunks, half in and half out of my ponytail. My sweater is askew, the collar stretched out of place.


    I stare at the spot of blue. I stare so hard it blurs.


    I can’t walk through the halls like this.


    Everybody will know what happened. They’ll know what he did to me.


    I yank the band from my hair and finger brush it as quickly as I can before splashing water on my face.


    As I wipe at the smudges under my eyes, I come to terms with the fact that I’ve just been raped.


    I’ve been raped.


    I’ve been raped.


    I’ve been raped.


    The hallway is empty. Deserted. My shoes squeak against the shiny linoleum as I hurry toward the muffled voices of two hundred of my fellow students.


    Wait.


    No.


    This isn’t right.


    I look down at myself. At my uniform. Why am I wearing my old cheer uniform? My head shifts to the locker room door, and then to the doors leading into the gym.


    No. No.


    It’s not real. I’m not here.


    Hands slide around my waist, tugging me back against a solid chest.


    This isn’t real. This isn’t real. This. Isn’t. Real.


    I wake with a start, my heart pounding in my chest. I can feel the salty streaks my tears have left behind. Taste the bile in my throat.


    He’s always there. Every time I close my eyes.


    I’ll never be free of him.

  


  


  


  
    Three


    Link


    


    How far is too far?


    What is that point you can’t come back from?


    What line do you have to cross before you’re so far gone you can’t even recognize yourself anymore?


    Aaron has continued to live his life as if he didn’t rape and murder a young woman. As if he wasn’t a part of destroying so many lives. As if he didn’t make Livie’s final moments absolute torture. All those men have just gone on. Gotten married. Had kids.


    They go to parties. Movies. They have fun. They smile and laugh. They don’t allow that night to affect them.


    So how far is too far?


    No matter how many times I ask myself this question I can’t seem to find the answer.


    I always come back to one important fact.


    Livie is dead because of them.


    I haven’t recognized myself since she left me. She was so much a part of my life—a vital piece of who I was—that without her, I’m just missing.


    Does it matter if I cross that invisible line? If I go too far? If I can never come back?


    I don’t think so. Because what’s left for me here?


    Nothing.


    I’ve been told over and over how time heals all wounds. Time will make it easier. People say whatever they can think of in an attempt to make you feel better.


    But here’s the truth: It’s been years and she is still all I think about. All I miss. All that is missing from me. Time has not healed that loss or filled that hole. If anything, it has only taken her farther away from me.


    It doesn’t get easier.


    It just doesn’t get easier. And I can’t stand it. I can’t stand myself. I can’t stand that these men are free. Unpunished. I can’t stand pretending. Restraining myself.


    I need them to suffer—to pay—before I go insane.


    Maybe I already am.

  


  


  


  
    Four


    Rocky


    


    I lie in bed, unable to sleep. This isn’t unusual. But the reason I can’t sleep tonight is. My thoughts are stuck on Linken Elliot.


    I can’t stop wondering what happened to make him start teaching self-defense classes. Joe said there was a girl. That Link does it for her. Who was the girl? His sister? Mother? Girlfriend? Wife?


    What happened to her?


    If I know the answers maybe I’ll feel better about the classes. About him.


    I replay the class. What Link said. How his eyes met mine when he talked. How dead his stare is. How much his smile transforms his face.


    I think I want to know him. Understand him.


    I imagine what it would be like to touch him. To let him touch me.


    I don’t allow men to touch me. I haven’t had sex with a man since Garrett forced himself on me. Now all I’m able to do is order men to their knees so they can go down on me. I have to be in control.


    My need for power came to me by accident. It was just after the prosecutor broke the news that there’d be no charges brought against Garrett. I was…upset. Enraged is probably a more fitting word.


    So I did what any teenager unable to deal with her emotions would do. I went to a party and got mind-numbingly drunk. Several things occurred that night. The first being that I realized I liked—no I loved—the effects of alcohol. I was numb. Free. And it felt amazing.


    I also found out that Cecily, my friend since childhood, didn’t believe I was raped after she very bluntly explained, “Whores weren’t allowed at her party.”


    Doug kindly offered to drive me home after witnessing Cecily berate me in front of all her guests.


    As we drove in silence, I looked at Doug and was astonished that I was still attracted to him. The thought of having sex with him both turned me on and sickened me simultaneously.


    And then I wondered if Doug could possibly erase what Garrett did.


    I told him to pull over. He did so, quickly, thinking I was sick. I told him how I could still feel Garrett inside of me. Against me. His breath and his hands. All of it. Always. I asked him if he could take it away.


    When he asked me how, I explained I didn’t know. But the need was real. It was overwhelming. It was consuming me. So we played a dangerous game of trial and error. What I could handle and what I couldn’t. It became apparent fairly quickly that I couldn’t handle much. But I liked this game because I controlled it. I controlled him. And when he lowered his head and swept his tongue against me as I ordered him to, I liked that too. I liked it because it felt good. And it felt good because Garrett didn’t do that.


    I was too embarrassed to see Doug again after that. By that point I had stopped going to school, so it wasn’t hard to avoid him. Though I didn’t like to be touched, I had become addicted to this new game, so I began searching for ways to reenact it. On a search for that person who could finally erase Garrett.


    As soon as I hit drinking age, I started hitting up bars. Bathrooms became my room of choice because I felt a false sense of protection remaining in a public place. The fact that a public restroom is similar to a locker room is something I refuse to think too hard on.


    I haven’t felt a man’s hands on me intimately in three years. Yet, I can’t stop picturing Link’s hands now, gliding along my heated skin. Pressing and caressing all the right places. His callused fingers prodding all my girly spots. The thought scares me and excites me at the same time.


    I slip my own hand under the blanket and rest it on my belly. I concentrate on the pressure of my touch, flexing my fingers one at a time. The heat of my palm against my stomach stirs my need. Arousal flares within me.


    Link’s smile flashes behind my eyelids. I envision he’s smiling at me. For me.


    And I want to play the game with him.


    My fingers work under the waistband of my sleep shorts and into my panties. I keep my touch soft, gentle, barely there as I caress my mound. Once, twice, three times. I’m so warm. My eyelashes flutter. My toes curl into the mattress.


    I part my lips with my first and ring fingers, letting my middle finger play in my wetness. I’m slick and hot. I circle the sticky moisture around my clit. Each sweep pulls me closer.


    My hand is no longer my own. It’s Link’s. It’s his fingers parting me. His finger rubbing, touching, causing my hips to jerk with each stroke.


    His other hand slips under my tank top, finding my breast. He pinches my nipple, gently at first, and then firmer until it almost hurts in an exquisite way. I moan, low and long. It feels so good.


    It’s his hands—not his mouth that I want. I want his touch. I crave it.


    My clit pulses against my fingers in blissful aftershocks. I blink my eyes open and try to calm my breathing. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to fantasize about a man like that.


    


    ***


    


    My fridge is empty minus a package of string cheese and half a bottle of vodka.


    I take one of the cheeses, leaving the refrigerator door open for light as I perch on the counter. I tear the plastic wrapper open slowly. Take a bite and wash it down with a large gulp of alcohol.


