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   One
 
   Link
 
    
 
   I’d like to believe I would have let Aaron drink only enough of the sleeping pill cocktail to knock him out. I’d like to believe I’m better than to patiently watch him kill himself. 
 
   But I’m not.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t allow him to live when I crushed the first pill. I knew it as I watched the cloudy powder slowly dissolve into the amber liquid. And I knew it as I poured him the first shot.
 
   Even choosing to serve the laced Jack Daniel’s in a shot glass was premeditated. Shots are quick. I knew a guy like Aaron, one who is no stranger to alcohol, could throw back several before the effects would catch up. By then, I knew it would be too late for him.
 
   I knew.
 
   And yet, I sat here, in this very chair, and I watched him chug drink after drink until his puffy, bruised eyelids began to flutter. I encouraged another drink as his words of apology began to slur beyond comprehension. I poured him another as he slumped in the chair, his chin tucked to his chest. And yet another as he leaned heavily on the table, unable to pry his eyelids apart.
 
   I sat here, and I watched the life slowly seep out of him. He went peacefully, falling into a deep sleep. His skin paled, the bruises standing out, dark and evident, on his flesh. And then he took on an almost waxy appearance, as if he weren’t real.
 
   I can pretend that’s the reason I continued to allow it to go on. Because it wasn’t real to me. Because he was no longer real to me.
 
   But Aaron has always been very real to me. He took someone real from me and caused me real pain. And he deserved real punishment.
 
   Eventually his breaths became sluggish and shallow, spaced too far apart, until they finally just ceased.
 
   That was several minutes ago, but I haven’t moved from this chair. I haven’t allowed my eyes to leave his sallow face. I didn’t think it would be this hard. I didn’t think it would sit this heavy on my shoulders or ache this badly in my chest.
 
   I should feel some sense of relief.
 
   One down.
 
   I should be satisfied.
 
   Three to go.
 
   Not this. Not this anger. This weight. This…lack of deliverance.
 
   Where is my redemption?
 
   Where is it?
 
   I tear my gaze away from Aaron’s lifeless body and stare down at my hands, lying flat on the table. I turn them over, my eyes trailing each crease. I flip them back and forth. Searching. They’re just hands. Callused. Bruised. Knuckles large. Nails short.
 
   They’re just hands.
 
   Solid. Steady.
 
   Hands powerful enough to take a man’s life. Capable.
 
   My teeth are locked so tightly my jaw hurts. I can feel the muscles there throb in time with my pulse. I yank the wallet from my back pocket and pry it open. I need to see her. I need to look at her face. I need to remember.
 
   The picture is crinkled, creased to the point of flimsiness. I’ve folded and unfolded it more times than I can count. My fingertips move over her face in soft strokes.
 
   These hands were once kind. Gentle. They caressed this very face with tenderness. Held her hair when she was sick. Memorized every inch of her body when she was healthy. Learned what she liked, what she craved more of. They embraced her. They loved her.
 
   She is why. I can’t forget that. I do this for her.
 
   Aaron didn’t live like the man he died as. He was cruel. A rapist. A murderer. He needed to die. He deserved it.
 
   I did the right thing.
 
   He went peacefully.
 
   Livie went screaming and crying. Defiled and defeated.
 
   This was better than he deserved.
 
   I did the right thing.
 
   I push the chair back. The scrape of the wooden legs against the concrete floor echoes loudly, breaking the silence and reminding me how long I’ve sat in this basement with a corpse.
 
   Everything I need is lined up across the workbench along the back wall. I wonder if Aaron noticed it while he drank down the whiskey. I wonder if he knew what was ultimately in store for him.
 
   I drag the large trunk over. He’ll be leaving my house the same way he came. I pause, the large, vinyl tarp in my hands forgotten.
 
   No. He’s not leaving the same way he came. He was alive then.
 
   I close my eyes for just a moment as I realize that isn’t true either. He was a dead man when I followed him into his apartment. He was a dead man the moment he hurt Olivia.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Two
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   I notice moisture on the glass of the double doors as I open them. The familiar scent of sweat and vinyl fills my senses as soon as I walk in. The air is humid. Warm and sticky. Though I don’t immediately see anyone, I know somebody’s working the punching bag hard. I can hear it. That recognizable whack of leather.
 
   The hits are quick. Firm. Precise.
 
   I round the corner, heading to the office. My feet stop abruptly, rooting me to the floor. Link’s naked back is to me. Toned and solid. The muscles twist and ripple with each coiled strike he lands on the bag. Sweat glistens on his skin. And though it’s a beautiful sight, none of that is responsible for my acute attention.
 
   Scar after scar lines his back. The skin is puckered, shiny. Some are a dark shade of pink. Others much too white against his golden skin. My eyes trail his form, from the base of his neck, all the way down to where his basketball shorts hang around his hips.
 
   There are so many scars.
 
   He told me there were eighteen. It seemed like a lot at the time, but I didn’t understand. Not until now. Seeing it with my own eyes.
 
   I don’t wear my scars on the outside. Garrett didn’t leave any reminding marks on my skin. But I imagine that’s what I look like on the inside.
 
   Link continues to batter the bag. I’ve never seen such ferocity before. He’s attacking it almost savagely. The floor around him is damp with his sweat. It’s obvious he’s been at this for a while. I remember from my days tagging along with Dad and Joe to the gym, bag work is draining and only meant for short periods of time.
 
   I can tell from the humid air Link hasn’t slowed since he started.
 
   I clear my throat, letting my presence be known. His hand reaches out to still the swaying bag. He peers at me over his shoulder, his eyes dark, cheeks red. He turns toward me, brushing the moisture from his brows with the back of his wrist. My gaze lowers, following a bead of sweat that falls from the tip of his nose and lands on his chest. I watch as it slides down between his pec muscles, mixing with the dampness there, and continues trailing down his abs.
 
   I follow the path back up, coming to rest on the tattoo over his left pectoral muscle. In a swirl of black script is Olivia’s name.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Link asks, his voice hoarse from his excruciating workout, I’m assuming.
 
   “I work here,” I reply lightly, finally tearing my gaze off of his body and focusing my attention on his face.
 
   His eyes narrow as he comes closer. His stride is swift and fluid. Graceful. The angry observation, the shimmering dampness of his skin, the huskiness to his voice—it’s all so damn appealing. I know this man is twisted and damaged, and probably the worst thing in the world for me. But aren’t we all twisted in some way?
 
   I imagine myself running my fingers over his chest, sweeping my tongue across his sculpted stomach, and falling to my knees, freeing him of his shorts.
 
   Goose bumps prickle my arms as I envision what a gorgeous sight that would be.
 
   “You were attacked last night,” Link says, pulling me away from all my wicked thoughts. “You shouldn’t be here.” And then, as if just realizing it, he looks over at the door, and then back to me. “Did you walk here? By yourself?”
 
   His words are the equivalent to being doused in ice water. “I don’t need the reminder,” I murmur, “or the lecture.”
 
   He cocks a brow as he stares at me. The muscles in his jaw start their usual dance and I stifle an eye roll, anticipating a scolding. At least he’s shirtless. It will give me something to look at while I tune him out.
 
   “I’m not going to lecture you,” he says quietly. “I was just going to tell you to call me. I’ll give you a ride anytime you need one. You don’t have to walk by yourself.”
 
   I’m caught off guard and not sure what I should say to that. So I don’t say anything.
 
   “And if you want to take the day off—which I think you should—then you can.”
 
   “I don’t want the day off,” I reply. “I don’t want to sit in my apartment, by myself, thinking about shit.”
 
   He nods tightly as if he understands. And he probably does. Isn’t that the same reason he was just destroying a punching bag? We all cope in our own ways.
 
   “I’m going to take a quick shower before we open. Just yell if you need me.”
 
   I press my lips together, watching him bend over to grab a towel. The agility his body moves with is captivating. He’s just a foot away from the locker room when I call his name. “Link?”
 
   He pivots on his heels, turning to face me. “Yeah?”
 
   “Define need.”
 
   His lips quirk at the corners. His eyes brush over me slowly. “Requiring something important,” he drawls, his voice low and sexy. His tongue sweeps his lower lip languidly. “Do you require something?”
 
   I require that tongue.
 
   The main doors open bringing a rush of cool air into the building. I glance up at the clock on the wall. We’re just minutes from being officially open. When I look back to Link, his searing gaze is locked on my face. His hungry stare makes my belly muscles clench and an ache form between my legs. I think his need might be as great as mine.
 
   “Soon,” he mouths before gliding through the door.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Three
 
   Link
 
    
 
   The shower spray cools my heated skin, calming my racing thoughts for the first time since I poured Aaron a shot. I rake my hands over my head, letting the water rinse it all away.
 
   I need to make a choice.
 
   I need to decide what to do with the other names.
 
   I need to, but I don’t want to. What I want to do is bury all this shit deep down inside, and forget about it for five fucking minutes. I press my palms to the tile, watching the liquid trails race down my body.
 
