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Blurb


The vow that Mac and Mia made as children, to save themselves for each other, was broken the night of Mia’s eighteen birthday.

Betrayed by the man she never expected to hurt her, Mia’s no longer the sweet and innocent young girl she once was. She’s cold and hard, letting no one except family get close to her heart.

In Jaded Hollow, things aren’t what they seem.

When the truth finally comes out about that night, Mac is determined to win back the woman he never stopped loving.

Will Mac get through to Mia and make her see he’ll never let her go? Or will the ones dead set on keeping them apart finally succeed?
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I dedicate this book to the one woman who meant the most to me in this world, my mom. Mama, even though you are no longer here, you are never forgotten. You’re with me everywhere I go. Until we meet again…
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Mia

Her eyes…

FOR THE LOVE OF ALL that’s holy. Will this man ever leave me alone? This is the fifth time this week Mac’s been in Jaxon’s pub, where I work. Doesn’t he realize each time I see him it’s like a knife is being jammed in my chest? Doesn’t he know how hard it is for me? It’s bad enough that I’m stuck in the same town as him. I try my best to avoid him as much as possible, but when he keeps coming into the bar, it’s just not feasible. It’s also hard to avoid him when he’s close friends with my brother.

I’m used to only seeing him once, maybe twice, a week, and that’s hard enough. This is the fifth time this week, and it makes me want to punch him in the balls, crawl up his body and take a ride, and cry big fat ugly tears. All at the same time. Sick? Yeah, I know.

He, Tessa, and I are the only ones who know what happened that night. It’s the way I want it to stay. As much as he hurt me, I don’t want to ruin Mac and Jaxon’s friendship. And I know that if Jaxon found out what Mac did to me, he would go ballistic and kick Mac’s ass. I may hate Mac, but I still don’t want him hurt. Well, maybe a little, but not to the extent that Jaxon would hurt him.

Jaxon is fiercely loyal and protective of his family. Just ask his fiancée’s rat bastard ex-husband. Oh wait, you can’t, because he’s dead. Not by Jaxon’s hands, but damn near. Steven, aka rat bastard, pulled a gun on Jaxon and Bailey, but Mac got to him first. That’s the one thing I am grateful to Mac for, he saved Jaxon and Bailey’s lives. Unfortunately, my sister, Anna, wasn’t so lucky. She was caught up in the hell-storm that was Steven. He and his friend kidnapped her and then used her body so much that it literally killed her.

Wiping the sad thoughts from my mind, I throw the rag I was using to clean the counter over my shoulder and drag my feet as I head toward Mac. As much as I hate to admit it, he is the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. He always has been, and I suspect he always will be.

His hair is dark brown and he wears it in a shaggy style. His eyes, which are bright green, are intense as he watches me make my way over to him. I’ve noticed him watching me more and more lately. Not with just curiosity, but with desire. The heat that radiates from him as he looks at me is almost scorching. It unnerves me, and every time I catch him doing it, it makes me want to smack him in the face. He has no right to look at me like that. Not anymore. He lost that right long ago.

“What do you want?” I ask him bluntly, when I’m standing in front of him.

Instead of answering, he just stares back at me with his beautiful eyes. They rake over my body from the waist up, stopping briefly at my chest, which causes his eyes to flare and my nipples to harden. I hate when he looks at me with such heat. I hate that the desire I see in his eyes can still affect me after all these years. Especially after what he did to me.

My body betrays me every time he looks at me the way he’s looking at me right now. My heart flutters in my chest, and my limbs go weak. I feel my blood heat and my core become damp. I know my face is flushed, giving away my reaction to his perusal of my body. A smirk appears on his face, and I want to reach over and smack the smug look right off. Bastard.

“I’ll take a beer, Pix. Whatever’s on tap.” His expression remains smug as a damn twinkle appears in his eye.

With my teeth clenched together and my hands gripping the counter, I reply, “Do not call me that. And you know damn well that’s not what I’m talking about. Why do you keep coming here?”

Placing one elbow on the bar and tapping his finger across his lips, he seems to contemplate my question. Seriously? It’s a simple fucking question.

“You really want to know why I keep showing up here?” At my head jerk, he continues. “I’m sick and fucking tired of you giving me the cold shoulder. I’m tired of you looking at me like I’m the gum stuck to the bottom of your shoe. When I walk into a room, you do everything you can to avoid me. And when you can’t, you lash out. It pisses me off, and it’s about time it stops.” When he’s done talking, the smirk on his face from a few moments ago is replaced with a hard look.

I stand there, stunned speechless at his words. How dare he come in here and act as if I’m doing something wrong. He has no right to be pissed. He wasn’t the one to have his heart ripped out of his chest. He wasn’t the one who was left feeling like his whole world just crumbled at his feet. And he damn sure wasn’t the one to have his innocence ripped away from him in the darkest hour of his life.

“Fuck you, Sheriff,” I seethe at him. I’m so mad at the moment for his high-handedness that my whole body is shaking. “You don’t get to come in here and tell me how to feel. You have no idea what I went through and no clue what I’ve suffered. Just stay the fuck away from me.”

My breathing is heavy from the dark thoughts forming in my head. This is why I don’t want to see him. I’ve put the pain of what he did to me, and what happened afterwards, in a small box in the back of my mind. When he’s near, that box cracks open and it almost cripples me all over again.

I take the rag from my shoulder and start to turn away from him but he grabs my wrist to stop me. I glance down at his hand on my arm. “No,” he says sharply, and I look back up. “You don’t get to walk away from me anymore. It’s been ten years, Mia. I know I’ve hurt you and I’m sorry, but this stops now. You never gave me the chance to explain back then. I didn’t push because I knew you were hurting, but you’re going to listen now.”

I try to pull my arm away, but his grip is relentless. “Let me go, Mac,” I tell him in a harsh whisper.

“No.”

“Let me the fuck go.” My voice gets louder, and I notice a couple of customers glancing our way. He must notice as well, because my arm is suddenly released.

“Have it your way for now, Pix, but know that this isn’t over. You will listen to what I have to say,” he says, before taking a step away from the bar and turning on his heel.

That fucking nickname again. I used to love hearing him call me that. Now it just grates on my damn nerves. He gave it to me when I was still a kid. He used to call me Pixie because I was so small and I reminded him of a sweet little pixie. I can see that he’s changed it to just Pix. He hasn’t called me Pixie in a long time. I hate that he’s using a similar version, because it reminds me of what we used to have.

As I watch the man who used to be my entire world walk away, I take a shaky breath. As hurt as I was, and still am, by his actions ten years ago, my heart still recognizes him as mine. My body still craves his like no other. My eyes still stray to him any time he is in the same vicinity as me.

I rub the spot on my arm that he had held. My skin is still heated from his touch and the tingles linger. After everything that’s happened, I don’t see how he can still affect me so. I’ve tried so hard over the years to push these feelings aside, but no matter what I do, they just won’t go away.

I wouldn’t consider myself a sexpert, but I definitely have had my fair share of guys. And with each and every one, I try to compare them to Mac. Or what I believed it would be like to be with him. As teenagers, we never went all the way, just seriously heavy petting. No matter how much I begged and pushed Mac to take me, he never did. He wanted to wait until I was of legal age to claim me. He considered our two-year age difference significant and wanted me to be utterly sure I was ready and he was what I wanted.

What he never understood was, I knew from the age of eleven that he was the one I wanted to marry someday. My schoolgirl fantasies always featured him. At first, it was a simple crush on my brother’s friend. I was young, innocent, and oblivious to all things carnal. Once I reached puberty and really started noticing boys, he captivated me. I had no idea why my body and heart felt strange around him. All I knew was that I wanted to be around him.

At thirteen, my fantasies started becoming more erotic. I had ideas flowing through my head that I picked up from the romance novels my mom had. I would sneak them into my room at night when everyone was asleep and picture myself in the heroine’s spot and Mac as the hero.

I never hid the fact that I had a huge crush on him. He and everyone else knew. Mac never put me down for following him everywhere, but he also never let on that he liked me too; except for the lingering glances I would sometimes catch him giving me when he thought I wasn’t looking.

It wasn’t until I was fourteen and he was sixteen that everything changed. It was one of the happiest days of my life.

I’m pulled from my thoughts of the past when Andrew, my outrageous gay friend, puts his arm around me and squeezes my shoulders. “Why the sad look, Mia Pia?”

I elbow him in the ribs to release his arm from around me.

“Nothing,” I mutter, as I turn to face him.

The first thing I see has me rolling my eyes. Standing directly in front of me is a hard wall of muscle covered by a bright pink shirt that reads “I’m not gay, but my boyfriend is.” The thing about Andrew is that he is insanely hot and flamboyantly gay. He’s well over six feet tall and packed tight with muscles; not overly bulky, just very defined. His hair, which is a chocolate brown, is shaggy and in need of a cut. Andrew’s signature is his ridiculously funny and obnoxious shirts. Every day it’s something new, and every day they make you want to laugh.

“Been seeing a lot of Mac here lately. Wonder what his deal is?” Andrew asks, eyeing my reaction to his question.

We’ve been friends a long time, ever since his family moved to town twelve years ago. He knows Mac and I used to date. He also knows something went down between the two of us to cause our breakup. He just doesn’t know what that something was. Andrew is another person I’d worry about if he ever found out what Mac did.

Glancing down from Andrew to hide the pain and anger that I know reflects in my eyes, I mutter, “I have no idea, but the bastard needs to stay the hell away from me.”

“Mia,” he says softly, tipping up my face with his finger. Reluctantly, I look up into his eyes and see sadness. “What happened between the two of you?”

Andrew is one of the sweetest guys I’ve ever known. Yes, he can be very intimidating with his tall, built frame, and sometimes when pushed he has a very volatile temper. Despite his outward appearance and occasional anger, he can be very sweet. We may like to pick on each other at times, but we do it out of love and affection. Even so, I won’t tell him what happened. His temper would reach boiling point if he knew.

Reaching up to grab his hand at my chin, I lay it against my cheek. “You know I don’t talk about what happened, Andrew. Please, just leave it.”

Brows puckered and finger grazing my cheek, Andrew watches me for a moment before replying, “Okay, Mia Pia. I’ll leave it for now. I see the way you watch Mac when he’s not looking. I also see the way his eyes follow you wherever you go. I hate seeing the two of you like that. Wanting something from the other, but too afraid to go for it.” He drops his hand from my face and takes a step back before continuing. “I’m here when you want to talk.”

I nod, knowing that talking to him about my issues with Mac will never happen. Dredging up the past will only make it hurt more. Even if I didn’t worry about Andrew’s reaction, it would be pointless to bring it up. It wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t make the pain less bearable. All it would do is bring it to the surface, make it fresh. I try every damn day to forget that horrible time in my life. It’s been ten fucking years, and I still struggle with it.

Maybe if I didn’t live here in Jaded Hollow and run into Mac every so often, it would get easier, but I can’t imagine ever leaving. Jaded Hollow is my home. I love it here, and I refuse to let Mac ruin it for me.

I pray that whatever Mac is playing at, he soon realizes it’s a mistake and everything will go back to the way it was. Both of us pretending the other doesn’t exist. Shaking my head, I need to pull myself out of these thoughts. Forcing myself to forget about it, I grab the notebook so I can make a list of supplies that I need to bring up from the basement. It’s a Friday night and we are always busy, so I need to get myself in gear to get everything ready.
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Mac

Her personality…

FUCK! THAT WOMAN IS so goddamn frustrating. Slamming out of Jaxon’s Pub, I head toward my truck. I rake my fingers through my hair and have to force myself to not turn around, walk back inside, and shake some sense into Mia. It’s been ten fucking years. Ten years of her ignoring me. Ten years of me watching her, pining after her.

I know I hurt her all those years ago. I regret doing so, but she never gave me the chance to explain and tell my side of the story. Hell, there’s a big chunk of the story that she doesn’t even know. Yes, what she walked in on looked bad, but fuck, I thought it was her. I didn’t realize until later, after the fact, that it wasn’t. That’s no excuse, but it is the truth.

Rage hits me at what Tessa put both Mia and me through. If it weren’t for her twisted infatuation it never would have happened. Tessa knew how I felt about Mia. She just didn’t care. Everything was all about Tessa and what she wanted. Crazy bitch had an obsession with me back then and did what she could to make sure Mia and I split up. She saw Mia as a threat and eliminated her. And Mia definitely was a threat; she was my whole world back then. I would have done anything, given anything, just to see one smile grace her beautiful face.

After the night of the shit storm that ruined both our lives and happiness, it was a rare sight to see Mia smile. When she did, it was never directed toward me. No, as soon as she caught me staring at one of her stunning smiles, her lips would drift down and it turned into a scowl.

When I reach my truck, I yank open the door and climb inside. I grip the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turn white. From the time I was sixteen years old my life’s mission was to make Mia happy. Hell, even before sixteen, it always brightened my day to see Mia and witness her special kind of light.

From the day that Jaxon and I became friends, Mia was always around. She followed us everywhere. You would think that two boys would hate having a little girl trailing after them, but we never minded. Jaxon was always close with his sisters, and I thought Mia wanting to be around her big brother and his friend was sweet.

Over time, I knew that Mia developed a crush on me. Again, that didn’t bother me. She was just a cute, innocent little girl with her long midnight black pigtails and rosy cheeks. I thought eventually she would move on to her next big crush, but she never did. She held on to her infatuation with me, and eventually I developed one of my own for her. I always thought she was an adorable kid; the older she got and the more developed she became, the more I noticed her turning into a beautiful young woman. A young woman I started to realize I wanted for my own.

I was sixteen and she was fourteen. We were at the back of Jaxon’s property, swimming in the lake. She was wearing a light purple bikini. Nothing skimpy, but to my horny teenage mind it was sexy as fuck. It took everything I had to keep my hands off her and my dick from poking a tent in my shorts.

Mia and I were sitting at the end of the dock, dangling our feet in the water, while Jaxon and a couple of our friends, Nick and Kaylee, were playing around in the lake. We were alone, sitting in silence, watching the others goof around, when suddenly Mia reached over and kissed my cheek. Even though it was an innocent peck, I was still shocked at her bold move. It took me a minute to gather myself and look over at her. What I saw made me fall a little harder. She was peeking up at me with her deep blue eyes through her lashes. Her cheeks were flushed, and I could tell she was embarrassed.

Reaching over, I grabbed her hand, flipped it over, brought the inside of her wrist to my lips, and kissed it. With her wrist still at my lips, I asked her, “Are you sure this is what you want?”

Without hesitation, she nodded vigorously, which caused her small tits to jiggle a little. It took everything I had to keep my eyes on hers and not let them drift down.

Her reaction to my question made my lips tip up into a small smile and I threw my arm around her shoulders to bring her closer to me. She laid her head on my shoulder and I placed a kiss atop it.

It was there that I murmured, “You and me, baby.” And I meant it. Once she became mine, I was never letting her go.

I felt her sigh and place her arm around my waist. When I looked down, a small smile was playing on her lips, and I knew she was it for me. Yes, I was only sixteen, but deep down in my heart I knew no one else would ever compare to her. Our relationship was just beginning, but there are times when you just feel that something is right and meant to be. And that was one of those times.

From that day forward, we were always together. Whether it was just the two of us, her hanging with Jaxon and me, or us with Jaxon and our friends, we were inseparable, and that was the way we liked it. Surprisingly, Jaxon was okay from the beginning with the change of my and Mia’s relationship. He said he always knew it would happen eventually.

Bringing myself back to the present, I start my truck and pull out of the driveway, suddenly tired and wanting nothing more than to grab another beer, shower, and go to bed. Tomorrow is going to be a long day. The whole community is getting together for the annual Jaded Hollow Spring Carnival. As sheriff of a town that generally doesn’t have crime, it’s my job to help set up in the courtyard in the center of town.

I pull into the driveway that leads to my century home on the outskirts of town. The small white two-story house sits on 100 acres of land and has been in my family for generations. A few years ago, I had part of it renovated to update all the older wiring and plumbing. It now has a brand-new kitchen and bathroom. When looking for new fixtures, appliances, and such, I stuck with a period look. I didn’t want to take away the 1900s look and feel of the house.

When I pull up to the house, the porch light is shining bright, welcoming me home. The entire house is surrounded by a wraparound porch that has a swing attached to the ceiling and a couple of rocking chairs. Above the porch, in the front on the second level, is a balcony with a door leading to the master bedroom. It’s small, but big enough to hold a couple of rocking chairs. I’ve envisioned Mia and me sitting up there sipping coffee dozens of times.

Getting out of my truck, I pocket my keys without locking the door. There is no need to lock doors in this town. We’re a tight-knit group. Most of the time we have no worries about burglary or crime.

I walk up the steps and open my front door and am immediately greeted by Loafer, my white-and-brown half-breed Pointer dog, putting her front paws on my lower stomach. I reach down to pat her sides. “Hey, baby girl. You hungry?” She answers by licking the side of my face.

Straightening back up, I make my way to the kitchen with Loafer excitedly trailing behind me. After pouring her a bowl of dry food and placing it on the floor, I open the fridge to get my much-needed beer and take a healthy pull. Leaning back against the counter, I mindlessly watch Loafer chomping down on her food, her tail wagging the entire time.

After several minutes, I drain the last of my beer and toss the bottle in the trash. Leaving Loafer to finish her meal, I head to my bedroom and empty the contents of my pockets on the dresser. From there, I walk into the ensuite bathroom off from the bedroom and turn the shower on to warm up while I undress.

Once inside the shower, I face the showerhead and rest my arms on the wall in front of me. I bow my head and let the hot water beat down on my shoulders.

An image of Mia pops into my head, like so many other nights while I’m in the shower. In this image, she has her head thrown back, laughing at something I said. Her long midnight-black hair is tossed back and almost reaching her ass. I always loved her hair and she knew it. That’s why two days after I royally screwed things up, she cut it off into her current pixie style, knowing it would piss me off. She never let it grow back out. Although I loved her longer hair, her current style is hot as fuck too.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I try to block out the image. It’s useless, as one scene turns into another.

We were lying in the back of my truck on a blanket, gazing at the stars. My arm was wrapped around her shoulders, and she had her head on my naked chest. We were both quiet, just listening to the crickets and the rustle of the leaves in the trees around us.

After lying there in the tranquility a few more minutes, I felt a small tentative kiss on my chest. My hand squeezed her hip in warning. Fifteen minutes before I’d called a halt to a heavy petting session. It was getting harder and harder to stop once we got going. Her kissing my chest was asking for trouble, and she knew it.

Instead of heeding my warning, Mia hiked her toned, smooth leg up over my hip and placed it right below my dick. Once there, she slowly brought it up farther and rubbed it against me.

In the shower, I swear I actually feel Mia rubbing her knee against me. Opening my eyes to try and dispel the image, I fight the pull to grab my cock and stroke it, but I lose. I close my eyes again and fist my hard-as-fucking-stone dick slowly, knowing it’s a losing battle to try and ignore it.

In my mind, I grab Mia’s knee to stop her.

“Fuck, Mia, you gotta stop, baby,” I groaned.

Her mouth trailed up my neck to my ear. “I want you, Mac,” she whispered there.

At the time, I would have sworn she was trying to kill me. I glide my hand up and down my cock faster at the memory of her words. My breathing has become ragged, and I feel precum leaking at the tip. Even in thoughts, Mia has always been able to get me off faster than any other woman.

Although I knew I would regret it, I decided to give in a little. I could never deny her anything and she knew it. The hand I had on her knee brought her leg up even farther so her warm pussy pressed against my hip. The tiny skirt she was wearing, which Jaxon would have a fit over but I thanked God for, crawled up her leg, giving me the opportunity to run my hand up the back of her thigh. She immediately started grinding against my hip and made small whimpering sounds that drove me wild.

Using my other hand, I tipped her head back and lightly put my lips to hers, running my tongue across them until she opened for me. I thrust my tongue inside to tangle with hers. She tasted of peaches and cream.

When she tried to put her hand on my waiting cock, I jackknifed up in the bed of the truck, taking her with me. Situating her so she was straddling my hips, I grabbed her ass and pulled her flush against me.

