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Trigger Warnings


For those of you that choose to go in blind, please remember that this is a dark taboo romance, and there are dark themes surrounding both the FMC and MMC. There are depictions of child assault, rape of a minor, and pedophilia in this book. While they do not go into graphic detail, they are shown in flashbacks.  

This book is not to teach you how to handle or heal from your trauma. Do not look to any of these characters to be moral in every aspect of life. Both of them show characteristics of being morally gray. 

From here, you may feel free to proceed to Chapter 1, however, this is a reminder to you that this book is heavy with trauma. 

Trigger Warnings include but are not limited to: Violence, Assault, Death, Murder, Attempted Murder, Mental Health Topics, Anxiety/Panic Attack, Gun Violence, Talks of Suicide, Attempted Suicide (flashback, mention, on page), Cheating (Not between MCs), Sexual Assault (flashback, mention, not between the MCs), Rape of a Minor (flashback, mention, off page), Pedophilia (flashback, mention, off page), Gang Rape (flashback, mention, not between MCs), Kidnapping, Hostage, Blackmailing, Use of Drugs and Alcohol, Death of Parent(s) (off page), Discussion of Prison/Imprisonment, Coercion to Record, Car Crash, House Fire

Explicit sexual scenes including, but are not limited to: Somnophilia (mention), period play, impact play, primal play, voyeurism, exhibitionism, degradation, CNC, toy usage, chasing, cum play, spanking, spit play, snowballing, asphyxiophilia, facial, light praise
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Dedication


To the silent ones.

There is someone out there that will believe and listen to you.








  
  [image: image-placeholder]








Playlist




[image: image-placeholder]
Crying While You're Dancing – Dayseeker
ocean eyes – Billie Eilish
Take Me First – Bad Omens
rewind – cryoutloud
bad decisions – Bad Omens
Blood Sport – Sleep Token
Dangerous Hands – Austin Giorgio
Chokehold – Sleep Token
Breathe – Kansh
Fall For Me – Sleep Token
Silence – Marshmello, Khalid
This Is War – Thirty Seconds To Mars
Fall Into – Ally Nicholas
Let You Down – NF
Rain – Sleep Token
Take on the World – You Me At Six
Let It Go – Chandler Leighton, Lo Spirit
Die With A Smile – Lady Gaga, Bruno Mars
To Build A Home – The Cinematic Orchestra, Patrick Watson
Carry You Home – Alex Warren, Ella Henderson
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Calista


This is what losing everything feels like—an odd, hollow pit right in the center of my chest, reminding me I’ve fucked up. And the worst part? I was fully aware of the action that set my whole house on fire. 
The blaze tears through the wooden frame of my downtown Denver townhome. Once a bright, beautiful yellow, now scorched black with ash. A loud boom from inside doesn’t even make me flinch. It’s not that I’m too far gone to be scared, I just knew this was coming. 
This is all that woman’s… no, all their faults. None of it is mine, yet I’m the one that loses everything.
How could actions from over a decade ago have turned my life upside down like this? Her carelessness caused a chain reaction, tipping the first domino and letting the rest fall in perfect sequence. A weight that triggered it all. A collapse that wasn’t even my burden to begin with.
I was only a child…
My neighbors are all outside, phones to their ears screaming at the police to hurry and save what they can.
“Calista! Oh my god!” I’d recognize my roommate and best friend’s voice anywhere.
Her heavy footsteps pound behind me, and when she collides into my back, my bare knees press deeper into the silty soil, now thickened to mud from the water draining off the firefighters’ hoses. They had arrived only moments before Genevieve.
Her arms wrap tightly around my neck as she presses the side of her face firmly against mine. “W-What happened?! Cal! Talk to me!” 
I watched as the fire took hold, helpless, as my life turned to ash. This is all her fault. Once again, she’s stripped everything away from me and she doesn't even know it. 
“Cal!” Genevieve screams in my ear, and I jerk my head up to meet her light brown eyes, brimming with tears that spill over her ebony cheeks.
I wish I could cry. Why can’t I cry? 
All I feel is a pit in my stomach, slowly growing into a twisted, diseased tree that will consume me until I become the very thing I’ve feared. 
“Gene… I’m so sorry.” I exhale and she glances back at everything we own turn to ash, before looking back at me. “I made sure Hunter got out, but he clawed me and ran.” 
Honestly, fuck that cat—it’s always hated me for whatever reason. But I’m not a monster; I couldn’t just let it die. He ran for safety, wherever that is. I just hope the fire hasn’t spread to the neighbors' houses or to the backyard, which is probably as engulfed as the rest of our home.
She pulls me into a tight embrace, squeezing me like she’s more concerned about me than that damn cat. I breathe in the faint scent of her honey body wash, now mingled with the smell sweat and open air.
“How did this happen?” Her tone softens, turning empathetic and less abrasive. She’s slipping into her therapist voice, gently coaxing me out of the fright she assumes I’m in.
I'm not in shock. I know exactly what happened, and someday I'll pay for my sins. 
The fire crackles and pops in front of us while screams—commands laced with fear—echo all around. I just hope I didn’t inadvertently kill someone. I don’t think my conscience could bear that. The demons of my choices will haunt me enough; I can’t endure the weight of another’s death chasing me as well. 
“I was just cooking…” I lean away from her and drop my gaze to the floor. “I guess the curtains… It was an accident…” 
Liar. 
Filthy fucking liar. 
“Fuck…” she hisses before cupping my face and turning me to face her. 
I don’t deserve this look of compassion and sympathy from her. 
“You’re alright, though? You aren’t hurt?” Her concern for me fills me with a deep contempt. Not for her, but for myself.
“I’m fine, Gene.” 
She brushes my tangled blonde strands from my face, tucking them behind my ear.
I take another deep, intoxicating breath. The acrid scent of smoke floods my nose, sharp and biting, mingling with the aroma of burning wood and insulation. It’s a heavy, suffocating haze that clings to my lungs. The trees that once embraced our home release a bitter, resinous smell as their bark chars. The scent of singed foliage adds an eerie sweetness to the stench of destruction I caused. 
“We will figure it out.” Once again, she wraps her arms around my neck, our cheeks pressing together as we watch the flames start to come under control. “Homeowners insurance, it’s fine.” 
It’s not fine… 
It’ll never be fine. The sins I never committed will be mine to bear, because I had no one there to protect me when I needed it most.
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Ronan


Three Days Later

People don’t know freedom until it’s taken from them. Still, I made plenty of choices on my own that stripped me of that liberty. 
Now that I have this freedom, it doesn’t necessarily feel liberating. Behind those metal doors, where I was the king, I felt the safest. Now I’m being released from somewhere I called home for the past fifteen years.
Valley Den Penitentiary, just outside of Durango, has been my twisted sanctuary. Few would see it that way, but for me, it’s been all I’ve known for nearly half my life.
The iron gates screech open, and as much as I’d like to turn back and ask them to rebook me for another quarter of my life, I won’t. I’ve served my full term but that doesn’t mean I won’t be back. The judge ordered no parole, which is just another way of saying, ‘See you later, asshole.’
Whatever. 
Without even a bag to my name, I step across the threshold into the real prison: Colorado. I’m grateful they at least provided me with real clothes. Even if they don’t quite fit, it’s better than walking out in an orange jumpsuit. I can’t imagine anyone would approach me anyways, but at least they won’t call the cops.
I'm standing in a parking lot now, where only a few scattered cars are visible, including a black Mercedes idling a few feet to my left. I tuck my hands into my pockets and take a step forward just as the door to the vehicle swings open.
Shock no longer resonates with me. Even if one of the towering mountains looming over this place erupted like a volcano, I’d still finish the shit I was taking. Yet, seeing the man emerge from the driver’s side in an all-black tux, complete with matching dress shoes, makes me square my shoulders and raise an eyebrow. 
“Eamon?” I say, watching as my older brother of eight years stares at me like I’m a ghost. The same tawny skin as myself pales at seeing me standing here, I guess, or maybe hearing my voice. One he hasn’t heard since I was sixteen. 
“Ronan…” I haven't seen him outside of a courtroom since I was eleven, and honestly I didn’t expect to see him again unless it was in a casket or an obituary, buried somewhere in an online article.
He closes the door and slowly paces toward me. I always hoped I’d reach his height and seeing I've surpassed him is a nice boost to my ego. Eighteen-year-old Eamon was already tall and broad, but forty-six-year-old Eamon looks more like a businessman who takes care of himself. I’m glad for it, but fuck him all the same.
As he stops about a foot away, he looks me up and down before meeting my gaze. He inherited our father’s brown eyes—the color of shit, fitting for what he is. Thankfully, I got my blue ones from our mother.
“You look good,” he says while smiling at me, pulling out the wrinkles in his cheeks.
I don’t say anything, just slowly tilt my head. 
“I’m sorry,” he continues. “I had no idea you went back into the system. After you got out the first time, you just… disappeared.” 
Blinking slowly, I lift my chin. “Family moved from where I’d last seen them, no phone to ring you at. Ain’t going to drive around looking for people that abandoned me in the first place.”
He struggles to swallow, his throat bobbing with the intensity of his guilt. “I had no idea—”
“I don’t give a shit, Brother. What are you doing here?” None of my real family had ever come to see me in the past fifteen years, and even if they had, I would’ve turned them away. They would only be disturbing my time; my peace. 
A half smile curves on his lips. “My wife is an attorney. I guess your file came across her desk. Byrne isn’t too common, and she knew I had a brother that had been in prison once before.” 
“You didn’t answer my question,” I remark dryly before moving my hand up and through my freshly cut hair. “What are you doing here?”
He sighs but keeps giving me that sweet, safe smile. One he earned from the protection I was never provided. “What I should have done before. Been there for you. I’d have been there the first time you got out, Ronan, you have to know that.”
I tsk. “Is this your way of cleansing yourself? Using me as the tool to right your wrongs and forgive yourself for everything that happened in the past? Are you a God bearing man now, Eamon?”
With a grimace, he shakes his head. “No…” He pauses, swiping his hands down his jacket, likely trying to brush away the sweat that has gathered.
Do I make you nervous, Brother? 
“I get it, really, but I’m here to help. Do you have a place to go?” 
“I’m sure some whore will let me slip into his or her hotel room for a few nights.” 
He shakes his head. “No, none of that. My wife and I have a cabin just outside of Denver. It’s a little run-down, but while you get yourself—”
“I don’t need your help.” I'm not even into my first step when he reaches out and places his hand on my shoulder to stop me. My head slowly turns toward it, my instincts battling against my brain. Caught between wanting to punch him for touching me and maintaining control.
No one touches me.
“Please, let me help you. This isn’t for me, not for our family that is long gone, but for you. I failed you.” As the words slip from his mouth, I straighten my back and jerk my body from his grip. “I… If I had known…”
That pulls a condescending smile straight across my lips, my shoulders slightly slouching forward to bring us face-to-face. “Is that so, big brother? I vaguely recall telling you, and so many, in the courtroom…” 
He doesn’t respond as quickly as he did before, but I expect nothing less from the kid who earned a full-ride scholarship to Dartmouth. Someone so comfortable in a place of safety and privilege.
Taking a deep breath, I roll my shoulders back and stand tall. Shoving my hand into my pocket, I gaze out toward the farthest point of the parking lot. I’d be walking for miles to reach the next city, a trek I made at twenty, so it wouldn’t be anything new.
But I could use a shower and to not have to fuck some bitch to get a decent place to rest my head. 
“No one else lives there, right?” I ask, not looking at him.
“Correct. It’s just a property we would go for vacations. It’s gone without use for years, with everything going on we haven’t had time. Work… Friends…”
Please… tell me all about your fucking struggles. 
I don’t say anything. Instead, I extend my hand and grip his shoulder. It catches him off guard, and as I squeeze, his eyes widen. 
“Sounds good. Thanks, Bro.” 
A nervous chuckle escapes his throat as I release him and head to the passenger side of his car. Once I slip inside, the scent of leather and fresh linens fills my nostrils. I snap my seatbelt on and cross my legs, inadvertently kicking the glove compartment.
Eamon settles into the driver’s seat and presses the button to start the car. It hums gently to life, and with a quick swipe of his fingers across the monitor above the center console, he silences the music before it can start playing. He glances over at me for a moment before turning his head forward and driving us away. 
I’d have preferred to sit in silence, but no more than a few minutes into the drive, he says, “You’ll have to meet my wife, Jasmine.”
I look out the window, crossing my arms over my broad chest as I let out a grunt. I’d rather he just leave me in the cabin and forget I existed like he has since I was a kid.
My hope is to find Ken, who surprisingly wasn’t the one to pick me up, and see if he’ll fulfill his promises to me. That and get me into a line of work that keeps me busy enough I will soon swing to age sixty, or maybe I’ll get lucky and die of alcohol poisoning or an overdose. Whichever I find suits me.
“I had a son,” he continues. “He’s living with my ex-wife now, though. Remarried about ten years ago, and now I have a stepdaughter. We all live—”
“You got enough money to pick me up a burger?” I cut him off, caring so little about him and his damn life that I’d prefer to suck on the Warden’s thumb than listen to this bullshit.
“Yeah, of course.” 
“Great, then the only thing I want to hear from you is ‘what would you like to order’.” I hope he's regretting showing up to save me. 
I don’t need him. I don’t need anyone anymore.
I’d like to be left to die, whether that’s in a fucking cell or face down in the dirt. As long as it’s alone, I don’t care.
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Calista


I look just like my mother, and I couldn’t loathe it more. 
There is nothing more that I wish than to hate this woman, but I don’t. 
Therapy has helped, I can’t walk around with this heavy weight always bearing down on me. Even if I do blame her for where I am, and for the mess that's haunted me like an unwanted pregnancy in a Christian household. 
“Sweetie, did you hear me?” 
I’ve been stirring my coffee at my parents' kitchen island, trying to hold a conversation, but with so much on my mind it’s hard to concentrate. I’ll need to get back on my ADHD meds or I won’t make it through these next couple of months with this inconceivable task I’m about to embark on.
I’m grateful that Genevieve has a boyfriend who let her move in for the time being. Not me, single as a minimalist design with no furniture. I’ve been here with my mom and stepdad for three days, and now that I’m alone with her, I still can’t seem to gather the courage to ask what I’ve needed to since my house burned down.
“Yeah, you were saying that Mallorie has a property she’s trying to sell.” I tap my spoon against the edge of the black mug, setting it down on the counter before picking it up and taking a sip.
It’s cold. Of course it is. Karma is truly a bitch. 
“Taylor’s property, not Mallorie. Cal, if you can’t—”
“Sorry, Mom,” I sigh and set down my cup. “I’ve got a lot on my mind and, no offense, being here isn’t helping.” 
“Your father and I aren’t home that much.” 
Their house is in downtown Denver, minutes from a concrete jungle. She knows what I mean. I don’t want the sounds of taxis, the homeless asking for change, or the sketchy corner store food. But while those aren’t the real reasons I want to get out of this house, they’re still part of it.
When I look up at her, she has her arms crossed over her chest. She’s dressed for the office, and I know she wants to hurry along with this conversation.  
I’m twenty-seven years old and I’m so sick of this bullshit. I’m not one for handouts; I’ve been making good money since I graduated college, and even more now that I’ve contracted with an expansion company that's building and modernizing vacation homes across Colorado.
I’ve always loved design—fine lines and perfection for everyone else. But for me? My room, like my life, is a constant mess, though it remains locked away, just like I am. I’ve always gone to my boyfriends' or hookups' houses, allowing my chaos to stay my own.
Colorado, in general, isn’t cheap, and unfortunately I don’t have any savings to fall back on. That’s why I’m using it as an excuse to ask my mom for a handout. 
“The cabin…” I fumble around with my fingers. “Until I get the insurance money, can I stay there? Please?”
She furrows her eyebrows. “You’ll be so far outside of the city. That will be like an hour’s drive to work, sweetie.”
“I’ve talked to my boss, he said I’d just need to come in once a week but the rest of the days I can work from home.”
A sigh lazily falls from her mouth. “I’ll have to talk to your father.”
I don’t mind that she refers to him as that, but he’s my stepfather—always has been and always will be. I loved my dad, and after losing him to cancer, I had hoped it would just be my mom and I.
That said, Eamon really is amazing. He treats my mom well and helps keep her on track after I got her there. I love him, but he’ll never be my dad. He’s her husband, and while I’m happy for her, it’s a complicated happiness. 
“Technically it’s yours.”
“No, it’s ours, sweetheart. When you finally get married and share your space, you’ll understand.” 
I groan. “Please? Why would he tell me no?” 
Her eyes wander away from me. “I’ve not had a lot of time to talk with him over the past week. We’ve had such opposite schedules. I fear it’ll be the same this week as well… I can just quickly text him.” 
Another strained, thunderous groan forces its way from my lips. “How about… instead…” I’m such a manipulator and I fucking love it. With my blonde hair, bright green eyes, and a body I can sway to get what I want, I know how to play the game. Sure, that doesn’t work with my family, but my tactical words definitely do. “We don’t tell him, and I’ll fix up the cabin. I’ve got some contractor friends that owe me big time. Then, in six months, we can surprise him with how much better it looks. How’s that?” 
I give her the ‘Pleaseeee, Mommy!’ look. Rounded eyes with pouty lips that I know pulls at her heart strings. 
She rolls her lips together, the wrinkles around her mouth showing even through the heavy makeup she uses to conceal them. She’s in her late fifties, while Eamon is in his forties, which makes it hard not to tease her about being a cougar. 
“Your contractor friend’s going to do the work for free?”
“Well… no…” 
“I can’t have you up fronting those costs.” 
I bite my lip. That isn’t a no…
She digs into her purse and pulls out her wallet. “Six months, and then I’m telling him. Only use the card for the housing expenses.” She looks at me and nods as if reminding herself that I’m her daughter and that I’ve never misused our money before.
“He won’t care that I’m there.” When she presents me a black card, I snatch it. “I’m sure if we told him he’d be elated to know I’m cleaning up the place.” 
Rolling her eyes playfully, she flashes me a big smile, one that I know is meant to warm my heart. “Insurance claims have been taking some time recently, and the upcoming election could cause delays with a lot of things. If you need anything, just let me know, Cal. Money, a girls night out. We never spend time together anymore.”
We never really did… not after losing Dad.
I don’t say that, even if I want so badly to. Instead, I produce a big grin. “Thank you.” I round the counter and swing my arms around her waist, knowing it’s all a part of the ruse. 
“Love you, sweetheart.”
“Love ya, Mom.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]The drive takes just over an hour, and thankfully I only hit the tail end of traffic leaving Denver. Southwest of Highway 285 lies the small town of Maple Falls. The town itself is small but has a few bars I’m sure I’ll visit from time to time to drown out my problems, along with a Walmart and a handful of locally owned stores that line the main drag between stretches of highway. It’s eclectic, much like my cabin.
It's also home to a residential area called Sapphire Valley, which boasts a large lake owned by four families. I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting the other three, unsure why, it just hasn’t happened. 
Our portion of the lake has been handed down from my great-grandfather on my dads side.  The houses are spaced nearly a mile apart, if not more in some cases, connected by a single road. The cabin sits at the farthest western point, accessible only by a narrow road flanked by trees on either side. With no lights illuminating the path and the clock creeping toward six in the afternoon, the fading sun barely provides enough light to see the curve ahead.
The cabin is called Sanderson Pine, named after my father, James Sanderson. I’m happy I was old enough to have a say in keeping my dad’s last name, whereas my mother changed hers to Byrne when she remarried. I’m my father’s daughter, and though I plan to marry one day, I hope whoever it is won’t mind taking my name instead.
As I come up on the rustic A-frame style wooden exterior that blends nicely into the nature surrounding it, I breathe a sigh of relief. No cars and no lights on: absolute silence. It’s secluded enough that I can scream through an orgasm and the neighbors would be none the wiser. 
It’s situated right at the edge of the lake, and under the faintly orange sky, I can see the dock where a pontoon boat used to bounce against it. I think one of the neighbors has it now, from a comment Eamon once made, and I may try to get it back.
I come to a stop and grab my backpack, which holds a set of clothes for the night. I’ll get my suitcases and the few boxes I have later; most of it is left over from my parents’ place since I lost nearly everything in the fire.
As I quietly shut the door to my Mustang, I make my way up the gravel pathway. The large wooden oak door of the A-frame cabin looks untouched, but I know I’ll have to do a thorough cleaning of both the exterior and interior. It’s beautiful, and I wish I didn’t have to taint it with my disease.
Sliding the key in, I stay quiet as I slip in and shut the door behind me. I pop on the light and the open concept living room expands in front of me. White sheets are draped over the elongated L-shaped sofa and what I think is a rocking chair. A floor to ceiling fireplace faces me at the furthest wall, and around are other fitting decorations, from a grandfather clock to a coffee table.
This single-story cabin took ‘being together’ seriously. There are only two rooms, one of which is the master with a remodeled bathroom; it’s the only space my mother had to have redone. 
The kitchen I’m walking toward is on the other side of a wall-to-wall window that opens onto a patio looking out at the forest. I always thought it was strange that there isn’t a patio on the lake side, but if I remember correctly, it was due to the garage’s design. I might consider shifting the layout, depending on how much effort I’m willing to invest.
The worst part of this kitchen is the god-awful design. Brown cabinets sit atop brown and tan tiles, paired with an equally unattractive backsplash. To top it off, the white appliances are outdated, and the sink is chipping. This place definitely needs a lot of work.
My phone buzzes in my pocket and I quickly pull it out. I’m automatically connected to the Wi-Fi, though I don’t question how it’s on. It seems like whenever my mom or stepdad request something, it gets done in no time. Why would asking for their services to be reactivated be any different?
Gene-Vee lights up my phone, and I answer it. 
“Hey, sweet cheeks.”
“Hey, babe. What’s cookin’?” she says with a soft laugh.
“Not our townhouse that’s for—”
“Oh my god, Cal!” 
I press my lips together, holding back a snort, and lean onto the counter while setting my backpack down as I tap my foot. “Who am I to not make a joke about our misfortune?” 
A groan rolls straight through the speaker. “I wish you wouldn’t. I think about it, and I wasn’t even there.” Even though Gene was never actually in danger, I’m grateful she wasn’t home for some unexpected reason. 
“My bad.” I say the words, though the apology behind them isn’t genuine. “So, what’s up? How’s the boytoy?”
“Travis is great, not a boytoy. Though, I will be moving back in with you. This is too soon for us.” 
“You’ve been together for a year, Gene.” I glance over my shoulder down the dark hall, then back at the disgusting grout between the tiles. Dragging my freshly manicured brown nails across it, I shake my head.
Am I really ready for this?
“Men are disgusting.” I hear a “Hey, I heard that” in the background and let out a light laugh. “I’m serious. At least you kept your filth in your room, Cal, and the rest of the place spotless.” 
“ADHD!” I coo. “I can focus on everyone else and their problems but screw my own. I just can’t be bothered. How vile that translates to literally everything.”
We both giggle, and once more my head turns down the hall, as if something is lurking there. I don’t hear anything, but—
“You up for a round of drinks this weekend?” It’s Thursday, and while a trip back might be nice, I’d rather stay here a few more days. Something about rushing back to the city doesn’t exactly appeal to me.
“I moved up to Sanderson Pine until we get the insurance money.” 
She gasps. “You bitch. And you didn’t even ask ME to come with you?!” 
“I swore you’d be happy with boytoy!”
“It’s Travis!” 
I clap a hand over my mouth, leaning further against the counter, but my laughter slips out anyway. It’s contagious, and soon she’s laughing right along with me. 
“You can’t get dick out here as often.” I try to ease the pain I know me not offering her to come with me caused. “You can come up, maybe in a week or so. Let me get things settled.”
Just then, I hear the creak of a door and my heart lurches in my chest. A faint shuffle follows, echoing from the darkness, and a cold prickle creeps up my spine. Every muscle tenses in my body and I am left immobile.
“Who the fuck are you?”
Fear numbs my fingers, causing me to drop my phone. I jerk around, angling my body toward the deep, thunderous voice, scanning the darkness for its source. Which I don’t have to search long to find. 
I blink a few times; if it weren’t for the tattoos, I’d swear it was my stepdad, Eamon, stalking down the dimly lit hallway toward me. This gladiator before me is dripping wet, with only a towel around his waist. 
Holy shit… 
His body is chiseled—no, it’s crafted by some long-forgotten god. As he steps into the illuminated living room, both of his hands curl into fists at his sides. Now that the light bounces off his tawny skin, I can see that every inch, from his defined hip bones to his sharp jawline, is covered in tattoos. 
“Cal??” I hear Gene’s faint call for me. 
The man before me has eyes nearly as blue as the lake outside, and they drift down to the ground. “Hang it up.” He speaks again, and Jesus, I never thought a voice could make my thighs tremble like this. 
“Hello? Is the signal fucking shit out there? Never mind, I’m not coming to force myself to live there.”
I can't tear my eyes away from him, caught in a terrified daze. In any horror movie, I’d be the first to die. 
The expression he is giving me suggests he’d hurt me for the slightest inconvenience.
“Hang… it… up.” He delivers slowly this time, snapping his fingers and pointing down at the phone. 
I scramble, keeping my gaze trained on him as I bend over and grab the phone. “I-I’ll call you back.” Before she can say anything, I hit the button to hang up the call. 
That was stupid, wasn’t it? I probably should’ve told her someone was in the house, label him a squatter. She’d call the police right away and send someone here. But I don’t. This is why I need therapy. It’s also why I’m single. Instead of triggering my flight response, the thought of pain sparks a strange eagerness in me.
I should hope he doesn’t want to hurt me, but that’s the last thing I want. Pain helps me forget yesterday and reminds me that I’m unfortunately still alive today.
“I won’t ask again.” He tilts his head. His short, wet black hair slicking down the sides of his face and across his temple where a single tattoo rests just above his eyebrow, reading ‘SIT’.
“Who… the fuck are you?” 
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Ronan


HOURS EARLIER

“I’ve turned on the Wi-Fi.”  
I let out a groan as I take the last bite of my greasy burger while stepping into the cabin. If I had to lock myself away anywhere, I guess this secluded... well, dump, would do. I feel conflicted to call it that. The exterior is surprisingly nice, but inside it’s stuck in a time warp from forty years ago. 
“No neighbors for a mile in each direction if not more,” Eamon says as he moves past me, flipping on a few lights in the kitchen and one in the dim hallway. It doesn’t matter that the sun is shining brightly outside; once you step out of the main living area, it feels as dark as midnight. “Two bedrooms, one and a half bath.” 
He turns to me and flashes a broad smile. The rich kind, with bright white teeth that spell wealth across his lips. It’s carefree, exuding a sense of indifference, as if to say, “I don’t care because I don’t have to.”
Only reason my teeth are nearly as perfect is because, believe it or not, prison really cares about those. Especially my dentist… fucked her real good for a new set of front ones after losing them in a fist fight. 
“There’s gym equipment in the garage,” he continues, clearing his throat as he leans against the barstool—one of only two, since the others seem to be missing. He and his wife clearly have money, so why haven’t they kept this place up? Not that I’m all that interested in the answer, but it bothers me. He has something nice, yet he chooses to let it fall apart. 
“I’ve got an extra—”
“Will the neighbors know I’m here?” I drag my fingers along the counter, dust pulling in a thick heap as I do. “Can’t have people thinking I’m squatting here.”
When my half-mast gaze meets his, he nods. “Don’t worry, they’ll know you’re here.”
“Your wife, too. I assume she’ll know.” 
He laughs nervously, answering my question without saying a word.
“Wonderful,” I groan.
I move around the counter to the fridge, guessing the last time it was used was for some teenage or college party. When I finally manage to pry open the stubborn door, my suspicions are confirmed. Inside are dozens of half-empty bottles of various types of liquor, each one likely subjected to a cycle of warming up and cooling down. I grab a bottle of vodka and kick the door shut with my foot.
Rolling the cap off and flicking it across the room, I lean against the counter and take a swig. Numbness washes over me; I barely feel the burn as it goes down my throat, even though it’s been years since I’ve had any alcohol. Getting caught for it in prison was dumb—I’d have preferred to take my chances with drugs instead.
I’d say that it tastes funky, but who knows how long it’s been in here. 
I take another deep chug, then wipe my lips with my bare forearm.
“I’m not trying to kill someone, Eamon. You hear me?”
His eyes widen. “Why would that—”
“If your wife comes here and calls the police on me, I’ll choke that bitch out.” It’s probably not my smartest comment, but what the hell does he expect? I’m a goddamn murderer, after all. 
Clearing his throat, he adjusts his black tie. “I’ll tell her, but Ronan, no one comes up here. So don’t worry about it.”
“Why?” I ask purely to understand the validity of the statement. 
“Not a lot of time, too busy with work. The both of us.”
“Your ex-wife won’t come? Your son?”
“No, I technically married into this property.”
Humming, I remember I’m missing someone. “And your stepdaughter?” 
“Also too busy. She just mentioned how we might as well sell the place. Or maybe that was me. Either way, she’s probably the last person you’ll see up here.”
I take another healthy drink, finishing off the crappy Vodka. Placing it into the sink, I move back into the fridge and grab the same shit but in a different flavor. 
“I’ve got something else for you,” he says, and the sound of something tapping against the table makes me turn. Curiosity grips me. On the counter, beneath his palm, lie several hundred-dollar bills with what looks like a check at the bottom.
“Thought this through, huh?” I gulp down several swigs, but the taste of pineapple is revolting, making me cough as I pull the bottle away from my lips.
Through my hacking, Eamon continues, “The cash is from me, the check is from our father.” 
I swallow roughly and squeeze the neck of the glass bottle. “Don’t want it.” 
“He’s dead, Ronan. His last act was—”
I slam the liquor down onto the counter—surprisingly, it doesn’t shatter—and take two steps to grab the wad of cash and the check. Crumpling it into my tightening fist, I glare at him, one side of my nose twitching. “I’ve got people out here that owe me, I don’t need his fucking sympathy even from his grave, Eamon.” 
Tearing the check from the grouping of bills, I toss it into the sink. Grabbing the pineapple shit liquor, I pour it right on top. “Got a lighter?”
He sighs. “Please don’t smoke in the house.” 
“Such a fucking straight-edged bitch, living in Colorado, too. Ain’t that shit legal here now?” Once the bottle is empty, I toss it next to the other discarded one in the sink. “Thanks for the…” I count out the bills still in my hand. “Six hundred bucks. I’ll go grab a phone.”
Another tap on the counter has me dropping my head back. 
“I’m not doing this for your forgiveness, Ronan.” 
Looking over my shoulder, I see a phone still in its box, waiting for me. “Did you also sign me up for a phone plan? How big brotherly of you.” 
“No.” I think I’m getting under his skin. “The same courier exists from several years ago, I can help if you—”
“I was in prison, not on another fucking planet.” 
He groans and I swing open the fridge, grabbing a tequila bottle this time. Hopefully this does the trick.
“I’ve written my phone number on the back of the box.” I lean back and tear off the lid, feeling ecstatic to find it’s a new bottle. Figures, not their go-to choice in alcohol. “I’ll come by—”
“Don’t bother.” I shove the door closed and raise what I hope will be the death of me at him. “I don’t do interactions. I don’t want to fix this—” I gesture between us. “You, along with every fucking Byrne, died so many years ago to me.” 
The anger he had for how I was speaking to him melts into empathy, an even more pathetic feeling. “Ronan, please…”
“I’ll take advantage of your home for a few months, just until I get what I need to survive. Then, just like you did to me, I’ll disappear.”
His eyes draw upward while he shakes his head ever so slightly. I want him to argue with me. Tell me he didn’t have a choice. Give me every excuse to tell him how fucking wrong he is. 
“I’ll come by next month” is all he says, before grabbing his coat and walking out the front door. 
Heavy is the guilt you bear, Brother… and I hope it swallows you endlessly. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I love to elicit this look. It’s the one of fear, but the paralyzing one. Where you question what to do, and it consumes any cognitive thought. 
The blonde is clearly overwhelmed by the intense sensation. If I weren’t so drunk, I might actually get hard from it. Her large, lime-green eyes stare at me, wide and unblinking, like a deer caught in headlights.
She still hasn’t said a word, nor is she making a run for it like any smart girl would. Rich people and their false sense of security. I can tell she fits that mold by her manicured nails, lash extensions, and the faint scent of tanning oil wafting from her.
As my stride continues, her chin begins to tilt toward the ceiling. The moment I’m hovering, she gasps. 
“Why are you in my house?!” She sounds uncertain in her response, as if she already knows the answer, but I’m not here to analyze her feelings. “And why are you naked?!” 
“I asked you a question.” Now that I’m this close, it isn’t tanning oil. It’s coconut and vanilla. I’ll never forget where that smell comes from, as much as I wish I could. 
“Just use the lotion.” 
When she raises her hands as if to push me away, I tilt my head and groan. “Don’t touch me.” I keep our distance, but I’m close enough that if she breathes too hard, I’ll feel it tickle against my chin. 
“I-I own this house!” 
My brow arches and I take a step back, my eyes sweeping over her entire body. She’s wearing black leggings and a cropped tank top, showing off the tattoos stretching from shoulder to shoulder. Both of her ears are pierced to high heaven.
“Didn’t take my brother as a cradle robber.” 
Not that I’m here to tell him to do anything, but she is far too young. When I look down at her hands, she’s got several rings on, but not one on her ring finger. 
“Brother… Eamon?” Again, her tone is weird, but the blur of the alcohol reminds me quickly that I just don’t give a shit.
Looking from her hands to her chest, I stare at her hard nipples. She’s not wearing a bra, and I can see the small bars through them. Well, the balls attached to either ends. We match, how cute.
Without lifting my head, I raise my gaze to hers. “Who are you?” I ask once again.
“My mom owns this house, along with my stepdad, Eamon.”
“…remarried ten years ago, now have a stepdaughter.”
“Fascinating.” I lean back quickly, startling her, then walk around the counter to the fridge. The liquor swirls pleasantly in my brain, lifting me off my feet as if I’m floating. Just a few more drinks and I might finally get some good sleep. “You can leave now.”
Her gasp is quite girly, causing me to roll my eyes. “Excuse you, you can leave. I don’t believe you are Eamon’s brother. I didn’t even know he had one.” I swear she’s lying but I’m so beyond the reality of caring right now that I brush it off. 
“Call your dad to come pick you up.”
Before I close the door to the fridge and bring the whisky bottle to my lips, her eyes go wide, and her mouth falls agape. 
“How old do you think I am?” 
As the liquor rolls down my throat, I close my eyes and lean back against the counter. “Eighteen.” 
“Fuck off. I’m twenty-seven. I also have my own car, I can take myself!”
“Then do it.” 
I can’t handle this; I just want silence and solitude. That’s why I specifically asked my brother not to come see me.
Taking another drink, I throw myself from the leaned position I’m in and move back to the hallway. “You’ll be gone when I wake, or I’ll call Daddy to come get you.” 
“Woah, woah, woah!” I’m just about to reach the corridor leading to my bedroom when she rushes toward me. “You don’t belong in this house. I can’t have you just—oof!” 
She slams into my back as I come to an abrupt halt, and the sound of my towel hitting the floor elicits a deep growl that rumbles up from my chest. 
“Oh, fuck. I’m so sorry.” 
I turn slowly to face her. She stands upright, looking directly into my eyes. It’s hard to see her clearly in this dim hallway, but I can only imagine that she’s turning red—hopefully due to embarrassment.
I lean into her. “Pick up… my towel.” 
She takes a step back and swallows, her eyes darting nervously to my collarbone before quickly locking back onto my face. 
“Now,” I grit through my teeth. 
Her eyes shut and she drops to her knees, scrambling for the towel. I’m tempted to kick it between my legs, forcing her to crawl like a dog to retrieve it. But no, she doesn’t deserve that. I’m tired, drunk, and craving silence, and she represents everything I don’t need right now—and it’s pissing me off. 
Ugh, I have a niece who’s eleven years younger than me. How the hell does that even happen?
Step-niece. Semantics. 
As she stands and stretches out her arm, holding the towel, her fingers press against my sternum. I trace my gaze up her wrist to her elbow and along the rest of her arm, noting the small, seemingly random tattoos that adorn her skin. They suit her petite frame perfectly, leaving me curious about whether the rest of her body is inked as well.
Not enough to want to tear her clothes off, so I’ll leave it. 
Taking the towel, I turn and make my way back down the hall. “Be gone in the morning, doll face, or I’ll call Daddy to come pick your ass up.” 
She doesn’t say a word and I slip through the master bedroom door, slamming it shut behind me. The whiskey in my hand feels heavier as I approach the bed. I lift the bottle to my lips and fall back onto the mattress.
I’m out again. Not free, but I’m out. Let’s see how long this fleeting sense of freedom lasts and whether it can outrun my attempts to drink myself into an early grave.
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Calista


I slept on the couch; that was after I placed the rocking chair in the doorway to the hall. As if that would stop a man like him from getting to me. I think because of that I didn’t sleep very well.  
As the sun begins to creep through the windows, I start to wake, albeit groggily. It takes me a few groans and moans to fully situate myself in the moment. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I hunch over and bury my face in my hands. The events of the night before flash through my mind like a movie—albeit a scary one—but because I’m sick, I enjoy every second of it.
That man is a fucking gladiator. He must work out every day without fail because there’s no way his muscles don’t have muscles of their own. The nipple piercings, adorned with the same jewels I wear, caught my attention just as mine had caught his. Along with his defined ‘V’ that led straight to a ride I know would satisfy me to no end, I'm surprised I didn't start drooling.
When he had me pick up his towel, I seriously contemplated accidentally knocking my head against his cock. Though I kept my eyes closed like the scared bitch I was, I could still smell his musk mingled with cedar body wash.
I’ve not had sex in several months, and I’m a horny slut. 
He exudes danger—no, he screams it. I have no doubt that his hand could easily wrap around my throat, and with just a simple squeeze, threaten my life.
I’m messed up. My good girl appearance is nothing but a façade. I crave the violence that comes with danger. It’s not entirely my fault, or at least I don’t think it is. I shouldn’t feel a rush of arousal at the thought of him stomping on me. But did I secretly hope he would place his bare foot on my shoulder and shove me down onto the towel last night?
Yup.
Did I hope he would have found me attractive enough and, like in those books Gene tells me about, come into the living room and fuck me while I was sleeping?
Yup.
I’m sick, just like they said I’d be. He probably has some disease. 
I’m here for a reason and need to stay focused on it. 
Knocking off the knitted blanket, I head into the kitchen. I know there’s a coffee machine in here. I just need to find it and pray to some god that it still works. Maybe I should pray to the one sleeping in the master bedroom.
After rummaging through half the cabinets, I finally locate it—dusty and forgotten. This will be the first thing I replace; I need my single-cup maker. If that makes me a snob, so be it. Pots of coffee go to waste, and I only drink one cup to avoid messing with my energy for the rest of the day.
As I scour the rest of the kitchen, my heart sinks. I find absolutely no coffee. I’d even drink the expired stuff if it came to that. I need it to get through the day and face— 
“I swore I told you to be gone.” 
My head snaps back and my shoulders stiffen. Swallowing, I slowly turn to face the man whose voice sounds like he’s summoning a thunderstorm.
The rocking chair has been moved aside, and I can’t help but feel a jolt of terror at how quietly he must have done it. He runs his hands up through his short black hair, rubbing the shaved sides, and when his piercing blue eyes meet mine, I notice faint red lines spreading into the whites. I’d assume he’s hungover, but as he strides toward me, he doesn’t stumble or bump into the counter. 
“You can’t kick me out of my own house.” I’m not as aggressive as I was last night with my responses. He just surprised me, and I wasn’t as prepared as I thought I’d be for an encounter like that. “You should go.” I wish my voice carried more confidence, but it only echoes my vacillation.
“Call Eamon.” He invades my personal space, reaching past me to open the cabinets. We aren’t touching, but I can feel the heat radiating off him, sending a wave of unease through me. It’s like a warning, daring me to run before he burns me.
Ironic, really. 
“How about—” My words cut off as he swings open the cabinet right at my head. Thankfully, I’m short enough to duck a bit and avoid getting smacked. That’s my cue to step back entirely. I know my expression is incredulous, but he just turns and gives me a bored look. “—introductions.”
He rolls his tongue across his front teeth, grabs a blue plastic cup without even glancing at it, and shoves it under the faucet. “No.” 
“I’m Calista.” Fuck him, I’m not backing down. 
Rolling his head away from me, he turns on the water and begins to fill up the cup, saying nothing. 
This isn’t going as I hoped. 
I’m not even sure what I was hoping for, but moving back in with my parents isn’t an option. Honestly, it doesn’t feel fair that I’m the one getting kicked out. 
“You’re my stepdad’s brother. He never mentioned you.”
He shuts the water off and sucks down half the cup before mindfully turning it back on to fill it again. 
More silence. 
“You do look like him.” That gives him pause, and as he takes a deep breath, his white shirt stretches over every glorious muscle. I feel the urge to inhale too, as if his breath leaves my own lungs aching for more. “Maybe that’s why I didn’t run straight for the block of knives to stab your ass for breaking and entering.”
A low, thunderous growl rumbles from his throat before he turns and charges into the living room, searching for something. He glances around, sets the water down on the coffee table, then drops to his knees and lifts the couch. 
“Uh…” What is he doing? 
He stands, scanning the room before his gaze locks onto the stone fireplace. I follow his line of sight and spot my phone on the wooden floating shelf, plugged into the only outlet in the room.
I swear he huffs, and that’s when I realize what he’s about to do. 
“No!” I scream, but he’s already stomping toward it.
I dart around the kitchen island and leap over the couch but he’s far closer, his hand already reaching for my phone by the time I’m at his side. I don’t even know why I’m worried; it’s password protected.
He yanks the charger out just as I stretch to grab my phone.
Before I can react he grabs my wrist, and in one swift motion, slams my back against the jagged stones of the fireplace. I gasp as his hand moves so quickly, stealing the air from my lungs as he wraps his fingers around my throat.
I instinctively bring my hands up to grasp his forearm, but he tenses. 
“Hands off me,” he growls. 
“F-Fuck you!” My nails dig into his skin, but they aren’t sharp or even my own. They’re acrylic, and I can feel them starting to peel back as I press down with as much force as I can muster.
He doesn’t even flinch. 
“Do not touch me.” He leans in, and his presence suffocates me even more than his grip. The scent of the surrounding forest mingles with the smoky aroma of an amber fire, filling my nostrils. My body screams at me to fight, but my mind urges me to let him unleash whatever violence he desires.
As I try to swallow, his grip loosens just enough for me to take a breath—more of a wheeze than anything. 
I shouldn’t be obedient. I should fight back like I know how, but instead, I put my hands up as if I’m being arrested while he steps closer, keeping our bodies apart by the slightest margin. My phone presses against my fingers, sandwiched between our hands. The moment I hear a soft click, he retreats, releasing me in the process.
I don’t want to be dramatic, but I instinctively grasp my neck and rub at it. He was anything but gentle, and a twisted part of me craves that force to leave bruises on my skin.
He's swiping through my phone when I cough out, “Please, wait. I—don’t tell them.”
“Maybe I’ll call your mother, seems like you and my brother aren’t that close considering you have him in your phone as ‘Eamon’,” he scoffs and continues scrolling. After a dozen or so swipes, he slowly turns his head and narrows his eyes at me.
I’m not entirely sure why he is looking at me that way. 
“No mom.” It isn’t delivered as a question, but a discovery of facts.
That’s right. It’s been so long since I’ve added her number into my phone, I forgot I had put it under “Jasmine”. 
“Listen, she knows I’m here. Odds are Eamon will tell her anyway…” 
Yeah right. 
He tsks and says, “Something tells me not.” 
Okay, this is good. I need to keep him talking.
I adjust my sweater. “I lost my house in a fire and I’m just waiting on the insurance money.” He looks from my eyes, and oh so fucking agonizingly slow, trails down my body. My nerves make me fidget, so I keep talking. “Six months. I’m going to have work done on the cabin. I… I didn’t see you had a car.” The garage is filled with gym equipment and can’t fit a car, so I assume he doesn’t own one.
He doesn’t stop looking at me, and I’ve never felt so exposed despite being fully clothed. I’m still in the leggings I had on last night and threw on an oversized Boulder Colorado University sweater. I can tell the moment his gaze reaches my thighs because he pauses.
Swallowing roughly, I keep going. “I have a car. As long as you don’t crash it you can use it.” I pause, wondering when he will stop staring at my cunt. When he licks his bottom lip and brings it between his teeth, my stomach falls right to my pussy. 
Holy fuck… this is dangerous, but I have to see this through.
“I’ll be working most of the time. You won’t even see me.” It’s a big lie, though. This cabin is just too small for that. “I’ll even take the guest room.”
His eyes finally leave my thighs that are beginning to warm from the arousal soaking through my leggings. 
A nervous, weary laugh escapes my lips, and just as I open my mouth to keep going, he cuts me off with a simple, “Okay.”
Blinking rapidly, I swear I catch the hint of a smile tugging at the edge of his lips. But instead, he shakes his head and glances back down at my phone, clicking something before aiming the back of it right at me. 
“Calista.” Oh, fuck me. The way he says my name gets right under my skin and brings all of my nerves to life. “Beg to stay here…” He tilts his head so I can see his hard expression. “To stay here with me.” 
My mouth drops open. “What?” 
One of his thick eyebrows arches, the one that has ‘SIT’ tattooed over it, and I’m burning with curiosity as to why he put it there. 
“You heard me, doll face.” He takes a single step in my direction, keeping the camera pointed right at me. “Beg to stay, so if mommy comes over and sees a man in her cabin, I have evidence you wanted this. Not me.”
It takes effort to swallow.
“Tell me your name… they can’t see who’s talking.” Am I really about to beg this man to allow me to stay at my cabin?!
He chuckles, and I swear it wasn’t possible for him to become more attractive, but the intensity of his laughter vibrates through me from head to clit. “For this purpose, call me Ronan.” I’m worried what he wants me to call him for any other occasion. 
“Okay…” Licking my lips, I stand straight. “Ronan, please let me stay here. I…” He doesn’t interrupt me. He just keeps his head tilted, watching me—not through the screen, but directly in front of him. I’m not sure why, but that feels even more unnerving. “I need to stay here. I’m the one asking for this. Please.”
Without taking his eyes off me, he taps the phone twice, and says, “Beg better, and…” He looks down at my feet. “On your knees this time.”
“Excuse me?!” I nearly shout. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Absolutely not—”
“You will beg on your knees, Calista, or I will turn the camera off and call your father.” 
“Stepdad…” I murmur defiantly.
I have some serious issues, because I’m conflicted. Allowing him to degrade me like this on camera for that matter, is not something I’ve ever done or asked for. Yet, my heart hammers against my chest not from fear but anticipation.  
“You are sick, Cal, why would you even ask that of me?” A not-so-distant memory reminds me of how sick I am.
Flaring my nostrils, I slowly drop to my knees and look up—not at him, but directly at the camera lens. The three rounded circles give no indication that it’s recording, but I have no doubt that it is. 
“Ron—”
“For this one…” I look to him as he cuts me off. The smile he gives me is filled with carnage. “Call me daddy, little niece of mine.” 
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Ronan


The anticipation of getting this damn phone turned on is maddening. Not that I’m one for communicating with anyone. Ken will likely be my only contact, along with the boys. But I have another reason for wanting this thing on and connected—I’ve got something special waiting for me. 
It took a few days to get a bank card delivered to the cabin and another couple to have money deposited. Now, I’m using my niece’s work computer to set up my line.
It’s three in the morning and she’s passed out in the guest room. Even if she weren’t sleeping like a rock, I’m quiet enough to have slipped in without disturbing her.
The laptop is propped up against the bedside table, plugged in. She’s oddly trusting, but I suppose for a girl like her—who seems quite privileged—being overly cautious doesn’t seem necessary. She quite literally begged to stay with me here. Living with her parents couldn’t be that bad if she’s willing to take this risk. I could be a serial rapist for all she knows, or even a convicted murderer…
My aim is to scare her, not do any sort of permanent damage. I may loathe my brother, but I’m not here to hurt him. I’m a monster stitched from pure evil, and the threads that bind me can never be severed or burned. That doesn’t make me incapable of control. 
She’s predictable: Calista. Does she not know that facial recognition technology, especially when the device is shoved close enough to your face, is extremely dangerous. And don't even get me started on fingerprint identification. Do people not realize how easy it is to sever a finger? I suppose they don't, at least not those who are considered normal. 
After flashing my light in her face and letting the laptop unlock with her very pretty features, I settle onto the couch to set up my phone. The reason for my eagerness is waiting in my email—two separate messages. I don’t even bother opening the first one. I immediately download the second. 
“Please, Daddy…” 
Fucking hell. 
Just as it was the moment her knees hit the floor and those words spilled from her pouty lips, my cock is tenting my boxers. This one is for me and only me. I might even threaten to use it against her if she keeps trying to touch me. Within the span of barely a week, she’s attempted to do so nearly a dozen times.
All acts of innocence or frustration, but still: no one touches me. Not even her. When my brother grabbed my shoulder the day I was released, I had to dig deep to find a thread of restraint strong enough to avoid breaking his wrist. He doesn’t understand, and neither does this… slice of peach pie. But she will.
I take a moment to snoop on her laptop, focusing mainly on her social media. Facebook is clearly her least-used platform, while Instagram shows she has a couple thousand followers, and TikTok has even more. Her inbox is flooded with messages, mostly from boys. They’re read but rarely answered. I’m not about to sift through all hundred to see who catches her interest.
Moving to her photos, I’m hoping she’s a dirty little slut and has nudes stored. Unfortunately, there are no revealing photos. Instead, I find a few snapshots of her with what I assume is a friend, along with some of my brother posing with a woman sporting bleach-blonde hair. Given her green eyes and the similar button nose, it’s clear that this woman is Calista’s mother.
Before closing the lid to the laptop, I lock it, then grab my phone. I don’t hit play, but just stare at her face looking up at me. She is definitely beautiful, but quite the conundrum. Take the piercings from her nipples, I’d guess virgin. 
That, however, definitely is not the case. I don’t need to be told she’s spread her legs wide for some, or a dozen, boys. Those lips have seen a cock or two—maybe even pussy—no doubt.
I tap the phone and let the video play for a few seconds. Her hands glide to her thighs, sliding down to wipe away the sweat that’s probably collected there. 
“I need to stay here. Please, Daddy, let me stay with you.” 
A low, frustrated growl rolls straight from my chest. She’s so fucked. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The lake stretches out before me, quiet and calm, which surprises me given that summer is here. It’s private and I’d expect the other families with properties nearby to have boats, parties, or some kind of gatherings. The water is expansive enough that I can’t see any houses, but lush greenery hugs the shoreline all around.
I let out a sigh, tucking my hands into my pockets and leaning to the side, savoring the warmth of the sun on my bare chest.
“I had imagined you’d be far, far away from this damn state when you finally got out.” His voice resonates, accompanied by the sound of footsteps on the wooden dock as he approaches. “I didn’t think it possible for you to build out further, Ronan, damn.”
I don’t turn right away to acknowledge him as he comes to stand beside me, but when our shoulders brush, I shift my gaze. He has grown his hair out and has it pulled back in a slight ponytail. I warned him of doing that in prison. Men like handles. 
Ken is freshly thirty-two, and while I think his crime didn’t warrant being locked up with someone like me, I’m grateful for it. He was released two years ago and has been in my life since. He visited me as often as he could after his release, bringing along the boys and Mia.
“Good to see you.” I lift my fist to him, and he meets it with his own in a quick, solid punch.
His big grin follows his laugh. “Is it now?”
Before responding, I roll my eyes. “I’m glad you didn’t change your phone number, I’d have been pissed if I had to track you down.”
He laughs through a snort before tucking his hands into his cargo shorts. “I’d have let you know. Sorry for not being there when you got out, man. I got the days fucked.”
I shrug my shoulders. “All good. Honestly hadn’t expected anyone, so when my big bro picked me up, needless to say I was shocked.” Almost simultaneously we square our shoulders to one another.
Ken is more compact than I am, his physique honed from years of dealing drugs. That discipline hasn’t faded; he still looks fucking good. Considering he has the connections to deposit the money he did into my account, I’d wager he’s slipped right back into that world. 
“The offer still stands.” He winks one of his hooded eyes at me. “Got a free room, you’ll just have to deal with the rascals. You understand.” 
I nod. “I’m good for now. Going to get some shit done here before I move south, maybe Texas.”
“Don’t do that.” He laughs nervously and takes a step toward me. “You’ll kill someone there without a second thought.” He juts his shoulder toward me and wiggles his brows. “Tell me about the family reunion.”
With a heavy sigh, I rest my head back and close my eyes. “He bought me a burger, three actually.” 
“Brotherly love.”
“Pfft. Bullshit.” 
A loud bang echoes from the cabin, but neither Ken nor I flinch. Instead, we turn to see a large van backing into the driveway. That’s when Calista steps out of the front door, wearing nothing but her booty shorts and a sports bra.
Flirting with danger.
Her body is soft and slim without a lot of muscle. She has what I like to call gentle curves, very feminine and warm. It flows like the river beside the cabin. A naturally attractive, tender, look. 
“Now I see.” 
“No, she’s just eye candy,” I say dryly, my gaze fixed on her as she approaches the driver of the van just as he swings open the large back door. She greets him with a beaming smile, prompting me to turn my attention back to Ken. “She’s my brother’s stepdaughter.” 
“Ouch, that’s unfortunate.” He runs his tongue across his top lip. “Or maybe not.”
“Not for you, either.”
When he scoffs, I’m tempted to push him into the lake to cool him off. 
My gaze returns to her as she laughs at something the driver says as he writes something down on a clipboard.
“Hope she gets me a new mattress.”
As though she can sense me staring at her, she turns her head and looks down at me. 
“She doesn’t seem like your type anyway.” 
Without looking away from her, I ask, “And what is my type, Ken?”
“Not a barbie doll. I never imagined you with a blonde-haired prom queen. She’s the definition of your opposite.”
I tilt my head as she continues to stare me down. 
Oh, baby girl, you are in so much trouble. 
I’ll show her that staring at a killer is the dumbest thing she could do. She might not realize what I am, but she has to suspect I’m trouble.
When she finally breaks eye contact, I begin walking across the dock, Ken’s footsteps close behind. 
“Got the bike you requested. Changing out the plates and I’ll have it delivered.” 
“I can come pick it up,” I say while watching Calista turn and lead the driver into the cabin. “I’ll have the little doll drop me off in town tomorrow.” 
“Next week,” he says after we take the wooden steps to the gravel driveway. “Ain’t ready just yet, need to get the tags.”
“Ah, got it.”  
Calista hurries outside just as Ken and I reach the back of the truck. He’s the more talkative one between us, so it doesn’t surprise me when he leans against the moving van, flashing a grin as he says, “And what’s your name, gorgeous?”
She puts her hands onto her hips, pressing her fingers into her exposed skin. The action draws my attention down to her pierced belly button.
Her name should be temptress.
“Calista, and you?” 
“Ken. It’s a pleasure.” He extends his hand, and she offers hers without hesitation. His lips brush over her knuckles in a quick, smooth gesture before letting go and glancing back up at her. “You got a boyfriend?”
I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Don’t answer that. Ken, time to go.”
“Oh, come on.” He swings his fist in my direction, just missing my upper arm by a few inches. It’s no accident; he learned early on that no matter how natural his gestures might seem, I don’t tolerate touch unless I allow for it, which is basically never. Fist bumps—that’s as far as it goes.
“I’m just messin’.”
“Let’s go, Romeo.”
“As long as you are my Juliet.” Only after he winks at me, does he turn to Calista, who’s laughing. 
If only she knew this flirt’s best friend is connected to the Cartel. It’s crazy to see the other side, the ignorant one. Where she sees a fresh, likely innocent face, when he is anything but.
Ken’s appearance is deceptively clean-cut: no visible tattoos, no piercings. He looks almost respectable, but I know better. Unlike me, he conceals his danger. I wear mine openly. I don’t want people seeing anything but what I am—a monster. Ken, though, hides his darkness with precision. 
“See ya, Ken. Nice meeting you” is all she says, before climbing into the open hatch of the van.
As we walk away, he whispers, “I’ll text you the location. I’ll put some good shit in the seat for you, maybe even some condoms.” 
“I don’t need them, but the other shit, yes please.” Could use a mind blast to get out of my own head at night, not that I imagine I’ll ever get good sleep, something to knock me dead would be great.










Calista

Why does he have to be so damn hot? Why couldn’t he be ugly? Missing teeth, a swollen belly from all the alcohol he’s downed these past few days—and not those piercing blue eyes that make my knees weak and panties wet with the thought of them staring at my pussy.
I need to pull out Big Bertha and fuck myself dry or I’ll be climbing into his bed just for release. 
“Don’t fucking touch me.” 
What’s his deal with that? Even his friend—who I’m watching Ronan talk to as I hop out of the moving van holding a lamp—keeps his hands off him. No playful punch, no shoulder pat while he joked about my relationship status.
Nosy bitch that I am, I need to know him: Ronan Byrne.
After lingering too long, staring at the ink covering his bare back, I rush inside and nearly crash into Johnny. 
“Wow, watch it, Cal.”
“Sorry, do you need my help or do you got it?”
“All good, I measured the wall in the guest room. Give me a few days, I’ll have a desk set up for you.” He looks over my shoulder and I roll my lips together, nervously playing with the lamp. “Anyway… the contractors should be out here tomorrow for the kitchen. It won’t be usable for six weeks once they get started.”
I grin. “Sounds good. I can get a coffee machine hooked up in the garage. Let’s put the old fridge there as well, I’ll stock up drinks and eat out.”
He laughs, then his gaze drifts over my shoulder again. Curiosity wins out and I turn to see what’s pulling his focus. That’s when I spot Ronan, his eyes locked—not on me, but on Johnny. 
“Is he part of the contracting crew you’ve requested on this job?”
He doesn’t know my parents. He’s just a guy from one of the contracting firms my employer hires, mostly here for deliveries. There’s really no harm in telling him no… 
“He’s family,” I say while shaking my head.
Shrugging my shoulders I turn away from Ronan, my eyes meeting Johnny’s. “Thanks again, you can put everything into the garage that you think I can carry myself, everything else can be left in the living room.”
“You got it, Cal.” He gives me a toothy grin. “Josh has asked about you.” 
Laughing, I rub my upper arm nervously. “Right… Well, I need to do something” —I deflect swiftly— “but if you need me, I’ll be in the guest room.”
After a quick goodbye, I turn into the cabin and head straight to my room. Time to dig deeper into this enigma. Honestly, I'm not sure why I hadn’t done this sooner. It probably would have been smarter to check into him before stepping into this forced arrangement.
Grabbing my laptop, I toss myself onto the bed and open it, immediately typing “Ronan Byrne” into Google. Unsurprisingly, the first result is a Wikipedia page. I skip over it—anyone can edit that, and the last thing I need is unreliable information filling my head. 
The next result catches my eye: a criminal records site. My pulse quickens as I spot the words in the description. “Ronan Byrne, charged with second-degree murder, sentenced to fifteen years…”
It trails off there and I can’t find the stomach to open the link. 
I swallow hard. Maybe I should've listened when he told me to leave. That would’ve been the smart, safe move. But true to every “dumb blonde” label I've ever been given, I stay; I don’t run. I’m not even sure why I’m trying to convince myself that I have a choice in this. I can’t just run to my stepdad, or especially my mother, and ask them for help.
But I’m hooked on the danger, addicted to the thrill of it all. I should be terrified, should be running a thousand miles in the opposite direction. A guy who doesn’t hesitate to choke me, slam me against a wall, push me to my knees, and make me beg—who makes me call him daddy—I should be terrified. 
And yet here I am, wanting more. He should make me feel unsafe, except I don’t. 
“You are truly sick, Calista. Just like your mother.”
He’s a killer, and I’m sleeping less than twenty feet from him. All it would take is a single spark of motivation and he could end my life under that sexy grip of his. Dear god, am I thinking about him—
A sharp knock snaps me out of my spiraling thoughts, jolting me away from the mental image of him fucking me while choking me until I’m right on the edge of death. Quickly, I shut my laptop, feeling irrationally exposed, as if my thoughts are splashed across the screen, easy for anyone to read.
And there he is, Ronan, leaning in the doorway with one arm braced against the frame, watching me. The look in his eyes sends a wave of something close to panic through me, as if he can see the guilt smudged across my face—or maybe that’s just my paranoia talking. Either way, my nerves tingle, my pulse racing with that electric thrill that only hits me when I’m startled or caught off guard. 
“Next week I need a ride into town.” His eyes flick down to my laptop, and a wave of nausea hits me as if he might stride over, snatch it up, and uncover my dirty little secret. I quickly slide it to the side, tucking it beneath the covers, hoping to hide it from his view.
“S-Sure. I can do that. What day?” 
“Not sure.” He sighs, popping that eyebrow of his. “Any days that are off limits?” The question carries an edge of frustration, and I swallow nervously. 
“No. Wait, yes. I will be going to Denver for work on Thursday. Other than that, I don’t have any constraints.”
“I’ll try to coordinate for you to drop me off on your way to the city.” He taps the wall with his hand, glancing around the room before turning to leave without another word. 
No “thank you”? 
I shouldn’t be surprised, really. Why am I even worried about him saying thank you? He’s a convicted murderer, after all. Manners to him are about as meaningful as an ant’s shit. 
Hold the fuck up, did I just agree to take him somewhere? What is wrong with me? Do I have a death wish?! 
I need to reevaluate this deal. 
“Calista?” His deep voice startles me.
“Shit!” I jerk my gaze up and he looks at me incredulously. “I thought we were done, sorry…”
“Your ass was hanging out of your shorts.” I don’t think I’ve had embarrassment flood over me so quickly before. “Be careful.”
That’s all he says before he stalks away down the hall. 
I’m so fucked. I’m so, so fucked. 
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Calista


This week has been trying. Whenever I consider asking about his time in prison, I bite my tongue and never get anything out other than a “how’s your day?”  
Ronan has been keeping to himself, which leaves me both relieved and irritated. He’s not just quiet—he’s downright elusive.
One morning before the kitchen renovations began, I woke early, hoping to catch him just as he woke up. I waited for an hour but eventually gave up and headed off to work. Later, I found out he’d slipped out without a word, and when he finally returned after dinner, he acted like he hadn’t been gone all day. I’m not his mother, but I hadn’t even heard him leave. I’d been up before dawn, listening carefully, yet somehow he managed to slip out unnoticed.
Not that I want to keep an eye on him or anything, but I called Johnny to install a security system around the property. I half-expected Ronan to be uneasy about it, but when the installation team arrived, he surprised me. Not only did he speak with them, but he also even suggested spots for cameras I hadn’t thought of.
But soon enough, my mind starts to run, and I question why I’d let him be so involved in the security setup. Now he knows every camera angle and has access to the system. If he wanted to, he could erase footage or disable it entirely. 
Why am I doing this again? It’s not like I have much of a choice now, but it doesn’t make the situation any less maddening.
Really, though, this frustration has roots that go deeper. If my mom hadn’t been the way she was, I wouldn’t even be in this position. Blaming her now is pointless, I know, but it still gnaws at me. Sometimes, I can’t help but think that if cancer had taken her instead of my dad, I’d be long gone by now, hundreds of miles from my dark past.
I’ve been muttering to myself, lost in these thoughts, while standing by my red Mustang. Not sure how long I’ve been lingering here when I hear the sound of boots crunching on gravel. Looking up, I see Ronan coming my way. He’s got his hands tucked into the pockets of dark blue jeans held snug by a black belt, and he’s wearing a fitted white shirt. Draped between his wrist and hip is a leather jacket. A bit much given the high eighties forecast, but I’m not going to question his style choices. Especially not when he looks this good.
He stops a foot before me and cocks his eyebrow, again, the one that says ‘SIT’. 
“Ready?” I ask, realizing a second too late how obvious the question is. Of course he’s ready; he wouldn’t be standing here waiting with that expectant look if he weren’t.
He nods, walking around to the passenger side and pulling the door open. “You had to be a basic white girl and get the red one, huh?” 
Goddamn, he’s an asshole—a tall one at that. He leans over my car with one arm resting casually on the roof, head tilted just enough to meet my eyes, clearly waiting for me to respond to his smug remark.
I don’t give him the satisfaction of a retort. Instead, I ask, “How tall are you by the way?”
“Why does it matter?” 
“Research.” I’m going to bury that smart ass of his behind the cabin, so I’ll need the dimensions. Obviously I can’t say that because that’s psychotic. “I want to make sure the frames of the doors are better suited for someone your height.” That’s a good excuse. “I see you having to duck when you walk into the master bedroom.”
He rolls his eyes as he slides into the car and I let out a heavy, nervous sigh before getting in myself. Once I’m settled, I steal a quick glance his way. He’s busy adjusting the seat all the way back and buckling his seatbelt—suddenly a law-abiding citizen, it seems. 
“I’m serious, Ronan, height please?” I push the ignition button and listen as the car purrs to life. 
“Six foot-seven, give or take on certain days.” 
“Thanks,” I say as I square my shoulders forward. “I’m five-eight.”
“I know.” He crosses his arms and stares out the window. Stupid butterflies fight each other in my stomach at the remark. I should find it creepy, even weird, that he knows my exact height. Then again, there’s a good chance he’s just messing with me, fishing for a reaction.
I put the car into reverse and get us moving without giving him one.
The only words he says during the fifteen-minute drive are directions. I had to plug in the address myself, which led us to a small garage wedged between a sandwich shop and a bookstore. The metal door covered in graffiti, is closed, but Ronan doesn’t seem to care.
As he is opening the door, I clear my throat. “Do you… need me to pick you up?” 
He turns, glancing over his shoulder, and his gaze drifts to my lap where I’m awkwardly fidgeting with my fingernails. Unfortunately, it’s also where my bare thighs are—my skirt, though knee-length, has ridden up to mid-thigh during the drive. I’d hoped he wouldn’t notice and didn’t want to draw attention by pulling it down.
When he meets my gaze, he shakes his head and gets out. 
I finally exhale the breath I'd been holding as the door slams shut. He’s so intimidating that I know I should be running as far from him as possible. If I truly had a choice, I think I would.
“You are so fucking sick, Calista, seek help.” 
Dropping my head back against the headrest, I shut my eyes. 
I’ve been chasing true fear ever since the moment I was first introduced to it. Not because I enjoy it, but because I’m trying to regain control over it. Talking about what happened only helps so much, and everyone interprets my desire to confront it as a sign that I’m sick in the head.
Maybe I am, but what I want helps. I know it could get me killed one day, perhaps by Ronan, or maybe not. It’s possible that once I close this chapter of my life, things will improve and I won’t feel the need to seek out the disgusting, vile things that haunt me. But deep down, something tells me it will only make it worse.
A knock at my window jolts me and I turn my head to see Ronan, his finger swirling in a gesture that tells me to open the window.
Oh, fuck. 
I press the button, the window rolling down automatically. “Sorry, I—”
“I didn’t know I needed to spell it out for you,” he says as he leans down into my window. His face a few inches from mine. “Go, and I don’t need to be picked up.” The spearmint on his breath wafts into my nose, but it’s the scent of his body wash that has me inhaling sharply, eager to take in more of it.
I’m reaching for the gearstick when he leans in and takes my wrist. “Also.” I meet his gaze, as he says, “Get new body wash. I tossed yours out this morning. Do not get the same smell.” My mouth opens but he continues. “It fucking stinks.” 
He releases me and strides away from my car. I hit the gas without a second thought, not bothering to look back to see where he’s headed or if he even makes it inside.