   My hands ache. Even wrapped, I still managed to tear them up. Once I started hitting the bag, I just couldn’t stop. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. Didn’t want to. But no matter how hard I went at the bag, that release I was searching for wasn’t there.
 
   I know what could give me peace, if only fleetingly. I know how easily she could erase it from my mind for a few blissful minutes. I remember her taste, hot and sticky on my tongue. And the husky tone to her voice as she moaned my name. I can almost feel her fingers grazing my back as she guided me closer.
 
   My eyes close and I stroke my hardening cock. I want to jerk off—pump one out just for my sanity’s sake—but I don’t. I grab the body wash and soap up. I don’t deserve to feel good. I don’t deserve to forget.
 
   That’s the difference between Aaron and me. I didn’t kill in cold-blood. It wasn’t a choice I made lightly. And I won’t allow myself off easily.  
 
   I murdered a man. I killed him and I shoved his body into a trunk that I purposely drilled holes in. And then I watched it sink beneath the cold, murky river water as the sun rose.
 
   I hate myself for it. As I should.
 
   I hate myself more for the shame and guilt ripping me apart inside. He deserved it. He deserved to die. I did the right thing. I did it for her. I did it for Livie. I did it for all the Livies. All the Rockys. All the Links.
 
   I should feel justified.
 
   Instead I feel vacant.
 
   And it shouldn’t be any other way. Life is sacred. It should be cherished. Destroying it should not be easy. 
 
   At the same time, I know I’m not done.
 
   I’ll do this again. I have to. My whole life has revolved around this for too long. It’s the only path I know.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’m sitting in my car, parked across the street from Anthony’s insurance agency. But unlike my other visits here, I’m not watching him. I’m not waiting for him to slip up. I’m staring at my phone.
 
   It’s amazing what information social networks offer.
 
   Finding Steve Morrison was easier than I thought it would be. I was prepared to hire a private investigator, but a few clicks on my phone, and there he was.
 
   This is something I should include in my classes. Always keep your social media pages private. Or hell, just stay off of them altogether like Carter Bates. Apparently he doesn’t have a Facebook page and I can’t find shit on him. But Steve Morrison—he’s an open book. All laid out in one place. The jackass even has a picture of his home—house number included. Locating him isn’t going to be difficult at all. Especially since he’s gone out of his way to make it so unbelievably simple by geotagging his photos.
 
   I stare at Morrison’s profile picture. I look into his cat-like eyes, and I force myself to recall the details of the night he hurt Liv. How he held his hand over her mouth. How he stood behind her, his arm pinning her to his chest.
 
   I see his face next to hers. Her eyes wide with fear. His unfocused and glossy. He held her so tightly, imprisoning her. If he had just let her go…
 
   Maybe...
 
   Just maybe...
 
   I try not to allow that thought to surface. There are too many maybes. The list is endless.  But once it takes hold, its grip is unmerciful.
 
   Maybe if I hadn’t insisted on the movie.
 
   Maybe if I had taken her to eat before the movie. Or taken her to a different place. If my phone had been charged and I called the order in. If I had taken my car.
 
   If I had just stayed in that night.
 
   If I was stronger.
 
   If I had never insisted she follow me to college.
 
   If I had never dated her.
 
   If I had never met her.
 
   Maybe I hate myself because I know I’m just as responsible for what happened to her as the men that killed her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Four
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   Maybe I should have asked Link to define soon. Once I went into the office, I didn’t see him for the rest of the day. It made concentrating pretty damn hard. Every time someone popped their head inside the door, I expected it to be him.
 
   That much disappointment in one day is frustrating as hell.
 
   I glare at the computer screen as I punch the keys. After I finished organizing and making sense of all the files Link had piled on the desk, I started slowly bringing him into the twenty-first century by transcribing the files electronically. It’s such a time-consuming task, which is exactly why I chose to do it, though he didn’t ask me to.
 
   The door opens, the wood groaning in protest. I don’t even bother to look up this time. I stay in the zone, focused on this menial chore. I hear the leisured footsteps coming closer and can just make out dark shoes from my peripheral vision. The hair on my neck prickles with awareness and my fingers falter.
 
   The air shifts with his momentum and I pick up the distinct scent of that crisp, clean smell I’ve already come to associate with Link. I spin the chair lazily with my foot until I’m facing him.
 
   He props his hip against the side of the desk, watching me. His shirt is a deep navy color, causing his eyes to look more blue than grey. The color also looks good against his skin tone. I’m finding myself growing more attracted to him the longer I know him. 
 
   The thought is unsettling.
 
   “You ready?” he asks. “I came by to give you a ride home.”
 
   Shit. That’s really…nice. But not exactly the ride I had been anticipating all day. I shrug my shoulders and pluck my purse from under the desk.
 
   He stands the same time I do, bringing us toe to toe. I’d love to lean in and test his boundaries. Maybe even test my own. Visions of him, me, and the desk flash through my head. The chair. The floor. The wall—
 
   No, not the wall.
 
   Link’s brows draw together in question, but he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he brings his hand up, the movement measured. He brushes a strand of hair behind my ear, pinching it between his fingers, and running his thumb over the lock as if feeling the texture. I feel every tiny gesture against the side of my neck.
 
   My blood boils with desire. I’m not sure I have ever burned this badly for a man before. It’s hard to swallow. It’s impossible to move. My heart pounds rapidly inside the concave of my chest. All from his simple touch.
 
   It’s a strange sensation to feel my heart beat in this way, when it’s not from fear.
 
   No. It is from fear. But the kind of fear people chase. The kind the body craves. The kind that makes brains shut down and instinct take over.
 
   “You have beautiful hair,” he husks. I open my mouth to thank him when he continues. “It reminds me of Livie’s. Her hair was exactly like this.”
 
   He leans in, pressing his nose into the crook of my neck and inhales deeply. I shiver as he releases the breath into my hair. “You smell different though. She always had a fruity scent. You smell like vanilla. Women often smell like food. Why is that?”
 
   “Probably because we want to be eaten,” I say, my voice steady though my body feels unstable and shaky.
 
   He leans back, his eyes meeting mine. I swear just days ago they were devoid of life. Now they flicker with an intensity that makes me wonder if I reflect or if I’m still empty. 
 
   “I’ll devour you,” he murmurs. “Every sweet inch. Just ask.”
 
   The distant sounds of clanking weights and laughter are the only reasons I don’t take him up on the offer this very second. “Soon,” I say, parroting his words from earlier. “Take me home.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Other than Joe, and the couple of times my parents dropped in for an impromptu visit, I have never had anyone in my apartment. Asking Link in is like opening myself up to him. It takes a lot of effort to even get the words out.
 
   “Do you…” I suck in a breath, holding it in my puffed cheeks, before releasing it slowly. “I want you to come up with me.”
 
   Link hesitates, his fingers curling around the steering wheel. His gaze is searing. I can see his internal struggle etched in the unsure expression he wears so well. And I can understand it. I want him to say no. I want him to say yes. I’m not sure I know what I want.
 
   My hand slides over the door handle. I’m ready to get the hell out. I think I changed my mind. This is too personal. It’s too much. I can’t do this.
 
   He opens his door, making the decision for me.
 
   We make our way to my door and my hands are shaking by the time I place the key into the lock. It has nothing to do with Link or what I’m inviting him in for. It’s that this is my home. My personal space. I haven’t allowed someone this close in a long, long time.
 
   I step inside first and walk directly into the living room, dropping my purse on the chair. I clear my throat softly and turn in time to see Link shut the door behind him.
 
   “Do you want something to drink?” I ask. Because I do. I want a lot of drinks. Something strong with a severe burn.
 
   “I’m good.” His eyes drop away, sweeping the room. My apartment isn’t much to look at. It’s small and sparse. I’m not a knick-knacky kind of person. Or too many pillows on the couch kind of person, either. The less I have, the less there is to clean.
 
   Link moves toward the wall displaying a few of my paintings from high school. I haven’t really painted anything wall-worthy since then. His gaze moves over them, one by one, with rapt perusal.
 
   “Did you do these?” He glances at me over his shoulder and I nod. “Joe mentioned you were an artist,” he continues. “These are good.”
 
   “Thanks,” I reply. And then there’s a heavy silence.
 
   This is uncomfortable.
 
   I don’t do this. Not anymore. I don’t do the whole conversation thing. Not like this, at least.
 
   One of us has to set the foundation on whatever this is between us. It might as well be me. I move toward him, doing what I do best. I slide my tongue along my bottom lip seductively, and then I smile at him. “Hungry?”
 
   He smiles back and the muscles in my belly tighten in response. That smile. That smile could move mountains. It’s the kind of smile that makes me want Link more than I already did. It makes me want things I never thought I’d want again.
 