Normally, I would have stopped us by then, but with the previous make-out session and that current one, I had been beyond stopping. I didn’t take us all the way, but we came damn close

My strokes in the shower become faster. I remember this particular scene vividly. It was one of the heavier times we were together. I know what happened next and I remember the way we both felt afterwards.

Mia wrapped her arms around my neck and plastered her heaving chest against mine. The points of her hard nipples rub against my naked chest through her blouse. I reached up and grabbed a handful of hair and tilted her head so my lips could claim hers again. With her panty-clad sex up against my denim-covered erection, I almost lost control. Even through the denim, I felt the warmth and moisture that leaked from her.

We were both virgins at the time, both wanting to save ourselves for the other. But we’d done enough to say we were no longer innocent.

I rest my head against the shower stall, working my cock faster as my visions get more explicit.

The hand I had wrapped in Mia’s hair loosened its grip and slowly traveled down her back until it reached her waist. Once there, I moved my hand around and down until it rested on top of her pubic area. I heard her breath hitch, and it caused my dick to jump in my jeans. I was so fucking hard there was not much room in my pants anymore, and it was becoming painful.

I moved my hand down farther and was met with soaking-wet panties.

“Shit, Mia. You’re fucking soaked,” I growled into her mouth.

Her response was to pull back and look into my eyes. The desire was plain to see on her face. Her lips were plump, her eyes were at half-mast, and there was a cute flush to her skin.

“Please, Mac. I need…” She stopped and closed her eyes when I flicked my finger over her clit and she let out a low gasp. When I moved my finger away, her eyes opened again and she continued with a moan, “I need you in me.”

I was nineteen and she was seventeen. We had two more weeks to wait until she was legal. Even though it was one of the hardest things I had ever done, I refused to give in until she was eighteen.

“You know we can’t, Pixie. Only a couple more weeks. A couple more weeks until you’ll be mine and I’ll be yours.”

She dropped her head to my neck and moaned. “I can’t wait that long, Mac. I want you now.”

I gripped her hair in the one hand that wasn’t at her pussy and brought her head back so she had to look at me.

“Baby, you know we have to wait. I’m nineteen and you’re only seventeen. I could be put away if someone found out.” She released a defeated sigh and placed her forehead against mine.

I moved the base of my hand and put it at her clit, grinding it against her. “Just because I can’t slide my cock inside you doesn’t mean I can’t make you feel good,” I whispered in her ear.

I could practically feel the blush I knew was heating her face. She loved it when I talked dirty to her but she was still embarrassed by it.

Gliding my hand from her wet panties, I brought my fingers to the edge and slipped them beneath. She was so fucking wet my finger slipped right inside. She sucked in her breath and released it with a moan.

I slipped another finger inside her and rubbed my thumb on her clit. She threw her head back and the sight nearly had me coming in my jeans. She was so tight against my fingers that I had no idea how I was going to be able to last once I finally did get myself inside her.

“Are you gonna come on my fingers, Mia? Soak my fingers, baby. I want to feel your greedy little pussy gripping me,” I said with a growl.

“Mac.” She breathed my name and bit her lip as she nodded.

Removing my thumb from her clit, I replaced it with my palm. She ground against it and her breathing became even heavier. She was close. I could feel the tremors in her body and her pussy pulsing against my fingers.

“Fuck my fingers, Pixie. Make yourself come for me. Jesus, you’re gorgeous right now. I wish you could see yourself.”

My words triggered her orgasm, and I felt her clench tight around my fingers, trying to suck them in farther. She threw back her head and yelled out her release. She was so fucking beautiful when she did that. She may have been only seventeen, but showing her pleasure was so natural for her. And I loved the fact that I was going to be the only one to witness it.

Just as Mia was reaching her climax in my head, I give my own shout in the shower. Creamy strings of cum shoot from the tip of my cock and land on the shower floor before being washed down the drain. I slow my movements and open my eyes. I try to calm my breathing, but the lingering visions still leave me breathless.

I force myself to leave the memories behind, and quickly wash my body. I grab a towel once I’m done and roughly dry myself off. I walk naked out of the bathroom and head toward the bed. On my way, I grab my phone in case I’m needed throughout the night. Such is the duty of being the sheriff.

Lying on my back, I put my hands behind my head and look up to the ceiling. Loafer jumps up on the bed and lies at the end. Mia may not realize it yet, or want to admit it, but things are going to change. No more running from the past. No more avoiding me. She’s going to listen to me this time. I don’t care if I have to tie her to my bed and force her to listen. She has no choice in the matter anymore. I’ve let her run the show long enough. There are things she doesn’t understand and doesn’t know about. Things she never let me tell her. And fuck if I am going to let that shit continue.
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Mia

Her smile…

BAILEY, HER FRIEND CHRIS, and I are all busting ass in the tent that is serving homemade meatball sandwiches, roast beef sandwiches, and sausage dogs. The turnout for the annual Jaded Hollow Spring Carnival is always hopping. There are several small towns that surround Jaded Hollow, and people from all over show up. We may be a small community, but we know how to have a good time. People know this, and that’s why they wait anxiously for it each year.

All the local businesses participate in some way or another, whether that be donating supplies, equipment, money, entertainment, helping set up, breaking down, supervising, etc. Every penny that is made is given back to the community in some form: schools, the local fire and police department, the library. Every business and resident benefit from it. They all also close down for the festivities.

There are tons of tents lined up all over the courthouse yard with homemade desserts, food, arts and crafts, tractor supplies, gardening supplies, homemade honey, quilts, and more. There are tents set up specifically for kids, with face painting, coloring contests, apple bobbing, and pony rides. There’s a bouncy house and even a shallow pool that has huge round inflatable balls that the kids can get into and roll around in the water. Jaded is a family-oriented town so we make sure all the kids have fun as well.

The carnival lasts all day and into the night. Once the evening hits and the kiddos go to bed, the adults break out the alcohol and things tend to get a little wild and crazy.

We girls are currently being swarmed by hungry people. We have six huge warming containers filled with food and more cooking. Believe it or not, before the night is over, every last morsel will be gone.

As soon as one person has their food and steps away, another takes their place. We bustle around trying to keep up. After a few minutes, we all hear wailing and glance down at baby Amari, sitting in her glider crying her beautiful eyes out.

“Uh-oh. Sounds like it’s feeding time,” Chris says, laughing.

Bailey drops the tongs she is holding, walks over to Amari, and reaches in to grab her. “I swear this child eats more than Jaxon,” she says with a sigh. You can see the love shining out of Bailey’s eyes every time she looks at Amari. After losing so many babies because of her ass-hat of an ex-husband, Bailey and Jaxon both dote on Amari like she’s the Queen of England. Of course, the kid is gorgeous and a sweetie, so I can see why they do.

Just then, Jaxon walks up behind Bailey and wraps his arms around her, kissing her neck. Bailey tilts her head back and Jaxon places another kiss on her lips. A pang of jealousy rears its ugly head. I am utterly happy for them. They both deserve the happiness they so obviously share. I just wish I could have had my own happiness as well. Once upon a time, I thought I did.

“Hey, angel, you take Mari and feed her, and I’ll help out the girls here, okay? You look like you need to get off your feet for a few minutes.” From the beginning, Jaxon has called Amari Mari. He’s the only one who calls her that. He claims it’s closer to the word ‘miracle,’ which he believes Mari is.

The look Jaxon gives her causes my own gaze to soften. It’s amazing how much these two love each other.

Bailey turns in Jaxon’s arms with the baby still in hers, and rolls to her tiptoes to give him a kiss. When she pulls back, she has adoration written all over her face.

“Thank you, honey. My feet are killing me. But when I get back, it’s Mia and Chris’s turn for a break. They’ve been working just as hard as me.”

“Deal,” he says, with a smile.

After giving him another soft kiss, Bailey grabs the diaper bag and walks off toward Town Hall, where she can sit and feed Amari. Jaxon’s eyes don’t leave her until she disappears behind a door. When he turns back around, he claps and rubs his hands together.

“Alright, ladies, put me to work.”

After ten minutes of working side by side, we finally get a lull in the crowd. Jaxon steps up beside me and plants a kiss on the side of my head.

“How’s my sister doing?” he asks.

Jaxon’s always been very close to both Anna and me, but since Anna’s death, he seems even more determined to hold on to and strengthen that bond. I can’t blame him. Family is everything, and when you lose someone you love, it makes you want to cling to the those who you still have left.

I lean my head against his shoulder when I answer, “I’m great. How have things been?”

“They’ve been good. Getting into the routine of having Mari. Fuck, Mia, that little girl and her mama have me wrapped around their fingers, and they both know it.”

I laugh because he’s right. He would do anything for either of them. He’s so goddamn whipped it’s almost pathetic. But he’s happy and I’m glad.

Out the corner of my eye, I see Nick walking over to one of the booths.

“How’s Nick?” I ask Jaxon. “I haven’t seen much of him lately.”

Nick was the one who was affected the most by Anna’s death. Nick and Anna had been together for several years and were completely and irrevocably in love. They were true soul mates, and anyone who saw them together knew it. Yes, she was my and Jaxon’s sister and my mother’s daughter, but the connection that Nick and Anna shared was unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed.

When Anna died, it broke him, almost beyond repair. He turned in on himself and never let anyone in. Nick never spoke of her death, and growled at anyone who mentioned it. I know people grieve in their own way, but the way he was dealing with it was unhealthy. He was definitely not the same man he was before. When Anna was alive, Nick was one of the most easygoing, happy, and carefree men I knew. Now he’s quiet, grouchy, and outright mean sometimes. It’s hard to fault him for it though, so we just all ignore it when he’s like that.

“He could be better. It’s been close to two years and Bailey’s worried about him. I think she still feels guilt over it. I’ve told her over and over that she shouldn’t, but I think she still does. It hurts that she feels that way.”

Chris walks up beside us and grabs a soda out of the cooler. “She’ll get there, Jaxon. She just needs more time and so does Nick.” The last was said with her eyes lingering on Nick’s back.

“I know. It’s just hard to watch when she pulls inside herself. She has no reason to feel guilty. Everyone knows what she did for Anna, what she put herself through,” he says.

I reach over and put my arm around his waist and give it a squeeze. He looks down at me.

“All you can do, Jaxon, is be there for her when she needs you. She’ll be okay.”

He nods slightly before he drops another kiss on my head. “I love you, Mia.”

“Love you too, Jax,” I return with a smile.

Bailey walks up a few minutes later with a sleeping Amari in her arms. As soon as she reaches us, Jaxon takes Amari and rubs his nose along the baby’s cheek. It’s a sweet move he adopted right after she was born.

“You wake that baby up, Jaxon, and you’re putting her back to sleep,” Bailey warns.

Jaxon puckers his lips up at Bailey and blows her a kiss. “You know I have to get my Mari love, angel. I won’t wake her.”

Bailey shakes her head with a small smile playing on her lips and turns to Chris and me. “Okay, girls, go mingle. We’ve got things here for a while.”

It’s so amazing how much Bailey has changed since she first moved to Jaded. The scared, timid, shy girl no longer exists and was replaced with a strong confident woman.

“Roger that, Mama. We’ll be back in a bit,” Chris says with a wink and grabs my hand to pull me from under the tent. I have no idea where she is headed, but I really have to go pee. When I see her leading me toward Nick, who happens to be talking to Mac, I pull on her arm until she stops. She turns to me with a question in her eyes.

“I’m going to the restroom,” I tell her.

“Want me to go with?”

“Nope, I think I can manage it by myself,” I say sarcastically.

Completely ignoring my smart-ass remark, she lets go of my hand. “Okay. Meet you back at the tent in thirty?”

“Yep, sounds good.”

She turns on her heel and makes a beeline for Nick and Mac. I look at Mac and see him watching me. I narrow my eyes at him, which causes a smirk to appear on his face. Rolling my eyes, I turn to make my way to the bathrooms.

After doing my business, I step out of the stall and wash my hands. Throwing the paper towel in the trash, I open the door and stop dead in my tracks. Mac is leaning against the wall right across from the ladies bathroom with his arms crossed against his chest.

I step out into the hall and brace myself to face him. It’s unavoidable. He’s damn sure made it so.

Bastard.

I sigh. “What do you want now, Sheriff? I’m tired and don’t want to deal with this shit right now.”

“You can’t avoid me forever, Mia. There are things you don’t know that you should. Things I’ve tried telling you before but you haven’t allowed me to.” He moves away from the wall and takes a slow step toward me. It takes everything I have not to take a step back for every forward movement he makes.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s too late. Besides, nothing you say would make a difference. What you did, the repercussions to both of us, is something that can’t ever be undone.”

“Pix—” He starts, but I don’t let him finish.

I throw my hands up to my ears, squeeze my eyes shut, and yell, “No! I can’t, Mac! I don’t want to hear it! And stop fucking calling me that!”

All of a sudden, I feel hands at my wrists, trying to bring them down. I jump at the touch and try to jerk away.

“Goddamn it, Mia!” I hear Mac’s muffled baritone through my hands. “Fuck, you are one stubborn bitch, you know that?”

I drop my hands and sling my head up at his words. How fucking dare he! He’s the one who caused this mess. Now he wants to get mad because I don’t care to hear what he has to say.

Fuck that!

“You know what, Mac? You can kiss my ass. You get pissed because I don’t want to hear what you want me to hear. Go fuck yourself and leave me the hell alone.” My breathing is heavy because my emotions are getting the best of me. Mac always seems to bring out all my emotions.

Mac leans his head down so his face is level with mine and grits out, “Mia, it’s been ten fucking years. I think that’s long enough for you to finally give me a chance to explain.” When I go to object again, he stops me. “Shut it! You listen to me now.” I snap my mouth closed at his bluntness. “What I have to say may not change anything, but fuck all if you’re going to continue to live in the dark on what really happened that night.”

I glare up at him while he stares down at me with his beautiful green eyes, eyes that I sometimes still see at night. They’re intense right now as they watch me. A low swirl starts in the pit of my stomach at his closeness. I can smell his woodsy scent, and it’s causing dirty thoughts to form in my head. Thoughts of him shoving me up against the wall and taking me hard.

My chest is heaving for a whole other reason now. As much as I hate him, I want him still. He notices my reaction, and his eyes flare in response. He takes a step closer to me so our bodies are practically touching. I take a couple steps back until I hit the wall, and he advances again. With him this close, I have to tip my head back to keep my eyes on his face. He cages me in with his arms on either side of my head.

“What’s going on in that head of yours, Pix?” he murmurs. “Are you thinking the same things as me? Are you thinking about me picking you up and wrapping your gorgeous legs around me so you can grind that wet pussy against my cock? Or, how about me flipping you around and pulling those tight-ass pants down and feasting on your pussy? Or are you just skipping all the foreplay and going straight to me sliding my dick in your tight cunt?”

I lean my head back against the wall and close my eyes, trying to block out all the images conjured in my head by his words. I feel his breath against my neck right before I feel the scruff of his five o’clock shadow.

“You’re thinking all those things, aren’t you? You want it all. You don’t want to want it, but you want me to finally take you,” he whispers in my ear.

It’s the word “finally” that brings me back to reality. It’s such a simple word, but the meaning behind it is what causes my chest to hurt unbearably. He should have already had me ten years ago. We should have had each other. He was the one to decide to throw it away on someone else, and in turn, someone else took mine.

I give a mighty push against his hard chest until he takes a step back. The only reason I am able to is because I surprised him.

I give him my best glare, hoping he sees all the hate I have for him. “It’s too late for that, Sheriff.” I sneer the title. “You’ll never have me. You made sure of that when you gave Tessa your virginity instead of me. On my birthday! And you know what?” I lean in closer and whisper, “I gave mine away that night as well.”

After my spill, I turn to the side and go to sweep past him. A large hand grabs my wrist to stop me. He swings me back around and slams me against the wall, in the same spot I was before.

“What the fuck? Who?” he growls in my face. The look in his eyes should scare me, but it doesn’t.

“That’s none of your business,” I growl right back at him.

“Goddamn it! Tell me who the fuck it was!” he bellows.

“No!”

“Who did you fuck, Mia? Who fucking took what was mine?” he booms.

A small sardonic smile creeps over my face. “I’m not telling you who, Mac, but I will tell you it felt sooo good.” I purr the last part. I’m also lying through my teeth. That night felt anything but good.

At my words, Mac rears back like I sucker punched him. For a minute, I feel remorse at my words and the hurt look on his face that they caused. But then I remember the pain of that night and the remorse is swept away. He deserves to feel some of the pain I felt.

“Okay, Mia. You want to play it that way, that’s fine. I deserve that. But you’re still going to listen to what I have to say,” he says in a voice so calm it’s almost scary.

I roll my eyes and brush past him. This time he lets me go. I say over my shoulder, “Whatever.”

“This isn’t over, Mia. You will listen,” I hear him say.

I flip him off over my shoulder and keep walking.
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Mac

Her hair…

I’M STANDING AROUND staring into the flames of one of the many fire barrels placed throughout the courthouse yard. It’s getting late and the festival is finally starting to settle down. The tents are all taken down and the supplies are put away. The only thing that’s left are a few coolers and the fire barrels, which will stay until morning.

As I stand there watching the flames, I go over in my head what Mia told me earlier. Obviously, I knew she was no longer a virgin, but I didn’t know she gave away her innocence the same night as me. The guilt I carry from that night heightens. When she gave away her virginity, I know it was to just some random guy. Someone who wouldn’t take the time to cherish her and her gift the way she deserved. I know she was hurt and rebelling against that hurt.

Fuck! The thought of another man touching her makes me want to punch the ever-lovin’ shit out of something. I clench my hands at my sides. I may not have any right to her now, but I still consider her mine. That day on the pier when she kissed me, nodded her beautiful head to my question, and looked at me with such adoration, still stands. She’s mine, but I can’t have her. Or rather, she doesn’t want me.

I glance over to my right when I hear a commotion. Fucking Shady is at it again. He’s one of the local bikers and one of the only ones in the community you have to watch your back for. Every other week he’s causing some trouble one way or another, especially when he’s drunk, which he is now.

Right now, he’s sitting on a bench with a girl, Becca, I think her name is, in his lap. A girl who obviously doesn’t want to be there, if her struggles are anything to go by. I head in their direction, ready to take care of the situation and hoping it doesn’t get out of hand. I should have known better.

“Shady, let the girl go,” I say to him calmly. No sense aggravating the beast if I can help it.

“Fuck off, Weston. This ain’t none of your business,” Shady says, leering down at the frightened Becca in his lap.

Releasing a sigh, because I know it’s about to get ugly, I take another step closer to him and the scared girl. She lifts her head and I see fear in her eyes. I clench my hands into fists to keep from knocking the shit out of Shady. Several people have gathered to witness the scene.

“I’ll tell you one more time, Shady. Let the girl go.”

My demand falls on deaf ears as he grabs Becca’s breast and squeezes. She lets off a pain-filled whimper, and that’s when I’ve had enough.

I step up to Shady, catching him off guard because his ass is drunk, and snatch the girl from his lap. I immediately hand her off to Nitra, a woman who works in Maggie’s Diner. The sudden movement causes him to teeter for a minute, before he catches his balance. When he does, he jumps to his feet and sways again. Once his eyes focus on me, he emits a low growl and launches himself at me. Prepared for the move, I sidestep him and he stumbles past me.

Gaining his footing, he turns back toward me. “You took away my entertainment for tonight, Weston. Now I’m gonna kick your ass.”

“You might want to think about that, Shady. You’re talking to the sheriff here,” I hear Nick say from beside me. I glance at him out the corner of my eye and see him casually leaning against a light post. Even though I won’t need it, I know he has my back.

“I don’t care who he is. All you boys think you can have any girls you want and leave Shady with nothin’. Fuck you, fuck him, and fuck the rest of you.” With that, he takes a step forward and swings his fist toward my face.

Ready for this to be over and done with, I lean to the left and catch his swing and bring his arm high and behind his back. He shouts and starts struggling against me. I slam him down face first on a nearby picnic table and cuff his wrists.

Leaning down, I say in his ear, “You stupid fuck. You should have just let her go.”

“Eat shit, you bastard. She was asking for it,” Shady grunts back at me.

I pull him up by his wrists, flip him around, and growl in his face, “Get a fucking clue. A woman doesn’t ask for something she doesn’t want. And she didn’t want it!”