      [image: image-placeholder]Her hug is unexpectedly aggressive, which has me slightly concerned. It’s not like I haven’t seen Gene in months; it’s only been a few weeks.
Regardless, I hold onto her just as tightly, letting out the same “mmm” hum as we finally pull apart. She brushes a few stray blonde strands away from my face and smiles warmly. 
“You’ve been so quiet lately. No texts, not even a silly meme.”
“I know, I’ve been busy cleaning up the cabin.” 
And trying not to drool over my stepdad’s brother. 
“When everything is done, I’ll have to come down and see how it turns out!” Honestly, I don’t mind that she knows Ronan is around. She’s aware of my complicated relationship with my mom and never speaks to her when I’m not there, same with my stepdad. For now, though, I’ll keep it to myself until she plans a visit. I’m certainly not going to ask the convict to hide in his room while my friend wanders about.
I know I shouldn’t call him a convict—that’s pretty rude. Though to be fair, he did call me a “basic blonde bitch” earlier, in a sense. It was the only Mustang on the lot and I’m an instant gratification kind of girl. If I’m going to spend my money, I want it now. That’s why I always opt for expedited shipping.
Genevieve leans over the tall, rounded table we have been sitting at. We came to the bar after we both got off work, just to decompress and bitch about how living with a man is not at all it’s cracked up to be. 
“I’ve got tickets to a concert. I was going to invite Travis but I’m already sick of him.”
I giggle and take a sip of my only drink I’m having. The drive back to the cabin at night is already dangerous and I don’t need to be adding being impaired to that. 
“Is it the Glitz Tour?!” I say with enthusiasm. I’ve always wanted to see Bee in concert. 
“You know it,” she coos, and I swear I could kiss her. 
“I’m in. When is it?”
“I’ll text you the details… VIP tickets, baby!”
I lean back and clap my hands together, only to feel someone brush against my back. Startled, I straighten up and turn to say, “Sorry.” I don’t get a good look at him, but he’s tall, with a hood pulled low over his head and a leather jacket over his sweater. He heads toward the door, but I barely register his presence as I shift my focus back to Gene. 
“Are you doing alright by yourself?” she asks, finishing off her margarita.
I smile and nod. “Yeah, it’s not so bad. I get a lot of work done, and being on site for a major project will help me grow my knowledge. It’s sort of a unique opportunity.”
Bullshit.
“Good.” She reaches her hand out and grabs onto mine. “You’ve never lived on your own, and being thrust right into it can be scary. Honestly, I’d be terrified. I’m sure it’s dark as shit out there at night.”
I want to tell her that fear makes me feel alive. That on some nights, when I gaze out my window, all I see is darkness. Sometimes I find myself hoping that when I pull back the curtains in the dead of night, I’ll catch those piercing blue eyes of his staring back at me. 
“It’s not so bad,” I say with a grin. “I got a security system, all it’s caught on the cameras are deer and a few rabbits.” 
I’m grateful I found Gene when I did; she’s one of those friends who stands the test of time. No matter how far apart we are, I know she’ll always be with me. At least I hope so, given what I’ve done and what still lies ahead.
Squeezing her hand, she dives into the details of the concert and all the dirty details both in her love life and the silly books she’s been reading.
About two hours later we’re saying our goodbyes.
Gene rushes off to catch her bus—she and Travis live downtown—while I head to the parking garage where my car is.
The bright lights make me feel safe, but there’s an unsettling sense that someone is watching me. A strange tingling sensation creeps up my spine and tickles the nape of my neck. I jerk my head around, feeling it pop, but the concrete structure is empty except for parked cars.
I narrow my eyes at the toll booth where the security guard I waved to earlier has his head down. The glass is slightly tinted, but I can tell he isn’t paying me any attention now. I swallow hard and continue up the slight incline. 
My car is parked in the middle of levels one and two, and I didn’t feel the need to take the elevator, even though my toes are starting to sting against the tapered point of my heels.
As my red Mustang comes into view, I glance over my shoulder one last time, but there’s still no one there.
I’m just being paranoid.
Digging my hand into my purse, I fetch my key fob and tap the lock twice to get the engine going. The moment my thumb is pressing the unlock button, I feel a presence at my side. 
I don’t even have time to gasp before a body slams into mine, a gloved hand clamping over my mouth. My legs instinctively kick out, and since I’m walking right beside a parked vehicle, I press my foot against it, trying to push off and throw my attacker off balance.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t work. Their arm tightens around my arms and chest, and I scream against the hand covering my mouth.
“Shut your fucking mouth,” a male voice reverberates in my ear, sending a wave of heat to the corners of my eyes.
No, please, not again! 
“Stop! Someone, help me!” 
My fingers claw at the man's jeans, desperately trying to find a grip, but I'm tossed roughly against a car. The hand over my mouth remains firm and he releases my arms only to force one of them behind my back. My free hand attempts to push myself off the cold metal, but he swiftly grabs the back of my head and slams my forehead against the vehicle.
Stars burst behind my eyelids, and I fall limp against the hood of the car. 
“We aren’t here for your cunt this time, Calista.” My vision blurs as I watch a shadow approach.
“Please, I’m sorry… I-I’m trying!” 
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Ronan


Why don’t drugs hit the same way they used to? 
The marijuana I’ve been pulling into my lungs is barely giving me anything more than a light headache. I’ll have to tell Ken he’s losing his touch, though maybe it’s more of a me problem than the substance. I also can’t deny I’m a bit distracted.
It’s almost midnight and Calista still hasn’t returned to the cabin. I’m not keeping tabs on her, but it’s hard to imagine she’d be working this late. She never has when she’s working from home. 
Ever since she installed cameras around the house, I’ve half-considered putting a tracker in her car. Not that I’m worried about her; it’s more morbid curiosity. Why would she need security in a supposedly ‘gated’ area? There’s a single, monitored entrance, and short of trekking several acres on foot, no one could get here without serious determination.
Maybe it’s for me? Maybe she finally googled my name. 
“Guilty,” I mutter, tossing back the rest of the beer in my hand.
I’ve got the garage door open, lights off, keeping myself hidden as I sit here on one of the couches that once filled the living room. She’s thinking of selling it, but I’m tempted to have her keep it. After a workout, it’s nice to sit on something that isn’t a bench.
Leaning my head back, I slouch as the blunt in my hand burns down to my fingers. I haven’t taken a hit in a while, just letting it smolder past the butt.
Calista is an intriguing person. She’s got a lot going on in that head of hers. I’m pretty sure she struggles with ADHD; it shows in her habits. The kitchen has been her main focus, but she can’t seem to stick with it for more than thirty minutes before jumping to something else.
And there’s that little stutter when she talks to me. It can’t be because she finds me attractive; she must know she looks just as damn good. If I weren’t the person I am, I’d have tied her wrists to any of the beams inside this cabin and fucked the soul right out of her. 
I’m not gentle in any aspect of my life. Violence is my security, my protection. Whether it’s slamming my cock into someone or punching them in the face, nothing about me is soft. 
Calista’s curiosity is obvious. Her eyes often linger on the scars across my abdomen or drift up to the “SIT” tattoo over my eyebrow. I think she wants to know what made the ‘Ronan’ standing in front of her. Maybe that’s why she’s so hesitant to ask about me. She’d rather fumble over a question like “How tall are you?” than ask, “Where’d you get the knife scars?”
The low rumble of tires on gravel pulls me out of my thoughts. Her Mustang rolls up the driveway, headlights cutting out as she nears the house. 
Once she’s parked, I crush the blunt in my hand, letting it die out before dropping what’s left onto the couch. I walk right out of the garage, not taking any precautions to hide myself.
She’s getting out of the car, looking a little unsteady. For a second, I think back to her innocent demeanor. There’s no way she drove home drunk, is there? Part of me doesn’t even want to know, because if she did, I might not be able to stop myself from bending her over and spanking the sense back into her. How reckless would she have to be to drive drunk out here? One wrong turn and she could end up in the lake or wrapped around a tree.
Steadying herself on the car, she leans over, slips off one heel, then the other, before making her way to the cabin.
You don’t care, Ronan… A low groan escapes my throat. Is she so inebriated that she can’t see the garage open? She doesn’t even mutter about it. 
I stay quiet, because now I want to just observe, and move to the house door, opening it just a crack as she steps through the front door.
From here, I watch her move toward the half-demolished kitchen that leads to the garage. With all the lights disconnected, she can’t make out my face in the shadows, and I can only trace her silhouette as she quietly shuts the front door and heads down the hall toward the bedrooms. I slip in behind her, closing the door softly and nudging off my shoes with a silent push.
Prison taught me that silence is my best weapon. I’m a big guy, but I found the motivation to master quiet pretty quickly. So it doesn’t surprise me that she hasn’t noticed me watching her—whether she’s working during the day or asleep when I enter her room at night. I haven’t touched her, but like I told Ken, she’s a nice piece of eye candy. Her sleeping is probably the prettiest time of day for her. 
I peek down the hall and see her in the tiny half bath, just a sink and a toilet. The water’s running, and I hear the bristles of her toothbrush scraping against her teeth. Then the faint pop of a bottle, and another. Probably taking Tylenol. 
Anger stirs in my chest.
Did she really drink and drive? What a fucking idiot. 
A minute later she steps out of the bathroom, turns left, and heads straight into the guest room, closing the door behind her. I wait, then move in to see what she took.
I open the cabinets in the half bath she’d mentioned gutting during the renovations. Just two bottles: Tylenol, like I figured, and Melatonin.
Sleeping pills… 
I hum and pick them up. The bottle is pretty full, whereas the Tylenol I can see from the clear bottle, is halfway gone. 
Setting the bottle back, I close the mirrored cabinet, step out of the bathroom, and make my way to her room. I press my ear to the door, listening for the soft shuffling of her blankets. I think I catch a sigh, maybe a few mumbled words, but otherwise it’s silent. No music, no TV. The only place she wanted a television was in the living room, and that's exactly what she got.
I’m not sure how long I stand here, but I know from experience that sleeping pills take a minute to kick in. Only when I hear nothing but her breathing do I reach for the doorknob and slowly turn it. The door opens with a faint crack, and I pause, listening for any sign of surprise—a gasp, a shift in the bed.
Nothing.
I step inside, my gaze locking onto her form in the bed. With the curtains drawn open, the nearly full moon casts enough light for me to make out her face. I approach slowly, taking in her side profile as she lays on her side. Her lips are slightly parted, and the urge to touch them is incredibly hard to ignore. 
Instead of giving into that idiotic idea, I lift the edge of the blanket, seeing she’s still in her work clothes.
Her shirt’s dirty, a thin layer of dust on her chest, though I see no tears. It reminds me of the gritty buildup on a parked car—I’ve scrubbed enough of them to know the look. The faint, heavy scent of exhaust and concrete clings to her, like the smell of a parking garage.
“Hmm…” 
Moving my hand up to her face, I brush aside her hair, my fingers caressing across her skin. She’s soft, not something I’ve felt in a very long time. The last person to feel this way to me was my mother: gentle, soft, and safe.
I can’t let her sleep in her dirty clothes. 
I shift onto one knee on the bed, unbuttoning her blouse and carefully tugging it free from her pencil skirt. Her white bra comes into view, and while desire threatens to cloud my judgment, I keep control. As much as I might want to see her pierced nipples, that’s a line I refuse to cross. Consent is as firm to me as my fists: unbreakable and unwavering.
The sleeping pills mixed with her alcohol consumption, I assume keep her knocked out cold while I pull her shirt off, then her skirt. I don’t miss that her toes look bruised and swollen. 
Honestly, I never saw Calista as the type to be reckless with her safety. Curiosity is one thing, but actually putting herself in a life-threatening situation is something else entirely.
You don’t care, Ronan.
Putting the blanket back up at her shoulder, I roll her back over onto her side and take one last draw of my hand across her skin. I do so right at her neck, feeling her pulse under it. It’s now, just as I’m about to step away, that I see a hint of black and blue. 
I narrow my eyes and brush her hair further away from her neck, but it’s difficult to see anything. 
You don’t care... 
Goddamn it. 
I grab my phone and click the screen on, casting just enough light to reveal the bruising across the back of her neck.
My brows pinch and I slip my phone back into my pocket.
She could have met up with someone and had a nice rough fuck on her car. I’ve caused bruising to the back of a neck like that without thought, so entranced in fucking some ass that I lost myself to my grip. It’s possible that’s the case, and I should leave it at that. 
I don’t know this girl and really don’t want to. But the knot in my stomach won’t ease with the thought that I might be wrong. 
Before I do something reckless, like wake her up and demand an explanation, I slip silently out of her room, leaving the door slightly open. I head to the garage, secure it, and set the alarm before checking on her one last time. I tell myself I’m probably overthinking. We’ll see how she is in the morning.

      [image: image-placeholder]My phone buzzes in the pocket of my sweats. I didn’t sleep well, but that’s not unusual. Drugs and alcohol don’t give me the slumber I desperately desire. Maybe I should try something stronger, but that wouldn’t be wise with Calista around.
I pull out my cell and see a text from Ken.
KEN

Hey, sorry I didn’t respond last night. Hilt-deep in some sweet ass. There is nothing wrong with the shit I gave you, you are used to that illegal-illegal shit from prison. It’ll take a bit, but it will start hitting again.

If you say so

KEN

Whatever. You fuck that sweet step-pussy of yours yet?

No, and I don’t plan to

KEN

Uh huh, I saw the way you looked at that guy talking to her

I don’t blame you. She’s fucking hot and forbidden fruit is the sweetest

I’ve had enough forbidden

KEN

Never enough, Ro

For me there is such a thing


I’m in the garage, propping the door to the house open so I can hear Calista when she ventures out. It’s nearly noon, and while I expected her to sleep for a while, this feels excessive. Over the past two weeks she’s been up by eight, coffee in hand within the first fifteen minutes, then straight back to work.
Maybe she skipped her shot of espresso and went right to work. 
That’s unlikely though. She threatened to stab me if I moved it or broke it, which I found quite cute. Such a violent little thing. Though, it does have me curious if she would worship something else like she does her cup of coffee every morning. 
For a moment I actually consider waking her up. My curiosity about what happened last night is stronger than it should be, and I know I need to rein it in.
Just then, I see her in the doorway, hair piled into a thick, messy bun on top of her head. She rubs her eyes, seemingly unaware of my presence as she stumbles into the garage.
“Left the fucking door open… Asshole…” she mutters, and I can feel a nerve in my temple twitch. I know she isn’t directing that at me.
She’s wearing a long nightgown—more like an oversized shirt, really. I wonder if it belongs to someone else. 
That thought has an irrational pit of anger forming right in my chest and I need to rein it in quickly.
I’m not far from sight, sitting on the couch facing the open garage doors. I turn my head fully over my shoulder, watching as she groggily walks to the coffee machine, preparing her Colombian blend with steamed half-and-half and two teaspoons of sugar.
Why do I know that? 
My audible groan makes her shoulders tense as she slowly turns her head in my direction. The caution in her demeanor—like a hare caught in a snare, wary of the fox approaching its meal—brings a grin to my face.
The instant her eyes lock onto mine, she jumps, yelping and slamming her back against the workbench where the coffee machine sits.
“Holy fuck, Ronan!” 
I’ll admit, hearing her say my name has a nice ring to it. Her West Coast accent is nothing out of the ordinary, but there’s a soft quality to it. If I had to describe it, I’d say it’s like a summer breeze: light, soothing, and refreshing. It carries a warmth that lingers, even when she’s angry.
“I think you owe me an apology,” I croon, drawing my arm across the back of the sofa. My head tilts, and instinctively, hers follows suit.
It dawns on her that just moments ago she called me an asshole while I was sitting here.
“Uh, s-sorry,” she stumbles. “I had a few too many last night.”
Her hand goes to rub the back of her neck but pulls away quickly, as if reminded of something. She then scratches her head, loosening her hair from the tie, and letting it cascade down her shoulders and back. She has a lot of hair, and if someone were to ask me what the sexiest part of a woman’s body is, I’d say it’s that. It doesn’t matter the color; it’s all about the texture, thickness, and firmness.
The thought of her hair braided and wrapped around my fist jolts me, and I find myself asking more harshly than intended, “You drove drunk last night?”
She swallows hard and begins to shift away from the worktable. “It was stupid… but I fell asleep in my car for a bit… you know, to let the alcohol wear off.”
Narrowing my eyes, I wet my bottom lip. “Why are you lying?”
Her breath hitches. “I’m not! Why are you drilling me? You aren’t my father.”
“You’ve called me daddy before.” My smile widens while my dick grows just thinking about it. “Close enough.”
“Ew, no. I do not want to think about you as my dad.”
“Why not? What do you want to think of me as?” I’m getting sidetracked but teasing her is so fucking fun. She has no idea just how cruel I can be. 
“My roommate. Unwilling roommate.” 
I hate that word: unwilling. She had plenty of chances to leave. There’s no doubt in my mind that if she told her mother I was here, she’d help her find a studio apartment somewhere for the time being.
My tone shifts, losing its playful edge. “I know you’re fucking lying, baby girl.” I start to stand, and that’s when I hear the soft, cautious tip-toeing of her feet heading back toward the house. “And if you’re not, you need a lesson on how to get a designated driver—hey, get your ass back here!”
She’s running from me. What the hell?!
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Calista


Shit, shit, shit! 
My bare feet hit the wooden porch beyond the front door as I burst into a sprint. I’m too terrified to look back. I have no idea where I’m even going but it can’t be with him.
Why does he care? Oh my god, was he awake last night when I came in? I was so out of it, the pain in my head nearly overwhelming. If I were smart, I would’ve stayed with my parents, but I didn’t want to explain anything to them. Besides, I don’t feel safe there.
Out here the only predator is Ronan, and even if it isn’t smart, he’s the bear I’d prefer over anyone else. Yet maybe I’m not that stupid, because I’m fleeing from him as if I’m prey, and he’s going to eat me alive.
I just can’t lie. He seems to see right through me, a constant reminder that I’m in way over my head.
Rushing past my car, I pump my arms as I break through the tree line.
“Calista!” I hear him call my name, but I just keep running. I don’t want to think about it; he can’t save me from this fate.
I clap a hand over my mouth, breathing heavily against it, desperate to muffle any sound. The snapping of branches and the crunch of leaves beneath me are the only noises breaking the silence, but in my ears, I hear the rush of hot liquid. It feels like I’m bleeding from them, though I know I’m not.
I glance back not seeing anything, but I haven’t gone far enough. I need to get away, figure out what to tell him, and be better at lying.
It feels like I’ve been running for ages, even though it’s only been a few minutes. I don’t hear any footsteps behind me, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t out there.
Once more I look over my shoulder, not seeing anyone pursuing me. Just as I’m about to release a sigh of relief and slow my pace, I crash into solid flesh.
“Oof,” I grunt as the impact completely knocks the breath out of me and I crash to the ground. My head jerks up and it’s not Ronan. 
Two men, both dressed in dark blue polos with cargo pants, tower over me. The one I ran into is gathering himself and taking a step to me, his black boots crunching against the grass.
“You alright?” the dark-skinned man says, while the white guy narrows his eyes on me. “How’d you get here?” 
“This is private property,” the other says.
I look down at their belts strapped to them, and see a flashlight and radio strapped to it. My guess, they are the security guards that are stationed at the entry point. 
Why are they out here… 
I’ve never seen them, but I don’t ever see anyone sitting in the station, the gate just opens when I approach. 
“I-I’m sorry… I’m a resident.”
“Why are you running? Are you alright?” the gentle security guard asks.
“I doubt she lives here,” the other scoffs, taking an aggressive step and reaching down to grab me.
“Don’t touch me!” I scream and scoot back before finding my footing and standing. “I do, I live at the Sanderson cabin. I’m out just… going for a run.” Jesus, I need to be a better storyteller. All I can think about is saying I’m running away from my roommate, but that might raise too many eyebrows. I don’t want to get Ronan in trouble; he hasn’t done anything wrong. He was just concerned.
But would I even call that concern? Was he, or was he just being nosey?
“Come on, Mike. If she’s telling the truth, we can’t do anything here.”
I want to make a smart-ass remark that they can’t lay a hand on me without plausible evidence of trespassing.
“Where’s your ID?” Mike asks, and I feel like I’ve done something personal to provoke his shitty attitude. He slowly sizes me up, wetting his lips before smirking. “Just came out for a run half-naked. Do you even have panties on?”
“Mike!” his partner snaps. “Please excuse him, Miss.” I don’t respond and cross my arms under my chest while taking a step back. He continues, “Do you have your ID? We need to confirm you live here.” 
I shake my head. “No…”
“Then you will need to come with us until we can verify you live here. Trespassing is—”
I cut Mike off. “We can go back to the cabin. I can grab my wallet.”
He takes two quick strides to me and grabs my wrist, dragging me right behind him as he says, “Josh, she’s trespassing. The rich don’t run around like this in the fucking forest.” 
“Let go, I swear I’m not—”
“Take your hand off her.” My heart pounds against my chest at the sound of his voice, the thrum of my pulse ringing in my ears.
Both Josh and Mike turn their attention to the source of the voice, and when I do, I see Ronan striding toward us. He doesn’t even look out of breath, but damn he looks furious.
I can’t help but wonder if he regrets hesitating to let me go, because by the time Ronan reaches us, his fist connects hard with Mike's jaw. The impact makes me jump back, and I instinctively cup my hands over my chest, trying to make myself smaller.
“What the fu—”
“She told you to let her go and you idiotically didn’t listen.” He shakes out his hand and raises his fist to swing again when Josh pulls something out of his back pocket. It isn’t a gun, but it looks similar enough to one that I gasp; a taser. 
“We had reasonable suspicion and were using appropriate force! You just assaulted an officer!” Josh continues to argue because I’m fairly sure Mike’s jaw is broken. 
“I don’t see a badge.” Ronan looks them both up and down quickly. “Under the self-defense law I believed you were taking away this woman—you know what.” He cuts off his statement and takes an angry step toward them, one fist slapping into his open palm. Just as he cracks his knuckles, he seethes, “Go ahead and tase me, I’d love to fuck you up for free.”
I swear to god, my pussy just wept. 
Mike is finally finding the ability to stand straight, his hand gripping his entire jaw. 
“Please don’t…” I say through a whimper. Even if I believed Ronan could take them both, I don’t want to see him get hurt. “I swear we both reside here. My mother, Jasmine Sanderson, now Byrne, is the current owner.” 
Josh's hand trembles as he grips the taser, his eyes fixed on Ronan. I don’t blame him for his fear. Even if they don’t know he’s an ex-con, he looks intimidating in his black tank top and gray sweats. His fully tattooed arms, neck, and upper chest are all on display and it’s clear to all of us, including me, that pain doesn’t scare him.
After a few tense seconds, Josh lowers the weapon and takes a step back. “If we can’t verify that information, we’ll call the police.”
“Tuck your tails and go,” Ronan barks, turning away from them to face me. It’s as if he doesn’t fear any retaliation; maybe he’s hoping for it, giving them his back as if daring them to make a move.
They don’t retaliate, and the sound of their footsteps receding is nearly as loud as my racing heart. Ronan’s stare pierces through me, the rage and irritation deepening the blue of his eyes, more profound than the lake I’d like to drown in right now.
My chin trembles and just as I’m about to speak, he steps closer, invading my space. I clench my teeth and shut my eyes, ready for him to choke me… hurt me.
But all I feel is his body heat. “What the fuck are you doing?” he asks, and I slowly peel my eyes open, raising my chin to meet his impenetrable gaze. He’s so close that I can’t comprehend how we aren’t touching.
I suck in a deep breath. “I don’t know.”
His eyes dart between mine. “You aren’t hungover, are you?”
Shaking my head, I attempt to take a step back, but he raises his hand toward my neck. I see the restraint in his movement as he pauses, inches from clamping his fingers around my throat. Desperation wells in me. I know I shouldn’t, but I crave his touch, even if it’s meant to inflict pain.
“Don’t step away, do not run, Calista. You are lucky those two found you.” He squeezes his hand into a fist. “Why did you run from me?”
Shutting my eyes, I shake my head. I can’t tell him what happened, so I’m going to just lie and hope for the best. “I was embarrassed.”
“Why?” He holds no hesitation to ask. 
I drop my gaze, unable to maintain eye contact as I lie. “I got a little rough with a guy last night and things got carried away.” I raise my hand to the back of my neck, rubbing the spot where the bruise is likely forming, feeling the throb beneath my fingertips.
He remains silent, and when I finally glance at him his eyes are distant, as if he’s processing something beyond my words.
“I—”
“You asked for it? Consented to it?” His tone is more neutral now, no longer agitated. 
“Yes,” I answer, continuing to play the part. The fucking liar I am and will always be. 
Releasing a heavy sigh, he steps away from me and I hate to admit it, but I wish he wouldn’t. “Didn’t take you for a slut.” My eyes widen at his choice word in describing me. “Tell him not the face, at least. There’s a bruise forming at your temple.” The moment I'm raising my hand to touch my cheek, he’s brushing past me. “Put some fucking ice on it,” is the last thing he says as he treks back up toward the cabin. 
I cup my face with both hands, hiding behind my fingers as shame washes over me like a weighted blanket. It’s all too much—crushing me beneath the weight of my lies, sins, and the blood yet to be spilled. Soon, I fear I’ll suffocate under it all.
I’m too heavy and will crush everyone around me with my baggage.

      [image: image-placeholder]The last week has been rough—royally so. Ronan isn’t just silent, he’s actively avoiding me. I didn’t expect much after the mess I created, but the absence of even a simple “good morning” stings.
I had at least hoped he’d notice the change in my body wash. I’m still shocked that all it took was him commanding me to switch from the one I’ve used for years, and I did it without question. He may as well put a fucking collar on me, because if he tells me to do something, I really don’t think I’d argue.
Well, besides telling him the truth about what happened that night. What am I to do? Tell him that my past that was written by someone else is coming to remind me that they are always watching.
Would he protect me if I told him the truth? Ronan owes me nothing, and with being as attracted as I am to him, it’s obviously one-sided. 
I drop my head onto the workbench in the center of the gutted kitchen where a large blanket is draped over it to prevent splinters while we go over plans. The contractors were just here, early on a Saturday morning, outlining what the week will entail: painting, rewiring the lighting system, and fixing bad boards and ceiling beams. Then it’s straight into the kitchen renovation.
The door to the garage opens to my left, but I don’t bother standing; Ronan will just sulk back to his room like he’s been doing.
But that’s not what happens. When warmth begins to spread over my arm, I look up to find him hovering over me. All the air in my lungs seems to vanish, and I forget how to breathe.
At least he has a shirt on, but it doesn’t do anything for how his presence makes my heart seek shelter in my stomach. I really shouldn’t be drawn to my step-uncle like this. 
I’m about to ask what he wants when he leans against the table, shifting slightly closer to me.
Holy fuck, is he going to kiss me?
When his face is a mere inch from mine, he whispers, “Someone is here.” 
The moment those words slip from his thick lips, framed by his five o’clock shadow, I feel like I’ve been punched.
“Sweetheart?” 
Oh, FUCK! 
The devilish smile that spreads across his face transforms the pit forming in my sternum into a black hole, consuming every organ that keeps me functioning. I left the front door open, and I can hear her footsteps on the wooden patio. 
“Hide, hide, please!” I raise my hand to move him, but his eyes widen. Right, don’t touch. “R—”
“Nah-uh…” he whispers. 
I feel every bit of me shake. “D-Daddy, please hide. Hide quick.”
His teeth bear with his grin. The way he purrs through “Good girl” has my pussy weeping.  
He has no time to sprint back into the garage. Instead, he drops to his knees in front of me, the cloth draped over the bench concealing him from view. Just as my mother steps through the threshold and into the cabin.
“Oh wow, you were not joking around. You really are gutting the place.” 
I swallow and force a smile. “Mom… W-what are you doing here?” 
She sighs before giving me a somber smile. “Security called, but I also wanted to see my daughter. Is that alright?” 
Damn, I meant to call her but I’ve been too distracted. “Oh, right. I meant to call you about that.”
“It’s fine; everything’s cleared up,” she says as she walks deeper into the house, my eyes fixed on her like a hawk. When she turns and leans against the far side of the table, I feel warm fingers gently caressing the back of my calf.
Oh no… 
Oh no, no, no! 
“Did you have a guy over? They mentioned you had someone with you.”
I lean against the table, my hands gripping the edge as Ronan’s fingers slowly caress my bare leg. It’s getting hotter, and I’m perpetually in shorts. By ignoring his comment about them being too small, I was essentially flipping him off, and now I feel like it’s about to bite me in the ass. Literally.
“Yeah, is that a problem? I’m an adult, Mom.”
She shakes her head, her smile unwavering. “Right, I’m just surprised you’d have one out here with all of this.” As she gestures around, I take a moment to look away from her and glance briefly down at Ronan.
He’s got one leg propped up, elbow resting on the elevated knee, while his other hand reaches around to the back of my thigh, exploring upward.
My gaze returns to my mom. “You could have called…” I pause, because the moment he finds the hem of my shorts, my clit pulses. The warmth in my lower stomach is brutal, and thoughts of him touching me in places I know he can’t has my heart hammering in my throat.
It’s as if he can sense my hope for him to do something forbidden because just as I release a breath, he moves his hand back down. 
“It’s dangerous to be here, that’s all I’m getting at.” I’m surprised I can keep up this conversation while feeling so flustered, but my mom seems completely oblivious. “You should’ve let me know so I could have cleaned up.”
She waves her hand. “Pfft, I don’t mind getting a little dirty.”
Yes… that’s the understatement of a lifetime. 
“Mind if I stay for a bit?” We don’t usually do this—our relationship is primarily text-based, with the occasional coffee date. I actually don’t hate her, even though I have every right to, and probably should.
The real problem here is Ronan won’t stay hidden for long. If he shows himself or if my mom catches a glimpse of him, I’m finished. Sure, I’m an adult, but the moment she discovers that I’ve been hiding living with my step-uncle here, all hell will break loose. My carefully arranged dominoes will start to topple, and I can’t afford that. I’ve already suffered too much to get to this point.
“Did you have something to talk to me about?” I deflect. “I hate to say that I’m busy, but I kind of am.” 
I can see her chewing on the inside of her cheek, a habit that I adopted from her. I’d make them so raw I could barely eat. I’d find myself biting my cheek with each bite of food. 
“I understand.” As she sighs, seeming to contemplate, Ronan returns his fingers to my skin. I know exactly what he’s doing, and while it still makes my pussy needy, it’s more sensual. The snake tattoo that wraps around my thigh feels alive as he traces its design with his fingers. I want so badly to look at him, get a glimpse of what his eyes are saying through his silence. 
“Did you know your father has a brother?” 
The moment the words come out of her lips, Ronan’s fingers slow, but he doesn’t stop completely. 
“Uncle Jax?” I play stupid. My dad had three brothers. “Or Thomas? Or—”
“No, sweetheart, your stepfather.”
I shake my head, and she wets her lips before saying, “He was just released from prison. Eamon wants to have dinner for us to meet him.”
Something tells me that it’s going to be a lonely dinner. I can’t imagine that Ronan would accept the invite. He and Eamon don’t seem to have any sort of relationship, because I highly doubt if they did, he would be touching his stepdaughter the way he is. 
“That’s nice,” I say with a nervous laugh. “What’s his name? Why haven’t we heard of him before?” 
“His name is Ronan. I think your father wasn’t sure where he was, or even that he was still alive.” I stay silent, waiting for her to continue and explain to me what I already know. “His file appeared on my desk a few days before he was released and I let your stepfather know.” 
“Did Eamon see him?”
Ronan suddenly pinches my inner thigh, causing me to shuffle my feet slightly as I stifle a yelp that threatens to escape my throat. 
“He picked him up the day he got out of prison, but I haven’t had a chance to talk much with him since then. I’ve been busy with a big case, and he’s also been working late hours.” I can see the sadness pulled between her wrinkled brows. “I don’t like it.”
“That Eamon’s working late, or…” I’m not stupid, I know what she’s alluding to. 
“No, meeting his brother.”
My chest aches, because I really do not want to have this conversation with her right now. “Mom, let’s chat outside, maybe some—” I’m in the midst of taking a step away, when Ronan hooks his finger around a belt loop of my jean shorts and keeps me close. 
It's as if my mom isn't even listening. She leans forward onto the table, resting her face in her hands. “He killed someone, Cal, and your father wants to bring him into our home.” 
My attempt at not physically shaking doesn’t work, and I know he can see it; feel it. He tugs harder on my shorts, prompting me to take an awkward step forward, straddling his legs as I adjust my position. With a jerk, I’m forced to bend at my hips and lean over the table. 
“What did he do?” I ask shakily. His face is right at my thighs, and to distract myself, I reach out to take one of my mom’s hands away. “Murder is very broad.”
I get two different responses from that. 
One, my mom lifts her head up and looks at me like I’ve gone fucking insane. And two, Ronan quite literally presses his face between my thighs, and draws his chin up so his nose brushes against my slit. 
I’m going to die. My heart pounds against its cage, each beat a desperate warning, and I’m convinced it will give out any moment now. 
“Cal, please, he took someone’s life. There is no degree at which—”
“What about self-defense?” I cut her off, now more than ever needing to keep myself talking or else I’ll moan instead as his hand comes to grab my thigh, his thumb brushing dangerously close to the seams of my panties under my shorts. The thought of grabbing onto his hair and holding him in place while I grind against him, just to get some friction against my clit for a little relief, has me soaking my panties. “You’re a lawyer, Mom. I’m not going to go about this with you. Maybe he has changed.” 
I highly doubt that, though. I’ve seen Ronan’s violence and have no doubt he would kill again if given the right motivation. That being said, it doesn’t make him a bad person. Until someone tells me that he slit a woman’s throat for disobeying him, I’m going to choose to believe it wasn’t an act of impulse. 
“I didn’t look too much into the case, sweetheart, something about a bar fight. I’m sure you can google it. It wasn’t his first time in prison either, he was there before.”
I roll my eyes, both at her prudishness and at Ronan, who leans back, creating space between us. Did I say something wrong? Had I not said enough to defend him?
Holy shit. Am I that desperate for him to keep touching me that I’m internally whining with him leaning away? I think I was hoping he’d tell me I was a good girl for defending him. I’m seriously sick in the head.
“So… dinner.” I pull our conversation along. “When?”
“Friday night.” She stands up and begins walking around the table. 
“Wait!” I step away from Ronan, and this time he doesn’t resist. “It’s dangerous over on this side, lots of nails. Come on, I’ll walk you out.”
“Will you come?” She wraps her arm around my shoulder, and I mirror her around the waist. 
I swallow. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”
“I’ll need your support. Thank you, Cal. I’m not too interested in meeting his brother, but having you there will help.” 
She’s genuinely concerned. Ronan can’t be that bad… can he?
I glance over my shoulder to see him rising, rolling his shoulders as if shaking off tension. Our eyes lock, but instead of a smile, I’m met with that same cold, unyielding gaze—one that ignites a desire deep within me. One I know I should run from, not want to drown in.
They say you attract what you are.
Whether it's him, the monster, drawing me in, or me, the darkness, pulling him toward me… I can't say.
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Ronan


Now that was entertaining. My intention was to mess with her, and I was quite successful.  
I’d already received the text from my brother asking if I would come for dinner, and agreed to go. I want to understand why it was so imperative to Calista that she stay here with me, and not her parents.
I’d been working out, turning the garage into a makeshift sauna, when a ping from the security feed alerted me to a car pulling into the driveway. It looked expensive—not the same as Eamon’s when he picked me up. I assumed it was one of her friends, but to my delight it turned out to be her mother.
I’ll be honest, I may have fucked myself over. I didn’t plan to touch her, but when I saw the goosebumps rising on her skin as my fingers hovered close, resisting her became impossible. I meant what I said to Ken. I don’t plan on fucking her, but I never said I wouldn’t touch. 
Now, as I lean against the table I’d been hiding behind moments ago, Calista walks back into the house, her face flushed crimson, her gaze fixed on the floor.
Crossing my arms over my chest, I smirk.
“Thank you,” she says before taking a deep breath. “Please don’t go to dinner.” 
I wet my bottom lip, sucking in air through my teeth before letting out a low tut. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, baby girl. Who am I to skip a family gathering?” My tone is laced with mockery, leaning into the edge of condescension. She lied and ran from me, so I’m going to be an asshole and tease the fuck out of her.
Her stunning green eyes finally meet mine, and I can see the silent plea in the slight quiver of her bottom lip. It’s cute, in that bratty kind of way. I shouldn’t be attracted to it, but alas, I’m fighting an erection. 
She doesn't say a word. Instead, she throws her head back and turns toward the hallway leading to the bedrooms.
I take two wide strides and block her path. She’s getting better at not touching me, and if I weren’t such a prick I’d praise her for doing what she’s been told. Except, it’s the bare minimum I’ve asked—no, demanded. If she’s a good girl, like earlier, I’ll leave her alone. Until then…
“You know.” I tuck one hand into my pocket, and rest the other against the wall, leaning into it. “You smell so much better than you did before.” 
Her sharp intake of air gets caught. “My pussy, or my body wash.” 
Her cunt smelled fucking divine, and I imagine she tastes just as perfect. 
“Be careful with that tongue of yours, or else.” I huff out a laugh. “Cucumber, I think is what that is. Now you don’t smell like ass.”
Her eyes widen. “Fuck you, I didn’t smell like ass. Just because you don’t like the smell of coconut and vanilla doesn’t constitute you being a dick!” 
“Just use the lotion, it works perfectly fine.”
My head ticks, and I take a step back. “Keep in mind, I’ll burn this place down if you bring that smell in here again.” 
She basically shouts in my face. “What is with you? Why are you so—” 
“Violent?” I cut her off. “You have no idea what that word means if you think what I’ve done thus far is under that definition, baby girl.” 
“Stop calling me that.” The defiance in her tone makes my cock twitch. 
“Then, little niece.” 
“I’m not your niece.”
“You’re my brother’s stepdaughter, I think that constitutes as you being that,” I state matter of fact.
When she balls up her hands into fists, I egg her to use them. “Go ahead, use them. I give you permission to touch me.” Before she can respond, I add, “For violence.” 
Her breathing is choppy, pupils dilated as she slightly raises her right hand. I’d never hit her back, especially after giving her permission. Contrary to what she may think, punching a woman isn’t high on my list of wants. 
I can’t say I won’t slap her, because something tells me I will. Whether it’s her ass or not, is still to be determined.
Just as I think she's about to actually follow through and hit me, she sidesteps, slipping between me and the wall. Her retreat quickens, and the sound of her door closing behind her only makes my grin widen.
I chuckle and place my hand down over my cock, needing to adjust. She probably just saved herself, because if she had hit me I don’t know where I would have found the restraint not to hurt her in all the ways she’s been begging for these past few days.

      [image: image-placeholder]Calista left about an hour before me, and I took my sweet time riding the highway to my brother's place, regretting every mile. I’m not entirely sure what the point of this is, other than to learn a little about my step-niece. It’s completely out of curiosity’s sake, because I’ll be out of this damn state in a few months; leaving everything, including her behind. 
No, scratch that—this whole continent feels too close. Honestly, anywhere I won’t run into ghosts of my past would be perfect. Most of them are dead, even if it doesn’t feel that way. It’s like they are still haunting my every free fucking step I take. 
When I finally pull up to my brother’s place, I take in the large, historic-style house, its stone exterior and dark wooden accents giving it a solid, timeless look. The place is set in a neighborhood of older homes recently renovated under the Colorado UP Act—something I only know about because Calista and the contractors kept talking about tax breaks. 
I’ve been paying way too much attention to her and her projects. It’s becoming irritating.
I cut the engine of my matte-black r125 and stand, eyeing the elevated house surrounded by mature trees and a perfectly manicured lawn. It’s past seven, and the lights inside cast a warm glow. Through the sheer curtains, I can see people moving around; one of them is Eamon. The thought of turning back, retreating to my solitude, hits me hard.
Then I spot Calista passing by the window, wearing a dress that hugs her figure—a far cry from the leggings and t-shirt she had on when she left. I can’t quite make out the color, but it’s enough to have me linger a second longer. She does have such a nice ass and set of tits.
I take off my helmet, making my way up the steps to the porch, which is flanked by thick stone columns. 
After another deep breath, I knock on the door.
“I’ll get it.” Irrationally, I’m frustrated that it isn’t Calista that calls out.
“Don’t worry, Mom. I’ve got it.” 
There she is. 
I hear the rush of footsteps approaching the door, and I shift slightly, leaning to the side and tilting my head just as it swings open.
The dress is the color of red wine, and it’s the first thing I notice as light spills out onto the darkened porch. It clings just above her knees, the fabric stretched to fit every perfect curve.
She may be wearing a bra, but she sure as shit isn’t wearing any panties, I’d easily see the divots of them with how that dress frames her. The thought of finding out if I’m right or not would have me getting hard, but thankfully she says something.
“Evening.” I let my gaze travel up to her face, where a smug smile plays on her lips which are painted a dusty rose. “You must be Ronan.”
This is wrong—this game that we are playing, but fucking Christ, my cock is thickening behind my jeans. We are just living with each other, but keeping it a secret feels far dirtier than it is. 
Dragging my hand down my torso, I unzip my leather jacket, giving her a half-smile. “You must be my brother's stepdaughter.”
Her nostrils flare slightly as she tries to maintain her smile.
The sound of approaching footsteps should break our gaze, but we both hold firm in defiance. I can sense how much I intimidate her and how desperately she wants to run, yet she still dares to taunt the beast within me. If I weren’t so hell-bent on controlling the surge of desire rising in my pants right now, she’d be in real trouble. 
“Ronan!” Eamon says as he comes into view right behind my step-niece. “I’m glad you actually came—” Not  yet… “—this is my stepdaughter, Calista.” 
He places his hands onto her shoulders, and an irrational part of me wants to slam my fist into his nose for touching her. It’s the same sensation I got in the woods when that security guard had his hands on her. 
Strange, because really, I shouldn’t care.
“I dressed a bit too casual, it would seem.” I finally remove my gaze away from her to look up into my brother’s brown eyes. “She’s dressed like a hooker, and you, a grown-ass man ready for prom.” 
He laughs nervously, and I hear Calista huff before saying, “You look like you just crawled out of a Goodwill. Can’t always look our best, now can we?” 
I bite my tongue, shaking my head with a chuckle. When I look back at her, I silently convey she will pay for that. A blush rises on her cheeks before she quickly turns away and rushes off.
The moment I’m moving into the house, Eamon steps in front of me, halting my progress. 
“Hey, listen…” He releases an exhausted sigh. “My wife, Jasmine, she’s very straight edged. It’s the lawyer in her. She is also very protective of Calista.”
“And you aren’t?”
“I mean, I am... but you were obviously joking about the outfit thing.” 
I wasn’t. She’s dressed like a hooker, while he looks ready to chaperone at a high school prom night. Not that I’m complaining at all about how Cal is dressed, I indeed like it. Far too much, honestly. 
“Jasmine won't appreciate those kinds of jokes.”
I lower my voice. “Why’d you invite me, Brother?” I raise an eyebrow and step toward him. As if afraid, he instinctively takes a step back. 
“I wanted to have you meet my family, maybe interact with some normalcy and get out of the cabin.” 
I have to admit, it seems odd that Jasmine and my brother haven’t discussed the cabin, even in passing, in the three weeks since Calista moved in. Sure, they might just be too busy for it to come up, but I can’t imagine not mentioning something like that to my own partner. Then again, I'm hardly in a position to give relationship advice. 
“I see.” I step to his side. “I’ll keep my jokes to myself.” 
They had been setting up the table when I pulled up to the house, and I’m grateful it seems everything is ready. It saves us from that awkward period of lingering or sitting in the living room, nursing drinks and struggling with small talk.
I step into the dining area, taking in the more modern style, quite a contrast to the rustic exterior. I spot a woman bringing in a bottle of wine. Her long, thick white hair immediately reminds me of Calista’s, and I guess that’s where she gets it. Her dark hazel eyes are fixed on me, cautious and assessing.
I stop just a few feet from the table, which is dressed in what looks like expensive dishes and cutlery. Rich people, I scoff. I’ve never understood the point of a formal dining setup; it’s just for eating, so why dress it up like a showroom when it’s all going to get messy anyway? 
Cal enters through a nearby door—the aroma makes it clear it’s the kitchen—setting down a dish that looks like mashed potatoes. 
“You must be Ronan.” It’s as though her mother finds her manners finally and crosses the room. Her hand extends out to me, and I simply look down at it. “I’m Jasmine Byrne, it’s nice to meet you.”
“Is it now?” I tuck a hand into my pocket and offer her a basic ‘if I must’ smile. “Pleasure, Mrs. Byrne. You’ll excuse me, I don’t…” I wave my free hand toward hers, shooing it away. “Touch. You’ll have to forgive me.”
“Oh.” She quickly pulls her arm away and looks beyond me, just as Eamon walks past. “That’s okay. I’ve heard people coming out of prison have certain sensory issues. Never met one with a touch thing. Have you seen a specialist?”
I just know this bitch isn’t talking to me as though I’m a child. She has no business trying to teach me anything. I’ve probably lived through more in reality than she could ever imagine.
I’m opening my mouth to tell her to fuck off, when Eamon cuts in. “Prison didn’t do that, honey.” It’s all he offers, because he knows exactly what did do this to me. 
Who did this to me.  
My eyes drift to Calista, who looks slightly mortified staring at her mother. But as her gaze meets mine, that expression softens, melting into curiosity.
Wouldn’t you like to know, baby girl… 
“Anyway,” Jasmine says through clearing her throat. “I hope you have no food aversions.”
“As long as there ain’t poison in it, I’ll eat it.” 
Cal hastily takes the seat beside the empty one closest to me. Just as I’m going to sit beside her, her mother says, “Why don’t I sit beside you, sweetheart? Let your dad sit with his brother.” 
Calista gets comfortable, and as if I hadn’t heard Jasmine, I sit. “Mom, please,” she says through a frustrated sigh. “What is he going to do, stab me?”
I might, but not with a knife. 
Jasmine mutters something unintelligible, but I ignore it and dig right in. I’m not even that hungry, just wanting to get this meal over with.
I serve myself a small portion of everything—chicken, mashed potatoes, asparagus—and eat in silence. My step-niece doesn’t ask; she simply pours me a glass of red wine, filling her own afterward.
About ten minutes pass in silence, and I find myself wishing I were a faster eater. I used to be, my first time in prison—you learned to eat quick, or someone else would finish it for you. By the time I went back, though, I was the one eating everyone else’s food.
“Ronan,” Jasmine says after finishing the food in her mouth. “Where are you staying right now?”
I look up at my brother, who is slowly going pale. Obviously he hadn’t expected her to be so blunt, but in my experience with the rich, I’m not surprised. Fucked a Mafia Princess during my small stint outside of prison and saw just how money can influence someone’s personality. It makes them feel superior and untouchable. 
As much as I could give two fucks about ruining their relationship with the truth of my residency, I don’t want Cal to leave the cabin just yet. 
“Why? You going to come stalk me?” 
Her eyes widen, and before she can say anything, it’s Calista that interrupts. “Mom, that’s rude to ask.”
“I’m just wondering.”
“Here in Colorado,” I offer.
“I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Jasmine says, but her eyes are on her daughter, not me. When she finally looks back at me, she continues, “So, what are you doing now?”
I take another bite of food and lean back slightly in my chair. I anticipated being drilled about my life, so it doesn’t catch me off guard. “Stroking my cock” —Calista snorts, and I’m pretty sure I catch a glimpse of food flying from the corner of my eye— “and working on going back to school.” Jasmine’s eyes widen, and I give her a lazy smile. “One of those is true.” 
“Okay,” my brother says while grabbing his wine glass and taking a sip. “Calista has a master’s degree in architecture and design. She constructed the interior of this home, and has quite the talent in seeing the broken, then fixing it into something beautiful. This old Victorian was nothing but old wooden planks and ghosts.” 
I turn my attention to her, resting my elbow on the table and leaning into my hand. Her eyes are wide and round, her usual siren gaze transformed into something more innocent, like a startled doe. The soft pink hue spreading across her cheeks makes me want nothing more than to see her embarrassed every single second I’m in her presence. 
“You like to fix broken things?” My question absolutely has a double meaning, because I see the way she stares at me. While I could argue it’s because she’s attracted to me, there is more to her curious gaze.
She swallows. “I do.”
“Why’s that?”
“Nothing is truly broken; it just needs special attention to bring it back to what it used to be.” 
Shifting my hand into a fist, I rest against my knuckles. “Interesting. Would you say the same about the Tower of Pisa? The Colosseum of Rome?”
Her shocked expression stirs a pang of anger in me. Does she really think I’m stupid? It’s as if she’s surprised I even know what those are.
“No, I wouldn’t.” 
“Imperfect imperfections,” I say. “Not everything needs nor wants to be fixed.”
“And you—” 
Cal is cut off by her mother’s abrupt question. “Did you go to college in prison?” I can’t help but wish I were having dinner just with my step-niece. “From what Eamon says, you guys didn’t travel when you were young.”
I struggle to tear my gaze away from Cal, but I know I have to, otherwise I’ll find myself under a different kind of scrutiny. Turning to face my brother and his wife, I force a smile. “No, I graduated high school. Everything else I learned was from my own self desire to be smarter, to keep up with the privileged.” 
She offers a smile that deepens the wrinkles around her eyes. “A self-starter—that’s wonderful.” The way she speaks to me feels patronizing. I’m thirty-eight years old, a killer with a traumatic past, not some child who needs coddling.
As I’m taking one of the last bites on my plate, she continues, “Are you on parole?”
“Jasmine—”
“Mom!” 
I don’t need either of them jumping to my defense. “No, parole isn’t for someone like me, I’m afraid.” 
She tilts her head, and I can see the attorney in her. I’m about to destroy her little fragile self if she continues. 
“Why is that?” 
I laugh without any humor, shaking my head. “Parole is for those deemed worthy of help. Those who aren’t offered that gift are just expected to screw up and end up right back in.”
Cal shifts beside me, clearly uncomfortable.
“That isn’t right.” I’m not surprised at Jasmine’s dismissal. “I can look into it for you and see—”
“I don’t need you to do anything for me.” I deliver the statement slowly, and methodical, so she doesn’t miss a single letter. “I’m not here for help, or to tell you how fucked up our system is. I’m here for free food, and because my brother feels this will begin our healing process.” 
But oh, how fucking wrong he is. 
“The chicken came out lovely,” Eamon says, trying to cut into the tiff. 
I push my plate back and rest my elbows on the table, propping my chin on the back of my laced fingers. I narrow my eyes at Jasmine, waiting for her to continue. It’s like everyone thinks they know what’s best for me and feels entitled to offer their unsolicited advice. 
“You had to expect I’d ask. Now that you know where we live, I’m just trying to keep my family safe.” 
Safe, huh? 
“Why the fuck did you agree to it then?” Cal nearly screams, and a chill runs down the side of my body closest to her. “You’re being a cunt, Mother.” 
“Wow, sweetheart, I’m not—”
“Yes you are, and you are embarrassing me, and Eamon!” 
I don’t feel anything, currently, other than my cock growing because of her elevated tone. Everything is public information, especially for a lawyer. I have no doubt she’s already looked up my history. Maybe she hasn’t gone deep enough, or perhaps she has and that’s the reason for this aggression. Because who in their right mind would want such heavy baggage weighing down their perfect little family?
I hum. “All good, Mrs. Byrne. If I really cared to know where you lived, I’d have looked it up. After all… I’m a criminal, I’m pretty good at doing bad things.”
“I’m just saying that with your history, I have to—”
“Mother, stop.” Calista needs to settle down or it will look strange that she’s defending me. Even I find myself oddly intrigued. Why does she care?
“Honey.” Eamon leans into her and places an arm over her shoulder. “He isn’t that type of criminal. Don’t pass judgement.” 
That type of criminal—thanks, Bro. 
I’ve often wondered if my brother would ever have the courage to reveal the truth about why I ended up in prison at seventeen and was tried as an adult. Clearly, he hasn’t. I can’t help but think it might be out of shame for dismissing me like everyone else did.
Looking at him, I see our dad, and a wave of hatred flashes across my eyes. It’s a shadow of darkness, it’s evil, reminding me that I will always be the outcast. Always the one that fucked up because I never spoke up sooner. 
I hate him—no, I hate all of them. Every man in my life who was supposed to be a pillar of strength and fortitude has played a part in my destruction, shaping me into this type of criminal.
Jasmine pulls me from my rage by excessively sticking her fork into a piece of meat. As I look at her, she forces a smile at me. “No judgement, just curious if you were put on parole after you were released the first time.” Her tone is smooth yet undeniably patronizing, tinged with that rich, privileged air.
“That’s it.” Calista slams her hands onto the table. “You are such a hypocrite, Mother. Drilling him when you are—” 
“Calista!” Jasmine raises her voice over her daughter’s. 
That’s my cue.
“I’ll see myself out,” I say while standing.
I’m not one to hit women, but my patience has its limits. It’s not so much about how she’s treating me; it’s more for Cal’s sake. If they start a heated argument, the only person I’ll be defending is that blonde-haired Barbie doll, and explaining why I care will be a whole other challenge.
I hear heavy feet coming up behind me, but I grab my helmet sitting near the entrance to the front door, and rush outside. 
“Ronan, wait.”
Swinging around, causing him to immediately halt a few feet from me, I square my shoulders and make myself bigger. I’m already so to him, but I’m here to make a point. 
“I waited far too long for you already, Eamon.” I’d waited and hoped that my big brother would come back to save me. Instead, just like all the other selfish men in our family, he did what he wanted and never looked back.
He shakes his head and I can see the pain in his eyes as they slightly squint. “I’m sorry.”
I tut. “I don’t want your apologies—I don’t want anything from you other than a roof to sleep under.” I take a step toward him, causing him to flinch. “Don’t invite me back to dinner. Don’t come and see me.” Pausing for a moment, a thought crosses my mind. “Don’t tell her I’m at the cabin. I’ll be gone by the end of the year, and Brother?”
Although he doesn’t say anything, I can see the very subtle nod of his head. 
“I hope your guilt is unbearable.”
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Calista


“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” I’m  mortified—and that’s putting it lightly. My chest aches, and even if I wanted to stay, I feel so sick that I wouldn’t be able to finish my food. 
“Cal, please,” my mother scoffs, wiping her lips with a napkin before turning to me. Her eyebrows are pinched, exaggerating her disapproving look. “Why are you defending him?”
“I’m not defending anyone. You are being an asshole. If you were so worried about him being here why did you agree to him coming?” 
She sighs. “I didn’t. Your father pressed about this dinner, and I haven’t been able to spend time with him recently.” 
Shaking my head, I snort a laugh. “So you used this moment to show your true colors. Did you forget that not long ago, I had to peel you off our couch because you were too high to get up and go to the bathroom by yourself?”
When her head turns to look through the archway that leads to the front door, I let out a laugh that isn’t built with humor. I knew she hadn’t told Eamon. She’d begged me never to bring it up, and said in her own time she would tell him; it’s been ten years. 
“You are still holding that over my head when it has been nearly twelve years?” She sounds hurt, as if her actions hadn’t left permanent consequences. I want to tell her I’ve been carrying this suffocating grudge against her for much longer—ever since Dad died.
I turn to leave but she stretches across the table and grabs my wrist. “Cal, wait.” Pulling roughly, I separate us and go toward the door, my body fighting the heat that’s building across every inch of my skin. This feeling, I’m far too familiar with it. 
“You’re turning red, sweetheart, please don’t.”
“Let me go!” I scream and smack her hand as she tries to stop me for a second time. 
“Why are you getting so upset about this?” When I glance over my shoulder at her, I notice something new written across her face. It’s as if she’s finally contemplating why I’m upset about how she treated Ronan.
“I-I’m not. I don’t care how you treated him.” I’m such a filthy liar. “I’m angry because you’ve forgotten your place. So let me remind you: just because you weren’t caught for what you did doesn’t make you any less of a criminal, Mother.”
Her chin trembles at my words, and I feel a prickling sensation in my hands, as if needles are stabbing them. My vision blurs in and out, and my head fills with the buzzing of swarming bees. I’m starting to have a panic attack, but I can’t let it happen here. 
“I’ve apologized, Calista. I got my life together—”
“That I helped you get when I should have been enjoying cheer, moving to another state to go to college, traveling the world. Instead, I had to make sure you went to your treatments.” I press my finger against her shoulder, gritting my teeth in anger and hate. “Make sure you didn’t fall back into drugs.” I can see my hand shaking just as I push her back. “Sometimes… time isn’t enough for retribution.” 
I spin away from her, grab my purse, and rush out of the house, the cool air washing over me like a breath of fresh freedom.
Ronan’s motorcycle isn’t parked out front, but I spot Eamon standing at the end of the walkway, his hands in his pockets and his head tilted back to the sky. I brush past him without a word, not in the mood for conversation, and head straight to my car. 
“Sorry, Cal.” 
My hands shake so badly that I can barely click the key fob to unlock my Mustang.
“Don’t let this keep you from coming for dinner again. I’ll talk with your mother.” Eamon is a good man, and I hate to say it, but my mother doesn’t deserve him. 
“Thanks,” I say, my voice choppy. I need to get away from here—now. My heart won’t settle, and I’m worried I might collapse here.
Throwing myself into the car, I press the start button and peel off down the street.
This isn’t smart.
My arms tingle, and I don’t even feel my foot on the gas. All I want to do is close my eyes, fight the tightening in my chest, and find a way to catch my breath.
“This ain’t a place for a kid.”
A lump forms right in my throat, and I can’t swallow. How can she judge Ronan like that when she allowed those things to happen to me? 
I blow through a yellow light as the streetlights illuminate the darkness inside my car. My mind can’t focus on where I’m going; all I can think about is going back. To the houses, the drugs, the faces, and the pain. She was careless with her body and her child.
Somehow, I manage to stay aware of my surroundings, and I’m grateful for it because suddenly a motorcycle pulls out in front of me at a green light. I slam on my brakes, my tires screeching, and I swear I can smell burning rubber.
Squeezing the steering wheel, I take a breath that feels like sharp knives pricking at my lungs.
I recognize him instantly—it’s Ronan sitting on the bike. The leather jacket he wears has a white stripe down the arms, the silver pin on his cuff catching the streetlight. He raises his hand and points off to the side where a Walmart is located.
He juts his head and points aggressively again. Now I understand—he wants me to pull in. I obey absentmindedly, and by the time I blink again, I find myself parked with the engine still running.
A soft tap on my window sends a rush of embarrassment over me. I can’t tell if it’s from what my mother said or from driving while I’m clearly in the midst of a panic attack.
He taps again, harder this time, and I shakily press the button to roll down the window.
“Get out, Calista.” 
I swallow hard and close my eyes, wishing I could cry. I want to release the pressure building in my temples and let every bit of anguish pour out, but it just won’t come. It never does.
After a moment, I finally do as he commands and open the door. My legs feel numb, and I hesitate—not because I don’t want to obey, but because I’m unsure if I can even hold myself up.
“Put your hands in your lap,” he says, leaning forward. I lift my gaze to meet his, noticing one hand resting on the top of the car while the other pushes the door open wide. “Do not move them, do you hear me?”
I’m unsure of why he is asking that of me, but I just nod.
“Use your words.” His sharp tone startles me.
“Y-Yes, I understand.”
He sighs, and I quickly get my answer. His hand moves under my knees while the other supports my back, physically lifting me out of the car. 
As he commanded, I shove my hands between my thighs, afraid of what I might do if I feel a wave of fear. I don’t want to accidentally grab onto him.
I’m cradled in his arms as if I weigh nothing, and as I lean into his body, I can’t help but feel that I fit perfectly right here. It’s a stupid notion, but it isn’t something I can fight. My heart thunders in my chest and I hold my breath because of it.
Ronan says nothing as he circles the car, leaning down to open the passenger door with one hand while keeping me steady with his leg. Once the door is kicked open, he kneels and shifts me back inside.
He doesn’t ask me to buckle my seat belt. Instead, he does it for me. I have to move my hands for him to place the strap across my lap, and I raise them as if I’m being held at gunpoint.
Why can’t I touch you… 
Once it clicks, he doesn’t pat my leg or say anything; he simply leans back out of the vehicle and closes the door. I watch him walk to his bike, parked beside my car, before returning to the driver’s seat.
I fiddle with the hem of my dress at my thighs, pulling it down and taking soft breaths to calm myself.
“Ro—”
“How dumb can you be, Cal?” He turns to look at me, his expression completely devoid of feeling. There’s no anger, no happiness—just a man so detached from the world that he might as well be on another planet. This isn’t the same Ronan that stared at me while we discussed my need to fix things. Then, I could see a man with layers, one that I wanted to peel back. This one here, right now, is a statue. 
“I… I didn’t know how bad it would get.”
“You could have gotten yourself killed, you know that?” 
Not someone, but me. I could’ve gotten myself killed. 
I nod and ask, “How did you know what was happening?” He tuts and puts the car into reverse. “W-Wait your bike.”
“It’ll survive.” I can tell he’s trying to sound neutral, but his anger is starting to bubble just beneath the surface. “Jesus, do you not understand what—”
“I’m sorry for what my mom said.” I cut him off while leaning as far away from him as possible, feeling the cool window against my temple. 
“I don’t give a fuck what she said, answer me. Do you understand what you did was stupid?” 
“Yes. I’ve not had one in so long, I didn’t know it would inebriate me like that… I swear.” 
He huffs but doesn’t say anything. Silence rings loudly in the small space between us. The streetlights become less frequent as we find ourselves on the highway, and the darkness in the car has me feeling more confident. 
“You didn’t answer my question.” 
No sound comes from him, not a huff or grunt, just silence. 
“How did you know what was happening? I thought you had left…”
The leather squeaks under his grip. “I waited just around the corner for you to leave. I planned to follow your ass back to the cabin. Then I saw you speed off and nearly run a red light.” He pauses, and when I look at him, the red glow from the dash illuminates his face, making my heart catch in my throat. The clench of his jaw sharpens his features, and I know I shouldn’t, but the urge to touch him is overwhelming—to feel the roughness of his five o’clock shadow under my fingers. 
Then there is the slut in me that wants to follow the command written over his eyebrow and feel it somewhere else.
“I drove up beside you and tried to wave you down, but you were gone. I’ve seen panic attacks, I knew what was happening. You got lucky that you hit green light after green light, and there weren’t many people on the road because it’s dinner time. Fuck, Cal…” He shakes his head in disappointment, and it hits me like a punch to the chest. I don’t want him to feel that way about me, and it's strange to admit it. The last thing I deserve is for him to feel anything other than hatred for the things I’ve done.
Looking away from him, I stare at my hands that still are slightly trembling. I’m silent because I don’t want to make excuses. I’ve not had one since I was eighteen and have been so good about not getting worked up.
Suddenly, I hear a click, followed by a rush of warmth as he turns on the heater. When I glance over at him, he’s focused on my hands or my legs—I can’t quite tell which. 
“I’m sorry.” I should thank him, but it feels better to apologize. It isn’t even just for what happened tonight, but so much more. 
He growls. “Don’t.” 
Swallowing, I rub my hands down my thighs.
“What helps?” His question catches me off guard. “With the attacks.”
I already feel much better, though the only sensations coursing through me now are cramps and restlessness. I’m not going to share that with him, though; I want him to help me. 
“Talking.” 
“Then talk.” He changes lanes and shifts the seat back slightly. This car wasn’t designed for someone his size. He’s cramped in here, and I feel even worse than I did just moments ago.
“Can I ask you a question?” 
I can tell by the throaty groan he lets out that he doesn’t want to, but he curtly replies, “Sure.”
“What’s your favorite color?” 
The slow turn of his head to me, and the look of surprise, has my heart doing stupid leaps. I can’t feel this rush of need for him, it’s wrong for so many reasons.
Though, maybe it’s why I want to run right for it, because it’s forbidden.
He hesitates to answer me, but it’s like he remembers what I need and says, “Maroon. Yours?” 
“Teal. But more on the blue side than green.”
“So, turquoise.” 
“No, teal.”
His brows pinch before he refocuses on the road completely. “Is Eamon your only sibling?” 
“Yes. Do you have any siblings?” he fires back quickly. 
I don’t need a fast conversation, just one to keep me from focusing on what put me into my panic attack in the first place. But I guess I’ll take this over silence. 
“Just my stepbrother.” I pause, half-expecting him to ask a question that’s clearly on his mind, but he stays silent. So I press on. “Do you like animals?” 
“Birds and dogs, yes.”
“Would you get one?” 
His light laugh makes the butterflies in my stomach take flight—yikes, that was cute. I’m so much better now, but damn, I also feel more like a piece of shit than ever before. 
“I’ll never get a pet, if that’s your question.”
I frown. “Why?”
He wets his bottom lip before sighing. “Tomorrow isn’t guaranteed, and getting attached to anything—or anyone—is the last thing I’m looking to do.”
A heavy weight presses down on my heart. 
“Parole is for those deemed worthy of help. Those who aren’t offered that gift are just expected to screw up and end up right back in.” 
“You don’t…” I pause, realizing I’m about to make the same mistake my mother did, suggesting there’s another way. That he can get help to avoid going back. But that wouldn’t be right, he said it himself: some things don’t need fixing. “That makes sense.” 
Maybe it’s the fact that he included “anyone” in that statement that makes me want to press further. As usual, it’s a selfish instinct. 
“How long do you think the renovations will take?” I’m glad he steers the conversation in a different direction. He has slightly relaxed with the shift, and now one of his arms rests against the center console, his hand dangling down near the cupholders. 
“Likely close to two months. I’ll save the master bedroom for last, it just needs new paint and better furniture.”
I watch as he lifts his left leg, and my gaze instinctively drags to his lap. It’s almost illegal how good he looks, and my earlier comment about the Goodwill clothes feels like it’s biting me in the ass. He wears those dark blue jeans like they were tailor-made for him, and I can’t help but notice the outline of something I definitely shouldn’t be desiring. 
“The mattress is shit, make sure that it’s changed.” He looks in my direction as he changes lanes, catching me peeking where I shouldn’t be. “Queen or bigger.”
Jerking my head away, I look out the window and push against the door. “As you wish, Daddy.” I say it more condescending than I do when he has forced me to do so. 
“Don’t!” His sharp, singular word, has me jumping. When he grips my chin and tears my gaze to him, I watch as he hesitates to look away from the road. After a second, he finds my eyes and stares straight into my soul. “Watch yourself, baby girl, that little attitude of yours will get you punished.”
I nod, not even needing him to ask if I understand. 
He releases me, and I breathe out a heavy sigh. Big Bertha, here I come.











Ronan


The following morning, I wake up to the sound of contractors bustling around the house. I can’t help but wonder if my question about the timeline prompted her to bring in extra workers to speed things up. It’s hard to believe she’d do that, she doesn’t seem particularly eager to leave.
I wish I could say I am, but damn her for keeping me from thinking logically.
Do I have the desire to fuck that slice of innocence? I sure do, and at this point, I’d just do it to satisfy myself. Every damn night I have a hard-on because she refuses to wear anything but short-shorts and a tank top. She’s testing me, I just fucking know she is.
Last night, catching her looking at my cock covered by my jeans had me nearly incapable of not pulling the car over, pulling it out, and shoving it down her throat. Then she called me daddy, fucking Christ, the filthy thoughts that went through my head.
The frustrating part is that I can’t drink alcohol to get her out of my head—not as frequently as I did during the first couple of weeks here. I’d love to blame it on the way it gives me the wrong kind of high I’m seeking. Lately, the alcohol hits me differently, probably because I haven’t consumed it this consistently in fifteen years. It leaves me with a persistent headache, and the “drunk” feeling I get is more like death knocking at my door trying to say hello.
But that would just be an excuse. The real reason I’ve stopped is my concern for Cal. The way she came home that night has me on edge, and I can’t shake the fear that it might happen again. If I’m drunk and she feels the need to call me, I won’t be able to help her…
I groan loudly. All I want to do is fuck her, not exude any hero-tendencies. I’m anything but that, especially when it comes to her.
I’ve been staring out of the garage when the door opens behind me. Speaking of the fallen angel herself. As if she expects me to engage with her, Calista points at her phone and dashes right out, heading straight into the thicket.
My eyebrow raises in surprise as I watch her go. Must be too loud in here for her, or maybe she’s on a top-secret phone call. Part of me wonders if she has a boyfriend she hasn’t mentioned. The odds seem slim, though—I can’t imagine her mother wouldn’t have casually asked how he was doing or where he was right now.
I think I’m beyond caring at this point. I’m intrigued about what her pussy tastes like and if she makes sweet, innocent noises when she comes.
Grabbing my cock and adjusting myself, I take a few steps out of the garage and let the soft breeze hit me. I should probably rub one out before I accidentally do something we both regret. 
A loud ‘kree’ pulls my attention upward, just as a hawk flies overhead. It’s repetitive, and I imagine some would find it annoying, but oddly enough, not me. It lands onto one of the many blue spruce trees. As though it can sense me staring, it looks down at me. 
I hum softly and tuck my hands into my pants. I’m not entirely sure how long I stand here having a staring contest with a bird, but when feet crunching on gravel catches my ears, I blink rapidly and turn my gaze downward. 
Cal is approaching slowly, and her eyes are trained upward right where I was looking. 
“A Ferruginous Hawk,” she offers.
I don’t return my gaze to it, just keep my attention on her. I’m not entirely sure why I’m so in tune to this… girl, but clearly something has upset her. It isn’t just that her cheeks are red and lips are swollen, no it’s deeper than that. Sort of like an energy I can feel.
“Everything okay?” I have no idea why I even ask. 
“It will be.” She hugs her phone to her chest. “You like hawks?”
Clearing my throat, I finally look back at the animal still perched in the tree. “Birds remind me of freedom.”
“Oh…” 
I chuckle softly and turn to head back inside, wanting to avoid diving too deep into that statement. The last thing I want is for her to start looking for ways to “fix” me. 
“Wait, I’ll go inside. You can stay out here.” I halt and turn to face her, and the sadness she tries to mask with a smile overwhelms me with emotions I didn’t know I had. Why do I feel this sudden urge to comfort her?
Damn her. 
Without saying anything, I give her my back and head into the house. 
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Ronan


The feeling of the needle driving back and forth through my skin is like a scorching flame I'd walk through without hesitation. I’ve been under the tattoo gun for hours, but the pain barely registers.  
Since being free, I’ve drifted in and out of myself—some days are better, some worse. I keep half-expecting something to happen, for cuffs to snap around my wrists, and for some cop to haul me back to a cell that once felt like my only place of protection.
When I got out at twenty, after going in at seventeen, I knew I'd be going back. This time it was no different, I was sure of it. Now, though, something has shifted. A strange worry shadows me with the thought of going back, like a storm gathering on the horizon, heavy and tense, but refusing to break. 
As the tattoo artist leans in closer to inspect her work, she shuts off the machine and squirts saline solution, wiping away the excess ink and blood. She’s working on a spot on my upper thigh, as my upper body is scarce of room. 
This kind of contact, tied to the sting of the needle, is the only touch I can tolerate without wanting to strangle the one doing it. It’s a discomfort, a physical sensation that’s manageable, unlike the emotional weight that comes with an unwanted touch.
Before my appointment, I instructed her not to touch me besides what was absolutely necessary. Outside of selecting her due to her talent with color, she’s a lesbian. I stalked her social media before making the appointment. I’m not in the mood to dodge flirting right now, and as much as I really need to fuck a hole, it isn’t hers I’m interested in. 
“Looks great,” she comments, drawing the paper towel once more across it. 
Until now, I haven’t had a single colored tattoo. I’ve always preferred them dark, like my attitude toward living. However, I feel like it’s fitting since recently I’ve started to see a bit more pigment in my life.
She leans back and grabs the second skin, thankfully without asking why I chose this design. Even I can’t fully explain why I went with it. It’s a silhouette of blue spruce trees, framed by a sky that’s alive with color: deep purples, reds, and oranges blending seamlessly upward into cooler blues and turquoise.
And I don’t care what she says—her favorite color is turquoise, not teal.
After paying, I’m outside resting against my bike, checking my missed texts. A few of them are from Ken, and I see one from Calista… I’ll check with my friend first.
KEN

I know you just got out and all, but could you help me out?