   “Famished,” he states, the gravelly tone to his voice making it apparent what he’s craving. Before, Link was always careful with me. His touch was always gentle and unhurried. Not now. He grips my waist, tugging me toward him. One hand presses into my back, the other snakes around, cupping that space just under my ass cheek. He drags his tongue up the side of my neck, stopping just below my ear. He draws the lobe into his mouth, his teeth grazing the sensitive flesh as he releases a breath. All the different sensations he’s causing are dizzying. He’s lit me on fire in a matter of seconds, but everything inside of me is freezing up.
 
   I press my hands into his chest, backing him away. Even as I do it, I want him closer. These two opposing sides are a curse I can’t outrun.
 
   “I need a minute. This is…too much.”
 
   Without hesitation, Link’s hands fall away. “Tell me what you want me to do.”
 
   “What I want isn’t easy to explain.” I laugh at myself. I’m out of my element. Maybe I’m destined to bar bathrooms with strangers forever. Maybe it’s all I’m capable of.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Five
 
   Link
 
    
 
   I should probably leave. Maybe I should put as much distance between us as I can. For her sake. And for my own. Maybe. But I don’t. I want her. My body craves her. Right now, in this moment, she’s my freedom.
 
   One step closes the distance between us. I raise my hand carefully, gliding it feather-light along her arm. I feel goose bumps erupt under my touch. “Is this okay?” I ask. There’s an emotion in my voice that doesn’t belong there. Because I can’t stop thinking that maybe I’m freeing her too.
 
   Rocky’s lips part, her eyes shift to mine. She holds my gaze as she breathes one word. “Yes.” The sound alone has my cock thickening, hardening in my jeans. One fucking word.
 
   I apply more pressure to my fingertips as I sweep them along her shoulder. She shivers, the motion bringing her closer to me somehow. “This?” I continue.
 
   “Yes.” Her voice is soft and low. Hesitant and sensual at the same time.
 
   My other hand comes up, mimicking my movements on her other arm. When she doesn’t stop me, I continue on to her face. I graze the backs of my fingers along her cheek. She nuzzles into my hand, letting me know it’s okay.
 
   That same desire to kiss her flares to life, but I hold it at bay. I drag my thumb over her bottom lip instead. I can feel her breath, moist and warm, as I pull down on her lip. My thumb comes away damp and I stick it into my mouth, tasting. My eyes close and I growl deep within my throat. That taste. Her taste. Addicting.
 
   When I open my eyes, Rocky is still watching me, her gaze ravenous. My dick twitches with eagerness. 
 
   From just one look. 
 
   She hooks her fingers into the hem of my shirt and pushes it up gradually, exposing my heated skin inch by inch. My need for her is becoming a carnal being all its own. I raise my arms and she guides it off, dropping it to the floor.
 
   We both stand motionless, waiting. I don’t want to move in fear I’ll do something she isn’t ready for. I fight against every instinct, begging to strip her bare and bury myself inside her.
 
   Finally, she raises her hand hesitantly, pausing in midair between our bodies. The indecision is the sweetest form of torture. I slide my tongue across my lips, hungry for her touch. And then she places her palm against my stomach. My muscles tighten beneath her warm caress. Rocky’s hand on me, skin to skin, feels unbelievable. This slow execution, this gentle buildup, is driving me crazy. She has no idea how gone I am.
 
   I want her.
 
   Goddamn. I fucking want her.
 
   I watch the pulse in her neck beat quickly, in time with her heart, as she spreads her fingers wide against me. She glides her hand upward, brushing my ribs, sweeping over my pec muscle, and then she cups her hand around the back of my neck. She rises onto her toes as she does so, pressing her chest to mine.
 
   It feels right. Our bodies merging.
 
   My hands are begging to grasp her waist. My body pleads to grind against her. But I continue to stay immobile, allowing her to lead now that she’s taken charge.
 
   Her lips, soft and wet, meet my throat. The kiss is light, barely there, but it’s enough to make my cock throb. I’m aching for her.
 
   “I want to try something,” she says quietly. Her dark eyes stare into mine, waiting for approval or permission. I swallow thickly and nod, one jerk of my head. She can do whatever the fuck she wants to me right now.
 
   I groan as she scrapes her body down mine, agonizingly slow. I flex my fingers. I fist them. I press them into the sides of my thighs.
 
   She kneels in front of me and I watch in fascination as she maneuvers the button on my jeans effortlessly. Fuck. I want this. I want her hand wrapped around me. I want inside her mouth.
 
   She drags the zipper down, releasing my hard-on. There’s a moment of uncertainty as she stares at me. I hold my breath, waiting, refusing to rush her, but wanting to guide her exactly where I need her.
 
   Without an ounce of gentleness, she yanks my boxers down. My cock springs free. Her tongue darts out, moistening her lips, and my balls tighten in reaction.
 
   I don’t usually watch. I usually can’t. My eyes follow every one of Rocky’s movements as she cautiously leans forward, wraps her small hand around me uncertainly, and then, almost timidly, circles her tongue around the head. Her warmth is inviting and I want more. So much more. I shudder with yearning.
 
   Something flickers in her eyes—some kind of self-assurance I never noticed was missing until I witness the transformation right in front of me. Her mouth opens and she takes me inside. I throw my head back, sighing with pleasure. Yes. That’s what I wanted. What I needed. 
 
   I want to thrust into her, but I hold back. Fuck, I hold back and it’s the best form of agony. A moan echoes in my throat as she begins to bob her head, taking me further. Every stroke of her tongue feels better than the last, bringing me close to orgasm in record time.
 
   My animalistic need takes over and I’m no longer able to resist. I work my fingers into her hair. The silky coolness of the strands slipping between my fingers adds to my pleasure. I’m going to erupt.
 
   Her eyes lift, meeting mine, and the confident satisfaction so clear in her gaze pushes me there. She likes what she’s doing to me—the effect it has on me. The power her actions hold over me. It’s hot as hell.
 
   “I’m close,” I rasp. I want to come in her mouth. I want to spill all over her tongue. I want it, but I don’t expect it. 
 
   But damn, I want it.
 
   She doesn’t stop. Instead she moans, the vibration against my flesh throwing me over the edge. I come hard, releasing inside her. Trembles rock my body as she accepts it all. I can’t take my eyes off her mouth. Her tongue greedily laps at the tip, until there’s nothing left. I like the image too damn much.
 
   I toe my shoes off, one at a time, and kick my jeans onto the floor. I’m far from sated. If anything, Rocky just made me want her more. I drop to my knees in front of her. Her lips are red and swollen. Beautiful. Kissable. 
 
   I place my hand on her chest, guiding her back to a lying position. I pull her pants off, pausing before I go for her panties. “Is this okay?”
 
   She nods, her attention focused on my hands. When she’s naked from the waist down, I take my time, letting my fingers caress her skin. When I make a sweep along her inner thigh, she makes a sound that has me rock hard again.
 
   “Is this okay?” I ask, though her whimper of approval has already made that clear.
 
   “Yes,” she says on a sigh.
 
   “And this?” I ask as I dip into her wetness. She bucks into my hand.
 
   “Yes,” she groans between gritted teeth.
 
   I lower my mouth between her legs. I nuzzle into her thigh, pressing my lips against her warm skin. I can smell her arousal and I want her taste in my mouth. “And this?” I kiss her mound softly. She arches into me, but I keep the pace deliberately relaxed. I smile against her when she doesn’t answer me. Her breaths come quicker, shallower.
 
   I run my tongue between her folds, massaging her clit. “This?” I ask, my mouth still against her.
 
   She grips my hair, holding me in place. “Yes,” she cries. “God, yes, Link. I want it all.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Six
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   I had no idea when I met Linken that he would be capable of doing this to me.
 
   I was perfectly unhappy, living my miserable existence before he came along. I was fine humping strange men’s faces in dirty bar bathrooms. I was comfortable living like a hermit and drinking myself into oblivion.
 
   I. Was. Fine.
 
   Now I want things. I want him.
 
   I moan, losing my train of thought. He feels so good. What the man can do with his mouth is beyond mind blowing. I’m incapable of thought or emotion. Right now, I’m just feeling. I’m just a body, drifting closer and closer to relief. A respite from who I am. What I am.
 
   And it’s perfect.
 
   I push up on my elbows, watching as Link nibbles gently on my clit. My hips arch off the floor as ecstasy rips through me in waves. With a contented sigh, I collapse to my back, all my girly parts tingling happily.
 
   Link moves to his knees, peering down at me. He places his hand flat on my stomach, just as I did to him earlier. He pushes my shirt up, just above my belly button. He leans in slowly, his eyes holding mine as he presses his lips against my skin.
 
   I can feel my entire body stiffen now that I’m no longer caught in the heat of the moment. But I don’t stop him. I allow him to play the game, probing and exploring. He’s gotten farther than any other player. I’m honestly rooting for the man to win.
 
   The roughness on his chin scratches at my stomach as he moves higher, exposing more of me. His tongue glides between my ribs, his fingers joining and gliding smoothly over my skin.
 