With that, I drag his sorry ass across the courtyard and down to the station a couple blocks away, where he’ll sleep off his drink in a cell. As soon as I slam the door, Shady slumps on the bed and falls promptly asleep.

I run my hands through my hair and sit at my desk. Opening the bottom drawer, I pull out a shot glass and the bottle of Jack I have in there for when I need it. Glancing down, I see a worn-out picture sitting at the bottom. Picking the picture up, I study it. You can tell it’s been handled a lot because of the worn and frayed edges. In it I’m carrying Mia piggyback style. We’re both laughing. Surrounding us are Jaxon, Anna, Nick, and Kaylee. It was taken the year I graduated, which made Mia sixteen.

We were all over at Jaxon, Mia, and Anna’s house for one of their mom’s barbeques. Mia looks so different in this picture. Her hair is long and luscious, and the only piercings she has are small hoop rings in each ear. Her body is flawless and devoid of any ink. The Mia then was sweet, innocent, and meek. The Mia now is fiery, outspoken, and wild. I loved the Mia back then, but the Mia now drives me insane with lust. The colors on her smooth skin and the piercings adorning her body have me craving to see if she has them in forbidden places.

I take the photo and put it back in the drawer. Shooting back a couple of shots, I cap the bottle and put it away as well. I get to my feet and make my way to the little room that holds a simple military-style cot. When I have someone in one of the cells, I sleep here so they aren’t left alone. The bed is short and lumpy, but it is what it is. It’s not very often I have to use it.

Stripping down to my boxer briefs, I grab the cover at the end of the bed. I throw that over my waist once I’m settled. Ten minutes later, I fall asleep to the sounds of Shady’s snoring in the next room.
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, I’m in my gym in the basement of my house. When I knew I wanted to update the house, I decided to put in a home gym as well. Jaded Hollow doesn’t have a gym, instead you have to drive to the nearest decent-size town, which is forty-five minutes away. It’s a pain in the ass to travel that far, but I did it for years to keep in shape.

After I’m finished with my workout, I take a shower and get dressed. I head over to Maggie’s Diner for some lunch. When I walk in, most of the booths are taken. I find an empty one in the back and settle in. I never look at the menu anymore, haven’t had to in years. I’ve eaten here so much that I know everything that’s on it.

A couple minutes later, a cute little blonde by the name of Karyn strolls over carrying her notepad and pen in one hand and a pot of coffee and a mug in the other.

After setting down the mug and pouring some coffee, she asks in a soft voice, “Hey, Mac, you want the usual?”

She’s short and her blonde hair is cut into a bob. She’s wearing a pair of tan capris and a black button-up shirt with white tennis shoes. Over that is a standard red apron that all the waitresses wear. She’s only been in town a couple years, and the last I heard she and Ethan, another friend, were getting serious.

I offer her a smile. “Yes, please.”

“Gotcha! Coming right up,” she says, and flounces away without writing anything in her notepad.

I watch her walk away before picking up my coffee. I take a swallow and place it back on the table at the same time the door jingles opens. Nick walks in and looks around a minute before spotting me and starting in my direction.

I feel bad for the poor guy. After losing Anna, it took him a year before he would step foot back in this place. It carried too many bad memories for him.

When he makes it to my table, he takes a seat across from me.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” I ask him.

“Nothin’,” he rumbles back at me. “Headed out on a job and decided to eat before I left.”

“How long you gonna be gone for?”

“Don’t know, but I hope a helluva lot longer than last time.”

I raise my eyebrows at his answer. “Bad week?”

He runs his hands through his hair, slightly pulling at the strands and mumbles, “You have no fucking clue.”

Our conversation is interrupted when Karyn walks up with another mug and sets it down in front of Nick. She silently pours coffee in it and smiles at both Nick and me.

“Thanks, Karyn,” Nick mutters.

“No problem, Nick. You want your usual as well?” she asks.

“Yeah, sure, whatever’s fine,” he says distractedly.

Again, she walks away without writing anything down. I look back at Nick.

“Where you headed this time?” I ask. Nick owns a construction company that has him going all over the place, overseeing the jobs. Sometimes he’ll only be gone a few days, and other times it could be weeks.

He sighs before replying. “Bum-fucked-nowhere, Pennsylvania. Some spoiled-ass rich guy wants to build a resort up in the mountains somewhere. I have to go up there, meet the guy, and go over his designs and shit. Then I have to monitor the initial set-up and recruit guys for the job.”

“Sounds like it’ll bring in good money, though,” I remark.

“Yeah, but I already know this job is going to be a pain. The guy I’m dealing with seems like a real asshole. I need to get out of here, but I’m not looking forward to working with this guy.”

Just then, the door opens and in walk Mia, Bailey, and Chris. All three are laughing as they step through the door. I soak in the sound of Mia’s laughter, not getting the chance to hear it often. All three girls look around for a place to sit. When Mia’s eyes land on me, they lose their mirth and take on the usual glare reserved especially for me.

Mia looks at Bailey and Chris and says something to them quietly. Bailey looks over at where Nick and I are sitting and gives me a look of pity. Fuck. I hate that. Mia walks off to the other end of the diner as the other girls head in our direction. I glance down at my coffee until they’re standing at our table.

I plaster on a fake smile and look up. “How are you ladies this morning?”

Bailey gives me a tender smile before replying, “We’re good. How are you guys?”

“Tired. Didn’t sleep well. Had to haul Shady in last night. Spent the night on the bunk.” I watch a look of disgust enter Bailey’s face. She had a minor run-in with Shady when she first arrived two years ago. Ever since, she can’t stand the sound of his name.

“Where’s Jaxon and Amari at this morning?” I ask her.

“They’re both at home. He’s watching her today while the girls and I go shopping!” she says happily.

I notice that neither Chris nor Nick say anything. I look at Chris and see her watching Nick with a soft expression. When I look at Nick, he has his head turned toward the window.

“Hi, Nick,” Chris says quietly. He ignores her, as if he didn’t hear her, and continues to keep his gaze out the window. The only telltale sign that proves he did hear her is the tic in his jaw when she spoke.

This Nick is not the one of two years ago. He would have never blatantly ignored a person like that, especially a female. He’s being a dick, and he’s doing it on purpose.

I kick him under the table to tell him to knock it off. He whips his head around and scowls at me, which causes me to chuckle. After a few minutes of giving me the death stare, he lifts his head and aims his scowl at Chris instead.

“Chris,” is the only answer he gives her. He looks over at Bailey, and his gaze softens a bit. “Hey, Bailey. How are you?”

“I’m wonderful. How are you doing?” Her eyes are always haunted when she looks at him. It’s like she’s worried that he’s going to bite her head off at any moment. It’s ridiculous to think that but guilt will do that to a person. Although Lord knows there is nothing she should feel guilty about. I guess it’s human nature for someone to feel guilt after what she and Anna went through.

“Just peachy,” Nick says sarcastically. Bailey flinches at his tone, and I kick him under the table again.

This time he doesn’t let me get away with it. He turns his head toward me and pins me with a murderous look. “Kick me again, asshole, and I’m going to knock your teeth out for you.”

“Stop being a dick.” I glare right back at him. Just because he’s in pain doesn’t give him the right to treat women like shit, and he knows it.

He visibly takes a deep breath before closing his eyes and opening them again. He looks at Bailey with a remorseful look and says quietly, “I’m sorry, Bailey. Just ignore me, okay? I’ve got a lot on my plate right now.”

She reaches over and squeezes his hand with a sad smile. “It’s okay, Nick. I understand.”

He nods and looks down at his coffee. He never looks back at Chris. When I turn to her, she has a defeated look on her face.

After a couple more minutes of idle chitchat, Bailey and Chris walk off to meet Mia on the other side of the diner. She keeps her eyes trained on them while they head toward her, never looking in my direction.

Sighing, I bring my gaze back to Nick and ask, “Why are you such an asshole to Chris?”

“Because the bitch won’t leave me alone. She says she wants to be my ‘friend,’” He says the last on a sneer. His answer surprises me, as he sounds so cold.

“And that’s a problem because?” I ask.

“Because I don’t need any more friends. I have enough people pitying me as it is. It’s fucked and I’m tired of it.”

“Then stop fucking moping around like a lost puppy. And stop treating people like shit. We only want to help you because we all care about you.”

The saltshaker Nick was holding suddenly flies across the table and smashes into the napkin holder. I sit still and look at him, not surprised at his outburst. It’s not the first one he’s had and I’m sure it won’t be the last.

He leans across the table at me and says harshly, “I don’t fucking need any help. What I need is for people to leave me the fuck alone.” He gets up and storms toward the door, knocking over a couple of empty chairs that get in his way.

Just then Karyn walks up carrying my and Nick’s food. Her gaze is on Nick’s retreating back as she sets the food down.

“I take it he won’t be needing his breakfast now?” she asks when she swings her gaze back to me.

I give her a wry smile. “No, he won’t. Would you mind bringing me a container to put it in?”

“Sure,” She says, before walking off.

I glance down to where Mia, Bailey, and Chris are sitting and see Mia looking at me. I give her a chin lift, and she looks away.

I dig in to my food and box up Nick’s before paying for both. Looks like Loafer is going to have a good dinner tonight.
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Mia

Her sweet nature…

GOD! I FUCKING HATE shopping! How in the world did I let Bailey and Chris talk me into this? We’ve been at it for hours. We’re supposed to be picking something out for Bailey to wear for her and Jaxon’s anniversary, but no matter what we find, it’s not good enough. I’m dead on my feet and want to pull my hair out.

I only agreed because Bailey begged me to. I love the damn girl and it’s hard to say no to her when she gets that pathetic pleading look in her eyes. Bailey’s not only wrapped Jaxon around her finger, but everyone she meets gets sucked in. She’s such a sweet girl; you can’t help but love her. No wonder Jaxon fell for her so fast.

This is the fifth shop that we’ve been to. Bailey’s in the dressing room trying on her fiftieth dress, it seems. I’m sitting on one of the soft comfortable chairs sipping my caramel latté, while Chris browses the lingerie section. What seems like an hour later, but could be no more than five minutes, Bailey walks out of the dressing room.

The sip that I was going to take freezes halfway to my mouth.

“Wow,” I say.

Bailey beams a huge smile at me and spins around. “You like?”

“It’s beautiful, Bailey. You’re beautiful,” I tell her, speaking the truth.

What she’s wearing is simple but stunning. It’s a midnight-blue sheath dress that has one side hanging off her shoulder, while the other side rests lightly on her other shoulder. One side of it goes to her knees, the other reaches just past. It also has a cinched waist. It is, quite simply, perfect for Bailey.

Chris steps around the corner and stops dead in her tracks, her jaw dropping open. She shakes her head and rushes over to Bailey.

“Oh my God, Bailey! That’s perfect!” she exclaims loudly.

“You think so?” Bailey asks, and turns to the mirror beside her.

Chris and I both shout, “Yes!” Then chuckle at our timing.

“Seriously, Jaxon is going to flip when he sees you,” I tell her. She smiles at me in the mirror.

“Can we please go now?” I beg.

“I’m sorry for dragging you all over, Mia. I just wanted it to be perfect for my and Jaxon’s one-year anniversary.”

I get up out of my chair and walk to her. I stand beside her in front of the mirror and put my arm around her shoulder.

“Don’t worry about it, okay? I just want to stop by Mama’s before I head home,” I tell her. I may hate shopping, but I love spending time with Bailey and Chris. “Has Jaxon told you where he’s taking you yet?”

“No.” She pouts. Jaxon and Bailey both came to me a few weeks ago and asked if I would watch Amari for the weekend of their anniversary. Jaxon’s planned a weekend trip somewhere, and it’s killing Bailey not knowing where it is.

“Well, I’m sure wherever it is you’ll love it.” I give her shoulder a light squeeze before releasing her.

“Oh, I’m not worried about that. It doesn’t matter where he takes me as long as I’m with him. I’d just like to know what to pack.”

“He told you not to worry about that. He said he’d pack your bag for you.”

All three of us give each other a dubious look, and then burst out laughing. “Oh God, there’s no telling what I’ll be wearing.”

Chris walks up beside us. “Hmm… you’re right. Maybe I can talk Jaxon into telling me where he’s taking you so I can pack for you.”

I look over at her and say, “No good. I’ve already tried. His lips are sealed.”

“Sorry, sweetie. It looks like you’re on your own with this,” she says to Bailey. “But look on the bright side. I’m sure you won’t be wearing many clothes while you’re there anyway,” she finishes with a huge grin.

Bailey blushes and elbows Chris in the ribs. She turns to me and asks, “Are you sure you’re okay with watching Amari?”

“Absolutely! I’ve been waiting to get my baby to myself. Don’t you worry about a thing. Besides, I’ll have Chris if I need any help,” I reassure her. I’m actually looking forward to watching baby Amari. She’s my brother’s baby, and they’ve kept her to themselves for the most part. Not because they don’t trust people, but because of all the shit that’s happened in the past. They are both extremely protective of her, with good reason.

“It’s going to be hard leaving her. Neither one of us has been away from her overnight yet,” Bailey says, biting her nail.

“Bailey, it’s going to be okay. You enjoy your alone time with Jaxon. You two both deserve it. Everything will be fine here. You’ll be back before you know it,” Chris says.

“I guess,” Bailey replies, but I can still see doubt in her eyes. She just needs to find out for herself that everything will be okay.

“Alright, ladies, let’s go grab a pair of shoes to go with this killer outfit and get back. I told Mama I would be at her house by six.” We gather our things and walk up to the register. Besides the dress and shoes, Bailey also chose a skimpy lingerie outfit.

After paying, we walk out of the shop and head toward the cars. I drove myself because I knew I needed to stop by my mama’s before we left. We say our goodbyes, and I get in my little black Audi A4.

It takes me about thirty minutes to get to Mama’s house. I pull to a stop in the driveway and get out. It’s getting dark, and I only see one lamp lit inside. I don’t bother with knocking. None of us kids do. Mama says that this is still her children’s house; we’re just not living in it anymore.

Because of Jaxon’s insistence on keeping up the house, the door doesn’t make any sound when I open and close it. The living room is dimly lit, but I can see the light in the kitchen on. I head that way while I call out, “Mama, I’m here!”

I hear a scuffle coming from over by the sofa. I pucker my eyebrows and head in that direction. When I’m just a few feet away, I hear a giggle and someone say quietly, “Shh.”

“Mom, is that you? What are you doing?” I ask.

I round the couch and freeze. There’s a man lying on the couch with my mom lying beneath him. If it wasn’t for the fact that I hear my mom giggling, I would think he was raping her. The man, whose face I can’t see because it’s buried in her throat, is naked from the waist up. His back is broad and tan. There’s a dream-catcher tattoo on his right shoulder blade. On the opposite side, but down a bit, is another tattoo. This one is of a colorful dragon, and it looks like it wraps around to the front of his chest. The only thing I see of Mama is her head peeking over his shoulder and her legs that are tangled with his. The mysterious guy’s shoulders are shaking, and I can tell he’s silently laughing.

Mama looks at me with mirth in her eyes.

“What the hell, Mom?” I ask in a stunned voice.

“Levi, baby, get up so I can put my shirt on.” At that, I whip my body around and nearly gag. I cannot believe I just caught my mom making out on the couch. In all the years since my dad left, I never knew my mom to date anyone, let alone be intimate with them.

“This is not happening right now,” I mutter to myself.

I hear shuffling going on behind my back, and try to tune out the noise.

“It’s clear, Mia. You can turn around now,” I hear her say.

“Are you sure?” I ask her, hoping that she’s really really sure. The very last thing I need to see is a part of my mom I should never see or, God forbid, any part of the man who’s with her.

She laughs at my question and replies, “Yes, sweetie, I’m sure.”

I turn around slowly, just in case she’s not really really sure. When I’m facing them, I receive another shock to my system.

“Mr. Hatley,” I croak.

He smiles at me and says, “You can call me Levi, Mia.”

Oh God! I just caught my mom making out with my old high school science teacher. This is so much worse than I thought.

“Mia, are you okay, sweetie?” my mom asks, laughter still in her voice.

I can’t answer her. All I can do it stare at them. My gaze swings from one to the other. My mom, who is standing there with her hair a disheveled mess and her blouse buttoned up the wrong way, has a glow to her face. I also see some scruff marks on her cheeks, and her lips are red and plump. Just like someone who just got done making out.

My gaze goes to Mr. Hatley, Levi, and I see he’s wearing a pleased expression. Not a smug one, just a happy one. His hair is also a mess, and his shirt is missing a couple of buttons. They are both barefoot.

“Mia, honey, why don’t you sit down and I’ll explain,” she says, gesturing to the couch. I nearly gag at the thought of sitting on the piece of furniture that my mom was just on with a man, half naked. I’m never sitting on that couch again.

I look back at her, and she must see my disgust because she blushes and says, “Uh, maybe that’s not a good idea.”

“How about we move to the kitchen?” Mr. Hatley asks. I move my eyes to him and immediately look away. There is no way I’ll be able to look at him the same way. When I was in high school, I always found Mr. Hatley attractive. Not in a weird way, just in an appreciative way. A lot of the girls were infatuated with him. Back then, his hair was a rich brown color and always was a little longer than your average male school teacher. He’s tall and has a slim but muscular body. His deep brown eyes were always kind. All of us kids thought he was the coolest teacher in school. He brought hip to the school, and we always had a blast in his class.

Now, even though his hair still has plenty of brown, there is a lot of gray added to it on the sides. You can tell he’s aged some, but he still obviously works out, if you go by the back I saw and the little bit of chest I can see where the buttons are missing from his shirt. He’s older, but no less attractive. I can see why my mom would be in to him, but it’s still weird and gross.

“That’s a great idea, Levi. Come into the kitchen, Mia, and I’ll fix us a pot of coffee while we explain.”

I follow them both into the kitchen and take a seat at the table. Mom immediately moves to the coffee pot and starts taking the fixings out of the cabinet above it. Mr. Hatley sits across from me and gives me a smile. I look back at my mom.

“How long has this been going on, Mom?” I ask.

She ignores my question until she’s done with the coffee pot, and then turns around to face me, leaning back on the counter.

“About two and a half years,” she replies, shocking the hell out of me.

“What?” I yell. “And I’m just now hearing about this? Does Jaxon know?”

“No, Jaxon doesn’t know. No one knows,” she says quietly. I can see the worry in her eyes, but there’s also determination.

“Why, Mom? Why would you hide this from us?” I ask. I’m hurt that my mom has kept this from me, from both me and Jaxon. This is huge and obviously a big part of her life.

She walks over and sits in the chair beside me and grabs my hand. “Sweetie, how do you think Jaxon would take this? You know how protective he is. Do you honestly think he’s going to be okay with me seeing Levi? You know how he’s been with us women since your father left.”

I get it, I really do. But to keep something this important from her children hurts.

Mom continues, “At first it was just the two of us having fun.” My eyes bug out at that. She sees and scolds me “Oh, come on, Mia. I’m a mom, but I’m also a woman. Moms can have fun, too. Anyway, after a few months, things started to get serious. I knew Jaxon wouldn’t take it well, so we wanted to keep it secret for a while. Then Bailey came and, well, you know what went down there. I didn’t want to add more stress to Jaxon’s plate. I knew I couldn’t tell you because I knew you would go straight to him and Anna. It was just never the right time to tell you.”

I look over at Levi and see his soft, kind eyes pointed in Mama’s direction. The look in them says he holds very deep feelings for her.

I look back at my mom and ask her, “How serious is it?”

It’s Levi who answers and I look over at him.

“I love your mom, Mia, and she loves me. It’s been really hard keeping this from you and Jaxon, but I understand her reluctance and haven’t pushed it. We decided to tell you both at Jaxon and Bailey’s anniversary party tomorrow night.” He stops and watches me for a moment before he continues, “I’ve asked Lilly to marry me, and she said yes.”

I suck in a breath. Wow, I really didn’t expect that. For over two years, my mom has been keeping this big secret from me, and now these two people are telling me they are getting married. It’s been twelve years since my dad left. Now that I think about it, I have noticed a change in my mom. After my dad left, there was a sadness that always surrounded her. After a while, that sadness lifted, but there was always a lingering part that stayed. Sometimes I would see my mom staring out into space with a sorrowful look on her face. Looking at her now and thinking back over the last two years, I don’t remember seeing that look anymore.