I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important. This little shit screwed me over

I’ll get you what you need



I shift over to Calista’s text next.

Calista BG

I ordered pizza. It’s in the garage fridge. I’m going to the local bar for drinks with my friend, I have a DD

No invite, that’s rude



I don’t expect a response right away and move back over to my conversation with Ken. 

What do you want me to do?

KEN

You know exactly what I need, big guy

I don’t, but I guess when do you need me?

KEN

Flirting with me, I like it

You free tonight?



My phone buzzes, and I shift over to Calista.

Calista BG

To just be rejected? No thanks

Can’t take a little bit of rejection, baby girl

Calista BG

Please stop calling me that…

I don’t think so. Ask me

Calista BG

No, fuck you

Don’t be brave behind a phone, Calista. Do it 

Calista BG

UGH!

Will you come have drinks with me tonight?

No. Don’t drink and drive or I’ll beat your ass. 



I ignore the follow-up “fuck you” text and move back to Ken, typing out my response. 

Yeah, I’m free. Send me the meet-up location 



      [image: image-placeholder]Would I rather go out to drinks with Calista? That’s a complicated question.
Since the week after that dinner at her mother’s, I’ve struggled not to make any move on her. It’s this sense of control and domination, not necessarily physical. I want to see her drop to her knees and beg for everything.
Does she want to take a shower? Beg for it.
Does she want to have a cup of coffee? Beg for it. 
Then when she forgets to do it, I want to see just how pale her ass is and turn it red under my palm. 
Just because I’ve not allowed any man or woman to touch me, doesn’t mean I’ve denied myself the pleasures I crave. Most give me what I want with their eyes off of me, hands and knees smashed to the ground, giving me all they are good for: a hole to fuck. That allows me to be satisfied, because that’s all sex is—a hungry beast, always waiting to be fed.
The need these days to satiate that craving with Calista has been incredibly difficult to ignore. 
What’s different is I want her flat on her back so that I can see her face turn red with shame at me coming all over her chest and face. To use my fingers to gather my cum and shove it into her mouth, cause her to gag while I force her to swallow what I give her.
I want to make her cry, scream, even try to run. I want her to feel the fear, to see the monster I am. I need her to stop looking at me like I’m some broken thing, something that just needs patching up to fit society's version of “redeemable.”
And yet, there are moments when I want to let her touch me, to see if her fingers wouldn’t hurt, or without stirring that violent feeling in me. In those times, I wonder if it’s possible to feel anything other than hate.
It’s those exact feelings that brought me here, ditching Ken to sit in this godforsaken bar, beer in hand, watching Calista chat with her friend. 
Her friend’s pretty—no surprise, considering Cal is too. They both look like they’d be the popular cheerleaders in high school, which explains the attention they’re getting from nearly every guy who walks in.
I’m going to chalk up my decision to come tonight to my concern over her so-called ‘rough fuck’ from a few weeks ago, or maybe a need to see who said designated driver was. To say I was grateful it wasn’t some guy, is an understatement. The relief that washed over me was foreign. 
I’ve been here about an hour now, ignoring Ken. I didn’t completely ghost him—I’d intended to go help him, but the pull to be here was stronger. So I told him something came up, that he’d either have to wait or call someone else, then silenced our texts. I didn’t want distractions.
From this distance, I can’t make out much of their conversation, but Calista says something that makes her friend toss her head back, laughing.
I finish off my beer just as a group of guys move in on them. My blood simmers. Talking is fine; but they’d better keep their hands off Cal.
She’s had one… no scratch that, five too many drinks, and I can see in the soft droop of her eyes that she’s far too drunk to make good choices. I’m not here to be her hero, but I’ll be someone’s villain if needed. 
I’m grateful her friend appears to be the responsible one. She’s only had one beer, and now is sipping on water.
For the most part, the four guys keep it respectful. One of them leans over the table and snags a chip from the basket that’s been sitting there untouched for the better part of half an hour.
Calista says something, and her friend points a finger at the guy, probably telling him to fuck off. They all laugh, shoving each other playfully. But then one of them makes a stupid move, and I find myself wondering if this place has cameras.
He rests his hand at the curve of Cal’s shoulder, fingers edging toward her neck. She tries to swat him away, but he insists on staying too close. I keep myself in check—until she tries to pull away again, and he still won’t release her.
Then she hits him. Not a slap either; that firecracker goes straight for a closed-fist, jaw-cruncher. The guy barely staggers back, probably more stunned than hurt. I’m edging out of my chair the moment his hand goes for her arm. 
This is exactly why I’m here. Villain it is.
When Cal’s friend stands up and hurls the rest of her water in the guy’s face, one of his buddies grabs her wrist.
The screech of my wooden chair scraping against the floor is drowned out by the blood rushing in my ears. I weave through the crowd of onlookers until I’m just a few steps away from them, and that’s when her chartreuse eyes lock onto mine. Her mouth opens wide, but I can’t quite read her expression. For some reason, she shakes her head, almost pleadingly.
“Don’t!” she screams.
A little too late for that, unfortunately. I was ready to produce some violence with Ken, but this feels much more productive of my time. 
Grabbing the one that has her in his grip, I yank him back and grin, just as my fist collides with his nose. 
In the movies, people hesitate to react, scream out “what the hell, man” and “who are you”. That shit doesn’t happen in reality. It’s why I’m prepared for the punch coming straight at my face. 
I take a step back and dodge the hit, grabbing onto his wrist just as my fist makes contact with his elbow at the perfect angle to pop it out of place. He screams and before he can gather himself, I take his shirt into my grip, then slam my forehead into his nose. 
I grip his dislocated arm and pull him forward, using his momentum against him. Just as he reaches the point where I can strike, I deliver a swift kick to his knee, sending him crashing to the floor alongside his friend.
I’m so tunneled, all I see are the other two squaring their shoulders to me. I don’t hear shouts or worry about anyone else, just the other two ready to fight. 
Raising my hand, I gesture for them to come at me. The moment one begins his swing, bright blonde hair comes into my view. 
The tunnel vision shatters, and the world snaps back into focus. Calista stands defiantly between me and the approaching man, forcing him to halt. But in my moment of distraction, I feel an arm wrap around my throat, yanking me backward. The surge of rage inside me triples at the contact. I swing my elbow back hard, connecting with his ribs, feeling the satisfying crunch.
“Let go of me!” Cal shrieks. 
When I look, one of the men has grabbed her, but not to drag her off. Instead, he roughly shoves her against the table, and her head bounces off the surface. I’m grateful her friend is there to support her from falling to the ground.
“Get her out of here!” I growl, and throw my head back, the one holding me grunting as I make contact.
Her friend doesn’t hesitate, puts Cal’s arm around her neck, and ushers her away.
“No, no, wait! Wait! You can’t!” she argues, but I’m now focused where I need to be, and not having to concern myself with her. 
Now it’s time to retreat into the one place I know best—where violence is both my catalyst and my shield. It’s what I’ve relied on for the past twenty-eight years, shaping me into who I am.
Screams erupt, pleading for this to end before it spirals further out of control, but these assholes have put their hands where they don’t belong, and they clearly had no intention to stop, and neither do I. I’m more than ready to match their energy.
One of them swings a fist at me, but whether he’s drunk or just clueless about how to fight, his move is awkward and easy to dodge. As his shoulder brushes past my chest, I drive my knee hard into his stomach, and a loud “oof” escapes him as I shove him into the nearest table.
A punch connects with my cheek from behind, but it only grazes me, doing more damage to my ear than anything else. I snap my elbow back, landing a solid hit on his mouth and hearing the satisfying crack.
Another guy lunges from the front, but I counter with a fist right between the eyes of the bastard who threw Calista. His nose erupts in blood, spilling down to his chin like a crimson river.
Just as I start to relish the chaos, a punch comes from my side, hitting me in the temple. God, does it feel good. I roll my shoulders and grin, but my excitement is cut short by a loud bang that sends everyone shrieking and scrambling to escape.
Wonderful. Just fucking wonderful.
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Calista


My head hurts, and I get the sense I’m floating. 
After being dragged out of the bar, I’m pretty sure I blacked out for a moment. Flashes of the car ride flicker in my mind, and I distinctly remember telling my best friend I have the hots for my step-uncle. I definitely need to have a chat with her about that.
I can’t quite piece together what happened or how I ended up in bed, but at least I’m back in the cabin. The comforting scent of Ronan surrounds me, easing my anxiety. Everything feels hazy except for the moment he burst in like Batman to rescue me. He looked furious—at me! What could I have done to earn that look?
With a groan, I force my eyes open. The room is dark, and the bed feels different. It’s still uncomfortable, but as I shift, I realize it’s much larger than the twin I’ve barely been able to roll around on.
Just then, the door swings open with a loud bang against the wall, and I gasp involuntarily, the sound echoing in my ears. My movements are sluggish, but I finally sit up and quickly understand why the bed feels strange and Ronan’s scent is so strong: I’m not in my room. Oh god, did I crawl into his bed when I got home?
He stands before me, his shoulders rising as he takes a deep breath. His hands flex into fists at his sides, and for a brief moment, I’m scared he might want to hurt me. Is he here to punish me for getting so drunk that I punched some guy and made him come save me?
I can’t even remember why I threw that punch; he must have said something that pushed me over the edge. That was the catalyst for everything. 
If Ronan is here to teach me a lesson, I guess I’ll be his willing student.
“What are you doing?” he asks, his voice a deep, shadowed abyss, heavy with emotion too tangled to unravel.
My heart races so fast I swear it’s going to run straight out of my throat. “I didn’t… mean to. I-I’ll leave.” 
I toss back the covers and immediately grab them once again. All of my clothes are gone, and while I should be surprised, I’m not. I normally find myself naked after a night of drinking, especially when I’ve stupidly become too drunk.
He tilts his head and my body heats like a fucking oven put on full power. 
“Move the blanket.” When he commands me, I become a puppet, each word a string that pulls me into action. Without a thought, I obey, sliding the sheet aside. I’m exposed, bare—no panties, nothing.
A deep, thunderous chuckle rumbles from his chest. “Spread.” 
I’m either going to die of a heart attack or a stroke, because my brain can’t keep up with my body’s response. I’m pulling my heels toward my ass and opening my legs before I can tell myself to stop. 
This is so wrong, and not because he is my stepfather’s brother, that isn’t it. I can’t do this with him, but I don’t want to deny myself anymore. 
“What a beautiful cunt you have, and shaved…” If it weren’t for the open curtains letting in the moon’s light, I’d not see the hunger in his eyes. He strides toward me, and I feel bumps cascade down my body, my heart leaping and flipping around my throat. “Little slut wanting to get fucked by her uncle, huh?” 
Holy fuck. 
My lips part, but all that comes out is a whimper. I want him to stop calling himself that, but I can’t deny that I do want to fuck him. No, I want to be fucked by him.
“Calista.” I fall back onto my elbows as he says my name, and I don’t understand why hearing it from him has such a powerful pull on me. “You are glistening and soaking my sheets. Tell me, baby girl, what do you want?” 
I secretly love that he calls me that, but I will deny it until the day I fucking die. 
“Hurt me.” The words slip out, tinged with a hint of regret. Why did I say that? I usually don’t ask for pain until I’m sure they won’t leave. Though, inevitably, they always do. “Please… Ronan…”
He pulls his shirt up and over his head, tossing it off to the side before unbuckling his belt. Taking a step to the edge of the bed, I stare at him through my spread legs. I’m so fucking wet, and my pussy aches with the thought of him devouring it. I want him to bite and suck and fuck every place he is willing to touch.
“Desperate little thing, aren’t you.” As if it’s a question, I just nod. “I will, that is a promise, not a threat.”
My body shakes, and it only intensifies as he drops his pants. The moment I drop my gaze to look at his cock, he tuts. “Eyes up, baby girl.” 
I sharply suck in a breath and hold it as he climbs onto the bed between my legs, coming up toward my face. He hovers over me, so fucking close I can feel his steady breathing against my sensitive skin. His nose barely keeps from touching my cheek as he moves to my ear. 
My pierced nipples harden to the point where all I want to do is rub them against his chest for some friction. The desperation to close my thighs, to squeeze them to get any relief is so agonizing that I moan out softly as a plea.
His breath fans against my ear, causing my hair to tickle against it. “You want me to hurt you, just like you’re going to hurt me?”
My breath catches and before I can react, his hand is around my throat, shoving me down onto my back. This isn’t gentle, nor is it for pleasure. My ability to breathe is immediately cut off, and I reach up to push him away. However, he has full weight on me, actually suffocating me.
His knees kick my ass as a pressure slams itself into my center. The burn of his entry has tears springing to the corners of my eyes, but it’s the lack of air that has my body heating.
“H-Help!” I cough, and spit trails from the corners of my lips, sliding down my cheeks toward my ears.
“Help you?” he breathes as he rams into me, and I’m incapable of registering how he feels inside of me, his size, width—nothing. Everything is turning black, and a tingling sensation envelops my neck and soon, my eyes.  My vision is darkening from the edges, and I claw at his arm, attempting to breathe.
“R-Ronan… please… no…”
Gasping.
Fighting.
Nothing is working.
Oh my god, he’s going to kill me. 
He leans down to me, and with the coldest tone, he whispers, “You deserve to die for what you are doing.”


A scream rips from my throat as I jolt upright in bed, hands clutching at my neck while my feet kick, sending all the blankets tumbling to the floor. My skin prickles, and I scoot back until I hit the cold, wooden headboard.
I’m panting, struggling to catch my breath, but at least I can breathe. My chest rises and falls sharply in front of me, and I pull my knees up, curling into a ball.
It takes a moment to steady myself, but finally my breathing falls to a regular rhythm. It was just a nightmare—a creation of my own mind—but holy fuck, it felt real. My body aches as though I’ve sprinted a mile. I’m sore, exhausted, and my temples throb with a pounding headache.
When I’m finally able to peel myself away from the ball I’ve curled into, I reach for my phone and see three new texts and a missed phone call. All of them are from Gene:

MISSED CALL: GENE-VEE


Gene-Vee:

I just got home. You passed out quick, girlie

We also are going to talk about… Ronan? I’m not sure if I spelled that right. Going to be honest with you, he is so fucking hot but if he really is your uncle, let’s diagnose that before jumping on that train

No judgement though, I’m here to support you. Step-uncle fucking or not.


I drop my phone and glance out the window, relieved to be in my own bed. The sun is starting to rise, casting a soft glow, but my head is pounding with a brutal hangover. I shift uncomfortably, because despite the fact that Ronan was trying to kill me in that nightmare, there is dampness between my thighs. 
Would he really talk to me that way if we were intimate? I don’t actually want him to choke me to death, but everything else about it has me chewing on my bottom lip. 
I know I can’t go there. There’s too much at stake, and no matter how much I want to drop to my knees and beg him to suffocate me with his cock, I won’t.
It's like I'm finally connecting the filthy thoughts I've had about my hot-as-hell step-uncle with what happened last night, and suddenly a wave of panic hits me. 
“Oh shit!” I shout, grabbing a nightgown to cover my bare body before rushing out of the room.
His door is cracked open, and I ease it further, moving as quietly as I can. The first light of dawn spills into the room, but his bed is empty. I don’t linger, heading straight to the bathroom next—just as empty.
Heart pounding, I dart out and rush into the living room. Nothing. Then I burst into the garage, slamming my palm against the light switch. It’s pitch black and he’s nowhere to be found, along with his bike. I’ve never known him to park it anywhere but in here.
Oh… Oh no… 
Something catches in my throat, making it impossible to swallow. Every bone in my body shakes as my mind races over what could have happened. He got into a fight. He’s a convicted felon... What if the cops showed up? What if he was hurt and ended up in the hospital? Or worse—what if he didn’t even make it there and he’s lying in a morgue somewhere?
My hungover, dramatic brain latches onto that last thought, imagining him zipped into a black bag, tucked into a cold metal drawer. I slap my hands over my mouth, a muffled sob escaping as the image burns into my mind.
You did it anyway. You did hurt him…
Cry… just cry…
Brain… please… 
I'm shaking as I turn back into the house and hurry to the guest room. Snatching up my phone, I start a frantic search. 
‘Bar fight, Maple Falls’—nothing. 
‘Maple Falls bar brawl’—nothing. 
‘Maple Falls + Ronan’—still nothing.
Immediately, I pull up the local hospital’s number and call their reception line at the ER. 
“Good morning, thank you—”
I don’t let the girl finish. “Hi, I’m calling to see if someone was admitted last night. Ronan Byrne.”
“Can you spell that for me?”
“R-O-N-A-N, B-Y-R-N-E.” My hands are shaking, and I can’t believe how worried I am. 
“Please give me a moment,” she says before the phone cuts to music. Taste by Sabrina Carpenter plays and I nearly scream. How could she put me on hold? Do I not sound frantic?!
The music ends. “Ma’am?”
“Yes—yes I’m here.”
“No one by that name was admitted here. Would you—” I hang up and start searching for the police station. There’s only one in this small town, and the thought of him being there terrifies me even more than the hospital.
Just as I press the dial button and raise the phone to my ear, a hand wraps around my wrist. I gasp, and the moment my phone slips from my fingers, it’s caught mid-air… by Ronan.
As soon as I hear “Maple Falls Police Department,” I suck in a sharp breath.
He puts the phone to his ear. “Misdial, sorry.” Then ends the call. 
If he weren’t holding onto me, I might actually collapse. Every inch of my skin feels like it’s on fire, fear pouring out of me. I’m sick with worry while he just stands here, calm as ever, like nothing even happened.
A bruise is darkening on his temple, and there’s a fresh cut along his bottom lip. But I can’t take in much more because I’m locked onto his eyes, desperate to read whatever they’re telling me. They look tired, maybe even worried? I can’t quite tell.
“You’re awfully loud for someone who drank as much as you did,” he groans, stepping closer and nudging me back. I’ve been pacing by the side of my bed while making those calls, and when the mattress presses against the backs of my knees, I lose balance and drop onto it, sitting down hard.
My chest rises as I stutter, “W-Where were you? Your face… are you okay?” I have my chin lifted to keep my eyes on his face, and not at his bare chest. 
A sigh escapes his lips as he places a hand on my head, gently turning me around to face the window. There’s not much room between the bed and the wall, but when he nudges me forward, I notice a blanket and pillow on the floor.
“You were breathing weird when I came in,” he says, releasing my head. I just stare at the makeshift bed on the floor—I’d looked right past it without even noticing when I woke up. “So I slept there the last few hours to make sure you didn’t die.”
After a beat, I turn back to him. His eyes, heavy with exhaustion, meet mine. “Water,” he demands. “Drink some. You’re capable of walking, so you can take care of yourself. Take Tylenol, eat a slice of pizza, and go back to bed.”
He lifts his hand, fingertips tracing a slow line down my neck. The touch is gentle, but it terrifies me because when a lion stalks its prey, it’s slow… deliberate. Just like his caress. “Don’t hit anyone ever again, Cal, do you hear me?” 
My bottom lip trembles, and I suck it between my teeth. 
“I’m more than happy to be your violence.” 
Then he turns and walks out of the bedroom, the slam of my door echoing behind him like punctuation to the silence he leaves. I’m left sitting here, unsure of what I’m feeling. Attraction? Fear? Self-hatred?
I think all of them are tangled up in me right now, and the mix makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Damn, girl, I thought you’d be out for at least seven business days.”
I groan outwardly through the phone. “Shut up, Gene.” 
She giggles cutely.
I slept for another seven hours, which doesn’t shock me with how badly I felt. Both mentally and physically. 
“I called so soon because I wanted to let you know I’m fine and ask exactly what happened after you dragged me out last night.”
I’m sitting on the dock down by the lake, my feet kicking water onto my bare thighs. When I walked out of the house, Ronan was still asleep—or at least, he was still in his room. His door was closed, and his bike was parked out front, which told me he hadn’t left, at least.
“Well…” She hesitates, and I’m curious why. It isn’t like she figured I’d not ask, right? “You basically told me that the guy that came up to save you like you were some damsel in distress was your step-uncle. Eamon’s brother, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Then when I got you into the car, you told me…” Her hesitation has my cheeks heating.
“Oh no, what did I say?”
When she clears her throat I can hear the laugh that’s hanging from her lips when she says, “That he made you call him daddy and you liked it.”
“Noooo!” I drag out the word and throw my head back, cursing myself and hoping some god smites me so I can be taken away from this world. “Was it the time he recorded it?”
“Wait… recording?!”
I hunch forward and rub between my eyes, pinching my nose and groaning. Damn it, Cal, what the fuck? 
“Uh, no?” That’s bullshit and she knows it, and calls me out for it. 
“Liar, liar, panties on fire,” she coos before bursting into laughter. 
“Kill me now, Almighty One.”
“Always so dramatic. Anyway, I brought you into the house and you directed me to put you into his bed, but I know better. So I put you in the guest room. I knew that was yours because the master smells like amber and fucking sexy male testosterone.” I can’t help but giggle. “Did he come back to the cabin? Is he okay?”
Sighing, I nod, even though she can’t see it. “Yeah, he came back but he’s a bit scratched up and bruised.”
The soft ‘ooohh’ from her side makes me chew on the inside of my cheek, shaking my head in disbelief. “Are you going to patch him up? You know, heal his wounds? That’s my favorite trope, Cal.” 
This girl reads too many books. I’m more of a movie gal myself, but she loves to sit me down and explain all the depravity she reads. I’ll admit, if I had the attention span, I would read the ones she tells me about. 
Masked men chasing some girl into the forest? Yes, please. 
An obsessed guy fucking his girl while she sleeps and shoving his fingers into her pussy to keep his cum there? A dream. 
“No, he demanded I go back to sleep and went to his own bed.” I’m going to leave out that he slept by my bed to make sure I didn’t die. That makes my stomach fill with butterflies, because that right there could get a girl pregnant.
“Damn, well… alright. Let’s move this back a step. He’s your uncle.”
“Please, Gene, he is my step-uncle. Plus, that’s pretty loose of a term. I never took Eamon’s last name. I was twenty when he married my mom, and he hasn’t asked to adopt me.” 
Gene literally says “hehe” and I roll my eyes because not only is that so stupid, but it’s cute. 
It still doesn’t change the fact that my mother is married to Ronan’s brother. I’m sure society would still consider him my uncle, but as my best friend keeps talking, I’m grateful to have her support. 
“I say go for it, at least for nothing else but a solid fuck. I don’t even need to talk to him to know he would take you to another planet, Cal,” she swoons. Her words fall into a dreamy state as she continues, “I know you have interesting tastes, and maybe this one will fulfill them.”
“Or think I’m a fucking freak like the rest,” I plug in quickly before she can go too far into this fantasy. “They all think that, even the ones that say they’re into it.” 
“Masochism isn’t uncommon, babe.” I love her so much because, honestly, I need to hear that every now and then. “You enjoy what you enjoy, and no one should judge you for it.”
I remember the first time I asked a guy to choke me to the point I was going to pass out, and he laughed at me. Then when he determined I wasn’t joking, he got up and left my apartment, before proceeding to ghost me. I’d told my last boyfriend I wanted him to fuck me while I was sleeping, that I was going to take a few extra sleeping pills so I wouldn’t wake up… that only ended in him telling me I needed to get help. He actually made a call to a psychologist and booked me an appointment. 
Sighing, I smile and say, “Thanks, Gene. I know I can always count on you to make me feel normal.”
“You are anything but that, however, I love the fuck out of you for it. If you decide to let your uncle fuck you—”
“Please, stoooop!” 
“Let me know. I’m curious if he is pierced, and how big his dick is. I read this Vampire book where the MMC had an eleven-inch cock. The girl was a champ, thank god she healed.”
I can’t help but bellow out a laugh, my breasts almost spilling out of my bikini top from the intensity. 
“Love you, bestie,” she coos.
“Love you too, sweet cheeks. Thanks for the support. I’ll talk to you later.” 
“Byeeeee!” 
Hanging up, I set my phone behind me and inch closer to the edge. The lake isn’t exactly warm, but the heat of the day makes the cool water bearable. I hadn’t planned to swim—just wanted to soak up some sun and add a little color to my skin. But now that I’m here, I kind of want to.
Humming softly, I lean forward and slip into the blue waters. The coolness tingles against my hot skin, enveloping me completely. As I resurface, I toss my hair back, gathering it in both hands. Kicking my feet to stay afloat, I pull it into a ponytail.
As I wade out from the dock, my mind drifts back to my dream. I still can’t believe I dreamt about him… actually, it was more of a nightmare…
“You want me to hurt you, just like you’re going to hurt me?”
I don’t want to hurt him… Is this my brain trying to warn me, telling me to step away while I still can? 
I should at least save one of us.
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Ronan


AGE 23

“You are the kind of heavy that isn’t worth carrying, Ronan.” 
I take another shot, the liquor stinging more than her words. 
“Are you even fucking listening to me?” The crack of her palm across my cheek makes me drop the glass in my hand, the sound of it shattering echoing as the bar silences around us. “You destroy everything you touch, you know that?”
I tap on the wooden bar top, trying to get the attention of the brunette bartender. She just stares at me, so I scoff and bang my fist on the surface, making her jump. 
“You cheated on me and you’re just going to stay silent! What is your fucking problem?!” The hit to the back of my head makes me groan, and I drop my forehead to my forearm. I close my eyes and begin counting backwards from ten. “Piece of shit!”
I don’t cheat because I don’t do relationships. 
She was nothing more than a hole I dragged into my bed far too many times. It’s not my fault she got attached. I’m not here to argue about what I am or what I’m not. I don’t give a single fuck about how she feels—or about anything, really.
I’m numb. 
Six hours ago, my mother was buried. I found out through an online article. Since getting out three years ago, I’ve searched weekly for any news about the family I still have alive. This week, unlike so many others, something finally showed up. 
‘Joanna Ann Byrne leaves behind her husband and son…’ 
I threw my phone, not having the heart to see the singular ‘son’ comment. Even now, I don’t understand how I became the one shunned by my family. I’m a product of their own making. I didn’t ask for any of this shit, and now in my mother’s obituary, I’m not even mentioned. I know she wouldn’t have wanted that, but with my father being the hateful asshole he is, it doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.
A grip on my shoulder, one I know that isn’t coming from Samantha, pulls me from my own fucking misery. 
Turning my head, I see her brother standing there with his chest puffed out, eyes blood shot with anger. Or, maybe he’s drunk, who knows. 
I’m an idiot for getting sexually involved with a Mafia Princess, or whatever she likes to call herself. 
“You fucked with the wrong girl, Byrne,” he seethes, and accompanying his words, is spit. 
I can’t go back… 
Around him is his posse, and I can see the smug smile on Samantha’s face as though she’s won this little tiff that we are having. Honestly, I have no clue what is going on because I’m about six shots of tequila and a beer in, but fuck it, if they want to fight I’ll take it. 
“You’re lucky Papa didn’t send his men to protect me,” she says, and as I look around, the bar is clearing out. The power of a Cheshire is quite incredible. I wish I had that. To snap my fingers and boom, something happens. 
I’ll get there one day, maybe. If I’m not dead first. 
The first punch lands square to my cheek, sending me tumbling off the barstool and right to my ass. A groan falls from my mouth as I spit out blood across the dirty floor.
“Get up!” one of his friends says as I grab hold of the bar and pull myself to my feet. 
Sucking in a deep breath, I blink a few times to settle the room around me.
“I should’ve fucked your ass and then your mouth… put shit right where it belongs, cunt.” I lean in and slam my fist into Samantha’s brother’s nose. He stumbles, and in come his friends.
Being drunk during a brawl is not ideal, because I feel like I’m in a broken movie reel. One moment I’m landing a punch, and in a blink I’m hanging over the bar with someone smashing a bottle across my head. 
I blink, and I’ve got one of them pinned to the ground, blood pooling from an open gash in my arm. The next, I’m fighting to get up when a wooden chair is smashed against my shoulder. 
Suddenly a scream pierces my eardrum, and I shake my head, trying to clear it. The world spins between twos and threes before finally settling on a single image. What I see is straight out of my nightmares.
A broken beer glass that had been shattered now lays embedded into Samantha’s brother’s neck. I’m straddling his waist, breathing erratic, as he grabs at it and attempts to pull it out. Blood from the point of impact gushes out, and he gurgles something that I can’t quite understand. 
I blink again and again.
I can’t go back. 
Releasing a breath, watching his eyes slowly fade into darkness, heat builds up in my nose. A weight I’ve come to know too well pulls heavily on my shoulders. 
I’m going to go back.
I’m sorry, Mom… Hopefully I’ll be seeing you soon.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sound of the shower pulls me from my fucked-up memory, and when people say “I remember like it was yesterday”’ I understand it. It was so vivid, I swear it was happening in the present and I wasn’t dreaming. Last night at the bar really felt too familiar. I didn’t even make that connection until I was driving home. 
Someone had shot off a gun which scattered the crowd. The guys who’d touched Calista didn’t stick around in the parking lot, and despite the hit to my head, I managed to drive the three miles back to the cabin—wobbly but in one piece.
After ordering Cal to eat and go back to sleep this morning, I crashed into bed and passed out. I should’ve taken something, maybe eaten or drunk some water, but all I needed was to lie down.
The sun is high above the cabin, but its orange rays still spill into the room. I can’t help but wonder why Cal is taking a shower in the middle of the day.
Throwing the sheet off, I climb out of bed and stretch my arms high above my head, nearly touching the ceiling. I drop them immediately when a sharp pain shoots through my right rib, vibrating through my spine. I move one hand to it, poking around. Nothing’s broken, just bruised.
I groan and look at the bathroom door as the water turns off. I’m curious if she was smart enough to—
“Fuck!” she whisper-shouts, and I get the answer to my unasked question. “Why doesn’t he have multiple damn towels in here?” There isn’t a linen closet in there, what the hell does she expect?
My towel is hanging over the shower, and I wonder if she’ll use it. I step closer, leaning against the wall beside the door and close my eyes as I listen to her.
There’s some shuffling, followed by the sound of cloth being dragged. I’m pretty sure she sniffs the towel, though she could just be breathing.
“Why does he smell so good…” Nope, she definitely sniffed my towel. When she groans, I can't help but smile.
Weirdo. 
I hear her footsteps approaching the door, so I square myself to face it just as it opens inward. The sheer terror on her face makes my cock come to life. Then she lets out a loud, unfiltered scream. When she tries to slam the door shut, my foot catches it, keeping it propped wide.
As she registers that it’s me, she places a hand over her chest and closes her eyes, breathing in slowly to steady herself.
I give her a moment, and once she’s centered herself, her face morphs to anger. “Why the fuck are you just standing here in the doorway?! You scared the living hell out of me!”
Her eyes slowly shift from mine, down to my bare chest. She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, holding it there as she hums softly. 
“Heard you talking to yourself,” I say, leaning against the doorframe, blocking her from leaving. “Is that my towel?” 
We need to discuss last night, but when we are both fully clothed. Her drinking like that is going to get her in trouble, and I won’t always be there to save her ass. 
She turns a shade of pink, like a dusty rose—exactly the color of her lipstick the night of the dinner with her mom. It complements her lime green eyes perfectly. I won’t lie, I enjoy seeing it happen. Embarrassing her is going to constitute half my personality while I’m here in this cabin.
“Why don’t you have more than one in there?”
I huff out a short laugh. “I’m one person. Why didn’t you bring one with you?” Leaning down slightly, I tilt my head. “Still a bit hungover?” 
Shaking her head, she takes a step back from me. “No, I just… didn’t think about it. Can I go now?” 
My gaze drags to her shoulders where she has the scattered flowers from arm to arm and across her collarbones. They are bright, and stunning on her alabaster skin. I’ve been curious if she has any more where I’ve not been able to see. She has some on her legs, notably my favorite one: the snake, but what about her stomach, sternum—fuck, I’m just curious about what she looks like naked, let’s be honest.
“You can,” I finally answer after a moment of pause. “But my towel stays here.”
Her chest rises, and I look at how said cloth is being held around her large breasts. She has it tucked, wrapping tightly under her armpits. One tug and she’s bare for me. Just the thought of exposing her, hearing her gasp and watching her become more flustered, almost has me giving in.
“Absolutely not.” She attempts to move to my side, but I take up the entire doorway. “Move!” The shout is cute, nothing compared to her actual terror just moments ago when she opened the door. 
I shake my head, and she bares her teeth. “You were so sweet earlier for staying beside my bed.” Her words cause me to pause. Did she call me sweet? “Now you are being a fucking asshole. Move! I’m not getting naked in front of you.” 
Was that act of not wanting her to die ‘sweet’? Her breathing was so erratic, and I started to worry she might be having a nocturnal panic attack. Ken used to have them when he first got booked into prison, and I became all too familiar with how to handle them because of him.
When she woke, I stayed quiet, just watching to see if she could pull herself out of whatever was happening. She’d been mumbling my name while she slept, but I wasn’t about to tease her. I think I was hurting her—especially since she screamed for help and told me ‘no’.
“Drop the towel, Cal, and I’ll let you go.” 
She crosses her arms in defiance. “Stop, Ronan. That isn’t happening. I’ll touch you if you don’t move.” The threat may as well be a knife to my throat. 
“Do it and I’ll bend you over that sink, take the towel anyway, and spank you while you watch yourself drool.” 
When she uncrosses her arms, my heart beats quicker, pounding hard against my chest. Her hand reaches out to me, and my jaw ticks. “Baby girl, I do not make threats.” 
“Move.” Her fingertips move to my chest and my nostrils flare. I can feel the heat of her skin nearing mine.
“I make promises. The answer is no, do not touch me… you will regret it.” 
I don’t take my eyes off of hers, and when she swallows, her palm presses against my chest. 
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Calista


His eyes darken, and I know I’ve fucked up.  
Why did I do that? I know better. Damn it, Calista. 
My heart leaps into my throat, and it feels impossible to dislodge it. Every part of me trembles as his gaze slowly shifts to my hand, which is literally cupping his chest. The nipple piercing presses against my palm, and I swallow roughly.
Some delusional part of me thinks my touch will be different. That whatever ailment he has doesn’t apply to me. Maybe, instead of following through on his threat, he’ll grab the back of my head and smash his lips into mine.
But that would mean giving me something beautiful, something perfect—something I want, just for once. A fantasy that will only live in my head.
He moves so fast that I don’t even have a second to grab the towel before it’s thrown to the ground. The motion pulls me closer to him, and when my bare chest crashes into his, I gasp. His skin is so hot, and he feels so right, and all I want is to have every ridge of his perfect body rubbing against mine.
But I don’t get a single moment to savor the closeness before his hand is at the back of my neck, making me hiss through my teeth. He pulls me back, and suddenly I’m in the position he promised. My breasts press against the cold marble countertop, goosebumps instantly spreading across my body.
The way he handles me is far from gentle. He drags me further up, my thighs hitting the edge of the counter.
“Ronan! Stop!”
He grabs my wet hair after releasing my neck and pulls my head back. The burn in my scalp has me panting, and no matter how I push up on the hard surface below me, I don’t go anywhere. He has his elbow of the hand holding my hair pressed into the middle of my back, pinning me.
When my eyes spring open, I look through the mirror at him. He’s staring down at my ass, and as he wets his bottom lip, my thighs quiver. I attempt to squeeze my legs together, but not because I don’t want him to see. I need to feel anything between them. This is so fucked up, but I would be a lying bitch if I said my clit didn’t want as much attention as his eyes are giving me.
“Such a fine ass you have, baby girl.” He peers through the mirror, right into my eyes. “Too bad it’s going to have welts from your disobedience.” 
“Stop! Don’t!” 
He narrows his eyes at me, and as he pulls my head back further, he leans over me. I can feel his cock against my hip, and a moan slips involuntarily. His opposite hand that isn’t keeping my head up, rests right at the curve of my rear.
“You deserve to be punished, Cal,” he whispers into my ear. His chin, rough with a five o’clock shadow, grazing against my shoulder as he pauses for a moment. “Say the word ‘no’… and I’ll stop. This is your out, and I’ll let you run your naked ass to your room.”
When he shifts his head beside mine and locks eyes with me through the mirror, my lips part, releasing a soft whimper. His grip on my hair remains firm, and I know I should say ‘no’. The word should escape me, I should stop this… 
“What you did last night was reckless.” He turns his head to face me, his forehead pressing against my temple. “Then, right now, you touched me when I told you not to. Say no, so I can give you the courtesy you didn’t give me.” 
“Let me go! No, no! Mom! Mom! Help!” 
Tears spring to my eyes and I suck in a shaky breath before closing my mouth and deciding to stay silent. 
“You know you deserve it.” He leans away from me just as I nod. 
I do… 
“Say you deserve to be punished.”
“I-I deserve it.” The urge to shut my eyes is so overwhelming that I almost can’t keep them open as the first hit comes. The slap lands with a sharp, pointed crack that cuts through the air. The sound doesn’t echo, but my scream does.
Another slap follows, and I clench my teeth so tightly that my jaw aches almost immediately. Then another, each one landing on the exact same spot. The burn beneath his palm is sharp, and though I know it’s impossible, I swear I’m bleeding.
He swaps cheeks, and smacks it so hard my back bows, my mouth falling open as I try to wiggle free. When he lifts his hand, I try to move, shift, run away, anything. But he holds me in place and smacks even harder, right in the same spot. 
A moan falls from my throat, and I suck back my saliva.
“Cry for me.” He shoves me further onto the counter, my cheek pressing hard against the mirror as he spanks me again. This time, it isn’t in the direction that hurts, but an upward motion that makes my ass bounce. “Go ahead, I want to see how beautiful you are when you do.” 
I have no words—my body craves more, and so does my mind. I’m so messed up. Maybe they’re right; maybe I really do need help.
He hits me once more for the purpose of pain, and my eyes go wide as the burn tears right through my spine. I’m trembling, my legs numb from being pressed so hard against the counter that breathing has become difficult. Nothing is physically constricting my chest, yet I’m struggling to pull in air.
Tearing me back, he wraps his hand around my throat, not applying pleasure, but squeezing enough to keep my head straight. I watch him stare at the side of my face, the one not stricken with tears. 
“Don’t touch me without my permission, Cal, do you understand me?” 
My chest heaves as I nod. “Y-Yes.” 
He leans in, his tongue tracing along my jawline and sliding up to the corner of my lips, quite literally licking the drool from my face. That’s when I feel something firm pressing against my skin. I’ve seen him talk countless times… Does he have a tongue piercing? 
“I’d have loved to taste your tears, baby girl, but I guess your drool will have to do.” 
He leans away from me and steps back, finally releasing me. My legs tremble as I scoot from the counter and turn to face him. I move my hands up to cover myself, and he tuts. “Why hide?” 
Shame… though not for what he did, but for enjoying it.
I box myself in, pulling my arms around me and dropping my head. 
It’s impossible not to see how hard he is, his pants are thin enough I basically can see the lining of the head of his cock. He enjoyed hurting me, and any sane person would be scared.
Not me, because why would I be considered sensible at this point.
“Go, Calista.” His words are as sharp as his hits were, and I instinctively flinch. “I won’t say it again.” 
That is a promise, and with it, I run out of the bathroom. When I cross the hall into my bedroom, I feel free. Even if I am in a smaller room. I slam the door behind me and immediately drag my fingers along my stomach, straight between my thighs.
I barely need to apply any pressure to push between my soaked slit, and the moment I touch my clit, I slide down and fall onto my sensitive ass. It shoots me with such a horrid pain that when I roll my two fingers against my throbbing bud, I’m immediately at the precipice of my climax. 
My toes curl as I hike my knees up, my head hitting the door behind me. With the pain and pleasure searing through my body, I bite my lip to muffle the moan as I come so hard my own touch begins to sting nearly instantly. 
I tear my shaking fingers away from my pussy, but keep my legs spread. My breathing is erratic, my skin on fire and flushed. Everything around me spins, and I’ve never felt so completely out of control—yet so alive—as I do right now.
My cum drips down my ass and to the floor as I sit here, trying to get myself together. Shutting my eyes, I release a shaky breath. He might be the death of me, but I’d embrace the grave willingly if it means feeling like this until my heart finally stops.

      [image: image-placeholder]Two weeks have passed, and he hasn’t said a single word to me. No “good morning”, no “hello”—absolutely nothing. I don’t even know why he’s ignoring me in the first place. And as for me? I can’t bring myself to say anything because I’m so mortified that if he brushed me off, I might just throw up from the embarrassment.
I’m a strong, independent woman. I make good money and know how to take care of myself. But ever since Ronan walked into my life, I’ve found myself wanting to let my guard down. I want to be cared for, fought for, and to feel all those warm, fuzzy things Gene always talks about.
I’ve never really had that, not even with past boyfriends. Sure, they could wine and dine me, but they never fought for me. If a guy hit on me, I was the one snapping back and telling them to fuck off. They also never knew what I needed, and most of the time my hard days came with them questioning when my period was going to start. 
Suppose I’m basically saying I need a man, not a boy.
I want to stop fighting my own battles with the demons of my past. And deep down, I know that if I trusted Ronan, he’d take on that fight for me, just like he did at the bar. Maybe he’d do it more to indulge in his own thirst for violence than for my sake, but I wouldn’t care—as long as I could finally be free from the weight of my pain.
It’s so selfish of me, for more reasons than one. I really should stop hoping for anything more than being his roommate. We’ve been in that cabin for nearly a month and a half, and not once have we reached that heated point, that moment when we both finally stop resisting whatever this is between us.
Even if he would just let me touch him, I think I could die a happy woman. 
I’m not entirely sure what it is about a guy that doesn’t want to be touched that makes me want to touch him more. 
I’m so fucking delusional to want someone like him and think that he’d even consider somebody like me. I’m literally his step-niece. I really need to get over this, focus on the renovations, get my insurance money, disappear before my past comes knocking, and completely forget about hot-as-fuck Ronan.  
Ugh. 
I lean forward and bang my head against the steering wheel. Once, twice, three times, before I slump against it, letting out a long, frustrated groan.
Thunder cracks, and I jump. Summertime storms here are brutal, and I can’t stand them. Right now, I wish I were home, wrapped in the quiet comfort of Ronan’s presence. He wouldn’t even need to touch me. Just knowing he’s there, sitting in the garage, would make me feel safe—as if no storm, no past, nothing could reach me.
A prickling sensation rises around my cheeks, a pressure building behind my eyes, but there’s no release. It’s like I’m sinking deeper and deeper, with the weight of everything pressing down on me. I want so badly to cry. I’ve talked to my therapist about it, but she says I’m subconsciously holding myself back. It isn’t true. I know something is wrong with me—mentally and physically—and I’m tired of people implying it’s somehow my fault.
Another thunderclap slams across the sky and I jerk back, letting out a scream that echoes through the small car. I punch the horn, holding it down as the blaring sound fills the office parking lot.
Breathing slowly, I force air into my lungs, then let it out, releasing the last of the scream. The people leaving their workplaces stare at me, and I almost flip them off out of pure rage. Fuck them. I’m sure they scream out in frustration too, but they’re choosing to do it behind closed doors, in the comfort of their own solitude. Not me. I’m doing it out here, exposed to the world.
I pop the car into drive and head out of the city. My mother asked me to stop by the next time I’m in town, but I can’t. I don’t have the mental capacity to face her right now. Part of me wants to spill everything and the urge is so close to the surface, I feel like I might just let it slip.
I hit the highway when I hear something strange under my car—a rattling sound. But I don’t slow down. I glance behind me. There are several cars trailing me, and when I look ahead, a dozen or so more scattered along the road. I intentionally left later to avoid traffic while also hoping to avoid the thunderstorm that’s clearly overhead.
I change lanes, moving into the furthest right, and slow down. Something black in my rearview mirror catches my attention. A sedan is right behind me, too close for comfort.
My heart starts to race. The rattling under the car gets louder, sharper, almost as if it’s matching the pounding in my chest.
I test the waters, swerving back into the second lane from the right. To my utter fucking dismay, the sedan follows me.
No…
My bottom lip trembles as I look at the screen on my dash. I tap it a few times, pulling up the phone app and pressing ‘R’. Ronan’s name lights up in front of me, the only contact I want to call right now.
My hand shakes as I press his name and hear the phone ring. 
Why would he answer your fucking call, Cal? 
It rings once, then his voice cuts through the silence. “What’s wrong?” His tone is laced with worry, and I can't fathom why. Maybe it's because I've never called him before, or maybe it’s something else entirely. Whatever the reason, the butterflies in my stomach fight for dominance, adding to the nausea already swirling inside me.
“Cal?”
“R-Ronan. Where are you?” My eyes flick behind me, the car still tailing me.
“The cabin, you?” I can hear him grab a set of keys. “It sounds like you’re driving. What’s wrong? Talk to me.” 
“I hear this weird rattling under my car,” I start, shifting back into the slow lane as I pass an exit. I’m not sure what to do. If I pull over on the side of the road and that car is really who I think it is, I may never get back into my car. But if I take an exit, I could get into a more public area, maybe even somewhere safer.
But they don’t care. They’ll do whatever they want, even if the police were watching.
“What’s it sound like?”
“Metal hitting the ground.” The sound of his motorcycle revs, and I whisper a ‘thank fuck’. 
He groans. “Okay, and—” 
“Ronan…” I cut him off. “I think someone’s following me.” When he doesn’t respond, panic surges through me and I rush to explain. “I’m sorry—” My hands start to shake, and I backtrack. “I-I think so, they’ve been changing lanes with me. I-I could be overthinking it…” 
“One moment.” He goes silent again and I hear a click, then tires pulling up dirt. “You there?” 
“Yes.”
“First, tell me where you are. Are you going southbound on the highway?”
“Yes, I just passed Delmar,” I respond quickly. “I’m not losing speed, nothing has happened to the car.”
“Look at your gas.”
When I do, my blood runs cold. My knuckles go stark white from how tightly I’m gripping the wheel. I’m down to a quarter tank, and I just filled up this morning.
“Baby girl, breathe. How much gas do you have?”
My stomach churns as I struggle to pull in a breath. “A quarter,” I manage to whisper, the words barely escaping. 
“Fuck!” he screams, and the intensity in his tone doesn’t help my frantic heart. “Listen to me, why would someone be following you?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Liar. Liar. Liar. Liar. Liar.
“Calista, now isn’t the time to keep anything from me. Your safety—”
“Ronan, I don’t know!” My voice elevates, and I shake harder than I already was. I hate lying, but I can’t tell him. Just like I couldn’t tell him about that night.
“Okay, okay…” He sighs, and I’m now just realizing that his voice seems like it’s slightly echoed. I must be in his helmet, but I don’t hear any outside noises. “Listen to me. I need you to breathe. I cannot have you having a panic attack on the highway. Let me hear you breathe.”
I struggle at first, but after his gentle “shh” I manage to steady myself. I breathe in and out, finding a rhythm. 
“There you go,” he encourages. “That’s it. I’ve got you. Now, keep breathing and give me a moment.” I don’t think I’ve ever felt safer in my life, and he isn’t even physically here. My heart swells and aches with how he treats me, even though I don’t deserve it.
After a moment, the phone begins to ring, and I suck in a sharp breath.
“No longer ghosting me, Ro?” I recognize the voice that comes through the line. “I’m still mad at you. Ditching me for pussy that night, I swore we were closer than that.” 
For… pussy…?
I shouldn’t feel anything other than fear, but my stomach tightens. A pang of jealousy rushes through me, and I’m not sure if the numbness has always been there, or if it’s this moment that makes me feel it now. 
“Ken, Calista is on the line. Shut the fuck up and listen.” 
“Oops, my bad.” He sounds sheepish.
I swear my ears are bleeding with how hot they are. 
Ronan groans. “Someone is following her. She’s going to come to you. You’re closer than I am.”
He hums. “You got it.”
“Have Amy outside waiting for her.” 
Pussy… Amy? 
“I’ll have the boys ready, too.”
My bottom lip trembles. I don’t want to go anywhere but straight to Ronan. Nowhere is safe… but he is. I crave his violence—against me, against them, against the world for what it’s done to me. 
“Baby girl, listen to me, I’m going to hang up the phone—”
“No!” I scream, my voice cracking as I take in a shaky breath. “Don’t leave, just stay until… until I get there, please.” 
“I cannot focus on driving at top speeds while worrying what is happening on your end. I have to focus or I’ll crash.” I drop one hand into my lap, drawing it across my work pants to get rid of the sweat that has piled in my palm. My eyes flick to my rearview, the black sedan still right on my tail. “I’ll be right there, I…” 
Every fiber of my being shuts down at his pause. 
“I’ll come for you, don’t worry. Ken, give her directions and keep her fucking safe when she gets there. I’ll be there in twenty.” 
Then I hear the line click, and his friend's voice comes through loud and clear.
“Alright, doll face, where ya at?”
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Calista


I’m shocked I haven’t thrown up yet. My eyes keep flicking between the road and the gas gauge, watching it slowly drop from a quarter to an eighth. When the red light finally pops on, warning me I'm low on fuel, I feel like my heart could stop.  
Ken has been talking to me like I’m a child—not in a condescending way, but gently, giving me steady reassurance that I’m doing great and that I’m almost “home”. It’s strange hearing him call his place home, but I’m not about to argue.
I took the exit he mentioned about three minutes after Ronan hung up, and I’ve found myself in a residential area, one totally unfamiliar. Mobile homes line the street, their yards unkempt, metal gates barely high enough to keep in a wandering child. Dogs bark as I pass, but no one’s outside. This place feels odd—isolated, almost misplaced. It’s settled in the middle of a forest, yet the atmosphere is as barren as a desert. 
“You should see a yellow house with a white fence, turn left there.” I take the last turn when I feel my car beginning to sputter. Holy fuck… I would have never made it home. I would’ve still been on the freeway. 
“There you are.”
As I glance in my rearview mirror, the black sedan slows, its tires turning as if it’s about to follow me down this street. My pulse spikes, but at the last second, the wheels correct and it keeps going, disappearing down the road I just turned from.
I must have been breathing this whole time, but the second I start to hyperventilate, it feels like I’d forgotten how.
“Blue house,” he says. “Pull up, Amy will bring you in.” The call then abruptly ends.
Redirecting my gaze forward, I see three people standing outside. None of them are Ronan or his friend. One of them is a woman, whereas the other two are men. 
My car rolls up slowly to the front, and somehow I manage to throw it into park and jump out, though I have no idea where I find the strength. The moment I look at the house, memories I’d buried, that I’d hoped would stay hidden forever, crash over me in a flood I can't control. 
“This ain’t no place for a little girl, Jasmine.” 
“Go fucking after them,” the girl—I’m going to assume Amy—screams, causing me to jump and look at her. “Stop staring at her and go!” 
My focus stays on her as they scatter off. The sound of motorcycles revving echo before tires screech with their departure.
I blink, taking in the woman standing before me. She’s beautiful. Her bright red hair falls just to her shoulders, framing her face in a sharp, confident cut. She’s tall, probably six feet or even a little more, and her light brown eyes are fixed on me, scanning me up and down with an intensity that’s almost unsettling.
And in her hand—oh my god—a shotgun. 
“You alright?” she asks, and I wet my lips, nodding my head. Her gaze trails to her shoulder where the barrel of the weapon rests, and then she smirks. “Don’t worry, the gun isn’t for you. It was for those pricks if they dared turn down our street.” She takes a step to me. “My name is Amaranta, but my family calls me Amy. Come on, let’s get you inside.” 
I remain rooted to the spot, my hands clenched tightly at my sides, not daring to move or say anything. Then, her arm slips gently over my shoulder, breaking the tension.
“He’s got himself a little lamb I see,” she says, her tone unexpectedly soft, almost warm. There’s no trace of the hard edge she’d used on those two men just moments ago.
“I… would like to wait outside for Ronan.”
“Ro will kill me if I let you stay out here.” She sighs softly, guiding me toward the house. The place has the same wire fencing as the other homes around here, but the yard is noticeably better kept. I catch signs of a dog—patches of grass that’ve browned and a few scattered toys left out. Somehow, these small details make the place feel a little more welcoming, a little warmer. “If they come driving by, I can’t have you in any danger, sorry.”
Swallowing roughly, I nod.
As we reach the driveway filled with several cars, I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder at my own car, parked awkwardly at the curb. The house feels too familiar, even though I know it isn’t the same one. Still, that creeping unease lingers—the kind you get in a place you’re not meant to be, exposed among strangers.
When the metal security door creaks open, Ken steps out, his face lighting up with unmistakable relief. Somehow, that look is enough to settle me a little. He makes this place feel different from the others, like it might actually be safe here. 
His voice is steady, reassuring as he says, “Thank goodness. You listen well, doll face.”
“I think I’m going to call her little lamb,” Amy says, passing me as though I’m a drink or object, off to Ken. “Gonna grab Cedric to look at your car.” She looks up to Ken. “Get her some water.” 
Her gaze pulls back to mine briefly, and she gives me a head nod before whistling. “Cedric, get your cock out of your hand and get outside now!” 
Ken’s hand on my shoulder is steady as he directs me down a narrow hallway into an open living area. The tan carpet, worn and stained in places, sprawls across the room, grounding the space that’s cluttered with mismatched couches in faded shades. Oddly, it feels fitting, adding a sense of warmth I hadn’t anticipated. I half-expected stale air, but instead the room hums with life, filled with the faint scent of cigarette smoke, lingering barbecue, and an air freshener well past its prime.
He leads me further into the house, navigating around the random furniture, and past walls blanketed in photos that blur as we move. I can’t focus on any of them; I’m too dazed to catch the details, but the sense of family and memories here is unmistakable.
The kitchen comes into view now. Brown cabinets line the walls, and white countertops match the appliances—it's almost identical to the cabin’s kitchen before it was torn apart. My gaze lands on a large, round dining table that feels oversized for the space, crammed with seven seats around it. I realize I’ve likely only met a fraction of the people who live here. Then my eyes catch something unexpected: a booster seat tucked among the chairs.
“Sit, Calista, I’ll get you some water. Are you hungry?” It was going to be dinner by the time I got home, but the last thing I can think about right now is food. 
Shaking my head, I sit and slightly huddle forward. 
“Water it is.” 
I dig out my phone from my back pocket and place it onto the table, looking at the screen that only has a few social media notifications. I want to call Ronan so badly, to ask where he is and to hear him tell me that I’m going to be okay.
A glass slides across the table, and I can’t help but chuckle at it being a worn-down cartoon cup. “Need to do the dishes, sorry, you’ll be sharing with Mia.”
“That’s my favorite.” A young girl’s voice pulls my attention downward. Her bright hazel eyes that are slightly slanted stare straight up at me. Black hair that’s cut right at her shoulders bounces as she crosses her arms. “Don’t take it.” 
“I… won’t. Can I use it while I’m here?” My voice lowers, as though I’m afraid to be too loud. 
“Yes, but only if you tell me your name.” Her lips pout out, as if I’d tell her no and she’s ready to argue with me. 
“Calista, but my friends call me Cal.” 
A wide smile spreads across her face, lighting up her eyes. “That’s such a pretty name. Alright, you can use it.” She winks, making me feel a little more at ease in this unfamiliar place.
I mirror her smile as I take a sip, feeling a little bit of my guard drop. She pulls out the seat next to mine—not the one with the booster seat—and I find myself wondering if there are more kids here. 
“How old are you?” I ask, honestly so grateful for this distraction. 
“Ten.” Not that she looked anything like Ronan, but my stupid heart needed confirmation of it. He was in prison for the past fifteen years and couldn’t have a kid then. 
Shut up, Cal… 
“You?” Mia asks.
“Oooold,” I joke, which gets a giggle from her. “Twenty-seven.”
“So ooold,” she mimics, and it’s my turn to laugh. As I take another sip of water, she asks boldly. “Are you Daddy’s girlfriend?” She leans against the table, her elbows digging into its surface, chin resting in her palms.
“Who’s your dad?” Not that I need to get clarification, I’m no one’s girlfriend here, but I’m curious at the very least.
She points over my shoulder, and I turn to see Ken looking for something in the empty living room. When I look at her, she’s got a very cheeky smile. 
“No, I’m not.”
“Then who?”
“I’m no one’s girlfriend, Mia. Just… a friend.” 
Her eyes narrow, and I already know this girl has seen a lot. She can read me, or this situation. How can a child be giving me a look of weariness. “You got Daddy and the family running around like chickens with their heads cut off. A lot for a friend.”
My lips part to speak but a loud bang makes me jump. The front door is flying open, the sound of a helmet dropping. 
It’s when I hear Ronan call for me. “Cal?!” 
I’m slowly moving from my seat and coming to a stand.
“Uncle Ro-Ro!” Mia shrieks.
Her calling him has his head turning in our direction, and nerves return at how angry he looks. He’s a lion caged, and finally let loose, now looking for the men that captured him in the first place. I don’t take my eyes off of him, and although it feels like time doesn’t exist, he doesn’t pause. 
Even as Ken tries to stop him, he brushes past and heads straight for me. My hands instinctively reach out, hoping he will grab for me and allow me to hold him back. I’m craving that comfort from him more than anything.
But I know better, and just as he is in arms reach, I pull back on instinct. He doesn’t hesitate to grab me, because it’s okay that he can touch me. I just can’t touch him.
His hands cup my face, turning me side to side. “Are you alright?” His voice carries concern, but beneath it, there’s a simmering rage. I’m not sure who it’s aimed at, but even if it’s me, I don’t care, because finally I'm safe.
I nod, just as he tilts my head up to have our eyes meet. 
“Use your words, Cal. Are you okay?”
“Y-Yes. I’m alright, thank you for coming.” My eyes flick between his, and I quickly bite on my cheek to stop myself from shaking. “Thank you for sending me here…” I lean into his hands, silently hoping he’ll close the gap between us and let me rest against him.
His chest expands, and when he glances down between us, I shove my hands behind my back. His head tilts slightly up as a heavy, worn sigh escapes him. He places a hand behind my neck, pulling my forehead to his chest. 
His heart is racing—no, it's thrashing, like it's trying to break free.
“Thank you…” I murmur and sink into this moment.
It feels as if I’ve just finished a good, long cry. I remember how it felt years ago, and the relief that followed. My body feels lighter, my mind quieter, and the emotions that nearly overwhelmed me on the way here are fading. A calmness washes over me, as if every bit of tension inside me has been swept away. It’s a strange mix of exhaustion and peace, one that makes me never want to escape, not while I’m here.
I’d fallen into such a place of peace I hadn’t recognized his opposite hand had snaked under my arm and was resting at the small of my back. He has me closer than we have ever been, and I want so badly to return this feeling of care he is offering me. 
I won’t, because I don’t want him to let me go. 
After a long moment of silence, he finally says, “No need to thank me.” His head rests against mine. “I’ll always answer when you call…” 
My heart jumps and butterflies kick box in my stomach. 
I swear he is going to say more, but instead, our moment is broken by Mia’s sweet voice. “Uncle Ro-Ro? You didn’t even say hi to me…” 
A soft laugh that I can just tell is forced brushes against my cheek as he pulls away from me. He looks down at Mia with a genuine smile.
“Hey, sprite.” 
As she leans in for a hug, I nearly put my hand down to stop her, but I know he can do that. Except, he doesn’t, and she embraces around his hips tightly with a long ‘Mmmm’ that only ends when she releases him. 
He places a hand onto her head. “Go check on Murphy, I think they chained him in the backyard. Cal likes animals, she’ll be fine.” 
Mia giggles, turns and heads right out the door in the kitchen, screaming, “Here, boy!” at the top of her lungs. 
Ronan takes my chin into his hand and redirects my attention back to him, just as I hear footsteps approaching us. “I want to revisit the question from earlier. Who would be following you?”
Damn it. 
The gentle moment we shared is gone. I want to go back, to have him stay with me instead of stepping away and letting Ken join us. The urge to beg him to hold me again is so fucking strong that my chest tightens, and I have to wrap my arms around myself to stop from reaching out for him. 
“It was just an instinct I had,” I say, looking away from him when he releases my chin. 
“Boss,” a man says, but I don’t look up to see them. “Fuel line was snapped. It’s risky to weld it, best bet is to get a new one and replace the entire thing.”
“Get it done.” I’m surprised it’s Ronan that speaks. It’s only then I peer up at him. He still has his eyes on me, and under his heavy gaze, I just know he doesn’t believe it was purely instinct I ‘think’ someone was following me.
“Great instincts, doll face,” Ken says with a laugh, then addresses his friend. “Sent the boys after the car, ain’t back yet but I’m sure when they are we can speak with them.”
“I’ll get the part ordered but won’t be done for a few days.” When I shift my gaze behind Ronan, it’s a boy likely no older than I am, with bright blue hair and grease all over his shoulder and face. “I’ll fix it right up, Barbie, don’t worry.” He catches me staring and gives me a wink. 
As if sensing the slightly flirtatious remark, Ronan steps between him and I.
“Thanks, Cedric,” Ken says. “Ro, we are about to order some Chinese food, stay for dinner while we wait for the boys.” 
His chest rises as he takes a deep breath, and I’m shocked as the back of his hand comes to brush across my cheek. He drags it back and brushes my hair behind my ear, then releases a heavy sigh. It’s in this moment his strong façade cracks and an expression I’ve never seen encapsulates him.
Sadness.
“Hang with Mia for a bit, baby girl. I’ll just be out front, okay?” 
I want to argue and ask him to not leave, but I don’t cling. He wouldn’t leave me here if it weren’t safe.
“Okay… thank you again, Ronan. I’m sorry for all this trouble.”
Ken cuts in before he can say anything. “No trouble at all, but now you owe me double.” He sounds like he’s joking, but Ronan doesn’t laugh, just turns away from me and heads toward the front door.
Sadness… Oh, Ronan, please let me in…
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Calista