    Sometimes I partake in a mundane task, like eating and drinking by myself in the middle of the night, and contemplate how I find the strength to go on each day. How haven’t I given up? Why do I bother to live when this is all I have to offer?


    I haven’t been home in months. Every time my parents call, I send it straight to voicemail.


    I’ve cut off all contact with the few friends I had left after the school divided over the rape. Some believed me. Some believed Garrett. Most didn’t give a shit either way.


    I work from home, when I actually have work to do.


    And I can’t have a real relationship with a man. I’ve resorted to banging my own hand to get off.


    I’m pretty sure the only one who would be affected if I ceased to exist is my brother. But Joe’s strong. He’d be okay.


    The thing is, I don’t have the strength to end my life. I have no desire to slit my wrists or OD on pills. I’m too tired. Too lazy. If I could just fade into nonexistence, that’d be perfect.


    I swallow down more vodka. This is the closest I’ll ever come to disappearing.

  


  


  


  
    Five


    Link


    


    I was a nervous wreck the first time I called Olivia. Not only was she my principal’s daughter, but she was also the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She was a year younger than me and attended a different school.


    I quickly learned our age difference didn’t matter because she was a hell of a lot more mature than I was, and being at different schools just made seeing her that much sweeter.


    As I put the phone to my ear that first time, I was so worried she wouldn’t remember who I was. But Livie put all my unease to rest as soon as she answered. I’ll never forget her words for as long as I live. “It’s about time you finally used my number. I was beginning to worry that you stumbled into The Lost Woods.”


    It took me all of about three stunned seconds to realize she made a Zelda reference, which was cool as shit. And then a couple more to understand she did so because of my name. By the time my silence hit an uncomfortable level, I think I had fallen in love with her. An awkward, teenage love, but it was love all the same.


    Not only did she remember my name, but she waited for my call. And on top of that, she knew video games. I was convinced she was an angel, sent to me from God.


    I think girls just assume guys have a shit-ton of confidence and always know how to talk to them.


    We don’t.


    At least, I didn’t.


    Not when it came to Livie. She was, hands down, the coolest female I knew. I was left a stuttering, bumbling idiot. It made her laugh, which I learned was actually a good thing. We had our first date that weekend—Batman at the local theater. We shared a Coke and held hands. After that we were inseparable. To this day, I don’t know how I got so lucky. Not just for the time I had with her, but because she loved me. Me. Of all the guys in the world. She was mine.


    Now she’s gone.


    Not once in four years has that gotten easier.


    I sit behind my desk at the gym, staring unseeingly at the stack of papers in front of me. Some are bills. Some are client info that needs to be filed. Some are just junk that needs weeding out.


    I don’t have the mental capacity to deal with this today. Or any day, for that matter. My existence is tied to one thing and one thing only.


    Vengeance.


    I roll away from the desk, scooping up the pile as I go. Augie and Joe are in the ring, sparring for fun before we open for the day. I slap my papers down on the mat. “Aug, I need a secretary,” I say. “Know anybody that might be interested in the job?”


    Joe drops his guard, lowering his arm, and giving me his full attention. Augie, being the asshole that he is, takes full advantage of the distraction. He effectively nails Joe with a right hook, throwing the poor guy off balance. It’s a total dick move that has him stumbling into the ropes.


    Augie claps his gloved hand down on Joe’s shoulder, chuckling around his mouth guard. “They teach that in the Marines?”


    Joe spits his mouthpiece. “No, but they did teach us how to use a gun.”


    Augie glances over his shoulder at me, smirking. “Never piss off a Marine.”


    “Noted,” I reply.


    “I might know someone,” Joe says as he climbs out of the ring. It takes me a second to realize he’s referring to my secretary question.


    “Good. Get her in here today. I need this shit sorted.” I nod to the pile. “I’ll pay twelve an hour.”


    “Pay me an extra twelve an hour and I’ll do it,” Augie says.


    “Can’t,” I say as I begin backing toward the exit. “I have some shit to handle this week and I’m going to need you to pick up my slack around here.” I flip the open sign before pushing through the door.


    “What? Where you going, man?” Augie calls. “You’ve been here ten minutes.”


    “Errands.”


    


    ***


    


    I find myself parked outside of Gregory Anthony’s insurance agency. I don’t know why I keep coming back, watching. Waiting for him to screw up. To give me an opportunity to kill him.


    I don’t understand why I continue to torture myself when I know I can’t kill him.


    But God, I want to.


    I sit here, alone in my car, my eyes fixed on the front doors, and I just wait. And wait. The longer I sit here, the angrier I get. It just plays over and over in my head on a loop. He shouldn’t have this life. He shouldn’t be allowed to watch his daughter grow up. He shouldn’t be allowed to go home to his wife each night and make love to her.


    I wonder, for probably the millionth time, what my life would be like right now had these men not ruined it. Olivia and I would be married. She’d be pregnant with our first child. A boy. Livie always wanted a little boy. She wanted him to have my eyes and smile. I secretly hoped that any children we had would look like her.


    I imagine what she would look like with that pregnancy glow people refer to, and her belly rounded with life. I know she’d be absolutely gorgeous. She’d be happy. Nervous about being a first-time mom, but content. I laugh softly as I picture her nesting, cleaning everything in sight. And the shopping sprees she’d drag me on to prepare for our baby.


    I close my eyes and try to take a breath. There’s a tight pain in my chest making it impossible. My shoulders shake as if I’m crying, but there are no tears. Not anymore. I’ve cried all I can cry.


    My hand curls, forming a fist, and I bring it down swiftly into my chest. It forces the air from my lungs and I’m able to suck in a breath.


    This agony is consuming me.


    I’ve lost everything.


    I have nothing.


    Nothing to live for. Nothing to fight for.

  


  


  


  
    Six


    Rocky


    


    I knew I would take the job as soon as Joe called to tell me about it. I knew that even if I wasn’t hurting for money, I still would have accepted it just to have the opportunity to be around Link.


    Maybe it’s because he didn’t tell my brother about the night he found me receiving head from a stranger in a bar bathroom.


    Maybe it’s because he’s trying to help women. Teaching them how to stop an attack before it happens. Before they can be broken.


    Maybe it’s because he’s as broken as I am.


    Whatever the reason, I’m drawn to him. Intrigued. Attracted. Curious.


    Joe meets me at the door to the gym, pushing it open for me. He smiles, pleased I actually showed up.


    “Hey,” he says. “You look nice.”


    I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear as I narrow my eyes. I put no extra effort into getting ready than I usually do. My brother’s buttering me up like a dinner roll and I don’t like it. He continues quickly before I can call him on it.


    “You’ll basically be filing paperwork. Link didn’t give me any instructions, but I glanced through it. It looks like you’ll need to determine which bills need to be paid, which fees need to be collected, and toss the junk. Then I guess just keep up on it.”


    I follow him to Link’s office. He nods his head to the desk. “You can work in here. Answer the phone if it rings. If you have any questions, just come find me.”


    “Okay.” I pull the office chair out and plop myself down.


    “You good?”


    “Yeah,” I say slowly, looking up at him. “I think I can handle this.”