I squeeze the hand she still has in mine. “Are you sure this is what you want? Are you happy?”

She smiles one of her brilliant smiles, her beautiful two-tone eyes light up, and I have my answer. She says, “Yes, baby, I’m very happy.” She looks over at Levi and reaches her other hand to him. He gets up out of the chair and grabs it, bringing it to his lips for a kiss before placing it over his heart. “I’ve never been happier. I love him,” she finishes simply.

I get up out of my chair and pull her with me. She releases Levi’s hand, and we envelop each other in our arms. “I’m so happy for you, Mom. You deserve to be happy,” I say in her ear.

She pulls back, and I see tears in her eyes. “Thank you,” she says quietly with another smile, and kisses my cheek. I smile back at her.

I look over to Mr. Hatley and see his gaze still on Mama. He really has it bad. You can plainly see the love shining out of his eyes. When he brings his eyes to mine, they lose the love-struck look but still carry happiness.

I step up to him and give him a hug as well. At his ear, I say quietly, but not so quiet my mom doesn’t hear, “You hurt her, you won’t just have Jaxon to worry about. I’ll cut off your balls with a dull blade, and then make you eat them.” I hear my mom choke on a laugh.

When I pull back, I see amusement in his eyes. “Roger that, Mia. You have nothing to worry about. I’d rather cut off my own balls and eat them than hurt Lilly.”

I see sincerity in his eyes, and I know he speaks the truth. He really does love my mom and would do anything to keep her happy.

I smile at him. “Just so we’re clear.”

He smiles back and says, “Crystal.”

“Right! Okay!” My mom says with a clap. “That went easier than I thought it would. Now we just have to get Jaxon on board.”

“Yeah, good luck with that,” I say, laughing.

Her happy expression dims a little, and I feel bad for my remark. I rush over to her and take her hand in mine. “Mom, it’ll be okay. It’ll definitely be a shock for him and he’ll be hurt that you kept it from him, but once he sees how happy you are, he’ll get over it and give you his blessing. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I am. He wants you happy, too.”

Levi walks up to my mom, puts his arm around her waist, and gives it a squeeze. He kisses the side of her head and says, “He’ll come around, my sweet. He just has to get used to the idea.”

She lays her head on his chest for a minute before pulling away.

“Okay, how about I whip us up some dinner. I’m starved.”

We break apart our little huddle and both Levi and I help Mama make dinner. As we sit down to eat, I watch the both of them. They are so comfortable with each other. You can tell they’ve been together for a while and are at complete ease with each other.

I feel another pang hit my chest. This is the second time I’ve felt jealousy over the couples around me. I hate the feeling and wish it would go away. What is wrong with me? I’ve been fine, well, maybe not fine, but I’ve been okay for the past ten years. Why now, all of a sudden, am I having these feelings? Is it because Mac, for some unknown reason, has decided he wants to talk about what happened so long ago? Why is he trying to dredge up the past? Why bring it up now after all these years? And why is my traitorous heart wanting to listen to him? Nothing he says can make me change my feelings for him. He’s hurt me too much, almost beyond repair. I need to find a way to push him and his demands away, before I give him the opportunity to destroy me again.

OceanofPDF.com


6


Mac

Her legs…

ILAUGH AT ANDREW’S ANTICS. The man amazes me to no end with his ability to hit on every man within a one-mile radius. So far, I’ve avoided his whoring ways tonight, thank God. His current victim is Ethan, and the look on Ethan’s face is priceless. We all know he’s harmless, but it’s still amusing to watch what he comes up with next. The slogan of the night for Andrew’s never-ending ridiculous shirts is “Behind every gay man is another gay man.”

Ethan looks like he wants to crawl in a hole and die. Karyn, who is standing beside him, is doubled over, laughing. Andrew just offered himself to Ethan to practice on if he needed help with “getting it in the hole”. Apparently, he and Karyn went Putt-Putt golfing the other day and Karyn whooped his ass. According to Karyn, he kept complaining that he couldn’t get it in the hole and attracted a big crowd.

“All you need is good aim, man. You grab hold of your stick and line it up with the hole. After that, it should plop right in,” Andrew says, trying to explain it to Ethan, which only causes us around them to laugh even harder, and Ethan to turn ten shades of red. Poor guy, I feel sorry for him.

Andrew hears my laugh and brings his gaze to mine. Ah shit! He lets loose a big smile and I know I’m in trouble.

“Well, hello there, Sheriff. I didn’t see you standing there. You need some of Andrew’s advice too?”

I rock back on my heels and take a swig of my beer before replying, “Nope, I think I got it.”

“Are you sure? I’d be more than willing to go one-on-one, just to make sure. You never know, you could be doing it all wrong. Maybe you should show me what you got and I’ll be the judge on whether you got it right or not.” Sweet Jesus! The shit this man comes up with is astounding.

I chuckle at his play. “Think I’ll pass, Andrew. I haven’t had any complaints so far, but if I ever need help, you’ll be the first to know.”

He gives me a wink and says, “You do that, Sheriff Sweet Cheeks.”

I give him a chin lift and turn to walk back to the house to grab another beer. Once inside, I notice that the kitchen is filled with every kind of food imaginable. It’s Jaxon and Bailey’s anniversary party and Jaxon’s family really knows how to throw a shindig. They leave tomorrow for their weekend getaway. Jaxon told me he was taking Bailey to Islamorada, Florida, down in the Keys.

Just then, I hear the door slide open and I look over. Mia steps inside and yells over her shoulder, “I’ll grab it, Bailey.”

Without looking in my direction, she heads toward the hallway. Not looking a gifted horse in the mouth, I take this opportunity to talk to her. I follow her and I see her walk into Lilly’s bedroom. I stop just outside it and wait for her. When she emerges a couple minutes later, she has her head down and is looking at something in her hand. Right before she runs into me, she looks up and stops.

Today she’s wearing a black halter top that leaves her beautifully decorated shoulders bare. She also has on a white ankle-length flowing skirt and black flip-flops. The sight of her in front of me makes my dick get hard. Of course, anytime she’s within seeing distance, my stupid fucking dick gets hard. It has a mind of its own and right now, it’s screaming, Mine! Take her!

Ignoring my possessive cock’s mind, I take a step in her direction. She narrows her eyes at me and takes a step back.

“Stay away from me, Sheriff. Bailey’s waiting on me and I need to get back out there,” she warns.

Fuck! I love it when she calls me Sheriff. It’s something new she’s picked up. I don’t know why she calls me that. Probably to make our encounters less personal by not using my name. What she doesn’t realize is that by her calling me Sheriff, she’s made it more personal because she’s given me a nickname. Whatever it is, it makes me want to use my handcuffs on her in a way that they’re technically not supposed to be used.

“She can wait, Pix. We need to decide when we’re going to have that talk.” I take another step toward her, and again, she takes another back. Every step I take, she matches me by taking one back. Soon she’ll hit the wall and have nowhere else to go, which is just fine with me.

“I’ve already told you, we’re not going to talk. There’s no sense dredging up the past. It’ll only make it hurt again and you’ve already hurt me enough.”

I flinch at her statement, knowing what she says is true.

After trying for weeks, without success, to talk to her. I finally got my first glimpse of her, and it nearly brought me to my knees. Eyes that were once filled with laughter and love looked dead and sunken in. The hair I loved so much was chopped off and I could tell she had lost some weight. I knew right then that I had no chance. She was already suffering enough; I couldn’t make her suffer more. So I let it be, hoping that one day I would get the chance to explain, maybe when I no longer saw the terrible sadness in her eyes.

That time never came. Even now, I see the sadness lurking in her eyes. She may try to hide it, but it’s there.

I’m standing right in front of her now, and as I expected, she’s backed herself into a corner where she can’t escape. I bend down to her level so I can look at her properly.

“You’re not the least bit curious why I did what I did?” I ask.

I see her swallow and her eyes dart away from me before she mutters, “No.”

I reach up and rub my thumb along her jawline. She closes her eyes and leans her head back against the wall.

“You’re a terrible liar, Pix.”

Her eyes whip open at my whispered words and she opens her mouth to speak, but I stop her before she has a chance to.

I tilt my head to the side and slam my mouth down on hers. Her mouth is still open from her impending rant, so I take advantage and slip my tongue inside. I groan into her mouth at the first taste I get of her in ten years. It feels like coming home for the first time in forever. Her taste is intoxicating. She tastes just as I remember: peaches and cream.

She’s stiff to start with and gives me nothing in response. It doesn’t last long though. Soon she has her arms wrapped around my neck and is tugging at me to get closer. I oblige and plaster my body against hers, smashing her against the wall.

I use one of my hands to grab her short hair and angle her head so I can get at her mouth better. My other hand goes down her back, past her ass, to her thigh to gather the thin material of her skirt. Once I have her skirt hiked up and I have my hand on her bare thigh, I tug until she lifts her leg and wraps it around my waist. I feel the heat of her pussy against my cock and it nearly drives me crazy. I grind it against her and she lets off a low moan in my mouth.

I release her lips and trail them down her neck. Fuck! She tastes so damn good! I nip, suck, and feast on her neck like a fucking starved animal. I can’t get enough of her addicting taste.

When I’m at her ear, I whisper, “Wrap both legs around me, Pix.” She immediately complies and brings both legs around my waist, putting her pussy in better contact with my erection, causing me to groan. I barely hold on to my control, both of our bodies begging me to take her.

I place one of my hands on her ass and discover bare skin. I nearly come in my jeans when I run that same hand around until I find the small strip of material that lies between her ass cheeks. I bring my other hand up to her top and yank the material down, exposing her gorgeous breasts to my hungry gaze and mouth. I lift and slide her up the wall with the hand that’s still on her bottom, until her tits are directly in front of me. Leaning forward, I take a nipple in my mouth and bite down gently.

She cries out and my hand immediately goes to cover her mouth. I look up at her and say, “Shh, baby.”

She knocks my hand away and looks down at me with glazed-over eyes. Grabbing a handful of my hair, she snarls, “Don’t fucking stop, you bastard.”

I chuckle at her demand and follow her order by sucking her nipple back in my mouth. I hear the thump of her head hitting the wall and feel her hands rest on my shoulders. Releasing one nipple, I move on to the next.

She grinds her center against my stomach where it’s resting and I feel the wetness through her thong getting my shirt wet. I put one arm under her ass so her thigh is resting on my forearm. My right arm muscle strains to keep her upright so I can lean back a little and put my other hand against her wet pussy.

“Goddamn, Mia, you’re fucking soaked,” I growl at her.

“Just fucking touch me already, goddamn it!” she growls back at me.

My cock hardens even more and my blood pumps faster in my veins at her aggressiveness. I take the tip of my thumb and slide it under the skimpy material of her thong. I’m met with the hottest, wettest fucking pussy I’ve ever encountered. I slide that same finger up her slit until I reach the bundle of nerves at her center. She lets out a low moan when I reach her clit. When I look up at her, she has her head back with her mouth open, panting heavily.

It’s one of the sexiest sights I’ve ever seen, and it makes me want to thump my chest in triumph for putting it there.

I slip two more fingers inside her panties and run them along her wetness. I put just the tip of one finger inside while I still use my thumb on her clit. I feel her bearing down on me, trying to get more of my fingers in her. I push the rest of my finger in and add the second.

“Oh, God, more,” she breathes.

“Look at me, Pix,” I tell her, my voice husky.

She looks down at me with lust-filled eyes, eyes that I see every time I fall asleep.

“You want more?” I ask.

“Yesss!” she hisses back at me.

I remove my fingers from her pussy and she whimpers. She doesn’t have long to wait to realize that I’m not done. I rip the material away from her pussy and slam three fingers in her.

Her body jerks at my intrusion and she moans loudly, but not out of pain. My eyes are still glued to her face and I’m enraptured at her expression. The hands on my shoulders dig in almost painfully. I pull my fingers almost all the way out and roughly push them back in.

“Fuck, yeah,” I hear her say. “I’m almost there. Please, don’t stop.”

The truth of her words is in the spasming I feel in her pussy. She clenches her walls, trying to bring my fingers in deeper. The sight of her above me with her beautiful breasts on display and on the verge of exploding has my body on edge. It takes everything I have not to open my jeans and pull her down on my demanding and deprived shaft.

Just as I’m about to circle her clit with my thumb, I hear a noise come from the kitchen. I still my movements and cock an ear in that direction.

“Mia,” I hear someone call.

“Fuck,” I hiss, and feel Mia stiffen above me.

I quickly remove my fingers from my favorite spot and lower her down the wall.

Just as her feet hit the floor, someone steps into the mouth of the hallway. I look and see Jesse standing there. The hallway is dark but not dark enough. There is no way he won’t see what we were just doing. I press my body up against Mia, who still has her breasts hanging out of her top and her skirt hiked up. Rage hits me at the thought of Jesse seeing any part of her body. He doesn’t move, just stands there staring at us. I decided he’s seen enough.

“Leave,” I growl.

My tone snaps him out of his daze and he jumps a bit and spins around.

“I… uh… sorry. Jaxon sent me in here to see what was taking so long. I’ll… I’ll just leave you two alone.” He mutters the last and then skedaddles out the hallway. A few seconds later, I hear the door close.

Looking back at Mia, I see her eyes on me, and they are not happy.

Shit! Here we go.

She reaches down and pulls her top back up and shimmies her skirt back down. I take a small step back so she can finish. Once she’s done, I open my mouth to speak, but she beats me to it.

“Don’t you fucking dare! Not one fucking word!” she says heatedly.

“Mia—” I begin, but am cut off again.

“No! I can’t believe I just let that happen. Of all the fucked-up shit I’ve done, that’s got to be at the top of my list.” She finishes and looks away from me.

I narrow my eyes at her because she’s starting to piss me off. Yes, we probably shouldn’t have done that in her mom’s hallway, but fuck if she didn’t want it.

I grab hold of her chin and force her to look me in my eyes. She tries to pull away, but I don’t let her.

“Lie all you want Mia, but you wanted me just then. You wanted it just as much as me. You crave it just as much as me. You need it just as much as me.”

“My body may want you, Mac, but my mind and heart don’t. They want nothing to do with you. I may not be able to control how my body reacts to yours, but I can damn sure control my mind and heart. Now back the fuck off and let me leave.”

We glare at each other for a minute. I take a step back, deciding to battle with her another day. I don’t want to push her too far too fast. When I’m far enough away, she leans down to pick up the picture she must have gotten from her mom’s bedroom. She turns to leave, and we hear a commotion coming from outside. There are people yelling.

We both rush to the back door just in time to see Bailey rush in front of Jaxon, who is yelling at someone out of our view.

“Oh shit,” I hear Mia whisper.

I look down at her and see worry in her eyes.

“What?”

“We need to get out there, Mac, before he does something stupid.”

I whip open the door and hear Jaxon yell, “You stay the fuck away from my mom!”

I look over at whom he is talking to and see Lilly standing in front of Mr. Hatley, my old science teacher. She has her hands on his chest, talking to him quietly. His hands are placed over hers. His eyes are on Jaxon, but they are calm.

At Jaxon’s outburst, Lilly whips around, marches over to Jaxon, and pokes her finger in his chest. Bailey steps to the side.

“You listen here, Jaxon Walker. You leave Levi alone. I’m a grown woman and can see who I want to see.”

Okay, well then, I guess that explains it. I’m shocked as shit to discover Lilly dating Mr. Hatley. Not because she shouldn’t, but because in all the years I’ve known her since her husband left, I’ve never known her to date. It’s good for her. She’s a beautiful woman and shouldn’t be alone.

I walk over to Jaxon just as he lowers his head to his mother. I hear him say quietly, “Mama, really? Mr. Hatley? I don’t like it. You could do so much better.”

She laughs at that, but you can tell it’s fake. “Would anyone be good enough in your eyes, Jaxon? Why shouldn’t it be him? I love him and he loves me. He makes me happy.”

His eyes are hard when he says, “I still don’t like it.”

“Well, too damn bad. Levi is my choice,” she says loudly.

“Everything alright here, man?” I ask Jaxon, who is shooting daggers in Mr. Hatley’s direction.

“Fuck no, it’s not alright. Levi here has been fucking my mom for over two years and I’m just now hearing about it.” He snarls out the insult.

I hear Bailey suck in a harsh breath just as Lilly cries, “How dare you!” You can hear the hurt and tears in her voice.

I step in front of him, behind Lilly, and feel Mia walk up beside me. Jaxon is breathing hard, and I notice his hands are balled into fists.

“That was a little harsh, Jaxon. You need to tone it down. Don’t say shit you can’t take back later,” I tell him quietly. I understand his concern, but he needs to watch what he says. Lilly doesn’t deserve this, and I know Jaxon will regret his words later once he cools down.

Out the corner of my eye, I see Mr. Hatley walking our way. I turn to him and warn, “I wouldn’t, Levi. Jaxon’s not in a good place right now.

He doesn’t look my way. Keeping his eyes on Jaxon, he says, “I don’t give a fuck what place he’s in. He has no right to talk about his mother that way.”

When he reaches us, he steps up to Lilly, putting himself between her and Jaxon, and within punching distance of Jaxon. He doesn’t seem to care; his only goal is getting to Lilly. I watch closely, just in case Jaxon makes a move, as he pulls Lilly to him and wraps his arms around her. She buries her head against his shirt and cries quietly. Mia comes up beside them and rubs her hand along her back, all the while shooting laser beams out her eyes at Jaxon. Bailey comes to stand beside Jaxon and grabs onto his arm, as if she knows at any second Jaxon may lose it.

Mr. Hatley looks over Lilly’s head and addresses Jaxon.

“Jaxon, I understand you want to protect your mother. I get it. Lilly is a very special woman. We’re both sorry that you’re just now hearing about us. We both felt it was better to wait, under the circumstances. I love her. I have for a long time. And she loves me. With that being said, if I ever hear you disrespecting your mother the way you just did, I’ll kick your ass.”

Oh shit.

I brace myself for the impending attack I know is coming. I have no doubt that if push comes to shove, Jaxon could take Mr. Hatley. However, looking over at Mr. Hatley, I also know he’ll put up a good fight. He may be slimmer than Jaxon and a few inches shorter, but you can see the determination in his eyes.

When I bring my eyes back to Jaxon, he has a fierce look. His body is stiff and it looks like he’s barely holding on to his anger. All of a sudden, his expression relaxes and I see a twitch to his lips. The twitch turns into a smirk. I watch in astonishment as the smirk turns into a grin.

“You’ll do, Mr. Hatley,” Jaxon finally says.

We all stare with shock on our faces as Jaxon frees his arm from Bailey’s grip and sticks his hand out for Mr. Hatley to shake. He eyes it for a minute before unwrapping one arm from around Lilly and taking Jaxon’s offered hand.

“You take good care of my mom, Levi. You don’t and there’s no place you can hide from the hell storm I’ll bring down on you,” Jaxon says, while shaking his hand.

“You got it, Jaxon. I promise your mother is safe with me,” Mr. Hatley replies. However, he doesn’t stop there. “I’ve asked her to marry me, and she said yes.”

Jaxon’s eyes flicker with something that I’m not sure of before he mutters, “Figures.”

We all breathe a sigh of relief, now that the tension has lifted.

Jaxon walks up behind his mother and gently lays a hand on her back.

“Mama,” he says quietly.

She turns her tear-stained face in his direction and launches herself into his arms, wrapping her arms around him tightly. Jaxon brings her in to his body and bends his head to the top of her. I hear him say softly, “I’m so sorry, Mama.”

She lifts her head and stares at him for a minute. She then brings her hand up to cup his face. “It’s okay, sweetie. I know you just want to look out for me. I’ve never been happier, Jaxon. Levi has done that for me.”

His gaze is soft when he replies, “I’m glad. I love you and want you to be happy. You deserve it and if he gives that to you, then you have my blessing. Besides, I think if I were to try to stop it, I would have a very pissed-off science teacher after me. I’m sure he has all kinds of chemicals and shit at his disposal and could come up with some pretty damn creative ways to make my life hell.”

We all join in with Lilly when she laughs at Jaxon’s joke, and the last bit of tension leaves the air.