I've always loved kids. Any time the topic came up in conversation, I could easily picture them in my future. But after spending the last three hours with Mia, that hope feels even more certain. 
She’s absolutely adorable and talks non-stop. I don’t know much about ten-year-olds, but she seems way smarter than I expected.
When dinner came, she insisted I sit beside her and her baby cousin—the one who needed the booster seat. His name is Dylan, though she calls him Lin. She mentioned that his parents left him with her dad because they couldn’t raise him right. My heart broke a little, but Mia’s smile reminded me to focus on the bright side.
It was clear that Dylan was loved by everyone, from Ken and the guys with the various hair colors to Amy, and even Ronan in his own way. He kept sneaking the little boy fortune cookies until Ken noticed around the third one.
Even though Ronan didn’t laugh or smile at everything that had the table bursting into laughter, when he did, it was glorious. I don’t know why seeing him break from his stoic shell sends such a rush of serotonin through me, but it does. With tattoos from his neck likely down to his ankles, a hard-set jawline, and full lips that rarely show emotion, he’s the definition of unapproachable. The kind of person you’d instinctively avoid rather than seek out for comfort.
Hard on the outside, and just as hard on the inside.
But I’ve broken through that barrier a few times. After I was attacked, when he stayed by my bed after the bar to make sure I was alright, and again today. The look in his eyes when he first saw me was intense, like he was ready to set the world on fire for hurting me.
I don’t deserve that but damn, I want to. I want his protection, even though I know I shouldn’t; it could put him at risk of far worse than just going back to prison. He shouldn’t have to bear my burdens, and maybe I should be the one saving him, not the other way around.
Seeing him let his walls down here at the dinner table makes my heart sing. I love the side that pinned me to the counter, but I’m drawn to this one, too. He’s not two-dimensional—he’s a man of many layers, stitched so tightly together that unraveling him will be painful, but I know it will be beautiful when he’s fully revealed.
I'm beginning to fear more what he’ll uncover beneath my sheets than anything I might find beneath his.
I’m bent at the waist hugging Mia after the evening has settled. 
“Will you come back?” she asks as I pull away and stand. 
Humming, I look to my side at Ronan who is talking with Ken and everyone else. “The boys” as he calls them—Cedric, Lux, and Emilio or Em for short—all look at him like he’s their role model, an idol they’d only ever seen on TV but are now finally meeting in person. All smiles and joyful laughter, and I can see that they struggle to not touch him, unlike Ken. 
Ronan said he’d tell me about them chasing the car later. I asked about Amy in passing, but he just gave me a strange look so I immediately deflected, saying it didn’t matter.
I won’t be bringing her up again. Honestly I don’t want to know, and I’ll just pretend I don’t care about whatever he might have done with her.
Yeah, right. Just thinking about it now makes my stomach hurt.
“We will see. I’ll talk with your uncle.” Mia grins up at me, and I wonder how she would feel if I told her that I was technically her step-cousin.
As I turn to face the group, it’s Cedric that’s coming over my way. His hand running through his blue hair. “Barbie, I’ll make sure your car is back to you by next week.”
Doll face, Barbie, little lamb. So many nicknames and they’ve only known me for a few hours.
I shake my head, offering a smile. “Don’t worry, take your time. I appreciate everything you’re doing for me. It goes without saying I owe you guys big time.” 
When he grins, I worry for a moment that my comment sounded suggestive. But before I can dwell on it, he lets out an “oof.” I glance down to see his hands covering his crotch, and Mia pulling back her fist. 
“Keep your eggplant away from Cal.” 
I let out a huff of a laugh and look up at Cedric whose face has turned a bright red and is stepping away. Through a strained breath, he says, “I—wasn’t—oh my god, where’d that strength come from?”
“Me.” Ronan’s voice carries a thunderous edge as he rounds Cedric and opens his hand down at Mia, who gives it a smack with her own. “See you, sprite.” He turns his blue eyes on me, and gestures his head to the door behind me, but doesn’t say anything.
“How?” Cedric’s playful wheeze has me barely holding back a laugh.
“I told you.” I look over at Mia, who is play-boxing the air. “You should’ve come as often to see Uncle Ro-Ro as we did. Even through the glass he…” Her words trail off and my heart wrenches. 
I’m not allowed to settle into the dismay when Amy shouts, “Come back around, and bring the little lamb.”
I look up at Ronan who doesn’t turn back to them, but I do and offer a smile. “Thanks again, everyone.”
“You got it, doll face.”
“See ya, Barbie,” Lux says with a grin. “Aye, Ronan, don’t be shy about bringing that pretty face back.”
I can’t hold back my laughter this time, especially as Lux continues, “I ain’t talking about Cal. Been gone for fifteen years, we’ve missed that scowl of yours.” He kisses in his direction, and once again I’m hit with such a gut wrenching feeling I actually trip on the small metal lip of the door frame. If it weren’t for Ronan grabbing my elbow to steady me, I would’ve fallen out the door.
He left them when they were still kids. None of them appear to be older than thirty, which means he didn’t see them graduate high school, didn’t see so much of their life because he was in prison.
I need to know how they all came together. He indicated he met Ken in prison, but if he knew the boys before, how? I want to know him so badly it actually physically aches. 
And the fact that he met Mia while in prison—for her to call him “uncle” having only known him from behind glass—he has to realize how incredible that makes him. Right? 
As we head down the driveway, I can’t help but notice that he hasn’t let go of my arm and I’m not about to draw attention to it. 
“Please tell me you’ve ridden a bike before.”
A low, nervous groan slips through my tightly closed lips. He only sighs and releases my arm, and suddenly it feels ten times colder where his touch had been. My body feels uneasy, already missing the warmth of his contact.
When we make it to his motorcycle, I stare down at it. It’s sleek, all black with a white stripe, just like the jacket he shrugged on after dinner. As I look up to him, I’m not entirely sure why he is pinching the bridge of his nose. 
I look back at his bike, then to him again.
Realization washes over me. 
“Why would it make a difference if I’d rode on one?” I sound nervous, but internally I’m screaming because I’m going to have to hold him. 
“I’d have you ride pillion with the rear grips,” he says as he steps forward, tapping on the back of the seat where what looks like railings reside. 
“Fucking shit.” He doesn’t even attempt to hide his disapproval.
Alright well, now I feel like total crap. I’m well aware it isn’t just me he doesn’t want touching him, but damn, he couldn’t look more upset by the prospect. I drop my chin to my shoulder, looking away as he comes to terms with what we are going to do. 
“I can order an Uber…” I mumble, not truly wanting him to hear me, but feeling I should at least give that out as an option. 
“Speak up,” he barks, and I immediately wrap my arms around my waist. “I—damn it, sorry.” A thunderous growl comes just before he grabs my chin and directs me to look at him.
“Why…” I ask softly. “Why can’t I—”
“It’s not you.” He swallows roughly and releases a heavy, weighted sigh. In a much gentler tone, he asks, “What did you say just a moment ago?”
I roll my lips together, reluctant to repeat myself, but his eyes are commanding, and I know if I keep hesitating he’ll demand it with his words. “I said I can order an Uber.”
“No.” He immediately dismisses the idea. “That’s unnecessary.” He glances back at the house, but I keep my gaze fixed on him. The hard set of his jaw tightens, and I’m pretty sure I hear him mutter “Sort it out” though I can’t be entirely sure.
He turns back to me. “Cal, riding a bike is dangerous. Trust is so important, and I can’t lose control because you don’t listen to me.”
I stay silent, pressing my lips together as I stare into his stunning blue eyes. They sharpen, and I watch his pupils contract, as if adjusting from darkness to light. 
“You will sit on the back of the bike, give me your hands, and I will put them where they will stay the entire ride. Do you understand?” 
“Yes,” I say while nodding. “I promise.” 
He takes a deep breath, his nostrils flaring. 
“I’ll take things slow…” I’m such a slut, because the urge to tell him I don’t need it slow has me swallowing down the words before they spill out. “And I’ll take the backroads, since this will be your first time.” 
He sets the helmet down on the seat of the bike before shrugging off his jacket. I take in his frame; strong and undeniably masculine. He’s lean and toned at every visible place, and even the simple motion of removing a piece of clothing has his arms flexing, veins visibly pulsing beneath his skin. The black shirt he’s wearing is slightly oversized, not tight by any means, but god, I wish it were.
He steps closer and drapes his jacket—which is far too big for me—around my shoulders. “Rocks can fly up and cut you,” he says. I slip my arms in, letting the warmth of the leather settle against my skin. The moment it envelops me, I’m hit with his scent, and despite myself, I sigh in relief.
After zipping it up, he grabs his helmet and gently slides it onto my head. It’s warm, infused with the familiar scent of amber that I now associate with him. Though it’s already dark outside, the visor makes everything nearly impossible to see. It’s only when he flips it up, adjusts it, and secures the strap under my chin, that my vision clears.
I lift my gaze to his. “Thank you,” I say as he moves to situate himself on his bike, kicking up the stand and gestures for me to sit behind him. “Aren’t you worried? You know, no helmet, and the rocks?” 
There’s no hesitation to my movements, and I swing one leg over, sliding right up against his back. I can see his shoulders tense for a moment, then relax. 
“I’ll be fine.” I don’t entirely believe him, and it has nothing to do with the lack of safety for himself.  
When his hands come down by his hips and gesture for mine, I place my wrists into his grasp. He pulls me forward, and my chest squishes against his back. God, he is so warm even through his jacket I’m wearing, and if it weren’t for this fucking helmet, I would be having a hard time not nuzzling against him. 
He places one hand across his chest. “Grab onto my shirt.” I do as he commands, and as my other is guided to the opposite side, crossing my arms at the wrists, I grab on. 
“I’m going to lean forward, do your best to stay close without moving your hands. However…” He pauses, as though fighting with himself on even saying the words. “If you feel like you're going to fall, grab onto whatever you need to stay with me. You understand?” 
I don’t say anything, just nod.
“I hate when you do that,” he says while revving the bike to life.
“What?” I shout, the sound reverberating around in the helmet.
“Just nodding in agreement. I like to hear you. Now, do you understand, Cal?”
My cheeks burn. “I understand.”
“Good girl.”
Instant clit tingles.
As soon as the bike starts moving, I press myself closer to him. I understand why he had me cross my arms now, because the moment we surge forward, my chest lifts off his back. My arms pin me in place, but I quickly adjust, pulling myself right back against him.
As we take our first turn, my instinct is to lean in the opposite direction, afraid I might tip us over. But instead, I go pliant. I let him take control, moving with him and letting go of the worry about what might happen.
He takes it with ease, and as we are upright again, I release a heavy breath I’d held through the turn. 
“Don’t worry, baby girl, I’ve got us. Relax.”
“Okay…”
I squeeze tighter, not from fear, but from sheer selfishness. My thoughts drift to getting my car back, and how badly I don’t want that. What I want is this—jumping onto his bike, wrapping my arms around him, and letting him take me wherever. Even if that’s nowhere at all, just for the ride.
I want him so badly, and I don’t know if that makes me crazy or pathetic, but I’m done caring. It’s such a one-sided attraction, but maybe that’s for the best. He’s forbidden to me, and I just wish there was a path where it didn’t have to be that way.
We never go too fast, even though I swear he’s pushing top speeds at times. When I glance up, the visor of the helmet lifted, it’s so dark I can’t see a thing. I wonder if that makes my nerves feel less frayed. If I can’t see what’s out there, why should I be afraid?
My ass is starting to go numb, but I don’t complain. I haven’t said a word since he comforted me, assuring me that he wouldn’t let anything happen to us. He hasn’t tried to start a conversation, but I guess that makes sense. Bugs probably aren’t his friends, and he’s kept low the entire ride. Hopefully the small ‘window’ in the front helped with that.
Far too quickly, the paved road turns to gravel, and I know we’re pulling up the driveway.
I want to beg him to turn around and do another lap, to never go back to the cabin. I want to disappear somewhere with him, even if it’s just him dropping me off where no one can find me and then leaving me there. The thought stings, but it feels more like a reality than the idea of him staying somewhere with me.
The garage door begins to open, and the soft light spilling out into the night makes everything feel just a bit more final. As we come to a stop, he kicks out the stand and leans the bike. I haven’t moved my hands, and while it isn’t cold outside, my fingers feel stiff from holding on so tightly.
Just as I’m swinging my leg over, his hand grabs my hip. “Steady, your legs may feel weak for a moment.” He’s right, and I’m cautious as I step over to the weight bench to shake my leg out like I’m some dog. 
I slowly shrug off his jacket while he gets off, kills the bike, and walks over one of the benches where he grabs a towel. After wiping his face, he untucks his shirt. 
Then his head falls back, and he releases a frustrated sigh. Without looking, he slams his hand against the garage door opener, and it starts to close with a slow, metal thump, thump, thump.
My heart races as he turns his head toward me and asks, “Who is after you, Cal?”
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Ronan


Her lips part ever so slightly in the middle, and I’m a fucking fool for this woman. Damn her and everything she’s done to me since meeting her.  
I’ve spent the last two weeks ignoring her, hoping to get her out of my head, but all it’s done is screw me over even more. When she touched me in the bathroom that day, nothing felt more right, and it terrified me. It still brought up the anger and pain of my past, just like it always does, but none of it felt like it was aimed at her. I didn’t want to hurt her in ways she hasn’t already been begging me for.
She pisses me off with this damn secret bullshit, and I’m between spanking the fuck out of her and biting her lip until she bleeds into my mouth while I kiss her. 
I feel my nose twitch. “I will not ask again, and you will not fucking lie to me, Calista. Do you understand me?”
When she wets her lips, she shakes her head. “I can’t, please…”
Running my tongue across my teeth, I shake my head. “Who is he? Who are they? Is it the same person that hurt you that night when you came home bruised and disoriented?” I fire off the questions fast, so much so, she’s blinking rapidly as if clearing some haze I’ve put her into. 
Her lips stay closed, and as she takes a step back, I laugh with no amount of humor behind it. “Where you going to go, baby girl?” 
“Ronan, I can’t tell you.”
“Why?” I demand, advancing toward her. The garage doesn’t offer much space, cluttered with gym equipment, my bike, and random things from the house. There are two narrow walkways, and I’m blocking one of them. She can run if she wants, but I know her legs won’t carry her far right now, and as I did before, I’ll chase her fine-ass down.
She just shakes her head, and I look away from her, running my hand up through my hair in frustration.
“If I tell you, what would you do?” I shift my gaze back to her, flexing my hand into a fist and then releasing it as she starts to box herself in. She does that when she’s scared—finding a way to shrink, to make herself smaller than she already is.
Unlike her, I’m not going to lie to her. I’m not going to keep my violence hidden. “Find and kill them.” 
“You can’t just do that, Ronan! This is one reason why I won’t tell you!”
My eyes narrow. “If I told my brother that someone was after you, do you know what he would do?” 
“Call the police—”
“Exactly. He would call the police. You know what they would do?” I ask more harshly this time. “Tell me.”
She isn’t afraid of what I will do because she wants that. I’m pretty sure my not-so-innocent step-niece is a glutton for punishment. Dare I say a masochist. 
Something is going on and it is both so plainly obvious yet completely hidden beneath layers of her carefully constructed facade. Her eyes flicker with secrets and deceit, and yet I would ignore all those red flags because I fucking want her. 
I want her so goddamn bad, it’s pathetic.
“Tell me!” I bark.
“Nothing! They’d do absolutely nothing, okay?!” Her voice equally raises. “Let this go…”
“No, I won’t. I can’t. I’m not good with my words, Cal. How I get my answers is with my fists.” Both her eyes and mouth go wide. My tongue clicks against my teeth and I shake my head in disappointment at her. “Don’t look so surprised.” When I step once more to her, she takes one back. “Do you think I’d hit you like that? After everything I’ve…”
She shakes her head. “I don’t think you’d hurt me, Ronan. I…” Even if she says the words, I’m not certain she even believes them herself. 
“I’d never hit you in ways you haven’t been dripping wet for, baby girl.” Her soft gasp would be cute if I wasn’t so pissed. “You know exactly what I’ll do to you to get the answers I want.”
“Stop,” she whimpers and takes several steps back, pressing against the garage door.
“Wrong word,” I croon. “You know, the one you never say to me because you don’t mean for me to stop.” Tilting my head to the side and letting it pop, I ask for the final time. “Who is hurting you? Who is after you, goddamn it!?”
“Why do you care so much?!” She elevates her tone louder than mine. 
I bare my teeth in a smile and shake my head. “You aren’t that fucking stupid, Cal.” 
“Y—” I cross the distance before she can get her sentence started and wrap my hand around her mouth.
“You can touch me with violence, you have my permission.” The moment the words come from my lips, her palm makes contact with my cheek. It’s awkward, because of our position, but the slight sting does put dots across my vision on that same side. 
When I look back at her, I whisper, “Good girl. Again.” 
The moment she tries for another slap, I remove my hand from her mouth and grab her wrist. She lifts her knee between my legs, and I throw my hips back, barely missing that painful attack. 
“Don’t pop those,” I shake my head and lean into her. “They still need to be in your mouth.” 
She grunts and pulls hard on her arm, trying to dispel my grip on her wrist. After a second, she gives up and throws her fist against my chest. It makes me cough slightly, and when she rears back another I catch it with my free hand, then hoist both of her hands up over her head. 
Her shirt hikes up above her pierced belly button, and I step into her. “Answer the question.”
“I can’t!” she wails, struggling against my grip, but I’ve got her in a solid hold. I know if I switch to using just one hand, she’d break free, so I let her fight for a while, letting her tire herself out. “You don’t understand, I can’t tell you!” 
“Why’s that?” I kick one of her feet out, and then the other before stepping between them. 
This domination has me at full attention, but that would be a reward I’m not going to give. Even if all I’ve wanted for the past two weeks was to tie her hands behind her back and cover this entire cabin in both our cum and sweat. I’ve imagined her tits bouncing in my face while she writhes on top of me, screaming out my name while coming all over my cock.
Her silence comes with less and less of a physical fight, and I take the opportunity to shift both her wrists into one of my hands. 
“I think you’re enjoying this, Cal. But this isn’t for your pleasure, nor is it for mine. You will tell me, right here, right now, or I will hog tie you and place Big Bertha up your ass.” 
She gasps. “H-How do you know about her?”
“Mmm,” I groan. “More worried about why I know about her than me putting it in your ass. Such a slut for pain, huh, baby girl?”
The whimper that falls from her mouth makes my cock twitch. She chews on her bottom lip, but when her eyes meet mine, I can tell she’s on the verge of saying something. So I stay quiet, allowing her the moment.
“I’ll tell you why, if you tell me why I can’t touch you.”
I roll my eyes and shake my head. “This isn’t give and take. I don’t need to give you shit for you to tell me.”
“Please…” 
Why does the way she beg make me feel so much lighter? I don’t get why it’s her, of all people, who has this effect on me.
I growl, “I promise you will begin using that word no if I tell you that, baby girl.”
“I won’t… I… I won’t.” 
I should want that—want her to stop trying to break through the barrier I’ve painfully built. I would’ve died happy never knowing a touch existed that I didn’t want to scorch and burn. One that wasn’t from a child. Mia. Dylan. Innocence. 
“Tell me why you won’t tell me first,” I say, but she shakes her head. I harden my gaze. “Unlike you… I’ve not lied to you. If I say I’m going to do something, I will do it.”
After a few shaky breaths, she closes her eyes. “Because I care about you. I don’t want you to go back to prison because of my baggage.” 
I tut. “Don’t care about me, Cal.”
“Too late.” 
My grip on her wrists loosens, letting her arms drop to her sides. I don’t step away, keeping the space between us nonexistent.  “Correct that mistake, because I promise you will only find heartbreak on the other end of this jagged road.” 
Her eyes that are turning red meet mine, and she shakes her head, but doesn’t comment. Instead, she says, “Why can’t I touch you?”
The slowing of my heart makes the air feel suffocating, as if I’m a fish out of water. Dying, helpless, unable to find my way back below the surface. 
“You’d detest touch too if you were only ten when people started placing their hands and body parts where they didn’t belong.” I’ve never seen Cal cry before, but as her face morphs into anguish, tears brim her lids, threatening to fall. “When the word ‘no’ fell on deaf ears. When the only people that were supposed to believe you, thought you lied. And the ones that were supposed to protect you, sided with the offender.” 
I step back from her, and she shakes her head like I’ve told her something so unbelievable that it couldn’t be true. 
Like I’m lying. 
I shrug my shoulders, never tearing my gaze away from her. “Care less, Cal. I’m so beyond being fixed like this cabin of yours, and don’t want to be.”
“Eamon…” She’s not listening to me. “Where was—”
“You asked me why I won’t let you touch me, and I answered that question. If you want another, you will tell me who is after you.”
She blinks, and those tears line straight down her cheeks. I’m sure they taste like defeat and so much fucking sympathy. 
I chuckle with my own disappointment.
“You care about me…” It isn’t a question, but I hum, just to edge her to continue. “Why can’t I care?” 
Now that’s a great question, but I won’t give her the answer. I know what caring about me leads to. Inevitably, I’ll end up back in prison or better, dead. There is a reason I’m staying away from Mia and my so-called family, because one of those is going to happen. There is no happy ending for someone like me. No fairytale where I end up with someone like Calista or really get anything that I want. It’s not in the cards for me, as sad as that is.
“You can’t answer that…” She bravely takes a step in my direction.
“Because I told you if you want me to answer any more of yours, you first have to answer mine. Who is after you, Cal?”
She shakes her head, and I am done with this back and forth. Turning from her, I move to the door, but she darts quickly through the opposite path, knocking into the workbench, scattering tools across the floor and feathers I’ve started to notice showing up here over the course of the last two weeks.
The moment she’s in front of me, I’m expecting her to try and grab onto me, put her hands onto my chest to stop me. Except she doesn’t. Instead she falls to her knees and… begs.
“They… they’re dangerous. I can’t have them hurting you, please, Ronan! Please, please… they… they’ll kill you.”
I tilt my head and bend at the hips to grab her chin. Roughly, I jerk her up to look at me. “Then I die, and I will be free. Who are you to tell me how I choose to go?”
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Ronan


AGE 9

I won’t survive this. He did it too hard, and I can swear the sky is getting closer and closer.  
“Eamon!” My shriek echoes across the backyard as I begin to plummet back down toward the trampoline. His laugh rings out, loud and manly, so much like our dad’s, and he’s only seventeen.
When I slam into the bouncy material, I go right back up, spinning before I’m coming back down again. He double jumped me too hard, and he knows better. If I get hurt, Mom will be so mad. 
After finally coming to a stop, I scramble to my knees and shoot my head up. My fake-scowl only has him laughing harder. “Be careful, you’re so much bigger than I am, Bro.”
“I need to toughen you up, little man.” Pretending like he's about to jump, I flatten myself to the floor. He lets out a villain laugh, and I giggle, rolling toward the edge. The mesh keeps me from falling off and the soft blue cushion feels like a gym mat, giving me just the comfort I need.
As I’m getting my bearings, I’m about to tell him to try again but less hard, when he suddenly looks down at his jeans. He shoves his hand into his pocket and brings out his phone. 
Of course… 
He puts it to his ear. “Hey, babe.” When he looks at me, he winks and mouths “girlfriend”.
“Which one?!” I shout, and he gives me that look of betrayal. I throw my hand over my mouth and laugh. 
“Yeah, I’m free, what you doing?” I watch then as Eamon slips between the mesh lining, jumps out, and walks up the patio to our home. 
I move to the middle of the trampoline and stare blankly at the glass door. Next year it’ll just be me, Mom, and Dad. Eamon is going off to college, so I really should just get used to playing by myself. I’ve got friends in little league, but it won’t be the same. I’m going to miss him, and I’m not sure how I’m going to deal with it. 
I jump down into the yard and watch Sammy, our Golden Retriever, come rushing around the pool. He stops in front of me, drops his ball, and barks. I rub his soft, golden coat and pick up the ball before tossing it across the yard.
The sound of the glass door opening pulls my attention, and out comes my dad and my uncle. 
“You watch the game on Sunday?” my dad asks, taking a drink of his ‘adult beverage’ as my mom likes to call it. I thought it was root beer one day, and boy was I wrong. Nasty stuff, I swore I was drinking gasoline. 
“Yeah, fucking Raider’s, man—”
“Watch your mouth, Uncle T,” I say with a smug smile. The two of them look at me, and my dad points his drink right at me.
“That’s my boy.” He then smacks my uncle across the back of the head. “Listen to the kid, or I’ll wash your mouth out with soap.”
Sammy is back, dropping the ball at my feet. I bend and grab it, hearing my dad say, “Shoot, left my phone inside. I’ll be right back, then we can start the barbecue up.” 
I toss the ball and watch as our dog goes rushing after it. 
My uncle steps up beside me, his hand resting at the curve of my shoulder and neck. “You got a good arm, Ronan.” His hand gently rubs my muscle, and I turn my head to look up at him. “You’ll be quite the man one day, just like your brother.” 
I smile, because that’s all I can hope for. To be like Eamon, the guy that gets the girls. The one that can play any sport and already has his entire life figured out.
When his hand moves to the back of my neck, he kneels down, his face coming slightly closer to mine than it ever has before. “I think you’ll be better than Eamon, though.”
“Yeah?” I ask, not really wanting that. I’ve never felt competitive, or the need to be better than my bigger brother. I want to be his equal.
“I do. When he goes away to college, I’ll make sure to fill in the space he leaves empty.” His smile is so genuine, and I can’t help but give him one back.
“I would love that, Uncle T.” 
He chuckles. “You’ll have to help me watch my mouth. Sometimes it can run amuck.” 
The glass door opens, and he stands up in front of me. I’m not entirely sure why but he doesn’t step away from me. I don’t think much of it because my brother told me that it just happens and it’s a ‘man’ thing. I just wish he wouldn’t have been so close so I could see it against the zipper of his jeans. 
It's fine, he probably didn’t know. 
“Alright, let’s get this party started!” my dad calls, which pulls my uncle from standing in front of me. 
Maybe it won’t be so bad that Eamon is going off to college and leaving me. I’ll be fine.
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It’s been three weeks since Eamon went off to college, and I miss him. My mom was worried already before he left how it would affect me, and now she’s talking about having me talk with someone because I barely eat. I’ve tried to, but it just doesn’t feel the same without him at the dinner table.
School has been hard to focus on, and I feel like I’m letting them down. I know I need to do better, not just for myself, but for my big brother. He wouldn’t want me to fall behind, and he promised he’d call whenever he could.
It’s Sunday so my uncle and their friends are over for the football game. They’re loud, but that’s to be expected, this is how it always is on game days. My mom drinks a bottle of wine, and I stay upstairs playing on my Sega in my room.
When I hear a knock at my door, I look up at the window. The sun is still out which means the game isn’t over. 
“Who is it?” I ask, pausing the game and getting to my knees from my stomach I’d been laying on.
The door opens and my uncle walks in. I smile and put down my controller. 
“Hey, kid, what are you doing up here alone?” 
“Playing games.” I sigh, and look down at my fingers, fiddling with the string of my pajama pants. I’d been in them all day, mom likes to call it ‘lazy day’, so no judgements for being in our jammies.
“They said you’ve been taking your brother leaving for college really hard.” He steps into the room and closes the door behind him. As I lift my chin, he’s looking around. My room is a mixture of my big brother’s stuff and my own. I have a goldfish, and nearly every inch of my wall is covered in superhero posters. There are a few bands here and there, but mostly Batman and the Fantastic Four. 
“Are you who they want me to talk to, Uncle T?” I ask, which draws his attention back to me. “Mom says I will become sick and is worried about me.”
“We all are.” His tone is gentle, dropping it lower as though whispering. “They did ask me to help you, but I’m not the one they want you to talk to. That’s someone else, a therapist.”
I get up off my knees and stand before him as he steps in front of me. He lifts my chin higher, giving me that warm smile he’s always had for me, ever since I can remember. 
“I don’t know what’s wrong, honestly. Everything just feels…”
“Empty?” He places his hand onto my cheek. “I remember your dad going off to school, it was hard.”
Swallowing, I nod. “Yeah, I don’t really… know how to handle it.”
He moves his hand to my shoulder and turns me toward my bed where he has me sit, then settles next to me. I’ve never felt uncomfortable around my uncle, but I do the moment his hand rests on my leg. I’m not entirely sure but it just feels wrong, and I can’t quite figure out why. It’s what keeps me quiet and not asking him to move. 
He would never do anything to hurt me.
Right?
“Your mom and dad wanted me to do what I can to help. You trust me, right?” I’ve always trusted my uncle. He has the same brown eyes as my dad, and he’s always watched out for me. When I look at him, I see family—and that’s what we are.
“Yeah, I do.” 
“Good, and Ronan, this is a special kind of help that you can’t tell anyone about. Your mom and dad also trusted me with you.” 
I swallow and as his hand moves a little further up my leg, my stomach begins to hurt. “O-Okay.”
“Promise to be a good boy?” he asks, and there is that part of me that has always wanted to be good for my parents. I want to be like my brother who never disappointed them. They, nor would my uncle, do anything to hurt me. 
“Yeah.” I don’t sound like I agree, but I do, just my chest hurts and I feel like crying for some reason.
“If you even slip up once, you won’t just hurt me, but you’ll break up the family. It won’t just be Eamon that leaves, but everyone.” 
My mouth opens as I begin to hyperventilate. “No, no.”
“Shh.” He leans in and places a kiss against my cheek, and I start crying. “It’s why you have to be good. Can you do that for me, Ronan?” 
I nod, and my hands sweat profusely as I wipe them along my legs.
“Very good, and don’t worry, we will take it slow.” 
I’m glad I didn’t eat today, I may have been sick, and again… I don’t even know why I feel this way.
He won’t hurt me.
Why would my own family hurt me?
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“Ronan, I don’t understand what the problem is.” My mom has never gotten short with me, but I can’t blame her. I’ve been begging her to take me with her and dad for the weekend. “I thought you loved spending time with your uncle.”
At the mention of who my babysitter is going to be this weekend, I grab my elbows and pull into myself.
I know what he is doing to me is wrong, and I want to tell her so badly, but I’m afraid that the pain of my family separating hurts more than the physical things he does to me. It never stops. Even if they are here, they think he is just playing my games with me. 
At the same time, why doesn’t she see between my words? I’ve been pleading with her through my behavior. I’ve dropped out of sports, stopped seeing my friends, and barely eat once a day. I’m so thin now, how is it not obvious that I’m suffering? The therapist she has me seeing is doing nothing, because I can’t even tell her. 
She won’t understand, and according to my uncle, she has to tell on him. He reminds me every time I see him that I’ll destroy our family if I slip up. If I’m not a good boy.
“Sorry, Mom…” I drop my head, but she’s right beside me, gently placing her hands on my cheeks and lifting my gaze.
“Don’t be, Ronan honey, it’s okay.” She swipes her thumb across my cheek. “I love you, we will be back by dinner time on Sunday. Your uncle is running a bit late, but you’re big enough to be alone for an hour. We can’t miss our flight.” 
My dad’s already in the car waiting. He has found no patience for me this past year. I’m no longer his good son. Not the one that was already making him proud by nine. I’ve become a delinquent in his eyes, but I’m screaming for help. I’m suffocating, and they are holding the pillow down on me as I lose the battle. 
“I love you, Mom. Tell Dad I’m sorry for being difficult.” 
She draws her hand across my forehead and then places a kiss against the spot right where my hairline starts. “Your father loves you, he just… lacks the same patience as your strong momma.”
I then hear the car horn and nod, shooing her away before he storms in and blames me. 
“Bye, Mom.”
The door closes behind her, and the silence in the house is deafening. All I can hear is my pulse, my heart, my own thoughts. I’m shaking and begin looking around me as if searching for what I should do.
I should run away, but then what happens when Eamon comes home looking for me? He hasn’t come back in nearly a year and a half, but he might…
Maybe I can run away to him. He’d keep me safe like he always did. He would believe me and promise to make everything better. I’d not have to hurt anymore. 
Uncle T told me that it wouldn’t hurt after a while, that I would get used to it. He thought he proved his point when he started to make me finish after he did. It still hurt because I didn’t understand why my body reacted the way that it did. 
It’s because he is right, it’s what I want… even if it hurts. 
I aimlessly walk to the kitchen. I’ve been reading these forums on the web about taking your life. Some would say they were going to do it to free themselves from the pain they were in. Maybe that’s my only way of getting out of this. 
There would be no risk of me breaking up the family. I’d free my brother from having to come back, if he was ever planning to. My uncle wouldn’t be able to do the things he was doing to me anymore. I think my parents would be happy again.
The block of steak knives that are sitting beside the sink have my attention.
Most people talk about taking pain pills, an entire bottle, and just falling asleep to not wake up again. That would be less painful than stabbing myself.
Absentmindedly, I head upstairs to my parents’ bathroom. My dad suffers from a bad back and makes jokes about being on ‘drugs’ daily to help with the pain. I’ve seen him carrying around the bottle, so when I open the cabinet, it’s easy to spot the one that says “OxyContin”. 
I pull it out and look at it, before opening it.
Hopefully it isn’t instant, I’d like to call Eamon and at least tell him goodbye. I said bye to Mom, not Dad, but he probably won’t care. 
Taking the cup by the sink, I put it under the faucet, turn the water on, and fill it up. The moment it’s filled, I put the bottle of medicine to my lips and tilt it back, taking in a few pills before downing water. 
Not bad, I don’t know why I’m not even scared. Should I be? 
I repeat the action, over and over, until the bottle is empty. Placing both items down, I stare at myself briefly. I’m already dying, my heart just hasn’t stopped. That’s just the last piece of this.
Moving out of the bathroom, I walk to my room and grab the wireless phone before sitting at the edge of my bed. I dial my big brother’s number, knowing it by heart, and hoping that he picks up the phone. 
Ring. 
Ring. 
Ring. 
“Hi, you’ve reached Eamon Byrne. If I didn’t answer, I’m probably too busy. Leave a message and I’ll get back to ya when I can.”
Beep. 
I stay silent for a moment.
“Hey, big brother, it’s Ronan.” My eyes gloss over, and everything blurs. “I just wanted to call and see what you were up to. Let you know that I’ve missed you. That I’m sorry we’ve not seen each other in a while.” The warmth of my tears falling down my cheeks wash over me and I choke on a sob. “I just want you to know I love you, and I still look up to you, and get the chance to say goodbye.” 
Beep. Beep. Beep. The line goes dead, but I just keep talking. “I wanted to go to more football games with you, maybe get to the Superbowl even though the tickets are expensive.
“You can still go, I give you permission.”
I’m not sure if it’s the medicine or just my own fatigue, but I feel tired. I lay down with the phone still to my ear. “Take pictures and put them up to the sky, I’ll watch for them.
“I love you. I’m sorry I’m not strong like you. I hope you miss me…”
I don’t say anymore, and cry until I’ve fallen asleep, hoping that I don’t wake again.
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Calista


He literally stepped over me, leaving me on my knees in the garage. 
Do I blame him? No. But does it hurt? Absolutely. It’s not just my heart that aches, but my head and everything in between.
I spread my legs and sit on the cold concrete, turning my hands palm-up as I search for a way to make this right. How to fix this. I’ve always been the one to mend what’s broken.
I dragged my mother out of the situation she was in, and I’m still paying the price for it. From the memories they left me with to the ones they’re still creating.
This cabin, sure it was just an excuse to get here, but it’s a metaphor to my fucked-up life. 
Now, Ronan. 
I need him, the man who’s slowly stealing every part of me, to see that I don’t want to hurt him—not more than I already have. 
Why can’t he see that I just don’t want to lay all the baggage that I’ve got on him? He can’t be allowed to see what I’ve done, because it’s my mistake to correct. I thought I fixed it already by telling them I won’t go through with what they asked, but it seems I need to do more to convince them to leave me be.
Telling Ronan that I can handle it myself won’t be enough for him. He’s going to fight me every step of the way and push harder or walk away like he did now. 
That’s the last thing I want. I don’t want to be farther from him, I want to be closer.
“You’d detest touch too if you were only ten when people started placing their hands and body parts where they didn’t belong.” 
Bile rises in my throat, and I throw my hand over my mouth, leaning forward while a tearless sob escaping me. Oh, Ronan… I cup my hands over my chest, squeezing my eyes shut. How could anyone do that to you?
I want to show him that my touch isn’t here to hurt him, but instead to heal. It’s possible that we can do that for each other. If he’d allow me to cleanse his past, he can do the same with my present. Give me the strength to do what I need to not go down the path that I’m heading down. 
“I’m so sorry…” I whisper
He doesn’t want my apologies and has only asked one thing of me that I’ve denied him. To just be honest, and I can’t even fucking do that simple thing for him. 
I’m the worst kind of person, even if I swear I don’t want to be.
After picking myself up off the floor, I walked into the cabin, and right to the guest room. His door was closed, and while I wanted to force myself in to talk with him, something told me I needed to give him space. 
Ronan saying he would be free if he died breaks my heart. It drained every ounce of energy from me. The moment I hit the bed, I choked on a dry sob, before finally surrendering to sleep.
I slept longer than I intended. When I woke, he was gone. His door stood open, and his bike was missing from the garage.
I’d forgotten the contractors were coming to work on the house today—installing kitchen cabinets and moving furniture into the living room. I’d decided to leave the wood paneling unpainted, along with the exposed stone throughout. It made the place feel more like we were outside, immersed in nature, rather than shut inside four walls.
To avoid getting in the workers’ way, I retreated to the dock, staring at my phone in silence, hoping to hear the sound of his motorcycle coming up the pathway. Hours passed, and the knot in my stomach only tightened, the sound I longed for never coming.
Without thinking, I pull up a contact on my phone and hit call. I press it to my ear, listening to it ring three times before he finally picks up.
“Hey there, honey,” Eamon says, sounding both surprised and happy.
“Hey…” I don’t even know why I’m going through with this. It’s bound to raise his suspicions. At least we’re not face to face; I can lie more convincingly when my expressions aren’t on full display. 
“Everything okay?” he asks, and I fiddle with the hem of my shorts.
“Yeah, I’ve just had a lot on my mind since our dinner.” 
“Oh boy.” He sighs and clears his throat. “Have you talked with your mother?” 
“No, but I was hoping to ask you something… about your brother.” 
I don’t need to see him to know he is uncomfortable. “Sure, within reason.”
“You guys are like… seven years apart?” 
“Eight,” he corrects me.
“That’s quite the age gap. You guys didn’t have any other siblings?” I already know that they don’t, but I really need to be careful with this. 
“Right, Ronan’s my only brother; just the two of us.”
“By the sounds of it at the dinner table, you guys aren’t close. Was it always that way?” I’m purposefully lowering my tone, slightly sheepish as to convey that I’m attempting to tread lightly. “If that’s okay to ask.” 
Again, his sigh is filled with unspoken resentment, and I know whatever he is going to say will tear my heart in two. “I loved—no, I love my brother. I failed him when he was still so young, and I hadn’t realized it until it was too late. He hates me for good reason. It’s selfish to try and fix what I refused to face myself. I should’ve done better for him…” His words trail off, and I try to listen to see what is happening, but it’s impossible. 
“I’m sorry…” I say to break up the silence. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
“It’s alright. Why do you want to know?” 
Closing my eyes, I pull my knees to my chest. “He said something that stuck with me…”
He hums. “I can see if he wants your number.” I’m completely taken aback by his comment. “He isn’t a bad person. Has he done bad things? Yes. However, he is the creation of a world that has done nothing but not listened. I’m not saying meet up with him. I’d prefer that he stay physically away from anyone until he can figure out what his purpose is now that he is out.” 
And here I am, living under the same roof as him. I get why people find Ronan scary—hell, I did too at first. But now? Now, I don’t feel that way. 
“But that doesn’t mean he should be alone. Texting and chatting wouldn’t be bad. He’s technically family after all…” Something has him trailing off again, and I wait to see if he continues.
When he doesn’t, I clear my throat. “Eamon?”
“Yeah?”
“Everything okay?” 
“Yeah, sorry about that.” He takes a deep breath and sighs through the phone. “There’s no way for me to make it up to him, and even if there was, I don’t think he’d want me to.” 
Heat burns behind my eyes as I bury my face into my knees. My chest aches, and I can’t tell if it’s because Eamon genuinely sounds crushed by the thought of his brother never forgiving him, or if it’s for Ronan, who’s carried so much pain for so long—alone. 
“You have always been such an empath, Cal. I can hear you beginning to hyperventilate. Just take a deep breath.” I do as he says and try to breathe slowly. “There you go.”
“Thank you.” I look out at the lake and wet my lips. The sun is beginning to go down, the colors of orange and red bouncing from the water’s surface. It’s then I hear a motorcycle in the distance. “I need to go…”
“I’ll see about giving your number to him, if you want.” 
I look over my shoulder, “Yeah… I’d like that. Like a pen pal. Talk with you later.”
“Pen pal… funny… Bye, honey.”
The cabin is empty of contractors, and I can’t believe how long I’ve been sitting out here. I must have disassociated or something, because it hadn’t felt like an entire day.
Ronan comes into view, driving up the driveway, circling around the house before heading straight into the open garage. He doesn’t look this way, but I wouldn’t have expected him to.
Standing, I tuck my phone into my pocket and sprint up the stairs toward the cabin. The door leading into the house shuts just before I’m close enough to call out to him. I’m not even sure what I want to say; I just need him to turn and look at me—that would be enough to steady my heart.
After hitting the garage door button and hearing the metal clinking as it closes, I barrel into the house.
“Ronan?” I look immediately around the living room and don’t see him. My feet move without my direction, carrying me right in front of his room. The door is closed, and I should just leave him alone. I should step away and let him be. 
Instead of doing that, I groan and say, “Ronan, can I come in?” 
Silence from the other side, and I place my forehead onto the door. “Please?” Again, nothing but quiet comes as a response. 
Fuck this.
I place my hand on the doorknob and turn it slowly. The sound of the shower running as I push the door open brings a sigh of relief. At least he isn’t ignoring me—or well, not yet.
Moving into the room, his clothes scattered across the floor catch my eye. His jeans, then next his shirt, socks; all of it trailing and leading me to the bathroom, the door wide open. Steam is already spilling out of it and into the master bedroom. 
Placing my back against the wall beside the doorframe, I say nervously, “Ronan?”
Water cascades in various rhythms, with some drops landing heavily on the tile, while others produce gentle, delicate taps. He doesn’t respond, but I know he can hear me. 
“If you don’t say anything I’m coming in.”
I’m not entirely sure what I was expecting. Why would he respond? He’s been dominating and probably doesn’t give a shit that I see him naked. If he doesn’t want to talk to me, he isn’t going to. That’s something I’ve learned about him. He is going to do whatever he wants, no matter what it is. 
Or he doesn’t think I’ll follow through. Like I’m not desperate enough for this conversation, and him, that I’m not willing to do whatever it takes. 
Well, I’m here to prove him wrong. I am that desperate.
I’ve got my shirt off before I can tell myself to stop. Unclasping my bra and shoving down my shorts with my panties, I turn into the bathroom and don’t hesitate to open the glass door to the shower. 
I had to just go for it. If I stopped to think or even glance at him before getting in, I’d have convinced myself this was a bad idea, turned around, and bolted out just like the last time I was naked in this very bathroom with him.
This shower is a decent size, easily capable of fitting more than a few people at a time. So I’m comfortable in our few feet of distance between one another. 
He’s turned away from me, the waterfall shower head hitting his back. I can now confirm that nearly every inch of his backside is inked, all the way down to the curve of his ass, and straight to his thighs and calves. 
It’s not how perfectly sculpted his body is or the incredible artwork across his back that has me staring. It’s the scars on them, the ones on his sides where I know whatever punctured him was dangerously close to his lungs. There are six in total, and the urge to reach out and touch them is so overwhelming that not doing it feels like knives slicing through my fingertips.
His shoulders rise as he releases a frustrated breath. “Yes?” 
Now that I’m here, standing naked with him, I don’t know where my brain cells went. Every cognitive thought has gone straight out the door with the steam. One would argue I didn’t have a brain walking in like this in the first place, but I swear I had a plan. 
When I don’t respond, he turns ever so slightly, and it’s then I see a cut across his eyebrow. “Silence doesn’t suit you, baby girl.” 
“What… what happened?” 
He leans back and lets the water fall over his face. It isn’t just the blood from his temple that runs from his face, but also his ear, and soon his head. His hand comes up to run through his hair, and when he turns to face me, my entire body heats. 
“Doing a job,” is all he provides me with as  an answer. “Since I didn’t have pussy getting in the way this time.” The rough delivery of his words makes me wince. 
I keep my eyes on his, watching the water clear his face of blood and what I imagine is dirt. 
I’ve forgotten myself, and I reach my hand out to touch his wound. His eyes widen, and the loud smack of his grip taking my wrist makes me jump. It didn’t hurt but surprised me enough that I take a step back. 
“No.” 
Clear as day. No.
“Please,” I whisper. “Let me touch you, Ronan, please.”
He narrows his eyes. “What makes you so special? What makes you think you have some magical fucking touch that won’t scorch me?”
I’d hoped that was the case. That I was the band-aid that was created for him, and only him. Where chaos meets the calm. The healer to the scarred. 
That, however, is just my own delusion. 
“Nothing. I’m nothing special.” He scowls at my choice words. I don’t think he likes that I said it, even if he was implying it to be so. “Hurt me, I don’t care, but let me—”
“Tell me who is after you, Cal.” 
My bottom lip trembles, and my mouth immediately shuts. 
He growls out, “That’s what I thought.” 
“You’re a fucking asshole!” I scream so loudly it echoes around the bathroom, but even with its intensity, he never falters. Instead, he stands taller, keeping my wrist tight in his grip. The water that had been hitting his face now hits his chest causing droplets to bounce across my face. “I’m just… trying to protect you.” 
The sudden movement makes me gasp, the impact of my back slamming against the tiled wall taking my breath away. I cough, the sting in my shoulder blades sharp and immediate. Before I can recover, he’s pressing against me, his free hand gripping my jaw and tilting my head up to meet his gaze.
“I don’t need protection anymore and you know that. Stop using my safety as a scapegoat. Tell me what I want to know.” His hand releases my chin, and purposefully trails down my neck to my arm, where he grabs my other wrist and brings them both up over my head.
My breasts rub against him, the wetness of his chest combined with the smallest of movements causes my nipples to feel every ripple  of his muscular frame. His cock twitches against my thigh, and I pant out a whimper as my hips meet his. 
“This is toxic…” He leans into my ear, his breath fanning against it in such a way that sends a shiver straight down my spine. “We are the makings of violence because I want to hurt you for lying to me, break you… make you cry out for mercy that I will not give you.” 
I’m breathing erratically, my chest attempting to rise but being constricted over his dominance. When his hands move up from my wrist, my breath catches, and for a moment I swear my heart stops beating. His fingers intertwine with mine, and then his head gently rests against the wall behind me.
I can still feel his words, but this time against my neck. “But I equally want to put you on your back, spread your legs wide, and fuck that beautiful cunt of yours. I want to watch how I make you feel, have you scream out my name…” He rolls his hips against mine, and my leg, as if tugged up by a string, lifts up to his hip. “Have you come all over my cock to show you just how much of a greedy slut you are for me.”
He’s right, holy fuck, he is so right. I’m trying to find friction, but he doesn’t move his hands to shift his cock to an angle I can get it. 
“Look at you.” His nose brushes against my neck, his mouth so close that I can’t help but whimper, instinctively pushing into him, desperate to feel the contact of his lips against my skin. “So desperate for it, and you’ll stay that way. Needy. Wanting. I bet you are dripping from that shaved pussy of yours. The one you keep tidy in hopes that I will break, drop to my knees, and shove my tongue into your tight holes. Is that it?” 
My hands tighten around his, both our nails biting into each other in a way that I’m certain one of us will draw blood soon. 
“Are you a fucking slut for me, Cal?”
“Y-Yes…” Again, my hips move to try and find something to just brush against my sensitive clit. “Ronan, please…” 
“Tell me, baby girl… then I’ll give you what you want.”
My fingers loosen, and in a breathless plea I say, “I want to touch you. That’s what I want.”
When his lips press against my neck, right where my pulse rises, I fucking moan. I imagine them against my own, around my clit, and I know even with the smallest of stimulation I’d come right now.
It’s inevitable at this point, especially as he drags his attention to my jaw, where he bites down with an intensity that makes me scream through a mewl. 
“Name” is all he says, and as his nose pushes against my cheek, I shut my eyes.
He’ll know if I lie. I can’t take him throwing me out. 
I’m so pathetic. 
“The Serrano’s.”
He leans away from me but doesn’t separate us. His forehead presses against mine while he brings our hands down between us, then untangles our fingers. 
Both of his arms raise, caging me between them as he leaves my hand inches from his stomach. I lift my gaze, his eyes dropping to half-mast. He’s giving me what I asked for, and my skin feels like it’s under a small vibration.
“Tell me it’s okay,” I whisper. 
He hesitates, his eyes shifting quickly between mine. I can see his chest rising and falling with his breathing. When his jaw clenches and his throat bobs, I don’t think he is going to say anything. He doesn’t want this but is appeasing me for finally giving him what he asked for. 
Just as I’m fisting my hands, he murmurs, “Touch me, Calista.”
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Ronan


The chokehold this woman has on me is tight enough to suffocate and kill me. It’s pathetic that I wouldn't even fight for my life—I’d simply let it happen. Not because I want to die, but because she’d be the one doing it.  
I’ve got my eyes trained right into hers, but when she pulls away to look at my chest, I follow. Her fingers are shaking and moving agonizingly slowly. She’s treading carefully like I’ll shatter physically. 
It isn’t the body that will break apart, it’s the mind that will take me back; drag me to the moments of distrust and misguided sense of love. When I was nothing but a plaything to someone’s sick needs. 
As her fingertips press against the divot of my sternum, a void opens beneath it, like a black hole. It’s the sensation of a blackout—abrupt and unannounced, without the foreboding of an approaching storm. Numbness creeps in, starting from my toes and gradually enveloping every inch until there’s nothing left to feel.
Except I still do feel. It drags across every inch of my body, not just where she touches me. Her contact is no different from the rest. It scratches at my bones and sends uncomfortable vibrations coursing through me.
She’s not even got her second hand on me when I grab her head. My thumbs press under her jaw, my fingers spread across the sides of her face, tilting her back to stare right at me as I hover over her. 
“Stop!” I bark out, causing her to jump. Her hands pull away and she shoves them behind her back. 
Her olive eyes look through me, the pinch between her brows squeezes my heart. It’s not you, baby girl. It’s me. I’m defective and will never run properly. 
I step her back to the wall, one of my hands moving gently down her cheek to her throat. My grip around it enough that I can feel her pulse rising. All I should want to do is turn her around, shove her face against the wall and slam inside of her. As I’ve treated every hole I’ve ever had.
Except I don’t want that, fuck, I want to see her. Watch her eyes roll back, see the tears I bring to them, and imagine the stars she’s seeing when she comes so hard she has to beg for me to stop. 
“I’m sorry.” Her voice strains under my grip.
I shake my head, not wanting her apologies. She’s done nothing wrong, and if I knew how to express to her how badly I wish her touch was different, I would.
The urge to kiss her is gut wrenching. But I know the moment I’ve got my tongue down her throat, she will forget herself and touch me. It may not be right away, but at any point she will lose the restraint she has not to wrap her arms around me. Those soft fingers of hers will touch me and I will then lose composure.
I don’t know what I’ll do, and the last thing I want is to hurt her. It’s impossible to restrain her in this shower. 
I’m making excuses, because I could pick her up right now and take her to the bed, grab my belt, and cuff her. 
Except I don’t want to do that, because I want her to break and force me to feel. 
Her touch is no different. I don’t want that. 
I do.
“Fuck!” 
I take a step back and slam my fist into the wall beside her, causing her to jump. Before she can stop me, I’m turning my back to her and storming out of the shower.
“Ronan, wait!”
Grabbing the only towel, I wrap it around my waist and leave the bathroom. I hear her screaming after me, but I abandon her, slamming the door behind me. There aren’t many places I can go, but as I grab hold of my sweats, boxers, and the shirt that I’d laid out on the bed, I make my way to the garage.
She won’t run out after me naked, and that gives me enough time to slide my pants and shirt on. Although I’m still soaking wet, I don’t care. I need to get away from her.
For her safety.
For mine.
Violence has been my peace, and I’ll protect Cal from it, hoping that maybe—just maybe—she could be the catalyst to replace it in the future.

I drove through the night without a helmet, without even my damn shoes. I’m confident enough in my ability that I wasn’t concerned about crashing, and only after a few minutes of fresh air, I was back in a headspace that was safe. 
I’d left my phone, literally everything, back at the cabin. The only thing I didn’t leave were my fucking feelings for that girl. Damn her for peeling back my skin and getting under it. 
I’ve met an innocent thing like her before. Blonde hair, with bright eyes that screamed of trust and safety.
Yet when I look at her, it’s all brand new. Her hair isn’t blonde, it’s the color of the sun that I had sometimes forgot about sitting in prison. Those eyes of hers aren’t just green, they are the grass I would roll around through in the youth I wish lasted longer than ten years. That fucking smile isn’t the innocence it portrays it to be. It’s filthy, and I want it to be mine. 
I want all of her to be mine. My dirty little slut that I drown in cum and then bathe, just to fill her further. I’ve only ever taken care of myself, but I want to change that. I’ve seen just what doing the smallest thing for her does to me. I want to be more than just a shell of trauma and break free from the vice-like grip my past holds over me.
I’m just fighting this demon that tells me if I hurt her in the wrong way, I’d become the one thing I’ve run away from for so long. Even if she screams for punishment and aches for the pain, she doesn’t understand the extent of how I can be.
I’m afraid of hurting her beyond forgiveness. I know what it feels like to be unable to forgive, and I can’t imagine her aiming that at me. 
I’m such a conundrum.
I don’t deserve her, and I know it all too well. Yet here I am, searching for a way to make her mine. I’m supposed to be leaving, not figuring out how to tell my brother I’m likely going to make his stepdaughter mine.
I can’t, not because it’s forbidden, but if I can’t even let her touch me, what sort of life is that for her? Me screaming at her any time she lays a finger on me, what kind of fucked up shit is that?
I lean forward on my bike that’s been at a stop for who knows how long. I’m parked in front of some river a distance away from the cabin. Away from her. 
Why couldn’t that bastard have been an hour later than he said he’d be, and allow the pills to have taken the life I didn’t want? I’d have never known betrayal. What the inside of a prison cell looked like. What true pain was… and I’d have never met Cal. 
Could have seen that ‘God’ my mom always talked about. 
Now, this world has left me feeling unworthy of even His love. A forgotten, broken son, cast into a world that would rather swallow me whole than offer a chance at survival.
Then throwing someone as beautiful as Cal at me, knowing damn well I’ll only fuck that up like I’ve done with everything else.
Living really is a piece of shit.
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“I’m a little busy, Bro.” That’s what he said last week. 
“When will you be coming home?” My tone is far more abrasive and rude. I need to talk with him in person. “I’ve not even seen you this year, not even during your summer break.”
He groans. “Listen, I had classes during the summer and Amanda is—”
“Fuck her, Eamon! What about me?!” 
I was never meant to be this type of kid. I’d never cussed, and I can tell by the tone of my brother’s voice he is just as shocked. “Jesus, Ro, what is wrong with you?” My fingers squeeze around the phone just as I slam my forehead against the wall. “You need to grow up, I wasn’t going to be there forever. Make some friends.”
Tears I’ve become too familiar with fall down my cheeks, drawing lines all the way across my neck. 
“I just… I just need help.” My knees feel hallow as they hit the ground.  “Please come home.”
I can tell he is angry by the grunts and moans he is producing on the other side. “Didn’t mom get you a therapist?”
“You aren’t listening to me!” I scream, and with a violence I’ve come far too accustomed to, I throw the phone across the room. The shattering of plastic and wires accompanies my shout of agonizing rage. 
“What the fuck was that?” I hear my dad bellow from the living room. 
I’m up on my feet quickly, running and slamming my shoulder against the door to the backyard, then bursting into a sprint. I throw myself against the wooden gate as I round the house and run.
I run.
And run.
And fucking run.
I go until my lungs won’t allow me to go any further. Only when my calves are locking, and my legs shake, do I stop fighting to keep moving. 
The streetlights that illuminate the sidewalk make me feel too exposed. I’m sure soon my mom will be out in her car looking for me, but I don’t want to be found. I need someone to listen to me, someone that will help me. Anyone that will keep me together, along with my family. 
When I slip from under the light, my eyes focus ahead, and I’m wondering if it’s a sign. A church, the interior illuminated as if it is calling for me. Mom talked about a ‘God’ helping when she would pray to him. She said that they struggled to give Eamon a sibling, and that when they started talking to Him, she got pregnant with me. 
We never went to church as a family. My dad never wanted to be a part of organized anything other than the cults associated with sports. 
I move quickly, slipping through the green metal gates. I’ve lost any muscle I had at one point from playing baseball. I’m so skinny that I’d have been mistaken for a tree branch if I stayed still long enough. My mom thought I’d developed an eating disorder after Eamon left, my dad thought I was doing it for attention. 
Neither of them are right. 
I hoped my uncle would find me too repulsive to get any enjoyment in treating me.
When I make it to the large, brown ornate doors that have sculpted angels, I attempt to open them. They are locked, of course, because why wouldn’t the place of sanctuary be open for me when I need it.
I move around to the side of the church, carefully climbing up to the edge of a window. Bracing myself, I try to jiggle it open.
Nothing. 
I bang my shoulder against it but can feel that I may just shatter the entire window and likely hurt myself if I keep this up. I’ve never broken the law before, but isn’t this place supposed to be a safe haven if needed? I feel like if God helped my mom, he’d forgive me for trying to find shelter. 
Jumping down, I scan the patch of greenery until I spot a rock that fits snugly in my hand. With it, I step back to the window, positioning myself just far enough to throw it with enough force to take out one of the smaller panes. The glass shatters and I tug my shirt off, wrapping it around my hand to carefully break away the remaining shards, clearing a path to reach in and unlatch the window.
Once it’s open, I climb up and inside, shutting it behind me. 
Silence is what greets me, and as I venture further into the warmth, I suck in a breath that feels free. Scents of wax and paper fill my lungs, and it oddly reminds me of a library.
The space is large, two rows of long dark brown bench style seating are settled on either sides of an aisle. Straight ahead is a statue of a man with his arms out and a thorn crown wrapped around his head. There is something like a tub in front, and a podium. All around are candles, some lit, some blown out. It’s not as bright as I thought it would be, given how it looked from outside. 
Maybe it’s all the white and tan colored dressings. Paintings sprawl across the ceiling, but I don’t know anything about them. I can’t look too long because they are naked, the men in the paintings. Women too, and I wish I could say this was the first time I’ve seen a nipple, but it isn’t. I’ve been forced to watch enough porn that I know far too much about what both genders bodies look like without clothes. 
Biting on my cheek, I take a seat at the furthest seat from the front of the church. I look down at the floor, at my bare feet, and scrunch my toes. 
“I…” I say aloud, and all I hear are the echoes of the wind that’s pulling through the window I broke, accompanying my shattered voice. “I don’t know what I did to deserve this, but I’m sorry. If it was the time I lied to my dad about going to practice when Eamon snuck me away, I promise I won’t do it again. If it’s because of the time I pulled out that kid’s chair and they fell, I swear something had spilled in it and I was saving them from having wet pants.” 
Swallowing, I bring my legs up, pressing my feet against the hard wooden seat below me and holding myself. “I’m just sorry. I swear I won’t do any of it ever again. Just… please, make it all stop, and I promise I will be good.” 
Rubbing my eyes against my knees, I squeeze tighter, hoping that someone will walk in and hear me. 
“I don’t know if you see what he does to me.” I choke on my own sob, tears spilling in full force as I confess to the darkness engulfing me. “Every week he touches me. He tells me it’s all normal or I wouldn’t feel good. I don’t want it to feel good. Please help me. No one sees me. No one hears my silent pleas. I’m scared…” 
The sound of a car door is loud in the silence. Then another.
I don’t react, I don’t even move or jump when the wooden door of the church busts open. 
“I’m scared…” I whisper. 
“Police!” a man screams, and flashing lights cut across me, illuminating the seat in front of me before bouncing back, harsh and blinding. “Put your hands up!”
Shoot me and just end my suffering. 
“I said put your fucking hands up!” 
I don’t move, but whisper, “What have I done to you, God, that you won’t even listen to me?”


I’m not entirely sure what hurts more, the hit my dad just landed on my cheek or the look my mom is bearing down on me. I can’t take my eyes off of her, seeing the disappointment and regret in her deep blues. 
I mouth, “I’m sorry.” But she just shakes her head, tears pooling at her lashes before she blinks, letting them fall as she turns away from me.
The door opens to our small brown room, filled only with the company of my parents, the scent of wood, and the quiet presence of books. When I look up, I see our family attorney stepping inside. 
I’ve just seen the judge, and though I wanted to scream out every ounce of my pain, I stayed silent. The attorney’s expression is grim as he meets my dad’s eyes, and with a sinking feeling, I brace myself for yet another blow. 
“Since it was a church you vandalized, it’s considered a federal crime. However, because it is your first offense, they are just putting you on probation.” 
I don’t know what that means, but when my mom sighs out through her crying, I feel a bit of relief. 
“How long?” my dad asks, and I take a step closer to my parents. 
I know I’ve disappointed my mom, but I’m so grateful she loves me still. As soon as I’m close enough, she grabs the back of my head and pulls me into her chest. I don’t hesitate—I wrap my arms around her and hold on tight, like she’s the one thing keeping me alive.
Why can’t I just tell you… Why can’t I just be strong like you… 
“Twenty-four months.” When the words come from our lawyer's mouth, my mom shakes, squeezing me tighter. “Every weekend he will do community service, and his Probation Officer will see him three to four times a week.” 
“That seems a bit excessive—”
“Wait, every weekend?” I ask, cutting my dad off and slightly pulling from my mom. “And I’ll have someone watching me?”
“Yes. Since you live with your parents, they will report to us throughout the week. Your Probation Officer will come to see you. During the weekends, your PO will take you to your community service.”
Heat floods through my body, and I swear my knees wobble. 
“Your uncle will be so disappointed, that’s when you guys hang out the most.” Dad scoffs, and I know he also wants to complain that he’ll have to be around more to watch me.
To watch me…
I stumble forward, and my mom takes my near fainting as fear of what my life has turned out to be. But she’d be so, so wrong. This is my way out. He won’t wait two years; he’ll get tired of keeping his distance, and finally I can be free. He will find someone else to hurt.
I’m free, even if I’m being constrained behind what they think is punishment. 
“Oh, sweetheart, we will help you.”
“I-It’s okay…” I bury my face into her chest and take a deep breath of relief. 
I don’t have to hurt… I’m safe… Finally… 
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Calista


“Do you think the hardware should be brass or black matte?”  
I’ve tuned out everything. Whatever becomes of this cabin, I could care less. They could do a rainbow backsplash and I’d eat at the fucking counter all the same. 
Alright, that’s a lie. While I don’t mind color, the palette is meant to be neutral in the open spaces. 
“Black matte with the oak and gray backsplash will keep the space cohesive. There is enough brown in the wood everywhere else.” 
He nods. “And lastly, the fireplace. Do you want us to refurbish, or replace.” 
I look over at it. The fire is going, not because it’s cold but because the power is currently out with another thunderstorm. My contractor buddies are the best, working even when they can barely fucking see. They’ve done what they could while the sun was at its peak, but now that it’s fallen, I’m here getting the final pieces of this space ordered. 
“Refurbish. Replace where we need to make it structurally sound for inspection.”
“You got it, boss lady. Once everything arrives, expect about a week for delivery. We should be able to finalize the kitchen within a few days, provided no additional issues arise. Then the master bedroom, and guest room. Did you want us to do the gazebo still?”
Clearing my throat, I shake my head. “No, I changed my mind on it.”
He smiles. “Sounds good. I think we can wrap up in about a month’s time.”
I nod. “Thanks, Benny.”
He heads out the front door, closing it behind him. I wrap my arms around my waist and look out the wall-to-wall window, seeking comfort in the darkness outside. 
Ronan never came back, and it’s been three days. He left his phone, and after twenty-four hours, I used it to call Ken. His friend said he hadn’t seen or heard from him, and I contemplated calling my stepdad, but thought better of it. Eamon hadn’t even reached out to him about my number, and something tells me he won’t. He’s battling himself, and it’s obvious by how he talked about his brother he isn’t ready to even forgive himself. How can he expect Ronan to?
I move to the living room, and fall onto the black couch, staring straight up at the ceiling. The wood paneling carries the weight of the chandelier that isn’t illuminated by florescent lights. 
I’m exhausted, but I can only imagine so is Ronan. What I’m doing is childish, chasing a man that’s obviously battered and bruised by a past that still torments him. Throwing myself at him like that isn’t what he wants. 
Isn’t it? Why would he care to know who is after me if he didn’t want me? There would be no reason for him to burden himself if he didn’t care. 
It’s obvious he cares, Cal, don’t be a fucking idiot. 
I think my overactive mind actually knocks me out, because a sudden thump startles me awake. Jolting upright, my eyes go wide as I see Ronan, his back to me, leaning forward against the unfinished island in the kitchen.
He sighs, and I move to stand, the blanket I hadn’t laid over me falling to the ground as I get to my feet. 
“I’d lie and say I didn’t mean to wake you.” He definitely sounds exhausted, also with a slight slur to his tone. Is he drunk? “But I wanted to.” 
Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I take a step in his direction. “Are you okay?”
A laugh follows my question nearly immediately. “No, baby girl. I haven’t been okay for a long, long time.”
“I’m—”
“I don’t need your apologies. You’ve done nothing wrong.” He slowly turns to me, his leather jacket open, exposing his bare chest. Jeans that he hadn’t been wearing when he left hang open, his belt undone. 
As I take him in, something catches my eye—a can on the counter beside him that wasn’t there when the contractors left. “Eyes up here, Cal.” 
My gaze snaps to his, and he looks exactly like he sounds, causing my breath to catch.
“I’m going to go take a triple dosage of your sleeping pills.” The moment my lips part to speak, he raises his hand. “I will be fine, just… really need sleep and want nothing to wake me up.” 
He moves his hand and places it onto what I can now tell is a paint can. 
“When I would look at myself in the mirror, I’d see his hands—no, all of their hands.” 
Their… 
“I’d see their fingerprints, and no amount of time, bars of soap, or water, erased what I saw. So, I covered what I could. The vile, traitorous skin that wouldn’t let me move on.”
I trap my bottom lip between my teeth, wanting to rush to him, comfort him and tell him I understand. That I want to hear his story as badly as I want to tell him mine and it won’t scare me, make me run, or feel disgust when I look at him. 
But, as much as I want to show him physically, I won’t. I’ll learn how he needs me, because I’m ready to take this however I can. 
I’ll take him how he wants to give himself to me.
He looks down at the paint. “This is non-toxic, safe for skin.” 
My brows pinch. “Why…”
“Good night, Cal.” He doesn’t allow for me to finish my question. To ask him why he brought it and made the comments. 
As he walks away, my heart rate slows. I hadn’t even felt it rising, or the fact I was holding my breath. I’d been suffocating myself, even if he was giving me the fresh air I’d been craving for the past three days.
I move to the counter and stand over the paint can. My eyes shifting over the words. “Touch of white…” I murmur. “Non-toxic…”
I pick it up and can tell it's been opened. When I tilt it slightly, I notice a handprint around it. Still faint, but unmistakable.
Swallowing, I look down the hall then back at the can. 
Oh… 
I wait an hour, even though I know I didn’t need to. If he tripled the dosage of the sleeping pills, it would’ve been less than ten minutes until he was asleep. Still, I wanted to make sure that when I walked in, he didn’t stir. Which he isn’t. 
My fucking heart is racing, bouncing between my stomach and throat, threatening to knock me out and ruin this moment. But my need for this is stronger than my body’s attempt to take it away from me.
I approach the side of the bed slowly, the open paint can in my hand. Setting it on his side table next to a lit candle, I strip down to just my bra and panties.
Ronan doesn’t have a shirt on, and the sheet is up to his hips so I’m not sure if he has boxers or pants on. He’s completely passed out, one arm over his face, and still as a board. His chest rises and falls in rhythm with his breathing.
My hands come up to his arm to move him, but I stop. He wants to know where I’ve touched him.
I wet my lips, then gather some paint on my fingers, spreading it across my palms before returning to his arm. I wrap them around his forearm, but the second I do, I freeze.
He’s asleep, but I still expect him to move, grab onto my wrist, and tear me away from him. But he doesn’t, and when I move his heavy arm from over his face and lay it across the pillow, I stare down at him. 
His head is slightly tilted away from me, so I place my hand against his cheek to turn him to me. With the help of the candle, I can see the white paint against his skin where my touch has been. 
Dragging my gaze down, I see every place I want my hands to be. There is no inch of him I don’t desire to touch, but I won’t be greedy, not the first time.
I’m able to admire his artwork, from old roman building designs on both biceps, to cylinder geometric ones, they all seem random. They look incredible, including the angel on his chest looking down at another angel, which seems to have been slain in battle. Lines and dots fill in the spaces that are empty, and the only skin that I can see is where it makes sense in the design of the tattoos itself. His face, besides the ‘SIT’ over his eyebrow, is the only place not touched by ink.
Taking a breath, I put more paint onto my hands and adjust onto the bed beside him on my knees. Beginning at his jaw, I place a full handprint there, while my opposite comes to rest at his chest, just above his heart. I feel it under me, in a beat that’s steady and without worry. 
I’ve felt, no, seen how my touch makes him react when he is aware. I can’t imagine being so terrified of a natural thing, and with that thought, my own chest constricts. 
Instead of placing my whole hand on him again, I let my fingers trail gently down the center of his stomach. His body remains relaxed, and all I can make out are the faint lines of his abs. But I know just how strong they are. Every muscle, every inch of him, was forged as a shield—his way of protecting himself, because no one ever seemed to do it for him.
The lower I go, the more my stomach tightens, and as I get to the sheet, I pause. Every bit of me wants what is under it, but not like this. At least, not the first time he allows me to touch him. So, I move back up and instead follow the scars along his stomach.
They are small lines, and I hate to think they are stab wounds, but it’s all I can imagine they are. Considering the several on his back, I wonder if he was attacked in prison.
Just the thought of someone making him bleed angers me. I’m beginning to feel possessive, and maybe that’s why I want to prove my touch is different than anyone else’s. No part of me wants to hurt Ronan, but if he wants violence, I want to be the only one to provide it. If he wants to feel something, I want him to come to me for it.
Like right now… I hope that this is as new for him as it is for me. That the pussy Ken was referring to was mine, and Ronan had told him he was fucking me and not some other bitch. 
I look over at the paint briefly. “This is non-toxic.”
Leaning over, I dip my finger into the liquid, and bring it up to my lips, smearing it around. Then I climb on top of him, my legs straddling his hips. 
I lean forward and press my painted lips to the center of his chest, a soft touch before moving up to his neck. The first kiss is dulled by the layer of paint, but as I trail along his jaw, I begin to feel the warmth of his skin. His stubble grazes my mouth as I lightly brush the edge of his lips with mine.
Resting my hands at the side of his neck, I keep my eyes open as I press my mouth to his. No pressure is applied back, nothing but him staying as still as he has been. As badly as I want to linger, I don’t and move back down to his chest where I rest my head. 
I’m not sure how long I lay here, it’s only when he attempts to shift do I realize I probably should leave. He tries to turn, but with me entirely on top of him, he can’t. The groan of seemingly discomfort has me beginning to move. That is, until his arm wraps around me and he rolls us to our side.
I suck in a sharp breath, and instinctively say, “I’m sorry.”
“It’s not you,” he murmurs.
There is no way he’s awake. If he were, he’d be prying me away because both of my hands are cupped against his chest.
I don’t think he wants me to stay here, and even as he tightens his hold on me, almost like he's begging me to, I know I shouldn’t. Wiggling my hand up, I cup his cheek and kiss his lips once more before struggling to get out from under his grip. 
Once I’m free I grab the paint, blow out the candle, and make my way out of his room. I only glance back once before I close his door. 
My hands ache to be back on him, and I feel numb suddenly. 
I’ve never felt anything like this before, and it terrifies me that I’ll lose it one day—lose him. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After cleaning the paint from my lips and hands, I fell into bed and passed out. 
Now I’m just sitting in front of the fireplace, allowing the moody weather outside to billow into the cabin. It started sprinkling, a summer’s rain, with the very soft crackling of thunder every so often. It’s beautiful, but I can’t take it in because holy fuck am I so nervous.
I’m not entirely surprised when he wasn’t awake when I came out of my bedroom this morning. I’d contemplated checking his room, but I don’t know if I’m ready to confront him after my painting session last night.
I was so confident that was what he wanted me to do, but now that I’ve had way too much time to overthink the action, I’m questioning it. What if he actually bought it for another purpose? What if… it was a test, and I failed fucking miserably? Maybe the handprint wasn’t his, but the workers who spilled another can somewhere. 
I’ve been unable to drink my coffee, and it’s gone cold just sitting on the fireplace. 
I should probably go somewhere and not be here when he wakes up just in case his shock is too much for him to bare. Yet, I’m into that masochism shit, and while I’m scared as fuck, a part of me doesn’t care if I was wrong. He doesn’t do soft, and if he is angry with me, maybe he’ll punish me. 
But what if I was right? Will he turn gentle and loving with me? Do I want that? Holy fuck, I can’t get out of my head. I seriously need help.
A loud bang has me jumping and scrambling to my feet.
Footsteps hurriedly make their way in my direction, coming from the bedrooms. My heart races just as fast as he is heading to me, and I’m worried it will either run right out of my throat or stop because it can’t find an escape route. 
When Ronan comes into view, he looks into the kitchen first, but then right where I’m standing in my nightgown. I fiddle with the fabric, stretching it and pulling at it nervously. 
He looks angry? No, not that, maybe upset? Shit…
“Did you kiss me?” 
I mean, it’s pretty obvious now that I can see in perfect lighting all the paint marks. I left dozens of them trailing form his chest, to his hips, and back up to his lips. Some are smeared, to be expected since a lot of them weren’t dried when he pressed against me. Even I have white scattered across my chest from him holding me briefly. 
“Yes.” I don’t really have any other answer. It’s not like there isn’t evidence of it.
When his eyebrows pinch together, I’m expecting him to tell me he’s leaving. That I went way too far, and that I fucked any chance of this; of us. 
Instead, I’m wrong—oh so fucking wrong. 
His stride to me is so quick that on instinct I step back, but he wraps his arm around my torso, squeezing my arms to my side. “You’re telling me our first kiss was while I was asleep?” 
My head tilts as he threads his fingers under my loose ponytail, gripping my hair and angling me back further. 
“Bad girl.” 
Then his mouth is on mine, ravenous and hungry, devouring me like I’m the sustenance he lacked for years. 
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Ronan