    He grins at me, his steady gaze exhuming pride. Nobody’s looked at me like that in a long time. It makes me uncomfortable. Like I won’t be able to do this. I’ll screw this up somehow and disappoint him.


    “I need to get out there, but I’ll be close by.”


    I nod, swallowing tightly. My eyes trail him to the door. When it shuts behind him, I blow out a long breath. I twist myself back and forth in the chair, glancing around the small room.


    For obviously not being a simple man, Link has very simple taste when it comes to decorating. The desk—buried under stacks of file folders, slips of paper, and empty Styrofoam cups—is old, faded, and stained in water rings.


    The chair cradling my ass is a dark cracked leather and undeniably comfortable.


    There’s a calendar on the wall to the right of the desk, flipped to last month. I tug the pushpin out and fix it.


    A few posters displaying famous boxers’ images align the other walls, but no personal photos.


    Really, the only details I can determine about Link is that he’s unorganized and careless with his drinks.


    The phone rings and I jump at the unexpected shrill sound. It’s been a while since I used a real phone with a base and receiver. Hell, it’s been years since I’ve heard the actual ring of a real phone.


    I pick it up slowly, unsure how I should answer. “Um, Livie’s gym. Can I help you?”


    “May I speak with Mr. Elliot, please?” a sweet female voice asks.


    “Uh, he’s not here right now. Can I take a message?” I stumble over the words, making it up as I go. “This is his secretary,” I add unnecessarily.


    “This is Taylor from Forever Florist. Mr. Elliot places an order with us every Monday morning, but we haven’t received his call today.” She pauses. I hear her take a quick breath. “It’s unusual…”


    I have no idea what to say. If he didn’t place the order then he didn’t want the flowers this week, right? What kind of florist calls because you skip ordering flowers one day?


    “I’ll leave him a message to get back to you.” I scribble on a scrap of paper. Pushy flower lady called.


    “Oh, okay. Thank you.”


    “Mm-hm,” I mumble before dropping the receiver into place.


    ***


    


    I’ve made it through about a third of the pile when the office door opens. My head snaps up, eyes meeting Link’s. He stares back at me, confused. I hold up the electric bill in my hand for him to see.


    “This is two months behind. And are you aware you haven’t collected fees from a lot of people. Like, close to half. In at least two months. How do you keep this place running?”


    I watch recognition soften his features, but not by much. His shoulders sag slightly as he walks around the desk to get a closer look at the bill in my hand.


    “Is this the newest one?”


    “Yep.” I point to the date and he leans in. The scent of his cologne causes me to turn toward him. I haven’t enjoyed the smell of a man in so long. His scent is crisp, clean. Inviting.


    “Well, shit.” He straightens up and perches on the corner of the desk. “There’s a checkbook in the top right drawer. I have the funds. Pay whatever bills are outstanding. And get me a list of what guys still owe and how much. I’ll talk to them personally.”


    I continue to look at him. On the outside, I probably look mildly interested in what he’s saying to me. But inside, I’m not really paying attention. Instead, I keep wondering: Why him?


    Why, after all this time, do I find myself in this man’s gravitational pull? He’s just a guy. Why do I like the way he smells? Why do I touch myself and think of him? Why did I jump on the chance to come work for him?


    “Your florist called,” I say awkwardly.


    Link’s face pales. He stands up and fishes his cell phone from his pocket. The expression on his face is so pained, so distraught. My stomach tightens in response.


    “Hi, Taylor. Yeah, I’m fine. I just…” He shakes his head as anger slowly replaces his sadness. “I forgot.” He almost whispers the word. His lips flatten into a thin line. “Yeah. Two dozen today. Red.” He rubs at his forehead as if in pain. “Yes, send a picture of delivery. You too.”


    When he looks back at me, his expression is neutral. Emotionless. “Never let me forget my Monday flower order. It’s…important.”


    I nod.


    He stares.


    I stare back.


    I’m curious, but I’m not going to ask. It’s not my business. I can remind him to order flowers without knowing the details.


    “They’re for her,” he murmurs. “For Livie.”


    I nod again and he turns for the door.


    “You’re doing a good job. Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” I reply, my voice catching. That’s something else that hasn’t happened in a long time—being thanked for doing something well.


    Link stops, his hand on the doorknob. He doesn’t turn around or attempt to look at me. Several seconds go by, and then he drops his head. “Do you ever think about killing him?”


    I blink, surprised by his question. A shiver dances down my spine as I realize he knows about me. About what happened to me. A hundred different thoughts run through my mind. I don’t express any of them.


    “Yes.”


    He nods at the floor. “How often? How often do you think bout it?”


    “Always,” I breathe.


    He pivots slowly, peering back at me. Our eyes lock and I see understanding there. And something else. Appreciation.


    I think he’s going to say more—he looks like he wants to—but he pulls the door open, leaving without another word.


    And then I understand the draw. It’s not that we’ve both been damaged. Or that we both have suffered, or lost, or hurt.


    It’s that we both survived it.

  


  


  


  
    Seven


    Link


    


    It’s late by the time I get home. I toss my keys on the counter and crack open an energy drink. I’m going to need it.


    I drop my jacket on the chair and thump down the stairs to the supply closet in my basement. I tug on the string of the overhead light. The naked bulb illuminates the damp, musty space, allowing me to turn the combination on the padlock.


    As soon as I pull the door open, the ammonia scent of piss fills my nose. I turn my head away and take a deep breath. And then I rip away the duct tape covering Aaron’s eyes. He moans, muffled behind his heavily taped lips. Pieces of glue are still stuck to his face, matting his eyelashes closed. Not that he can really see out of his swollen eyes anyway.


    I lean down and smack his broken finger hard. He cries out behind his gag. His nostrils flare with each pained breath, but he’s unable to move. Kept secured to the chair I strapped him to.


    “Are you ready to cooperate?”


    It takes him a moment, but then he nods. I pry the tape from his mouth. He winces in pain, working his jaw.


    “The names,” I demand. “Now.”


    He clears his throat. The sound is rough and raspy. I wait, my arms crossed over my chest. He lifts his chin and I know what he’s going to say before he even says it.


    “Fuck you,” he croaks.


    I press my lips together, nodding. I want to hit him. I want to beat the fuck out of him. Instead I grasp his ring finger and yank hard. The snap echoes in the small space. He screams in pain¸ trying to jerk away, but his arms are restrained tightly. He has nowhere to go.


    When he calms his cries, I tip my energy drink to his lips, offering him a drink. He hesitates at first, rejecting the liquid. It rolls down his chin, dripping, and soaking into his shirt. The taste must finally register because he opens his mouth wide, accepting it greedily.


    “Why don’t you just kill me?” he asks when there’s nothing left for him to drink.


    “Because you’re no use to me dead.” I squat, bringing myself closer to him. He reeks. Badly. I nearly gag. “This is your life, Aaron, until you give me your buddies’ names.”


    “Someone’s gonna miss me—when I don’t show up to work or return calls—somebody’s gonna notice.”