I look over at Mia and see a soft expression on her face while she watches Jaxon and her mom. I miss those soft expressions. They are so few and far between that each time I see one it’s like glimpsing a piece of heaven. She must feel my gaze on her because she looks up at me and for a split second, I see heat enter her eyes before it is replaced with the disgust I know she feels for me.

I sigh and shake my head. I made a little headway in the hallway. At least she let me touch her without revulsion entering her face. After her reaction to me, now more than ever, I am determined to do whatever possible to get her to listen to me. It’s only a matter of time. I know I may not win back her heart and have her forgiveness, but I hope she’ll at least let go of some of the anger and pain.
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Mia

Her lips…

“OUT! BOTH OF YOU, OUT!” I say to a hesitant Bailey and Jaxon.

They’ve just dropped off Amari and are having a hard time leaving. Geesh! They act as if they’re leaving for a month. I have Amari cradled in my arms and am shooing them both toward the door.

“We’ll both be fine. You two go have fun. I don’t want to hear from either of you until Sunday, you hear me?” My tone allows no argument and thankfully, they heed my warning.

At the doorway, Bailey comes to a stop and turns around. She walks up to me and coos over Amari for a few minutes until Jaxon pulls her back.

“Come on, angel. Amari will be alright. We’re going to miss our flight.” He pulls her back to his chest and bends to kiss Amari on her forehead, just as I’ve seen him do to Bailey a thousand times.

Jaxon looks up at me and says, “Take care of our baby. Call if you need us.”

“Oh ye of little faith, big brother. Now, go!”

He smirks at me and pulls Bailey through the door. Once outside, Bailey turns around and says, “Don’t forget, Amari likes to sleep on her right side. Oh, and her favorite binky is the blue one. And don’t forget to add a drop of the gas medicine to her formula at night or she’ll wake up with a terrible stomach ache.”

I laugh at her non-stop ramble. “Bailey, I got it the first ten times you told me, not to mention I have a list of fifty other things you told me. Please, just go so us girls can have our girly time.”

“Okay,” Bailey says, pouting and looking at Amari like it’s the last time she’ll see her. God, the woman is sad.

Closing the door on their retreating backs, I snuggle Amari a little closer to me and take in her fresh baby scent. I really can’t blame Bailey for not wanting to leave. Once upon a time, when I had dreams of my own, I wanted a family for myself. I was a naïve young girl, innocent to all the horrible things in the world. Mac was my whole world and I knew, I just knew, that we were going to be together forever. We were going to get married and have babies and live in a cute little house with a tree house in the backyard and a swing on the front porch. That dream was crushed into tiny little pieces that were scattered so far apart there was no way they could ever be put back together.

I pull myself from my pathetic pity party and look down at Amari. She has her two beautiful multicolored eyes on me, just staring as if I’m the most fascinating thing in the world to her right now. I kiss the tip of her nose.

“Come on, munchkin. Let’s go see what we can find for lunch.”

Walking over to the portable bassinet that Jaxon and Bailey dropped off, I wheel it into the kitchen. Once I secure it right inside the kitchen doorway, I gently place her inside. Opening up the fridge, I look inside to see what I have to eat.

“Okay, so we have bacon, bacon, and more bacon. Oh wait, there’s more bacon.” Pushing the carton of milk aside, I see a tomato and an almost-limp head of lettuce.

“Looks like we’ll be having a BLT then,” I tell Amari as I grab the ingredients out of the fridge.

“We seriously need to go shopping, girl. We need more food in this place,” I say, and hear a gurgle in response. I walk over to the bassinet and peek inside. Amari has her fist in her mouth, making cute little cooing sounds.

“Oh, you like that idea, huh? You’re going be just like your mama, aren’t you? Dragging your aunt Mia all over town to pick out one dress.” I reach inside and run my finger along her bare foot. She gives an almighty kick, making me laugh.

Leaving Amari to suck on her fist, I walk over to the stove and pull open the bottom drawer to get out a cast-iron frying pan. Setting the stove to medium, I open the bacon and plop a few pieces inside. While the bacon sizzles in the pan, I cut up the tomato and pick through the lettuce to find some still-crisp pieces. Once that’s done, I stick two slices of bread in the toaster. I hum a nonsensical tune while I prepare my food. The whole time I hear Amari cooing to her heart’s content.

Once I’ve finished, I plate my BLT, grab the bassinet and carefully roll it over to the island, where I sit on a stool. When I look down at Amari, I see her starting to squirm a little.

“I know, chica, sucks to be you, huh? All you’re stuck with is nasty milk,” I tell her, as I take a bite of my sandwich.

I can tell she’s beginning to get agitated so I scarf down the rest of my sandwich, wash my hands, and pick the poor girl up. I carry her out of the kitchen and pick up the diaper bag sitting on the floor by the couch. Pulling out a pad to use for changing diapers, I commence doing just that. I’m not by any means a pro, but I’ve definitely changed enough diapers to know what to do. When my cousins were younger, I would watch them while my Aunt Tricia and Uncle Hunter would go out to dinner or the movies.

Once she’s changed and fresh, I prop her a little on her side and get up to wash my hands. Afterwards, I make my way back to her and pick her up. Switching on the television, I recline on the end of the couch with her lying on my chest. I settle on watching American Pickers. A few minutes later, I glance down and notice Amari is asleep. I settle farther down the couch and it’s not long before I drift off as well.
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I JOLT AWAKE SOME time later from the banging on my door. I immediately look down to make sure Amari is okay and see her curious gaze on me again. She’s tucked close to my chest with her small body resting against the arm that’s up against the couch. I smile down at her sweet little face, lying on my breast. She really is a cute little baby. A small twinge hits my chest. I wish I could still have this, but know it’s not possible now. No way am I having children now. That dream was crushed long ago. The one person I wanted to share that dream with has now made it impossible for me to obtain it. I can’t see myself having children with anyone else.

The knocking sounds again, reminding me of what woke me up. I carefully maneuver Amari around so she stays in the crook of my arm, and slowly get up off the couch. On sock covered feet, I walk over to the door and unlock it without looking to see who it is.

That was my first mistake, and I realize it as soon as I open the door to see Mac standing on the other side looking his usual sexy self. His dark hair is messy and just long enough to hang over the collar of his hunter-green t-shirt. My eyes travel down and I see well-worn faded jeans hanging from his trim hips and a pair of tan-colored Cat boots. When I bring my gaze back up to his, I see a small smirk and it pisses me off. What the fuck is he doing here?

“What are you doing here, Sheriff?” I ask, with irritation in my voice that I don’t try to hide.

His eyes flare for a minute before he looks down at Amari in my arms. Once they land on her, a soft look crosses his face.

“I heard you were watching Amari this weekend for Jaxon and Bailey. I wanted to stop by and see if you needed anything.”

He’s lying and we both know it. I decide not to call him out on it.

“No, we’re both fine. Thanks, but you can leave now.” I know I’m being rude, but I just don’t care. I don’t owe him any kindness. I go to close the door in his face, but at the last second, he reaches out and stops me.

“Can I come in?” he asks.

“Why?” I ask suspiciously. He must know that I don’t want him in my house. Mac’s never been in my house and I sure as fuck don’t want him in here now. Why would he even ask?

“Because I’d like to talk to you.” Mac holds his hand up to stop the protest that he knows is coming. After every attempt he’s made so far, he must know that I’m certainly not going to give in now. “Not about that. Well, it is, but what I have to say isn’t to tell you about what happened that night.” He stops talking and rakes his hand through his hair. It’s a habit he’s had since he was a teenager, and he does it when he gets agitated or feels deep emotion. Looking back at me, he continues, with frustration written on his face, “For fuck’s sake, Mia, can you just listen to me for once?”

This is where I make my second mistake. I know that what I’m about to do is something that I shouldn’t, but I do it anyway. As much as I don’t want to hear what he has to say, I know he won’t give up until I do. Not looking forward to having him in my space, I take a much-needed deep breath before opening the door wide and taking a step back.

The relief I see on his face annoys me. I know it’s petty and childish of me, but I don’t like him getting what he wants when it comes to me.

I turn to walk back into the living room, and I feel Amari squirming and whimpering. I look down at her and realize it’s time for her to eat. An idea forms in my head and I turn back to Mac.

“Here, hold Amari while I warm up her bottle.”

I take a step toward him and see panic on his face. It takes everything I have not to snicker at him.

“I’m… uh… not sure… ” he stutters, and trails off. I almost laugh at his sad, pathetic face.

“Oh, come on, Mac. It’s not like you’ve never held a baby before.” My words have his eyes narrowing with a hard edge to them. I don’t care. He’s here because he wants me to listen. The least he can fucking do is help out.

I step up to him, and while making sure to support her head, I bring her away from my body toward him. He automatically brings his arms up to his chest and leans toward me. Leaning closer to him until our bodies are almost touching, I gently place Amari in his arms. My hands and arms rub up against his, and I feel a tingle start in my center. My awareness of him is becoming ridiculous. This is so not the time or place for my body to betray me.

As Mac arranges his arms in a more comfortable position, I take a step back. What I see makes my heart skip a beat. Mac has his eyes glued to Amari and the expression on his face is complete adoration for the bundle in his arms. That twinge comes back full force. This is what we were supposed to have. Mac should be holding our baby right now. My throat clogs as I watch him look lovingly at Amari.

He looks up at me and smiles tenderly.

“She’s beautiful,” he says, and looks back down at the baby.

I don’t say anything to him because my throat is so tight I’m sure nothing would come out except for a croak. Tears sting my eyes and I have to blink to make sure none fall. Mac holding a baby is something I’ve imagined hundreds of times, except the images I always conjured up were of him holding our baby.

He made damn sure that dream will never come to fruition.

Shaking my head to rid myself of my depressing thoughts, I turn on my heel and head into the kitchen. Grabbing a pot out of the cabinet, I fill it with water and put it on medium on the stove. Next, I grab an already filled bottle out of the fridge, place it in the water, and wait for it to heat up. When I turn around, I see Mac standing in the doorway watching me.

“How hard was it to get Jaxon and Bailey to leave?” he asks.

I roll my eyes and lean against the counter. “I pretty much had to shove them out the door. Bailey was terrible.”

He chuckles and says, “Figured. After everything they’ve been through and everything Bailey’s lost, I can’t say I blame her for being reluctant to leave her child.”

I broach the subject I’ve been meaning to talk to him about. I’ve put it off because it was never the right time. Of course, the right time probably never came because I’ve avoided Mac like the plague. However, since he’s here now, I may as well get it over with.

“I haven’t thanked you yet for saving Jaxon and Bailey’s lives,” I tell him quietly.

He stares at me for a minute before replying, “No thanks necessary, Pix. The bastard needed to be put down. No way was I going to let him hurt them any more than he already had.”

“Yeah, well, I’m still thankful,” I mutter back to him. I hate being grateful for anything he’s done, but no matter how much I may hate Mac, I will forever be grateful for what he did that day.

Turning my back to him, I pull the bottle from the hot water on the stove. I give the bottle a good shake before tipping it over to test the milk on my wrist. Deeming it warm enough, I unscrew the cap and drop in some of the gas medicine before replacing the lid. I walk over to Mac to get Amari back from him. After Mac carefully deposits her back into my arms, I walk into the living room and sit on the end of the couch. I grab a cloth from the diaper bag beside the couch for accidental spit-up purposes. By this time, Amari’s whimpering is getting louder. I settle her in my arms and plop the bottle in her mouth. She immediately latches on and starts to suck. It’s amazing how every time a baby feeds they act like they’re starving.

I feel Mac settle on the other end of the couch and I look over at him. The expression he is wearing makes my breath catch. He’s watching me feed Amari with such reverence in his eyes. I see a small smile tip up the corners of his lips.

“You’re a natural at this.”

“Only because I used to watch Aunt Tricia’s kids.” I look down at Amari and wipe the dribble of milk that’s sliding out of the corner of her mouth.

“Why haven’t you settled down and had kids of your own?” His question is so quiet I barely hear it. But I do, and it sends a sharp pain straight to my heart.

When I look at him, I know he sees the hurt in my eyes. There is no hiding it from him, even if I wanted to.

“Why ask me that, Mac? You know the answer.” My voice is quiet.

Mac leans over and places his elbows on his knees with his head bent. When he pulls his head back up, I see his jaw clench before he speaks again, like what he’s about to say he doesn’t really want to say it.

“Just because things didn’t work out for us doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have kids, Mia. You would make a wonderful mother. I know that was a big dream of yours. Don’t let what happened between us keep you from that.”

I pull the bottle from Amari’s mouth and prop her up on my shoulder to burp her while I come up with a way to respond to Mac’s statement. He doesn’t understand that what happened ten years ago changed my views on life. No longer do I want to have that family we’d talked about so many times. I no longer want the two-point-five kids and the white picket fence. All my dreams were with Mac in them. When that horrible night happened, he destroyed those dreams. I could never have that now. Mac was meant to share those dreams with me. If I can’t have them with him, then I don’t want them at all. There is no way I could ever imagine having those dreams with anyone else.

Lightly tapping Amari’s back, I finally look over at him. “Those are no longer my dreams, Mac. I’m satisfied with the family I have. I no longer want a family of my own.”

He frowns and looks down at his hands, clasped together between his legs. When he looks back up, I see the hurt in his eyes from my words. I know that deep down he was hurt by what happened as well. I can’t fool myself into thinking that he wasn’t affected. I have no doubt that he used to love me. It just simply wasn’t enough. I’ve often wondered why he did it, but was never brave enough to find out. I was too scared to know. Call me a coward if you want, but it is what it is.

Trying to lighten the mood, I ask him, “How are your parents doing? Are they enjoying their retirement in Florida?”

I hear him pull in a breath before leaning back against the couch.

“Yeah. It’s driving my mom crazy with dad not working though. She said he never stops, that he’s constantly in the basement building this or that. His current project is making his own charcoal. She said if he’s not in the basement, he’s in the house repairing shit that doesn’t need repairing.” He chuckles at that. You can see the love in his eyes when he talks about his parents. The last I heard, it had been a year since their last visit. He has no other family here. He used to have an aunt and uncle who lived fairly close, but they moved to Australia when his uncle received a job offer he couldn’t refuse. Both of his grandparents died when he was very young, and he has no siblings.

“You must miss them a lot.”

“Yeah, I do. But it’s good for them to be in Florida. The cold was finally starting to get to them. They deserve to be in a place where they’re comfortable. Mom may complain, but I can tell they’re both happy.”

He’s right, they do deserve to be comfortable. It wasn’t long after Mac and I split up that Mac’s dad, Sam, retired from the steel mill one town over after working there for thirty years. His mom, Maryann, worked as a teacher for twenty-five years before she retired. I remember them both being hard workers dedicated to their jobs. But even more so, they were dedicated to their small family. They were always so nice to Jaxon, Anna, and me. Mac’s parents were over the moon and welcomed me into the family when they found out Mac and I were seeing each other, even with the age difference. They knew Mac had a good head on his shoulders, and wouldn’t take advantage of me.

I knew that with the breakup, they were hurt as well. They, just like me, thought we would be together forever. They had tried several times to reach out to me after everything happened, but I always refused them, knowing it would only make it hurt worse. Maryann was like a second mother to me and Sam was more of a father to me than mine ever was. I feel terrible for not going to see them before they left, but I just couldn’t.

“They’re coming down in a few weeks and I know they would love to see you,” Mac says, breaking me from my thoughts.

“Maybe,” I say, noncommittally.

“So, how are your mom, Levi, and aunt and uncle doing? Have you heard from them since they left for their cruise?”

“No,” I say, and look over at the clock hanging on the wall. “Actually, they should be boarding the cruise ship right about now.”

“It’s still hard to believe that Lilly and Levi have been seeing each other for over two years and none of us knew.”

“Yeah, she’s become very sneaky. But I’m happy for them. My mom, more than anyone, deserves to be happy.”

“You deserve to be happy as well, Pix.”

I look over at him and see sincerity in his eyes. He means what he says. What he doesn’t understand is I’ll never truly be happy again.

“I’m as happy as I’ll ever be.”

I get up off the couch when I realize Amari has fallen asleep lying on my shoulder. I walk over to the bassinet and gently place her inside. Once I prop her on her side, I walk back to the couch and take my seat again. We both sit in silence for a few minutes before I turn and face Mac.

“What did you want to talk about?” It’s getting more and more difficult having him here. This is the first pleasant conversation we’ve had since that night long ago. I don’t like having him in my space. I want no memories of him being here. This is my safe haven and I want to keep it that way. The longer he stays here the more I can imagine him here… with me.

“Hear me out before you stop me, okay?” At my hesitant nod, he continues. “I know you don’t care about what happened that night. I also know it won’t change anything, but what happened is not what it seems. I need you to understand what you saw.”

As much as I know it will end up hurting to bring up the past, I’ve become very curious. There is no excuse for what he did with Tessa and nothing he says will make it okay in my eyes, but obviously, Mac feels it will explain and help me understand his reasoning. I take a deep breath and hope I’m not making a mistake.

“Okay, I’ll listen to what you have to say.”

Relief immediately floods his face as he gives me a grateful smile.

“But not right now,” I add. “Let’s wait until Jaxon and Bailey come back. My focus needs to be on Amari.”

He nods, understanding. He knows this will hurt to talk about, and I don’t need any distraction while caring for my brother’s baby.

“That’s fine. Next week, maybe, after they come back.”

“Okay.” I get up from the couch and move toward the door, ready for him to leave. I need him gone so I can process the temporary reprieve.

When I make it to the door, I feel him standing right behind me. I turn around and he’s less than two feet from me. Taking another step toward me, he shortens the distance by half. I steady my heart from his close proximity. I look up at him and see him studying my face, like he wants to say something, but isn’t sure he should.

Instead of talking, he lightly rubs his thumb across my cheek. I close my eyes at the contact, knowing I should take a step back but also knowing I won’t. I’ve missed his touch so much. For these few seconds, I want to forget about everything else.

I feel his breath on my lips right before I feel just a whisper of his on mine. It wasn’t really a kiss, more like a light graze.

“I’m so damn sorry, Mia,” he whispers in my ear, and kisses the side of my head. I feel the sting of tears at the back of my eyes.

Without opening my eyes, I know he’s no longer in front of me. A couple seconds later, I hear the soft click of the door closing, telling me he is gone. When I do open my eyes, a single tear trickles down my cheek.
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Mia

Her thighs…

THE NEXT DAY I’M in my living room with Chris, Karyn, and Andrew. Jaxon decided to close down the bar for the weekend because he knew he and Bailey were going out of town and I would be watching Amari. That only left Andrew to tend to it. Chris works there part-time when we need her and Jaxon’s hired a couple of waitresses, but that wouldn’t have been enough.

We’re all sitting around watching Amari squirm around on her stomach on her blanket in the middle of the living room floor. She tries her damndest to lift her head but isn’t able to for long. How awful it must be to not have control of your body. Ha! That’s funny because I didn’t have any control of my body the other day.

I look over at Chris, who has just lain down and put her head next to Amari. They all descended on my house this morning because they knew I had Amari for the weekend. Jaxon isn’t real fond of sharing her very often. They saw this as an opportunity to shower her with attention.

“You sure are a cute little thing, aren’t you,” Chris coos at Amari, and tickles her under her chin.

“She gets it from her daddy,” Andrew pipes in, with a huge smile.

Poor Andrew. He’s always secretly crushed on Jaxon. He knows he’s never had a chance, as Jaxon has never swung that way, but you can’t help your feelings.

Chris rolls over to her back, looks over at him, and asks, “Are you seeing anyone, Andrew?”

“I see a lot of people, Chris,” Andrew replies, with a cheeky grin.

She sits up and crosses her legs. “Alright, smart-ass. Are you dating anyone?”

Again, Andrew looks at her with a silly grin.

“I date a lot of people. There’s a lot of me to go around. Don’t want no one to miss out.” He finishes with a wink.

I just shake my head at his antics. I love the man, but he is seriously depraved. His shirt for today is “I love lesbians. It means more hot guys for me.”

“Okay, look, I have someone I want to introduce you to, but if your plate is already full I wouldn’t want you to overindulge.” She shrugs as if it’s no big deal.