Mine.  
That’s what Calista is, and it’s without question. Even if it’s temporary with an expiration date, I’ll ruin us both with the time I’ve got. 
Seeing all the marks she left on me solidified the fact that I could look at them without wanting to hurt the source. One act won’t magically fix everything, but it’s a start. I see her marks the same way I see my tattoos—like I need every part of me covered with her, and only her.
Calista is such a delicate thing, even if she wants to be treated as anything but that. As I force my tongue into her mouth, she gasps into mine and as if I were simply just going in for a flick of hers, she tries to close her lips to turn her head. 
I grip her hair tighter and growl. “No, open up. Let me taste you.” I love how receptive she is and listens without pause. “Tongue out, baby girl.” As I step her back and her ass presses against the edge of the couch, she pokes her tongue out. I take it between my teeth before sucking on it.
As her eyes roll back, I crash our mouths together and it’s like I’ve flipped a switch—suddenly, she’s as fierce as I was a moment ago. That’s the fire I want in everything we do—a push and pull where she’ll always lose. 
“I’m going to let you go,” I breathe against her lips. “Hands behind your back, and if they stray I will tie you up.” She thrusts her shoulders back, her arms now where I can’t see them. 
“Good girl.” 
She lets out the sexiest noise and leans in for another kiss, which I oblige to. If she’s good for me, then I will give her everything she wants. 
My hands slide to the back of her thighs as I lift her, setting her down on the edge of the couch. She bites hard on my bottom lip, then I return the favor, biting and sucking hers into my mouth. I tear her silky nightwear up and over her head, then carefully drape it around her shoulders, letting the soft fabric rest there like a makeshift restraint. The material clings to her arms, keeping them gently pinned in place, leaving her exposed yet bound by the embrace of the silk.
Her chest is now bare to me, and although I’ve seen her breasts before, it’s like I’ve found the sea in the desert. I’m parched to taste, touch, and see it every second I can. This only reinforces the thought that I could lock us away in this cabin, close the gates, and never let anyone else in. To have her walk naked for me so I can appreciate her perfection and have it all to myself until the day I die. 
With one hand pressed against the center of her back, I grab hold of her breast and pinch her peachy pierced nipple. Taking the balls of the bar, I spin it, and she gasps. Her legs that are spread so that our hips are pressed together, squeeze me in a vice-like grip, begging me to not step away. 
Her head falls back, and I lean into her neck, rubbing my nose down to her collar where I wrap my lips around to suck. I’m going to mark her so that whoever sees her, including herself, is reminded that she belongs to me.  
I pull her skin into my mouth, biting down and feeling her body tense under me. I groan and repeat the action down until I’m at the top of her breast, her panting intensifying as she begins to use her feet to drag me closer to her. 
I tut. “So needy.” Her hips roll, and with my cock pressed against my boxers, she can get some of that friction she’s been so desperate for. 
Leaning her back, I take her nipple into my mouth, flicking my tongue against it as it hardens further. I forget that I even have my tongue pierced because of the plastic barbell, and it being clear. Prison doesn’t take too kindly to them, but I wasn’t going to lose it—I quite enjoy it, and I know she will too. I’ll have to get a metal one for her pretty clit. 
“Ah—Ronan, that’s it.” Goddamn it, she sounds incredible.
I suck harder, pulling on her own piercing causing her to shudder under me. The goosebumps that I feel under my grip, make me grin. 
Shifting my hands to her hips, I pull her roughly to me, my cock meeting her clothed slit. “Will you be my good slut and keep your hands behind your back while I tongue-fuck you?” 
My head tilts as she looks down at me, her lips are parted as she pants. Her cheeks are stained a gorgeous rose, and as she blinks slowly, she asks, “What happens if I’m bad?”
“You’ll be punished.” My fingers hook beneath her underwear and slowly drag them down her thighs. I step back, only to allow for me to take them all the way off. 
She presses her lips hard together, and when she releases them, they pull apart slowly. “It’s worth the pain.” 
I still need to teach her my pain will only come in the form of pleasure and denial. I’ll never hit her in any place she doesn’t want, but what I do not want, is this to end because I can’t overcome her touch. Because I care about her, I’d leave before letting any violence spill into the places it doesn’t belong.
Sucking in a sharp breath through my nose, I open her legs wider, my thumbs pressing into her thighs, slowly drawing closer to her pussy. 
“If you feel a desire to touch me, baby girl, grab my hair. If you stray, I’ll fist your cunt.”
She slowly moves one hand around to her front and lifts it to the top of my head. I don’t have a lot to grab as I keep it cut pretty short, but I’m sure she’ll make do. When her fingers brush against my scalp and back through my hair, a chill runs through my body. It’s a great feeling that elicits nothing but desire and lust. 
Dropping down to my knees, I use my thumbs to spread her glistening pussy open for me. I immediately see metal, a vertical clitoral hood piercing, and I now understand her need for friction. 
“Your appearance screams innocent, but you are anything but.” I draw my thumb up and flick it, her grip on my hair tightening as she moans. Her foot comes to my shoulder, and I lean in, drawing my lips across her clit to the metal hook that I know when she moves just the right way, it flicks her pouty bud. “Just like your mouth is a liar, your façade is, too.”
“Ronan, I—” I cut her off by sucking in her piercing into my mouth, before opening up and flattening my tongue across her bundle of nerves. 
Her hips thrust forward, and it isn’t just her that makes sounds of pleasure. The moment her taste hits me, I am wrapping my arms under her legs and smothering my face into her. 
There’s no artificial flavoring to her arousal, and the natural salt that hints with fresh water and the slightest bit of sweetness, makes me an instant addict. My lips wrap around her clit, keeping it in my grasp as I suck. Another hand finds its place right on my head, and I’m so into her sounds and taste I can’t think of anything more than wanting her to come all over my face. 
Normally I’d want her to sit, as my face commands, but I’m too impatient. Jesus, I had only planned to stare at her greedy pussy to fluster her, but the moment I saw it I had to have a taste. I want her—right now, anytime, anywhere—no matter where the fuck we are.
I shift down, just so I can slide my tongue into her cunt. It surprises her, and she clenches around me. When I raise my gaze, her head is thrown back, her chest rising and falling as if she is incapable of catching her breath. 
She’s tight, surprising when she’s got something like Big Bertha. Either way, I’m glad I’ll be molding her cunt to me. 
Removing my tongue, I slide my fingers up between her soaked slit and press two of them into her. “You’re going to ride my fingers until you come for me, baby girl. I want to watch you swallow them like you are going to do to my cock.” 
I move her foot to the back of the couch, then take one of her hands and place it over her clit. “Play with yourself, let me watch you come undone.”
Pushing my fingers in, passing my first set of knuckles until my second threatens to breach, I hold them in. “Such a needy cunt you have. Now give yourself what you want. Come like you’ve been so desperate to do.” 
“Oh, fuck! Fuck!” She repeats over and over, using the leverage she has on me and the couch to roll her hips. Watching as her pussy takes my fingers, swallowing and coating them with her cum, has a thunderous growl rolling from my chest that accompanies my heady need for her. 
“That’s it, Cal, you’re doing so fucking good.” 
Her fingers swipe across her clit, and when she lifts slightly off the couch, I take the opportunity to slip another finger inside of her. My free hand spreads out her leg as I watch how glorious her body reacts to me watching. Her muscles go in and out of tension, the soft goosebumps crawling down her arms and legs. It's all reacting to me seeing her come undone.
When she throws her head back, and her hand begins to shake, she’s screaming through dreamy moans that have me leaking in my boxers. I am going to fuck this pretty cunt and fill her so full she will feel me for days—no, weeks, months, years; or however long that I have.
“Does my girl want to come?”
Her head nods frantically.
“Words, Calista, use your fucking words.”
“Yes! Please, Daddy, please—I can’t—I can’t!” Curling my fingers inside of her and brushing them against the soft spot has her patting against her clit and tumbling over the cliff. Her movements shift from fluid to frantic, and she tightens her grip on my hair to keep herself steady.
“Fuuuuck, baby, that’s it.” As she climaxes all over my hand, she moves her own to keep herself up and not fall back. Even as her hips stop, my fingers do slow pumps in and out of her, drawing out the rest of her orgasm.
Her mouth is wide open as she fights not to pull away. 
“Ronan.” Her tone is dreamy and holy fuck, I will spend every second making her come to elicit more of it. 
I draw my fingers out of her and slide them directly into my mouth. Her taste explodes on my tongue, and I groan. It feels like it was crafted just for me. The very sustenance I’ve been craving. Like water to dry soil, without it, I’ll wither, becoming nothing more than dust scattered by the wind.
I'm beginning to think she was made for me in every way. As her hands shift, I wait, ready to command her to place them behind her back—but I don’t need to. She leans forward, pulls her shoulders back, and slides her hands behind herself without a word from me.
The moment I’m going to praise her, she opens her mouth and pokes her tongue out.
Fucking Christ, I’m done for.
“My slut wants to taste herself?” 
“Please,” she says breathlessly.
I bring my tongue down to her cunt and collect her cum into my mouth, which elicits her legs to twitch along with sultry music from her lips. It surprisingly takes great effort to not keep eating her out, because damn why does she taste so good?
When I come to stand, I grab her cheeks to angle her up and spit what I’ve taken onto her tongue. It rolls back and she swallows it before I slam my mouth against hers. I need more, and I’m determined to have it.
Calista is mine.
All mine.
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Calista


Am I high right now? 
Maybe I am because I can barely breathe, and I feel like I’m floating. I haven’t smoked weed in a long time, but this might as well be the same sensation.
My chest heaves, trying to center myself from probably the best orgasm I’ve had in my life. The way he talks to me is something I’ve never experienced, and it was like each word crawled between my thighs, vibrating my clit right under my own fingers. 
I’ve always begged my previous partners to tie me up, spank me, choke me; all those physical acts that most would deem vile, but never had I thought degradation would be my sin of choice. The one I’m in desperate need of. 
I’m treated like a doll—a princess, something that’s fragile during the day. I’m not, and I don’t care if I break. I want to break. Especially if it’s in Ronan’s grip, under his tongue, between his finger. As long as it’s him that pulls me to Hell, I’ll gladly burn just to mix our ashes so there is no telling us apart. 
“You must not use Big Bertha much.” A pressure builds right at my soaked center causing my back to curve instantly. His fingers dip, not too deep but enough that when he curls them up, he brushes against that spot that forms a knot in my stomach. “This cunt is so tight.” 
A whimper rolls from my closed lips. 
“Lean forward,” he whispers against my lips just as his free hand dips under my ass and lifts me from the couch. I do as he commands, pressing my chest against his. It’s instinct to want to wrap my arms around his neck because he keeps his fingers inside of me, and gives me no support at my back. 
My legs tighten around him which has my hips rolling and bringing his fingers further inside. “Oh, fuck!” I don’t even contemplate the action; my forehead presses against his shoulder as my teeth sink right above his collarbone. 
He tenses, and so do I. My hands have always been the issue, I’m not sure what parts he doesn’t want me to use to touch him. 
There was just a moment of pause, then he slides his fingers out of me and holds his hand at the small of my back. He walks us, not far, only to sit on the couch which he falls right into it, setting me in his lap.
I’m not even entirely sure why but I don’t want to lean back. It could be fear of what I’ll see, maybe disappointment that I’ve not been good or gone too far. 
“You’re fine.” He puts his hand to my stomach and slowly, as though mapping me inch by inch, draws it up between my breasts.  Applying just a small amount of pressure, he pushes me back before his hand comes to tenderly grip my throat. 
“Tell me what not to do,” I say, swallowing, which causes him to tighten his grip on my neck. 
“How about I tell you what to do, baby girl.” He wets his bottom lip and spreads his legs ever so slightly while adjusting mine to better settle right at his hips. 
His eyes slowly move from my face to my neck, then to my breasts where I watch his gaze shift from desire straight to lust. They hyper-focus, and as he trails down to my pussy, which I’ve kept free of hair minus a little patch, he draws his tongue across his top teeth. 
“Pick a handprint,” he says, moving his hand from around my neck to draw it up to my chin. 
I scan his torso, his shoulders, and all the places I touched last night. Most of the smeared paint is at his stomach, the more intact ones are on his upper body, where I was meticulously keeping my touch there longer. 
Slowly raising my hand, I point at the one center stage, right between his well-defined chest. 
He slides his thumb across my lips, and as if he had commanded me to, I open. The burst of adrenaline I get when he slides his finger into my mouth and draws it across my tongue makes me grind downward. His cock was already brushing my sensitive clit, but now I swear I can feel some sort of ridges as I seek what he has for me. 
“Physical pain for me is manageable. I’ve been stabbed, tased, beaten nearly to death.” He doesn’t want me to focus on the trauma of that sentence, because his hand that isn’t sliding another finger into my mouth grabs my hips and grinds me harder against him. “A touch is like acid through my bones, clinging to me and ready to make me violently try to find a means to extract the feeling. It’s all in my head and I—” He pauses, but briefly, before continuing, “You, baby girl, cannot fix me… not overnight.”
His thumb grabs at the bottom of my chin and drags me like I’m a fish caught on the end of his line. Both his fingers brush the back of my tongue, but not far enough to make me gag yet. I can feel drool drawing lines down my chin, just like my pussy is soaking his boxers.
“Go ahead and put your hand on the mark.” 
I don’t hesitate for a second—my hand instinctively presses against the center of his chest. His nostrils flare, and the ocean depths in his eyes seem to darken and expand.
When he slips his fingers from my mouth, he doesn’t take his hand far, and grabs my throat, then pulls me to him. Our lips crash together, my tongue now attempting dominance, but he is a beast that’s hungry. I’m no match. His grip on me, his tongue against mine, it all wins. 
He shifts upward and I lift my hips, allowing him to lower his boxers. There’s no pause as cold metal breaches my center, he doesn’t want to be slow or take his time and neither do I. He can be who he is, and I’ll take it.
Every holy fucking glorious inch of him. 
I’ve had large partners before, most not totally understanding how to use it, but when he slams against my back wall I gasp for air. He eats the mewl that vibrates out of my throat, turning his head and deepening the kiss. 
I’d completely missed the burning of his first thrust, but I don’t as I lift myself up for the first time. He’s got piercings, but fuck it feels like they’re everywhere. That can’t be, but just the thought has me trembling and moving faster. 
He leans me back. “Ride me.” His command goes without question, and when I begin to lift myself, he grabs my hips. “Roll, just like you did on my fingers. You’ll feel every curved inch of my cock as it fucks that soft spot inside you.” 
Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d want a man telling me how to have sex. But I guess he knows his dick better than I do and he isn’t wrong. 
I angle myself back and roll my hips, feeling his head rubbing against my g-spot, no, fucking massaging it. The tight grip of my lower stomach has my legs already shaking, and a force attempting to have me curl forward. 
I’d kept my hand at his chest, and just as I’m about to move it, he puts his over mine. His fingers slip under my palm and keeps me situated. 
“Oh, fuck, that’s it.” 
“Ronan, I’m—fuck!” I’ve never been able to orgasm without my clit being stimulated, it’s why I got the piercing. At this angle, it’s not brushing against my usual needy place, but whatever his dick is made of is giving me everything I need. My entire abdomen clenches, causing my movements to increase.
The moment I shut my eyes and begin tumbling over, he grabs my cheeks and directs me downward. “Look at me while you come on my cock, Cal.” 
I swear fireworks spark even across my open eyes as I shake violently through my second orgasm. His smile as I begin to lean forward has my heart doing stupid leaps. It’s like he’s proud of me for coming and Jesus, I’m ready for my trophy I did nothing for. 
“That’s my good girl.” His praise mixed with the degradation has every bit of me on fire. 
A sudden smack of my ass makes me clench and groan. “Ah, and look at you, even drooling for me.” He leans forward from his reclined position, drawing his tongue across my chin and lips. “I still need to taste your tears, baby girl. I imagine they’re as delectable as your cunt.” 
I swear to god, this man. 
I'm panting and sweating, the fireplace warming the space, combined with my own body heat, means we're going to start sticking to each other any second now.
“On your knees and hook your wrists together behind your back.” His smirk has goosebumps rolling through my body, peaking my already throbbing nipples. “I want you to choke on my cock while you swallow my cum before your pussy does.”
I can’t believe myself, but I whine. “I-I’m on—”
“Shh.” He moves his hands to my hips and lifts me as though I weigh nothing. “I felt your IUD when I was finger-fucking you. I know.” 
Undoubtedly my face is flushed red with how flustered I am.
He groans, and I can see him wanting to say something, but stifles it. Instead, he leans forward and kisses between my breasts. “I'll be covering every inch and filling every hole of yours with my cum, baby girl. For now, you’ll taste us together and swallow what I give you. Do you hear me?” 
“Yes…”
“Yes?” His voice like a thunderous roar.
“Yes, Daddy.”
“Good, now on your knees.” 
I’ve never realized what lengths I have had to go to not to touch someone. As I’m getting down, I nearly put my hands onto his thighs but quickly correct the action and place them behind my back. 
My hair gets in my face, and just as I’m about to move it, he graciously does it for me. Drawing his fingers across my temples and back through my scalp, he gathers it away from my face. 
That’s when I see his cock for the first time, and now I understand what I was feeling. I wasn’t necessarily right that he has piercings everywhere, but more than I’ve ever seen on any one cock.
Not that I’ve had many with them. 
He’s got a Jacob’s ladder, five, at the underside of his shaft. Then, on his head, he’s got a magic cross right through it.  I didn’t need to see him to know he is larger than life, but the slight curve upward of it makes sense. That’s why it was beating me so fucking good. 
“Such a hungry whore for my cock, huh, baby girl?” 
“Yes, Daddy.”
He wraps his tattooed hand around said appendage and strokes it right in my face. My arousal coating it, making his caress smooth. 
“Open your mouth.” I have no desire to pause, so I do as he commands.
My mouth opens, tongue out as he taps the bottom of his dick against it. “You’d look so good with a collar; ropes around your wrists and arms, while you take my cock like the good pet you are.”
His hips move back while he takes hold of my hair once more with his free hand. “Chest against the couch, I won’t let you pass out.” He’s done this before, because he must understand I have no means to lift myself up once I’ve begun. 
Tapping the underside of his length against my tongue, I flick against the bars. It gets a sexy groan from him, and I give myself a mental pat, and note it down for future cock sucking. 
“Beg to suck on it, Cal. Tell me how much you need it.” 
I can feel my own cum dripping down my thighs. Every time he speaks, my pussy weeps for more.
He pulls his cock from my tongue, and I pant through my plea. “Please… I want to taste, gag, and choke on you. I promise to swallow everything you give me. Please, Daddy.”
His thunderous moan is drowned out by my gag on his entry. He pulls my hair, the cross at his head brushing against the back of my throat. I don’t get anywhere near the base, and as he drives my head to bob up and down, his fucking moans make my thighs clench. 
Tasting myself on him is like a drug, I become heady nearly immediately. I’ve always had good levels and never used anything other than water to clean myself. I’d never admit it out loud, but I love the way I taste. Now, having it mixed with him, I’m a fucking addict that will crawl and beg to have it every chance I can.
I relax my tongue when he pulls me back, dropping me harder, stretching my throat just as he did to my pussy. 
“Fuuuck, that’s it, look at how good you’re taking me, baby.” 
He thrusts my head down, and I gag around him, my shoulders shaking as I fight my natural instinct to grab hold of his thighs. 
“Goddamn,” he pants and as heat rises to my face at the lack of oxygen, my eyes roll back. 
Don’t touch him… The fact I’d contemplate dying over putting my hands on him when he doesn’t want that, seriously tells me I have some issues. 
I’m not sure why I’m worried. As he promised, he pulls me back right at the point of black creeping across the sides of my vision. 
My mouth is open as I’m leaned back onto my knees, my breathing completely out of pace. He grabs his cock, and fists it once, twice. “Keep that beautiful mouth of yours open.” 
When he comes, he does so across my face and down my chin and neck. His throaty moan has my skin vibrating and toes curling. After a few more strokes, he lifts his hand and brings it to my mouth. I don’t allow him to ask me to stick my tongue out, I just do it, allowing him to smear the cum on his hand across it.
I let it sit on my tongue before swallowing. The look of lust and admiration in his eyes has those damn butterflies having a party in my stomach. 
He grins. “You look so fucking perfect painted in my cum.” He runs his fingers along my chin, tracing the spot where he finished. “Don’t waste any of it.”
The tug on my hair has me lifting to my feet, just for him to drag me onto the couch. I fall onto my back, my arms sandwiched behind me. “Every drop.” He takes his coated fingers with his cum and shoves them into my soaked pussy.
He leans in and draws his tongue across my chest, up my neck and straight to my lips where he shoves it into my mouth. The deposit of his cum into my mouth has me trembling with pleasure.
Holy fucking shit… I’m ruined. 
Kill me now because I can’t go back. I don’t want anyone else, and I sure as shit don’t want to see him be with anyone else.
I’m out of breath when he pulls away from me and brings the back of his hand across my cheek. The tenderness makes my heart need more. I want him to wrap me up in his arms and take me to bed and kiss me until we fall asleep in each other’s arms.
But I can’t expect that, nor will I ask that of him, so I just smile up at his expression of fulfillment. 
“I’ll have you for breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” he croons.
I nod quickly, tilting my chin down to my chest. “I wouldn’t even make you beg.”
His gentle laugh has heat building across my temples. As he speaks, he is helping me sit up. “I need to warn you, Cal.” 
I don’t visibly show my discomfort, at least I hope I don’t. I do, however, take a deep breath and hold it. 
He smiles, the half one that tucks up just one cheek, squinting that eye just a tad. He’s the definition of masculine, but I see the softness, even if it’s just a small crack that I will only notice. 
“I like you.” Alright, well, I’m done for. “Which is dangerous. My obsession is not healthy.”
“I’m unhealthy—not like, sick unhealthy, but I’ve got shit too, Ronan.” 
He sighs and shakes his head. “I’m aware.” My surprise must prompt him to continue. “Having anyone after you is indication there is something…” His fingers come to my sternum, his index and middle walking up between my breasts, until they’re at my throat. “Inside here that you’re hiding.”  His eyes raise to mine. “You’ll tell me, not tonight… but soon.”
Rolling my lips I nod, but don’t say it aloud. 
“I don’t know how to take care of you,” he continues, moving past the lie I’ve given him.
“I’ll teach you,” I murmur, raising my hand over the painted hand mark on his chest. “I’ll be slow with this. You deserve that.”
“You don’t know what I deserve, baby girl, not yet. In the end you may find I’m not worth redemption of any kind.”
I know I shouldn’t, but fuck it, at this point what harm could it do to show him that maybe he isn’t the only psycho here. “Then I’ll become unredeemable with you.”
A soft hum slips through his closed lips. 
My fingertips press against the spot on his chest, and he takes a deep breath.
“I like you too, Ronan. A lot. And I think you were right when you said we’re toxic—but not for each other. I believe our poison can create something beautiful, yet lethal to anyone who isn’t us.”
He sighs through his nose. “We will see, baby girl.” His smile makes me feel better, and as his hand comes to the side of my neck, I’m surprised, but happy, he leans in for a kiss. 
It’s brief, but one, nevertheless. 
I want this… I want this so fucking badly, just the thought of what hunts me ruining it, makes me ache.
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Calista


AGE 15

Why is she bringing me here? Isn’t this the last place that any person should be, let alone a teenager?  
Ever since Dad died last year, Mom’s drug addiction has skyrocketed. She began shooting herself with the substance the moment Dad was diagnosed with cancer, and after it took him, it just… never stopped. 
This is the first time she’s taken me anywhere with her. I’ve never been to this side of the city before, but I’m not surprised. It’s nothing like the historical homes that surround ours. The pristine yards that are kept up by the neighbors. No gates separating the fronts, because I guess everyone trusts each other not to steal anything left there overnight. 
Here there are mobile homes, worn-down houses, and empty lots. Cars piled in each driveway, some don’t even look like they’d run with the amount of rust I can see on them. 
“Mom?” 
She's gripping the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckle bones press hard against her skin, looking like they might break through. 
“Yes, sweetheart?” 
We are at a stop sign, and her leg is bouncing so hard that the car is shaking. 
“Where are we going?” 
It’s Saturday evening and I just got done cheering at my high school’s basketball game. I normally don’t change until I get home, and I really don’t want to be walking around anywhere in my uniform. 
She sighs. “I’ll be quick.” 
That really wasn’t an answer, but instead of arguing with her, I look forward as we begin moving again. 
Soon, we pull into a driveway with just three other cars, enough space to fit without a squeeze. She’s out of the car almost before it’s even in park.
“Stay here, I won’t be long.” 
Now I’m more worried. This neighborhood scares me. The moment her door is closed, I lock the car and unbuckle my seatbelt. Nervously, I bite on the inside of my cheek and pull on the stretchy fabric of my skirt. 
Five minutes turn to twenty. 
Twenty, soon to an hour. 
I’ve been playing Bejeweled on my phone when it flashes that I’ve got a low battery. When I lift my gaze, it’s pitch-black outside. My heart hammers straight against my chest and I look around. There are only a few streetlights in sight, and even fewer that still work.
Looking back at the house, there is a light on inside. 
I really don’t know what to do and honestly contemplate calling the police to come get me. Except, I feel like I’d get in trouble. I’m not in any physical danger, but I don’t think I’m supposed to be here. This doesn’t feel like a place for me.
After placing my phone into the glove compartment, I unlock the car and walk up the uneven path to the front door. Weeds hug either side, and even more are overgrown onto the concrete patio. The metal screen is closed, but the door behind it is wide open.
The smell is all too familiar—it’s exactly like the den in our house, a mix of something chemical and skunky. When I first noticed it, I thought Mom was dissecting a skunk. We did one in my freshman year, though it was only a frog. 
I was wrong, very wrong. 
“Mom?” I murmur, my nerves running my blood cold. No answer, but I didn’t expect that with how loud the television is somewhere in the house. 
Swallowing roughly, I adjust my cheer shorts, wishing that they were longer. 
The screen door is unlocked, and I walk in. “Momma?” I say again, taking a few more nervous steps into the house. This hall goes straight through, because I can see a door right at the end of it. There are several archways on either side, and as I come to the first one, I’m grateful this is as far as I have to go. 
There are several couches that look as though bought at a secondhand store and shoved in here just for the purpose to optimize sitting, because nothing matches. My mom is spread out on the couch, one of her legs hiked up over the back of it, the other dangling.
Six men, and another woman sit equally slack. 
None of them have noticed me, and I’m not entirely sure what is safe. I feel like the car would be. I can at least lock myself in and hide. Maybe I’ll secure myself in the trunk, open the back seat to allow for me to not die of suffocation. Would I die of that back there? 
“What do we have here?”
I scream instinctively without thinking, startled so badly by the voice behind me that I can’t control it.
A rough hand clasps over my mouth, and I begin kicking and wailing my arms. I’m strong, my dad had me taking karate before his passing. I was working up to a black belt, but whoever this is, is so much larger than me. He overpowers me immediately, wrapping an arm around my torso and squeezing mine to my sides. 
“Who the fuck brought the kid?!” he bellows, and I search for my mom’s help. 
My shout of “Mom!” is muffled by his tightening hand. 
She doesn’t even move, just waves her hand as though she couldn’t be bothered.
“This ain’t no place for a little girl, Jasmine,” the man behind me says, before lifting me off the ground and dragging me down the hall.
I’m terrified, but even still, tears don’t come to my eyes. 
I keep screaming, kicking, and using whatever I can to free myself. The wall is my only aid, and at one point, I kick so hard his shoulder slams into the opposite one.
He curses and turns me around in his arms, tossing me over his shoulder. I bang hard on his back, then his head, but it all goes ignored as we turn into a room. My entire body shakes uncontrollably. 
“No, no, no—no—no—no—no! NO! Please, no!” 
I grab the doorframe as we enter, my nails digging hard into the hollow wood. “Let me go! No, no! Mom! Mom! Help!” 
His rough grunt accompanies him tearing me from my hold. 
As I’m shoved from his shoulder, he throws me onto a mattress that has no spring. It’s hard, as though he threw me to the solid floor. 
I cower back, looking up at the man. He’s got a bored expression, tall and wide, with a gut I’ve started to see my mom growing. Then he licks his lips and I feel nausea rolling from my stomach straight to my throat.
“You look just like Jasmine.” He turns away from me and heads to the door. “The guys are gonna love that.” As he disappears out the door and slams it shut, I hear a click, and then another one.
I scramble off the bed and go straight to the doorknob, jiggling it and pulling. It’s locked, and no matter how hard I pull on it, there is no give. 
“Mom! Mom! Help, Mom, please!!” All I hear is laughing, and it’s fading further and further away. 
I turn quickly, looking around the room that smells of mildew and smoke. It’s too dark to see anything, and when I feel around for a light switch and click it, nothing illuminates.
My knees want to buckle, to drop me and give up, but I can’t. Dad would tell me to find a way. To rely only on myself if it came down to it, because the only person that wouldn’t disappoint me, was me.
There is a window, and when I get to it and open it, I see metal bars in my way. I curse my body, because at the ripe age of twelve, my boobs began to come in. Now at fifteen, I’m a C cup and will absolutely not fit through these. 
I’m going to try, I can’t just sit here and wait for them or my mom. I’ll run and hope to God that there is someone good out there that will hear my cries for help. 
I shift up onto my butt and turn, shoving my shoulder through two of the bars. I can already tell I won’t fit, the moment I get my head to it, both sides squeeze at my temples. 
Grabbing the bars, I begin pulling them apart. There is a slight give, which has me hoping. They are parts that are rusted, which has me searching for the weakest of them.
I'm grateful for the strength sports have given me; they've kept me steady, even when I'm terrified. I want to scream for help, but that would only bring them here faster. My mind might be teetering on the edge of collapse, but my body knows it's not time to give up yet.
One of the last two bars on the right are worse than the rest, and I put one of my heels against it, then pull in the opposite direction on the other. The metal whines, and I clench my teeth through a grunt. 
There… there… 
The metal bends, and as I put every inch of strength I have behind it, the one I’m holding gives and the top breaks apart from the rest of the structure. I’m thrown backward, landing hard on my spine against something solid. When I hit the ground with a loud thud, a sharp whimper escapes me, pain radiating from the impact.
I’m shaking as I push myself up, my hand pressing against the spot where the impact landed, feeling a bruise already forming. Limping, I grip the edge of the bed to help haul myself back up toward the window, my legs almost useless from the shock. That hit sent a piercing pain straight through them. I have no doubt they will go numb any second. 
Adrenaline shoots through me as the door behind me flies open. When I look back and it’s not my mom, I’m moving as quickly as I can through the metal bars.
“Get back here!” 
I let out a scream so loud it cracks in my throat, and I swear I’m free, the cool air against my bare legs feeling incredible. Except just as I’m squeezing my chest through, a grip on my hair stops my escape. 
“Where the fuck are you going?” It’s not the first guy’s voice, but it could be Santa Claus for all I care, and I’d still fight. 
“You gonna just leave your poor mom like this?” I grab at the guy’s hand at my hair, scratching and drawing blood as I half hang out the window.
My legs have nothing to give me leverage, and as I kick to find anything, I’m forcefully dragged back through. I attempt at hooking my legs down, tearing one of my hands away from the one holding my hair and grabbing the bars to not be pulled back into this house.
“Help! Help! Please help, anyone!” I’m done calling for my mom.
Another hand grabs my arm, and tears me backward. In one motion I’m brought back. A heat slices through my leg, and I scream out in pain, no longer just in terror. 
I can’t even focus on the hands on me, because the agony from my leg makes my body shake uncontrollably—I think I’m going into shock.
“Shit, she’s bleeding!” 
I try to lean forward, to see what has happened, but my back is shoved onto the floor. “Bitch just had to run, get the fucking first aid kit. I can’t have someone else dying in this house.” 
Thrashing around does nothing, but I’m hysterical. My calf is on fire and fear has completely overtaken any control on my body I had.
Pain erupts across my face. “Settle the fuck down. Jay, get me the fucking rivo.” The eye closest to where he slapped me feels like a weight is bearing down on it. 
A body straddles over my chest as someone else grabs my arms, and then I feel a pinch at the center of my bicep. My head snaps up, and I see a needle slowly pulling out of my skin.
“No! Please… please, don’t do this… please…” I’m suffocating, going blind, dying.  
The weight on my chest isn’t from this grown man pinning me down but from whatever’s been pumped into my veins. It’s pulling me away, deeper and deeper, until his face blurs and twists, morphing into something monstrous—a demon that can’t share the same space as the beautiful one I once knew. 
“Wrap her fucking leg up, I don’t want that much of a mess.”
The world around me disappears, and I’m submerged into Hell. That’s the only place that makes sense. 
“I hope she’s a virgin, at least then it’ll be worth the trouble.”
I wish the substance would have knocked me out instead of just making me incapable of using my limbs. Lulling me into a calm I don’t want to have.
I still feel everything. See everything…
I want to die, please let me die. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I was trapped in that house for three days, and my mom doesn’t remember anything that happened. 
I do…
I remember everything, and it’s why I’ve not left my room in two weeks. She’s telling me I’m being dramatic, that my fall was my own fault. I had to have sixteen stitches, and it was infected because they wouldn’t take me to a hospital. 
I’m barely able to walk, and when my coach called me to ask why I had been missing practice, I told him I wouldn’t be able to cheer for the rest of the semester. It’s not even from the wound in my calf, I mean, physically yes it is. The doctor told me I’d need to do physical therapy due to the muscle damage, and the scar tissue that likely will form from the stitches. 
I don’t even want to cheer anymore.
I never want to put on that uniform ever again. 
It’s currently staring at me, hanging over the back of my desk chair. Like a fucking cursed doll, it won’t go away. 
“She isn’t even crying, she wants it.” 
I hide under my covers, the sounds of their voices, the touch of their hands, it’s all playing over and over. The record is broken, and I don’t know how to stop it. 
“Virgin cunts feel so good.” 
“Please make it stop!” Grabbing my pillow, I shove it over my face and scream. Depleting all my air and holding it down, willing myself to allow it to suffocate me.
I can’t, because I’m weak. The moment my body jerks for sustenance to keep me living, I throw aside the pillow and curl into a tight ball. I’d never thought my virginity was anything special, as long as it was me who chose to give it away.
I’m afraid… not because of the memories, but because I didn’t cry. I screamed ‘no’, for them to stop, but I never shed tears. I’m defective, and maybe I did want it.
It was my fault for going into the house.
I’m so embarrassed.
I want to hide away.
I never want to see anyone ever again. 
I’m sorry. I failed myself…
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Ronan


Romance. Unfortunately, I never had the chance to experience it, or practice giving it. 
Calista deserves that, but the moment her hands dipped in that paint and onto me, she threw that shit out the window. The only thing I’m good at taking care of is myself.
As I began to leave her on the couch to shower, she literally coughed at me to bring my attention back to her. 
After promising she’d keep her hands between her legs, she told me to carry her to the bathroom. I’ll be very honest, the last woman I slept with before going back to prison, I put her clothes into her hands and pushed her out the front door for asking to stay with me.  
Sex has always been what it is. It means nothing but a release of tension. Both men and women equal the same thing to me, with the same outcome, and same amount of feelings attached: none.
That is, of course, not the case with this blonde baby girl now drying her hair with a towel in front of me. 
I’m closed off, and normally I would be telling her to go into the second bathroom to do her beauty routine. However, there is a larger part that’s intrigued to see how she keeps her skin so nice. She fascinates me, but not like a student-teacher sort of thing. It’s more like she’s my rat and I’ve got her in my lab, ready to poke and prod to learn what I need to do to satisfy her. 
“Do you mind if I ask you a question?” She stares at me through the mirror, those citrus green eyes settled behind siren lids. Ken wasn’t wrong. She isn’t my type and if I had seen her in a crowd I wouldn’t have looked twice. As beautiful as she is, it’s her stubbornness and self-control that draws me so damn strongly to her. 
I should preface that he was right. Past tense. Now, she’s my only type. 
“Depends,” I respond, stepping out of the shower after turning the water off. 
“On?” 
“If you answer mine as well.” I grab hold of the towel folded beside her, gazing down at her ass before starting to dry myself off. 
“Easy ones first.”
I hum. “I don’t think any question either of us have for one another will be classified as easy, baby girl.”
That innocent, gentle laugh of hers pops between her lips and I roll my eyes. Fuck she’s so adorable. 
“We can try. First, why do you call me baby girl?” 
Alright, that’s pretty easy. “You have a baby face, and you’re a girl.” Through the mirror, her mouth drops open, and I shrug my shoulders. “What?” She just keeps staring at me. “I was going to call you doll, but I don’t want to think of you as a soft object, and that’s what I associate a doll with.”
“Barbies are hard…” she mumbles. 
“The boys can call you Barbie, you’re my baby girl. Were you hoping for something sweeter and more loving?” 
She tears her eyes away from me and leans in toward the mirror, using the bristles on some stick to brush through her eyelashes. It isn’t mascara, because it didn’t come from a tube. 
“It’s fine…” I don’t think it is, but I’m not going to coddle her on this. It’s a nickname, what else is it meant to be? I sure as shit am not going to call her a fucking color. “Go ahead and ask me a question.”
“Where’d you get the scar on your calf?” Easy enough question… or so I thought.
“That’s a complicated answer, another one.” 
“Okay… I will come back to that.” My words are delivered as a promise, not playful. It’s an old wound. I wouldn’t have likely noticed it if I weren’t checking out her bare backside like the masterpiece it is. As though I’m standing in the Louvre, looking at the Mona Lisa up close, I’m in awe. “What is your middle name?”
A big smile pulls up her cheeks, her white teeth parting as she sucks a breath in. “Winter.”
“Calista Winter Byrne.”
“Sanderson. Calista Winter Sanderson. I never took the Byrne name…” She licks her lips, not looking at me, but I can see the struggle to not do it. “I was eighteen when Eamon and my mom got together, they married when I was twenty. He never asked to adopt me, and even if he had, I’d likely have declined.”
I wonder if it was for selfish reasons my brother didn’t, but maybe it will be the first thing I thank him for. Technically, she’s not family, but like I told Ken, I’d still have fucked her whether my brother adopted her or not.
“Why would you have declined?”
“I want to keep my dad’s name.” 
I think asking about her father will be a difficult question, so I’ll return to it another time.
Coming to stand beside her, I grab my toothbrush and say, “Your question.” 
I enjoy her smiling. I hadn’t made many smile in my childhood, and even less in my adult life. So being able to bring that to someone like Cal, it hits me in a way nothing else does. A woman like her finding any joy with someone as shadowed as I am... it gives me hope.
“Last sexual partner.”
“You.” 
She huffs. “Ronan.” 
“That’s my name.” I shove the toothbrush into my mouth and begin brushing. She tilts her head to look at me directly this time, her mouth open incredulously, one eyebrow popped while the other has her eye squinting. 
I just brush and brush. 
“Come on! That’s so rude.” 
The way she moves her hand up, I can tell she wants to put it onto me. Swat me, push me, just touch. However, she diverts, and instead just rests it against her waist. 
Leaning over the sink, I spit and rinse it down. “It was while I was in prison.”
“Oh…” I look up at her in the mirror and her face is beginning to turn red. “I didn’t know you could see visitors like that.” Her tone is sheepish, and I can’t help but find it strange for someone that has her clit pierced that the thought of me with a guy makes her flustered.
“We can’t. I fucked my dentist, and Ken.” 
I’m surprised her eyes didn’t pop straight from the socket. “Is that a problem?” I square my shoulders to face her, leaning my thigh against the counter.
“No, I’m just surprised I guess… that’s ignorant of me to assume you… are straight…” 
I'm not sure where the urge comes from, but I gently run the back of my knuckles across her cheek. She exhales sharply, her gaze lifting to meet mine. 
“All good. Sex isn’t something I glamorize. Dentist was a hole, as was Ken.”
Her face begins to turn an even darker shade of red. “But you guys are friends?”
“He’s like family at this point. He was the only one that came to see me, of course, after being released himself. That, and he took in the boys and introduced me to Mia. Which meant a lot.”
My hand moves down to her neck, my thumb brushing across her pulse. 
“Hurry and ask your question,” she says in that dreamy state between wanting and pouting. “I have another.”
“Go ahead, I think mine will be difficult and I’m slightly distracted.” I sure am, because my fingers move to the curve of her breast, slowly exploring down toward her pierced nipple. 
“The boys. Are they your kids?” 
“Uh, no.” I huff out a laugh. “They’re all siblings. Met them in a homeless shelter after being released from prison the first time.”
“They can’t be any older than thirty…” 
I pinch her hard nipple, and she gasps. 
“Twenty-seven, twenty-nine, and thirty.” I place my hand under her breast and flick her hardened bud with my thumb. “Fourteen, sixteen, and seventeen when I met them.” 
“Homeless…” she breathes, and I know she’s fighting getting turned on while having this conversation. “Ronan.”
I groan. “Listen, baby girl, you say my name like that I’ll pinch your clit instead.”
“I still want… more answers,” she pants, and I close my eyes while taking a deep, longing breath. Then I lean in, lift her tit, and suck her nipple into my mouth before pulling on the bar. Her gasp accompanies her leg lifting and hooking up at my hip, desperate for more. 
Releasing her, I stand back up to my full height. “Go ahead and ask, I’m not stopping you.” I grab under her thigh and pick her up. It’s still midday, but fuck doing anything but her today, we can stay in bed. 
I’m slightly eager to get cum in her freshly brushed lashes. 
Putting my hand to the small of her back so she doesn’t fall backward, I walk us into the bedroom. “Ask,” I say again, before placing my lips between her breasts that are sandwiching my face. 
Her soft moan is followed by: “How’d Ken get them?”
“I asked for him to make sure they were taken care of.” I drop her onto her back, grabbing both of her legs and hooking them around my waist. “I protected him in prison, and he owed me for keeping his ass alive, and happily fucked.”
She lets out a half-moan, half-gasp at my blunt statement.
Leaning down I bite down onto her neck, causing her soft coos to morph into a shriek. I suck and lick with need, and although I was already hard as fuck, my cock is now leaking feeling her own wet cunt dragging against my abs.
She grinds her hips against my torso, and I know that little piercing is rubbing against her clit. 
I smirk. “So fucking desperate, I quite enjoy it. I do actually have an easy question for you.” I take her hips and pull her away from me ever so slightly, enough I can see her pretty pink pussy bare for me. 
I push the piercing down and roll it around on her clit. She grabs hold of the headboard and releases the sexiest noises. She’s like my own personal porn star, using her sounds like someone is listening and trying to get off with her.
“Did you get this because boys weren’t satisfying you?”
“Y-Yes,” she breathes. “They sucked… Oh fuck, right there.”
“Are you done asking your questions?” I look down at my fingers which are already coated in her arousal. 
“No…”
“What do you want to know, baby girl?”
“What’s the ‘SIT’ tattoo over your eyebrow for?”
I chuckle before moving her legs up and over my shoulders. “A silent command.” Rolling us over, I grip her thighs with my hands and drop her down onto my face.

      [image: image-placeholder]I’m nearly forty years old, but when I say I do not know how to handle this situation, I really mean that. I’ve known sharp edges and hard stops. Get in, get out. I’ve spent only three years of my adult life outside of a six by eight room, and none of that time attempting to find a meaningful relationship. Most of it was sex, drugs, and more drugs. I was a mess, and that’s putting it lightly. 
So now that Calista has literally passed out with my cock inside of her, I’m not entirely sure what I’m supposed to do. I was going to give her a few minutes until we went again, but when her breathing slowed, low and behold, she fell asleep. 
She was a good girl and didn’t put her hands on me, and now that she’s asleep, they’re tucked under her, sandwiched between my stomach and her chest. Her hair is sprawled out everywhere, and I know I’m going to need to start putting it up before we get our fun started again. I’m certain I have it in between my crack and toes.
Shifting, I move her up my torso, allowing me to slide out of her and get her off to my side. 
I could leave her here and go sleep in the guest room. That’s what my head is telling my body it wants. However, my skin tingles, a sensation of absence washing over me with the thought.
Resting her onto her side, facing me, I comb through her hair and put it behind her back. Her hands are resting in front of her, lips slightly parted as she breathes peacefully. 
I wonder what her hard answers are… no, not hard. I don’t want to use that term. Heavy. Those questions and answers that weigh down on us, and that we shoulder alone. I want to know her, and I think we both can agree it’s a mutual feeling. I’m not so concerned about telling her the things that happened to me, if she wants to run after she finds everything out, she better be fast.
She’s mine until I say so, which may be unfortunate for her. I’ve not obsessed over anything or anyone before, and I can feel it consuming me. It may be unhealthy but, in the grand scheme of things, what exactly is healthy? My life sure as shit isn’t, and something tells me my girls isn’t either. 
I roll out of bed, but I do plan to return. 
As I’d wanted to, we stayed in bed until the sun was down. We didn’t even eat dinner, which probably isn’t the smartest idea. She came a lot, and while I kept her hydrated, we need to get actual food in us when we wake in the morning.
Tomorrow we can go for breakfast. Maybe the Waffle House. I haven’t seen one since getting out and I wonder if they are still around. 
After grabbing some water and the bucket of paint, I return to her. She may as well have taken sleeping pills because as I attempt to move her, she’s completely dead weight.
Fucking Christ, I knocked her out. 
As funny as that sounds, I’m happy that I did. Not for the purpose of boosting my ego, but because now I can play with her hands. 
Resting beside her, I take her wrist and guide her hand over the paint. After dipping her fingers in, I get some on the bed. Oh well, we’ve got both our cum and sweat everywhere, I’m not concerned about paint. 
After setting the can to the side, I take a deep breath and rest her hand over my chest. It’s in the same place she has been touching, the one I’ve allowed for her to. I keep it there, before lifting and putting her hand to my stomach. 
I can’t take my eyes off her, because every time I blink, it’s not her hand I feel. Even if hers is soft, lax, and nonaggressive. 
I’m coming to a slow realization that my rage comes from not the touch itself, but the fact I can’t get over it. That even after so many years, my mind can’t separate the gentle girl wanting to just do a normal thing, from my abusers. 
How fucked is that?
Bringing her fingers up to my neck, I rest them there, then my cheek. Keeping my eyes on her does help, and I think it’s all because I’m in control of it that it’s manageable.
I’m unsure of how long I do this for, but as my yawns get closer together, I know I’m also ready to join her in sleep. 
I need to adjust her if I’m staying here. 
Resting my head onto the pillow, I shift her, which gets a grumble of displeasure, and put her back to my chest. I wrap my arms around her torso, kiss the back of her head, and hold her tightly to me.
“Night, baby girl.” 
I close my eyes, breathing in the scent of her cucumber body wash, mixed with a subtle, clean fragrance that reminds me of green tea in her shampoo. It's calming—a sensation so unfamiliar to me. Yet something I wouldn't mind becoming accustomed to in my life.
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Calista


I’ve never found myself literally knocked out from sex before. At least not in the way that I’d love to talk about after.  
I fully expected to wake up in my own bed—or at least by myself. Never did I imagine I’d be wrapped up in Ronan’s arms. His hold is tight enough that I’m actually sweating. It’s so warm, and while I usually prefer cooler temperatures when I sleep, I’d trade a winter’s night alone for a sunny day with him any time.
My smile is stretched so damn big, and I’m glad he can’t see it because I know it must look ridiculous. It almost distracts me from the ache in my lower abdomen. I’m tender in my core, with a throbbing running from my stomach down to my pussy.
Both of my arms are sandwiched under his hold on me, his entire body curved against mine and his face buried into the back of my neck. I move my hips slightly, and it’s now I can feel his hard cock slipped right between my thighs. 
I was warm before, now I’m on fire. 
This man never fully drifts into a deep sleep, so when I swallow, I do it as quietly as possible. He hovers right on that edge between unconscious and wide the hell awake. I figure it’s probably a habit from prison, though maybe I’m reading too much into it. 
“I’m going to assume…” His grumbly voice startles me in the silence. “Your heart is racing because of my cock and not because of me holding you.”
“If I said both?” 
His groan makes my heart flutter, and if his twitching cock is any indication, he likes ‘both’ as an answer. 
He draws his hand down my stomach but keeps one arm tightly secured around me. I’m not to move, but as his fingers slip between my thighs to my slit, I jump from the touch. 
“Is this my cum that still soaks my cunt, or is my baby girl already wet for me this morning?”
My pussy clenches, and as if on instinct, I wiggle my butt against him. 
Is it bad that I want to spend another twenty-four hours in bed with him? Especially as his hips begin to rock, the head of his cock pushing between my slit and giving me that much needed friction. 
“Please…” I pant as I press my head to his chest.
“I’ll admit, I’m mad at myself for waiting so long to have my step-niece.” 
“D-Don’t call me that!” I wish I could say that without it sounding so fucking needy.
The loud smack of his hand against the side of my ass makes my hips thrust forward. It gives him the ability to grab one cheek and spread me wide. 
He groans and moves his fingers down between my thighs, replacing where his cock was and drawing back a line of my arousal. When he grazes across my back hole, I gasp. “Has anyone fucked this ass of yours?”
I shake my head, grateful for that fact. “No, I’ve never…” Oh no, wait, yikes—what if telling him I’ve never had the desire to try it is a total turn-off? What if that’s a dealbreaker for him?
Cal, get it together. 
“Never…?” He circles my asshole, and I chew on my bottom lip, doing my best to not pull away. 
“Never wanted to.” 
All he does is hum and slowly remove his fingers from between my cheeks.
The moment he is beginning to sit up and pull away, I roll onto my back and look up at him. “We can try, I’m not saying we can’t.”
His eyebrow pops up as he stares down at me. “Good, we are going to anyway. If you don’t like it, then I’ll fuck your throat and pussy extra hard to make up for the absence of that third hole of yours.” 
I roll my lips together before asking, “Then why are you getting up?” 
“We need to eat.” He pauses, studying me like he’s picking up on something I’m not saying. “Do you want to stay in bed all day again?”
It sounds like a real question, but I can’t tell if he’s hoping for it or just being polite. I should just say what I want—that I’d like to stay, but that I understand if he needs to go.
Instead, like the nervous bitch I am, I shake my head. “Probably for the best we get cleaned up.” 
As he stands and turns to face me, my eyes go wide at what I see. It isn’t his fully standing cock, but instead all the paint on him. I don’t remember touching it last night, but I was on such a natural high that it wouldn’t surprise me if I did.
There are handprints everywhere, from his stomach and torso, up to his neck and face. 
“Going to shower and get this paint washed off. Do you need to go anywhere today?” He heads for the closet which has the linens in it, and I stare at his butt. Dear god, even his glute muscles have muscles. I really should hit the gym or start working out with him, or something. I can’t be passing out every night with how rough he fucks me. I’ll need to get my stamina up. 
“Cal?”
“I don’t,” I finally respond.
“Then you’ll keep my cum inside that pussy until I get back later this evening.” 
I suck a sharp breath through my nose. “Excuse me?” 
He pokes his head out from the closet and stares at me. No words are spoken, but he may as well have read me an entire book with how much his face says. 
“How will you even know?” I also am concerned about my pH levels. Yes, I’m weird like that. I like taking care of myself. 
As he steps out of view and a few seconds pass, he returns with several towels folded in his arms. “When I eat your cunt later, I’ll know. Why are you asking? Do you plan on defying me?” 
This is exactly how I expected him to be, and any sensible girl would probably run for the hills. But not me—my stupid ass actually wants him to degrade me, to demand things of me. Especially when it comes to keeping his cum inside of me. 
That thought, oddly enough, sends butterflies through my stomach. 
“No… maybe…” I add in playfully, before swinging my legs off the side of the bed and begin to get up. “What would be my punishment if I cleaned up?”
The ache in my lower stomach intensifies as I stand and groan. Wait, what day is it?
He sets the towels down onto the bed and tilts his head. “I have this thing with people watching me take what’s mine.” Heat floods straight up to my face, completely pulling me from the pain in my uterus. “I’ll make you run through those woods outside, butt-ass naked, and only catch you when there are people around. Then, I’ll slam my cock into that needy pussy of yours and have you cumming with an audience.” 
My mouth drops open. 
I don’t say anything. Holy shit, I don’t even move because did he just say that to me? 
“Needy little slut wants that, huh?”
My thighs quake and a minuscule nod of my head occurs, because he is so right. The thought of someone seeing him ravage me, me, makes every drop of desire I’ve ever had rush straight to my clit. 
“Look at you glistening with the thought, baby girl.” He grabs the towels and smirks. “Don’t you dare touch yourself either. Only when I command you to will you do that.” 
Slipping my hands down to my stomach, he turns from me, not caring that I was about to test the waters and slip a finger between my slit. 
He wants me to defy him. 
I’m so fucked, and in the best way imaginable. 










Ronan

Leaving with a fucking erection like this and having the means to fix it, really is an idiotic thing to do. I should just turn around and fuck her before I go. 
The problem lies in that I’m not a quick one and done. Suppose it’s a blessing now, maybe not in my youth. I’ve got this strange bodily reaction to be able to come over and over, and it’s extremely difficult to satiate my need. 
The perfect example was last night, I literally fucked Cal into a coma. 
Before I left, she was standing in front of the garage door with her hands behind her back, giving me those droopy, siren eyes. I could tell she wanted a kiss, and it’s a strange feeling—wanting it, too. It wasn’t gentle or romantic, but she enjoyed it, and I loved leaving her there, drooling for more.
She’s my desperate little thing, and I am going to enjoy every second of it while it lasts.
Once my bike’s rolling and I’m down the driveway, I tap my phone clamped to the dash, pulling up Ken’s number and dialing. He picks up on the first ring. I rarely wait past the second—if someone can’t answer by then, they’re busy and not worth waiting for.
“Hey, Ro.” I hear screaming in the background, but it’s just Mia it sounds like. It’s followed by barking. Nothing abnormal it would seem. “Car should be done either tomorrow or the next.”
As I peel through the open gates of the community, I hit the streets, heading to the highway. “Thanks, but I called for an update on my request.” 
“Serrano’s. Do you know how many people have that name?”
“Did you start with any ex-boyfriends?” 
“She’s had a few, but none with that name.” He pauses, then hums. “Listen, she’s a sweet thing and I looked into her family. Dad was a professor before dying of prostate cancer, Mom delivered mail while going to law school. They all seem very clean-cut. Then there is your brother, I mean—” He laughs, and I roll my eyes. “Can’t get any more clean-cut than that pristine-suited bitch.”
I smirk. “What’s your point?” 
“The first thing I thought of was the Serrano House. They are a notorious drug family that now lives better than the President because they deal only to ‘the elite’.”
“Don’t refer to rich assholes as the elite.” I know it’s their definition, but that makes them sound superior. Money doesn’t make you powerful. Power makes you powerful. Gripping tightly to the handles, I lean forward and speed through a turning yellow light and get onto the highway.
“My bad.”
“It’s fine. I’ve never heard of them.”
“They weren’t always the Serrano’s, but a different name. I should know but it’s escaping me. They’ve been known as the Serrano House for over ten years, not sure that matters, but I’ll get it.” Beyond his voice I can hear several voices. The boys must just be getting up. I call them that as if they aren’t grown-ass adults. To me though, they’ll always be ‘kids’. Not mine but, nevertheless. 
“Alright, going back to your comment. Why wouldn’t you assume them? She said it so confidently, like I would know exactly who she was talking about.” 
He clears his throat. “To be honest I hope it isn’t.” 
Here’s the thing, I don’t like this skirting around the truth shit. Calista did it because she was trying to protect me, and now I can sense the same thing from Ken. 
“Explain,” I say, and it isn’t gentle.
“That’s a fight we can’t win, Ro. Did you ask for anything else outside of that name?”
In my mind, this conversation has solidified it is that family that’s after Cal. Even if it isn’t, it’s a good place to start. I can put the fear of a bullet in their skulls.
“Is it worth it?” he prods. 
“She came home bruised and disoriented.” My tone carries the note of it not being a question if it is or not. “There is something more going on with her, but I can already tell she won’t just willingly give me information.”
His chuckle is followed by chaos happening behind him. “You fuck her yet?”
“Yes, but regardless, I’ve been wanting to know who hurt her before that.”
“Softy,” he coos. “What about your brother?”
“We are getting off topic, Ken. You got a buddy that can come with me? I ain’t going to have you come, just in case.”
“Sooofty.” I roll my eyes at his mockery. He can’t go back to prison, not with Mia, and now Dylan. I know I should also be concerned about myself, but I can handle it. 
“I’ve got a buddy, name’s Glen,” he continues. 
“Glen-Glen?”
“Oh, did I mention him?” 
“Couldn’t stop talking about him. Kick boxer, ex-military, right?”
“That’s him.” Perfect. “I’ll give him a call to meet you there. He’s been itching for something to do besides me.”
Rolling my eyes, I huff through condescending chuckle. “Alright. Where am I meeting him?” 
“Remember the elite comment? This is a powerful fucking family. You won’t be coming to my side of town, and I hope you’ve got shoes on this time.”
“Thanks.”
“Be careful, Ro. I don’t want to be the one to tell your girl you’re in the hospital… or worse.”
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Calista


“Thanks for coming over and grabbing me.” I sigh and throw my head back. “I hadn’t realized what fucking day it was.” 
Gene literally giggles at my moaning. “For someone that’s so in tune with her body, that’s surprising. You must be extremely distracted these days.”
Calling her to drive an hour to pick me up and bring me to Walmart seems trivial, but I needed to talk to her about everything. Plus, I desperately needed a tampon. I wasn’t sure how long Ronan would be gone, and folded-up toilet paper wasn’t going to cut it until he got back. I couldn’t believe I didn’t even have a single pad with me.
He’s going to be so fucking mad that I showered, but he has to understand—I couldn’t just leave his cum, my own cum, and blood... just sitting there.
I groan and lean over the blue shopping cart as we stroll through the aisles. 
“You good, babe?” 
“Yeah, my bad.” I peek over at her and she’s got a big smile on her face. “I’ve definitely been distracted.”
“Pleaseeee, tell me it’s because of your step-uncle.” 
Why do they both keep doing this? There’s nothing binding us—I don’t care that my mom married his brother. Eamon didn’t adopt me, and honestly, I’m ready to cut ties with that woman altogether. Every day I spend with Ronan, it’s that future I see. Not the one I’ve been running from because of her.
I’m definitely getting ahead of myself. We only fucked, and this could easily just be that. Sex. 
“Let me stop by the pharmacy and see if my meds are still in the system so I can order them. But yes, he is my distraction.” 
She mouths a ‘thank god’ before wrapping an arm around my shoulder and pulling me up to stand. “Tell me all about it, and I’m talking about his penis, you can tell me everything else but that’s most important.”
I don’t mind gossiping, but I feel like telling her about his cock isn’t right, not yet. Though, his comment about liking to be watched has me wondering if he’d actually want me to tell her about it. She’s my best friend, I tell her everything, but maybe it’s his past that has me hesitant.
“He is pierced and has a body like some god.”
She sighs dreamily. “Lucky. I wish boytoy would get a few of them.”
I nearly snort. “Oh! So, you can call him that but I can’t!?”
My phone buzzes as she laughs loudly, the echo of it having me worried the other shoppers will think we are crazy and start to stare. I pull out my cell and look, hoping to some god that it isn’t Ronan and he is already home. 
It isn’t.
My stomach drops. 
Bitch

He cannot keep you safe, you fucking cunt. 

Did you send him after us?


I swore I blocked this bitch. Send him after them? What the fuck? Another message comes through, and as I read it, I see the bubbles popping up for another one.
Bitch

Answer the goddamn question!