    “Well, Aaron,” I say, my voice soft and slow as if I’m talking to a child. “That’s the thing about waiting four years for your attackers to surface. All a man can do is wait and think. Make plans. Trust me when I say nobody will be missing you. As far as anybody of importance is concerned, you packed up and took off. And I’m guessing you aren’t the most reliable person. This is probably nothing new for the people unlucky enough to know you.”


    “I have neighbors. One of them had to have seen you.”


    I chuckle quietly. “If anybody was looking, all they saw was a guy about your size, wearing your hoodie, lugging your oversized trunk.” I replace the tape over his mouth, patting it into place much harder than needed. “Don’t worry, I covered my ass. You and I, we have all the time we need.”


    I swing the door closed, plunging him once again into darkness.


    


    ***


    


    I can’t stand being in the house knowing Aaron’s in the basement. After a quick shower and change of clothes, I take off. I drive without destination for close to an hour before ending up at Bo’s Bar.


    I’m nursing my second beer when a familiar head of hair catches my eye. I have no idea how long she’s been here. I was too absorbed in my own misery to notice. I swivel my seat, leaning my back against the bar and watch as Rocky shoots pool with a guy old enough to be her dad. I’m fairly confident he’s not, judging by the way he stares at her ass as she leans over the table to line up her shot.


    She sinks her ball, causing her to smile. She raises her head and looks in my direction. Her smile fades as she meets my gaze. I tip my head, saluting her with the head of my bottle. Ignoring me, she rounds the table, contemplating her next move.


    She’s very pretty, I realize. The way her dark hair matches the color of her eyes. Jeans hugging a nice shaped ass. She’s small, but curvy. My eyes wander over her body several times, up and down.


    The older guy she’s with places his mouth close to her ear. She flinches, but doesn’t pull away. I watch the way she holds her body, shoulders tense, hands rounding into fists. She takes a small, almost imperceptible, step backward, effectively putting some distance between the two.


    She replies, gesturing with her head toward the bathrooms. He nods, takes the cue from her hand, and places it across the pool table. I follow them with my gaze as they disappear around the corner. I finish off my beer, throw a couple of bills on the bar, and then head for the bathroom as well.

  


  


  


  
    Eight


    Rocky


    


    What’s-his-name leers at me with heated eyes. He paws the door, looking for a lock. There isn’t one, but he doesn’t seem to care much. His hand slides away and he fondles his cock over his jeans. I trace the shape with my eyes, knowing I won’t ever come in contact with it.


    For an older man, he’s pretty good looking. But it was the slow, sensual way he licked his lips that had me inviting him to play a game of pool. I would have laid back on the table and let him eat my pussy right then if there hadn’t been so many people here tonight.


    It’s been that kind of day.


    I know I shouldn’t be doing this. I know I’m making every mistake Link warned me about in self-defense class. But I need this. I need to get off, distract my thoughts, and prove to myself that Garrett Marshall isn’t inside every man I meet.


    I’m in control.


    I pop the button on my pants and gradually lower the zipper. My fingers dip inside, skimming across my panties. I relish the silky feeling. What’s-his-name saunters closer, tugging at his own zipper.


    I shake my head. “On your knees,” I command.


    He smiles as if knows my game, and he wants to play. I watch him drop to one knee, then to both. His head is level with my stomach. He licks his lips in the same way that first caught my attention. My lower belly tightens with anticipation.


    In this position, with him hot and horny and on his knees, I’m the one in charge.


    I love it.


    I hate it.


    Pulling my hand free of my pants, I grip the waistband. The door opens with a long, loud squeal. I look away from the man on the floor to the man in the doorway.


    “Get the fuck out,” Link says, his voice leaving no room for argument. My partner in crime tries anyway.


    “Come on, man. Give us fifteen minutes. We’re in the middle of something.”


    The muscles in Link’s jaw twitch. He inhales deeply and crosses the room in three strides. He grabs What’s-his-name by his shirt collar, hiking him up so they’re face to face.


    “I said get the fuck out.”


    “Link…” I don’t finish my thought because he turns that searing gaze on me. My words die in my throat.


    “You know this guy?” What’s-his-name asks. He jerks out of Link’s grip, taking a stumbling step back.


    I shrug. He puts his hands out, palms up. “Sorry, man. Didn’t know.” I don’t correct his assumption. Neither does Link. We both stand there silently waiting for him to leave. The door hinges scream in protest, opening and shutting before either one of us speaks.


    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I spit. “You have no right to stop me from hooking up with someone.” I’m pissed off and grateful at the same time.


    “One of these days,” Link says, “you’re going to walk into a bathroom with the wrong guy, and you might not walk out.”


    “It’s my life. My choice. My mistake to make. You don’t get it.”


    His eyes narrow as they flick over my face. “I get it.”


    “No,” I whisper, “you don’t.”


    “I do.” He keeps staring, his eyes intent on me. Without a word, he lowers himself to the dirty floor, kneeling in front of me. He reaches for me and my body stiffens in response.


    His movement slows, but doesn’t stop. Each motion is exaggerated, deliberately gentle, showing me what he’s doing. I bite down on my tongue as I watch his large, bruised hands work my jeans down my legs. He lifts my foot, slipping my shoe off. Then repeats it with the other.


    Link raises his head, gazing up at me just as he hooks his fingers into the waist of my panties. He’s silently asking for permission. I nod numbly, one jerky bob of my head.


    “You can tell me to stop at any point, and I’ll listen to you,” he says, his voice husky.


    My eyes fill with tears.


    He glides my panties down to my ankles, baring me. I feel his breath caress my skin. I feel the roughness of his unshaven chin as it scrapes across my thigh. My eyes flutter shut. His tongue, hot and wet, slips between my folds. My hips buck, trying to move closer. His hands fold around my hips, holding me in place.


    My eyes pop open and I inhale sharply.


    “Stop,” I whisper.


    Link pulls away, but his hands still hold me. He tips his head back, trying to read the expression on my face. He nods, his hands falling away.


    I don’t move as he stands. His dick is hard, pressing against the seam of his jeans. Part of me wants to fall to the floor and take his cock into my mouth. Do for him what he tried to do for me. The other part of me is shaking, confused as to what’s happened here tonight.


    “What do you want Rocky?”


    I shake my head, puzzled by the question. “I don’t know. I want to forget. I want to feel safe. I want to be normal.”


    “I can help you forget when you need to. I can help you feel safe. But I can’t change what happened to you.”


    “I didn’t ask you to,” I state defensively.


    “I know.” He bends, plucking my panties from the floor. He holds them out to me and when I don’t take them, he captures my gaze before he kneels in front of me once again. All I have to do is step into them, but I still don’t move.


    His gaze rakes down my body. His tongue sweeps across his bottom lip and he inhales. His eyes close and breathes in again.


    “I need to forget. Make me forget,” I murmur.


    I feel his eyelashes brush my leg. Goosebumps burst along my skin. He nuzzles his nose against the apex of my thigh. I spread my legs, inviting him closer. I don’t stop him when he touches me, grazing his finger over my clit.


    I moan, arching into his hand.


    I want more.