“Hold on now, wait a minute,” Andrew says, and slides next to Chris and throws an arm over her shoulder. “Who you got for me, baby?”

“Really, Andy? You are such a man whore,” I tease him. I wait for it, know that it’s coming. He absolutely hates being called Andy, and that’s why I do it. It’s always fun to rile him up.

And just as expected, I get a teething toy thrown at me. We all laugh and I pick up the toy to put back in the diaper bag.

“Well, you are,” I say, still laughing.

Giving me the evil eye, he says, “I don’t deny it, because let’s face it, I’m irresistible. Though I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap if you don’t stop cursing me like that.”

The thing is, Andrew is irresistible. He’s one of the hottest guys I’ve ever met. His chocolate-brown hair is shaggy and plenty long enough to grab and steer. Added to that are his pure-black seductive eyes and sexy-as-sin dimples. His body is a pure masterpiece. The man is, quite simply, a walking sex god. I know he’s made plenty of women cry over his sexual preference. Hell, if he were into women I might even consider giving him a try. Actually no, I probably wouldn’t. That would be like being with my brother. Gross! I flip him the bird and blow him a kiss at the same time, which causes him to squint at me.

“Okay, and moving on,” Chris says. “My brother is coming to town for a visit in a few weeks and I’d like to introduce you to him.”

“Oooh… now this sounds interesting,” Andrew says, tapping his chin and looking off into space.

“But the thing is, he just recently came out. It’s been really hard on him.” She glances over at me and then continues, “That’s why I wasn’t able to move up here as soon as I would have liked last year. Jase had just told our family and there was a huge argument. My dad went ballistic.”

Damn judgmental assholes. They automatically think if it’s different, then it’s wrong. I’m judged like that often because of all my tattoos and piercings. Not here in Jaded Hollow, but when I go to town, some people look at me weird. Fuck them all.

“I know it’s your parents, but screw them. They have no right to judge,” I tell her honestly.

She looks sad for a minute before she responds.

“I know. Some of the things my dad said were horrible. I’ve known for a while now, but Jase didn’t want to say anything. He knew our parents weren’t going to like it.”

Andrew squeezes her shoulder and kisses the side of her head. “Well, honey, you tell him to get his ass up here and all will be fine.”

“Yeah, Chris, from an outsider’s perspective, coming to Jaded Hollow was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. Lord knows I have plenty to be judged on, but I never have been,” Karyn pipes in.

She’s right. Karyn does have plenty to be judged on. She moved here from California a couple of years ago. Her dad is in the local biker gang there. There was a lot of shady shit going on and, luckily, her dad is the type of dad who loves his daughter and got her out before she caught any backlash. Her dad is now in prison for murder.

“Would you all like to see a picture of him?” Chris asks, reaching over for her purse. After digging through it, she brings out a small picture book and pulls out one picture.

Andrew is the first to see and I hear a growl erupt from his chest. “Holy fucking shit! I’m hard from just looking at him.”

Chris chokes out a laugh while I just roll my eyes. I hear Karyn giggle.

Typical Andrew.

I reach for the picture, but Andrew snatches it back. “Back off. Get your own.”

“Give it over, Andy.” I wiggle my fingers in his direction.

For the first time he doesn’t come back with a retort. Instead, he’s studying the picture like his life depends on it. Okay, not so typical Andrew.

“When did you say he’s coming to visit you?” he asks Chris, without looking away from the picture.

“I’m not sure of the date yet, sometime in the next few weeks.”

“Let me know once you do. He’s mine once he gets here.”

All three of us girls look at Andrew and then at each other with our eyebrows raised. This could get very interesting. As long as I’ve known Andrew, I’ve never known him to get possessive of someone. Well, except for Jaxon, but that was a lost cause from the beginning, and he knew it. He was possessive of him for the simple fact that he wanted him to be happy, and felt not many women were good enough for him, until Bailey. It was all very sweet.

Curious at his behavior, I reach over and snatch the picture from him while he’s distracted. Of course, he immediately tries to get it back. I get up from the floor and move to the other side of the couch, yelling, “Hold him down, girls!”

Both girls launch their bodies over Andrew, but it does nothing to stop him. He easily, but gently, throws them off, being careful to not go anywhere near Amari, who is still lying on the floor.

I stuff the picture down my shirt and into my bra before turning to face Andrew. He takes a step toward me.

“Give it back,” he says calmly.

“Why do you want it so badly?” I ask him, really wanting to know the answer and why he’s acting this way.

“Because it’s mine,” is his simple response.

“Actually, it’s mine,” Chris says, with a smug grin.

Not moving his eyes away from me for fear of me bolting with his precious picture, he answers Chris, “Not anymore. I’m sure you have plenty more.” He points to my chest where I stuffed it. “That one is mine.”

She laughs before saying, “Well, I’m pretty sure I no longer want it now anyways. Nothing personal, Mia, but I’m not sure I want something that’s been in your bra.”

I shrug, not offended in the least. I eye Andrew for a minute before I take a side step. He watches me like a hawk and matches my movement. He and the couch are between me and the hallway, and I know there’s no way I can make it to my bedroom where I can lock the door.

“Don’t think I won’t reach in there and grab it,” he says.

I never doubted it for a minute.

Just as I make my move, he jumps on the couch and reaches over and snags my waist, pulling me over it with him. I maneuver so I’m on the bottom on my stomach, so he has a hard time reaching in my shirt. He’s on top and wastes no time in reaching between me and the couch and into my shirt. His fingers graze my nipple and damn if I can’t help the shiver that wracks my body at the touch. Hey, I’m a girl with a hot guy lying on her with his hand in her shirt. What do you expect?

He pulls the photo out of my shirt, and goes to stand up. I grab both arms to keep him in place. I hear both Chris and Karyn laughing at us.

“Damn it, Andrew, I just want to see it,” I growl at him.

He stills. I feel him kiss the back of my neck. “Okay babe, because I love you so much, I’ll let you have a peek.”

“Oh, thanks for being so generous,” I say dryly.

Staying where he is on top of me, he puts the picture right in front of our faces. Oh, wow! I now understand why he seems so obsessed. The man is sex personified.

The guy in the picture isn’t directly facing the camera. Instead, it looks like he’s looking at someone off to the side. His long hair is a dark blond and it’s messily pulled into a low ponytail, with pieces of it hanging out of the hair tie. It looks like it might reach just past his shoulders. I can’t really tell his eye color because of how his head is turned, but they look like a light color. His hands are shoved into the pockets of dark gray cargo pants. His white muscle shirt showcases tanned muscular arms riddled with tattoos. To top off the walking orgasm in the picture is the sexy smirk he has on his face.

“Fucking gorgeous isn’t he?” Andrew whispers in my ear.

I look at him over my shoulder and see him staring at the picture again with an expression I’ve never seen on his face before.

Oh yeah, this is going to be very interesting indeed.
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A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER, I carry Amari in her car seat into Maggie’s Diner. It’s after the lunch crowd so it isn’t too busy. I set the seat on top of a table and am lowering myself into the booth when my Gram comes rushing up to us, carrying a half-empty pot of coffee and a mug.

“Oh, let me see my great-grandbaby!” she says, as she puts the pot and mug down and starts unbuckling Amari from her seat.

“Hi, Gram,” I say, smiling at her while she rocks a sleeping Amari.

She looks over at me with her own smile and pats me on the cheek.

“Hey, sweetie. Give me a kiss.” She turns her head and I bend down to kiss her soft cheek.

“How’s your back been treating you?” I ask, while I move the car seat to the next table over and take a seat in the booth. A minute later, Gram sits as well.

“Oh, it’s the same as usual.”

“You need to start taking it easy, Gram. You work too hard. Maybe you should start cutting back.”

“Nonsense. I’ll be just fine.”

I know she will be, but I still worry about her. She isn’t getting any younger and she needs to learn how to enjoy life instead of working all the time. No matter how much Jaxon and I tell her this, she just won’t listen. She’s a stubborn old bat. But she’s one of my favorite people.

“You just missed Mac,” she says, and looks up at me. Her eyes are inquisitive, like she is trying to figure something out. She knows we dated as teenagers. Hell, everyone knows. She also knows my feelings toward him now. Why in the hell would she tell me this when she knows I want nothing to do with him?

I hold her gaze and reply, “Yeah, so?”

After looking at me for a few seconds and realizing I’m not going to give anything away, she surprises me with, “I overheard Jesse tell Ethan he caught y’all kissing in the hallway of your mama’s house the other day.”

Fucking Jesse and his big mouth!

I shrug and tell her, “It was nothing. Just a lapse in judgment.”

I pick up the coffee pot and pour the hot liquid into the mug. After dumping in a few scoops of sugar and creamer, I pick up my cup to take a sip. I look at my Gram over the rim of my cup. She’s still watching me, but this time there’s sadness in the depths of her eyes.

“You’re wasting time, Mia,” she tells me softly. “I don’t know what happened between you both all those years ago, but I do know that the feelings y’all carried for each other are still there. They may be buried deep, but they are there all the same.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. I no longer have feelings for Mac. The circumstances surrounding our breakup made sure of that.” I tell her the almost truth. The real truth is that I do still have feelings for Mac. I hate myself for it, just as much as I hate him. But no matter how I feel, there is no way we could ever get back what we had. I could never trust him again and I refuse to live my life worrying and wondering what he’s doing or who he’s with.

“What happened between the two of you?”

“You know I don’t talk about it, Gram,” I tell her quietly.

“I know, but I wish you would. Sometimes it helps with the pain. And sometimes when you talk about it, it helps you realize things may have not been what they seem.”

“Yeah, well, I know exactly what happened. And there are no other explanations. It is just as it was.”

She looks at me for another minute before she shakes her head and lets it go.

“What time are Jaxon and Bailey due back?” she asks.

Relieved that we are finally off the subject of Mac, I lean back in the booth. “Around lunchtime tomorrow. Surprisingly enough, they only called twice. I thought I was going to have to turn my phone off, but they did well.”

“I’m sure Jaxon had a lot to do with that. I imagine they are pretty occupied,” Gram says, with a mischievous smile.

“Gram, really?” I say, cringing. This is my seventy-year-old grandmother. She’s supposed to be modest and not think about things like that. What she said is just wrong.

“What? My mind works just the same as it did when I was younger,” Gram says, chuckling.

“No, you’re not supposed to think like that anymore. That part of your brain is supposed to be broken and not repairable, especially about your grandson.”

“Oh, pish posh. My mind is just fine. I’m not stupid, Mia. Jaxon is a good-looking man and Bailey is a beautiful woman. Of course they are doing other things besides worrying about this sweet little angel. They both know she’s in good hands.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I mumble, not in the least appeased knowing my Gram still has a working sexual imagination.

We talk for a few more minutes before she gets up to put in my lunch order. Thirty minutes later, I stand and grab the car seat with Amari buckled in, and walk up to the counter to pay. Just like every other time, Gram refuses my money. I give her a quick kiss before Amari and I head out the door. Our next stop is the small grocery store before heading back home.
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Mia

Her heart…

ACOUPLE OF DAYS LATER, I pull up to the one house I never thought I would step foot in again. The outside looks much the same as it looked all those years ago, except for a few changes here and there. It looks as though there may be a fresh coat of paint as well. This used to be one of my favorite places to be. Now, I dread every second I sit here.

I didn’t tell Mac I was coming. To be honest, I debated with myself the entire time I was behind the wheel. I stopped a couple times to turn around, knowing I was going to regret coming here. I’m feeling a whirl of emotions: fear of the unknown, anger at Mac for dredging up the past, and worry that something may change once Mac tells me what he has to tell me. My mind is waging a war with my heart. I desperately want to know, but I’m also scared.

Pulling in a deep breath, I shut off my car and get out. As usual, I don’t bother locking the door. I see Mac’s charcoal-gray truck parked at the side of the house. There is also a red older-style Monte Carlo. I wonder whose it is and think about turning around again. I don’t want to disturb him if he’s busy. I change my mind when I think about his adamancy on speaking with me. I’ve worked up the courage to come here so he can damn well tell me now, not later.

As I make my way to the front porch, I glance over to the left and notice a horse grazing in the pasture. It makes me wonder if Mac still has Marabelle. She was a beautiful brown-and-white mustang I always rode when Mac and I went out horseback riding.

Sadness and nostalgia hit me, but I force the feelings down.

When I step onto the porch, I see that, again, not much has changed. Memories of Mac and me on the porch swing wrapped in a blanket come to the surface.

Shit!

I knew this was a bad idea. It’s already hard enough as it is without all the damn memories popping up.

I pull the screen door open and knock twice, bound and determined to get this done and over with so I can leave. I see a silhouette through the curtain hanging on the door before it swings open. What greets me has my breath freezing in my lungs and my heart faltering. My stomach immediately cramps and it takes everything I have to not turn around and run away.

“Who is it, T?” Mac’s deep voice comes from somewhere in the house.

“It’s Mia, Dad,” Trent “T” says over his shoulder in a bored voice.

I stand there and stare at Mac’s son with my heart in my throat until Mac appears beside him. The look in his eyes tells me he knows this hurts. I also see guilt and what looks like something that resembles worry, which makes me wonder why.

It doesn’t take me long to find out why. A few seconds later, I hear another voice. This voice sends shivers down my back and has me clenching my fists. The voice is attached to one of the people I hate most in the world, one of the ones who destroyed all my dreams in one go. I want nothing more than to charge in the house and lay the woman out. She took everything from me and never received any retribution for it.

“Mac, I need you to…,” Tessa says as she rounds the corner. She stops when she sees me, and her eyes go hard. If it weren’t for her conniving and deceitful ways—and I know what went down with her and Mac included deceit on her part—I would say she’s beautiful. She has golden-blonde hair that reaches just past her shoulders. Her hazel eyes are at a seductive slant. If it weren’t for the hatred emitting from them right now, I would say they were pretty. Her body is, I guess you could say, full in all the right places. I personally find her one of the ugliest people I’ve ever encountered. But that’s just me. I know her true nature. In high school, boys flocked her way. They were all horny and knew she was a sure bet. Although she dated many of them, and slept with many more, I never missed the heated looks she sent Mac’s way. It pissed her off that I had him and she had no chance. In the end though, she won. She got her chance with Mac and took everything that was supposed to be mine, even our child.

She walks up to stand beside Mac. “What in the hell is she doing here?”

“T, go back in the house.” After Trent walks away, he says to Tessa, still looking at me, “That’s none of your business, Tessa. It’s time for you to go.” The guilt is still in his eyes, but I also see anger slipping through.

“I beg to differ. My son is here and I don’t want—”

She doesn’t get the chance to finish before Mac interrupts her. “He’s my son too and when he’s here I say who he’s around.”

“You know what?” I interrupt before they can continue. “I’m leaving. We’ll talk later, Mac.”

When I turn to go, Mac grabs my arm to stop me. “No, you stay. She’s leaving.”

Tessa sputters for a minute before she finds her voice. “You’ve lost your mind if you think I’m leaving my son here if she’s going to be here as well.”

She’s really starting to piss me off. She makes it sound like she is the injured party. The last time I checked, it was her pussy that Mac fucked on my eighteenth birthday. It was her he gave his virginity to, not me. What in the hell does she have to be pissed for?

Just as I’m about to voice my opinion on what I think of her skank ass, Mac steps up into Tessa’s face without releasing my arm.

“This is my house, my rules. You are the one who called this morning asking me to take T for the week. You know I have no problem with that. I love having my boy with me. But you don’t come to my house forbidding anyone from entering it. You’ve fucked me over too many times in the past in regards to my time with him. It’s time for you to leave.”

I watch as Tessa faces off with Mac. The look in his eyes is hard. He’s pissed and isn’t afraid to show it. I don’t know much about their current situation. What I do know is that their relationship didn’t last long and it ended on a bang. I couldn’t help but feel satisfaction when I found out they were splitting up.

“Fine, whatever,” she says, with narrowed eyes. “You better watch her around him.”

I take a step toward her, ready to have my own face-off, but Mac pulls me back and wraps an arm around my waist. I really want to lay in to her, but it’s not my business what goes on between Mac, her, and their son. I have to force myself not to say anything.

“What the fuck do you think she’s going to do, Tessa?” Mac asks. I’m curious about her answer as well.

“There’s no telling what lies she’ll plant in his head,” she says with a glare in my direction, and that’s what sets me off. Yanking myself from Mac’s side, I get up in Tessa’s face. Satisfaction rears its head when I see fear in her eyes. I know my own eyes reflect pissed-off vibes. And that’s exactly what I am. Pissed! She’s taller than me by a few inches but I’ve got anger and adrenaline on my side and she knows it.

“Who in the hell do you think you are? What lies am I going to tell him? That you were a conniving bitch back in high school, and still are? Or, how about because you were jealous you fucked my boyfriend when he wasn’t yours to have? Those aren’t lies, Tessa. Those are stone-cold facts. But you know what? I won’t have to tell Trent. In time he’ll find out what a true cunt you really are.”

“Why, you little bi—” she starts, but doesn’t get a chance to finish before Mac cuts in.

“That’s enough!” he barks at both of us.

Her eyes are cold when they stare back into mine. Pure hate radiates from her, but that’s okay, because I know the same hatred emits from me as well.

I feel Mac pull me back again and I let him, done with my rant. Tessa doesn’t say anything, but I know she wants to. Huffing and puffing, she marches past us and out the door. Once she steps off the porch, she turns. “Have T ready at noon on Friday,” she says, and marches to her car. We watch as she speeds down the driveway.

I pull myself from Mac’s arm and turn to face him. I see a tic in his jaw and I know he’s still mad. The feeling is entirely mutual. How dare that bitch imply I would say something to T about what happened back in high school. He’s a kid, for Christ’s sake! I’m also pissed that I put myself in a situation where I’m faced with Mac’s son and his cuntcake of a mother.

“What are you doing here, Mia?” he asks. I can’t tell if some of his anger is directed toward me or if I’m just in the vicinity and therefore in its path. His question pisses me off even more.

“I came here so we could have this so-called talk you’ve been begging me to have. I’m thinking now it was a mistake and I should go. I wouldn’t want to taint your son with my presence.” I finish on a sneer. I know it’s not fair to be pissed at him for what Tessa said, but I can’t help but feel resentment toward him for her being here. I also know it’s unfair because he has to associate with her because of Trent. I harbor no ill feelings toward Trent, but it still hurts to look at him. He’s a reminder of all I lost.

“That’s bullshit and you know it. You know I don’t feel that way so don’t try to pull that shit. Yes, I want to talk to you but I know being around T is hard on you. I want to avoid adding to your pain. You should have called me before coming over.”

It’s true, I should have called him, but I had no idea they would be here. She lives several towns over, and as far as I know, doesn’t come here very often, or at least I haven’t seen much of her in Jaded Hollow.

“It doesn’t matter. Clearly, this isn’t a good time. I’ll call next time.” I turn to walk away but he stops me.

“No, wait just a damn minute. You’re here, we may as well talk now. I’ll set T up in his room with his Xbox and we’ll talk in the living room. There’s no telling the next opportunity I’ll get.”

He’s right. My decision to hear what he has to say is wavering. Seeing Tessa again has brought back the old anger. And seeing Trent and everything he represents has caused the pain to resurface. I don’t know if I’ll find the courage again.

Making my decision and hoping it’s the right one, I walk into the living room. When I enter the large room, I see Trent sitting on a dark brown sectional sofa, playing some type of handheld game. Another sharp pain hits my chest at the sight of him. I turn and face the sliding glass door that leads to the back porch. I feel guilty that I can’t even look at him. He’s just a kid and is in no way at fault. It’s just simply too painful.

I hear Mac enter the living room behind me. “Hey, T, come with me. I’m going to set up the game in your room while Mia and I talk for a bit.”

In the reflection of the glass, I watch as Trent swings his head back and forth between the two of us before he asks, “Why?”

“Doesn’t matter why, kid, just do as I say. Grab the console and let’s go.” His tone brooks no argument.

I hear some grumbling before Trent gets up and grabs the console from beside the massive TV and walks out of the living room with Mac trailing behind him.

Once they leave, I take the opportunity to look around. The place looks different from the last time I was here. Turning to my right, I see a big fireplace. On one side is a bookshelf that has a shit-ton of books and CD and DVD cases. One shelf is filled with picture frames. I make my way over to it, curious as to what he has displayed.