Looking up at Genevieve, who is yapping away about some book boyfriend of hers, I quickly text back. 
Don’t contact me again. I already told you what would happen if you did


I immediately block the number before the new message even comes through, deleting the entire thread—but not before taking screenshots. I’m not stupid; I’ve kept a record of every single form of contact and sent copies to myself through email. I can’t let Ronan see any of this. I’m determined to get out of this on my own.
The last thing I want is to get him involved, and him get sent back to prison. I don’t know how I could live with myself.
I’ve done enough… 
“Earth to Cal.”
Shaking my head, I slip my phone into the back pocket of my shorts. “Sorry, what’s up?”
“Do you want to get some chocolate and really bad food for us to snack on while we gossip?”
I smile, completely pushing away the thoughts of my past and grabbing hold of her hand. “Yeah, I’d like that.”
“Do you know what your uncle wants? Beside your pussy—”
“Damn it, Gene! Stop with the uncle shit!”
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Gene’s still here after hours of talking and snacking. I can’t help but feel a little anxious about what Ronan will think if he comes back and finds us on the couch. I know I care way too much about his opinions, because even though Gene is my best friend, and this is technically my family’s cabin, I'm still worry what he’ll think when he walks in and sees her here.
The way he was talking before he left was as though he hoped I’d be naked when he got home, or at least with no panties on. 
Shit luck for him, and I, he’ll be waiting for a minimum of five days until I’m done bleeding.
“It’s nice and warm tonight,” Gene comments. The sun’s gone, and I’m glad I hadn’t waited for Ronan to get home. “Have you ever gone skinny dipping in the lake?” 
I giggle and kick her softly. “No.”
“Want to?”
My mouth drops open. “No!”
“You have a tampon in, who cares? I was going to make a shark joke, but it obvi doesn’t have the same effect.” 
Shaking my head I roll my eyes. “I love you, sweet cheeks, but if he sees you naked I may have to unalive you.” I use the term she does when making her stupid bookish videos on social media. It has her laughing louder than I’d care to admit enjoying. 
Only after she’s come down from the serotonin boost and takes a sip of water, does she ask, “Have you told him about your kinks?”
Oh boy. Here we go.
“We have similar tastes.”
She squeals and gives me a cheesy, big as fuck grin. “Family always comes in clutch—”
“I swear to fuck, Genevieve!”
I’m a second away from starting a wrestling match with her and messing up her freshly done hair when I hear the garage door opening. I didn’t even catch the sound of his bike until it pulled right in. My heart skips, and I can tell Gene’s a little tense too by the look on her face. All she knows about Ronan is that he was in prison, something I apparently spilled that night she took me home from the bar.
I slide off the couch, hands instinctively folding behind my back. Just as the door opens, I turn to Gene. “No handshakes. He doesn’t like being touched.” She presses her lips together, and we both wait.
Ronan strolls in, tossing his leather jacket onto the counter without a glance in our direction. He kicks off his boots at the door, then reaches to pull up his shirt. I think he’s just going to untuck it, but he yanks it straight over his head. 
I’m a jealous bitch because I quickly raise my hand to cover Gene’s eyes, though she swats me away just as fast.
The sound of skin against skin catches his attention, and he turns his head toward us. His blue eyes flick between me and Gene, then settle on me for a beat longer. 
He rubs his shoulder and heads to the sink. His back is a canvas of tattoos—dark, but not fully inked over, with glimpses of skin showing through. In those gaps, I can see bruises, several of them scattered from shoulder blades to his hip. 
Before reaching into the cabinet for a cup, he looks over at us. “Why are you two just standing in the middle of the living room like that?”
Gene lets out a soft laugh. “Cal is nervous for me to meet you officially.” 
He hums, and I groan, jabbing my elbow into her side, eliciting a yelp from her.
“Ronan, this is Genevieve, my best friend. Gene, this is Ronan, my...”
She’s rubbing off because I definitely almost said step-uncle; goddamn her.
The water turns on, and he shoves the cup under it. “Nice to meet you. Thanks for taking her out of the bar that night.” 
“A pleasure, and no problem. We would’ve only gotten in your way.” 
He turns to face us, leaning back against the counter as he takes a slow sip. His gaze drifts to Gene for a brief moment before settling on me—and then it stays there, unwavering.
Silence falls, and his eyebrow pops—again, the one with ‘SIT’. 
“I’ll get going.”
“Don’t leave on my account,” he says. Once again, I’m caught trying to read his demeanor. I can’t tell if he’s being sincere or just putting on a polite front.
Either way, she steps in front of me and wraps her arms around my neck to give me a hug. “He’s scary hot,” she whispers in my ear before giving me a kiss on the cheek.
Yes, he scares me, but it’s not the kind of fear that makes me want to run for my life. It’s the kind that makes me want to run just so he’ll catch me—you know, to see what he’d do if he did.
“Genevieve,” Ronan calls just as she reaches the door. She turns to face him, and he asks, “How long have you known Cal?”
My heart drops straight to my stomach. It sounds innocent enough, but to me, it’s anything but. Something feels off, and my instincts are screaming it. 
“I met her in college, so we’ve been friends for—oh, what, eight years now?” Gene smiles warmly at him. “I’d ask you the same,” she adds playfully, pointing at him with her freshly manicured nail, “but she’s already told me. I’m a little upset she hasn’t mentioned me.”
I glance over at Ronan and catch the corner of his lip curling up. “Definitely deserves some punishment for that,” he mutters.
Now my heart’s in my pussy.
“Okay, okay, I do not need to know how her uncle fucks her.”
That gets a chuckle from him. “I like you. Drive safe.” 
That’s her cue to go, and when she’s out of the house, door closed, I watch his gaze slowly—oh, so fucking menacingly so—shift to me. I swallow and it’s difficult to do, I actually have to move my head around, as if assisting the phantom ball lodged in my throat down. 
I smile. “Hey.”
“Hey, baby girl.” Jesus Christ the way he says that makes my clit throb. “You showered.” 
Throwing my hands up near my chest, palms facing him, I shake my head. “Okay, look. Yes I did, but I had to. I started my period.”
He takes back the rest of the water in the glass before setting it down. “And?” I hear Gene’s car start, and soon the crunching of gravel as she pulls out of the driveway. 
“And I had to go to the store.”
“I’m waiting for the part that excuses you for defying my one command.” As he finishes the sentence, he pushes off the counter and starts walking toward me. “I get the feeling you’re enjoying the idea of what I’ll do if you don’t listen.”
Again, I am fighting for my life, trying to swallow and breathe. Did he not just hear me? “I’m sorry.” I’m really not that apologetic. He’s right, I do want him to punish me. “I guess you can revisit chasing me once I’ve… stopped…” My words trail off as he invades my space. 
His hand comes to my throat, the back of his knuckles brushing gently down toward my collarbone. My arms stay locked at my sides, and I wish I weren’t wearing a top so that my skin could be touching his.
He leans forward, gently pressing his index finger under my chin and using his thumb to guide my head to turn. “Revisit for what? Does your cunt not work?” His breath fans against my cheek. 
I clench my pussy because surely my tampon is about to go shooting out of me. 
“I wasn’t aware that your period plugged up your needy hole.” 
My entire body lights on fire. 
“M-My tampon is—” 
Why did I say that?! 
His hand grips my throat and in seconds his opposite one is down the front of my pants. I shriek and am fighting my instincts to go straight to his chest to push him away. It’s like he doesn’t even think of that as a possibility because he is down in my panties and fingers spreading my slit. 
“R-Ronan! What are you doing?!”
“Unplugging my hole.” He wraps his fingers around the string of my tampon, at least that’s what I assume because a pressure pulls at my center. “Relax, I’d hate for the string to break off and have to go fishing for it.” 
Every physical sensation rushes through my body. Excitement, embarrassment, thrill, horniness. I can’t figure out how I feel, but with the thought of him tearing it and leaving the actual cotton inside of me, I release the grip I have around it. 
The moment it slides out, I whimper. My hands clench and unclench at my sides, and while I know that it’s mostly blood that trickles out with its exit, I’m certain my arousal is mixing with it. Why the fuck is this turning me on?
“I can’t…” I gasp, and he loosens his grip on my neck, his hand trailing down to the waistband of my leggings before pulling out. How considerate of him not to drag my bloody tampon between my pants and stomach. “Ronan, I can’t walk around like this.” 
“You won’t be walking.” He holds up the bloody cotton plug, and I can feel my face burning with embarrassment. I look away, anywhere but at him. His fingers are stained with blood, and a sinking feeling settles in—I’m starting to think that this is the punishment: to humiliate me.
He grabs my chin and brings my gaze back to his. “You’ll be running.”
My thighs tremble. “Huh?!”
“You think a little blood would stop me from fucking that beautiful pussy of yours?” He chuckles, a low, dark sound, accompanied by a toothy grin that sends a shiver down my spine. “I’ve had quite the day, baby girl, but we’ll talk about it later. First, I’m going to show you that my words are more than just promise. That there is follow through to them.”
I feel like my heart is about to leap from my chest. My skin tingles, and every breath I take escapes in a fearful whimper. 
“It’s dark out!” I argue.
“Do you want a five-minute head start?”
“I’m not running at night out here, Ronan!”
“Whether you run or not, I’m fucking that bloody cunt.” He looms over me.
My eyes flick between his. “Punish me in the shower,” I plead.
He growls. “Why the fuck does it matter? It’s natural, I don’t care and I’m not going to be gentle with you.” A soft thump hits the ground, and his hand comes to my throat again, warm liquid drawing across the back of my neck. “Tell me, baby girl, are you regretting touching me?”
As my lips part and I release a soft exhale, I shake my head. “I never will.” 
“Never is a strong word.” He leans in, brushing his lips against mine. “You can use your hands for violence, now… run.”
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Calista


My palms meet his chest before turning and running. I don’t even bother grabbing shoes because I already know exactly where I’m going to run.  
I rush out the front door, heading toward the lake. It’s dark, but the sky’s clear tonight, and the moon is bright enough to guide me like a lantern. The rocks from the driveway dig into my feet, but once I hit the soft soil, the discomfort fades. The grass brushes against my ankles, and I’m thankful for the leggings I decided to wear instead of shorts. But then, the sensation of liquid seeping through my underwear and into my pants makes me grimace.
I’m not sure how I feel about him fucking me while I’m on my period. Maybe that’s why I’m running so fast. In the shower? Sure, no problem. But out here where it can’t be cleaned up, where his fingers and cock could be stained with my blood—Jesus, will he try to eat me out?
My stomach drops, and when I reach the lake’s edge, I veer left and break into a sprint. My breath comes too heavy, and like the dumb girl in a horror movie, I glance back.
I didn’t tell him I wanted a five-minute head start.
Even though I know it’s Ronan chasing me, I scream bloody murder when I see him rounding the stairs and charging right at me. My heart feels like it’s about to explode from how terrified I am. It’s that same feeling as walking through a haunted house. I know it’s fake, I know he won’t actually hurt me—but the threat is real enough to make my skin crawl. And like in those haunted houses, I’ve willingly put myself in the path of danger, knowing I’m being hunted by someone who could kill me.
I shift into a cluster of trees just a few feet from the lapping shore of the lake, rushing through bushes and weaving between them. Some branches are closer than others, and when I leap over a rotted trunk, the trees part, revealing a small meadow. In the distance, more trees stretch out.
I’m not stupid—he’s going to catch me. But maybe if I keep going and get to the cabin, I can sneak into the shower. He can do whatever he wants there; I don’t care.
Just as I turn to head back, a powerful force slams into me from the right. I crash to the ground with a sharp grunt, swinging my hands and kicking my feet. His heavy breathing mixes with mine, but I’m not about to stop fighting. My foot connects with his chest, and he stumbles back with a groan that sounds of frustration. I scramble to my knees, desperate to push myself up.
Then, a firm grip on my hair yanks me backward. My ass hits the ground as I’m dragged a few inches, and then my back is pressed against Ronan’s chest, his breath heavy as he tries to steady himself.
“How?!” I shout as he tears my head back, giving him the means to grab my throat. My kicking is doing nothing but tiring me out, and although my elbows are making contact with his hard abdomen, he doesn’t seem phased. 
“You ran through the trees,” he breathes against my ear, his warm tongue trailing a line behind it before biting roughly over my piercings. “I ran the shoreline.” 
A frustrated sound comes from me, but I can’t respond, he’s slowly cutting my air off. “R-Ronan…” I wheeze. 
“I like your violence,” he says, his voice is low and sultry. 
He didn’t need to tell me that, I can feel his hard cock pressed against the small of my back. 
The heat that’s building up my face and the daze across my eyes has me floating. I’m not even fighting for air, even if I’m scratching and clawing at his jeans. 
“I want more of it.” 
The moment I think I’m going to lose consciousness, he releases my throat and shoves me onto my side. I suck in a sharp breath, grabbing at the grass and moist ground below.
A click of a belt comes, and I whimper. “Please… not here…” Looking up at him, he stands over me, his height already imposing while I’m on my feet but down on the ground, he is a mighty god, and I am a mere ant. 
What’s fucked is, I wouldn’t mind him stepping on me. In fact, I hope he does. The thought alone makes my body feel even more submissive than it already is.
He tuts and drops his pants, along with his boxers, exposing his curved, veiny, pierced cock. Without saying anything, he falls back to his knees, grabs the waistband of my leggings, and rips them down. My fight returns, and one of my hands takes hold of the fabric, while the other pushes at his wrist. I use my nails, scratch and dig them into his flesh. 
A thunderous growl rolls from his throat. “Fuck. That’s it, Cal.” 
With a strong tug, he breaks my grip free of my pants and tears them down completely, along with my panties. 
The instant his head lifts, my palm slaps across his face with enough force to make him stumble back, crashing onto his hands. Now on all fours, he slowly turns his gaze toward me. I hit him so hard that my nails scrape across the peaks of his cheekbones, leaving a mark. 
“Oh—Oh, my god… I’m—”
“Don’t apologize,” he croons, a grin tugging at his lips. “Your fight is beautiful, baby.”
Butterflies soar through my stomach. 
“You must not have fought hard enough.” 
Heat springs to my eyes as he lunges for me. I attempt a scream, but he has his hand over my mouth. My legs kick but he soon captures one between his thighs and shoves the other down to the ground.
I try to move his hand from my mouth, but I’m quickly distracted from that when a groan of pleasure falls from his lips. 
His fingers then draw up my thigh, right to my pussy. 
“Look how soaked your cunt is. So fucking eager for me.” 
Heat rolls across my entire body, both from embarrassment and excitement. My heel digs into the dirt just as he dips two fingers into my center. I throw my head back and pant out needy noises into his palm. 
“I’ve drawn a lot of blood in my life.” As he speaks, he moves his hand and grabs my wrist, trapping it between his thigh and calf. The weight he puts down onto it makes it impossible, even with his sweat, to slip through. He quickly attempts to grab my other hand, and instead, I swat at him. 
He only chuckles. “And I know yours will be the sweetest I’ve ever had.” 
My eyes round. “Stop—stop!” 
After just a few seconds of wrestling to grab my free hand, he finally gets it and forces it above my head, then pulls it down, holding it firmly beneath my neck.
His two fingers dive deeper inside of me, and my hips lift off the ground in response. “Wrong word again, Cal. You know exactly what one to say for me to let you go, but you won’t because you are a desperate slut.” 
As he pumps his fingers inside me, he curls them to brush against the spot that forms a knot in my already throbbing stomach. “You don’t want me to taste you because you find it repulsive. There is nothing at all that’s disgusting about you, including this.” 
He sucks air through his teeth before removing his digits and bringing them up into view. There is blood coating them, but the evidence of my arousal draws between his index and thumb as he pulls them apart.
“Being chased has you fucking soaked, baby girl. Such a whore for punishment and the prospect of being fucked by a murderer.” He slips his fingers between his lips and sucks them clean.
My heart, stomach, and pussy go to another planet.
When he moans out, my eyes roll back, and I know I came a little with the reaction of me in his mouth. 
A sudden sharp pain over my clit has my back bowing. When I look, he is in the midst of slapping my pussy again. “Eyes on me,” he commands, and as I watch him, he spreads my leg out wide and bends over.
As his lips wrap right around my clit, I fall over whatever hill I’ve been hanging from. When his tongue flicks back and forth, my screams of pleasure shatter the area around us. 
I hope the only predator here is Ronan—for their sake. The way he is eating me out, like a man starved for years, I feel he’d kill a mountain lion if it even dared to take a bite of me.
I’m trapped and in such an awkward angle that I can’t fight, even if I desired to. My hips roll just as he sucks my bundle of nerves between his lips and shakes his head. 
“Oh fuuuck, fuck! Fuck!!” Each word gets louder and louder as I begin twitching. The intense attention at my clit makes my stomach start to burn, and my head fall back. All I can do is stare up at the star filled sky as I completely come undone. 
Every part of my body shakes through my orgasm, from my scalp to my toes. It’s a mixture of him tugging on my piercing as he releases me, and that being an earth-shattering climax, I am still seeing black spots sprinkling across my vision. 
He releases my hand from beneath my head and shifts the one trapped between his legs, but I don’t move. I can’t. It feels physically impossible. My calves are tied in knots, and I’m pretty sure parts of my body are completely numb.
I don’t know and I definitely don’t care. 
Ronan moves over me, lifting one of my legs over his arm as he settles between my thighs. He leans down, and as my vision finally clears, I see his mouth stained with my blood.
For the first time, I don’t see it as vile. I know they say your orgasms are more powerful when you’re on your period, and they were absolutely correct. It’s as though the entire surface of my body is vibrating softly under a warm blanket, and I’m floating on a star somewhere in the galaxy so visible to us right now.
“You coming for me is as beautiful as that fight of yours. I want it every fucking day that I’m alive and free.”
His mouth crashes into mine as he slams tip to hilt in one thrust into me. The burning sensation is intense, but I’m going through several stimulations. His tongue abrasively entering my mouth, the taste of copper and salt assaulting my senses. I’m stretched as he holds his curved cock inside me and my knee creeps to his hips, hugging tightly to him, needing to accustom myself to the abrasive action.
Yeah fucking right. 
His hands grip my wrists, lifting them above my head as his hips begin to drive him in and out of me with a piston-like rhythm. Every hit at the back of my wall knocks what little breath I have. 
“Fuck, Calista,” he hisses into my mouth. 
I don’t know what possess me, but I lift my head to grab his lip and bite hard. He growls and slams harder into me, the grip on my hands shifts to him threading our fingers together while digging us deeper into the dirt. 
I taste fresh metal on my tongue, and as I release him, red drips from his lip. “That’s it,” he says while thrusting, holding himself to the point where I can feel the metal at the tip of his cock pushing against my soft spot. “Violence tastes like control, doesn’t it, baby?”
He’s right, because even as he removes his cock from inside me and throws me onto my stomach, lifts my hips, and reenters me without pause, I do feel control. My strange desires to be hurt, used and taken like I’m just a piece of meat, is what gives me back what I lost. Consent.
As he threads his fingers through my hair and tears my head back, I go to lift myself up onto my hands, but he shoves me back down. He tears my head back, keeps my hips high and shoulders down while driving hard into me. 
The crack of his hand against my ass makes me cough, shriek, and moan all in a span of a second. Our flesh slapping together echoes, the wet slush of my cum and blood equally matching the intensity. I’ve completely lost any care about my period, the throbbing in my stomach reaching an all-time high. It’s like cramps but without the pain, each hit is like a massage to my ovaries, and I’m a fucking slut for more. 
“Harder. Please, Ronan,” I plea, my body needing more assault. 
He laughs through his moan. “That’s right, beg for Daddy like the good slut you are.” 
“Fuck me harder.” My words break through the scream, because he does what I’ve asked halfway through it. “Y-Yes, Daddy—” My scream pinches in my throat as he grabs my hip with his free hand and pounds. 
He completely devastates my pussy to the point I am on the verge of crying, because holy fuck it hurts so good. This orgasm is deep, and the world should shake with how badly I am. 
“Goddamn it, baby girl, that’s it… come all over my cock.” 
Tears spring to my eyes as he thickens, his balls slap my clit until I feel a pressure fill me. His continued thrusting has me attempting to curl forward, but he doesn’t allow me to move. He holds me tight, fucking me until he is completely satisfied and I’m full of his cum.
His breathing is hot against my back as he leans over me. Then, his lips draw kisses up my spine all the way to my ear. “You did so good, Cal. So fucking good.”
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Ronan


I picked her up and carried her back to the cabin after finally finding the strength to take myself out of her. I’d have kept ravaging her in the woods, but something told me to take her back. 
Doesn’t mean I didn’t continue to fuck her once we stepped foot inside. I bent her over the kitchen’s half-done countertops, making her and myself come all over again. Then I took her into the shower, where again I think we covered the entire space with some form of our fluids. 
I had to help her put a tampon in. She said, “Since you can take them out, you can put them in.” Unsure if she thought I’d argue, because I didn’t. I got to look at her pretty pussy swallowing it. I was half tempted to eat her out during the process, but I withstood the temptation. She needed a break.
When she pressed her forehead to my chest, her hands tucked behind her back, she requested I carry her to bed. 
It’s strange, I’ll admit, that her out of lustful state is quite endearing to me. She’s a light switch, screaming to be ravaged then turns around and wants to cuddle. I’ve never felt inclined to want that—the latter—until her. The desire to make anyone else feel good has never been a priority for me. Since getting out of prison the first time, I’ve always put myself first, second, and last.
Except now, as badly as I want to make her cry, I equally want to see her smile. It’s a conundrum I’m glad she understands; at least, is trying to. 
Speaking of crying, why the fuck is it so hard to make it happen? Jesus Christ, even if her eyes filled with tears several times, it’s like she sucks them back. The only time she has was when I told her why I don’t like anyone touching me. 
I wonder if I cut her, would she cry? 
I’d never. Even if I did have that desire, she’s perfect, and the last thing she needs is another scar. The one on her calf—I’ll need her to tell me who put it there. And if it’s from an innocent fall... Well, I might just spank her for being reckless.
I’ve been running my fingers through her hair for a while now. I woke up before her—not a surprise—but with the way she’s been shifting, I suspect she’ll be waking soon.
Her back is to me, as it has been the past two nights, and likely will be for a while. Part of me doesn’t want a larger bed; if she had more room to move, I think she’d drift. I’ve never needed much space, having slept on a twin bed for as long as I can remember, but judging by how she sleeps, she’d be all over the place.
I’m nervous about waking up with her hands on me, and what I might do if I react instinctively. The last thing I want is to hurt her in a way she doesn’t want.
Her hand moves under her head, resting on my arm. Those soft fingers, used to hard work, wrap around my bicep, and I take a steadying breath. She does so well keeping her hands to herself, and I won’t punish her for a natural shift while she’s sleeping.
Even if every fiber of me itches to move her. 
Swallowing, I place my palm under her chin, drawing her head up so I can see her partially parted lips. 
“Cal, it’s time to get up.” 
She doesn’t respond, just mumbles something unintelligible. I could just leave her, get dressed, and start my day. 
But how long will I have with her like this? 
I hate that I think this way—that my mind can’t let me believe this could last. But I know better, someone like me doesn’t keep good things. I’m a chipped glass. With enough pressure, the fracture will give, and I’ll shatter. I’ll mess up like I always do and lose everything.
A heat rises up my neck, and I roll onto my back, slipping my arm out from under her before getting off the bed. Without looking back, I make my way into the closet.
“Ronan?” Her sleepy voice tugs at something inside me, making me fight the urge to curl up beside her, as if we were just a normal couple.
I’m going to get angry just thinking how not normal we are, and I need to extract myself for some air. “Get dressed, I’ll be outside,” I say after grabbing my clothes. 
“Okay…” is all I hear before I’m out of the room. 
Once I’ve got my pants and shirt on, I head to the garage and hit the button to slide the metal door open. The fresh air is exactly what I need, a simple pleasure I remember craving. In prison, being outside is a privilege, but even then, it’s caged in—boxed, the sky itself feeling crowded.
When I got out, all I wanted was to go right back. Everything was shit-sandwiched between concrete white walls, but it was all I knew: free food, free housing. I ruled that place. I was the king; no one messed with me. Out here? I’ve had to survive. I have to live.
But... if living means being with Calista, maybe that’s exactly what I want now.
I hear her step out the door behind me, but I don’t turn. The gentle tapping of her feet approaching makes my muscles tighten. She knows better, I know she does, but it’s still hard not to turn around and stop an impending mistake.
She then comes around me, back to my chest and leans into me. “Good morning.” She lifts her head, and smiles. “Or, rather, good afternoon.”
The edge of my lip pops as I chuckle. “Afternoon.” I circle my arm around her neck and hold her tight to me. “Good girl.” 
Her head shakes. “Listen to me, Ronan, it’s too early and I need some coffee.” 
Placing my forehead to the back of her head, I take a deep breath of her. “Just calling you what you are.” 
We stand in silence for a moment, just taking in the quiet sounds of nature around us. You don’t appreciate it until you’ve been without it for so long. In there it was metal clanging, men yelling, moaning—just constant noise, loud for no reason. Everything echoed, no matter where you were.
I could get used to this, especially with her.
“Would you like to enjoy a cup with me?” She pulls away from me, and I let her go.
“No, but we need to talk.” 
She quickly spins to look at me, her eyes widening into circles. Her joy shifted to fear in a split second.
My brows pull together. “What? What’s wrong?” 
“Oh, right, um… I wouldn’t tell a girl ‘We need to talk’.”
Genuinely confused, I look away from her, trying to figure out why I shouldn’t say it. But in the few seconds she gives me, nothing comes to mind.
When I look back at her, she smiles, her brows pulled down wearily. “Those words put together are like a girl’s worst nightmare.” She moves around me, and I follow her as she goes to her coffee machine. “As long as you aren’t going to tell me you’re moving out and leaving me here alone, we can talk.”
“Guess that depends on your answers.”
Alright, now her fear is justified. She looks over her shoulder as the machine begins to heat up. 
“Serrano.”
When she turns back to the coffee machine, I can already tell I’m not getting anything I ask for. I groan audibly, and I notice her back stiffen, straightening like a board. 
“I need you to tell me the truth, Cal. Look at me.” 
“Damn, can’t I have my—”
“You’re fully capable of making a cup while you sleep at this point. You can talk to me, at the very least.” 
She tugs on her shirt nervously, the one that barely covers her ass. The black cotton panties she has on upset me more, even if I know why she’s wearing them, her period. I’ll teach her how much I don’t care about a natural, monthly thing. 
“Okay.” She turns to me, and blinks rapidly. 
“Is it the Serrano family? The house or whatever. The bad one?” I’m not sure how to put it. “The drug-dealing one. Yes or no, baby girl?”
She bites her bottom lip and nods.
I suppress a growl, feeling my nose twitch involuntarily. That anger of mine is rising. “Why the fuck are they after you?” 
The high-pitched squeal of the coffee dripping into the cup breaks the silence that follows my question. 
“They want something from me that I’m unwilling to give to them.”
My eyes widen, and both my hands clench into fists. “That night after work, when you came home bruised, what did they do to you?” 
Her head shakes quickly. “They didn’t… they didn’t rape me. They just got rough, grabbed me. I swear.”
I wish that settled my anger. They did touch her. That’s enough for me. That is enough for me to fucking kill a man. 
She takes a shaky breath. “My mom… She did something, and they helped get her out of it.” 
“What did she do?”
Her bottom lip disappears between her teeth momentarily. “I… I’ll tell you, Ronan, but I want to know what happened to you, too. Please…”
I straighten my back. “I killed someone in a bar fight and was sentenced to—”
“No.” She cuts me off. “Before that… I promise I won’t run. I want to know you and what made you, you. The good and the bad.”
I move my hand up, running my fingers through my hair as I drop my head back. It’s not that I fear she’ll run; at this point, I’d chase her down and never let her go. One of us will have to be dead, or I’d have to be back in prison for her to escape me. Even if it’s selfish, because she deserves better. I just don’t care that she does. 
What terrifies me is her caring too much. I see the way she is—how she’ll find her way in and try to cradle my heart, to protect it. I’m afraid she’ll fall in love with me, and I won’t be able to give that back. 
“Okay, but you’ll tell me first, Cal. You are a little liar, and I won’t have you trying to wiggle out of this.” 
She nods and puts her hands behind her back. “Can I sit in your lap?” 
Jesus, the innocence in her voice pulls on my concrete heart.
“Your coffee—”
“Fuck the coffee, I’ll heat it up later.” 
I suck in a breath and nod. “Here, or inside?” 
“Out here… I like the fresh air.”
Once I sit down on the couch, facing the lake, she moves in front of me and settles right into my lap. We adjust a little, her hands finding a comfortable position as her shoulder presses gently against my chest.
I place my hand onto her thigh, the other resting at the back of her neck. 
“My dad died of cancer when I was fourteen, and while my mom had done drugs before his passing, it only got worse after. At fifteen, she began taking me with her to her drug houses. The first time was the worst, but I think I just began to prepare myself for when she would take me again.”
I don’t interrupt her as she tells me in fine detail about the incident. It’s where she got the scar on the back of her calf, and when she lost her virginity. It takes everything in me not to completely lose myself to my rage.
“Only when I was seventeen, and she nearly died of an overdose, did I get her help. Somehow we were able to keep her treatment secret. I didn’t know how that was possible. For her to get certified for the board, she had to have a background check. She passed with flying colors, and it’s why she’s in the position she is. Well…” 
My thumb traces the nape of her neck, more for my own sake than hers. She hasn’t cried, which concerns me a little. It’s been over a decade, but what happened to her was extremely traumatic. I can’t help but wonder if my primal need and dominance scares her, or if they bring up painful memories. I won’t ask, though. I’ve told her before that she only needs to say “no” and I’ll stop, no matter where we are in the moment. But if I had to guess, just knowing that—that I’d stop—makes her feel powerful.
“It was the Serrano’s that helped keep everything under wraps. The drug dealers my mom used to go to, I guess married into the family. So the houses, families—whatever—mixed. It’s how they became so powerful, a part of the elite. Now, they are asking something of me—”
“Tell me what they want,” I cut in.
She shakes her head. “It’s complicated. I’m trying to deal with it.”
I seethe. “They severed your fucking gas line. You wouldn’t have made it home—” That thought nearly is too much to even fathom. What would they have done? “They could’ve snatched you up right from the office, Cal!” 
This is why she wanted to be in my lap. Not for her own sake, but for mine. I can’t move, and instead I pull her closer. As angry as this conversation is making me, I don’t feel the urge to hurt her. All I want is to protect her. 
“It’s why I’ve requested from my boss to not go into the office for now. I don’t plan on leaving your side.”
“Good. Fucking thank you.” My tone is a mix of relief and petulance. “What do they want from you?” I ask again, knowing I’ll get the same response. 
“Not something you can help with, and I don’t want you to. I can’t… I’m dealing with it, Ronan, I promise. Until I know it’s safe, I’ll stay right here.”
I roll my eyes and look away from her. 
Suddenly, I see her hand come to my cheek, but she doesn’t progress.
“Can I?” she asks, and I stare at her palm, then I look up into her eyes. “Please?” 
My eyes narrow, and through my heavy sigh, I nod.
She slowly presses her hand against my face, and a slight sting has my eye twitching. “I need to put some ointment on that scratch.” I completely forgot about it. She got me good, those nails of hers are deadly. 
I let her turn my head to completely face her, and she smiles. That gentle one that says ‘don’t worry’ even if that’s all I’m going to do. “Aren’t you worried they’d come here for you?” They seem resourceful, I imagine they know exactly where she is staying. 
She shakes her head. “No.” 
“Why?”
“I think you are the reason they aren’t coming.” 
My brow pops out of curiosity. 
“You always raise the one with the ‘SIT’, do you know that?” 
“Don’t get sidetracked.” My voice lowers, and I grab onto her waist, dragging her closer. “Which one hurt you?”
“Ronan!” She throws her head back. “You can’t go out and hurt everyone—”
“I did yesterday.” The way her head slowly returns to me, mouth agape, has me chuckling. “What? You think I’m fucking kidding about your safety? No, baby girl, I’m not.” I pause, contemplating before continuing, “I’ll drop this for now if you tell me the name of the one that put their hands on you that night.” 
I’ll deal with this immediate problem, and then I’ll figure out who hurt her when she was fifteen. I’m sure Ken won’t mind helping. Between the two of us, we’ve got enough connections to make people hurt, and even some disappear. 
“R—”
“Don’t argue with me,” I snap, moving my hand up and grabbing her entire jaw. “Would you rather I go find out myself?” 
“Tell me what you did yesterday, first.”
Dropping my head back, I growl. “You ask a lot for someone giving so little in return.”
She hasn’t moved her hand, and as she slides it back up to my hair, I close my eyes, a soft hum escaping my throat as I savor the sensation. 
“A friend and I just wanted to have a chat.” 
Yeah, right. I pulled up to their house—more like a mansion—right outside of the city. Glen was waiting there, ready to go. We may or may not have got into a bit of a fist fight when they wouldn’t let me in to just chat. It was only when bats came out that things got a bit messy. Plus, a dozen verses two was hard enough without weapons. I’m surprised that they didn’t have guns, but I’m not going to question my luck.
“Talking gave you those bruises on your back, I guess,” she says mockingly, and I catch a flicker in her eyes, as if something’s just clicked. 
“What?” 
“Nothing, so what happened?” I hate that: nothing. There is always something.
“We didn’t even get past their front gate, but I promise with enough motivation I will get anywhere for you.” The last bit of that slipped, and I quickly move on. “Give me his name, then I’ll give you what you want.”
I don’t look at her, just allow her to sit for a moment on that. 
“Michael Horn.” 
I’ve not killed in a few years. I did it in prison, but out of self-defense, which thankfully was captured on video surveillance, or I’d have added five to ten more on top of my sentence. I’ve learned from my mistakes and won’t make them again. Public execution, while thrilling, won’t end well for me. I’ll enjoy a silent kill.
“Now you tell me,” she whispers, settling down against my chest and extending her hand. I take it, lacing our fingers together. 
“Right.” I don’t think she’s ready for this. Not many are, especially when it comes from someone like me. “Guess I can start when I was nine.”
“You are the kind of heavy that isn’t worth carrying, Ronan.”
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AGE 14

Saturday’s have become my favorite day of the week. It’s been just over twelve months since I started my probation, and I’ve spent every weekend at the local ballpark cleaning.  
I get to spend time with my probation officer, Maria Sandoval, and the other kids around my age. I haven’t shared why I got into trouble, and honestly, I’m not sure I will. Almost everyone else has, though—including this girl, Amanda. She’s really cute, and I think she might be into me. Whenever we have to break into pairs, I swear we both look at each other at the exact same moment, confirming we are thinking the same thing. 
I’m really looking forward to these next eleven months, and after that, maybe I can keep volunteering if my mom agrees. I know she’s busy, but if she could drop me off in the morning and pick me up in the evening, I’d have a good excuse to be ‘too busy’ on weekends for my uncle. I’m sure my dad won’t mind—he’s already eager for me to turn eighteen and be out of the house.
I also wonder if Maria will let me text her. If I say that I’m still keeping in contact with my probation officer, that could continue to be a deterrent. I just need to survive until I get through high school. Then I can move in with my brother, hopefully, go to college, and move on from this.
I don’t need to talk about it, just heal and take care of myself. 
“See you later, Mom!” I call out as I make my way to the bottom of the stairs, and rush toward the door. Maria pulled in a few minutes ago, I saw her through my bedroom window, and I’m ready to get the weekend started.
“Wait, sweetheart!”
I swing the door open, greeting my probation officer with a big, braces-filled smile, and hers is just as wide. It’s honestly nice to have someone who’s genuinely excited to see me, with no ulterior motive beyond just being there with me. 
“Well, good morning, Ronan. Happy as ever I see.”
“It’s Saturday, my favorite day.” 
“Mind if I come in?” Her question surprises me. She’s been inside before, but we usually head straight to the ballpark. It’s about a half-hour drive, and with baseball in season, we like to get there early to beat the crowd. Shouldn’t we get going?
I just nod and turn to see that my mom is drying her hands. A huge smile on her face as well.
As we make our way into the living room, as always with the absence of my father, Maria looks at my mom. My mom looks at Maria. Then they look at me. 
“What?” I ask. 
“Sweetheart, Maria has some incredible news!” 
I glance down at her hands. Just last week, she mentioned she thought her fiancé was about to propose. I don’t know much about that, but my curiosity piqued when I saw a photo of her with a guy in a firefighter uniform, so I had asked if it was her husband.
There isn’t a ring. At least, not on her finger. 
There is a ringing going off in my ear after she says, “The judge has signed off on your probation early!” 
I think I’m in shock, because every inch of me suddenly feels numb.
“You have been doing so incredibly well, that I submitted the early discharge paperwork—”
“W-Why would you do that?” I ask so quietly I barely hear myself, grateful my mom at least catches it so I don’t have to repeat myself. My throat aches, and I think I might be having an anxiety attack.
“It’s because you’ve done so well, Ronan. This is a great thing!”
The air around me feels too thick, like I’m suffocating with every intake of air.
“Do you hate me?” My question is sincere, because I can’t imagine why she would want to get rid of me so soon. I still have so much time left. No, no—how could this be happening?
“Ronan? Hey, hey. It’s alright!” I think she screams for my mom, but a buzz fills my ears and soon, I’m staring at feet. Maria’s hands are on me, lifting me off the floor and a cool liquid flows into my mouth. 
I don’t swallow. 
I don’t even want to breathe. 
Why would she do this? How could she let me go? I still had so much time to figure out my safety.
I swore I had so much more time. 
“Don’t let him come back.” I’m not sure if I say it aloud or just in my head, but all I hear in response are soft “shh” and “it’s going to be okay.”
It’s not going to be okay. I’m not okay. Please, not again.

      [image: image-placeholder]It’s been three weeks since my probation ended, and every weekend, I close myself off in my room. The door locks, and I block it with my chair. I don’t eat, and I don’t see my parents. 
That is until my dad had enough and removed the lock on my door. He told me if my door was blocked, he would leave me with only a mattress in the room, and if I used that, I’d get a sleeping bag. 
He no longer uses threats, just promises.
I can see the way he treats me is wearing on my mom, but she’s afraid. He has been away longer and longer, and she’s trying to save their relationship—I think. I’m not sure, honestly. If she would leave him, maybe we could move out together. It could just be the two of us. 
Maybe if I told her about my uncle, she would choose me—and make dad, too.
All I know is I’m terrified every Friday when school ends. That when I get home, my uncle will be here just waiting for me.
I haven’t seen him since I started probation, but I know it’s only a matter of time. My dad has mentioned ‘his brother’ coming around, but it hasn’t happened yet. I’m grateful, but the dread of it still haunts me.
My inner thoughts aren’t loud enough tonight, because I can hear my parents fighting, and it’s about me. I hate that it is me that causes this. 
“He needs fucking help, Joanna! He’s sick!”
“He is not!” I hear something crash, and I press harder against the door, fighting not to go down to protect the only person that has ever been on my side. “You’ve never loved him like you do Eamon!”
“I loved that boy—”
“Loved?!” 
I squeeze my eyes shut and collapse into a seated position, running my fingers through my hair as I grit my teeth. 
“Ronan needs help. He is already showing signs of regressing! Maybe it was a mistake to get him off probation early.”
Another crash makes me jump, this time the sharp sound of glass shattering.
“If you spent time with him, maybe you could find out what is hurting our son!” 
“Don’t give me that bullshit. This isn’t my fault.”
I pull at my hair, feeling it tear from my scalp. The sting is a strange comfort, a sensation I've missed. My mental suffering is unbearable. I can't just punch my brain, tear it apart, and make it stop. 
“Fuck you, Dalton. You are a piece of shit!” 
Smack. 
I’m far too familiar with flesh-on-flesh contact, and I’m on my feet faster than I can think. I charge down the hall, hitting the stairs just as the front door slams closed. 
I hate that it’s my dad that’s standing there. 
“M-Mom?” 
He doesn’t look at me, instead just turns and begins stalking off toward the kitchen. 
“Mom?” I hit the first floor and head to the front door. When I open it, I see her pulling out of the driveway. I’m about to run after her, but a firm grip takes my upper arm, yanking me back inside. 
“Give it a fucking rest, she needs a break from you and this house.” He slams the door shut right in my face, before letting me go. 
I drop my gaze to the tile below me, searching for the pieces of me that are slowly falling apart. She can’t leave me, not like Eamon. 
“I have plans this weekend,” Dad grumbles.
My knees slam into the floor, but I don’t focus on the sharp crack or the cold door pressing against my forehead as I lean forward.
Please come back. 
“I can’t trust you not to do something stupid, so I’m going to have your uncle come watch you.” 
“No…” I whisper.
His loud groan echoes for several seconds, forcefully getting out all his frustration with me. As though I’m the bane of his existence. “He has missed you—”
“No!” I scream and bang my head against the door. “Dad, he touched me!” The words spill from my mouth so fast, the consequences don’t even register. This family is already broken—why am I still trying to protect them? What about me?!
“He hurt me. Me… your son, he—”
His grip on my shirt tears me back, but it’s his fist against my cheek that completely knocks me to the ground. Pain shoots through my face, and I swear my vision blurs in the eye closest to the impact. I raise my hand to touch it, but instantly pull it away, unable to stand the discomfort.
“You shut your fucking lying mouth. What is wrong with you?!” 
I don’t know if I’m shaking, or if we are having an earthquake. 
He comes to stand over me before taking my shirt and making me square my shoulders to him. “You could get him in a lot of fucking trouble with that lie.”
“I-I’m not lying!” 
His hand raises back in a fist, and instinctually, I cower back. 
“Please believe me, I swear!” Tears begin to spill from my eyes, “Dad, I-I never said anything because—”
He hits me again, this time into my hand which barely cushions the blow to my nose. 
“I won’t have you saying these lies about your uncle. MY brother! He loves you and would never hurt you. You’re doing this for sympathy—for fucking attention. Did you tell your mother this? Is that why she babies you like she does?”
I don’t know if it’s snot or blood falling from my nose, but I don’t wipe it away to find out. Instead, I just move to my side and curl into a ball. 
“You need help, Ronan. You haven’t seen your uncle in over a year. Then all of a sudden you want to say he’s touched you? That’s disgusting behavior.”
My knees touch my chest, and I just shut my eyes. 
Please believe me… 
“You’ll apologize to him yourself for this bullshit. I’m going to make an appointment with the psychologist. Maybe they can get you on some sort of meds.”
I’m sorry… Mom… Mom, please come back… 
“If I hear you say that shit about your uncle again, a few hits will be the least of your problems.” 
I should’ve never said anything… 
I’m stuck… 
Eamon. Mom. Help me. 
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I’m not entirely sure how I’ve survived these past three years, but now that I’m looking at the photos of a bloody, nearly dead, high school kid, maybe I shouldn’t be. I think I died that day my mom walked out and never came back. 
“Sweetheart, I’ll get custody, but I can’t be with your father and he’s not letting me take you right now. He says… he says that I’m not good for you.” 
My mom lost any and all custody of me. It was all because of what I said that day. My dad was afraid I’d tell her, and she would have believed me and gone to the police. He was adamant that I was lying, and I wish I had been. 
After that weekend, my uncle moved in with us. His abuse only got worse, and the men he invited over enjoyed what he called was his to have. Me.
“You made me wait over a year. I’ve missed you and need to make up for lost time.” 
My dad was seeing someone that wasn’t my mom, and invited her over sometimes, but actively sought to be out of the house. Away from me, I was convinced of it. 
I was prescribed antipsychotic medication after being diagnosed with schizophrenia and severe depression with psychotic tendencies. My dad told the doctors I was making up lies, and I was a danger to him and everyone around me. 
The day I started taking them, my fight ended. 
He had full control, and so did my uncle. 
That was, until three days ago when Mario Allen Thomas told me in the middle of Geometry that I was a ‘gay bitch that enjoyed getting fucked in the ass’. I broke his nose, then took a pen straight into his eye. Watching it pop and blood immediately pour from it is still so vivid, it’s as though it’s happening all over again. 
Just like cum, I’ve become desensitized to blood. I crave that, however, over the former. I’d cut open a million people to guarantee I’d never taste, smell, or see any liquid from my uncle and his friends ever again. 
This violence makes me feel free. 
I’ve not been able to breathe for as long as I can remember, and for the first time, even if I’m surrounded by police officers as I stare at the judge in this courtroom, I’m not suffocating.
I wish the boy had died, I hear I could’ve gotten the death penalty. That’s what my lawyer whispered to someone when she thought I wasn’t listening. 
I hope to never see my family again, unless it’s in Hell. They will pray that’s the case, because I will put them six feet under if I ever see them again. I’ll bury them myself, just like they did to my innocence. 
“Ronan,” my lawyer says beside me. “You have to speak.”
I turn my head slightly to look up at her. She, like everyone else, sees me as a lost cause. A boy that was given everything, and didn’t take advantage of my privilege. 
“To say what?” I ask. 
“I was saying it was a negative reaction to your medication—”
“No.” I cut her off. “Lying will make me heavier. It wasn’t the medicine… It was him… It was all him.”
The look she gives me reminds me just how unbelievable my story sounds and how much of a lost cause I am.
No one cares.
No one wants to hear the truth.
No one wants to believe me.
“Ronan Byrne.” The judge then calls for my attention. “I was hoping to never see you again.”
They only want to dismiss me.
They only want to judge me. 
They only want to hurt me. 
They got what they wanted. 
I hope they’re happy, because I never will be. For the first time in my short life, I’ve accepted that. This is my fate: to suffer, to be given glimpses of a chance, only to be reminded that not everyone is meant to have it.
A chance… 
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Calista


“They tried me as an adult, and I was sentenced to three years in prison. The first week I was there, I was raped by three grown men.”  
I swear I haven’t breathed. I’ve cried, no heaved through his story. 
“It was then I learned that the only person that was ever going to take care of me, was me.”
I hate that it’s not me that’s comforting him, but instead, him holding me like I’ve just told him the most fucked up story. One that just couldn’t be real, because how could someone—anyone—not have believed him, seen the pain he was in, or even cared enough to try?! 
“Three years toughened me up, then I was thrown back out into the world with thirty bucks to my name and no one to go to.”
“Where was your mom? Your brother? Fuck Eamon.” I'm a blubbering mess. It feels good to cry, even though it comes from so much pain. I've begged, pleaded with some god for the release of tears, but I wish it hadn't come because of this.
He chuckles, but I swear I just make myself smaller. We moved into the cabin halfway through his story. For someone that’s inept to relationship cues, he was capable of seeing I needed to be inside. 
I felt too exposed, like someone was watching me breaking down and him showing off all his scars. Even if I know we are the only two out here for a solid mile in any direction, I just felt the trees were listening. 
After he wrapped me in a blanket, he put me back in his lap, and that’s where we’ve been since.
“My mom wrote me letters but then they stopped coming after a year. When I was released at twenty, I found out that she had been diagnosed with SLE. She was sick, really sick.” He sighs, and I can feel the pain in his voice. “There are times I was my own executioner. I could have seen her, but I feared the added stress of me would make her diagnosis worse. It ended up taking her life anyway, three years after I got out. The day they buried her was the day I killed someone, and my life continued to spiral.”
“My god, Ronan… I’m so, so sorry.”
Throughout his story, it was always his mom who tried. She was the one who stayed, even when she was forced out, she fought. I can’t even begin to imagine what that must have felt like for her. “As for Eamon, I had a hard time finding him at first, but when I did, his life seemed too perfect to poison. Plus, I called him and after the first two rings, I hung up. After that, I never tried again.”
“Fucking asshole.” 
He nods. “Agreed.”
“Where’s your dad?”
“Dead.” No further explanation. Good riddance.
“I hate to ask this, but… what happened to your uncle?” 
That has him taking in a long, heavy breath. “Dead as well, and I wish I could say I was the one that did it.” A fresh set of tears runs from my eyes at the pain and anger in his eyes. “I have self-loathing for my silence for so long, but after telling the court what he did, and them ignoring it, I forgave myself.
“He ended up raping a neighbor's kid, and the father took a shotgun shell to his head.” I struggle to swallow. “Oh, the feeling of anger and jealousy I had for the weeks that followed.”
I lean slightly back, just enough to get my hand free from between us and wipe away my tears. However, Ronan grabs my wrist to stop me. He leans forward and kisses the corner of my eye before running his tongue along my temple. 
“Not as good as your cum and drool,” he muses. “You’re beautiful when you cry.” 
I know he’s lying. There is no way that my face isn’t red as fuck, and puffy like that of an inflated unopened bag of chips. 
He must see the incredulous look I’m giving him, because he chuckles. “I may do a lot of bad things, but lying isn’t one of them, Cal.”
“You’ve commented before about me crying… Why?”
“Ever since nearly killing that boy, I’ve aimed to make people cry. It’s a form of art, and yes that’s fucked up, but to me it’s the same as… when you do your makeup, or hair. You don’t need to do it, but you like to. We all do it for different reasons. For me, it’s seeing someone vulnerable. Knowing I can elicit such a strong feeling makes me feel in control. Watching people cry for their lives is euphoric.” The laugh he produces is more of amusement. “Maybe I’m as twisted as my uncle…”
My heart thrusts against my chest. “You are nothing like that sick bastard.”
He nods. “I’m not. Doesn’t mean I’m free of problems.”
“We all have problems, Ronan.”  
I stare at him, then look down at his hand resting on his stomach. His other is draped over the couch. 
“Like you,” he whispers, causing me to glance up through my lashes at him. “Your problem is lying, baby girl.”
I’m more of a manipulator, but being a liar can also define me.
“I’ve always held my anger and resentment in my stomach, like a black hole slowly opening, ready to swallow me. Since meeting you, I’m feeling a weight on my chest I’ve not experienced.”
My eyes widen as I feel them hollow, sinking inward. “Oh…”
“I’ll only ever ask you to be honest with me. I can’t be lied to. I may demand you to beg for me, run, and all the other shit our relationship comes with, but you can defy those to get a rise out of me.” I gasp when his hand grabs my throat and pulls me close to him. “Do not lie to me. You understand?”
“Yes,” I say quickly.
“That will hurt worse than you shooting me in the head. That pain would be temporary.” The sensation of his thumb drawing along my jawline has me shivering. It comes to my lips, dragging them downward as he leans in and presses his mouth against mine. 
“One day you’ll regret ever touching me,” he says before deepening our kiss, his tongue invading and flicking against mine. 
He doesn’t understand how unhealthy my own obsession with him is, so it may be him that regrets allowing me to. 

      [image: image-placeholder]It’s been a week, and I haven’t regretted anything. I ended up asking my boss for some vacation and hated lying about needing a mental health break. It was difficult to concentrate. Any time I’d have to log into work, it wouldn’t be but ten minutes before I was running back to bed with my step-uncle.
Alright, that’s the last reference to that, I swear it. He is my boyfriend.
It’s the following Sunday evening, and the thought of having to go back to my normalcy doesn’t really sit high on my list of wants.
“Do you know when you go quiet…” Ronan breaks the silence we’ve been sitting in. “You hum a little?” 
I look up at him then. He sits with me between his spread legs, shirtless, and taking a brush to my hair. We both just got out of the shower after he decided it was his turn to paint all over me, and things got pretty messy.
“I do not.” I’m enjoying the feeling of someone else doing my hair. It takes a lot of effort to keep it maintained, but I’ll never complain. Ronan loves it, and that makes me happy.
“You do.” 
“Don’t.” I swear I’ve never heard myself hum before.
The sound of the brush dropping onto the couch has me frowning, but I don’t turn back to look at him with my scowl. He always comments on it. 
“My pouty baby girl.” 
“It’s like your throat does it when you exhale through your nose. Listen.” 
I hold my breath, refusing to allow him to be right.
His hands move to the nape of my neck, gathering my hair in one hand. The sensation of it being twisted has me curious about what he’s doing. He doesn’t say anything—just presses a finger to the very back of my head, forcing me to look straight down.
I stop breathing, but for a completely different reason. Is he... braiding my hair?
A soft noise comes from my throat as I let out a breath. 
“What’re you doing?” I try to distract him with a question.
“So cute.” He chuckles, that low one that vibrates straight down to my thighs. “But I prefer your screams and gasps.” 
Then he begins to section my hair. 
“There’s absolutely no way you know how to braid.” My voice is full of shock, laced with skepticism. 
“Why?”
“Why the hell would you know? You said you only had a brother.”
When he tugs my head back with the grip on my hair, I gasp. He looks down, directly into my eyes. “It’s not that difficult. I literally YouTubed it, Cal.” 
Heat rises to my cheeks. “W-Why would you want to learn how to do it?” 
He releases the tension and uses his closed fist to push my head forward. Then, a tightness against my scalp indicates he has begun the weaving. The silence from him has that heat in my face rolling down the rest of my body. 
I can feel that he is getting further down, and I lean forward, dropping my chin to my chest.
“Good girl,” he croons, and I shake ever so slightly. There is a soft tingle that those words give me but it’s the pulling of my hair that’s truly giving me chills.
The sound of my elastic hair tie snapping comes with one of his hands coming around my neck. His other hand grips onto the thick braid and tugs my head back. “It’s not perfect, but I’ll get it down. I want to hold onto it when I fuck you from behind.” 
My lips part as I let out a soft whimper. 
He groans and draws his hand up to grip onto my jaw. “Open.”
I open my mouth and stick my tongue out. He brings his fingers up, spreading them like I do my legs for him, and shoves the middle and index on either side of it. His grip on my hair tightens, and I moan. 
“You like that, already starting to drool.” He slides his digits along my tongue, and I close my lips around them, sucking as though it’s his cock. I flick against them as he takes his thumb and caresses it across my cheek. “Such a fucking slut for me, aren’t you?”
I let out a “Mhmm” and suck harder, wishing it were his hard dick that’s currently pressing against my back.
He grins, and my stomach fills with butterflies. It’s a similar sensation I get when he lets me touch him, even in the very little ways I’m allowed. I don’t see him smile a lot unless it’s with me. 
Slowly, he slides out of my mouth and commands, “On your knees.” 
Shifting, I press against him, positioning myself right between his legs. His index finger lifts my chin, and I see that familiar look of possession in his soft gaze. It’s subtle, but undeniable—the dominance he once exerted out of want is now a need.
Like he needs me, I want to be needed. To feel as though he couldn’t live without me, just as I’m certain I couldn’t live without him. 
“What would you like, baby girl?”
His question catches me off guard. “Hmm?” 
“You give me everything I’ve needed to settle into… us. I don’t call you a good girl for no reason.” He caresses his thumb across my bottom lip as he continues to talk. “Other than the after-care stuff I’m working on, is there anything you’d like to explore? Anything I can do better at?” 
My face heats, and I first shake my head. “You’re doing everything right.” His smile has butterflies dancing in my stomach and chest. “But there is something I’d like to explore.” 
“And what’s that?” He leans onto his fist, which is propped up by his elbow on the couches shoulder. 
I don’t need to think about it. He’s chased me through the woods and now dominates me. I thought I wanted to be tied up, but when he gives me the go-ahead to touch him, all I want is the freedom to do so. 
“Would you fuck me while I was sleeping?”
The question makes his eyebrows shoot up. I don’t even give him a chance to answer, because the look he gives me has me regretting saying anything in the first place. “Never mind, I’d like—”
“I’ve already done that.” 
My eyes round while my lips pull apart slowly. “You have?” 
Now the expression on his face turns to worry. “Do you not remember our talk a few nights ago?”
We’ve been having a lot of conversations lately, which I’ve loved, but never did Somnophilia come up in them. At least, I don’t think so. 
He must take my silence as answer enough, because he sighs. “Sorry, Cal.” I’m taken by surprise once again.
“Why are you apologizing?”
He moves his hand from my chin and grabs onto the braid he did, dragging it across my shoulder. “Remember, I asked you if I could fuck you even when you didn’t know or see it coming?” 
I could slap myself, he sure did. 
“If that wasn’t explicit consent to do that, that’s why I’m sorry.”
“Oh, shit. Ronan, it is. I promise.” 
He tilts his head and tugs slightly on my braid. Without saying anything, I can see him going through a full spectrum of emotions. Ronan is a man that would quite literally kill someone for touching me, but would never do something without consent. Even the first time he spanked me, if I had told him no, I know he would have backed off.
“Alright,” he finally says. “I’ll keep doing it since you want that. I was careful not to wake you because I could see how tired you were. But don’t worry, I made sure you came.” As he leans in, I begin to sit up a little. My head tilting to meet him at eye level. “You make the most porn-star sounds, especially when you are in a deep sleep.”
My thighs quiver, and I begin to chew on my bottom lip.
“Do you want to stay asleep, or would you like me to wake you next time?” His finger tugs down on my oversized shirt, exposing the curve of my breast. 
I whimper softly. “Both. Sometimes asleep, sometimes awake.” He looks down, likely checking out my tits but I don’t take my eyes off him. “Can I fuck you while you’re asleep?” 
Who am I?!
When he tugs once more on my shirt, I lean forward slightly. His lips brush against mine, but he doesn’t apply pressure. “Whenever my dick’s hard, baby girl, you can have it.” 
He pulls me closer, and as said appendage brushes against my stomach, hard as a rock, I release a breath that’s needy.  The urge to raise my hand to release him and suck on his cock is so powerful, I nearly forget myself and his limits. 
With his chuckle that dominates my insides, he flicks his tongue across my lips. “Yes, that means now too, my needy little slut.”
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Calista


The past four weeks have been a mixture of beautiful and challenging.  
I’ve not heard from the Serrano’s since I blocked them. However, the daunting thought of them just showing up has had me turn the sensitivity up on the cameras. I told Ronan they wouldn’t come here, but because it’s been so quiet, I’ve started worrying. 
That being said, I do feel safe with Ronan, and I know he’ll take care of me if they try anything. He got a gun, which is in a safe in my office—the guest bedroom. 
Ken registered it to himself, since Ronan is a convicted felon. He said he would ‘plead the fifth’ if it was found by the police. 
He’s funny, but not in that stand-up comic kind of way. His humor is dark, and sometimes I wish he wouldn’t say the things he does. Like when he makes comments about being locked up again, or dying. Asshole scares the fuck out of me when he talks like that.
I’ve got the lock code for the safe, but I’ve already told him I can’t fire a gun and don’t want to. He promised he’d always be here, so if anyone needed to fire it, he would do it to keep me safe.
Other than that, it’s been quiet, and we are learning each other. Him more than I. He’s trying to understand relationships. It’s cute, especially since he’s eleven years older, and I’m the one with all the knowledge.
As for the renovations, the kitchen is nearly complete. The appliances should be installed next week. We ran into a minor issue with the structural integrity beneath the old cabinets, along with some piping issues. 
I’m actually excited about shopping for the kitchen goodies: silverware, plates, and all that stuff. I didn’t think Ronan would care, but his protectiveness is to the point where some might find it annoying—he flat-out demanded I take him. It makes me feel like a princess, and he’s my bodyguard.
Though, he definitely does not treat me like royalty, which is fine.
That being said, even with all his ‘so called’ problems, he has two of the most amazing traits that most men struggle with without having been in prison: communication and patience.
I'm happy with who he is with me. When things get slightly heated between us, we fuck it out like wild animals. That’s our form of stitches. After he’s filled me with his cum and I’ve become a sloppy mess, we both find our peace and talk about whatever happened. 
That isn’t the case right now, and sex isn’t only for us to resolve our problems. I love fucking this man, but more than that, sucking his dick. 
I’m currently hilt deep, choking on him in the kitchen, drool and pre-cum dripping down my chin and neck. It isn’t just the way he tastes to me, but how he reacts that has my pussy dripping down my bare thighs. He moans and groans like a man obsessed. I’ve even had him begging me, which I now understand his love for it. 
“That’s it, fuuuck, baby girl.” He grips my head and tears me back, just for me to suck in a breath before bringing me right back. The head of his cock beats against the back of my throat, and I whimper at how intense he is. 
He’s brutal because he knows I can take it and want it. I want to be left bruised and sore because of him. I’m happy that over the course of our time together, he has learned how to take care of me afterward. Taking me to shower, icepacks on my stomach, tea for my throat—it’s all a fever dream. For a man that doesn’t do romance, he sure as shit wants to learn. 
I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love.
As I grip tightly on a rag for support not to grab onto him, he thrusts his hips back and forth. He enjoys making a mess of everything we do, and I never want to be clean again if it means this forever.
He tips my head back, my eyes lifting to see him staring down at me. The approval in his gaze makes my pussy beg to be filled next.
“Fuck, Cal—”
“Calista?!” 
My heart physically stops at the voice that screams my name. When I try to pull away, Ronan keeps my head still. I’ve learned to relax my tongue and throat, but I swallow which has me gagging. 
“Ah, fuck that’s it.”
“Ronan, what the fuck?!” Eamon shouts. 
Oh… fuck my life! 
“Forty-five more seconds, Brother, leave if you can’t handle it.” 
My chest heaves, and I swear I could throw up if it weren’t for my entire throat being stuffed. Heat floods to my ears and I can’t hear anything other than my own pulse. 
I’m counting down, wanting this dominance but nauseous thinking that my stepdad is just standing there watching his brother face-fuck his stepdaughter. 
With a sudden tear back of my head, Ronan grabs his cock and pumps. “Open, tongue out like my good slut.” 
I do as commanded, panting and physically shaking, just as he comes. I’m going to guess he enjoyed himself because his release is long, and it shoots into my open mouth and across my face. 
When I sit back after he lets me go, I quickly look over at the entrance. Eamon isn’t standing there, and as I’m readying to get up, Ronan grabs my chin and directs my gaze back up to him. “My god, you are so perfect covered in my cum.”
“R-Ronan… your brother—”
“Can go fuck himself. I’ll take care of him.” His gaze is admiring, and no amount of worry licks across his expression. “You are so perfect, baby girl.”
“He’s going to tell my mom.”
He rolls his eyes, seemingly frustrated at me. “And?” He drags his fingers across my face, gathering his cum and then slipping them into my mouth. “I don’t give a fuck who knows you’re mine.” 
I’m such a slut because no matter that I’m mortified at being walked in on by Eamon, I close my lips around his fingers and suck them clean. It has him moaning and pumping them in and out like it’s his cock. “I’m going to reward you when he leaves.” 
As he removes them from my mouth, he tucks his still hard cock back into his pants, and steps away from me. 
I turn to watch him open the front door and exit the cabin.
Holy shit, this can’t be good. 
Don’t be a nosey bitch, Cal…
Who the fuck am I kidding? 
I get to my feet—albeit wobbly—and use the cloth in my hands to wipe away whatever cum was left on my face. Rushing through the garage, I put on Ronan’s slippers and make my way as quietly as possible around to the front of the house. 
Eamon is already screaming, but I don’t hear Ronan yet. 
“Of all the fucking women in the world, you’d go after my stepdaughter?!” As I approach the corner of the house, I squeeze in as tight as possible to it and look around to find them.
The two of them are standing in front of my car, Eamon has his chest puffed out while Ronan is slouched to one side, arms crossed at his sternum. It’s hot how calm he is, and how unapologetic he seems. Me? My heart is threatening violence. 
“Why, Ronan? What the fuck is wrong with you?”
“Many a things, but me fucking Cal isn’t one of them.” As Eamon steps toward him like he’s about to throw a punch, my feet dig into the gravel. I know Ronan can handle himself, but I can’t stand the thought of him getting hit. I’m torn between running to stop them from fighting or running away so I don’t have to witness it. I’m not sure which yet. 
“You are doing this to get back at me, aren’t you?”
“And if I was?” I slowly put my hand over my mouth, afraid that the whimper will be too loud. My stomach churns, and I think my knees shake. 
“You’d be no better than the people that made you into what you are,” Eamon says with a growl. “Seriously? You would—”
“No, Brother, I’m not using Cal.” 
Tears fall from my eyes, and I squeeze my face harder in my hand. My heart feels like it’s ready to shatter. Why would I even think that?
“Contrary to what you feel, I don’t blame you for what happened to me. I do, however, blame you for abandoning me, but I’d never use her. So get that fucking thought process out of your head.” 
“Then why are you fu—”
“I’m going to stop you, because this misguided anger at me is quite funny for someone that really doesn’t care too much about that girl in there.” 
“Excuse me?!” I don’t think I’ve ever heard Eamon as mad as he is. He was always good to me, and I’ve never had any problems with him, so this feels wrong for Ronan to be hitting so low under the belt. “Where do you get off?!”
“You didn’t even text her on her birthday two weeks ago.” I swallow hard, and it feels like nails are scraping all the way down until they hit my stomach. “Matter of fact, you did, but two days late. You haven’t so much as called her to see how she is doing. Didn’t she lose her house a couple months ago?”
It's now Ronan who’s angry. 
“You haven’t even known where she has been living, Eamon. Don’t give me this fatherly fucking bullshit. Let me guess, because this all feels so goddamn familiar. You finally had a conversation with your wife, she made a comment about the cabin, maybe even slipped up saying that Cal was staying here.”
I should leave. I know I shouldn’t be hearing this, but my body stays rooted in place. It’s as if vines are growing from me, seeping into the soil, binding me here, never to let go. 
“You, being the coward you are, didn’t say anything and instead rushed over here. Because there could be no way that it’s possible for you to not know Cal and I were staying at the same house. However, if that were to be how it was, you didn’t want to out yourself to your wife that you knew your convicted brother was staying in the same cabin her daughter was.
“And, Eamon, I know exactly why you aren’t telling her. The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree now does it?” 
“You shut your fucking mouth, you know nothing. I did tell Jasmine—”
I actually may be sick.
I have to leave. 
Somehow, I find the strength to tear my feet from their place, and I run back to the garage, not giving a shit that I’m loud. This is so beyond my mom knowing I’m here with him. If she does know, this just got so much more dangerous for Ronan. 
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Ronan


My baby girl is so curious. 
I thought I heard something rustling our way, but with the retreat, I can at least muster up that it was Cal. It’s why I wasn’t going to let Eamon’s insinuation of me using her against him fester. I’ve come to care far too much for that woman and won’t have some bullshit miscommunication have her thinking otherwise. She was probably sick, even just for those couple of seconds with the thought. And if that’s the case, I’ll have to punish her for even thinking that to being a possibility.
“No, you didn’t.” I cut into his aggressive lie. “If you had told her, she would be here with you or blowing up Cal’s phone.”
“You were too busy fucking her to know if she were or not.”
“No, Brother, see that’s where you’re wrong. You assume too much. I’m not just fucking your stepdaughter, I’m dating her too.” He goes to open his mouth, but I keep talking. “I was helping her take photos for her… Instagram, I think. Showcasing the work she’s done to the cabin.” 
I’d told her it was risky to be showing the cabin considering Eamon wasn’t supposed to know, but she said he didn’t have social media so it was fine. Obviously, she was right on point. 
“Your timing was perfect, I do love to show off how good my girl is at sucking my dick.”
“Why her?” he asks through his teeth. 
“Why anyone else when she exists?”
His nostrils flare. “You are sick. She’s your niece, Ronan.”
“Step, but even that won’t be for long.” I clear my throat and tuck my hands into my pockets. “This isn’t about our little squabble, Brother. So, I’m going to need you to keep your mouth shut about Cal being here.” When he rolls his eyes, I take a step in his direction. He tenses but doesn’t retreat. “You won’t tell Jasmine that you know Calista is staying here with me, do you hear me?” 
He shakes his head. “I have to tell her now.”
“No, you don’t. You’ll allow her to tell her mother I’m here when she’s ready. You will do this for me, or I will blackmail you to make sure you keep those thin lips shut.”
When his head drops back, he sighs out through a loud groan. “How many times do I have to apologize?”
“Until you are six feet in the ground.”
The shock in his expression has me chuckling. “I never wanted—”
“Yeah, yeah. Save it. Again, I don’t blame you for what happened. I do for not coming when I called for help. In the courtroom, when I told the judge at seventeen that our uncle raped and abused me, you got up there and defended him!” 
“I didn’t know! You were sick and on medication! What did you want from me?!”
“To BELIEVE me!” I shout, removing my hands from my pockets and pointing at my chest. “To take my side! For once in your fucking life! To have chosen me over everything else because that’s what you were supposed to do as my big brother. It shouldn’t have mattered if I was lying or not. You held NO hesitation to believe Dad and my rapist, Eamon. None!” 
He looks away from me, just like he did that day in the courtroom. “You were a coward.”
“I was… but this time I want to make it better. I want to be better for you—help you!”
“No, you don’t. Because if you did, you wouldn’t only have been to this cabin twice, but instead a dozen times.” He just shakes his head, but I don’t stop. “I don’t want your pity, or your sympathy. It doesn’t mean you shouldn’t grovel wanting to try and give it to me.” 
His chest rises and falls as his breathing gets heavier.
“Eamon, you won’t tell Jasmine—”
“I have to—”
“If you do, I will tell her about your affair.”
When his head snaps back to me, I tilt mine, waiting. We stand here for a moment, locked in a stare. Dread and a gut-wrenching fear flicker in his brown eyes. 
I hate how much he looks like our dad. 
“How…” I know it’s not really a question he wants answered. 
“Thanks for the confirmation.” That deepens his sickly appearance. I’m pretty sure I’m beginning to see green. 
I already knew that he was, not only because of the signs Cal was mentioning, but I asked Glen for some help with tailing my brother. When I said my obsession with Calista was unhealthy, I meant it. My means to make her mine without any complication has no boundaries. 
“Our dad would always be out too, working late my ass. The pain he put Mom through… I hated him for it, but equally myself because he blamed me for his infidelity. The fact you hadn’t had dinner with your wife in weeks according to Cal, told me everything I needed to know. The fact that this ‘slip up’ happened months after both of us moved in here together, is also enough to solidify the fact.”
“I’m not.”
“Okay, Bro.” I release a pfft and shake my head. “Don’t tell her, Eamon, I mean it. Also, while we are on the topic, you will start preparing for a divorce.”
Any means.
“W-What? Who the fuck are you to demand that?”
Rubbing my cheek, I grin. “A man obsessed, angered, and tired of not getting what I want. You want to begin fixing this?” I gesture between us. “That’s where you can start. Plus, how much love can you have for Jasmine if you are cheating on her.” 
“What would that even fucking prove, Ronan? Huh?”
I slowly turn from him, giving him my back. 
“What would it prove?!” he delivers slowly this time.
“That for once you’d make a selfless choice for my betterment.”
I’m through the front door in a matter of a few steps. His car is started and backed down the driveway before I’m closing it softly behind me, looking for my baby girl. I don’t have to search, thankfully, as Calista is standing in front of the fireplace, staring up at me with her hands gripping her phone.
“What did he say?” she asks, fidgeting around in place. 
Does she really care that much about what her mom thinks? That woman can rot in a sewer for all I care for the things she let happen to Calista. For her to still be this concerned speaks to her innocence. 
Again, since the first time her mom visited here, she hasn’t returned. The blowup at the dinner shouldn’t have deterred her to come back around to see her daughter. 
Pfft. Fuck them both. Maybe they do deserve each other, but I don’t want that. If Eamon is sleeping around, I need him to divorce Jasmine, so that I can have Cal without her overthinking what she is to me. I may fuck around and call her my step-niece, but she isn’t and won’t be forever. 
“Once you left?” I finally say after freaking her out with the moment of silence. “Or a recap of what you already heard.”
Her gorgeous citrus eyes round. “You knew I was there?”
I smirk, giving her a nod. “Yes, but it’s okay. Spy on me all you want.” I mean that in every literal sense. I’ll never hide anything from her. The good, the bad, my ugly—I wear it on my sleeve. I also have no desire for anything but this cabin and her. Not to say I won’t be of use to her. I’m looking for work so that I can take care of her. Last thing I want is to be a bum. 
“Okay then, after. Does my mom know?” 
“No, baby girl, she doesn’t. And he ain’t going to tell her either.” 
As I get closer to her, she slowly tucks her hands behind her back. “How can you be so certain?” The moment I’m close enough, I search for her wrist and pull it from around her. 
After a deep breath, I place it against my cheek, then let her go to move it back like she always does. It has her stepping closer to me, and me putting an arm around her neck. “He… hmm.” I pause, staring at her unyielding gaze. “There is two parts to that answer. One of them won’t hurt you, the other might. I’ll tell you both, but only if you want to know them.”
“Does it have to do with me?” The lace of virtue in her tone has me smiling wider, because damn, we could not be more opposite. 
“No, it doesn’t, but it will hurt you in some way regardless, I’m sure.”
“Tell me the one that won’t hurt me, while I decide.” She draws her fingers up through my hair, grabbing at the short length. 
“I told him it was the least he could do for me to allow you to tell your mother when you’re ready.” 
The soft pull of her lip between her teeth has me needy to have it between mine. “I think I’ll just keep that answer, for now… but if I want to know later, will you tell me?” 
“Yes, of course.”
She looks up at my hair, her cheeks are turning a deep shade of red as she blushes. “Are you becoming soft for me?”
“I don’t know what that means.” I lean forward and grab under her thighs, hoisting her up to my waist. “Explain.”
She presses her forehead to mine, still fumbling around with my hair. It’s about the only place that I can have her constantly touching without any problem. I can’t deny loving the pleasure that shoots down my spine when she tugs on it while I eat her out. 
“It’s when someone that’s normally rough and tough, aka you, begins to be less so for someone.” 
I hum. “Have I not technically always been this way with you?”
“Uh, no.” She’s so quick to respond, I’m slightly offended. It’s possible she sees it because she begins to explain. “You weren’t anything I didn’t want you to be with me.” 
“Better…” Before moving us to the bedroom, I lock the front door. I think Eamon has a key, but I doubt he’ll be barging in again after what he saw. My hope is he dreams of my cock down his stepdaughter’s throat; that’ll be for some good karma. 
“I like your roughness,” she continues as I open the door to the garage and hit the button to close it up. I have to adjust her so she doesn’t slip, and thankfully her legs circle enough to stay upright. “I equally like seeing this softer side of you.”
“Whatever you say, baby girl.” 
I have to admit, I’m afraid she’s falling in love with me. It isn’t that I wouldn’t want to reciprocate that back, I’m just not entirely sure I’m capable of it. The last person I expressed that feeling for was my mother, and we see how well that ended for me. 
I’ll just need time to figure out if what I’m feeling for Calista is that, but I hope it is.
“Is this a bad time for me to ask you a personal question?” She withdraws her hand from my hair, bringing both to her chest before leaning forward into me. I enjoy carrying her like this, and if I had unlimited stamina like that vampire dude from the television show she’s started to make me watch, I’d do it all day. 
“Only if I get one in return.” I tap our bedroom door open with my foot.
“Sure.” She pauses briefly, and as she does, I toss her onto the bed. She squeals and immediately takes off her shirt. “Kids, marriage—have you ever thought of those things?”
I shake my head.
Before she goes for her bra, she stops and stares up at me expectantly. I didn’t realize I needed to go into further detail. 
“I haven’t previously thought about them. Something someone once told me stuck with me, and after that, imagining anyone wanting to be with me for extended periods of time, didn’t seem possible.” 
“You are the kind of heavy that isn’t worth carrying, Ronan.” I shake her voice out of my head. 
Calista’s brows pull together. “I can…” I feel like she wanted to add to that, but she ends it there.
“You say that now.” I pull my shirt off, then undo my belt. “My question.”
“Wait.” 
She moves her hands behind her back and unclasps her bra, allowing her full breasts to come into my view. I’ve seen them every day since I made her mine, but I still get instantly hard at the sight of her half-naked body. I’m unabashedly addicted to her.
“Yes?”
“Would you?”
“Would I what?” 
“Consider them.” Her voice trembles through her words. 
I let out a sigh, unsure how to answer. Honestly, the idea of being a dad terrifies me—I can only imagine what a psych evaluation would say. They’d probably deem me unfit to even have a pet. Then there’s marriage; I saw what happened with my parents, how that ended. Eamon’s infidelity is just another warning sign. And Jasmine isn’t even his first wife, which makes me wonder what happened to the one before.
That being said, I would be lying if I hadn’t contemplated grabbing onto her IUD and snatching it out of her. The thought of her pregnant with my child has made me feel strangely more possessive than I was before it floated around in my brain. 
Don’t even get me started on imagining a ring around her finger, a telling story to anyone that she’s not available and is mine. I've never felt anything this intense—it's entirely new. 
Then again, everything with her is.
“Forget I asked.”
I didn’t mean to be quiet for as long as I was. “No, sorry.” Sighing, I offer a smile. “Can we get a dog first?” It’s not delivered playfully, because I’m dead serious. I need to know if I can take care of something other than me. I’m still learning to do that for the grown woman laying half-naked before me.
Her lips part slowly in the center, slowly, and I’m excited to be biting them soon. “Then you’d consider them?” 
Humming softly, I crawl onto the bed and between her legs, grabbing her leggings and removing them. “Yes.” 
“Okay, thank you.” I understand her wanting to know. If that’s something she wants in the future, and I didn’t, maybe those are make or break. 
Again, too bad for her, even if I said no and she tried to leave I’d be clamping her to the bed. Imprisonment wouldn’t be the worst thing, right? I’d still fuck and feed her. 
Joking, of course.
“Now for my question.” I spread her legs wide, taking in her pink cunt and how soaked she is. “Did it excite you when your stepdad walked in on you choking on my cock, baby girl?”
She rests her hands over her head, crossing her wrists over one another. “Yes, Daddy, it did.” 
I groan. “I knew it would. This weekend, I’m going to take you somewhere.” As I speak, two fingers slip through her slit. Her back lifts from the bed as I swipe up to her clit. “I’ve been waiting to bring it up, but now I just know you’ll enjoy it as much as I will.”
“What is it?” she pants through her question.
“Patience, you’ll see. For now…” I shift back and lift her hips, proceeding to curl her forward. “Let me give my good girl her reward.”
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Calista