   “Is this okay?” My shirt is gripped in his fist, hovering just beneath my breasts. My breathing is fast. Unsure. But I nod, and he slides it up and over my head, working it free of my hair. I’m left in nothing but my bra.
 
   As Link looks down at me, his hands pick up right where they left off. He moves higher and higher. My breath hitches in my throat. He uses the tips of his fingers, brushing them lightly over my nipple. It hardens immediately. My lips part. My abdomen contracts.
 
   “This?” he asks, his voice hoarse.
 
   My eyes blur with moisture as I nod my head, unable to articulate my consent. I close them, feeling a tear slip free. It glides over the side of my face, running into my ear. I don’t move to wipe it away.
 
    I feel Link’s callused fingers on my shoulder as he slips my bra strap down. Then the other. “Okay?” he rasps.
 
   I nod again. He touches my face and my eyes pop open. His thumb slides under my eye before he lowers himself. The veins in his arms stand out as he holds his weight. He kisses my cheek, and then the other. My forehead. My chin.
 
   “Do you want me to stop?” he murmurs.
 
   I have to think about it. I know I’m shaking. I know I’m breathing heavy. I know I’m crying. If he stopped, I would probably stop shaking, and breathing heavy, and crying. I know this too. What I don’t know is if it’s because I’m scared of him or if I’m scared of how much I want him.
 
   “No,” I utter. “Don’t stop.” I finally move, lifting my hand to his face. I grasp his jaw. His eyes flutter shut and he runs his nose along my wrist, inhaling deeply. With his eyes still closed, he begins an unhurried path of kisses up my arm, working his way back to my chest.
 
   He sweeps his tongue into my cleavage and I bite down on my lip. Link’s fingers move underneath me and I know what’s going to happen next. My stomach churns, but for once, it’s not from dread. It’s from the spike of adrenaline anticipation brings.
 
   With quick efficiency, he unhooks the clasp, loosening my bra. It still remains over me and he makes no attempt to remove it. He kisses all around the material, his tongue leaving a scorching trail of moisture.
 
   He begins to slip the silky material away carefully. “Is this okay?”
 
   I don’t reply. I don’t say yes. I don’t say no. I just watch it slip away. I raise my gaze, meeting Link’s. He’s always good at masking his emotions, but whatever he sees in my eyes leaves him exposed.
 
   The expression on his face—a mix of approval, admiration, and dread—has me tugging him down until we’re chest to chest. Skin to skin. I cling to him, wrapping my arms and legs around him. He turns his face into the crook of my neck, his breath panting against my shoulder with every harsh exhale.
 
   “What are we doing?” I whisper.
 
   He shakes his head, not replying. I don’t think he understands anymore than I do, but he holds on just as tightly.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Seven
 
   Link
 
    
 
   The desire previously fueling my brain has dissipated, leaving me feeling drained and raw. For so long now, I’ve felt the same handful of emotions—fury, grief, loneliness, regret, wrath—and more recently, numbness. I can’t identify what I’m experiencing now.
 
   I don’t understand the reaction I have to this woman.
 
   But I know I can’t afford the distraction.
 
   I sink my palms into the carpet and push myself off Rocky, rolling to my back. I pull my boxers on, unable to look at her. 
 
   I miss Livie so much at this moment.
 
   Though I can feel the heaviness of her gaze, Rocky stands up without a word. She sweeps the blanket off the back of the couch and wraps it around her shoulders like a cape. I watch all of this with my peripheral vision, not ready to meet those dark eyes, slowly showing sparks of life.
 
   The air shifts as she moves past me quickly. I continue to get dressed. The apartment is growing darker as the sun begins to set outside. I should go. I’ve already stayed longer than I meant to.
 
   After I get my shoes tied, I check my pockets, making sure I have everything before I leave. Rocky’s perched on a chair directly across from the kitchen counter, a liquor bottle in hand. The fridge stands open illuminating the small space and I notice there’s next to nothing inside.
 
   I flick my eyes back to hers. She watches me with quiet examination as she raises the bottle to her still swollen lips and drinks deeply. I do some quick math in my head and figure I owe her about three hundred dollars for the hours she’s put in so far at the gym.
 
   I clear my throat and fish my wallet out of my back pocket—careful to avoid looking at Livie’s picture as I open it. I only have about eighty in cash, but I slip it out and place it on the table in front of her.
 
   “I haven’t added you to the payroll,” I say. “Until then, I’ll have to pay you in cash. I’m a couple hundred short right now, but I’ll get the rest to you in the morning.”
 
   Rocky drops her eyes to the cash, staring at it like it offends her in some way, before moving her gaze up to me.
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   I feel my eyebrows draw together in confusion. “Do what?” I ask. I close my wallet and tuck it back into my jeans.
 
   “Pity me.”
 
   “I don’t—”
 
   “You looked into my empty fridge and then handed me money. Just because I sucked your dick doesn’t mean you owe me.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” I counter. “I do owe you, because you work for me. Don’t cheapen whatever the hell this is between us. Don’t act like I’m throwing money at you for sexual services rendered. And don’t act like I’m just using you for sex.”
 
   She laughs softly, her dark eyes holding mine. “Aren’t you though? Isn’t that what we’re both doing? Using sex—using each other to forget?”
 
   We are. I know we are. But I don’t think it’s as bleak or as black and white as she makes it sound. Isn’t she the one who said people are more complex than that?
 
   “I don’t know,” I say honestly. I leave the money where it lies and walk out the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stare at Morrison’s house. I count the windows and doors, making note of each possible exit. There’s only one car in the driveway, but there could be another in the garage. His Facebook relationship status said, “It’s complicated.”
 
   I have no idea what that means.
 
   He doesn’t have children. At least, that’s the conclusion I made based on his lack of family photos. And isn’t that what you do when you have kids? Post pictures of every accomplishment the kid makes. Show off new outfits representing the current holiday. And mark achievements, such as first steps, first day of school, first tooth lost.
 
   Morrison has pictures of a cat.
 
   I just need to figure out if he lives alone. “It’s complicated” could mean a hundred different things.
 
   In my time sitting in my car across the street from his house, I’ve noticed a few details that could be important later. Like the fact there are three newspapers on his stoop, but the mailbox stands open, empty. And the way all the lights are out in the house except for the blue flicker of a TV in a back room. And the slightly opened window in the same room, though it’s easily thirty degrees tonight.
 
   Just minor details, but I store them in my memory anyway.
 
   And then I just sit here, watching. I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want to think.
 
   What I’d like to do is knock on Morrison’s door, look him in the eye, and explain I’m here to kill him.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Eight
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   I’m still learning how to deal with who I am now after what happened to me. I do whatever works best at the moment. Whatever it takes to get by. That doesn’t mean I’m often happy about my actions after. I live with so much regret it’s overwhelming at times.
 
   Today, as I watch the light filter through my blinds with the sunrise, I worry about what’s transpiring between Link and me. Something is happening and it scares me.
 
   I’m tired. So tired. I can’t remember the last time I slept well.
 
   I get ready for the day, but instead of going to work like I’m supposed to, I sit on the couch and stare at the floor where Link and I laid last night. At the exact spot where something changed for me. And I wonder why I don’t feel any regret.
 
   This lack of repentance is almost as overwhelming.
 
   I slide off the couch onto my knees and I press my hand into the carpet. 
 
   I like Link. I like him a lot. The idea is foreign, and honestly, a little unwelcome.
 
   I don’t want to like him. Because what good can possibly come from it? What can liking Linken Elliot do for me?
 
   It doesn’t matter what it can or cannot do for me. I can just sit back and enjoy it while it lasts. And when it ends, it ends.
 
   I push myself off the floor and grab my purse. I can’t stall any longer. He knows where I live anyway. I’m about to turn the doorknob just as someone knocks in a succession of four quick raps.
 
   Several seconds pass as I stand here. Frozen. I don’t really know if someone can knock with authority, especially when this isn’t their home, but I just know Link is on the other side of the door.
 
   He’s probably here to give me a ride to work, but I’ll never know if I don’t open the door. It’s just a door, and he’s just a guy, but for some reason, I can’t bring myself to turn the handle.
 
   The knocks sound again, louder this time, causing me to startle. I inhale a deep breath and pull the door open. Link stands there with several shopping bags in hand. He doesn’t wait for me to invite him in. He nudges past me and walks straight into my kitchen, setting the bags on the counter. I watch silently as he opens the refrigerator and begins emptying the bags.
 
   “You bought me groceries?”
 
   “You needed them,” he answers without looking away from his task. “I don’t know what you like, so I just kept it basic. Milk, eggs, cheese, bread, juice.” He glances back at me with a smirk. “And some fruit and vegetables.”
 
   Most women would be grateful and say as much. But I’m not most women. And I’m trying really hard to establish some kind of line with him.
 
   “You might as well take the healthy shit home with you. I’m on an alcohol diet.”
 
   He straightens and swings the door shut before turning to face me. “It’s all healthy,” he says.
 
   I press my lips together and raise my eyebrows.
 