    My fingers splay across his shoulders, guiding him forward until his mouth is finally on me again. Link uses languid strokes, working me up soft and slow. He pushes his middle finger inside of me and I cry out. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this. Since I wanted this. I push back, grinding against him. He makes an appreciative noise, adding more pressure. He begins to suck on my clit, his tongue flicking out and pulsing in time with his finger. I slide my palms under his collar, caressing his back. My fingertips graze the puckered skin there. Line after line of raised, scarred skin.


    I wonder what happened to him to cause these marks. Does he hurt himself? Did somebody hurt him? He increases the pressure of his tongue, causing my thoughts to slip away. I glide my hands up his neck and lock my fingers around the back of his head. And then I thrust into him.


    The real thing is so much hotter than the fantasy.


    I come hard, my orgasm ripping through me.


    Link doesn’t stop. He doesn’t stop because I don’t ask him to. He doubles his efforts, lapping and sucking. He grabs my ankle, lifting it over his shoulder, and spreading me wide. Another finger joins the one plunging inside of me.


    I claw at his head. I drive my pussy into his mouth. I scream his name through gritted teeth as I climax a second time. It’s more intense than the first and I don’t know if I can take much more, but I don’t ever want to stop.


    I drop to the floor, surprising Link. His mouth is wet with my arousal. I want to know what I taste like on his lips. I lean in, pressing my open mouth to his. I haven’t shared a kiss with anyone in years. For one sweet moment, his tongue meets mine, mimicking the way he just ravaged me.


    And then he jerks away, his eyes wide. He wipes at his mouth as if trying to wipe away my kiss. He pushes to his feet and takes several steps away from me, his chest rising and falling quickly.


    I’m still kneeling on the floor, coming down off my orgasmic high.


    “Get dressed,” he rasps. “I’ll take you home.”


    I glance around, stunned by his abrupt change. He kicks my jeans toward me.


    “Hurry up.”

  


  


  


  
    Nine


    Link


    


    I don’t know what the fuck just happened.


    I want to blame it on Rocky’s reaction to me. But the truth is, I have no idea why I let her kiss me. Or why I kissed her back.


    I feel like I betrayed Liv.


    And over some girl I barely fucking know.


    Other than directing me to her apartment, Rocky doesn’t talk. When I stop in the parking area, she hops out, shutting the door quietly behind her. No goodbye.


    I wait until she’s safely inside before I leave. Then I head straight for Lea’s.


    I’m furious with myself. I’m furious with Rocky.


    I know if I go home right now, Aaron won’t live long enough to give me the names I’ve been desperately seeking. I’ll take out all this rage on him.


    The porch light is on, but Lea’s house is dark. I don’t let that stop me. I pound on the screen door hard. I wait, watching as first her bedroom light flips on, followed by the living room light. She pulls the door open and I step inside.


    “It’s late, Link.”


    “I know. I’m sorry.”


    She nods, turning toward her bedroom. I kick the door shut and follow.


    Lea sweeps her t-shirt over her head. Her breasts bounce with the freeing movement. I step up and pull a nipple into my mouth, sucking hard. She moans, hugging my head to her tit. I lavish each perfect peak and then I grasp her waist, turning her around.


    I strip her of her shorts, grazing them down her long legs leisurely. Then I do the same with her panties. I stand up, scraping my body along hers. She’s completely naked now. I like the way her body feels against mine, warming my clothing.


    My hands skim her bare ass, my fingers gliding between the cheeks. She pushes back against me, enjoying my touch. I push her forward so she’s lying face first and ass up on the bed.


    I kneel behind her and lean in to taste her pussy. I can still taste Rocky on my tongue and I want to erase her flavor. Replace it.


    Lea whimpers as I fuck her with my tongue. I get her close and then I stand up, removing my clothes. She watches me over her shoulder. I keep my shirt on, not wanting to see Olivia’s name over my heart. But I drop my pants and boxers and position myself behind her.


    I thrust into her fast and hard. She releases a hissed moan, her fingers curling into the sheets.


    “Oh, God. Link, you feel so good.”


    “So do you,” I say as I begin to move, pumping into her with wild abandon.


    I think of how much I wanted Rocky tonight. I close my eyes.


    I kissed her.


    I can’t believe I fucking kissed her.


    And I liked it. How could I like it?


    I jerk my hips harder. I’m close. So close. The memory of how she responded to me flares behind my eyelids. Her reaction to me was so much different—so much stronger—than how she reacted to that kid the other night. She wanted me. And I wanted to fuck her. I wanted to take her right there in that bathroom. I wish I were inside of her right now. I wish it was her pussy wrapped around my dick, helping me escape.


    I throw my head back as I come inside Lea.


    I don’t even know if I got her off. I keep going until she cries out my name and slumps to the bed. I fall beside her, winded.


    Lea rolls her head to look at me. “I don’t know what kind of demons are chasing you tonight, but if that didn’t help you outrun them, I don’t know what will.”


    “I’m trying to escape myself this time.”


    


    ***


    


    “Hey man, you look like shit,” Augie says as soon as I step into the gym. I didn’t go home last night and ended up sleeping for only a couple of hours. I’m still in the same clothes from the night before. I feel like shit, so I’m sure he’s right.


    I flip him off, too tired to make a smartass retort. I’m a few feet from my office when I remember Rocky will be in there working.


    I pause, not sure I’m ready to see her yet. Whatever the hell is happening between us, it can’t go anywhere. It can’t last.


    While I laid next to Lea wide-awake last night, I thought about talking to her. To Rocky. Seeing if she’d be interested in an understanding like I have with Lea. I could help her forget and she could stop picking up strangers in bars. She’d be safe and still get what she’s been looking for with those guys.


    The only thing stopping me is that kiss. It’s got me fucked up and pissed off with myself.


    But I could tell her. Explain. Take kissing off the table.


    I sigh. What the fuck am I doing?


    I’ve been contemplating murdering four men. I have one of those men locked in my basement.


    The last thing I need is to drag another person into this shit storm.

  


  


  


  
    Ten


    Rocky


    


    Link walks into the office, his gaze avoiding mine with determination. I don’t understand this man. He can go down on me, but he can’t look at me? Talk to me?


    I watch him rifle through papers on the edge of the desk. I have everything in organized piles. I’m sure I could easily help him, but if he isn’t talking then neither am I.


    He sighs. “Do you have the list of who owes?”


    I find the manila folder that has each new bill I drew up, along with the full list of names and totals. I hold it out. He takes the opposite corner, refusing to look at me. I don’t release the folder when he pulls on it.


    “How did you get the scars on your back?”


    His eyes finally meet mine. We’re both still holding the file. The seconds tick by.


    “I was stabbed eighteen times with a flaying knife.” He pauses and I release the folder, surprised with his abrupt honesty.


    “How? Why?”


    Link backs up until his back is leaning into the wall. He stares at me, his fingers gliding up and down smoothly along the seam of the folder. “Do you fish? Hunt?”


    I feel my brows draw together in confusion. I shake my head. My dad eats, breathes, and sleeps boxing. Always has. He was never into hunting. We may have fished a few times when I was younger, but it wasn’t a hobby.


    “Hunters and fishermen use flaying knives to remove the skin from their kills. It was also a form of torture, popular in medieval times. I’ve always wondered if the man that stabbed me was a hunter, a fisherman, or just got off on torture.”