The first picture I see is of Mac in his teens. His parents are on either side of him. His dad has his hand on his shoulder. Mac is already taller than his mom and he has his arm thrown over her shoulders with her head resting on his. All three are smiling and seem happy.

I move on to the next picture. This one is of Mac holding baby Trent. Trent couldn’t be any more than a few days old. Mac has the biggest grin on his face and you can tell by his expression that he’s a very proud daddy. I look away when I feel sadness and anger seeping in at the thought of him sharing that with someone else.

The next picture has me catching my breath. It’s of me and Mac on Marabelle. It was the first time I had ever ridden her. I’m sitting in front of Mac and he has his arms wrapped around me, holding the reins. His head is resting right next to mine while he explains how to direct a horse. I remember that day like it was yesterday. I had always been fascinated with horses, and always wanted to learn to ride one, but had never gotten the opportunity. When Mac found this out he rectified the situation immediately. I loved it right away. And what made it even more special was that I got to have Mac’s arms wrapped around me. I remember feeling so safe and warm. Butterflies were swarming in my stomach and my heart rate picked up when he swung up behind me and put his arms around me and his thighs on either side of mine. We were still in the simple kissing phase of our relationship.

I reach up and run my fingers across the frame. We were both so happy back then. The world was at our fingertips and I still had my dreams of having Mac at my side forever. I was so innocent back then and Mac was one of the sweetest guys I knew. I loved him with everything I had and was willing to do anything to make him happy.

A throat clearing behind me brings me back to reality. I turn and see Mac watching me intently. He’s leaning casually against the door frame with his arms crossed.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asks me.

“Sure. Got any beer?”

His lips quirk up on one side. “Yep.”

He pushes off from the wall and starts across the living room. I follow him through a doorway and enter a medium-size kitchen. Although the layout is the same, the appliances and design are different than the last time I was in here. The appliances are new, but still have an old-fashioned feel. Instead of the flowered wallpaper that used to decorate the walls, it’s now painted a soft blue. There’s a border at the top that features different breeds of horses. The table is the same one that was here years ago. It’s an old, scarred, wooden rectangular table. Jaxon, Anna, and I have eaten many meals at that table with Mac and his parents.

Mac walks over to the fridge and pulls out two beers and hands me one.

“When did you remodel?” I ask him, before taking a swig.

“A few years ago. It’s mainly just the kitchen and bathrooms that I renovated. I wanted to modernize the plumbing. I also did the wiring throughout the house. Got tired of the damn electricity going off all the time.”

I chuckle a little at that. “I remember a time or two it going out while I was here. Do you remember the time we were in the basement when it went out?”

He quirks an eyebrow at me. “Oh, you mean the time you almost killed us both?”

“Hey! It wasn’t my fault. Your cat scared the shit out of me!”

We both laugh at the memory of being in the basement making out on the couch when the lights went off. We got up to go upstairs to find a flashlight. It was pitch black and we couldn’t see a thing. The basement was already spooky, and with the lights off it was ten times worse. I made him let me go first and trail directly behind me. We were only up a few stairs when his stupid cat decided to sneak his paws through the stairs and play footsie with me. I shrieked and jumped, which caused me to bump into Mac. I tried catching myself, but because I couldn’t see, I caused both of us to tumble down the stairs. Luckily neither one of us was hurt, except for a small bump on Mac’s head and a tiny bruise on my knee. Mac always made sure there was an easily accessible flashlight in the basement from that moment on.

Our chuckles die down. I drink the rest of my beer and set the bottle on the counter.

“Another?” Mac asks.

I shake my head and tell him, “Can we just get this over with?”

Nodding, Mac finishes off his beer and grabs another one.

“Let’s move to the living room,” he says, before walking out of the kitchen.

I take a seat on one end of the couch. Mac takes the other end, as if he knows I need my distance. He sits on the edge and puts his elbows on his knees with the beer bottle hanging from both hands between his legs. He doesn’t say anything at first, just stares off into space. He’s making me nervous and it’s pissing me off. He practically begged me to listen to him and now that I’m here he doesn’t say anything. Just before I turn to face him and tell him to get on with it, he starts talking.

“As we both know, that night, your birthday, was supposed to be the night we were going to make love for the first time. It was a night I had been dreaming about since the day you kissed me at the lake.” He doesn’t look at me when he talks, just keeps looking forward, like he’s stuck in a memory. “I didn’t want it to happen there at Mark’s house. I had rented us a room at the bed-and-breakfast. I wanted it to be special. I had candles spread all over the room and rose petals on the bed. I was going to take you there after we hung out at the party for a little while. I wanted you to enjoy hanging out with your friends before I had you all to myself.”

He stops talking long enough to take a swallow of his beer. I had no idea he did all that. I had just assumed we would have sex at Mark’s, in one of the rooms upstairs. We had never spoken of the how or where, just of the when. It warms my heart, knowing he wanted it to be special.

“Somehow or another we got separated. We had both been drinking but I made sure only to have two beers because I knew I had to drive us to the bed-and-breakfast. I started feeling weird, like I had drunk way more than what I actually did. I went looking for you so we could leave. Someone, I can’t even remember who, told me that you asked them to tell me that you would be waiting in a room upstairs. I went up to get you. I was stumbling and couldn’t keep my focus. When I made it to the only room that wasn’t occupied, I went inside. It was dark, only lit by a couple of candles. When I flipped the switch to turn the light on, it didn’t work. Through the dim candlelight, I could tell someone was on the bed. I stepped farther in the room when I realized it was you.”

He looks over at me when he says that and his words cause me to suck in a breath. I know what he saw wasn’t true. I was still downstairs hanging out with Andrew. Why in the fuck would he think it was me?

Before I get a chance to ask, he continues, “She had on the same bra-and-panties set I’d seen you wear before. Her hair was the same color as yours. In my woozy and fucked-up mind, it was you, Mia. She even smelled like you.”

I am absolutely speechless. How in the hell is it possible that Tessa was able to pull that off? Her hair is blonde to my black. The chance of her owning the same bra-and-panties set is highly unlikely.

Shit! A memory hits me and it has me clenching my jaw. That bitch!

I look at Mac and see him watching me warily, unsure of my reaction to his story so far.

“One week before my birthday, I was getting dressed after gym, and I couldn’t find my bra and panties. It was really strange, but then I thought someone had somehow picked them up with the towels and put them in the laundry by mistake. I never did end up finding them.”

My blood is boiling. That cunt took my panties and used them. That’s so gross and fucked-up on so many levels. I’d like nothing more than to hunt her down and beat the living shit out of her. I knew she was conniving, but I didn’t realize she would stoop to such a low level. Before I get a chance to voice my opinion, Mac continues.

“Even through the fog, I was still determined to take you to the bed-and-breakfast. Our first time wasn’t going to be at a party. The longer I stood there staring at you, the more messed-up my mind got. I couldn’t understand why I couldn’t seem to get my bearings. It kept getting worse and worse. I started to realize I couldn’t drive so I was going to call a cab.

“I walked over to the bed and called your name. You didn’t answer, just got up and crawled to the edge of the bed where I was standing. I was swaying badly and was getting pretty tired at that point. I could barely keep my eyes open. You started putting your hands on me, and it felt so damn good. I tried pushing you away, to explain my plans, but you just kept fucking touching me.”

Mac puts his beer down on the coffee table with a loud bang and gets up. He rakes his fingers through his hair and starts pacing the room. I feel sick to my stomach the more he talks. To hear him talk about Tessa touching him, even when he thought it was me, claws at my insides. I want to tell him to shut up, that I can’t take any more, but I need him to continue. I need to know the rest, even if it does destroy me in the process.

“I knew something wasn’t right. Your hands weren’t as soft or as tender. Your hair was the same color but the texture felt different. No matter how hard I tried shaking off the effects of the alcohol, I couldn’t. It was as if I were floating outside my body. My mind was screaming at me to stop it, but my body was incapable of following through. You pushed me down on the bed and started removing my clothes. You put your mouth on me—”

“Stop!” I say harshly, not able to handle the thought of that nasty bitch’s mouth on him. It was not me doing these things to him and I hate that he is referring to that whore as me. Bile rises in my throat and I have to force the nasty taste from my mouth. “Stop saying ‘you.’ It was not me doing those things!”

Mac whips around at my harsh command, and I see the torment in his eyes. His hands are drawn into fists at his sides and his breathing has become heavier. My breathing isn’t much better.

He walks up to me and pushes the coffee table back so he can kneel in front of me. Down on his knees, with both his legs on either side of mine so he can get as close as possible, he takes my tightly clenched hands.

“Okay. I’ll skip all the gory details, but please let me finish, Mia. I need you to know what happened wasn’t something I wanted,” he says solemnly.

I squeeze my eyes shut for a minute before opening them and nodding. As much as it hurts, I need him to continue as well.

Still kneeling before me and keeping my hands in his, he starts talking again.

“At that point I’d lost all reason. All I had thought about for years was finally taking you and the sensations were overwhelming. I stopped fighting and let her do what she wanted. I tried participating but my limbs were too heavy. I could barely move. I still couldn’t figure out why my brain wasn’t working properly. I had drunk beer plenty of times before but it had never affected me like that. Eventually, I didn’t care. She climbed on top of me and I knew the minute she did, something was way off. I think I blacked out at one point, because the next thing I knew you were walking in with her still on top of me. Even though I was still fucked-up, I knew immediately that something was wrong. How in the fuck could you be on top of me and be at the door at the same time? Using the light from the hallway once you opened the door, I looked to the person hovering above me, and through blurred vision, I saw Tessa. The last thing I remember until morning is you screaming, throwing Tessa off, and leaning over the side of the bed throwing up.”

Mac drops his head onto my lap. I don’t know what to think or feel. I feel numb. I don’t know if I’m capable of feeling anything right now. I think I’ve always known in my heart that something wasn’t quite right about that night. I’ve always known that Mac loved me, and I believe he honestly wanted for both of us to be our firsts. I just couldn’t figure out why or how he could so carelessly give himself to someone else. It never made sense. I was so hurt by his actions that I just wanted to forget it ever happened. I never took the time to try to rationalize the whys. Hell, to be honest, I didn’t really care why. I just knew it happened and there was no excuse for it. I still don’t know if it makes a difference. I know Mac was drugged and there was nothing he could do, he was without a doubt raped, but I also know I’ll never get the vision of a naked Tessa on top of an equally naked Mac out of my head. I remember the smirk she gave me when I was standing there staring at them with my heart laid out bleeding on the floor. I wanted to grip her by her hair and yank her off him. But I knew it wouldn’t do any good. She had already won. Instead, I screamed to the top of my lungs, turned on my heel, and ran.

Mac lifts his head from my lap and I avert my eyes from his. I don’t want to see the emotions there.

“Please say something, Mia.”

Without looking at him, I ask him something I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to, but need to hear him confirm.

“You were drugged?”

“Yes. I knew I had been given something. I had only had a couple beers, and the way I felt was much more than that. They found Rohypnol.”

I nod and pull away from him, not wanting him to touch me right now. I have too much to process. I get up off the couch and walk to the window. I’m still shocked. I have no idea what to say to him. We were both tricked and deceived. And there were more players than just Tessa. I want to rant and throw a tantrum. How could he not realize it wasn’t me? Tessa and I are nothing alike. The rational part of my brain knows he was easily swayed because of the drugs and the similarities Tessa made sure were there. But the part that connects to my heart still hurts. It’s hard to believe I could ever mistake Mac for someone else, but I’ve never been under the influence of the date rape drug. I’ve heard horror stories of women being given the drug and not even realizing she was being raped.

I turn around and face him with my arms wrapped around my waist. He’s back to sitting on the couch with his elbows resting on his knees. His head is lowered, and his hands are clenching his hair. When I speak, he lifts his head and stares at me with tortured eyes.

“She was wearing a wig, wasn’t she?” That’s the only explanation there is. She’s always had blonde hair.

“Yes. That’s why it felt different. It must have fallen off during—”

I hold up a hand to stop him. “I get it.”

He just nods and stares at me.

“After telling me this, what are you expecting, Mac?” I ask him because I really want to know. Does he expect me to just jump in his arms? It may explain a lot of what happened that night, but the fact remains, those awful visions will always be with me.

“I don’t expect anything, Pix. Would I be opposed to you giving us another try? Fuck no. I would jump for fucking joy to have you again. But I don’t expect it. Even though the rational part of me knows it wasn’t my fault, that there was nothing I could do, the part of me that hurts,” he grabs my hand and puts it over his heart, “feels like I should have done something to stop it. I just didn’t want you to continue to think I did it because I didn’t love you enough. You were my entire world back then. I lived and breathed to make you happy. You were my reason for being. I would have given anything to keep that pain from you.”

His words don’t bring me comfort. They just make the pain worse because I believe them with all my heart. The way he treated me, like I was a rare treasure, is something I’ll never have again. What we had was special and precious, not something you get every day. It was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of love that many people never experience.

“Can I ask you a question?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Why did you come looking for me upstairs?”

And that was where the other players came into play.

“I had been downstairs talking to Andrew and some friends when I realized you had been gone for a while. I looked for you all over downstairs and even outside. When I came back inside, I ran into Stacey. She told me you had given her a message for me to meet you upstairs.”

I should have known right away that something wasn’t adding up. Stacey and Tessa were close friends. Neither Mac nor I ever associated with her. I should have realized Mac would have never gone to her to give me a message.

“That’s what I thought. And now that you mention the name, I think it was Stacey that told me you were upstairs.”

That doesn’t surprise me. Stacey was always stuck up Tessa’s ass. Two peas in a pod, those two were. Stacey wasn’t quite as bad as Tessa, but damn near.

“Dad?” Trent says from the hallway. I swing my body in his direction. I completely forgot he was here.

“Yeah, T?” Mac asks, getting up from the couch and facing his son.

“When are we having dinner?”

“In just a bit. How does pizza sound?”

“That’s cool,” he mumbles. I noticed he does that a lot.

Mac turns to me and asks, “Want to join us?”

His question takes me by surprise. I stand there like an idiot with my mouth hanging open. I notice Trent also standing there watching me, waiting for my answer. I’m not sure, but it looks like he doesn’t want me sticking around. Not to stoop to Tessa’s level, but I bet not too many kind words have left Tessa’s mouth regarding me, if she’s said anything at all.

As I stand there, undecided if I should stay or not, Mac comes to stand in front of me.

“Stay, Pix. Have pizza with us,” he says quietly.

I glance back at Trent and see him eyeing me with trepidation. I don’t blame him. He doesn’t know much about me, and I’m sure he doesn’t trust me because of that. Hell, if I were in his shoes, I wouldn’t trust me either.

When I look back at Mac, he’s standing there watching me. I can see he really wants me to stay. I just don’t know if I should. Would it lead him to believe I wanted to try again?

No, I am a long way off from that. I understand now why and how it happened, but I’m not ready to get involved with him again. My anger may have shifted from Mac to Tessa, but it’s still there. The one thing I do know is that I would like to stay for dinner. Yes, it hurts to be around Trent, but I can’t help but want to know more about him. Yes, part of him is Tessa, but the other part is Mac and Mac used to be such a big part of my life.

Making my decision, I tell him, “I’d love to stay.”

The smile he aims my way brings those long-forgotten butterflies to the surface again.
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Mac

Her charm…

WE’RE ALL SITTING AROUND the table eating pizza. No one is talking and tension fills the air. I know Mia isn’t really comfortable in this situation. I know it’s hard on her, being around T. It’s a big slap in the face reminder of what happened.

I’m sure Trent isn’t real happy with the situation either. He doesn’t know much about Mia, as he’s not here very often, but he does know Mia is part of the reason why his mom and I never worked out. He doesn’t know why, but I’m sure he’s heard her name a time or two. I can only imagine what his mom has told him. I’m not exactly sure what’s going on with him lately, but he’s developed an attitude. I plan to talk to him this week to find out what’s going on. We’ve always been close, but he’s closed himself off lately. I don’t like it. I want my easygoing boy back.

It’s hard to keep my eyes off Mia. She hasn’t been here since before her eighteenth birthday. I didn’t realize how much I missed seeing her here until now. She used to be so comfortable here. It was her second home. It hurts to see the tension on her face. I don’t know why she agreed to stay, but I’m glad she did. Everything I laid on her tonight can’t be easy. I know it was a real shock. I can only imagine what she is thinking and feeling right now.

Out the corner of my eye, I see a furry head peeking around the door that leads to the kitchen. I drop my pizza crust on the plate and swivel in my chair.

“Come here, Loafer,” I say, and hold out my hand.

Mia whips her head around. Loafer hasn’t been out of my room since she showed up. You can see the surprise on Mia’s face when she sees Loafer peeking around the corner.

Mia looks back at me. “I didn’t know you had a dog.”

I break a piece of the crust off and hold it down to try to entice Loafer to come to me. She takes a couple steps closer. I look over at Mia when I answer.

“She’s skittish, doesn’t like strangers. I adopted her when she was a pup. The shelter said she had been beaten.” I click my teeth at Loafer and we watch in silence as she slowly makes her way over to me. She eyes Mia the whole time, but I’m still surprised she came to me. Normally, she won’t enter a room if there’s someone in there she doesn’t know. She’s fine with kids, took to T right from the start, but not adults.

She gently takes the crust from me and flops down on her butt to eat it. Mia watches her with a sad expression on her face. When we were kids, she loved animals. She slowly reaches out toward Loafer’s back. Loafer tenses and stops eating, but doesn’t scurry away, which also surprises me. I sit stunned when Loafer lets Mia rub her hand along her back. Is it normal for me to be jealous of a dog? I want those soft hands rubbing me.

“She normally doesn’t let anyone touch her, except T and me,” I tell her, as she continues to pet Loafer. She looks up with a small smile. Mia reaches up, grabs a piece of her own crust, and offers it to Loafer. Again, she gently takes it and commences eating it, seemingly no longer fazed that Mia is touching her.

“Why the name Loafer? It’s not a traditional dog name.”

I chuckle. “No, I guess it’s not. When I got her, all she would eat was bread. Wouldn’t touch dog food or any scraps I tried giving her.”

After a few more minutes of petting Loafer, Mia sits back in her chair.

We lapse into more silence. Just before I open my mouth to say something, Mia speaks up.

“What grade will you be in when school starts back up?” she asks, looking at T.

He pauses in stuffing his face and eyes Mia suspiciously before mumbling, “Fifth.”

Mia looks at me, and I smile at her in encouragement. I like that she’s curious about T. She turns back to him and asks another question.

“Are you excited?”

Rolling his eyes, he says, “It’s school. Why would I be excited about school?”

I’m just about to get on to him for rolling his eyes when I hear Mia chuckle. The sound is music to my ears. I’ve always loved her laugh, with its soft sound. It’s just one of the thousands of things I’ve missed about her.

“Yeah, I can see your point. I never cared for school either. I just meant that each year carries new experiences.”

He rolls his eyes again and mumbles, “Still nothing to be excited about.”

I can tell T’s attitude isn’t deterring her, but I’ve seen enough of it. Therefore, I say, “Eyes and attitude, T.”

He looks up at me, and I can tell he wants to roll his eyes again but doesn’t. He knows he’s pushing the limit.

He goes back to shoveling pizza in his mouth. “How are Taekwondo lessons going? Your mom still taking you?”

He shrugs and says, “Yeah, when she has the time, which isn’t very often. Jay’s mom normally picks me up.”

“What do you mean, ‘when she has time’? She only works twenty hours a week. What in the hell else does she do that causes her not to have time to take you to a few classes a week?”

“Don’t know. She’s just gone a lot.”

“Does she leave you alone at the house often?” I ask. Yes, if pushed, T could take care of himself for a few hours, but he’s still just a kid and shouldn’t have to. I look over at Mia, who’s watching us talk with her brows puckered. I can see a barely visible hardness to her eyes, like she’s not liking what she’s hearing. I don’t like it either.

“A few times a week, for a few hours. Doesn’t matter though, I can take care of myself.” He stops talking and then adds something so quietly I don’t hear him.

“What was that?” I ask.

Instead of answering, he glances over at Mia quickly before bringing his eyes back to mine. When I look at Mia, I can tell she’s becoming more uncomfortable the further this conversation goes. T has finished eating and is now avoiding my eyes.