   Link chuckles as his gaze meets mine. “I knew you’d do this.”
 
   “Do what?” I ask innocently.
 
   “I’m not taking anything back. If you don’t want it, don’t eat it. But you’ll need your strength for what I have in store for you tonight.”
 
   That gets my attention. “What you have in store for me? Tonight?”
 
   He prowls toward me, closing the distance between us. His fingers skim my hips, finding their way just under the hem of my shirt with ease. Goose bumps erupt up my arms.
 
   “Tonight,” he murmurs, his breath puffing against my hair on both of the T’s. “I’m going to work you hard.” His fingers slide higher, caressing my ribs. “Make you sweat.” Higher still until his thumbs brush back and forth across the underside of my breasts. “Through the entire class.”
 
   Damn.
 
   I step back, glaring at him and he grins. It’s the only thing that saves him. “You’re kind of an asshole,” I inform him.
 
   He grins wider and it has a direct effect on my girly parts. “I’m not finished.” He tugs me back to him, pressing me close to his body. And I don’t hate it.
 
   “If you’re a good student, after class, I’ll let you help me clean up.”
 
   I crinkle my nose. “You’re just making it worse.”
 
   Link brings his mouth to my ear, letting his lips stroke feather light as he continues. “I don’t mean clean the gym. These classes make me very dirty.”
 
   Hm. Visions of Link, naked and sweaty, fill my mind. I think I can handle that. And I also think I’m looking forward to self-defense class tonight.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Nine
 
   Link
 
    
 
    I keep my eyes on Rocky during the warm-up. I’m half expecting her to run again. All I can do is hope I gave her enough incentive to want to see this class through. She needs this. She needs to feel the power she so desperately craves. And this class can give it to her.
 
   I can give it to her.
 
   Her gaze locks onto mine as I step up front. I clear my throat, ready to begin. “What’s the first thing you do if someone approaches you in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable?” I ask the class.
 
   “Yell,” several of the women say in unison.
 
   I grin, proud of these ladies and the fact that they retain the knowledge I offer them. “That’s right. Yell, scream, growl. Clap your hands, stomp your feet. I don’t care. Just make noise. The louder the better. Draw attention and let the asshole know you’re not an easy target. Hell, make him think you’re too damn crazy to mess with. But,” I pause, moving my gaze over each person, “if that doesn’t work, you fight. You fight with everything you have. If an attacker’s gone far enough to grab you, then he’s serious. You hurt him before he can hurt you.
 
   “Your goal is to get your attacker to the ground before he has a chance to get you. You’ll have about three to five seconds. Try to stay calm. Three seconds isn’t long, but it’s enough if you know what you’re doing. There are several places on a man that you want to focus on. A strike to the proper place can buy you time to get away.”
 
   Joe moves in beside me and I point to him. “The eyes are a great place to attack because they’re sensitive. And if he can’t see you, chances are he isn’t going to follow when you run.
 
   “Poke, jab, gouge, scratch the eyes. Do any damage you possibly can.”
 
   “What if you can’t reach the eyes?” a woman asks. It’s her first time here, and I can tell she’s nervous. I smile, attempting to put her at ease. She drops her gaze, not returning the gesture. This simple act leads me to believe she may have already been attacked or possibly been in an abusive relationship. I make a mental note before I answer her question.
 
   She’s another reason why I teach these classes.
 
   “That’s a good question. If your attacker is too tall or wearing some form of eye protection such as glasses, go for another body part.”
 
   I turn to Joe and lift my foot as if I’m going to kick his knee. I slow just as my foot makes contact, landing the blow softly. He feigns injury, falling to the ground. “The knees are perfect for smaller women. They’re within reach and low enough that the attacker will most likely not be able to grab your foot when you strike. Plus, any angle of the knee will work. So if you go blank on the moves you learn here, which is likely during an attack, you can just kick away at the knee and cause injury.” 
 
   Joe stands, taking an attacker stance. I kick out again, this time applying a small amount of pressure on the side of his knee. It gives easily and he falls again.
 
   “I suggest the side because it will knock him off balance quickly, giving you the opportunity to run.”
 
   I glance over at Rocky, making sure she’s still with me before I move on. She’s watching with rapt interest. Like the thought of sending a man to the ground in pain is something she’d like to do. Good.
 
   “Ears are another good place. Clap your palms flat against the eardrums as hard as you can. This will bring the strongest man to his knees. And this is where you can double up moves. Clap to the ears and a gouge to the eyes.” I act it out in slow motion on Joe who plays along, collapsing to his knees, and then to the floor.
 
   “My personal favorite is the neck,” I continue. “The carotid artery and the jugular are both located in the side of the neck.” I run my finger up the length of Joe’s neck, showing the class exactly where to aim. “Hit quick and hit hard, with either the palm of your hand, or a karate chop motion. This is where the saying, ‘go for the jugular’ stems from. This vein returns blood from the head to the heart, so imagine what will happen if you cause damage to it.
 
   “Also keep in mind, if it ever comes to it, severe injury to the jugular can bleed a man out within a minute or so. But we’re here to keep it from getting to that point.”
 
   I lose my train of thought for a moment, surprised that I offered that information to the class like that. I’ve never done that before. Slipped like that. Some of these women are here to prevent an attack, but I know some of them are here to ensure it never happens again. I shouldn’t give information out like that. It was a reckless slip on my part. I don’t need to be responsible for the spilling of more blood.
 
   “The nose,” I say, trying to move on quickly, “is another point to concentrate on.” Joe steps into position and I raise my hand to his face. “Use the heel of your hand and hit the bottom of the nose in an upward motion.” We act it out twice, Joe going for an award in dramatics as he falls to the ground in imaginary agony.
 
   “This hurts, trust me,” I say, chuckling as Joe writhes on the floor. “I’ve been hit several times in the nose and any blow stings. It also makes the eyes water, which will make it a little harder for an attacker to see you. Take the opening and run.”
 
   I hold my hand out, helping Joe back to his feet. He grins at me, proud of himself. “I think we covered the head, so onto the body. We already talked about the knees. The shins and thighs are good areas to kick as well, but watch with a thigh kick because your foot can be caught easily at that height.”
 
   “What about a foot stomp?” one of the regulars asks. “You never really talk about that, but I see that all the time on shows,” she continues.
 
   “Can I?” Joe asks.
 
   I nod, gesturing for him to go right ahead. He served in the Marines. His firsthand knowledge beats mine any day.
 
   “Stomping is okay,” he begins, “it can hurt, but it’s not often effective. The guy could be wearing steel-toed shoes. But more commonly, when you’re being attacked, the guy’s moving around. Trying to stomp on his feet is like playing a game of Whack-A-Mole.”
 
   Several of the women laugh at the visual. It’s unexpectedly nice to have this lighthearted feel to the class for once. We’re all still taking this seriously, but not ominously. I think Joe might need to assist in more classes.
 
   “If you can get a good stomp in,” Joe says, “then do it. But don’t waste precious time chasing after his feet. A kick to the nuts is way more effective and he can’t move those around as easily as he can his feet.”
 
   The class laughs again and I look over at Rocky. She’s smiling, laughing along at her brother. I’ve only seen her look like this a couple of times. It nearly takes my breath away how a smile can transform her.
 
   Her gaze shifts from Joe to me, and our eyes lock. She just busted me watching her, but I don’t look away. I keep staring because there isn’t anything or anyone I’d rather look at.
 
   “We should practice,” I say. “Partner up and run through strikes on all the vital points. Eyes, ears, nose, neck, groin, knees, and shins.”
 
   “We didn’t go over the groin,” someone speaks up, drawing my attention from Rocky.
 
   “Kick, hit, pull, twist,” I explain. “Trust me, any negative attention to a man’s groin area will work. This is a really good starter for doubling up. Kick him in the nuts, when he bends forward or drops to his knees, clap his ears, poke his eyes, or strike the neck. And then?”
 
   “Run,” they answer in harmony. And if I’m not mistaken, I think Rocky chimed in as well.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Ten
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   “You coming?” Joe asks as he shoulders his gym bag.
 
   “Uh, not yet. Link’s going to give me a ride.”
 
   He raises a dark brow, casting a questioning look my way. I knew this was coming, but I’m no more ready to explain than I was a few days ago.
 
   “What’s going on between you guys?” He takes a step closer to me, lowering his voice. “Are you dating?”
 
   I huff out a laugh. Is oral sex dating these days? I’m a little rusty, so I can’t be sure. “No. We’re just…friends.”
 
   “Friends,” he repeats. “You haven’t made new friends since high school.”
 
   I arch a brow, mimicking him, and letting him know he’s becoming annoying. “What’s your point, Joe?”
 
   He shrugs. “It’s good, right?”
 
   I see now. My dumbass brother thinks because I actually have a friend that I’m magically getting past my rape. Everything is sunshine and unicorns because I don’t detest one guy.
 
   “It doesn’t mean anything,” I say trying to make him understand. One person isn’t going to make it go away.
 