    “Why does he have to be only one of the above?” I ask.


    Garrett was a teenaged student, a football player, and a rapist. People are not one sided. We’re more complex than that. I’ve never known someone that was simply one thing. I’m an alcoholic, a victim, a survivor.


    Link nods slowly, as if he agrees, but then he says, “I think he was a coward.”


    “Anybody who can’t look the person they’re hurting in the face is definitely a coward.”


    He nods again. “You say that like someone who knows firsthand.”


    “That’s because I do. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”


    Those little muscles in his jaw twitch as he peers at me. He taps the file against his leg. “I only know you were assaulted and the guy walked away.”


    “Assaulted,” I repeat, rolling the word around on my tongue. It tastes bitter. It’s not a big enough word, but it stings less than the R word. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.”


    “I don’t need to hear your story,” he replies, his voice emotionless.


    “Maybe I need to hear yours,” I counter. “Maybe I just need to talk about mine.”


    “You want to swap war stories?” He chuckles without humor. “Then what? We bond? Become friends because we both survived a violent attack?” He steps forward, resting his palm on top of the desk. His face is just inches from mine. “Or we could fuck. Is that what you want? For me to take you here on the desk because we both have shitty pasts the other can relate to?”


    I want to back away from his close proximity. But I don’t. I hold his gaze steadily. “I don’t fuck. I haven’t fucked anyone since the day I was raped.”


    Link’s eyes flick over my face, searching. “You take men into bar bathrooms—”


    “I take men into bar bathrooms and use them for oral sex. That’s it. I don’t fuck them. I don’t know their names. I don’t call them.” I take a shaky breath. “I don’t kiss them.”


    I watch as Link’s pupils dilate. His eyes flare with heat. “You kissed me.”


    It’s a simple statement, but I hear the critical question hidden within. “You’re the first.”


    He stands up, putting significant space between us. “Why? Why me?”


    “I don’t know,” I say honestly.


    “You can’t do that again. I don’t…” He scrapes his fingers over his head. “I got the scars on my back when my girlfriend was…assaulted.”


    The way he says the word “assaulted” leads me to believe she was “assaulted” in the same way I was.


    “She was everything to me. I haven’t kissed anyone since her.”


    “You kissed me,” I say, mimicking his words, the question apparent.


    “You’re the first,” he states without missing a beat.


    “Why me?”


    He shrugs his broad shoulders, smiling sadly. “I don’t know. Don’t care to analyze it.”


    “We’re pathetic.”


    He huffs out a laugh. “I agree.”


    I swivel myself back and forth in the chair, unsure what to say next. I’m confused by this entire conversation. Link runs hot and cold, changing on the drop of a dime. It’s dizzying, frustrating, and fascinating all at the same time.


    He perches on the edge of the desk and places his hand on the arm of the chair, stilling my movement. My eyes skim over his hand, up his arm, his neck, and come to rest on his face.


    His gaze locks on mine, his façade slipping. His expression is suddenly vulnerable, open. “What’s his name? The guy that hurt you?”


    It’s not like I haven’t said his name dozens of times. It was a vital part of counseling. Acceptance. But for some reason, I struggle to say it to Link. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I swallow loudly. My gaze falls away. I stare at the desk until I finally close my eyes, blocking everything from sight.


    “Garrett Marshall,” I whisper.


    “Do you want to kill Garrett Marshall?” Link asks. My eyes blink open.


    “I already told you I think about it all the time.”


    The air between us thickens. Link leans toward me again, this time without hostility. “No, Rocky. I don’t want to know if you think about it. I want to know if you want it. Really, truly want him dead.”


    There’s so much passion in his words. Excitement in his eyes. It should bother me. Scare me. But I can’t look away, enthralled with his blatant hunger, as I consider his question.


    Do I really want Garrett to die?


    The day he took everything away from me—the day he violated me in my school, in a place I felt safe—flashes through my mind’s eye. I feel his hands on me. I smell his cologne. I hear his panting breaths as he raped me.


    And I know.


    “Yes,” I breathe. “I want him dead.”

  


  


  


  
    Eleven


    Link


    


    “I can help you,” I say. It sounds far away, as if someone else is speaking. My voice is animated and I know how wrong this is. To feel so alive when I talk of ending a man’s life. It’s sick.


    I’m sick.


    Rocky stares at me, and for the first time, I see something in her eyes. A burst of hope. It’s beautiful. She’s beautiful, and it’s overwhelming that we share this twisted need. I find myself wanting to tip my head and taste her lips again. To open her mouth with the pressure of my lips, and drag my tongue against hers. My cock twitches with the thought. I squelch the desire and wait for her response.


    “What do you mean? How can you help me?” She bites down on her lip, making it that much harder to keep my distance. I haven’t craved a woman’s mouth like this since Olivia.


    This is wrong.


    It’s so wrong.


    I clear my throat roughly and sit back. “I can help you kill him.”


    Her dark eyes flick around the room. I don’t know what she’s looking for. The right answer? A way out? Her hands tighten into small fists. Her foot taps the tiled floor nervously. Finally her gaze lands on me, blazing with an emotion I can’t read.


    “Why would you do that?” she asks. It’s a legitimate question, but not the one I thought she’d ask.


    “Because he shouldn’t be allowed to live to do it again.” It’s the simple truth. Monsters like that should never be left to prey on another victim.


    She stands sharply, the chair slamming into the wall with her sudden movement. “This is crazy. You’re insane. We’re not talking about this. We’re not discussing murdering a man. No matter how much I think he deserves to die. It’s not our right.” She tries to move past me. I reach out, placing my hand on her arm. She flinches, her eyes widening.


    I drop my hand immediately. “Sorry,” I say gruffly. “I know what it’s like. To pretend to live when you feel dead inside. When the person responsible walks free. I understand the yearning to feel safe. And I know the only way to wholly gain control is to take it. If you ever decide…just know my offer stands.”


    “Aren’t you going to tell me not to tell anyone?” she utters.


    I shake my head. “No. I’m not going to tell you to do anything.”


    “I don’t understand you.”


    I shrug indifferently. I sure as hell don’t understand me. I don’t see how she ever could. “You don’t need to.”


    “Yes I do.”


    I close my eyes. Three tiny words affect me more than should be possible. “You shouldn’t,” I murmur.


    I feel her come closer, though she isn’t touching me. It’s just a sense. I swear I can feel the heat of her body. The smell of her shampoo hits me and I open my eyes. She’s close enough to kiss. All I’d have to do is lower my chin.


    “I want to, Link. I want to understand you. I want to know you.”


    My heart races, pounding in my chest. I want this girl so badly, but we both have our limits. She can’t fuck me. I can’t kiss her. And opening myself up like she wants? I’m completely incapable.


    “I can’t.”


    She pushes my legs apart, making room to accommodate her as she steps in between, but her body doesn’t touch mine in any other way. We’re practically nose-to-nose. I can feel every one of her exhales dance across my lips. I lick at them, desperate for just a hint of her flavor.


    “What can you do?” she inquires softly.