“Ronan, I don’t know how this will work.” I’m already nervous and I haven’t even sat on his bike yet. 
It's not just about riding with him—I've been doing that ever since getting my car back. Partly because I love the freedom of it, but more than that, I get to hold him.  He’s let me stop grabbing his clothes and instead lets me wrap around his waist. 
My heart flutters every time he grabs our helmets. 
However, this time is different. The first being he wants me to ride in front of him. It’s extremely illegal, considering I don’t know how to drive, nor do I have a license. He promised that he’d still be driving, but that doesn’t make me feel any better. 
The second, I’ve never ridden with a fucking butt plug in. 
“Baby girl, I need to start stretching you to take me.” My damn pussy is pulsing with the memory of him bending me over and working a lube drench silicone plug no thicker than two of his fingers into my virgin ass. “Your cunt and ass look like they’re begging me right now—” 
“Cal?” 
His deep voice startles me, and I nearly drop my helmet. It was my birthday gift, one I honestly hadn’t expected. 
It’s a sleek, futuristic design with a deep purple finish and pink accents, smooth to the touch. The dark shade of purple, nearly black, is highlighted by two pointed cat ears on top, outlined with neon purple LED lights. I love mine for its angular lines—it has a feminine touch, while his, in matte black with a more circular shape, feels distinctly masculine. I’m not sure why, but it just seems that way to me. 
“Sorry, I was daydreaming about you putting the plug up my ass.” 
I promised to never lie to him again, fucker can tell even the smallest of ones. It’s been easy now, since I’ve still not been contacted by the Serrano’s. Hopefully my threats were enough to stop them. I shouldn’t have ever been the object used for their needs, and while I hate them for it, I’m equally grateful because I think I’ve saved more than my own life.
“I’ll be playing with it later, you just wait.” He steps up to me, takes my helmet, and slides it over my head. Darkness wraps around me for a moment, but as the visor lifts, our eyes meet. He smiles, reaching forward to pull my braided ponytail over my shoulder. “Ready?”
“Mhmm. Still not going to tell me where we are going?” 
“Nope” is all he says before turning and gesturing for me to get on the bike. He’s had me buy myself safe clothing to wear while we ride, and today is no different—well, besides the no panties. Even with how confident he is in his driving, he never wants to risk my body if something were to ever happen. 
Slipping on his helmet, he lowers his visor first, and I glance at myself through the reflection, though difficult since the sun will be down any minute. I’ve got a skintight black, long sleeve shirt, black cargo pants with leggings under them, fingerless leather gloves and combat style boots. I’m like an assassin more than anything, and I can’t help but think I look badass. 
He’s wearing light washed jeans that are torn, a simple black shirt and that leather jacket I love so much. I enjoy thinking of us as a normal couple, and I have no doubt that people just looking at us would think the same. 
His hand slips behind the small of my back and leads me onto the bike. As I straddle it, the butt plug feels like it’s about to slip out. I tense and stop from sitting. 
His thunderous chuckle sends bumps rising down my arms. “Remember the pinch at the very end of it going in? It will keep it from slipping, and when you sit, it will settle. Go ahead.” 
I do as he commands, and sit, which does settle it but goddamn, any small wiggle I can feel it. Which means the moment we begin going, and that vibration occurs under me… I may actually come before we get there. 
“It will be uncomfortable for a bit, but you’ll learn to love it.”
I already do, holy fuck. I was missing out being afraid of the horror stories that Gene would tell me about tearing and getting shit everywhere. 
Ronan comes up behind me, and as his body presses against mine, I can feel how excited he is. He’s got himself tucked up so his cock is right between my ass cheeks, as I lean forward and tuck my legs up to set my feet on the footpegs. 
“Hands on the handlebars and just relax. Don’t tense, I’m going to take all control.” 
I swallow. “Ronan, this is so dangerous.”
He reaches in front and turns the key, revving the engine to life and then placing his hands over mine. “As is being with a murderer.”
“Stop saying that.” I don’t need to yell, he installed some Bluetooth devices in our helmets that act like phones. Thank goodness, because if I feel sick doing this, I will need him to stop and swap places. 
“But it’s true,” he says, leaning forward and getting us moving. “I’m dangerous in every aspect, yet here you are.” 
I’ve never been in the front. Never been able to see anything but the world passing by at my side. This view is something entirely different, and I hate to be cliché, but it feels like flying. I now know what Rose felt like on the Titanic, because as we move through the mile or so of forest before passing through the gates to the private lake, nothing impedes my vision. I’m seeing the world through a singular piece of glass, but nothing except that. I wish I were brave enough to take the helmet off, because then it would just be me and the wind. 
And of course, Ronan. 
“Whatever,” I finally say. “You murder my pussy daily, and that’s the only killing I’ll accept you’re guilty of.” 
His throaty chuckle makes me smile stupidly.
“If you say so, baby girl.”
He guides us through a few turns, and the silence settles between us. I’m not sure where we’re headed, but his hint about a non-traditional night out this weekend had me intrigued. We’ve had a few dinner dates, but mostly we've been tucked away in the cabin. Not that I’d ever complain—but now, he’s got me genuinely excited.
The next turn takes us off the main road onto a narrow, paved street that’s seen better days. Rocks and bits of debris are scattered across the surface, and as we move deeper into the thicket things get significantly harder to see. Without the motorcycle’s bright headlights, we’d be nearly in total darkness—the moon’s not full tonight, leaving us with barely any light to navigate by. 
“You doing okay?” he asks, his fingers slipping between mine as we hold onto the handlebars together. His thumb brushes against mine, as though reassuring me he’s got me. I know he does and I hate myself for ever thinking I couldn’t trust him with my safety.
“I am, this is both terrifying and exciting.”
“I’ll take you on the freeway next time.”
“No, you won’t!” I nearly shout. “This was perfect, don’t ruin it.”
He chuckles and gently taps his helmet against mine. 
The road stretches on, winding and uneven, forcing us to weave carefully through some sections. I can’t make out much around us, just what’s directly in front. I think we’re descending, but it’s hard to be certain.
We take a sharp turn and that’s when I see it—light breaking through the dense tree line ahead. Flickering and warm, it’s unmistakably fire. 
The sky opens up as we come into what is like a makeshift parking lot. There are a few camper vans, cars, and some motorcycles. I wouldn’t say it’s crowded, maybe two dozen on the lot. Beyond the parked vehicles, are the bonfires, which are scattered across a large lake. I say it’s large, not because I can see it, but because I can’t. The emptiness of the area ahead just tells me that it spans for miles. 
Ronan drives past the parking lot, moving onto the dirt and slightly away from couples and groups of people. When he parks, he does so right next to an unlit grouping of logs, then gets off and helps me do the same. He places fingers at the crease of my ass and pushes on the butt plug. I gasp, but don’t say or do anything, because I think he was making sure it stayed in… because he’d not be teasing me with all these people around.
As we both remove our helmets, my eyes start to adjust to the dim firelight scattered throughout the scene. Just as I begin to take in the people around us, Ronan reaches out, blocking my view with his hand.
I giggle. “Ronan, what are you doing?”
“Keep your eyes closed while I light the fire,” he murmurs into my ear, causing the small hairs at the back of my neck to stand. “Or just look at me.” 
“Okay.” I like being his good girl, so I will do whatever he says. His rewards for obedience are too good to defy, and while I enjoy his punishments, I’ll take the former when I can get it. 
Closing my eyes, he steps away from me and I search for the bike. Once I’ve got myself safely situated onto it, I lean slightly and wait, not peeking. The sounds around me are heightened, but mostly what comes to me is the crackling of fire, and soon the distinctive slide of a match against a rough surface. 
“How’s your ass, baby girl?” 
Biting my lip, I slightly shift my hips so that my ass rubs against the leather seat of the bike. “Needy.” I’m unable to keep myself from chuckling while saying it. 
He tuts. “Naughty little slut. I remember you confessing how you weren’t really into that. Now look at you, basically grinding against that seat.” 
I mock gasp. “I am not.” I absolutely am.
“One spank for lying.” As heat builds at my backside from the bonfire, I feel his hands come to grab at my waist. “Keep your eyes closed.”
He moves his hand down to my leg and spreads it wide. My natural instinct is to grab him to stop whatever it is he is going to do. We are in public, and I really don’t want to be that worked up and have to wait for him to take me home. 
“Baby,” I moan. “I’m already suffering, don’t make it worse.”
He ignores my feigned agony. “A really rich man bought this land, don’t ask me how because I don’t really care.” The sensation of his fingers drawing up between my thighs has me panting, and equally angry at how thick my cargo pants are. “He originally was going to make this a place for families to camp…” He leans in, nibbling at the base of my neck. His breath fans against my skin as he continues, “His sons decided it was a place to make families.” 
When he cups my pussy I gasp but immediately slap my hand over my mouth. 
“Open your eyes, baby girl.” I do as he says, and as my vision adjusts, he continues his commentary to what I’m finally able to see. “Ken told me about this place because he knows I enjoy people watching me fuck.” 
“Oh my god…”
It’s not every bonfire that’s indulging in some form of sexual activity, but it’s enough for me to not have to look for long. The ones that aren’t either on their knees sucking or fucking, are drinking and watching. 
“Do you want to know why I enjoy it?” 
I don’t think I’m breathing. Shit, I don’t think my heart is beating. My stomach ties into knots of nerves, and I wonder if I’ll have to command my body to function.
“Y-Yes,” I say breathlessly.
“It’s knowing someone can see me taking what’s mine, and they can’t have it unless I give it to them.” He shifts up to the hem of my pants and begins slowly moving under the fabric. I clench both my pussy and ass, the sensation of fullness coming in full swing as I lean my head back against his chest. “They imagine what it’s like to be inside you, or what it would be like for me to be in them. It’s knowing that they’ll never truly know, only dream of it. Like I hold power over every set of eyes, because I can have what they can’t.”
The moment his fingers find my slit and push between to find my needy clit, I gasp again. 
“Fucking soaked for me, baby girl. I know the butt plug has a lot to do with that but tell me I’m lying when I say you want people to see you.” His other hand moves to my breast, and I only want to be free of these clothes to feel his rough hands on my skin. He squeezes, and I spread my legs instinctively, wanting—needing—more. 
“That you are the one being fucked by me, and not them.” 
His fingers move to my pussy, easily pushing two into me. 
“For them to see you so fucking pleased and think ‘my partner could never make me scream like that’.” He slowly pumps in and out of me and I chew hard on my bottom lip, my hips rolling into his movements. “That they will likely fuck themselves later to images of how your tits bounce, and your cunt swallows my cock.”
“Y-You aren’t angry they’ll see me naked?” My tone is laced with heavy panting. The warmth between my thighs is slowly creeping up to my stomach, begging me to grind harder against his fingers for relief.
“No, because I want them to admire what they can never have. Be angry knowing it’s me that has you. Jealousy is such a glorious thing, and I love to elicit it.” He bites down onto my neck, sucking hard enough that I bite my cheek to try not to scream. “Fuck, I love the way you clench when you undergo pain. I can’t wait to fuck this cunt of mine, but first, I’m going to have you watch yourself come.” 
When his fingers slip out of me, I groan with protest. “Clothes off, all of them,” he demands while helping me stand. 
I take one more glance outward, no one is looking at us, just enjoying themselves. While, yes, I do feel slightly uncomfortable, I know Ronan wouldn’t ever put me into a situation where I’d be unsafe. That, and I trust him with my life and that includes my pleasure. 
After kicking my boots off, I turn and drop my pants. I don’t focus anymore on the people around us, instead just on how sexy he looks removing his jacket and soon thereafter, his shirt. He folds the clothing and rests it on the front of the bike, right where the dials are. 
Taking a deep breath, I remove my shirt and bra, now standing naked in front of him. 
“Perfection that is mine,” he says while wetting his lips and outstretching his hand to me. 
As I take it, he guides me back onto the bike. However, I’m now facing backward, and he’s resting my head where he folded his clothes. This isn’t the most comfortable position, but as he adjusts me to mold my curves against the seat, it feels more natural. 
“Hook your arms over the handles, baby girl.” I do so without hesitation. My body feels on fire, even if there is a soft breeze that would be considered chilly. I don’t question his intentions; instead, I watch as he grabs his helmet and slips it back on. He then steps forward, positioning himself comfortably right between my parted legs.
“Feet up,” he commands, and I place them on the footrests. Then he slides his visor down. “You’ll watch yourself come for me.” As I make eye contact with myself through the reflection of the helmet, he slides three fingers right into my soaked pussy. 
I clench my teeth together as my hips lift with the intrusion. “If you hold back your screams, I will fuck your ass for the first time out here. We will see how quiet you stay then.” 
Taking in a choked breath, I release the moan stuck in my chest. Instinctually I want to tilt my head back, but I force myself to focus on the visor—on him. His bare chest flickering with the fire has my heart flying around wildly. He is magnificent, and even though he wants me to watch myself, I can’t focus on anything other than the muscles in his arms flexing as he pumps his fingers in and out of me. 
“That’s it, Cal, let yourself go.”
My knees press against his legs as I breathe heavily through my mewls. He fucks me with his fingers as though they are his cock, the sound of my arousal mixing with the crackling of the fire. The tips of his digits brush against that sensitive place inside of me that has me coming to a climax embarrassingly quick.
He rolls his thumb against my clit simultaneously to bring his free hand up and slap my breast. The sharp pain right at my nipple has me clenching around his fingers.
“Watch yourself.” He smacks my nipple nearly directly, and I cry out a moan. 
I focus on my reflection, seeing my hooded eyes accompany my parted glossy lips. The ecstasy I see in myself is thrilling, and while I’ve never thought myself as ugly or undesirable, being forced to watch as I’m in my most vulnerable state has my body going through a plethora of sensations.
It all makes the orgasm that hits me so suddenly feel like I’m being given air after nearly drowning. My back bows, one leg slips from its place, and I don’t hold back my sounds of release. My hips feel sore as I shatter below him. The butt plug making everything more intense that I swear he’s made me squirt. 
He grabs me by my jaw and directs me up. 
I see myself panting and a slight bit of drool trickling across my cheek. My chest rises and falls quickly, and although I can’t see him, I just know he’s grinning. He does that after making me come, as though proud of me for doing so, and it has me falling harder and harder.   
“You made a mess,” he croons. “I bet you forgot that there are people around us, and that you even summoned some to watch.” 
I refuse to look, but something happens in my stomach at the notion. People saw me come for him. No one has interfered or tried to touch me. 
Is this what porn stars feel like? The enjoyment knowing someone will watch but not touch?
Maybe I’m overthinking it, but I want more. That I cannot deny. 
He reaches behind my neck and hoists me to a seated position. I slip due to my cum, but he pulls me tight to his chest. Our skin-to-skin contact making me sigh as I get my breathing in check. 
“Now I’m going to fuck you, baby girl, and you’ll scream my name while I do.” He grabs the side of my throat, his thumb drawing down its center and I'm ready to be lost in the night with him inside of me. 
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Ronan


Watching her come on my hand will never get old. She’s beautiful at any given second but seeing her breathing escalate, body shake, and sweat cover her forehead while she comes undone, is the word perfection in human form.  
I slide my fingers from inside of her as she begins to peel off my helmet. Both of her hands grab the back of my head when free and she crashes her lips to mine. My grip on her waist tightens as she eagerly forces her tongue into my mouth.
Groaning, I nip at her bottom lip, causing her to gasp. When I pull slightly away, she is panting and leaning in for more. 
“Such a needy little slut, huh?” 
Her elbows rest on my shoulders, fingers staying locked through my hair. “For you, yes. Your needy little slut.” 
The growl that thrums from my throat seems to be reeling her in as close as possible. “Remember, I’m still clothed, baby girl, and I won’t have you dry humping me for your next orgasm.” 
Placing my hands under her thighs, I stand and take her with me. I swing my leg around and step us back before dropping her legs. She lands steadily on her feet and immediately gets down onto her knees. 
I grin as she begins to undo my pants. “So impatient. I do love how greedy you are for Daddy’s cock.” Bending at the hips, I grab hold of her braid and wrap it around my fist. She doesn’t stop until only my boxers are left, and once she reaches for them, I tear her head back. 
Her hands immediately fall behind her, and I can see the pout ready to happen, but she bites that bottom lip of hers before it can form.
She hasn’t touched my dick with her hands. Her fingers have barely touched lower than my hip bones, and I know she wants to. I’m getting better thanks to her patience, but I hate to admit that no one has touched me there since I was nineteen. 
It’s crazy how trauma can target specific parts of the brain, linking them to the worst possible experiences, even if you’re ready to try and heal. I can’t, and as I stare down at her, I wonder if that crazy bitch Samantha was right. 
“You are the kind of heavy that isn’t worth carrying, Ronan.”
I’m seconds away from losing myself when Cal smiles at me. It’s that fucking devastating one that hits me just right and brings me back to her. 
She’s told me she can see when I slip into the darkest corners of my mind, the ones I can never seem to escape. The part that latches onto my weakest fragments, whispering that I don’t deserve her, while fading the parts of me that want to move forward. 
“I’ll be good, Daddy.” She puts her hands behind her back, and parts her lips.
I take a deep breath and release her braid, before stroking down her temple to her cheek. “That’s my girl.”
Dropping my boxers, I stand before grabbing my length and stroking it. Her tongue pokes out and she leans forward. “I love that filthy mouth of yours.” I tap the bottom of my cock against her lips, and she opens wide. Running my piercings against her tongue, I groan, grab tighter to her hair, and thrust my hips forward. 
I may enjoy people watching, but the moment I ram into her mouth, everything fades and it’s just her. Releasing her braid, I thread my fingers to the back of her head but allow for her to bob her head. Feeling her lips tighten around me as she hallows out her cheeks to suck has me moaning and groaning.
“Fuuuck.” I put pressure behind her head, holding her down as her nose slowly comes closer to my groin. “Goddamn, the way you suck makes it like you can’t get enough. Isn’t that right?” 
She muffles in an attempt to respond but just ends up gagging. Her throat closes around the head, and I nearly come. 
Pulling her head back, she takes in a deep breath before attempting to lean back in. Drool draws a line down her to her chin, and I can’t stop grinning. 
Falling down to my knees, I grab under her knees and yank. She falls onto her back, knocking the breath out of her. I don’t pause, taking her by the thighs to angle the head of my cock towards her cunt, and throw my hips forward. 
A strangled scream exits her mouth, and I fall into rhythm, fucking what’s mine. I take her hands under her legs and pull as I thrust. Each inward motion is harder than the last, and watching her tits jerk with each one has my balls tightening. 
“Ronan, oh my god!” I drop myself lower and pound against that soft spot inside I enjoy fucking with my fingers. 
Releasing her hands, I grab her leg and turn her to her side, resting her calf against my chest and coming to straddle her opposite thigh. “Play with your nipples, Cal,” I say through my labored breathing. My palm moves to rest at her abdomen, my thumb flicking at her piercing and clit. 
One of her hands moves to her tit, pinching and twisting her pierced nipple. Her back curves, which gives the perfect angle that my cross at the head of my cock can drag across the full length of her g-spot. 
I begin to roll my thumb in a circle around her little bundle of nerves and she grasps ahold of my wrist. “A-Ah please, please, don’t stop!” 
“That’s it, baby, come undone for me.” Just as she begins to come, I pinch on her clit and sheath myself fully inside of her to keep her completely full while she rides out her climax. 
I allow her two deep breaths before spinning her onto her knees and pulling her up onto them while staying wrapped around her pussy. The butt plug is perfectly situated, but it’s time I show her the true pleasure of it. 
Grabbing the hooks that wrap up her ass and toward her cunt, I slowly pull it out. Her entire body shakes as she tries to pull away. Leaning forward, I grab her thick braid, wrap it around my fist, and pull her back. “Where are you going?” 
She sucks in a breath and whimpers, “N-Nowhere… it feels—” I then push it back in, and slowly back out. “O-Oh fuck, Ronan, w-wait—” She falls to her elbows and while I don’t release her hair, I lean slightly forward to keep her in my grip. 
My hips begin moving, synchronizing with me fucking her ass with the plug. 
“You want me to stop?” I keep her stable with the rough hold on her hair, but her hips are beginning to move wildly out of motion. She’s not retreating, but trying to match my movements with her own. “Looks like you’re a whore for having both your holes filled, baby girl. Tell me, do you like that?” I push the plug in, the lip of it causing her ass to pinch, just for me to pull it back out. 
“Yes!” Her scream is loud, and if she hadn’t already drawn attention before, she had with that. “Daddy, please…”
“Tell me,” I croon. “Tell me how you like being filled by me and only me.” Pushing the plug in so it stays, I slap her ass once, twice, and then a third down her thigh.
Her scream mixes with a satisfied edge. It has me dragging my nails across her skin and fucking her harder. 
“I love it when you fuck me.” Her words are strangled, and I can tell she’s coming close to another orgasm. I, too, can feel the warmth in my stomach spreading. “Only you, this pussy is only yours. Oh—Oh fuck!” 
Leaning forward, I grab around her throat as she clenches around my cock. Her back hits my chest as I slip my opposite arm around her waist. “Cal.” I bite down onto her neck, up to her hairline, and tighten my grip on her neck. “Steady yourself on me. Don’t hesitate, just do it.” 
The moment her hands grip my legs as I had commanded, a surge of fear and ecstasy has me moving my hips harder. Our skin slapping together, her moans accompanying my own, are all that I hear.
“Baby, I’m coming, please don’t stop!” Her voice is strangled, and I think maybe I’m holding her too tight, but I can’t let go. Instead, I move my hand to her clit and proceed to swipe and slap as she coughs out slews of sexy mewls while she comes.
I sink my teeth into her shoulder and bury myself as I succumb to my own release. With each pulse of my cum into her, I twitch and groan. As she begins to tremble, I release her throat and let her suck in a deep breath.
Her body slumps into mine after we both ride out our orgasm together. She hasn’t let go of my thighs, and I’m keeping my mind elsewhere. Touching her waist, drawing lines across her stomach to her breasts where I pinch and flick her nipples. 
“So many people are looking at us,” she whispers, and turning her head over her shoulder to bury her face into my chest.
“I know.” I hadn’t looked to confirm that, but there was no way we hadn’t drawn some attention.
Her lips roll together as she tilts her head up. “I loved that.”
I shift to hold her cheek in my hand. “Good. We aren’t done but I’ll give you a break.” Her eyes round, as though surprised. “I brought s’mores to make, you know, for that romantic stuff I’m still learning to do.”
Leaning forward, I press my lips to hers. She moves one of her hands to rest on top of mine at her face. “Can a blanket fit in your bike?” she asks while pulling away ever so slightly. 
“I’ve got something for us to sit on, but we stay naked.” 
Her innocent laugh and toothy smile have my heart doing flips.
“Alright, deal.” 
We sat here for hours, fucking between stints of silence. A few people came to talk with us, but I’m not the social one, thankfully she is. It never got to the point of them staying or trying to interject in our time. As much as I enjoy being watched, I’m possessive and can’t see anyone touching Cal that isn’t me.
I’ve become obsessed, more so than I ever thought imaginable. I don’t even have any desire to feel anything or anyone but her, and for someone with a fucked-up mindset on relationships as I do, that’s incredible. 
Calista has flipped a switch and hasn’t allowed for me to turn it off. She woke up the part of my brain that wants to find a way to heal, not accept that I’m too far into my life to be worth fixing. 
Worth carrying the weight for.
Maybe this is what love is meant to be. Taking each other for what they are. Accepting that it’s alright to be broken and working through the tough times to have these. Every person has their ‘hard’, their baggage, it’s just finding that person willing to choose yours over someone else’s. 
I think I found that one, at least, I hope so. Heartbreak for losing my mom was one thing. I’m not entirely sure what would happen if I lost Cal. 
That’s more terrifying than any touch could ever elicit. 
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Calista


Getting out of bed has become the bane of my existence. 
For the past several weeks, we’ve found our routine together. Alongside my day job, I’ve got the cabin back to being completely livable. All the designs within the home are done, that includes our bedroom. Ronan told me to convert the guest room to my office as though he owned the place. 
Throughout his time here, he worked with the contractors to learn some hard skills. Watching him get his hands dirty has been the sexiest thing ever. He was convinced he would likely become a drug dealer, but I’m pleased he is a natural handyman. The risk of going back to prison in this career is slim to none, and that’s my goal. 
No prison. Only freedom… with me. 
I roll over in bed, not feeling him beside me. This is the only way either of us can get up, is if he finds the strength to get out before me.
Groaning, I throw off the blanket and peel myself out of the room. Not before grabbing one of his shirts, of course. It’s about the only thing I enjoy wearing when I can be lazy. 
The hallway didn’t need much maintenance, but it got a labor of love in paint and a few artistic pictures. Alright, they are posters of my favorite movies. Ronan doesn’t have any favorites, besides one: Jaws. It hangs as the first one you see as you come down toward the bedrooms. 
Along with the posters, I put up a piece I made for him, one I’m proud of and I swore almost made him cry when I presented it to him.
The living room is completely open to the kitchen and dining room, with the small loft that was being used for storage now empty for us to do with as we please. I kept the exposed wooden beams up on the high, vaulted ceilings. Although I darkened the natural wooden tones with dusky brown and black, when the sun comes through the dozen windows and doors, it doesn’t feel dark. A large black sectional sofa and a low-profile coffee table is the focal point of the space. The rug under it, Ronan picked out. Black, with swirls of green and brown.
The fireplace now has a television mounted over it, because the best thing ever is being curled up on the couch beside him, watching an old classic horror movie.
The kitchen is wall-to-wall matching browns as the living space, with dark hardware and stainless-steel appliances. I’ve enjoyed cooking, which hasn’t been something I’ve historically liked. I think it’s me getting off on hearing Ronan groan over the food and then fucking me on the island as a ‘thank you’. 
Speaking of, he’s sitting on the six-seater elongated dining table at the furthest point of the open area. His eyes are trained down at his phone, likely responding to Ken who has been taking up a lot of his attention the last couple of days. 
My feet patter against the floor, loud enough that it pulls his gaze up to me. He immediately puts his phone down and stands. 
“Good morning,” I say, picking up my pace. 
He rounds the table toward me, and I raise my hands. “Morning, baby girl.”
Wrapping my arms around his neck, he drags me into a long, drawn-out kiss. His hand snakes around my back, and as he does every morning, drags my hair from my bun to run his fingers through it. 
“When is Ken coming by?” I ask, my own fingers running through his freshly trimmed hair. “And the boys?”
“This Saturday, if that’s alright. Mia really wants to swim before it gets too cold.” The prospect of them coming has my stomach fluttering with butterflies. I haven’t seen them since that incident with my car, and while Ken has stopped by from time to time, it isn’t for long periods. Ronan says he hasn’t gone because he’s still worried about my safety, even if I’ve been adamant I’m fine. Plus, he has access to the security cameras. 
I nod. “We should go to the local farmers market first thing in the morning, get some fresh fruit and—” 
My phone blares from the bedroom. 
His fingers draw my shirt up to grab my bare ass. “Go, but yes, the farmers market is fine.” He quickly presses a kiss to my cheek, and I giggle. “I’ll finish up with Ken.” 
As he releases me and I turn, he gives me a spank. “Hey!” 
I rush back into the bedroom and jump across the king size bed to grab my phone still on the charger. The name that flashes, is none other than my mother. I’ve not spoken with her since Eamon showed up here several weeks ago. 
I should’ve left my heart back with Ronan. It may actually fly right out of my throat. Did my stepdad finally tell her?
Before it can go to voicemail, I hit the green button. “Hey, Mom.” I don’t sound thrilled to hear from her, but I quickly clear my throat, as though trying to portray the sound more as me being sleepy. 
“Hey, sweetheart.” Alright, that’s a good sign. She sounds pleased that I answered, not angry in the slightest. “What are you up to?” 
“Nothing much, just waking up. What about you?” 
A soft sigh comes through the phone. “Nothing. I wanted to see if you could come over tonight. I was hoping to have a girl-to-girl chat…” 
Oh no… My hand begins to shake. “It’s a weekday, and since that issue with my car, I’ve not been coming into the city. Just in case.” 
I did text her when I got home that day, said I was getting my car looked at. It was a good excuse if she wanted to try and have me come see her. I’ve told her the construction site—aka the cabin—was too dangerous and she had to stay away. 
Now that it’s done, I’m looking for an excuse if she offers to come down to see me. 
“I’ll come pick you up,” she says and the tone she has tells me something is wrong. “We can get drunk, and you can stay the night. It’s just one evening with me. Please?” 
“Mom, what’s wrong?”
I hear some shuffling, and she’s silent for a moment. Truly, I don’t want to hate my mom. She was an addict, and yes it caused me the worst pain, but she is doing better. Although she was a straight cunt to Ronan, she’s still my mom. I don’t want to abandon her…
“It’s Eamon. I’m pretty sure he is cheating on me.” 
An involuntary gasp escapes my lips. 
“Oh, Mom… I’m so sorry.” 
“Don’t be, can you come tonight?”
I hear Ronan in the other room say something, but I can’t make it out. I’m trying to give my mom the attention she needs so I focus back on the phone call.
“Sure… I don’t know if I can stay the night, I have work and you know how much I hate getting up early.”
“Can’t play hooky?”
I could, honestly. My boss would be more than alright with me even taking the day or even just coming in late. It isn’t that, I just don’t want to spend a night without Ronan. I know that probably sounds pathetic but fuck it, that’s how I feel. 
“I’ll come over for a few hours, I’ll leave shortly.”
It’s then I hear several voices coming from the living room, that my stomach churns. 
“Thanks, Calista, I love you.” Damn, I don’t think I’ve heard my mom use my government name in forever.
“Love you, Mom, I’ll see you later.” 
I hang up the phone and rush out of the room, down the hall, and into the living room—only to find two police officers, with one of them standing right in Ronan’s face.










Ronan


KEN

Chocolate or vanilla, and please pick vanilla cause I don’t want to go to the store

Vanilla is fine, I think she’ll like it better anyway


I see the notification that something was caught on the camera, but ignore it. Deer like to run across at this time of the morning. 
KEN

With or without strawberries

With

KEN

Alright, Mia is going to help so don’t expect professionalism or anything

It’s cake. We are going to fucking eat it, who cares


A knock at the door pulls my attention away from my phone. I slide off the solid wood dining table, make my way over, and peer through the peephole to see two police officers standing on our porch.
Interesting. 
Tucking my phone into the pocket of my sweats, I open the door. 
I step into the doorway and lean against the frame. The two of them look at one another, before turning their attention back to me. “Good morning. Is this the home of…” The officer on my left speaks, then looks down at a device that’s not quite a tablet but bigger than a phone. “Calista Sanderson?”
“Yes.” 
“And you are?” the other officer asks.
The one that was speaking before clears his throat. 
“Her boyfriend. What is this about?” I cross my arms over my chest.
“Is Ms. Sanderson home?”
“She is.” 
“May we come in?” I look down at their badges for the first time. The talkative one is Ramirez, the one that has been looking me up and down like he is trying to figure out where he recognizes me from, is Anders. 
“No, I can go get her and she can speak with you here at the door.” Even though there’s only one gun in the house, I can't risk them snooping around and finding the safe. Technically, Cal is allowed to have it, and I could argue that I don’t live here—but I’m not trying to end up in cuffs because they suspect anything of me.
“You look familiar.” I knew that would come from Officer Anders. “Were you locked up—”
“Yes.” I cut him off. “Can I ask what you want with Ms. Sanderson?” 
“I don’t believe that is any concern of yours.” 
Anything and everything revolving around my girl is my concern, my problem, and my fucking business. 
My smile is unfriendly. “But it is.” 
“Is your name Ronan?” Anders asks. 
I release a heavy, drawn-out sigh. “Yup.”
“Listen,” the other officer says with a mocking chuckle. “We would like to talk with Ms. Sanderson. This isn’t your place of residence, and you’ll move so we can—”
“I listened long enough.” I love that his eyes sharpen out of anger from me cutting him off yet again. “I’ll go grab her to talk with you here at the door.”
“Are you impeding with an investigation?” 
Investigation?
My nostrils flare and I come to stand, no longer slouching. 
“I think he is,” Anders says and takes an aggressive step toward me. His hand pushes against my shoulder, and if it weren’t for not wanting to spend a night in a cell, I may have broken his jaw. 
He pushes me back and both of them step into the house.
“I don’t even need to ask if you have a fucking warrant to just barge in here.”
“Don’t give us that bullshit. I’ve heard about you, King. You may have been tough behind those bars but out here, you aren’t shit.”
I look down at Ramirez’s hand, he has it hovering over his gun clipped to his belt, and I take a deep breath. Popping my head to the side, I square my shoulders. 
The moment I’m about to make a terrible mistake, Cal raises her voice. “What the fuck is going on? Get out of his face!”
Her blonde hair comes into view as she runs in front of me, pushing back Andres and stepping between us. It’s probably for the best, I definitely would have taken a bullet to beat these blue pigs. 
“He didn’t do anything,” she continues, and both of the officers tear their gaze down to her. “Whatever it is, you’ve got the wrong person.”
God, she’s cute. Doesn’t matter that she has no idea why they are here. I needed this kind of support when I was younger. If I had just one person on my side, I know things would have been different for me.
Both of the men relax, Ramirez taking his hand away from his gun. “Ms. Sanderson, we are actually here to talk with you.” 
I see her tense from the edge of my vision, but I keep my gaze locked on them.
“Oh?” She’s nervous, it’s easily readable in her tone. 
“Yes, Ma’am. It’s in regard to the insurance claim on your residential fire in May.” 
“Oh, yes. They’ve been taking their sweet time with that.” She takes a slight step back, which has her backside pressing against my torso. “Do they finally have everything they need?”
“Actually, Ma’am—” You know, this pisses me off. Fucking assholes to me, but completely turn into different people when it comes to Cal. Once a criminal, always a criminal in their eyes.
Okay yes, I exude that energy and have a gun in the house, but still, fuck these guys.
“We wanted to ask you a few questions about the incident.”
The moment those words come out of his mouth, I clear my throat. “You know how this works, gentleman.” I snake my arm around her neck and tilt my head to the side. “She should have some legal representation. Sounds like there is some negative implications going on here.”
“You would know, huh?” Anders mocks. 
“Hey!” my girl shouts.
“It’s alright. You should call your mom, baby girl. Her mom’s a lawyer. From what I heard, a good one.” I grin. “I’m sure she’d love to hear how you unlawfully barged in on her daughter.” 
“We just want to ask a few questions,” Ramirez grits through his teeth.
“With her lawyer present,” I demand.
“Calista, if we can step outside and speak to you alone.”
My arm tights around her, but I don’t think my silent command was necessary, because she says, “No. I’ll have my mom come down tomorrow. Ironically, I’m going to see her tonight. Hopefully I don’t slip up telling her how you’ve treated my rights and my boyfriend.” 
It takes a few seconds of the two officers looking at one another before they back down and take a step back toward the door. “Please come down to the station by tomorrow, or we will come back with a warrant.”
“A warrant?! For—” I place my hand over her mouth. 
“We will see you tomorrow,” I say. 
They turn and leave, closing the door behind them. It’s then she basically shouts into my palm. I give her the moment, and once she’s depleted her air, I release her. 
“Feel better?”
“Not particularly.” She turns to face me, her expression filled with that cute rage. I just know if she had to fight, she could, I’ve seen it. I don’t know much about zodiac signs, but she blames it on being a Cancer.
“Alright, well why were they here asking you about the fire?” 
She diverts her eyes, and immediately, I know she’s about to lie to me. “I have no idea.” 
Grabbing her chin, I bring her attention back to me. Her cheeks flush as I ask again. “Why were they here asking about the fire, Calista?” Gone is the playfulness from earlier, because she knows better. I don’t do this—we don’t do this. She tells me the truth, and I turn my life around for her.
That’s our deal.
Yet… she does it again. 
“I’m serious, Ronan, I have no idea.” Even if this is more convincing than the last, I just feel she’s lying. No, I know she is, and a small pit forms right in the center of my chest. 
“Why are you lying?”
She shakes her head because I release her and step back. “I—I’m not. I swear.”
I want to make her swear on her feelings for me. Swear on what we’ve built between us, but the unfamiliar feeling of fear keeps my mouth shut.
Her lips slightly part and her eyes widen as though she, too, is terrified. 
Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes. Don’t lie to me… 
“I have to see my mom this evening…” She of course moves onto another subject. “I’ll only be a few hours. I’m not going to stay the night, but I need to get ready and go now.”
Feeling her step to me, I don’t look at her, just feel her presence. The warmth of her hand nearing my cheek has me lifting mine and pressing it over hers to feel her palm against me. 
Please, don’t lie to me. 
“One last time, Cal…” I open my eyes to gaze into hers. “Why would they be asking about the fire after so long?” 
Her bottom lip trembles, but she gives me a smile that tells me that pit is going to turn quickly into a black hole. 
“Maybe they just need to finish up the final details… Baby, it’s nothing.”
Nothing… Fuck, I hate that response. 
“It was an accident you said, right?”
She nods and quickly gets to her tiptoes to press her lips to mine. 
Little liar… Damn it, Cal. 
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Calista


This isn’t good. 
Goddamn them, they said they took care of the fucking police! That it didn’t matter the outcome of their blackmail, they’d take care of me. 
But who am I kidding? I ghosted them, told them I wouldn’t fulfill what they asked of me. Why did I think they’d keep their end when I didn’t keep mine?
I never wanted this, and now I’m stuck between a hard place and Ronan. If I tell him the truth, he will leave me. It doesn’t matter the reason, because I’d do the same. There are no redeemable qualities in me after what I’ve done, and now, if the police suspect that I’ve set my townhouse on fire, everything will come to light. 
I’m so fucked.
I’m so, so fucked. 
I ring the doorbell at my mother’s place. I’d left my key in a rush to leave, not really thinking about it. Ronan was quiet the entire time I got ready, and it makes me sick leaving him angry with me. My dad would always tell me to never leave when you’re upset with somebody because you never know what could happen. 
For a moment, I thought about telling my mom I’d need a raincheck, but I knew Ronan would just press me until I told him everything. In the end, I probably would’ve caved. Then I’d lose him, and I’m not ready for that.
Maybe my mom can help with the police. I was careful, making it look like an accident—every detail in place. I knew exactly what to do: cooking, moving the pot from the stove, but leaving the burner on by ‘mistake’. Then, just like clockwork, Gene called me after her shift. I let the conversation drag on longer than it should have. We’d left the window open for the cat, and the wind blew the curtain.
It caught the couch. 
Then the faux fur rug. 
I watched it, I should know. It rolled across the space so quickly once it had an ignition.
“Oh my god, Gene! The house!” 
Closing my eyes as I feel heat building under my temples. Ronan is the only one that can see through my lies, and I feel it’s karma being a bitch.
Gene never saw through my lie.
My mom didn’t when I told her I had to move into the cabin.
The door opens suddenly, pulling me from my memories of the day that changed my life. 
My mom, with her ashen blonde hair that’s nearly gray, smiles wearily at me. She’s got bags under her eyes and she looks like she’s been crying. I feel like I’m on my way there, maybe we can break down together.
How I even got into this position is her fault, yet I’m still empathetic to her pain. She didn’t deserve to fall into addiction, but I sure as hell didn’t deserve to suffer because of it. 
“Hey, sweetheart. Come on in.” 
I smile weakly at her, and nod, following her and down the hallway through the house. 
“How’re you, Mom?” I ask, trying to keep up as we walk quickly into the dining room and then into the kitchen. She’s got two glasses, one already poured and the other empty. 
“Not good.” She opens the fridge, and I settle onto the bench seat at the island. I glance outside; the sun is still high, and I see the trees we planted almost a decade ago, now mature enough to give the illusion of a forest.
My mom offered this house to me when she was ready to retire. Now, I’m hoping I can ask for the cabin instead. I feel like that suits me… and Ronan, more, if I can fix what I’ve done.
“When was the last time you saw Eamon?”
She pulls out a bottle of vino and pours me a glass. “A week ago.”
My eyes go wide. “Oh my god, and you’re just telling me now?”
“I was hoping it wouldn’t last.” She picks up her drink and takes a sip. 
I, too, have to take one because I can’t believe she hadn’t called me earlier. Was this after Eamon came over to the cabin? Had he told Ronan something… wait…
“…it will hurt you in some way regardless, I’m sure.” 
Had Eamon told him something was going on with him and my mom? 
After taking another drink, I look back at her. One of her arms hugs around her slender waist, and it’s now I’m taking in her full appearance. It isn’t just her face that looks tired, but she’s… shaking. I’ve not seen my mom in sweatpants since I was in high school, and moreover, she’s wearing a beat-up shirt. 
Silence hangs over us like a ghost, and we are defiling its grave. It’s waiting for the right moment to shout at us, showing us it’s here, and that we aren’t welcome.  
“Mom?” I finally say. 
Her eyes look distant as she stares through me. 
“What did you do?” Her question comes as a surprise to me.
Blinking rapidly and shake my head. “I’m sorry?”
Her eyebrows come together, the wrinkles in her forehead more prominent than ever. “Ronan…” 
I swear I can’t breathe.
She takes the rest of her wine down in one gulp. “What the fuck were you thinking?” 
Eamon told her, maybe in an attempt to show he was on her side? Oh fuck, what if she blames me and Ronan for their issues? I should’ve just told her—damn it!
“Mom, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, but—”
“But fucking nothing!” She slams her glass onto the counter, and it shatters everywhere. I jerk back in my seat, just staring at her. “You’ve brought this on yourself. After everything you went through—”
“Because of you…” I reminder her.
Blood pools from her hand onto the white marble island.
“Have I taught you nothing?” My eyes widen while my stomach slowly sinks inward, completely devouring itself in the process. “You can’t run away from your past no matter how hard you try.”
“It was self-defense! He is an amazing person, Mom! You are such a fucking hypocrite!” I swear it takes everything in me not to throw my drink at her. Why am I even staying for this? I swore she wanted to talk about her and Eamon’s relationship. Girl talk does not involve degrading my choice in men.
She’s just a jealous bitch that I got the better brother.
“I could care less what he did, Cal.” Her tone is pained, like it’s me hurting her. “It’s what you didn’t do.” 
“I was going to tell you about us…”
Her breathing is becoming heavier, and I just can’t believe this is all over a man. Did she forget her drug addiction got me gang raped? I’ve always disregarded the ugly that my mother was, but it’s coming out in full swing right in front of my face.
As a tear rolls down her cheek, she shakes her head. “No, Calista. They told you to take care of him, but instead, you went and fell in fucking love.” Her gaze then travels over my shoulder. “Please don’t hurt her.”
My vision blurs, and before I can even get to my feet, a rough hand slaps over my mouth. I kick my feet out, slamming my back into the chair and sending whoever has me flying to the ground. Unfortunately, I go down with them. 
A strong arm wraps around my waist, the hand staying clamped over my mouth. I scream into the palm and kick downward, my foot connecting with their shin, making them howl in pain. 
“Stupid cunt!” he grits through his teeth. 
“Cal, stop fighting please!” My own fucking mother comes and pins my legs down to the ground. “Please stop, he isn’t going to hurt you!” 
I don’t stop, I can’t. Throwing my head back I feel it make contact with something hard, and I hear another scream of pain.
“You just need to finish what they fucking told you, sweetheart, please. His life isn’t worth yours!”
The man’s grip around me tightens, and then suddenly our positions shift. My face is pushed hard against the floor, and my arms are pinned between his knees at my hips. 
“Bring in the other bitch, maybe that will calm her down.”
“Ronan!!” I scream out, but it’s strained with the weight of him pressing me down. “H-Help me!” 
As if he could hear me all the way from the cabin. 
“No! No! Please don’t do this. I love him—I’ll do anything!” 
A hand grips tightly at my hair, tearing my head back. That’s when I see something straight out of my nightmare. 
I just need my heart to stop. Get me out of this the easy way. Let me die, because I know now that I’m trapped, and I’ll never be free until I do what they’ve been threatening me with from the start.
Tears stream down my face as I sob, my chest heaving with the weight of unbearable pain. 
Everything hurts, and I’m unable to go through with this…
I can’t kill Ronan.
I’d rather die instead…
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Ronan


She didn’t come home last night. 
It’s early and the bed’s empty. I shouldn’t be surprised, but I feel like I am. I’m conflicted about my feelings. There’s a part of me that just wants to drop it, but the other is angry with her for lying and avoiding me. Have we not sat and talked about our trauma together? I’ve never laid everything, including myself, so bare for anyone. All I ever asked was her to be honest, how fucking hard is that?
You didn’t come home


After texting her, I force myself up and spend the next several hours doing absolutely nothing of value. From cleaning my bike, to the garage, it doesn’t do anything to help clear my head. I just need her to come home, and we can talk about it. 
Jesus Christ, if she tells me she started the fire for the insurance money, does she really think I’ll look at her any differently? I’ll scold her for it, sure, but only because it’s not like her mother couldn’t afford to give her money. 
She could tell me she blew up an entire apartment complex just to get out of a lease and I’d still be on her side. So, why the fuck is she being so secretive? I’ll even get Ken to help her if her mom isn’t able to get her out of it. I will take care of her, and I just wish she’d do me the decency to allow me to try. 
I’ve come to love her, and I know it to be true because all I imagine is her. Waking up to her and only her. To please only her. Feed only her. 
Calista is all I think about, and I truly am an obsessed man for her.
I’m not mad

Baby girl, don’t ignore me. You lied and I know you did


Sitting on the couch in the garage, I’m finishing off a turkey and cheese sandwich, nothing but the sounds of the lake and birds echoing around me. 
It’s fine, but I’m still going to punish you for it

Can you please call me


Gripping the phone, I’m preparing to throw it out as far as possible in the hopes it hits the lake, when it rings. 
Unfortunately, it isn’t Cal, but instead Eamon. 
I take a deep breath and answer it on the first ring.
“Hey.” I put my head back against the couch and look up into the rafters.
“Hey, Ro. How’re you?” 
“Could be better.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, not really in the mood to be having a conversation with my brother right now. “What do you want?” 
He sighs. “Can we have lunch? I want to talk…”
I shake my head but don’t say anything. What I wouldn’t have given to have had my brother there for me when I got out of prison the first time. Part of me wonders—if I had reached out to him then, would it have made a difference for me?
I’d seen the life he had, and I think a small part of me was afraid of fucking it up for him, because that’s exactly what I was: a fuck up.
“After you were convicted…” he continues through my silence. “I tried to come see you, but you denied me visitation. No one was allowed to see you but Mom, even if Dad forbid it. Why?” 
I tut. “Absolutely nothing to tell you, or anyone.” 
“You could have tried to convince me… I would have fought for you if only I—”
“Eamon,” I say through a heavy sigh. “I sat up there and cried, telling everyone what happened… only to be told that lying in a court of law would get me more time. If…” I grind my teeth together. “If I had been your sister you wouldn’t have hesitated to believe a fucking word out of my mouth. No one would have.”
“That isn’t true.”
“No? Are you sure? Because I wasn’t even given a second of thought. I was a liar immediately. It didn’t matter I told them he had three moles right on his left thigh, inches from his cock. Where no child should ever see… I was Ronan the liar. The sick boy with mental health issues.”
I can hear him taking a shaky breath before he says, “I am so fucking sorry I wasn’t there for you.” The tears I hoped to see in person translate through his tone. “That day you called me before trying to kill yourself, it fucked me up. I hated you for it, but it was just a projection of my own self-loathing. I—” 
Leaning forward, I place my face into my hand, the phone in the other shaking as I fight to keep it at my ear.
“I still have the voicemail and listen to it every year. It reminds me how badly I…” He roughly clears his throat before taking another unstable intake of air. “I failed you. We all did.”
“You did…” I whisper while dragging my hand across my eyes. 
“I love you, Ronan. I should have been the brother you deserved.” 
A moment of silence falls, and not even our breathing captures in the phone. I don’t know if I still love my brother, but that doesn’t mean I’m incapable of it.
“I know you do,” I finally say after several minutes pass. “We are having a barbecue this weekend. You should come.” 
“Oh. Who will be there?”
“My friends who I’d call family, and Cal.”
“Did she invite her mom?” 
“No, she didn’t. I had hoped by this time you would’ve taken care of that…” 
He groans. “I actually asked to talk with her about that a few days ago.”
My brows pinch. “Do you never go home?” The fluctuation in my tone is patronizing. 
“I haven’t been back in about a week. We got into an argument, and when I called to apologize, she told me to stay away while she cooled off.”
I hum. “Are you still going to get the divorce?” I know they’ve been together for a while, and I should feel bad about forcing this, but I don’t. 
“She’s going to fight it…” That isn’t a no, and something tells me he won’t outwardly say ‘yes I’m going to get a divorce’. I’ll just be a fucking pest about it. 
“Saturday, you can come over after two.” 
My phone beeps, and I quickly look at it, hoping that it’s Cal. Unfortunately, once again, it isn’t. Instead, it’s Ken. 
“I need to go.”
“Alright, thanks, Ro. I’ll see you Saturday.”
“See ya.” 
“Bye, Brother.”
I hang up our call and quickly answer Ken. “Hey.” I stand and step outside, feeling the cool breeze hit me immediately. I’m going to say it’s probably going to be too cold to go swimming, but if the boys suffer for Mia, they can do as they please. 
“Hey, you free?” Alright, getting right to the point. 
“Yeah, what’s up?” 
“You know that guy, Michael Horn, the one you had me looking into.” 
I sigh, honestly, I had completely forgotten about him. I’ve been so consumed by my time here with Cal, I dismissed the fucking asshole who hurt her. “What about him?” Finding him isn’t the hard part, it’s taking care of him that is. 
I can’t go back. 
“Well… before we go into that, I wanted to ask you something.”
“Mhmm.” I stare down the road, hoping to hear or see Cal’s car driving up the dirt path. 
“You said that the guy you killed in that bar, something Cheshire, right?” 
A sickening feeling grips at my stomach. “Yeah. Gregory Cheshire, brother to that crazy bitch Samantha.”
“Mr. Horn is employed by the Serrano’s.” 
“Okay? We knew that, that’s—”
“He first was employed to the family prior... Ronan, that family was the Cheshire’s. Samantha Cheshire married Armando Serrano.”
A cold chill rolls down my side. “Where are you right now?” I ask him.
“Home.”
I look at the lake, my heart racing frantically. “You know… I always thought I’d be the one killing myself—”
“Ronan!” His shout is loud.
“That I’d drink myself to my grave.” I can hear Ken screaming, but his words don’t register to me. All of her lies. How had I not even questioned anything with her. How had I been so fucking blind? “Now things are becoming clearer.” 
Her being so hardheaded on staying with a stranger. 
That initial night we met, how her reaction to me being in the cabin was more of fear, not surprise.
The house fire coincidentally happening three days before I was released. 
My file just showing up on her mother’s desk.
Why she wouldn’t tell me more when I pressed about the Serrano’s.
The cameras.
My mind is racing, because there is absolutely no way that Calista was out here with me to set me up. 
“Ronan, answer me you fucking twat!”
“Listen to me,” I say with an angry bark behind my words. “Do exactly what I say, and in the end, you make sure that you take care of her.” 
“What do you mean?”
I groan.
“Ro—”
“Ken, you’ll do exactly as I command of you. Don’t ask questions.” My gaze drifts to my hand which is shaking. “Cal’s in trouble, and it’s going to likely cost me my life, so listen carefully.”
Damn her for not telling me what was going on.
Damn her for making me fall in love with her.
Damn them for once again reminding me my happiness will always be short lived.
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Calista


10 days before the fire

Coffee is the savior of any hard-working girl. I’m not entirely sure how I could function without it. 
Sitting back in my chair, I look out at the busy streets of downtown Denver. Gene is running late, per usual, but I couldn’t wait for her to get ready. I get it, she washed her hair last night and it takes a while, but damn. 
Her coffee is sitting across from me, thankfully iced, but it’ll be watered down by the time she gets here. 
Tapping my fingers across the wooden table, I sigh and press my forehead against the cool window. My mind is elsewhere in the world, somewhere far away from here and on a beautiful beach, or in the snowcapped mountains of Switzerland. 
I’ve established a life here. I own a home with my best friend, have a very good paying job, and a family that checks in on me from time to time. It’s more than I can hope for, and I’m privileged now. 
Yet, I still feel unfulfilled. 
I think it’s time I start traveling, get out of the states for a little while. It isn’t like I’m struggling for cash, and I could use a break from the place I’ve been for over half my life. 
Suddenly, someone sits across from me in the booth, pulling me out of my daze. 
“Oh,” I say in surprise. It isn’t Genevieve. Instead, it’s a white girl with pretty light brown eyes and a high ponytail, her dark hair is long and drapes over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, this seat’s taken.”
It’s a booth, why the hell is she just plopping her ass down like she’s my friend? I’ve never in my life seen this woman.
I look around me, scanning the very empty coffee shop. 
“My name is Samantha,” she says eagerly putting her hand over the table toward me. My sign is Cancer, I have to take it. 
“Hi…” I’m not entirely sure what is going on but after shaking her hand, I take Gene’s drink and move it to my side of the table. 
“You’re Calista, right?” 
I’m no one famous, shit, my neighbors can barely remember my name at times. While, sure, I’m pretty—I’m blonde, average height, and dressed like anyone else here in Colorado—I’d be a face in a crowd if I weren’t sitting alone. How does she know me?
“Yes…?” 
“Wonderful, my last name is Serrano.” The name sputters my heartbeat. “I do love the way that name gets a reaction out of people. It could be a lesser family, but it still elicits that shaking fear. For you though, it’s very justified.” She’s patronizing me. 
I’ve not heard from this family in nearly ten years. The moment my mom stopped doing drugs and got help, I never saw them again. 
“Let’s talk about Jasmine Byrne for a second, hmm?”
“What do you want?” I ask, not really caring to talk about my mother.
“Oh, that last name just does something to me. Anger, pain, revenge. It stirs so much deep down in my gut that I could kill someone. You know what I mean?” 
I shake my head slowly. My hands tremble, and even when I shove them down between my thighs, the shake just catches onto my entire body. 
“How ironic that your mother would marry the brother to the man that took so much from my family… It’s like fate. You can never escape it.” 
“What… do you want?” I ask again, looking back around in the small café. People are going about their business, but it’s the unmistakable men that are in suits sitting around the establishment that has me swallowing roughly. 
The sliding of something across the table has me turning my attention back to her. “You’re going to do something for us.” I look down at her cellphone. It’s unlocked, and the first thing I see is a photo that makes me sick.
Violently so.
I nearly lose my bagel I had just eaten. 
It’s my mother, sprawled across a couch I still have nightmares of, a needle in her arm and a line of puke down her chin. This isn’t recent, because her hair is still more blonde. 
Then she swipes, and I instantly turn away while slapping my hand over my mouth.
“Don’t be so surprised. As though they wouldn’t keep a souvenir of what you gave them.” 
I shut my eyes and shake my head. 
“My demands are very simple, and every shred of you and your mother will be erased from my family.” My body is on fire, and I start to breathe heavily against my palm. The tips of my toes go numb, the sensation creeping slowly up my knees, then my thighs. “If you don’t, I’ll release these photos. They’ll find out your poor mommy lied, and that husband of hers used his influence with the DA to overlook that little lie of hers. You know, full disclosure is quite important in her line of work.”
Looking back at her, she casually leans against the seat, a disgusting smile on her lips. Her teeth are slightly discolored, one of them looks newer. I want to piss her off and make a drugs joke, but I feel I’m not in the best position to be snarky. 
“What will they say… ‘Mom allows daughter to be raped all over a drug addiction’. No, that won’t do. ‘Mother loses license, stepdad blacklisted, daughter center of it all’ still doesn’t sound right.”
This is a game to her. Does she not feel anything? 
“I know, how about ‘Daughter centered into investigation after covering for her mother’?” What… “Yeah, because you see, imagine the amount of cases that would need to be reopened that your mother closed. Especially those surrounding any sort of drug charges.” 
My breath catches. “That makes no sense.” I wish I felt more confident in that statement.
“To you. Ever heard of conflict of interest and ethical violations?” She grins and leans forward onto the table, her arms crossing under her small chest. “It’s very simple, all we ask is for you to take care of a problem.”
“Why me?” I quickly ask. “You seem to have enough power…”
“No, we can’t. It will be too obvious it was us. I can’t risk going to prison.”
I shake my head, dumbfounded by this discussion. “And me…?”
“If you play it smart, it will look like an accident.” She tilts her head. “Woman to woman, this guy doesn’t deserve to live anyway. He’s a piece of shit, and they fucked up the trial. Took his tears as actual feelings. He doesn’t feel.”
My chin trembles as I look down at my nearly empty coffee mug. 
“Poison, maybe.”
“You want me to get close to him?” I whisper-shout. “I’m no assassin, I-I help build homes. I’m an interior designer for Christ sakes.” 
“You’re pretty and have the smarts to get close. In two weeks, he is getting out of prison. I’ve already got people working to put the file right onto your mother’s desk. She’ll inevitably tell your stepdad, but if she doesn’t, you need to pretend like you saw it in some online news article.”
Holy fucking shit… what is happening… 
“You’re a smart, educated woman, Calista. An empath it would seem, considering you’re still wanting to save your poor mother. I’m sure you can make it work… I’ll get you a poison that works over time.” I turn my head on a swivel, afraid that someone is overhearing this blasphemous conversation. 
“Don’t worry so much.” 
I focus back on her. 
“It’ll be humane. He probably doesn’t even want to live.” 
“Then you’ll leave me alone for good?” My chest aches. I could care less about my mom at this point. They can go after her, but when I’m done, I’m disappearing. 
“You can live your pretty little life alone, blondie.”
Maybe whoever this guy is will just kill me instead, and I won’t have to live with the guilt. 
“Okay…” I can’t believe that I’m even considering killing someone I don’t even know. “What’s his name?”
Her filthy grin churns my stomach. “Ronan Byrne.”