   And then it dawns on me. One person isn’t going to make it go away. I’ve been on this search for someone who can erase what Garrett did to me, but it’s not possible. There is never going to be a person who can make it un-happen. Nobody is going to take it away or make it better.
 
   Doug couldn’t do it in high school.
 
   All the random bar guys couldn’t do it.
 
   And Link can’t do it either.
 
   Nobody can.
 
   It’s always going to be there.
 
   Garrett is always going to be there.
 
   “I still think it’s good,” Joe says. “You need friends.” He touches the tips of his fingers to my elbow before he walks away. “See you Monday,” he calls over his shoulder as the door closes behind him.
 
   Link pulls the office door closed and smiles. “Are you ready?”
 
   Am I? I don’t know. I looked forward to this all day. The thought of another night like last night had me anxious all day long, anticipating what he had in mind. My thoughts were engulfed with the ecstasy I would find with him. However, my new discovery has my libido held hostage. All my thoughts are once again focused on Garrett Marshall.
 
   “I never worked up that sweat,” I murmur. I hear the sexual innuendo in my words, but my voice doesn’t reflect it. Link picks up on it immediately.
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   That. That right there. The concerned look in his eyes. I hate it. I despise it. I loathe it with everything inside of me.
 
   “No,” I utter. “Nothing’s okay.” I shake my head slowly as I try to gather my thoughts. “I hate living like this.”
 
   “Like what?” He moves closer. I back away. He pauses, his head cocked to the side, confused.
 
   “I’m scared. All the time. I don’t want to be like this. I want to do it.”
 
   “Do what?” he asks. “I’m not following.”
 
   Of course he’s not. How can he follow when I don’t understand myself? Emotions are evil bastards. They twist you up, confuse you, knock you down, lift you high, and then drop you on your ass.
 
   “Does your offer still stand?” I whisper.
 
   His brows draw together as he attempts to understand my erratic thoughts.
 
   I lick my lips, trying to find the words. My hands fist at my sides.
 
   “I want to do it. It’s the only way I’ll ever be free. I want to kill Garrett.”
 
   Link stares at me as my words finally make sense. He closes his eyes and shakes his head almost as if it pains him.
 
   “Rocky,” he rasps, his eyes still shut tightly as if he can’t bear to look at me. “You just had the class. It probably brought up some buried feelings—”
 
   “Are you saying no?”
 
   He looks at me now, scrutinizing every feature on my face. His eyes are the only part of his body that’s moving. He’s completely immobile. I don’t think he’s even breathing.
 
   “Are you saying no?” I repeat, my voice cracking.
 
   “I think you need to think about this.”
 
   I laugh bitterly. “I can’t believe this. You were the one that came to me. You offered. Now you stand here acting like I’m being unreasonable.”
 
   He rubs at his forehead forcefully. “It’s a life,” he states, his voice gentle and calm. It makes me irrationally angry. “I don’t think it will hurt to think about it with a clear head.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” I murmur. “Why would you offer to help me and then turn me down when I accept?”
 
   “I didn’t know what I was offering before. I didn’t know the weight of taking a life. I didn’t comprehend how hard it would be to live with.”
 
   I shake my head in frustration. This is the only way I’ll ever find freedom. I feel like I’m coming to terms with it. He can’t make me feel like this. He can’t take it away. “But what? You know now?”
 
   He doesn’t answer and my stomach churns.
 
   Oh, my God.
 
   “Do you know now, Link?” I swallow tightly. How should I feel right now? What is an appropriate reaction? Should I be scared? Sickened? Because all I can muster is envy.
 
   “Tell me,” I breathe.
 
   He nods, one short jerk of his head. “I murdered one of the men that killed Livie.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Eleven
 
   Link
 
    
 
   I said it. I never thought I’d actually say it aloud. But I told her.
 
   I can lie and pretend I did it to warn her. To save her from the burden killing a man brings. I could come up with a hundred different reasons. Excuses.
 
   But I can’t lie to myself.
 
   I wanted her to know. I wanted to share it with her.
 
   And then I couldn’t get away from her fast enough. I drove her home and tore out of there as soon as she stepped inside her door.
 
   Now I’m white-knuckling my steering wheel as I contemplate what I’m going to do about Morrison. This is my third trip to his house. But this time, I get out of the car under the cover of darkness. 
 
   I can’t keep putting off the inevitable. 
 
   I round the garage in search of a window and peer inside. The space is empty. It doesn’t tell me much other than nobody else is here. At least right now.
 
   I continue around the back of the house, looking for any opening in the blinds. At the third window, I come to a dead stop. Morrison is sitting at a desk, staring at a computer screen. His cat sits perched on the edge of the desk. It looks right at me, tail twitching from side to side.
 
   I step back, my head pounding in time with my heartbeat. He’s right there. The fucker that held Livie while his friend stabbed me repeatedly in the back.
 
   My hand automatically finds the lump protruding from my pocket. My fingers glide over the reassuring grooves of the knife I have tucked there. It’s always there, just waiting.
 
   Livie. Livie.
 
   That familiar ache burns inside my chest, reminding me she’s gone. Reminding me I’m still here. Reminding me of my purpose.
 
   I backtrack, rounding the house, and head for the front door. I want to look him in the eye. I want to ask him why. And I want him to know he’s going to die just as painfully as Olivia did.
 
   His hand over her mouth.
 
   I open the screen door.
 
   His arm wrapped around her chest.
 
   I pound my fist against the warped wood.
 
   Pinning her to him.
 
   I pull the knife from my pocket.
 
   Her eyes wide with fear.
 
   I flip the blade.
 
   Her cries. Her pleas. Her whimpers of pain.
 
   My fingers flex around the handle.
 
   His laughter.
 
   The door opens and I’m face to face with yet another man responsible for the brutal rape and murder of the love of my life.
 
   His eyes flick over my face, enlarging with surprise. His stunned silence speaks loudly. His gaze meets mine, filling with tears. This action speaks loudest of all. His head falls forward, tucking his chin into his chest. His shoulders shake as he breaks down, sobbing. Without a word, he takes a step back, allowing me inside.
 
   I don’t need to ask him if he remembers me. He’s made it painfully clear that he does. And I wonder how his memories differ from mine. He saw it all. He did it all. He was there to watch the life drain from my girlfriend’s beautiful eyes.
 
   And, God, she was so full of life.
 
   “How long did it take?” I ask. My voice startles me. Hoarse with emotion. Gruff with restrained anger. Laced with more pain than one man should bear.
 
   Morrison stares back at me, the tears falling in fat drops. They slide down his cheeks and fold around his chin. His bottom lip quivers. His chest continues to tremble. But he doesn’t answer me.
 
   “How long did it take her to die?”
 
   His mouth opens. He tries to tell me, but all that comes out is another sob. With a calm I do not feel, I reach back blindly, and close the door. And then I grab his shirt in my fists, shoving him against the wall of his own home.
 
   I bet he thought he was safe here.
 
   “How. Long.”
 
   He sucks in a breath and wipes at his eyes, never once trying to free himself of my grip. “It was quick,” he croaks.
 
   I release him and we both stumble away from one another. The blow never gets any easier. Never.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he weeps. “I’m so sorry. I hate myself every day for what we did. For what I did. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
 
   He presses his back into the wall and slides to the floor. His head drops once again, his disheveled hair falling into his eyes and covering his face.
 
   “If you’re so sorry, then why haven’t you turned yourself in? Why aren’t you rotting in a prison cell? Why are your friends still walking around free?”
 
   “I couldn’t. I’ve thought about it so many times, if for no other reason than to set myself free. To repent. Every time I imagined my parents’ faces, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.”
 
   “Maybe you should have pictured your parents’ faces before you raped and murdered my girlfriend,” I hiss.
 
   “It’s no excuse,” he says, his voice a ruff whisper, “but I wasn’t myself back then. I was fucked up. High on meth. I didn’t care about anything or anyone.” He lifts his head, his gaze landing on mine. I don’t hold it. I can’t.
 
   I squeeze the knife in my hand.
 
   “I’m clean now. I’m not that same person.”
 
   I shake my head. I don’t want excuses. I don’t want to hear how hard this has been on him or how much he’s changed. I don’t give a shit if he does or doesn’t destroy himself with chemicals.
 
   I just don’t care. It doesn’t bring her back. What’s done is done. And now he has to pay for it.
 
   “I wish I could tell you it was because of her that I got better.”
 
   My head pops up and I glare at him. I’m going to kill him.
 
   I’m going to kill him.
 
   I’m going to—
 
   “But it was another girl. So similar to Olivia.”
 
   “Don’t you say her name,” I snarl. My other hand curls into a tight fist. The one clasping the knife begins to throb.
 
   Morrison keeps going as if he doesn’t hear me. As if I’m not even here anymore. “We didn’t plan it. We saw you and O—your girlfriend walking out of the movie theater. Carter, he was talking about it like it was a joke. About wanting a piece of her. He said we should go around the block and cut you off. Just mess with you. It wasn’t supposed to go as far as it did. We were drunk. I was high. I…I had never done anything like that before.”
 