    There’s no easy response. It’s a completely loaded question. And most importantly, I don’t know the answer. If this was a week ago, I would have told her there was absolutely nothing I could offer. But I want to give her more than that. I want to make her feel safe. I want to protect her in all the ways I failed to protect Olivia.


    I close the distance between us. My cheek presses against hers, my arms pull her toward me, and I envelope her in a hug. Her body goes rigid, her arms stiff at her sides. She doesn’t push me away. She doesn’t step back. She doesn’t ask me to stop.


    And then, very slowly, Rocky slides her hands around my waist, returning the gesture.


    I feel like I can’t breathe, though my lungs expand and relax easily. Her small body trembles against mine. She turns her head, nuzzling into the crook of my neck. Her arms tighten. I squeeze her in response. My eyes burn.


    The kiss felt like betrayal. Like I was being disloyal to Livie.


    But this—this hug—hurts worse. This feeling of unification—of oneness—it’s almost too much to bear. It’s treachery.


    Olivia was my counterpart since I was fifteen years old. She was the other half of me.


    Rocky is my parallel. A reflection of what I am now. My mirror image of pain.


    I haven’t ached this badly or felt this good in a long while.


    I can’t.


    I can’t.


    I pull away. My hands long to cling to her. Which is exactly the reason I let go.


    The door opens and I tip my head to the side expecting Augie. I mentally prepare myself for the shit he’ll give me over Rocky. But it’s Joe, standing dumbfounded in the doorway.


    Rocky drops her hands, backing away from my open legs. Joe watches her, his brows raised, confusion clearly written across his face. “Am I interrupting?” he looks from his sister to me, and then back again.


    “No,” I answer. I slide off the desk, grab the folder I originally came in for, and move past his focused scrutiny. “Thanks for this, Rocky,” I add, holding up the file as I duck out the door.

  


  


  


  
    Twelve


    Rocky


    


    I was able to sidestep an interrogation from Joe for the rest of the workday. I snuck out early while he was busy flirting with one of the regular girls who comes into the gym for the sole purpose of ogling the boxers and trainers. Not that I blame her—it’s the best part of this job.


    As the girl twirled her hair, and Joe gawked openly at her ample chest, on display in her low-cut tank top, I grabbed my purse and used the back exit.


    Though I’m a grown adult, and have been one for several years, my brother treats me like a fragile child. I’m sure he has fifty different questions and concerns about Link and me. I don’t owe him any explanations. And I couldn’t explain it even if I wanted to.


    I stop in the shitty little bar across the street, but I only plan on staying long enough to buy a six-pack of piss-warm beer to take home. I hand the bartender my money, rejecting the change, and start for the door. A familiar smile catches my attention, causing me to pause next to the last stool.


    The cowboy from last week peers at me over the rim of his mug. He licks the beer foam from his lips slowly. “Well, if it ain’t my sweet-tasting cowgirl,” he drawls, his voice full of amusement.


    I nod at him once. “Cowboy.” Damn, he looks good. I recall exactly how that five o’clock shadow felt rubbing against my thighs.


    His gaze rakes over me appreciatively. “You lookin’ to take another ride, sweetheart?” He grins and my panties dampen at the sight. “I’m always game.”


    The memory of his tongue getting me off has me squeezing my thighs together. God, he was good. Really fucking good.


    Link is better.


    But Link’s not here.


    I hesitate, my hormones warring against my commonsense. Cowboy sets his mug on the bar. He slips off the stool and lowers his head so his mouth brushes my ear. “Step into my office with me,” he breathes. I follow his hand as he gestures toward the bathrooms.


    It’s tempting.


    I look sideways at him. He winks, that wicked grin spreading wider across his face. I had such a good time fucking that smile.


    So tempting.


    His hand slides onto the dip of my back, just above my ass, and nudges me forward. I plant my feet and shake my head. “Sorry, Cowboy, but I don’t feel like saving any horses tonight.” I step away, tucking my six-pack under my arm. “Rain check?”


    He doesn’t reply, but the smile slips away as he watches me. I ignore him and keep walking. As soon as the cool night air hits my skin, a nervous prickle skates down my spine. I quicken my pace, heading across the street instead of up the road toward my apartment.


    I hear footsteps approaching quickly and I glance over my shoulder. Cowboy is just a few feet behind me and everything inside of me screams: RUN, as my fight or flight reflex naturally kicks in.


    I do something I usually don’t bother to do.


    I listen to my body’s reaction.


    I drop the beer and break into a run, sprinting toward the gym as fast as I can. I hear the scrape of his boots against the gravel as he pursues me, giving chase.


    Adrenaline pumps through my veins making my limbs feel heavy. Anything I may have learned from the one self-defense class is lost in my panic. All I can think about is getting to those doors. To my brother. To safety.


    Joe’s car is still parked in the lot. There are two other cars I don’t recognize, but I hope one belongs to Augie.


    Cowboy is gaining on me, his footfalls are moving quicker, coming closer. I inhale deeply and scream Joe’s name. I have no idea if he’ll be able to hear me, but I know I’m not going to make it to the doors. I have to try to do something.


    His arm sweeps around my waist and he lifts me. I have the vilest case of déjà vu. Not again.


    Not. Again.


    I walked out of Link’s class when he covered this, but not before he discussed several simple moves. I try to remember just one of them, but my thoughts are so scattered—half in my past, reliving Garrett’s attack—half just desperate to get away.


    I part my lips, ready to scream again. Cowboy’s hand clamps down on my mouth. I bite at his fingers, nipping one enough to make him snatch his hand away.


    “You’re fucking feisty, little cowgirl.”


    Something about the taunting tone of his voice settles my racing thoughts. I envision Link stepping up behind the volunteer in class. I focus on him for just a second, recalling his words. And then I throw my head back hard, connecting with Cowboy’s face. I hear the sickening crunch as my skull smashes into his nose.


    He cries out in pain and relinquishes his grip. I fall to the ground hard, landing on my ass. Rocks poke and jab at my flesh as I scramble away.


    I hear Cowboy cursing in anger. “Fucking crazy bitch.”


    I push myself up and run for the gym doors. As my fingers curl around the handle, I look over my shoulder at my hunter. His hands are cupped over his nose, blood seeping from between his fingers. His eyes are irate and full of dark promises. He backs away, continuing to watch me. I pull the door open. He pivots on his heels, turning around casually, and I hurry inside.

  


  


  


  
    Thirteen


    Link


    


    I’m sitting across the street from Anthony’s house. It’s my new pastime. Ever since he came home bearing gas station flowers for the wife, I haven’t been able to budge.


    I can’t believe I forgot Olivia’s flowers. Every Monday. Every single Goddamn Monday for years. And I forgot.


    If Livie was alive, would I do that? Would I bring her flowers? Is it only because she’s dead that I do it?


    Would I forget like I did yesterday?


    I’m losing her. Every day I’m losing her more and more.


    How could I forget her flowers?


    My phone vibrates against my leg. I ignore it until it immediately begins again. I lean back, prying it from my pocket. Augie’s face grins back at me from the illuminated screen. I almost decline the call, not in the mood for his chipper, Irish voice, but he’s taken all my appointments for me. I can at least answer his call.