      [image: image-placeholder]One month later

Over the course of the next two weeks after meeting Samantha, I planted the seed into Eamon. Reminded him of the cabin, and complained how we never go up there. How my mom hasn’t even thought about it in nearly three years. I mentioned a party I had there several months ago and openly dismissed ever going back because of how badly it was maintained. 
Then I staged the fire, made sure that no one was home, and it looked like an accident. I couldn’t move into the cabin while still having a house, and this way, when I was done I could just move somewhere without having any ties. I’d miss Gene but I’m tired of living my life for someone else.
The plans to renovate the property were for several reasons. One, a distraction for myself, but to also have a place to bury the body. Samantha promised to send men to help when it was done, and once he was buried under a patch behind the main cabin, I plan to put in a jacuzzi.
I knew Eamon wouldn’t say anything to my mother, and she wouldn’t mention it to him because of just how good of a manipulator I am with her. She feels guilty and really would give me anything I asked. She should feel that way, especially since I had planned on murdering someone for her. 
She ruined my life once again because she couldn’t get her shit together before it was too fucking late.
The problem was that the moment I looked into his blue eyes, I don’t know if it was my humanity reminding me that murder is wrong, or I saw a man that was worth saving.
I’m standing a distance away from the cabin that we’ve been in for nearly a month together. Construction is loud, and even though Ronan watched me leave, I pointed to my phone and scurried out into the forest.
The phone rings in my ear, and when her voice comes over the line, I take a deep breath.
“Is it finally fucking done?” 
I bite hard on my bottom lip, nearly jumping in place. “I can’t do it.” 
She screams so loud that I nearly throw my phone. “What the fuck do you mean you can’t do it?!” 
“I’ve tried… I swear!” The poison, I put it into the alcohol, but according to the darker part of the web, I have to do it in small portions. Except, he’s stopped drinking. He doesn’t drink coffee, only water and sometimes a soda, but not enough of it for me to know when he’ll go for it. 
We’ve been ordering food, I can’t prepare his dinner like that. 
The other problem, even if he had continued drinking, I would’ve already stopped after the first two weeks anyway. I’m finding that I’m becoming attracted to him, and it terrifies me.
“You will do this, Calista, or so help me—”
“No…” I say defiantly. “A-And you know what…” I swallow so hard it feels like knives are slicing the entire length down. “If you leak it, I’ll tell him everything. I’ve heard him talking to people. He has connections, Samantha.”
“You are making a fucking mistake,” she seethes.
“No, I think I’m making the right decision. He’s a good person…”
“He KILLED my BROTHER!” she shouts. “Fuck you, Calista. He is going to die—”
“No!” I scream and immediately slap my hand over my mouth. “I’ll tell him everything, right here, right now.”
A grumble comes from her side. I’m looking around me, turning every few seconds to make sure that Ronan doesn’t come out to find me. 
“This can stop…” I plead. “He got his justice…”
“Fifteen years is nothing. He deserves to die like my brother did.”
Wrapping one of my arms around my waist, I shake my head. “Please leave him alone and just move on. It isn’t worth it.”
The phone goes dead before I can say anymore.
I stare at my phone when a text message comes through from an unknown number.
Bitch

Watch your back

He’ll leave you high and dry, just like every bitch before you

You are nothing
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Calista


I don’t know how long I’ve been knocked out, but when I come to, my hands are bound behind my back and my mouth is taped.   
It takes me a moment to adjust to the dimly lit room, and when I do, I can see Genevieve gagged and restrained against the furthest wall from me. Her eyes are puffy, snot and tears soaking down her face. 
My own eyes fill with despair, this was not supposed to happen. What delusional part of me thought that Samantha and her plan to get revenge would just cease to exist when I said ‘no’? I’m no assassin, no mastermind in strategic mercenary work—I’m an ignorant, privileged, girl in a world I don’t understand. My stupidity has got Genevieve and I kidnapped. 
What have they done to Ronan? 
Am I too late? What do I do?
I pull hard on the zip ties that are cutting into the skin of my wrists and scream loud through the tape. 
When I take a deep breath, Gene hums something to me, getting my attention. As I refocus on her, she has her eyebrows pinched hard together.
“How…” It sounds like she has something in her mouth that’s taped shut. “How could you?!” Her voice is muffled, but when she speaks low, I can make out the words.
“I’m… sorry…” My voice is also strained, but I don’t have anything inside my mouth. The cover over my lips just makes it hard to emphasis my words. 
“You lied… to me…” Her shoulders jerk as she throws out her foot, kicking my shin. 
I wince, but don’t move away. I deserve for her to hurt me and won’t hide from the pain she wants to inflict on me. 
She shakes her head violently, and I feel my tears slip down my cheeks. I have to be careful—if my nose gets too stuffy, I might pass out from the lack of oxygen. 
“It was never meant to be like this.” 
She throws both of her feet at me, kicking and screaming through her gag. 
My arms tighten at my side, making myself smaller while feeling the ache that’s building under her attacks, and my heart. 
Are they out there right now going after Ronan? The thought makes my stomach churn and actually gag under a choked sob.
What will they do with Gene once things are done? Will they let her go? 
Where’s my mom? I don’t care about her wellbeing, even if she was forced into making me come over as a setup. I’d have never done something like that to my child, and even as I look at my best friend screaming something unintelligible and kicking me, I wouldn’t have even picked her over my baby’s safety.
“I’m sorry…” I say, but I know she can’t hear me over her hysterical screaming. 
She has always been this calming presence, and being a therapist, that makes sense. This, however, is distress. She’s been taken, because of me, her best friend. I can’t blame her for hating me or going berserk.
“I’m so sorry—”
Suddenly the door to the closet flies open, and Gene curls further away from it. I don’t even get the chance to scream as I’m immediately grabbed by the collar of my shirt and yanked out. My hip grinds against the concrete floor, and I watch as the door I was dragged out of, shuts. 
There’s only one car in the three available spots, and its back door is open. I jerk my shoulders, fighting to break free from the person pulling me across the floor. I search desperately for anything I can grab onto to keep from being shoved into that vehicle.
The fight drains out of me the moment something cold presses against my temple.
“Such a fucking pain,” a deep male voice reverberates in my ears. “Get up.” He grabs hold of my neck, pulling me to my feet. My back presses against his chest as he turns us and walks me toward the car. In the back seat, I see Samantha, a smug smile curling on her lips.
I’m thrust into the black SUV, and because my arms are restrained, I’m guided up to a seated position. Since being with Ronan, I’ve had a lot of practice moving with my arms behind me. However, I’m not going to make this easy on them. Fuck them.
As I’m situated, they don’t even bother putting my seat belt on. Instead, the woman beside me gestures with her head, directing them to close the door behind me, and raises her own gun to my head. 
“I hope his dick was worth it.” 
I mumble, but don’t actually say anything intelligible. I want the gag removed before I even try to talk. 
By the look on her face, the one that just doesn’t care, I doubt it will come off anytime soon. The sound of the garage door opening draws me to look behind my shoulder, seeing the night greet me. How long was I out?
As we pull out of the driveway, I spot three cars—one van and two standard black sedans. Unlike ours, none of them have tinted windows. I quickly scan the vehicles, counting seven people, maybe eight, though I’m not entirely sure. Then there’s our driver, and Samantha.
She taps the tip of the gun against my temple, and I wince. 
“Was it?” I stare at her from the corner of my eyelids. “His dick. It’s good, isn’t it?”
My chest heaves as I begin to breathe erratically. I want to tear her fucking eyes out, shove that gun up her pussy, and destroy the two things that have seen and felt Ronan. I know her hands haven’t, he would never let this bitch touch him.
“I’d say I’m jealous, but I’m not. This has always been about his death, and nothing more than that.” She’s such a fucking liar. Her scrunched, forced smile is all telling of it to be so. Maybe his death was what brought all of this about, but my defiance to killing him has sparked something different. 
She sighs and leans against her arm. Her dark hair falls over her shoulders, and her makeup is flawlessly done, with her nails freshly manicured. She just looks too casual for what’s happening right now. 
“We are heading back to your little sanctuary, Calista.” She enunciates my name, mocking me with every chance she gets. “You’ll finish what you started, or your little BFF will die. Super simple.”
My toes curl in my sneakers and I begin to lean forward, trying to make myself smaller.
“Oh please, you’ve known him for only a couple of months. Cry me a fucking river and build me a god damn bridge.”
When I scream, my entire body shakes with rapture. I hate this bitch, and I have no idea what I’m going to do about it. 
“I’ve even made it humane. A quick jab of a needle and he’ll die in seconds. Fuck it up and I’ll send my men in to finish it painfully for you.” She sighs and smacks me a few times across the forehead with the pistol. “Shooting him is just so messy. It takes more effort for it to be covered up, and even with the fire—” I may actually pass out. “—I’ll have to pay the police extra to cover that up. Poisoning is easy to dismiss, and with him having no family that cares about him… no one will fight it.” 
I turn to her slowly, and her eyes are piercing right through me. 
“And you’ll keep that fucking mouth shut,” she hisses. “You think you know pain, you don’t. I promise you have no idea what I’m truly capable of.”
No, she’s wrong—so fucking wrong. I know pain, because the thought of losing him is tearing me to shreds. My entire body is going through a vibration and I’m on the verge of vomiting. 
How are we going to get out of this? How… how do I save him?
My cheeks soak with my tears as I throw my shoulder against the door roughly and begin pulling hard on my wrists. 
I’m so fucking sorry… What do I do? Think, Cal… Think or else you’ll lose him… 
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Ronan


I hear the sound of tires rolling up the driveway several hours after hanging up the phone with Ken.  
My heart aches, and I fear what’s coming. I wonder if I’ve been using my trauma as a justification for all the wrong I’ve done. Maybe I deserve everything that’s happened, and everything that’s about to. I just wish it hadn’t come from someone who helped me lower my walls, someone who made me feel worthy of a life different from the one I was dealt.
The fucked-up part is I still love her. 
She probably thought she had no choice, but she couldn’t have been more wrong. Why couldn’t she just trust I would’ve taken care of it—taken care of her.
The sound of her rushing feet coming to the door has me slowly leaning from the counter. I had kept the house unlocked, so when she wiggles the doorknob, she’s capable of coming right through it. 
Her eyes are bloodshot, dried tears streaked down her cheeks. 
I narrow my gaze, and say in a low tone, “You ignored me.” 
“We need to go.” She quickly tries to rush past me toward the hallway, but I don’t allow for it, and grab onto her upper arm. Dragging her back in front of me, she stares up at me. “Please… we have to go. I can explain everything—”
“Don’t you think it’s a bit too late for that, Cal?” My stomach churns with the look she gives me, and I’m angered more at my heart for wanting to comfort her.
“No… it isn’t too late. We can run, we need to run!”
I narrow my eyes at her and go to open my mouth when she reaches into her back pocket. She pulls out a syringe with an orange cap over the needle, and I step back, dropping her arm from my grasp. 
She shakes her head, and moves to the counter, putting it down. 
“I fucked up. I did.” Both of her hands come together, lacing her fingers and I could swear she was ready to fall to her knees. “Ronan, you have to believe me when I tell you I never wanted this.”
Looking over her shoulder, I peer out the windows, now swallowed by the darkness of the night. There are people out there, I can just fucking feel it. It’s like the darkness beyond feels alive, thick and unsettling. 
My skin prickles, because I know that there are eyes on us. I’ve never been paranoid, but my time around danger has taught me to always follow my gut. It’s that silent, suffocating tension about being watched without seeing who’s watching, that gives me goosebumps.
I bring my attention back down to her, and those tears of hers continue to flow. “We’ve been running these woods for weeks…” she whispers. “We need to go… We need to try… I couldn’t call you… They…”
Lifting my hand to her cheek, she flinches. “Oh, baby girl.” I sigh and lean in to place my forehead against hers. “You should’ve just told me.” 
“R-Ronan, please. We need to run.”
I can’t assume that whoever these people are don’t have guns. They’d shoot us like wild animals out there. I’ve got a better chance here, and it puts her in less danger.
Pressing my lips between her brow, I shake my head. “What was worth killing me for?” 
Her knees give out, but I grab quickly to her arm once more and keep her standing. She grabs onto my shirt and buries her face into my chest. 
My eyes return to the slightly cracked front door. 
“Nothing… I… They have Genevieve…” 
This feeling of weightlessness overtakes my insides. Is this what it feels like knowing that I’m likely going to die? My heart is thrashing around, threatening to knock me out. I feel warm—more so than normal.
“How many are there?” I ask, wrapping my arms around her head and shifting my gaze from one window, to the next, and then the next. The continued, eerie quiet beyond them fills me with a sense of dread, an impending doom.
They sent her in here to kill me or die by my hands because they had to know I wouldn’t just lay down and allow for her to do it.
“A lot…” She lifts her head, and I look down at her. “I’m sorry…”
My heart aches, because I know she is. This isn’t a lie, and I wish that it were.
“The gun is on the center stool,” I whisper into her ear. Her body shakes under my hold, and I close my eyes. 
“Tell me you hate me, because that’s what I deserve.” She chokes on a sob as she puts her hands flat against my chest. I feel nothing but the beautiful tingle that her touch now elicits. It’s the sensation I hoped to have until I died of old age. 
“I need to hurt now, because death will be my relief.” 
Then I hear several sets of footsteps hitting our wooden porch.
I shake my head. “No, I can’t ever lie to you. Plus… telling you the truth will hurt you worse.” Her full weight bears down on me, and with my free hand I wrap it around her throat. “I love you, Calista, even now.”
Her eyes round and she goes to put her arms around me, but I don’t give her the chance. I toss her to the side just as the door is kicked open.
I take the short distance to the first person stepping in, a gun raising in his hand. I’m there before it can fire straight and thrust his arm right into the air. The sound of it firing has Calista screaming. 
Driving my forehead into the guy’s nose, I close the distance he makes between us by stepping back to uppercut his elbow, dislocating it. He drops the gun, and just as the thump of it hits the wooden floor, I swing him hard against the wall, his head bouncing off it. Grabbing his hair, I slam his face into the hardwood floor. His body goes limp, but I don’t wait to see if he’s unconscious. I’m now refocusing on another coming through the door.
The second comes in with a third, and I’m capable of getting a swing on the closest. The hit is right through his arms and into his nose, causing him to fumble back. Unfortunately, the second gets his gun off, and a sharp pain shreds through my shoulder. 
“Ronan!!” 
I ignore her shout and use my good shoulder to ram into the one that just shot me. He falls into our table, and I punch at his hand holding the gun. It dislodges, but I know I’m way over my head here. Another bullet rings out, and fire erupts right up my back. 
“Stop! Stop, please!”
When I hear a third bullet ring, I don’t feel the pain it brings. My gaze shoots over to Cal, who is holding the pistol. It’s aimed at the door, and as she shakes violently, I can tell she won’t be firing it again.
Black dots dance across my vision and it’s difficult to register how I got to the floor. It could have been from the punch to my face, but equally the bullet that entered somewhere in my back. The floor shakes as I watch Calista run toward me.
Another loud crack of a gun firing accompanies a sharp pain in my leg. My vision blurs as I beg, plead, for the numbness to hurry and spread through my entire body. 
I hiss through my teeth, dragging myself only a mere inch before a body falls beside me, grabbing onto my head and screaming out words that I can’t quite put together. 
I’m pretty sure I’m on the verge of blacking out, which isn’t good. If that happens, my fight is gone, and so is my life.
“Damnit…” I sputter out.
A wet hand grabs my cheek and turns me. Cal takes up my entire world, and while I’m angry at her for not trusting me, she’s all I want to see while I’m dying. 
The knowledge I’ll never see her again brings heat to my eyes. But what has them spilling over is I won’t be seeing my brother again, and I swore I thought I’d have not cared but it seems I do. I guess I was ready to start over, to try and forgive him.
I suppose the bright side for him is he at least got to say goodbye this time.
“I’m so fucking sorry…” she says through her sobs. “I-I’ll be with you soon… you can h-hate o-or love me”—she leans forward and grips my entire head in a hug—“in Hell, together.”
Her trembling lips press against mine and I smile.
“I’ll… bring the paint…” I whisper.
I’m dying, and I swore I was ready to finally live.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
43








Calista


Rough hands grab at me and tear me away from him.  
“No, no, no! Let me stay with him, please!” The moment I’m disconnected from him, his head falls to the floor and rolls away from me. 
He isn’t moving. 
“RONAN!!!” I scream loud enough that my ears pop. 
I kick so hard that it must hurt whoever is holding onto me because they curse out and I think on impulse, throw me. I’d dropped the gun on my run to get to him, and I wish I’d kept it or just used it to end my own life quickly. 
My head slams against the edge of the front door, and I slowly slump to my knees. The capped syringe I grabbed digs into my hip, its dull point pressing into my skin. I’m ready to tear off the cap and drive it into my neck, ending this Romeo-and-Juliet style.
Except, I’m grabbed by my hair and brought up to my feet. 
“Take her out of here, make sure to douse her hands in the gasoline,” the bitch Samantha says, and I scream out in pure rage right in her face. “Little pyromancer here. Killing her step-uncle and trying to flee.” 
I reach for his hands, but he tosses me around like a rag doll. The car’s bright headlights stab into my sensitive eyes. My head throbs, my heart aches, and nausea twists in my stomach at the thought that I just got Ronan killed.
He wasn’t moving… 
No, please… God, no… If you can hear me, please don’t let this happen.
I scream again, and again, and fucking again. I throw my elbows back, desperate to break free, but someone in front of me grabs both my wrists at once. A third person approaches, and the sharp smell of gasoline fills my nose as liquid pours over my hands and arms. 
“No! You fucking pieces of shit, let me go! STOP!”
“Put her in the car and drop her off on the side of the road right outside of the community.” 
I’m hoisted backward, my lower back pressing against a man’s shoulder, my body bent in an awkward position. Upside down, I catch sight of the cabin, men dousing it in the same gasoline they poured over my hands. 
My vision fades in and out, darkness creeping at the edges.
They are going to pin this on me… 
I think I’ve dissociated—I don’t feel like I’m in my body anymore. When they throw me into the vehicle, nothing registers properly. Instead, I’m back in bed, turning over to see Ronan’s blue eyes as he takes my hand and places it on his chest. 
“It used to feel like needles, thousands of them, scraping across whenever anyone would touch me. Even you, baby girl.” 
Hot tears fall down my cheeks, streaming down my neck and into my shirt. 
“There is still some discomfort, but… I like even the pain you inflict on me.” 
When I blink, the car is moving, and I start to hyperventilate.
“Settle the fuck down.” 
Turning my head from left to right I attempt to lean forward, but the seat belt catches me short. We haven’t made it out of Sapphire Valley yet. 
I reach down, searching for the syringe—it’s still there. 
“Death was always the easiest out for me, but I’ll admit living doesn’t seem so hard when you’re around.” Ronan loved me and I fucked everything up. I was naive, foolish and thought I could protect us both. 
“I’m so sorry…” I say, yanking out the syringe, popping the cap off, and driving it into the exact spot on the neck that Samantha instructed. It would take only seconds she had said, and it would be painless. I press down, injecting the liquid, and feel the heavy burden of death begin to settle over me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Don’t get me wrong—I’m excited about this project. But I really shouldn’t have to be talking about it so late in the evening. It’s nearly nine, and Ronan had to bring me dinner because I was caught up in the planning. 
“When do you think you can get the construction started?” 
I want this contract more than any other I’ve been assigned, not only because it’s going to be a lot of fun, but also because it’s at the cabin just south of the lake, Echo Ridge. 
“I think we can begin the actual construction next spring, but with winter coming, it’s not smart to start the physical labor now.” 
“Agreed.” I hear my boss say in response to my answer.
It’s then my office door opens, and I turn around to see Ronan coming through. He is wearing black dress pants and a tucked in white button up. My gaze narrows, and he gestures at the top of his wrist, silently saying ‘times up’. 
“Thank you, Calista for your time, we will send over the appropriate paperwork to get the planning started.” 
“Thank you.” I hang up the phone and push my rolling chair back. “What are—”
“Come here.” He reaches out his hand and I slip mine into it. He pulls me out of the room, causing me to giggle. 
I’m wearing sweatpants and a nice blouse, since I need to look slightly presentable if I have to turn my camera on. “Let me at least put something nicer on!” I laugh, the words escaping as he literally rushes us down the hall toward the living room.
“Ronan,” I whine. “What’s going…” My words trail off. “…on?” When we reach the main room, the couches are pushed aside, the coffee table moved, creating an open space. The fire is lit, and candles line the shelf above the fireplace.
He pulls me into the center of the room, leaving me there for a moment while he walks over to the kitchen. I take in the small details—the lavender and petunias growing around our property, resting in clear glass cups. It’s such a small, thoughtful touch, and it’s so completely him. I feel tears burn at the back of my eyes.
A song begins to play, and it’s ‘Die With A Smile’ by Lady Gaga and Bruno Mars, it’s one I’m currently obsessing over.
His hand comes around my back and pulls me tight to him. I move to touch his chest, but he grabs onto it to bring it to his lips. He kisses the tips of my fingers, before moving it down and placing it over his heart.
“Romance, I get it now,” he jokes.
I can’t help but choke out a laugh. “This is incredible, but… why?” Had I missed something? Has it been a year already and it’s our anniversary? 
“Why not?” He leans in and presses a kiss to my forehead before he begins moving us in a motion that follows the beat of the music. Neither of us are dancers, but we can be bad at this together. “I wanted to surprise you with dinner, which I hope was alright.”
“It was great, thank you.” 
“Guess I can’t really fuck up spaghetti.”
We both laugh, and my heart feels like it’s ready to take refuge in his chest.
“I think…” He drags one hand up to my neck, holding me gently. He’s been softer with me at times, but never enough to stop the butterflies from stirring in my stomach. “I’m getting the hang of this.”
“You absolutely are,” I respond quickly, bringing my hand up to wrap around his neck, loving how effortlessly we move together in this simple dance we’re sharing.
His smile is wide, and oh so handsome. “Good. I like making you happy, Cal.” 
I take a shaky breath, heat building behind my lids. “I’m more than that. I hope I make you happy too, Ronan.” 
He nods, and I drag my hand down to his stomach. His soft hum as he leans down to press his forehead against mine makes me close my eyes, letting happy tears trace down my cheeks. My touch isn’t meant to be sexual, and he senses that. It’s a sign of how far we’ve come, and though we still have a long way to go, I know we’ll make it there together. 
“I have something for you,” I say after a moment of silence between us. “I was going to wait until everything was finished here but I feel like I have to show you now.” 
I pull away from him, and he lets me go. I rush back to the office, grabbing his gift from the closet where I’ve been hiding it under my winter clothes. When I return, I find him standing exactly where I left him, hands tucked into his pockets. 
“I think this is my first gift since I was nine,” he says, turning his gaze downward. That statement would have broken my heart, but he continues, fixing it before it has the chance to shatter. “That’s a lie, you were a gift to me.”
He reaches out for it, and I slowly hand it to him. I want to say I hope he likes it, but that seems so stupid after what he just said to me. I… was a gift? If I hadn’t already been in love with this man, those simple words would have done the trick. 
“What is it?” He looks down at the shadow box frame, where our handprints are pressed onto the canvas inside. His is black, and mine is white, perfectly overlaid on top of his. Along with the prints, several feathers rest inside, two glued at random angles, giving it a cohesive feel without being too linear—just like us. We’re anything but perfect, but together, we’re still beautiful.
“A piece of us.”
His fingers draw along the glass, as if trying to touch what’s inside. 
“The feathers,” he murmurs.  
I smile. “So even inside, you feel free.”
When his blue gaze raises to mine, I can see them turning a slight shade of red. He releases a soft, almost somber, laugh. I don’t think he is actually sad, because he is smiling still. 
“Thank you, it’s perfect. But, Cal, I didn’t need this to feel free.” He pauses, stepping over to the shelf above the fireplace, moving things around to make space before carefully placing the frame. When he returns to me, the smile he gives me is the foundation for my life. “You do that every day. You are my freedom. The reason I fight the demons, and the reason I want to survive.”
Both of his arms wrap around my head as I tilt back. My entire body floods with love and a deep need—not just for him, because that’s been clear from the start, but from him. I’ve always longed to be needed in a way that goes beyond the physical, to be someone’s reason for living.
I’ve finally found that in Ronan. 
As he gently places his lips on mine, I realize I can never be without him. We could die here in this cabin, and as long as we could haunt the walls together, I’d be content and happy for eternity.
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Ronan


My body trembles violently as shock sets in. The pain is gone now, and I’m grateful for that. 
The scents of fire and gasoline filter into my nose, but it’s not strong enough to suffocate me—not that my lungs are functioning properly anyway. I have no doubt I’ll bleed out before the fire reaches me, but I wish it would hurry up.
Something taps against the floor, and suddenly, feet come into my line of sight. Red heels cover pale skin. It isn’t Calista—she’d never be caught dead wearing those out here. Not just because she’d break an ankle, but she’d never be able to run fast enough in them.
I wish I could have had more time with you, baby girl… 
“Such a waste.” I’d never mistake that voice. 
Now that I think about it, I remember her in the courtroom. How when they passed judgement and sentenced me to fifteen years, she screamed out how unfair it was. That I should die like her brother did.
Samantha kneels down beside me, but I close my eyes. The last face I want to see is Calista’s, even though she’s the one who put me in this situation.
I suppose that’s wrong. Technically, I killed this crazy bitch’s brother, but still. All my baby girl had to do was just tell me what was going on.
“Tell my brother I got his revenge for me if you see him in Hell.” At least she isn’t stupid to think he’d be anywhere but burning there. 
Heat builds in my throat, and I let out a cough, thick liquid spilling from my mouth as I do. Breathing is getting far too difficult. 
I can’t feel anything except the pressure building in my ears. Death is not peaceful, even after you’re numb. It’s loud and obnoxious.
Samantha suddenly stands, but I’ve lost my hearing. The weight in them has overpowered the ability to perceive even the smallest of sounds.
I blink and try so hard to open them again but the abyss of the dark swallows me whole and reminds me that it’s my time to go. 
I do love you, Cal. Even if it wasn’t for as long as I wanted. At least it gave me a taste of what happiness was, and what it would’ve been like for someone to hold my weight up as their own.
For the first time since I was ten, I don’t feel the burden of my trauma. 
I don’t miss the child I wasn’t allowed to be. 
I don’t feel anything but peace.
And I don’t feel heavy.
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Calista


The moment the needle pierces the driver’s throat, he jerks and screams. Instinct kicks in, and I pull my seat belt tight. He grabs at the weapon lodged in his neck, his horrified gaze locking onto me. 
He gasps for air, but his chest seizes, his body convulsing violently. His arm jerks uncontrollably, yanking his hand off the steering wheel. The car swerves sharply, tires screeching as we veer off the narrow road. There’s a deafening crash as metal collides with splintering wood. The impact slams through me, blurring my vision until everything fades to black.


“What kind of dog do you want?” Ronan asks. 
“Anything, maybe a bulldog.”
“Too noisy.”
“Definitely not a husky then.” I giggle. “Golden retriever?”
“Loyal…” Something like sadness laces his tone. “That would be nice. Let’s get an older one, though.”
“Why?” My question is genuine—we could train it better from puppyhood to adulthood.
“They’re always forgotten, and while we won’t have as much time with it, hopefully we can give it a happy end of its life.”

I don’t know how long I’m out before rough hands pull me back to consciousness, dragging me from the wreck. Instinctively, I scream and thrash, my head pounding, a sharp, salty sting burning in my eye. 
“Cal! Cal! Relax!” a woman shouts, and instantly I know who it is. Goosebumps ripple down my neck, spreading all the way to my legs.
“A-Amy?!” The moment I turn my head up, I see her bright red hair.  She's sweating and panting, the lights from the car illuminating her worried face.
She then yanks me up from my seated position, not giving me a moment to catch my breath after my brief panic attack. My legs shake so violently I think I might collapse, but she keeps me steady.
“We need to go right now.” She grabs my arm and puts it around her neck. “Ken is up at the cabin, but—”
“Ronan!?” I cut her off. “Is he—”
“It’s all on fire, the boys are trying to get in. The police are on the way, along with the fire department.”
She’s taking me away from the cabin, away from him. “No, please, don’t… take me back up to him.”
With a curse, she stops by a tree and slams my back against it. I hiss in discomfort but force myself to meet her unyielding gaze. She’s furious, and the tears in her eyes tell me she’s on the verge of breaking down. 
“You’ve done enough. I don’t know what is going on, but if he dies… so help me, Cal…” Her grip on my shoulders tightens, and I whimper out in pain. “You’ll be joining him, and I can’t have you being taken by the police so I don’t get that chance. Fuck the justice system. I’ll do it myself.”
When she blinks, those tears she held so closely to her fall, and I nod. “I want to die… I don’t want to live… not without him. I’ll let you kill me, I won’t run.”
The sound of sirens blare in the background.
She flicks between my eyes before releasing me. The moment her mouth opens, she looks down. Her hand moves to her pocket, pulling out her phone.
“Did you get him?” 
Blue and red lights flicker across her face. My hand reaches out, grasping for the lifeline of hope on the other side. The good news I need to hear.
Time slows to a crawl. The acrid smell of smoke finally hits me, and the place I once wanted to protect is crumbling to ash.
Everything is gone, but as long as the heart that made it home still beats, I’ll live with the flames of my actions, ready to beg at his feet for forgiveness.
But the look on her face drains any hope from my veins. She shakes her head, closing her eyes and slapping a hand over her mouth as police vehicles rush down the road just a few dozen feet away.
I think my heart stops, because it’s ready to join him. 
No. No, I can’t accept this. 
Without thinking, I burst into a sprint. Only now do I realize there’s liquid running down my face, the cool air hitting it and turning its former warmth into a frigid chill. 
“Calista!” Amy screams after me, but I ignore her, sprinting up the slight incline. I weave through the trees. Although we’ve put some distance between us and the cabin, we’re still within the gate. As the road clears, I spot the driveway—an ambulance is already there, parked against the blaze. I’m not surprised by how fully the cabin is engulfed, not with the amount of gasoline they used.
The thumping of helicopter blades overhead makes me glance up, and I stumble. It’s dark, but a fog light sweeps down, illuminating the lake. A group stands by the shore, so I change direction, pushing myself harder, nothing around me able to stop me from reaching him.
Then, an arm grabs me roughly around the waist, pulling me back. My head slams against someone’s chest, and I thrash in their grip.
“Calista! It’s me!” It’s Cedric, but I don’t care. 
“Let me fucking go!” I scream, wanting to be released so that I can go to him.
“He…” The sound of Cedric’s voice breaking has me screaming out in agony. “Cal, his heart wasn’t—he had no pulse.”
My shoulders jerk and I put my arms down to his forearms where I squeeze and manically try to get free. 
Ken is on his knees beside Ronan, tears spilling down his face as he speaks to the paramedics. My vision flickers in and out as he pushes up on his arm, then grabs hold of a paramedic’s uniform, shouting. I don’t need to hear his words to know what he’s saying. 
“Save him.” 
I keep fighting against Cedric, and the moment my heel drives into his foot, I break free. 
“Damn it! Cal, don’t!” 
I ignore him and sprint, my calves burning with each step. The slight incline almost sends me tumbling, but the light from the helicopter—now that I can make it out—shines over Ronan.
His lips are slightly parted, his body unnervingly still. My eyes blur, making it hard to tell if there’s any movement, but he looks…
“No… No!” My shout causes one of the paramedics to stand and turn toward me. Her hands raise up and I try to rush around her, but she intercepts.
“Miss, please.” Her arms wrap around my shoulders, and I try to throw her off me, but I’m weak. My entire body is ready to shut down and I just scream. “Stop and listen.”
I can’t.
“Let me go to him!” I scream again. “Please let me go! Ronan!! I’m here, baby, don’t leave me, please!”
I’m not sure what happens next, but suddenly I’m pulled away from the woman. It’s not just one set of arms that grabs me, but several. They yank me back, and as the paramedic turns, I catch a glimpse of a breathing mask being placed over Ronan’s mouth—just before a heavy gust of wind sweeps sand and dust into the air. The gritty texture of it hitting my eyes doesn’t even cause me to blink. 
I just watch as Ken and the paramedics look at the man I can’t live without. 
I can’t… I won’t… survive without him.
“Please save him…” I lose my strength and my knees give out. Whoever had my arms was taken off guard, because I fall to the ground.  
I don’t want to be picked back up, not unless it’s by Ronan.
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Calista


We have been sitting in this waiting room for over an hour, but Ronan has been in critical care for more than that.  
They air lifted him to UCH in Denver.
Amy said Ken couldn’t feel a pulse, but he’s not a doctor. When the paramedics arrived, Ronan’s pulse was faint—nearly unreadable. He didn’t look alive, but they said his heart was still beating, just barely. I think that’s why I’m still alive, because I have no doubt that Amy’s threat will hold if he doesn’t make it.
Ken filled me in on what happened. He had connected the dots with Samantha, the sister of the man Ronan killed in the bar fight. Something about my silence tipped them off, and they figured it was better to assume the worst, than do nothing and regret it.
They had a friend, Glen, check on my parents’ place. I don’t know exactly what he saw or heard, but it prompted him to call the police. Ten minutes later, they arrived, and the place was surrounded. My mom and Gene were pulled out and taken to another hospital. Ken and the boys headed straight for the cabin, but not directly to ours. Ronan had warned them that if a gunfight broke out, the boys could get caught in the crossfire. When they heard the first shots, they called the police. They then ran into the house and dragged Ronan out just before the fire consumed the entire living room.
I can’t quite wrap my mind around the timing of it all, but when Samantha realized the cops were coming, she bailed. That’s when Ken and the boys went inside and found Ronan, already bleeding out.
Three people died tonight—the driver who took me, one of the men who fought Ronan, and the guy I shot when he came through the door. I took two lives, and I don’t feel a thing for them. But if that number grows, and I lose the man I love, I’ll be adding myself to the count.
“Cal?” A voice calling for me has me taking a deep breath and looking around. Kneeling right in front of me is Eamon, his hands on my shaking legs. “Can you hear me?”
I swallow and absentmindedly nod my head. He was the only person I called, and he answered on the first ring… It’s like he knew something was wrong. 
He arrived in fifteen minutes, and they immediately let him into the room, as he is technically Ronan’s only blood family.
“He’s out of surgery and on life support right now.” He moves his hand up to my cheek, catching my tears. “I’ve told them you’re family, and I’ve convinced them to let you see him.”
After he helps me shakily to my feet, I glance at Ken and the others, all looking just as battered as I feel. Exhaustion, worry... This is the family Ronan always deserved. To have them here, for him, when he needed them most. He can’t die now, not after finally having this. He just can’t.
Eamon leads me down the white-on-white hallway until we reach a room. As we approach, a doctor steps out while a nurse walks in. We follow right behind, and my nerves spike as I catch sight of feet under a blanket at the edge of the bed.
I come to an abrupt halt, and I feel my stepdad’s arm wrap around my shoulders. 
“Everything is covered, you’ll only see his face.” 
My shaky hand comes to his shirt as I lean against him. “I did this to him, Eamon… I shouldn’t be here…” The moment I’m regretting not just running from Amy and disappearing, he pulls me into a hug. 
“I don’t know what happened, and right now, I don’t care.” When he takes an unstable breath, I choke back a sob. It’s now that I realize he’s chosen to be here with Ronan, not with my mom. It’s the right choice, the one he should’ve always made for his brother.
I, too, should’ve chosen to be better for him. 
I should’ve told him the truth and trusted him. 
“All I care about is him, and I know you do, too. He deserves that; for people to care.” He pulls me back and I look up at his tear-stricken face. “Seeing you and his… family out there, it’s what he should’ve had all along.” When he pauses briefly, he releases a heavy sigh. “Don’t run like I did, Cal.”
He’s right, and I’m a coward for even thinking I shouldn’t be here. “Thank you, Eamon.” 
I turn to watch as the nurse gives us a half smile. “He’s breathing on his own, but we’ve got him on dialysis.” His gaze now directs to me as he continues, “He’s got several tubes in him. Please be mindful of where you put your hands.” 
When I nod, he steps aside, and I walk further into the room. The curtain that had kept me from seeing anything but his blanket-covered feet is no longer a barrier, allowing me to take in his stoic face.
This man, who has shown me what true happiness feels like and lifted a weight I didn’t know existed, now looks at peace for the first time since the moment I met him.
I haven’t had enough time with you… Please, wake up… Please…
I move to his side and gently lift the blanket to find his hand. Taking it softly, I lace our fingers together and hold both hands with my free one.
The beeping sound of the machines accompanies the soft blowing of air from the vents, and my own pulse in my ear. I suddenly feel something against the back of my legs, and when I turn, Eamon is pushing a chair up behind me. 
I take it and just continue to stare at the man I love with every fiber of my being.
Moving one of my hands up, I draw my fingers against his cheek. “I’m sorry… I tried to protect her when I truly should’ve been doing that to you. Once again, someone made the wrong choice for you.” 
Carefully, I lift his hand up and kiss his tattoo-covered knuckles. “I love you, Ronan. I should’ve shown it better…”

      [image: image-placeholder]Time passes, and as tired as I am, I haven’t so much as blinked for longer than a few seconds. The doctors and nurses have come in to check on him, with no updates other than there isn’t any negative or positive changes. I’ll take that over the former of the two. 
Eamon is asleep, and like myself, hasn’t left the room. I want to think it’s been a full day because of how much my stomach is screaming at me to eat something, but it equally could have only been hours.
When the door opens, I look up to see a nurse, accompanied by a police officer walking beside him. He looks at Eamon, who hasn’t budged even on their entry, then back to me. 
“Are you Ms. Sanderson?” 
I nod and hold onto Ronan’s hand tighter. Please don’t take me right now… It’s what I want to say, because I can’t leave his side. I need to be here with him every second, no matter what the outcome of his health is, whether he wakes up or his heart stops, I can’t leave. 
“We just want to ask a few questions, that’s all.”
I nod.
“You had security cameras on your property, do you have access to the digital files?”
I nod again. “Kenneth Asuna, who may still be out in the waiting room, has access.” 
Even though I created the account, I can’t think straight and know for a fact I’d not be able to give them the right details. I’ve got nothing to hide, and I have no doubt that Ken has taken care of anything that may implicate Ronan in any way. Me, on the other hand, probably not, but that’s alright. I deserve whatever justice is served to me at the end of my story.
He writes something down and then looks back up at me. “Can you give me an accounting of what happened over the past forty-eight hours?”
I take a deep breath. “My mom called me Wednesday evening and asked me to come over. I did, and the family that has been blackmailing me since May were there. They kidnapped my best friend, Genevieve Snowden, and my mom, Jasmine Byrne. The following day they took me back to my cabin with specific instructions to kill Ronan. They gave me a syringe of something and told me to inject it or they were going to kill Gene, my mom, and then him”—I lean forward, holding his hand to my chest—“and then me.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?” he stops me to ask.
“When? When they had me gagged and tied at my mother’s house? Or when they had me at gunpoint in the car on the way back to the cabin? Or when I was trying to convince Ronan to run?” My tone is patronizing, because what a stupid fucking question. 
He only nods and writes something down before continuing, “Do you know why they were after Mr. Byrne?” 
“Ronan killed the woman’s brother, but he was convicted and already did his time.” 
“I see.”
“Have you arrested Samantha Serrano?” 
“I can’t disclose that—”
“I’m terrified for my life. Is she in custody?” I press, not out of fear of her, but out of the need to know that the woman who put Ronan in this state isn’t out there, walking free. She deserves to be locked away, rotting in a cell.
He sighs, closes his notebook and places his hands together in front of him. “We have her, along with her husband, in custody.” His eyes shift away from me to Ronan, but I keep my gaze locked on him. He then looks slowly back to me. “I’ll leave you two alone, please note that we will be seeing you again for more questioning.”
It's then I feel slight pressure on my hand. 
My heart skips and I jerk my head to the side to see bright blue eyes staring right at me. 
The world around me blurs, leaving only him to fill my thoughts. His head rests back against the pillow, and I hate that he doesn’t smile at me. I can’t read his expression—whether it’s one of hate or just of pain. Either way, I’m just so happy his eyes are open, and he's alive…










Ronan

I’m alive and, man, do I feel fucking fantastic. 
Whatever drugs I’m on right now make me feel a little bit loopy. I don’t like that in this moment because I need to be mad at Calista, but all I can imagine is sucking on her tongue that’s now wetting her dried lips. 
I’m having a hard time feeling my own or I’d likely be smiling. I’m happy she’s alive, but the thought of spanking a rainbow across her ass nearly has me laughing. 
No, damn it, no. I need to be firm. 
Even if she is so fucking cute, all nervous and shit. 
“Ronan?” I do love the way she says my name. “Oh—I-I’m…” She chokes on a sob, her bottom lip trembling as she leans in toward me. My hand that she’s holding presses under her chin. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted any of this to happen.”
Oh, I know, baby girl. 
I should say something, really, but seeing her fear consume her is helping slightly. To see that she feels bad solidifies that she never meant for this to occur the way it did. 
As she swallows, she briefly looks over at Eamon, who is still passed out on the single-seater couch. I don’t turn my head, just flick my eyes to him, and then back to my girl who’s beginning to shake. 
“You know,” I finally say and immediately I have to clear my throat. The taste of something bitter on my tongue stings as it goes straight down my throat. “They say you see the light when you are about to die. Bullshit.” 
Her look of mortification has me chuckling. “There were doors, no lights. Every single time I’d go for one, you stepped in front of it.” She stands, the chair she was sitting on scooting back. “Tried to kill me, kept me from dying—such a complicated woman.”
“T-That’s not funny!” she whisper-shouts through her heaving. 
I can’t help but laugh. “But it is.” I squeeze her hand in mine, and she leans over, slowly drawing the back of her fingers along my cheek. “When I’m capable, I’m punishing you.” 
She tries to keep herself from laughing, but it bubbles out of her swollen lips. 
These drugs, she should be grateful for them. I’d be ruthless with my words right now but I’m certain I just saw a rabbit or something jump from the foot of my bed. 
The moment I try to move my other hand, cords pull me back and I groan.
She leans over me and puts her cheek onto my chest, releasing my hand in the process. I’m able to move that one at least and wrap it around her, pulling her tight into a hug. 
“I love you, Ronan. Please forgive me…”
I let out a soft huff. “That better not be a sympathy ‘I love you’.” I know it isn’t. She’s been in love with me for a while, but no longer than I’ve been with her. I just didn’t realize the feeling to classify it as that, but there is no mistaking what it was.
While we have a lot to talk about, I choose our hard to battle through. 
“No.” She shakes her head, then gently cups my face in her hands. Her tears fall onto my cheeks as she leans in and kisses me quickly. She does it again, and again, before wrapping her arms around my neck, holding me tightly.
“I love you too, baby girl.”
The haze in my brain makes me feel weightless, and when I close my eyes, all I want is for us to be pulled back into our bed at the cabin. That thought keeps my eyes shut—seeing the deer in the early morning and setting off on my bike with her arms wrapped around my torso. A picture of us riding up the mountainside, watching the sun rise as we cruise down the open road.
Freedom can finally be mine.
And for the first time in what feels like my entire life, I feel deserving of it. 
For love, happiness, and a quiet life.
I hope to have that with Cal.
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Calista


Ronan fell back asleep nearly immediately after coming out of his comatose state. I’d had to wake Eamon to go get the nurse because I was worried that he was having one of those last minute moments of being alive, and his heart was going to give.  
Thankfully, I was just being dramatic, and he was fine. 
I mean, as fine as someone that was shot three times and had pulmonary edema could be. The doctors said they were surprised he was capable of even breathing on his own, but they warned he will likely have lasting effects since he was breathing in the smoke for several minutes, if not into the ten or fifteen range. 
Ken’s recollection of the events are slightly fuzzy, only because he was hopped up on adrenaline. I don’t blame him, even I can’t really recall everything that happened. 
The only thing that matters is that Ronan is alive and seemingly recovering. 
It's been three days, and he's been awake for a total of maybe three hours. The first time he woke, he asked to see Ken and the rest of his family, who’d all been sleeping out in the waiting room. Ronan told them to go home, saying I’d call if anything changed. He was more worried about Mia being with a babysitter than about them staying by his side, which was almost funny—he cared more about the babysitter’s credentials than his own condition.
Eamon and he talked the second time he woke, and when they were done, he dismissed his brother to go see his wife.
The third time he woke, for barely thirty minutes, he asked me to tell him everything. So, I did, recounting every detail. I told him about meeting Samantha at the coffee shop, setting my townhouse on fire, planning for him to be at the cabin, and even my attempt to poison him. I left nothing out.
I begged him to believe me that I only did it for a week or two. It wouldn’t have been enough to cause damage. He laughed because he swore he was dying every time he drank and blamed it on just the lack of practice. However, the true reason he stopped was because of me. His worry was that something could happen to me, and he’d be too inebriated to help. I was ready to kiss him until both of our lips were numb, but he then promptly passed out.
It's day four in the hospital and he's finally able to stay awake and eat solid food. He seems to think that having me feed him would embarrass me, but as I push the last spoonful of Jello into his mouth, I just smile. Honestly, it only makes me feel more loved.
He licks his lips and adjusts himself against the stacked pillows behind him. “I prefer the blue raspberry.” 
“Ew, we are breaking up,” I joke.
“I swear if you break up with me over a flavor choice, and I stayed after you nearly got me killed… I may lose my mind.” I know he’s joking, and I need to get used to it. There's this lingering sense in my chest that he’ll keep bringing it up, finding some way to make a joke about it every chance he gets. And that’s fine, I'd rather hear him teasing than face a world where he’s six feet under, leaving me without him.
As he pushes the cart away and raises both hands, signaling for me to come over, I don’t hesitate. Slowly, I crawl up beside him, settling onto his right side—careful to stay clear of where he’s injured. I can’t wrap my leg around him, not with the bullet wound in his thigh. Thankfully, it was a clean entry and exit, so it’ll heal soon, and before long, he’ll be chasing me through the woods again.
His fingers thread gently through my very greasy hair. I haven’t showered, too worried about leaving him for even a few minutes to use the hospital’s facilities. The most I’ve done is run downstairs—literally sprinting—to grab him snacks from the store.
“I forgot to ask,” he says before placing a kiss on the top of my head. “The cabin.” 
I sigh heavily and rub my face against his chest. “Gone. It will have to be rebuilt or left as just land.”
His hand travels down to my neck, his thumb brushing against my jawline. “Let’s rebuild it.” I tilt my head up, his chin down to look into my eyes. “We need more rooms anyways.”
My lips pull into a smile. “Does that mean you forgive me?”
“Not by a long shot,” he groans. “Bad pun. You’ll be getting a collar…” I gasp. “Uh huh, and a fucking spanking you’ll need a few weeks off to recover from.”
I laugh through my teeth and nod my head. I suspect a lot of me graveling, sucking his dick, and some bondage in my future. I’ll take my punishment like the good girl I can be for him.
“Why do we need more rooms?” 
“You know.” The sound of the door opens, and I mumble unintelligible words, not wanting to be interrupted. It doesn’t stop Ronan from continuing, “For the dogs.” 
A flutter of butterflies fills my stomach, and I quickly lean up to press a kiss to his lips. He winks at me, but then his gaze shifts, and his smile falls instantly. The sudden change has me snapping my head around, searching for whatever just soured his expression. 
“Mom?” I immediately begin to lean up, but Ronan quickly grabs my arm, keeping me right where I am.
It's not that I care about how she looks, but I've never seen her in this rough a state. Eamon follows close behind, though he bypasses her without so much as a comforting word or gesture. He moves to the other side of the bed, where I'm now sitting up, and then turns to face my mother. 
“Sweetheart…” As she starts to speak, Ronan’s grip on me tightens. I'd told him everything that happened at her house—how she lured me into that trap, right to the Serrano’s. He said she’s lucky he can’t get out of bed for anything but a piss, or she’d have more to worry about than just his glare. “I’m sorry. I was looking out for Gene, too, you know. It was a difficult situation.” 
I drop my head at the mention of her. I’ve sent her several texts and haven’t heard anything back from her.
“You actively put your daughter in danger,” Ronan seethes. “Fuck anyone else’s life but hers.” 
She turns to me and shakes her head. “You have no idea what making a hard choice is. Picking a life—” 
“Mom,” I cut in before she can continue. “You are wrong. So, so wrong. He’s made choices you’d only dream of being capable of making. You, me, we made bad choices…” I look at Eamon. “You, too.” I look back at the woman who raised me, the one who used to be there before she lost herself completely. I shake my head and shrug, letting a lifetime of disappointment settle between us. “Fuck you. Fuck you for hurting me and making me have to decide between one life or another. If you had done better; been a better mother, none of this would have happened. I forgave you too fast, and I’m coming to realize I should have left you so many years ago.” 
Tears line her lids. “You can’t even begin to understand how I felt after losing your father.”
“Did you forget I also lost my dad?”
“It doesn’t excuse anything you did, Jasmine,” Eamon says. “Ronan told me how reckless you were with your own daughter’s life. Bringing her into that environment… at just fifteen?”
She lets out a weak pfft. “You have no room to talk. You haven’t even seen your own son in what, three years?” 
“I was focusing on us, which now I can see is yet another mistake.” 
Ronan lets out an exasperated sigh but doesn’t add to the commentary. 
“Why did you come here, Jasmine?” I say, watching as surprise flickers across her face. It’s a simple thing, calling her by her name, but one I should have done long ago—separating my mother from the woman who hurt me. Maybe someday, she’ll earn that title back, but from today forward, I’ll decide the boundaries. I’ll choose the depth of our relationship.
After she stares at me in shock for a few more seconds, she turns to Ronan. “To tell you I’m sorry. That I wasn’t aware of the blackmail on you until they showed up with Genevieve. And… I hope you recover quickly.” 
“I really don’t want shit from you other than for you to divorce my brother—” Damn… he just gets right to the point. “—so that I can have your daughter. If you choose to try and work it out.” The way he says it so mockingly has me horny. I feel filthy, I shouldn’t even be thinking about that right now. “I’ll still have the life I want to have with Cal, and at every family gathering, remind everyone what you did to her.” 
I know he wouldn’t care about the title, about being called "step-uncle," but he wants it for me. I don’t know what the future holds, if kids will ever be part of it, but if they are, I don’t want that shadow hanging over their heads. 
“We are getting a divorce,” Eamon says before Jasmine can retort. “I’ve been cheating on you, but you already assumed that I’m sure. The paperwork is already filled out.”
“This is like paying for a pay-per-view UFC fight, but without the fists,” Ronan murmurs.
What the fuck is pay-per-view? 
“I…” Jasmine takes a deep breath, but instead of saying anything, she just turns and casually walks out of the room. 
“Anti-climactic.” I turn back to see Ronan grabbing his cup of water and taking a sip. He then continues, “Thanks, Eamon. You didn’t have to come in here with her, though. Seems as though missy here is fully capable of shutting that bitch out.” 
I look up at Eamon as he comes to stand directly beside the bed. He doesn’t look at me, but instead at his brother as he says, “I wasn’t coming in to save her, just came to be with you.”
He places his hand over Ronan’s knee and smiles at him.
“Great.” I can hear the shift in his tone, and I know that Eamon can too. He wants this, as badly as he wants to fight it. “I still prefer my solitude… with Calista. Speaking of, I’d really like to get the fuck out of here.”
“Hell no, you’ll be staying here until you aren’t at risk of infections. Your lungs are scarred, or did you just forget that?”
“Fuck off,” Ronan groans. “Listen, I can’t have you coddling me now. I’m damn near forty.” 
Shifting my hand behind me, I search for his. I don’t have to look long—he takes mine, lacing our fingers together and holding on tightly. 
“You currently are a baby, you had a diaper on just yesterday.”
“Oh, come off it, don’t even.”
The moment the three of us burst into laughter, the door opens again. We quickly silence ourselves as three police officers step through. My heart jumps into my throat, and I grip Ronan’s hand tighter.
Eamon squares his shoulders. “Can we help you?”
All three of the officers look down toward Ronan, but then to me. “Calista Sanderson?”
“Y-Yes?”
“We are placing you under arrest for suspicion of arson, specifically for intentionally setting fire to your property—” As the female officer comes around toward me, Eamon attempts to stop her, but she pushes past him. “—endangering others and violating state arson laws.”
She grabs my upper arm and tears me from the hospital bed. I can hear Ronan shouting but it’s overpowered by a loud buzzing noise. 
“You have the right to remain silent…”
I find it hard to breathe as I’m placed against the wall and the first set of cuffs locks around my wrist.
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Ronan

Three  Months Later

I still have a limp, but I’m grateful it doesn’t impede me from driving a normal Honda Civic. Why in God’s name does Lux have this damn thing. It’s so small, and he isn’t a tiny guy. 
I’m struggling to get out of this plastic piece of shit, shifting my weight onto my left side as I shut the door and round the car toward the metal gates of DWCF. 
I’m here five minutes before noon, the exact time that Cal is supposed to be walking out of her imprisonment. I’m excited to joke about her two months in prison for arson. Baby girl got lucky she had a great lawyer—who wasn’t her mother—and she had mitigating circumstances on her side. 
Two months incarcerated, with twelve months of probation. 
It’s been a difficult period of time, but it has given me a chance to begin rebuilding my relationship with my brother. When I wasn’t here seeing her every single day, I was with Eamon, Ken, the boys, or Mia. 
Calista gave me more than a woman to love, but a new view on my life. One that I can’t waste, and that starts with the prospect of living a full one with people that want to live it with me. 
Although she’s given me a new outlook, it doesn’t take away from the punishment she’s going to be enduring.
The month leading up to her going in, she cried and was scared shitless of what awaited her. While I had no experience with women prisons, I gave her all the best tips; don’t drop the soap and eat fast. She had slapped me before I made love to her for hours. She had to do all the heavy lifting, and likely still will for the next several months. 
The clinking of the metal gate has me moving once more to stand in front of it. It’s then I see her long blonde hair, braided over her shoulder just like I enjoy it, and rushing right out after me.
She drops the small bag a foot before reaching me, eagerly wrapping her arms around my neck. Knowing I’m still recovering, she doesn’t throw herself at me but holds me tightly instead. We had been in the cabin together for months, capable of touching each other, and to be forced behind a plastic barrier not being able to physically feel her was torture. 
Drawing my hands up her back, I hold her just as tightly to me. “My convicted criminal,” I croon, before biting over her pierced earlobe. 
“Alright, alright.” She gently rubs her head against the side of mine. “Already with the jokes.” Her hands come to my chest slowly before circling around my torso to my back and curving her body against mine. “I missed you.”
My fingers weave under her thick braid as I lean down and bury my face into the curve of her shoulder. “I missed you, too, baby girl.”
I place a kiss against her neck, and smile.
“I never wanted to jinx it,” she whispers against my shoulder. “But how were you able to come see me?”
Chuckling, I rub my nose against her neck. “Technically we are still ‘family’. I asked Eamon not to put the divorce papers in until you were out…” Apparently, being a convicted felon means I’m barred from stepping foot in a prison or anything remotely similar. Honestly, it’s a bit frustrating. You can be elected president as a felon, but I can’t even enter a building.
But because we are family… I was able to get around it.
She holds onto me tighter, and I can’t help but think back to when it was me walking through gates like these. I hope this is the last time either of us ever has to see the inside of a prison, jail, or any cell that separates us from each other and the freedom we’ve both fought so hard for.
“I love you, Ronan.” She hums as she releases me slightly, just enough to come into my view and give me a smile that I’ve nearly died for. One that now, I’m ready to live for. “Thank you for coming and seeing me.”
“I love you, Cal. You definitely don’t need to thank me for that… I’m excited for our life together.” I place my hand against the side of her neck and pull her back in. As my lips press to hers, she eagerly opens up and drags her tongue against mine.
She turns her head and places her hands behind my neck.
“Take me home…” she coos into my mouth. “Wherever that is right now.”
“Motel 6,” I joke. 
“Sounds glamorous. Can we stop to get greasy burgers?” She continues to kiss me through her demands. “French fries. And a Coke.” 
I bend down and grab her ass over her sweats. “Whatever you want, baby girl.” 
As she smiles widely up at me, a snowflake lands on her nose. She moves her fingers through my hair and whispers, “You.” 
I grin, pressing our foreheads together. “All yours.”
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Epilogue 1

Calista


1 YEAR LATER

They say that happiness comes in waves, and to take it as it comes because one day the tide may recede back to Atlantis.  
Okay, not exactly, but I liked the thought it isn’t global warming reducing our water levels. 
Ronan and I, we take everything in strides together. This past year has been the happiest I have ever been, and I can truly say that without a single doubt. He was everything I was missing in my life; strength, stability and a weight I needed to ground me to live.
He told me what Samantha once said to him, that his heavy wasn’t worth carrying, and I couldn’t disagree more. If there ever was a man worth that, it’s Ronan. As selfish as he thinks he is, the way he has learned to care for me and his family, it screams of a man that just needed to be heard. 
People often don’t realize how vital it is to see without words, and if they are spoken, how important it is to listen.
I’ve been thinking about us a lot lately, and though we’re well past our first anniversary, that’s not really the reason. It’s been a year since I got out of ‘prison’ and just a week since finishing my probation. While I’m officially free now, I’ve felt that sense of freedom ever since I was released—a feeling I hadn’t experienced since losing my dad.
It wasn’t the cell that held me captive, but my mom. I hadn’t realized the weight she’d been putting on me, how much animosity I’d been carrying. Going no-contact with her was the best choice I could have made. The holidays have been tough, but I’m grateful for Mia, our little family, and Eamon. They’ve made all the difference. 
“Warm enough?” Ronan asks as we move to the slow lane on the freeway. 
I tighten my arms around him, not because I’m scared but selfishly I still enjoy the fact I’m the only one that can do it. “Yeah, the extra layer was smart.”
“Good.” He moves one of his hands back and grabs my ass. 
“Ronan! Hands on the handles.” 
Smart-ass then moves it up to my hip. 
I roll my eyes and move my hand under his jacket where I proceed to find his nipple to pinch. His thunderous chuckle has my pussy clenching. Damn him for being so fucking sexy. 
Turning my head to look at the exits, I’m surprised we pass right by Ken’s. We were heading over to their place to play something called Dungeons and Dragons. Ronan isn’t familiar, nor am I, but the boys have been begging us to get involved. We offered to try, because he and I both share the sentiments that life is too short not to spend it with the people you love.
“Did my nipple pinch distract you?”
He hums. “No, on the contrary, if you put your hand down into my lap, I didn’t even get hard.”
I release a pfft and do just that. Pulled against his left thigh, is his hard cock. “Liar.”
“Ah, yes, but now you’ve touched my dick which is exactly what I wanted.” 
A stupid giggle slips from my lips. “My god, you’re so silly.” My hand doesn’t release him, even if I probably should considering we are going over sixty. “Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.” 
A few more exits, and we are off the highway. We take a few windy turns and find ourselves in a residential area. It’s nice, trees lining the sidewalks, yards for the most part done, and the houses well maintained. I know I shouldn’t associate how a neighborhood looks to safety, but my PTSD still flares from time-to-time.
Not that it matters, anywhere I go with Ronan I feel safe, especially since Samantha and her husband were convicted of attempted murder, extortion, solicitation to commit murder, and a minor in possession of a controlled dangerous substance. The drug in the syringe she wanted me to use on Ronan was liquid Fentanyl. 
I was very lucky to have had a good lawyer, and also grateful for the privilege I know that I have. My killing of the driver was out of self-defense, and it was ruled that with no question. I feared that Ronan would be angry at the system, not me of course, but he only said that was what I deserved. 
He was so proud of me for fighting and not giving up. I swear he ate my pussy for hours like I was a five-star restaurant.
After parking and helping me off the bike, he takes my helmet and leads me up to the front door. I knock for us, and within seconds, an ebony skinned man answers the door with a big smile on his face. I’ll never forget the smell of a tattoo shop, but for that same scent to be coming from this house has me puzzled.
“It’s good to see you two again,” he says while stepping to the side. 
I’m even more confused. I don’t remember who this person is. I’ve got pretty good memory, at least for faces. 
“It is.” Ronan looks down at me and gestures for me to go inside. “Baby girl, this is Alan, you met him that night at the bonfire.” 
Heat immediately floods to my face as I jerk my gaze up. Alan just grins, eagerly waving me into his home. I stop hesitating and walk through the door.
“Apparently that place has an online forum; Ken is quite familiar.” It seems like Ronan is familiar with it too, and when I glance back at him, he’s setting down our helmets before making his way over to my side. “I’ll show you.”
“You two are very popular.” Alan brings my attention back to him, his thick eyebrows wiggling with suggestive intent. 
“Anyway.” Ronan clears his throat. “Alan is a tattoo artist, and you’ve been talking about getting another one, so I reached out. He does incredible work.” 
My nerves have gone straight out the window, because hell yes I want one. As I smile up at Alan, he begins to bring us toward the back of the house, into a large room with a very distinct atmosphere. I’ve been to strip clubs, and their VIP sections. This is exactly that but with tattoo equipment. 
The walls are dark, lined with very suggestive artwork. They look like sketches, likely some of his previous work. The lighting is moody, but there’s a free-standing lamp, my guess is for the artist, Alan, to be able to see. There’s a leather couch, black with green and white stripped pillows. 
When I look up at Ronan, he is smirking. “Do you mind if I pick what you get?” 
I shake my head. “No, just please don’t put a penis on my forehead.” 
That gets a snort-laugh out of Alan. “While art is beautiful, your face my dear, is already a masterpiece.”
I’m going to combust. “My god, thank you.”
Ronan chuckles. “He’s right. Pierce your face, but no ink. If I want to mark it, it will be with my cum or temporary paint.” 
My bottom lip is caught between my teeth as I lean into him, burying my face against his chest. He runs his fingers gently through my hair, pausing when he reaches the loose braid at the nape of my neck. 
“I’ll also be getting one, but you’ll go first,” he continues. “Do you mind if it stays a surprise?” 
The sensation of my heart racing has me both nervous, and excited, I’m actually getting wet. My thighs clench, desperate even for a second of friction.
“No, I don’t.”
He leans in and places a brief kiss against my lips. “That’s my good girl.” Now my pussy is weeping for him, great. “Now, get naked.” 
My eyes widen in shock. “W-What?”
“You heard me.” He grips my braid and tears my head back, eliciting a gasp from me. “Completely.” 
I look over at Alan, who is prepping his station. The black leather tattoo bed that’s for me to sit on, is now adjusted upward so that I’ll be able to be at an angle. 
“Where am I getting it?” I ask while slowly taking off my jacket. Suddenly, I’m scorching hot. 
“I’m thinking your right arm, at your bicep, but I’ll let Alan set it where he thinks it will look the best. Don’t worry, I’m mindful of your designs, baby girl.”
Damn him for being so hot. I’m a puddle for him daily.
I shed my clothes, piece by piece, and before I can convince myself otherwise, I’m completely nude. The question lingers on my tongue why I need to be bare for an arm tattoo, but I trust Ronan to give me every new experience in a safe place. 
That day at the bonfire, with him chasing me through the woods—I felt safe, no matter what.
He takes my hand and helps me onto the table, positioning me in a perfect lounge angle. When I look up at my tattoo artist, he's snapping his gloves on. 
“Eyes on me, Cal.” I snap my gaze to Ronan who is standing at the foot of the table. “Do you know what is about to happen?” 
Now that he says it like that, I’m not so sure. There’s a part of me that thinks I know what’s about to happen, but how? Isn’t that dangerous? Wouldn’t it mess up Alan and his work?
I don’t want to question it, because I’m secretly hoping the hunger in his eyes is going to be satiated by my pussy.
Shaking my head in feigned ignorance, I feel my body heat rising. 
“I’m going to spread your legs and first devour that delectable cunt of yours.” My heart falls to my stomach, and I swear those butterflies in there are attacking each other. “Then fill it with my cock.” 
“R-Ronan…” I feel Alan touching my arm, a cold stroke comes before a wiping sensation. I’m familiar with this process. Shave, clean, stencil. The size of the paper pressing against my skin makes me think it’s a decent size, not small necessarily. 
“You’ll keep your eyes on me the entire time,” he demands.
“Stay as still as possible on your right side,” Alan adds. “I’ve been doing this for years, I’m used to it. While I’ll enjoy your show, this is the challenge I crave. Tattooing a statue gets boring.” 
I don’t tear my gaze away from Ronan’s sapphire eyes. “He won’t touch you, I don’t share like that. However, I love showing off what’s mine.” He then points over his shoulder, where I follow to see a blinking red light. “I’d like to share you with that online forum as well, but only if you consent.” 
I absolutely love he wants to show me off as his, it makes me far more needy than I already am for him. 
The peeling back of the stencil and a soft breeze of air has bumps crawling up my body. 
“Do I get to show you off after?” I ask. 
“Of course, baby girl. When it’s my turn, you can suck and ride my dick until we are both satisfied.” 
Biting my lip, I nod. “I consent.” 
He looks at Alan briefly, winks, and then leans forward. “My needy little slut loves to be shown like a prize, doesn’t she?” His hands grab my knees and spreads my legs wide.
“Yes, Daddy.” 
“Keep them right there,” he commands while leaning back. I do as he says, my heels pressing against my bare ass while my knees are lazily kept outward.
Watching him lean down under the table, he pops something, and the bottom half of the table falls. Just as the tattoo gun buzzes, he is getting down onto his knees and using his hands to spread my pussy lips. 
“Look how fucking wet you are,” he croons.
Alan’s hand presses to my shoulder, and I begin to pant. 
Ronan’s eyes meet mine as he leans in and swipes his tongue across my throbbing clit. The needle of the gun presses at the same time, right into my skin.
I suck in a deep breath and feel a strange thrill run through me. The burning in my arm as the ink is dragged through my skin and my clit being sucked in between his lips has me shaking.
My head falls back against the headrest, my free hand moves down to his head, grabbing through his short black hair and holding on tight. He shifts his head back and forth while keeping my bud situated between his lips. This man knows how to please me, always has, and it has me in a vice like grip. 
His pierced tongue, now with a metal bar, runs the length of my pussy before flicking in a cross like pattern over and over against my clit. Every nerve in my body is alive, and I swear I jerk at one point, but I’m paying mind to keep all of my movement down at my hips. 
Even still, my concern for ruining whatever Alan is doing, is unwarranted. He is holding me down, even if I feel like a fish out of water. 
“Fuck! Ronan!” At my scream, he groans against me, which vibrates right to my stomach.
Several fingers slip straight into my pussy, and as he curls them to brush against my g-spot, my hips threaten to lift off the table. He uses his free hand to help stabilize me and keep me down. 
Then, he pushes his fingers deeper, and I swear I can feel his knuckles also breach inside me. A sensation of fullness takes over me, and my body shivers with it. 
For the first time, he releases my clit. “I’m going to tear this out one day…” The tips of his digits hit my back wall, and I gasp. I know he’s searching for the string of my IUD. Black dots splatter across my eyes as I stare at him looking right into my eyes. “And fill you with my cum day in, and day out.” 
“P-Please…” I say through short breaths. Just the thought of that has me right at the precipice. We aren’t ready for kids, but the prospect he wants that, has my climax hitting hard. “Oh god, fuck, that’s it!”
His mouth returns to my clit and the moment he pumps his fingers, I’m coming so hard the table begins to shake with me. He moves his face to use his free hand to tap and swipe across my clit as I make a mess over him. Squirting was not something I experienced outside of using Big Bertha and my wand, but he’s found out how to elicit it like it's my moans. 
“That’s it, baby girl, fuck that’s good. Look how your body comes for me and only me.”
Fireworks are lighting up my vision, my mouth wide open as I heave through a strangled breath.
He grins. “Who does this cunt belong to?”
“You.” I pant. “You…”
“Naturals,” Alan comments, and I’m beyond tempted to look at him. I want to see his face, see the art he is working on, but most importantly, see if he is hard. I could care less about his actual dick, but the prospect that Ronan and I are turning him, or anyone on the other end of that camera, on just does something to me.
However, as badly as I want to look, I don’t. I stare right at my gladiator as he takes off his shirt and then his pants, along with his boxers. He grabs his curved cock that’s at full attention, fisting up and down his pierced masterpiece. 
“Put your dick inside me, please, baby.”
“How bad does my slut want my cock?” he asks, slightly turning so that the camera can see just how much of a mess he has already made. It also gives them a view of his length in his grasp. His precum lathering, giving him the ability to stroke himself. 
“So fucking badly… I’d kill for it—”
He chuckles. “For legal purposes, that’s just a metaphor for ‘really badly’.” Then he squares himself back to me, “I’m moving her down.” The pull of the needle away from me slightly comes with Ronan dragging my ass down the leather seat. I slip down pretty easily thanks to all my cum. 
The cross piercing at the head of his cock drags across my clit, just as the tattoo gun gets back to work on my piece. He slowly enters me just as I’m clenching from the burn of the needle. 
His grin is diabolical, and my stomach tightens at the intensity of it. “I’m going to fuck my pussy until you come all over it, then you’ll clean up your mess. Do you understand?”
“Y-Yes!” He throws his hips forward, and I gasp. 
I want this until the day we are both no more. Fucking, riding his bike together, taking care of our dog, getting tattoos for each other—this is the life I’ve waited for. Being shown off as being his and no one else’s. It’s what I deserve to have, and every day Ronan reminds me of that fact. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After fucking me until I came again, he stood beside the chair, and I cleaned up my mess until he filled my throat with his own release.
He gave me a break while Alan finished up my tattoo, wrapped it, and told me we could see it later. Then it was his turn, and it was a bit more difficult to fuck him due to the location of his tattoo. 
He ended up getting the tattoo on his chest, right over where he was shot. It was the only free place besides on his legs, and he wanted it more front and center than there. The placement wasn’t really the problem, he just had to blindfold me after I sucked his dick to ride him. 
I may be an actual addict to this type of tattooing. I cannot imagine getting another one without having Ronan’s cock somewhere inside me, or his face between my thighs. 
Once his was done, we wrapped up with Alan and made our way over to Ken’s place. Everyone was waiting for us, including Eamon, which I wasn’t expecting. We weren’t late or anything, they were all just eager to see us, or the tattoos, I guess. After about an hour, we unwrapped them to see them for the first time. Alan was sweet and gave us second-skin to apply after our viewing of them.
Seeing the design on Ronan, then on myself, nearly brought me to tears. It’s about the size of a half-dollar, with three brushstrokes of my favorite color and a roman numeral etched over it. The number between us is the same, but his is a forest green.
“Is this a date?” I ask, leaning in closer to inspect his.
“It is.”
“June twenty-first…” He drags his knuckles across my cheek. My gaze lifts to look up into his eyes that are full of love, patience and longing. “What’s that day?” 
A soft chuckle rolls from his throat. “It’s the day you touched me.” Heat immediately consumes my eyes, tears slowly gathering at my lids. “I think they call it a core memory. While I’ll never forget that day and its significance, I want others to see it… Ask ‘what does it mean?’ so that I can say to them, the woman I love painted a new beginning for me.”
Warm tears draw down my cheek as I release a choked laugh. 
“And for you to tell people it’s the day you chose my heavy to carry.”
I suck in a snot filled breath through my nose and smile so hard, my temples begin to throb. 
“Then…” he continues and moves his hand behind his back. “I want you to tell them that the same day you got that tattoo, is the day I asked you to marry me.”
I look down, goosebumps prickling across my arms and down my legs. In his hand is a small, open green box, and inside it, a ring. The band is rose gold, with a princess-cut diamond nestled between two smaller, circular stones. 
“It isn’t much, but…” He leans forward and grabs my hand, slipping the ring that fits perfectly onto my finger. “No amount of money can amount to your worth, so I’m not even going to try.”
My tear-filled eyes look up to him.
“Will you marry me, Calista?”
With trembling lips, I nod my head and say through a joyous laugh, “Yes. A million times yes, Ronan.”
He grabs the back of my head and pulls me into a fierce kiss. The sounds of our family around us, including his brother, fade into the background.
Thank you, Ronan, for giving me everything I’ve ever needed, and more. 
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Epilogue 2

Ronan


6 YEARS LATER



She is going to be the death of me, I already know it.  
Once a month during the summer, Calista and I host a family get together. We invite Ken, Eamon, the rest of our little family, and the neighboring cabins. It’s pleasant, and given everything that has happened in this Valley, we agree that some normalcy is nice every so often. 
Cal met the owners of Echo Ridge when she was doing the design of their cabin, and what an interesting ‘couple’ they are. The Wildhart Hollow couple we met well before actually meeting them, and they are cool. Here I thought me and Cal’s story was taboo.
Actually, speaking of taboo-relationships, the couple from Starlight Ridge, now that was interesting to understand. Especially now, being a dad. They are chill though, pretty sure they caught me carrying my naked wife back to the cabin after she got free from her restraints. I appreciate them not calling the cops and minding their fucking business. 
Honestly, I have to admit, having nearly twenty friends, family and kids running around the side of our house, feels right. 
Our cabin, still called Sanderson Pine, was finished nearly four years ago. It still has the same A-frame design as its predecessor, but built more into a home than before. Three bedrooms and three full bathrooms, a large living area and an even larger kitchen. A hot tub around the side that’s incased in a glass structure for the winter nights, and a playground for our daughter.
“Get down from there,” I bark as said child climbs on the outside of our trampoline. “If you want to go in, go into it, Sofia.” 
“Sorry, Dad.”
I nod, and she turns to join Cedric’s son, as well as Lux’s three-year-old daughter, who’s just as mischievous as Sofia is at four. Mia plays with them too, and despite being in her teens, she jumps with the kids as though she’s their age.
A hand slides across my back, pulling my attention down to see my wife at my side. She rests her head against my chest and takes a deep breath. “It’s such a nice day today,” she says, looking from the kids up to me. “Thunderstorms later though. After we put Sofia to bed, how about we curl up in front of the fireplace and listen to it.”
“Don’t double jump your cousin, Mia,” I hear Eamon shout in the background, but there are enough eyes on the little ones I don’t take my gaze away from Cal. 
“I remember when you were terrified of those.” I lean forward and place a kiss between her brows. “That sounds nice.”
“Charlotte is bringing the pies this year, just in case.” 
I chuckle. “Good call. The Wildhart Hollow couple can’t be trusted. You’d think one of them could cook.”
She laughs, and I can’t believe how happy it makes me, even now. “Leave them be. Ayden can, he just can’t bake.”
“And his stepbrother’s excuse?” I jest.
“Don’t call him that! Sheesh! You are so bad, Ronan.” 
She smacks my arm, and I give her a sly wink. 
“Other than the pie, Starlight Peak better not be bringing anything else over.” I groan. “No more toys, please.”
She giggles. “It’s his way of apologizing… also, why do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Call them by their cabin names? You know they have names, baby.”
“It’s just fun that way.” Peeking quickly to see Sofia staring and then waving at us. Both Cal and I raise our hand, gesture back. “Also, how do you know it’s for ‘apologizing’ purposes, baby girl?”
“I’m resourceful…” I look back down at her. “Okay, okay, Evelyn...”
Rolling my eyes I sigh. “Of course, Echo Ridge. You know, you’d think with a profession like hers, she would be the least likely to gossip.”
She swats my chest, causing me to chuckle. “And…” She turns to wrap her arms around my waist. “Mia and Amy both agreed to watch Sof for our anniversary. I got the time off... So, you know what that means, right? I’m booking the cruise.”
I grin. “What if I can’t get the time off?”
She rolls her eyes. “Alright, self-employee.” 
We chuckle together. “Our fans will be so disappointed with us going on such a long break. It’s a good thing they are so dedicated to us, and that we have so many babysitters to give us our camera time.”
“Your fanbase. What are you up to now, two-point-three million subscribers?”
Squeezing her tighter to my chest, I give her a coy, innocent smile. “They may come for me, but oh how jealous they are of your beautiful—” 
Her face turns a bright shade of red as she swats my chest again, cutting me off. “Ronan Sanderson!”
“Yes, wife?”
When she bites her lip, dear god, I have to remember we are in a public place that I do not want to give a viewing to. “I love when you call me that, husband.”
“Daddy is better for me,” I jest, leaning down and placing a brief kiss against her lips. “Cruise sounds perfect, my love.” 
“Cal!” The last of our family we were waiting for shouts, and she eagerly turns to face her best friend.
“Gene!” 
It took some time, but after a year of being apart, Genevieve reached out to Calista to rekindle their friendship. I was grateful, because I could tell it weighed on my girl more than she wanted to admit. Nearly two years later is when we had Sofia. To say that she was glad her friend could be with her during that time, is an understatement.
That isn’t the same for her mother. I won’t say it aloud, and that woman hasn’t been brought up since Sof was born, but I’m glad she stayed out of my Cal’s life. She’s far happier and safer—which is the most important thing.
I release my wife to greet Gene, just as her husband circles around holding a baby carrier. 
Sometimes I still find myself thinking I’ll wake and all of this will be a dream. Or I truly died that day in the cabin, and Calista took her own life to be with me in a place only described as Paradise. 
It could be the latter of those, but as long as I don’t wake up or my life changes, I’m okay with that. 
This is the life I’ve deserved and will keep it safe until I stop breathing. 
“Dad!” 
Turning, I watch as Sofia jumps from the trampoline and rushes toward me. I kneel down just enough for her to jump into my arms, attaching herself to me like a koala, and I’m the tree. 
“Yes, Munchkin?” 
“Uncle Eamon told me boys are gross.”
“We don’t agree on much…” I put my hand on the back of her head and smother her cheek with kisses before continuing, “But that I do agree with.”
Her giggles echo as I turn us back toward her mom. “Auntie Gene is here with your cousin, go say hi.”
“Okay! Love you, Dad.”
“Love you, too, Sof.” I place her back down and she runs off. 
The moment she makes it to Cal’s side, her mom puts her hand onto her head and turns her gaze back to me. That bright, beautiful smile that I love telling me all I ever need to hear. 
She’s happy, and I’m glad I could make her so. 
Thank you, Cal, for bearing my heavy and lifting it where I couldn’t. 


The End.
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Thank You


Thank you for reading HEAVY, the first book in the standalone series Neighbors of Sapphire Valley.

Ronan and Calista's story is quite special to me (not because I'm in love with my step-uncle), and hope that they've touched you as well. 


      [image: image-placeholder]What's next in the Neighbors of Sapphire Valley series?

What happens when step-brothers inherit their parents cabin after their passing? I'm excited to share Ayden and Keoni's scorching love story next. 
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Note From The Author


Everyone needs help sometimes. I was quiet for so long, but there are people that will listen and help you. If you ever find yourself in any danger, or are feeling lost and in need of help, here are a few resources for you: 

United States:
	Suicide Hotline: 1-800-985-5990 (or dial 988)

	ChildHelp at 1-800-422-4453




CANADA:
	Check out the CANADA.CA website here for resources




United Kingdom:
	SHOUT: Text SHOUT to 85258

	Samaritans: Call 116 123

	National Suicide Prevention Helpline UK: Call 0800 689 5652




Spain:
	Dial 112
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