   I swallow, forcing the bile back down my throat. All this time I thought we just happened upon these men. He says there wasn’t a plan, but they intentionally cut us off. They were waiting for us.
 
   Why? Why didn’t I insist on going straight back to campus?
 
   Why?
 
   A groan erupts inside of my chest. It hurts. Fuck, it hurts so much.
 
   Why?
 
   I always thought there was some reason for their attack. I knew deep down there’s never a reason for such senseless brutality. But I just kept allowing myself to believe that one day, one of these men would shed some light as to why something like this happens. Why they chose us. Why they had to kill her.
 
   Why her?
 
   This is all I get. Drunk. High. Joking around. Didn’t mean it. They wanted a piece of my girlfriend like they were entitled to it.
 
   But they didn’t take a piece. They took it all.
 
   I can’t find the punch line in this joke.
 
   My eyes burn as my vision blurs with moisture.
 
   It’s so senseless. Why did her life mean so little?
 
   She was everything to me. My reason for everything I did. She was my every thought. My every action. It was all wrapped around her. I busted my ass in high school, getting good grades and I went on to college to make sure I could get a good job to provide for us. I worked after school, flipping burgers for years so I could buy a car just so I could take her places. I kept working so I had money for dates and anniversary presents. And then, when she followed me to college, I took a second job so I could buy her an engagement ring and someday make her my wife.
 
   Every single thing I did, every single day since I met her, had been for her. From the cologne I selected, to the shirts I wore, to the color of my car, to the major I chose, and everything in between—it was all with her in mind.
 
   Because I loved her with all my heart. And that’s what happens when you love someone. Your happiness becomes dependent on their happiness.
 
   And these men carelessly took it all away.
 
   “I think about you both every day,” Morrison says.
 
   I can’t bring myself to look at him. I stare at the floor. My mind spinning. My heart hurting. But my hands—my hands are steady.
 
   “I started using more, trying to push the memories away. Trying to outrun all the guilt. And then…” He trails off and I wait. I don’t know why I wait. Maybe I want to hear it. Maybe I need to. Maybe I’m still holding out hope that in the end, he’ll offer me some kind of reason, though I know one doesn’t exist. Still, I wait for him to finish.
 
   I wait.
 
   I wait.
 
   I cry. And I wait.
 
   “One day, I saw a girl that resembled her,” he murmurs. “It was the eyes. So big. So blue.”
 
   I fall to my knees as a howl of agony bursts through my lips. She had the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. And they were so blue, he’s right. So bright. Framed in the longest lashes.
 
   Sometimes after we kissed, she’d find one of her dark lashes on my cheeks. She’d pull it off, holding it on the tip of her finger between us, and even though we both knew it was her lash, she’d insist we both make the wish. Because all our wishes involved each other.
 
   “I followed this girl. I don’t know if it was because she looked like Olivia.”
 
   I look at him. I hate how her name sounds coming off of his tongue. He says it as if he knew her. Cared for her. He has no right. He. Has. NO. RIGHT.
 
   “I nearly did it again. I grabbed this girl, and I was going to rape her. She begged me to let her go and all I could see was Olivia’s face. Pale. Lifeless.”
 
   My stomach churns. I gag. My blood boils with rage as I push myself up. The knife is ready in my hand. I’m ready.
 
   “I ran. I ran and I put myself into rehab that same day. I knew I had to get help. I knew if I didn’t, I’d hurt another girl.” He presses his head into the wall, looking up at me. “There’s something wrong with me, Linken.”
 
   I startle at the sound of my name. Morrison doesn’t miss it. He uses the wall for support as he gets to his feet. I watch him carefully. Just waiting to strike.
 
   “I saved every article. No matter how much I wished to forget, I never let myself.” He turns, walking down the hallway and I permit him to go, following closely behind.
 
   He stops at the bookshelf and pulls a box down. He sets it on the coffee table, taking a seat on the couch. I watch in silence as he knocks the lid off. The box is full of newspaper clippings, all regarding Liv, that night, and me.
 
   I look away. I don’t need to be reminded. It’s always fresh in my mind. Several heartbeats go by. I hear him shuffle through the box. The crinkle and shifting of paper perks my ears.
 
   “This is us. Before. Before we became monsters.”
 
   I move my head slowly. My gaze drops to his hand where he holds a faded picture between his fingers. I lean in, taking the edge as if I expect it to burn me. All four men are there. Arms around one another’s shoulders. Smiling. Happy. My gaze flicks from one face to the next. I see Morrison, Woods, Anthony, and then I pause on the last man. This must be Carter Bates. The one man I never really saw. The man that stabbed me—over and over—in the back, like a coward.
 
   The picture shakes and it takes me a moment to realize my hand is trembling. I shove the photo into my pocket.
 
   “I’ve tried to kill myself twice,” Morrison states matter-of-factly. “First with an overdose. The second with a razor blade.” He pulls up the cuff of his sleeve, showing me the scar on his wrist. I nearly laugh. I don’t think he wants to compare scars.
 
   “Third time’s a charm,” I say.
 
   His eyes lock onto mine and I hold steady, letting him see just how much I mean those words. He nods.
 
   “Every day is a struggle. I think about death… I think about how easy it would be to just stop living. I’ve fought it for so long.”
 
   “Stop fighting it,” I spit. “You don’t deserve to breathe. Livie’s six feet under the ground because of you. She isn’t living. She isn’t breathing. You shouldn’t be either.”
 
   “An eye for an eye,” he replies in understanding.
 
   I shake my head. “No. A life for a life.” I won’t put this on God. Our relationship is rocky at the moment. This is me. My choice. My rules.
 
   The tears come quicker now, spilling from his eyes endlessly. “There’s a gun in my nightstand,” he utters. “After failing twice, I made sure the next attempt would stick.” He sniffles, rubbing at his face with both hands. “They don’t just give you a gun. You have to wait. By the time I got it, I lost my nerve.”
 
   I can’t believe he admitted to owning a gun. I can’t believe I was so careless as to walk into this house when he owns a gun. No matter how much planning I’ve done over the years, my emotions make me reckless. Stupid.
 
   “You came here to kill me,” Morrison says. His voice shakes, but not with uncertainty. The knife in my hand is a clear statement. A solid indication of my intentions.
 
   “I don’t think I can do it,” he continues. “I don’t think I can take my own life. Will you help me?”
 
   I laugh as fresh tears invade my sight. He’s asking me for help. He’s asking me to kill him. I pivot on my heels and walk down the opposite hall briskly, searching for his bedroom.
 
   The room’s a mess. This is what giving up looks like. The bed is unmade. Clothes are strewn across the floor. Dirty dishes on the dresser, the windowsill, the nightstand. My attention focuses there and I move toward it. I tug the top drawer open and pick up the revolver lying inside.
 
   It’s cold. Heavy. I press the release button and roll the cylinder out to verify it’s loaded. And then I turn it as I press the ejector rod, emptying it onto the bed. I pick one bullet up and place it into the gun. I turn the cylinder, ensuring the first few rounds in the chamber are empty.
 
   In the small living room, Morrison hasn’t moved. He’s seated on the couch in the same position I left him in. I set the gun on the table in front of him. Right next to the box of article clippings.
 
   “I don’t owe you any favors,” I explain. “But you owe me a life.”
 
   I close the knife in my hand and tuck it into my pocket before I turn my back on him. I hear the scrape of the gun as he slides it across the wooden surface. As I near the door, I hear the first empty click.
 
   I open the door as the second click echoes off the walls.
 
   I pull it closed behind me and head for my car. 
 
   A shot rings out into the silent night just as my hand closes around the handle. I flinch. A dog barks in the distance.
 
   Two down.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Twelve
 
   Rocky
 
    
 
   I change into a pair of pajama shorts and a t-shirt, throw my hair up in a messy bun, and then I pace back and forth in front of a fresh canvas, paintbrush in hand. I tap the brush against my thigh.
 
   I don’t think most people would agree, or even understand, but there is so much beauty in a blank canvas. It’s so pure and untouched. It has so much untapped potential, just sitting there, waiting. It can be anything. Anything I want to make it.
 
   Inspiration hasn’t exactly been my friend for a while now. I haven’t painted anything of worth in years. Every time I try, all the ugliness I feel inside erupts in swirls of dark paint, broken brushes, and ripped canvases.
 
   Tonight, however, I feel that excited, tingling urge of new vision.
 
   I use Link as my muse as I dip into red ocher. The deep, vibrant color is the best way I can represent the passion he stirs inside of me. The aching, the yearning, the desire.
 
   I twirl the brush, twisting the stroke before easing up, and allowing it to fade at the edge. It doesn’t look like much yet, but it feels right. I grab a new brush, dragging it across a deep calypso blue. I merge it with the tail end of the red, fanning it from blue to purple.
 