    “Hey bastard,” I say in way of greeting. “What the hell do you want?”


    “Hey, man, you should probably get to the gym.”


    His somber tone surprises me. I sit up, groping around for my seatbelt. “What’s wrong?”


    “Some asshole attacked Joe’s sis in the parking lot. Joe wants to call the cops. She doesn’t. There’s one hell of a battle ensuing.”


    “Fuck,” I sigh. “Is she all right?”


    “Define all right?”


    Right. Dumbass question. “Where’s the guy?”


    “He took off.”


    “Okay. I’m on my way.”


    “Should I call the cops? File a report?” he asks.


    I turn the key in the ignition and pull onto the road. “Did he hurt her?”


    “I don’t think so. Looks like she just gave herself a headache. She nailed the guy with a reverse Glasgow kiss.”


    I smile proudly. She was paying attention during class. “Good girl. She get a decent hit?”


    He chuckles. “She thinks she broke his nose, so I’d say it’s a pretty reasonable assumption.”


    “Broken nose? Not bad for her first headbutt.”


    If she doesn’t want to file a report, I don’t think we should force her. “Don’t call the cops unless she wants to,” I say. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


    


    ***


    


    I’m met with heated voices as I open the door to the gym. Joe and Rocky are so caught up in their argument they don’t notice my arrival. Augie’s leaning against the wall, his arms folded over his chest, legs crossed at the ankle. He raises his eyebrows as I come closer.


    “Donnie and Marie haven’t stopped since I called you.”


    “I don’t know why you’re being so stubborn,” Joe shouts, his frustration clear in his tone. He rakes his fingers through his hair, yanking on the ends.


    “Why should I report this when the cops aren’t going to do anything anyway?” Rocky counters. “I don’t want to sit through an interrogation that isn’t going to do shit.”


    “It’s the right thing to do,” Joe says lowering his voice. “This guy could go after another woman.”


    Rocky shrugs, shaking her head emphatically. “Not my problem.”


    “That’s bullshit, Rock, and you know it.”


    She pinches her eyes shut as if she’s in pain. I watch her chest shake as she inhales deeply. “What I know is that I did the right thing with Garrett Marshall and it did absolutely no good. I’m not putting myself through that shit again. Just fucking drop it.”


    Listening to the agony in her voice—the honesty of her words—it brings back the countless emotions I went through those first few months after I woke up. But mostly, I hear the beaten down, brokenness that injustice leaves behind.


    Rocky turns, noticing me for the first time. Her gaze slides right over me as she heads for the door. I cut her off, stepping in front of her before she can leave.


    “I’ll take you home,” I say. I present it as a request, but it’s not. I’m not letting her walk out of here alone.


    Her dark eyes roll skyward, but she doesn’t allow them to fall on me. “I’m not your responsibility,” she replies. There’s no inflection. She sounds lifeless. Defeated. Just the way she was when I first met her.


    “That’s the problem with society,” I murmur, stepping closer. “People rarely claim obligation for others. We should all be responsible for one another. It’s common, human decency.”


    Her eyes meet mine and I think, for just a second, she’s going to give in. “I’m not a decent person, Link,” she whispers so quietly I almost miss it. I lean in, inclining toward her naturally. “And as someone willing to assist me in the murder of my rapist, I question your level of common, human decency as well.” She moves around me, pushing the other door open. “My brother can take me home.”


    


    ***


    


    I question my decency as well. I ponder it as I drive home, as I walk into my house where I have a man held captive in my basement, and as I prepare a ham sandwich. I consider it as I take a towel and washcloth from the bathroom closet, and as I crush tablet after tablet of the sleeping pills I bought in bulk after I left the hospital.


    I continue to contemplate it as I pour the crushed pills into a bottle of Jack Daniel’s, as I unlock the door to the storage closet, and even more so as I remove all of the tape imprisoning Aaron to the chair.


    He’s weak, almost frail. His hand is swollen to twice its size. Angry purple bruises stand out on his battered flesh.


    I did this to him.


    Me.


    Aaron raises his head, his eyes blinking open slightly. It’s actually an improvement from yesterday. I almost blow chunks as I grip him under his armpits and lift him from the chair. He smells so badly. He’s soiled in days of sweat, piss, and shit. It’s nearly unbearable.


    He’s like this because I kept him bound to a chair for days.


    Me. I did this to him.


    I drag him to the makeshift shower, lean him against the wall, and turn the water on. He flinches against the spray. And then he parts his lips, letting it fill his mouth. He makes loud, gulping noises as he drinks ravenously.


    He moans, the sound animalistic. They’re the first noises he’s made since I opened his prison door.


    When I think he’s not going to fall over, I remove his shirt. He doesn’t fight me. I don’t know if it’s because he has no fight, no will, no strength left. Or if he’s finally giving in to me. Maybe he’s just resigned now.


    I soap up a rag and drag it across his skin. Over his face, causing him to wince and suck air through his teeth as I wash away the remnants of glue left behind from the tape. His breath is foul. I ignore it and remove the rest of his clothes. Sliding his soiled pants off is the worst, but I keep going, scrubbing at his filthy flesh. My fingers work the bar through his hair, soaping it up. Bubbles take a slow path down his face. He makes no move to wipe them away as they near his eyes. I shove his head directly under the water, rinsing him.


    The water begins to run cold, so I shut it off and pat him dry.


    “Get dressed,” I say, nodding at the pile of clothing I set on the small table in the middle of the room. He shuffles wobbly to the table, clinging to it for support. I kick a chair over to him and he falls into it heavily.


    I take a seat across from him, watching his slow movements as he dresses himself. He cringes from the effort.


    And I’m the reason he struggles.


    When he’s finally dressed, I slide the plate holding the sandwich across the table. He looks down at it and I can see how much he wants it. The hunger in his gaze is almost frightening.


    “Eat,” I command.


    His eyes haven’t moved from the plate. His hands shake as he scoops it up. He takes a bite and groans in pain and appreciation as he swallows.


    I can only imagine what it’s doing to his stomach after so many days without food.


    Because I starved him. I denied him nourishment.


    As he finishes the last bite, I lean my elbows on the table, and I place a notepad and a pen in front of him.


    “Give me the names,” I say softly.


    Without a word, he picks up the pen and scrawls quickly across the page. He sets the pen down and tears pool in his eyes.


    I had no idea he was capable of such an act.


    I place my index finger on the pad, pulling it back to my side. A shiver jumps up my spine, causing the hair on my arms to stand on end. My head is tingling. My ears roaring as the pressure builds in my head.


    They’re there. All four names. Like a confession.


    Aaron Woods


    Steve Morrison


    Greg Anthony


    Carter Bates


    And then, as if two words have the power to change anything, he’s written: I’m sorry.


    As if his apology can erase what he did. As if it can bring Livie back.


    I pick up the bottle of Jack and twist the cap off slowly, wearing my mask of indifference. “This deserves a drink, Aaron,” I say mildly. “In fact, this deserves a whole lot of drinks.”


    Some people are undeserving of human decency.

  


  


  


  
    


    Book three in the Dirty series, Talking Dirty, coming April 4, 2014.
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