   This brush is perfect. I like the way it feels in my hand. I like the rough texture of its bristles. The size is perfect. The sound it makes as it kisses the linen is music to my ears. Everything else fades away. All I know is color. More blues. More reds. More purples. Shades of violets and soft oranges. A little black. A touch of gold. And back to red.
 
   I use my fingers to sweep certain areas, giving them texture where it feels right.
 
   The faint, almost metallic scent fills my senses as I spread more and more paint. I love this smell. I love the smudges of color on my skin. I love the way I feel right now in this moment.
 
   This is who I’m supposed to be.
 
   I don’t know how much time has passed when I finally step back, dropping my brush into the jar of dirty water.
 
   I use the back of my arm to wipe the tinted hair from my face. I know I have splashes of color all over myself, but I don’t care.
 
   I’m surprisingly satisfied with what I see in front of me. To most people, they’d see nothing more than whirls of different colors, blending and fading. But I know what’s there. I see the faint lines of rope, surrounding a ring. The curve of boxing gloves. The fine contours of a sculpted back. The slashes of scars that stain that back. And I see how much all of these things make me feel.
 
   They make me feel good.
 
   They make me feel alive.
 
   My eyes trail over the piece slowly. It’s beautiful. To me, it’s the most important work I’ve ever completed.
 
   I drop to the chair, my paint-covered hands resting on my thighs, and I let that warm feeling in my chest consume me. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this.
 
   Fulfillment. Pride in myself. And gratitude for what I’m capable of creating.
 
   I hear the faint tapping at my door, but it takes me a moment to comprehend someone’s outside. I tear myself out of my thoughts, my heart racing. I push myself to my feet, the tarp underfoot crinkling much too loudly as I tiptoe across it. As soon as I step onto the carpet, I hurry to the window, peering through a crack in the curtains. My held breath expels in a rush and I flip the lock, pulling the door open.
 
   “I know it’s late,” Link says quietly. I wait for him to go on. To explain why he’s here, but he doesn’t say more. He just takes me in, his warm gaze moving over my discolored skin.
 
   After his confession tonight, I should be scared of him.
 
   But I’m not.
 
   I step back, opening the door wider. He moves inside, hesitating in the entryway as if he isn’t sure he should be here.
 
   “You’ve been painting.”
 
   I nod. But we both know he isn’t here to discuss artwork. “What’s going on, Link?”
 
   He closes the door and leans heavily against it. His eyes close and in this moment, he forgets to hide his emotions. Or maybe he’s allowing me to see them.
 
   He’s in pain. That’s evident from the crinkle in his brow, the tightness in his jaw, and downturn of his lips. I don’t like it.
 
   We barely know each other. But we know each other so well.
 
   I move closer, touching my hand to his cheek. The blues and reds stand out on my skin against his. I think of how this paint represents him. How I captured him on my canvas. How freeing it is to be able to do this again. And how he’s the reason.
 
   Link’s eyes open, meeting mine. He places his hand, warm and strong, overtop of mine, holding me in place.
 
   I want to ask him what’s wrong. I want him to talk to me. I want to help him. But I don’t say anything. I give him time. I give him the silence he needs, just offering him my touch until he’s ready for more.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Thirteen
 
   Link
 
    
 
   I can’t look away. I can’t let her go. I haven’t needed someone like this since…
 
   I’m cringing inside with the thought. Rocky isn’t filling the void of Livie. That will never happen. It can’t. But there’s something about her that feels true. Right.
 
   And there’s something about her that feels overwhelmingly wrong.
 
   I know that’s the part of me that holds onto Liv. I’ll never be willing to let her go, so this will never work with Rocky. It will never be more than whatever it is now. Yet here I stand, soaking up her reassuring touch, ready to tell her all of my secrets.
 
   “The detective assigned to my case found one of the men that attacked me and Livie four years ago,” I say hoarsely. “He stumbled across him when the guy was brought in on another charge.”
 
   Rocky drops here hand, waiting for more.
 
   I maneuver around her, heading to the couch. I need to sit down. I need her to sit down with me.
 
   “Byers called me in to identify the guy, and I lied. I said it wasn’t him. And then I followed him home.” I drop my head into my hands. “I tortured him. I made him give me the names of the other men. And then I killed him.”
 
   I raise my head and force myself to look at her. To see her reaction. She gives away nothing, holding my gaze as she waits patiently for me to continue.
 
   “Tonight, I visited one of the men. I loaded his gun and told him to kill himself.” I turn on the couch, facing her. I need for her to understand. To understand me. “I can barely live with myself right now. The guilt is eating at me. But the shame I feel isn’t enough to make me stop. I won’t quit until they’re all dead. Until they’re all punished for what they did.”
 
   She nods gently. “And I won’t stop until I make Garrett pay for what he did,” she says. “If you don’t want to help me anymore—if it’s too much for you—I get that. But please don’t try to stop me. I won’t stand in your way. You don’t stand in my way.”
 
   I shake my head. She doesn’t get it. “You can’t come back from this. You can’t kill a human being—no matter how evil they are or how much they might deserve it—and walk away unscathed.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Whatever happens is better than how I am right now.”
 
   I think of Morrison. Of the anguish in his eye as the tears fell unendingly. “It’s not. I promise you that. It doesn’t get better or easier. You’ll still have all the pain you’re already carrying. And then you’ll have to bear the burden of guilt. It’s not worth it, Rocky. It’s not.”
 
   “I disagree,” she insists with finality.
 
   I know if someone tried to stop me, I wouldn’t listen. Not even now, knowing firsthand what comes with it. So I don’t argue. I drop it, knowing I’ll just have to get to Garrett before she does.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I wake with a start, my heart hammering in my chest and sweat beaded across my forehead. I must have fallen asleep on Rocky’s couch. The first murkiness of daylight casts the room in a dull gray illumination.
 
   Beside me, Rocky stirs, her eyes fluttering open sluggishly. When her gaze finds me, she sits up quickly. “Are you okay?” Her hand settles on my arm and I look down at it. So small, soft and warm against mine.
 
   Without a word, I pull her to me. My lips glide over her neck before I whisper, “I want you.” My fingers tangle into her dark silky hair as I guide her closer, dragging my open mouth along her collarbone.
 
   “I need you, Rocky,” I utter. And I do. It’s almost painful the way I need her to feel normal. “I need you to take it away.”
 
   I expel a long breath against her neck, causing a shiver to rock her body.
 
   “Tell me this is okay,” I murmur huskily. “Tell me you want this.” My hand skims down her body, hooking around the back of her thigh, and I tug her onto my lap. “Say yes.”
 
   But she doesn’t say yes with words. Instead, she pushes herself closer, grinding into my already hard cock. Her teeth nip along the side of my neck in a series of searing bites that have me moaning and thrusting my hips against her.
 
   She sighs in pleasure, her warm breath rousing another groan from me. I push her back onto the couch, following her until I’m hovering over the top of her. I want to rid us both of the clothes separating our bodies and dive into her.
 
   “I want to fuck you,” I rasp. I push her legs apart, flexing my hips into her. “To take you to that place between pleasure and pain until you’re demanding more.” I hook my finger into the V of her shirt, yanking it down to expose more cleavage. I lick between her breasts, causing her chest to arch into my mouth.
 
   “Do you want that, Rocky? Do you want me to make you feel good again? Do you want more? Do you want me inside of you?”
 
   I may be pushing her too far, too quickly, but I’ll never know if I don’t ask.
 
   “Do you have the same desire pulsing through your veins for me that I do for you?”
 
   “Yes,” she breathes. “I want you. I want to try.”
 
   I drop my forehead to hers and I breathe her in. I can feel her heart racing. I lower my mouth to her neck, pressing my lips against her pulse. I know this is difficult for her, and the fact she’s willing to try, for me, is humbling.
 
   “Stand up,” she commands. She’s taking the lead again and I obey her immediately.
 
   She moves in front of me, pushing my shirt up and over my head. I duck down, helping her remove it. She tosses it over her shoulder as her eyes rake down my chest. The heat in her gaze has my cock throbbing in my jeans.
 
   Rocky goes for my zipper next, freeing me. I want to touch her, to run my fingers over her smooth skin, but I hold back, waiting. She slides my pants down my legs slowly. When they catch around my shoes, unable to go any further, she places her hand against my stomach, shoving me back onto the couch. I fall back heavily, watching her with hooded eyes as she removes one shoe followed by a sock, then the other.
 
   My pants go next and she stands, folding them over her arm. The knife drops from one pocket with a flat thud. The picture Morrison gave me before he killed himself falls out of the other pocket, floating to the ground. The picture of the four men that raped and murdered Olivia and tried to kill me. 
 
   My gut clenches as Rocky bends down, picking both up. Her eyes move over the photo. Her brows crease in confusion. She makes a small noise in her throat and turns it around, showing it to me.
 
   “Why do you have a picture of the cowboy that attacked me?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Book four in the Dirty series, Fighting Dirty, coming soon.
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