“T, look at me,” I tell him firmly. Reluctantly, he brings his gaze back to me. “What did you say?”

Before he can answer, Mia speaks up. “I think I should go.” She tries to stand, but I grab her arm, bringing her back down into her seat. She huffs out a breath but stays seated.

“No. You stay,” I tell her, and swing back to face T. “Speak up, Trent.”

“Dad, really? Do we have to do this in front of her?” He says the word her in a sneer, and I feel rather than see Mia flinch.

“First, you’ll show her respect. Her name is Mia and she’s a friend of mine. Second, lose the attitude. I don’t know what’s up with you lately, but it stops now. And third—”

“Mac—” Mia tries to interrupt, but I talk over her.

“Yes, we do this right now. Tell me what you said.”

Acting like a true ten-year-old, he crosses his arms over his chest and pouts before saying, “Fine! I said I was used to taking care of myself.”

What the hell?

“Explain, T. You’re ten. You’re not supposed to be taking care of yourself.” My temper is spiking, and I have to force myself to not show it. I leave my kid with his mother, and I expect her to care for him as a mother should. Tessa’s not the best mother. I’ve always known that, but it never crossed my mind that she was neglecting him.

In his boy voice, T confirms my suspicions. “She’s not at the house much, and when she is, she doesn’t do anything. She hardly cooks. I have to feed myself most of the time. I have to do my laundry too, or I wouldn’t have anything clean to wear. The dishes are always dirty until I wash them.”

When he’s finished, it takes everything I have not to jump up and go after the bitch. What the fuck? What in the hell is she thinking? What is she doing all the time when she’s not there? And when she is, what is she doing? I grit my teeth and ball my hands into fists. My blood’s boiling. There’s something obviously going on, and I intend to find out just what it is. I’ve put up with a lot of shit from her, but when it comes to the care of my son, that’s not something I’m willing to play around with.

“I’ll talk with your mom when she picks you up. We’ll get this straightened out. If she continues what she’s doing after I speak with her, you pick up the phone and call me. This is not cool what she’s doing, and you can bet it’s going to stop. You understand, T?”

“Yeah sure, Dad, whatever,” he says, in a tone that says he doesn’t believe me. I turn my chair so I’m completely facing him. I want him to see and hear the seriousness in my eyes and voice.

“I mean it, Trent. This won’t continue. I’ll get it taken care of, but you need to let me know when shit like this happens, okay?”

He weighs my words before replying with, “Okay. Can I go back to my room now?”

I watch him for a minute to make sure he grasps what I’m saying. “Yeah. Put your plate in the dishwasher before you go.”

He picks his plate up and briefly glances at Mia before putting it away.

Right before he walks out, Mia says, “It was nice seeing you, Trent.”

Without looking at her, he utters, “Whatever.”

Instead of calling him back to apologize to Mia, I turn to her. “Sorry about that. I knew something was going on, but I had no idea what. He’s had an attitude lately.”

“It’s okay, Sheriff. It’s to be expected.”

I get up from the table and grab both of our plates. After rinsing them, I put them in the dishwasher alongside T’s. I walk over to the fridge, grab two beers, and hand one to Mia. I lean back against the counter.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going talk to Tessa and straighten this shit out,” I tell her. I grip the counter with my hands so hard that I’m surprised the wood doesn’t splinter.

“You’re taking what I told you earlier better than I thought,” I say. I expected more of a reaction from her. Yes, I know I shocked her, but I still thought I would see more emotion than what she’s shown, especially with her temper of late.

The look she throws my way is hard. Her mouth forms a flat line, and her eyes tighten slightly. “Oh, you better bet your ass I’m fuming inside. I want to hunt the bitch down and beat the living shit out of her. When I think she was just here and I had my opportunity, it makes me want to scream with rage, but it’s pointless. What’s done is done. She’ll eventually get hers.”

Okay, that’s more of the Mia I was expecting. If the situation wasn’t so fucked-up, I would laugh. But it is fucked-up, so far fucked-up that I still want to punch a hole in the wall when I think about it. Not just because of what Tessa did, but also because I still feel so fucking guilty. The sorrow I feel for what we lost almost brings me to my knees.

“I know it doesn’t help, but I never slept with her again,” I tell her, hoping it brings some comfort.

She whips her head up at my comment. She’s surprised.

“But you married her. Are you telling me you never slept with her again even though you were married? That’s hard for me to believe, Sheriff.”

I take a step away from the counter in her direction. “Fuck no, I didn’t sleep with her again. I couldn’t stand the sight of her. I only married her because she was pregnant and I didn’t want her raising my child on her own. If she was capable of drugging me, there was no telling what she would do.” It was true. Tessa tried her hardest to get me to sleep with her, but I wanted nothing to do with her. She knew it and used everything she had to change my mind. Was not happening.

“Well, that’s nice to know, but it still doesn’t really matter. Once was obviously enough.”

I flinch.

“I’m sorry,” she says, without looking at me. “That was uncalled for. I know what happened wasn’t your fault.”

I acknowledge her apology with a nod, but don’t say anything.

She picks at the label of her bottle and we lapse into silence again. I walk the rest of the way until I’m standing in front of her. I reach down and tilt her chin up.

“I’m so fucking sorry, Pix. So damn sorry,” I whisper to her.

I see the vulnerability in her eyes, and it nearly breaks me. She’s more of the old Mia right now than I’ve seen in years. I watch, tortured, as a single tear leaves a trail down her cheek. I wipe the wetness away and want to bend down and kiss her soft lips, but I don’t. I’m not going to scare her off when she’s finally looking at me and talking to me. I won’t do anything to jeopardize that. If it’s the only thing I ever have of Mia, I’ll take it.

Mia closes her eyes and slightly shakes her head, dislodging my hand from her chin. I take a step back when she stands. I want to hit something when I watch Mia put her mask back on.

“Thank you for telling me, Mac. I need to get going,” she says, and puts more space between us. I want to rant and rave and close the distance back up, but I don’t. I lost that right long ago.

I walk her to the door, Loafer trailing behind us. She bends down and places a light kiss on top of her head while petting her back affectionately. Jealously hits again, and I grip the door handle tightly and glare daggers at my dog. Ridiculous? Maybe, but I still do it.

Mia gets back up and faces me. “Thanks for dinner.”

“Anytime, Pix. Thanks for listening to me.”

She nods and steps out the door. She walks to her car and gets inside without looking back. A minute later, I’m still standing there watching the dust settle.
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Mia

Her thoughtfulness…

“SHIT,” I MUTTER FOR the umpteenth time. I grab the rag off the counter and squat down to pick up the mess I just made. Reaching over, I swipe the trashcan over to me and carefully pick up the pieces of glass from the beer bottle I just dropped.

Damn Mac!

I can’t stop thinking about what he told me a couple of days ago. For ten years, I blamed Mac for what happened. While the visions of them together still vividly play out in my head, there’s no way I can continue to blame him. And I don’t. But I’m so fucking confused. I don’t know what to think anymore. I don’t know what to do anymore.

For years I guarded myself because of what happened. The pain of it is something I never wanted to go through again. I hardened my heart and turned cold. I am no longer the sweet, pliable girl I was back then. I was quiet and kept to myself, never letting anyone get too close, except for family and the very few select people I let in my inner circle. My world turned upside down the night of my birthday, and then Mac had to flip it again two nights ago. What the fuck am I supposed to do with what he said? What I thought was a careless act on his part turned out to be a violation to both of us.

My actions after I saw Mac with Tessa, while they were already a mistake, became even more of a colossal fucked up mess with Mac’s words. I cringe and grit my teeth at what happened once I left Mac and Tessa. It was my stupid choice to do what I did, and I’ve lived to regret it every single day. The pain of that night, not just from seeing Mac with another woman but with what happened afterwards, is something I live with on a daily basis. I brought it on myself. I instigated it. I was asking for it. I just wanted to wipe the visions from my head and make the pain go away. Most of all, I wanted to pay Mac back for what he did. He so carelessly threw away something that was only supposed to be mine. Why shouldn’t I do the same thing? Little did I know that the pain of what I was doing would be much more than I anticipated.

“Son of a bitch!” I yell, stand up, and move to a drawer that has clean washcloths. Snatching one out, I wrap it around my palm and apply pressure. Fuck, that hurt like a bitch!

“Let me see,” Jaxon says from behind me. I turn around and face him.

“It’s nothing,” I mutter. “Just a nick.”

“Mia, just let me see your damn hand,” he says again, sounding agitated.

“Fine!” I know I’m acting childish, but I don’t care. I puff out a breath and shove my wrapped hand in his face.

He unwraps it slowly. He lifts his eyes to mine, and his lips quirk up. “Just a nick, huh? Any deeper and you would need stitches.”

“Whatever,” I mumble.

“Get to the kitchen, and I’ll grab the first-aid kit,” he says, and walks off. I stick my tongue out at his back.

“I saw that, you little shit,” he calls.

Of course he saw it. There’s a huge fucking mirror behind the bar. I lift my hand and salute him with my middle finger. “Did you see that as well?” I yell.

“Kitchen, Mia. Now,” he yells back without stopping.

Grumbling and cursing, I walk into the kitchen and over to the sink. I pass Hoot, our cook, on the way.

“Hey, Mia,” he says in his gravelly voice. Hoot is a big grizzly of a man, but he has a heart of gold and wouldn’t hurt a fly.

“Hey, Hoot.”

When he notices the bloody rag, he walks over to me. “What in the hell did you do?”

“Dropped a beer bottle and cut myself when I was picking it up. It’s no big deal, just a little scratch.”

“It’s not just a scratch,” Jaxon says, walking up to us carrying the first-aid kit. He sets it down on the counter and opens it. Pulling out a couple of items, he places them on the counter, too.

“Hoot, could you go clean up the rest of the mess behind the bar?” Jaxon asks him.

“Sure, boss,” he says, and walks out the kitchen door.

I turn the spigot on and run my hand under the water. It stings, but I hold in my hiss of pain. Okay, so maybe it’s more than a small scratch. Jaxon’s right. Any deeper and I’d be on my way to get stitches.

Jaxon takes my hand and pulls it toward him. Picking up a pair of tweezers, he starts poking and prodding.

“Ow!” I say, and try to pull my hand away.

“Oh, hold still and stop being a baby.”

“It fucking hurts, you dick,” I snap at him.

He snickers at me before saying, “I bet it does. Now stop wiggling around and let me get this last piece out.” He bends his head and digs around some more until he gets the sliver out. He puts the tweezers down and picks up some peroxide. Holding my hand over the sink, he pours the cool liquid over the cut.

“What’s going on with you lately, Mia?” he asks while he applies triple antibiotic ointment to my palm. “It’s not like you to be so distracted.”

“I just have a lot on my mind lately. Don’t worry about it.” The last thing I need is to have Jaxon in my business.

“Is it Mac?” he asks, and looks up at me.

Well, so much for him not being in my business.

“What? Why in the hell would you ask that? You know I don’t have anything to do with him.” I feign innocence. Maybe if he thinks his suggestion is way out of the ballpark he’ll let it go.

Nope, no way I could be so lucky.

“I talked to Jesse yesterday…,” he says, and looks into my eyes, trying to see the truth there.

I’m going to fucking kill Jesse. He just can’t keep his damn mouth shut.

“Jesus fucking Christ! Does everybody in this town know? I swear that man is worse than a group of old ladies at their weekly book club meeting,” I spit.

Jaxon doesn’t say anything while he puts a bandage on my hand. After it’s done, he cleans his mess and turns to me, and I know what’s coming. I brace and prepare.

“What’s going on between you two?” he asks.

“Absolutely nothing. We kissed in the hallway at Mom’s and that’s it. It was a stupid mistake. A mistake that won’t be happening again.”

“Mia, I never pushed back then because I knew you were in pain. Both of you were and I didn’t want to make it worse by butting in to your business, but I need to know. Did he hurt you?” I know the expression on his face. He’s in big-brother protective mode. While I love that side of him most of the time, right now it is not something I need. I don’t need him trying to wiggle his way in. The less he knows the better. If he knew what happened with Mac, there’s no telling what his reaction would be, even if it wasn’t Mac’s fault.

I take a step closer to him and grab his hand with my good one. “He didn’t hurt me, Jaxon. It just wasn’t working between us. We decided to go our separate ways.”

He pulls me into his arms and rests his chin on top of my head. I lay my head on his chest. He really is the best big brother a girl could have.

“I know you’re lying. I know something more happened between you two. He’s my friend, Mia, but if I find out he hurt you in any way, I’m going to beat his ass.”

I pull back and look up into his eyes. Eyes that are so unique and beautiful. Eyes that have an edge to them right now.

“Please, Jaxon, just leave it alone, okay? It happened a long time ago. There’s no need for you to go all alpha big brother. I’m fine. He’s fine. Everybody is fine.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see,” he mutters, before kissing the top of my head and letting me go. He picks up the first-aid kit and walks away, leaving me alone with my thoughts.
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MY FEET ARE KILLING me and I’m exhausted. I’ve been ready for this day to be over since I walked in the door. It’s ten minutes to closing, and it couldn’t come fast enough. I’m doing as much of my end-of-shift duties as I can, hoping to get out of here quickly.

Once the last straggler walks out, I breathe a sigh of relief.

Finally.

I quickly finish up and yell through the kitchen door to let Hoot know I’m leaving. It’s just after two in the morning, and I’m really looking forward to a hot shower and my bed. I grab my purse and walk down the hallway to the back exit. Walking out into the slightly humid air, I turn and lock the door behind me. I dig my keys out of my purse and make my way to my car. I’m two steps away when I look up and see I have a flat.

That’s just fan-fuckin-tastic! Can today get any worse?

I bend down to inspect my tire and don’t see anything embedded in it. Probably a nail. Lucky for me, Jaxon showed me how to do minor repairs to cars when we were younger, including how to change tires. But I sure as shit am not doing it tonight. I can barely keep my eyes open as it is. I debate with myself to go in and ask Hoot to give me a ride, but I decide against it. He does most of his creative cooking at night after the bar closes. That means he’ll be here for at least another hour, and I don’t want to wait. I just want to go home. I know he would stop what he’s doing to take me home, but I don’t want him to have to go through that. I can walk, as I don’t live too far from here. I throw my keys back in my purse and start my trek toward home.

Even though I’m wearing a tube top, the humid air is causing my shirt to stick to me and sweat trails down between by boobs. I feel nasty, and I’m sure I don’t smell too good either. I speed my steps and promise myself I’m never wearing my combat boots to work again. Yeah, that’s a promise I won’t keep. I love my combat boots.

Jaded Hollow is a small community and relatively quiet most of the time, but it’s amazing how quiet it is in the dead of night. All the houses and businesses are dark, except for an occasional porch light. The streetlights are on, and there’s not a running car in sight. I’m just passing Davey’s Bait and Tackle when I hear something behind me. I turn quickly and see a tall figure just outside of the glare of the street lamp. I try to shield my eyes so I can see better, but it does nothing to help.

“Alright, asshole, just show yourself,” I snap. I am really not in the mood for this shit.

“Well, well, if it isn’t little miss Mia,” comes a voice I despise. “What are you doing outside at this time of night?”

“I should be asking you the same thing, Shady. What trouble are you causing?” This guy gives me the creeps. There is something way off about him. Of course, it probably has a lot to do with the fact that he was the guy I gave my virginity to. I use the word “gave” loosely. I don’t even know if he remembers it. He’s never brought it up.

Shady starts stalking toward me with an unnatural glint in his eye. “I’m just out for a leisurely stroll. What’s your excuse? You must know it’s not safe for little girls to be out this late at night.”

I start walking backwards the closer he gets to me. I don’t want him anywhere near me. Not paying attention, my dumb ass walks into a hard surface behind me. Shady doesn’t stop until he’s right in front of me.

“Back up, Shady,” I tell him firmly. I may sound brave on the outside, but I’m quaking in my damn combat boots. No way will I show him I’m scared shitless, but that’s exactly what I am: scared out of my mind. Shady is a huge man, and I know if he wanted to hurt me he would have no problem at all. I may be able to hold my own in many situations, but I’m no fool to think I can take on a guy like Shady.

I smell body odor and stale whiskey on his breath when he leans in toward me. I have to force myself not to gag. He really stinks. Shady is a heavy drinker, but I can tell he’s sober right now. That may be the only thing that saves me.

I put my hands on his chest to push him back, but he doesn’t budge. “Shady, I mean it. You need to back off.”

Instead of backing up, he leans in farther and puts his arms on the wall behind me on either side of my head. His mouth is at my ear when he speaks again.

“I can still smell you, Mia. I can still see you laid out before me in the back of my truck. I can still see the blood on my fingers after I shoved them in you. Do you remember?”

Well, shit. I guess he does remember. I had hoped that he was so drunk that he wouldn’t. His words send a repulsive shiver down my spine.

“I prefer not to remember. Now back the hell off.” I shove him again, and again he goes nowhere. I’m really starting to get worried. I’m out here all alone with him. Not a soul in sight. I know what Shady’s capable of, and I definitely don’t need a repeat performance.

I’m just getting ready to knee his balls up into his throat when a flashlight shines on us. Shady immediately takes a step back. I can’t see the holder because the glare is blinding me, but I’m glad nonetheless.

“What’s going on here?” Mac’s voice sounds from behind the bright light. I sag back against the wall in relief.

“Mia, you okay?” Mac asks as he walks toward us. He’s pissed. I can tell from the rigid line of his jaw.

I give him a shaky smile before I reply, “Yes.”

He swings the flashlight in Shady’s direction. “What are you doing out this late, Shady?”

“What are you, my momma? It ain’t against the law to be walking the streets, is it?”

“It is when you’re causing problems.”

“I haven’t done anything. I was just leaving Dax’s house when I saw Mia here. Me and her were just reminiscing, weren’t we, little girl?” The ravenous look he sends my way makes me want to smack it from his face. I still can’t believe I let him touch me all those years ago.

“No, we weren’t, Shady. You were being a dick,” I tell him. I feel the tension coming from Mac, who is now standing beside me.

“If you so say, babe.”

The endearment brings bile to my throat.

“Alright, it’s time for you to go home, Shady,” Mac practically growls. “Don’t stop until you get there.”

Shady smiles at me with his nasty yellow teeth. “Will do, Weston. See ya around, Mia.” With that, he turns around and moves down the street toward a bike sitting on the side of the road.

Once his bike is out of sight, Mac turns back to me with narrowed eyes.

I point my finger in his face. “Don’t you fucking start with me, Sheriff.”

“What the fuck, Pix? What in the hell are you thinking? Yes, we have a pretty safe community, but when assholes like Shady are lurking, you know it’s not safe to be out this late at night alone.”

“Yeah, well, I have a flat tire and thought I’d walk home since I don’t live far from here. How was I to know Shady would be out here?”

“And you couldn’t ask Hoot to give you a ride?”

“Yes, I could have, but I didn’t. He was going to be there for a while longer, and I didn’t want to wait. I’m dead on my feet and just want to go home.”

Mac drops his head and runs his fingers through his thick brown hair. I don’t see how he hasn’t pulled it out yet with how many times I’ve seen him do that lately. I see him shake his head and mutter something that sounds like, “Stupid women.”

“Excuse me?” I ask him. Now my temper is starting to flare. I understand his worry. I really do get it, but he has no right to act all high and mighty. It’s not like he hasn’t made any mistakes in his life. I almost laugh at that.

“Nothing. Let’s go.” He reaches for my arm, but I yank it back.

“I can walk without your help.”

“Fine, walk, run, I don’t care. Just get to the damn truck. I’m tired and want to get out of here and go home.” He turns on his heel and starts walking down the street.

He is so frustrating. It takes me a minute to catch up with his long strides.

“So, why are you out so late?” I ask him while we walk side by side toward his truck parked on the side of the road.

“Mrs. Cranny found a spider in her bathroom. I had to come get it out,” he says, with a sideward glance at me.

I laugh at that. Mrs. Cranny is constantly calling the station for someone to come get little critters out of her house. She’s a crafty ninety-year-old lady who lives by herself and has a phobia of insects. Or rather, she likes to claim she has a phobia. Everyone knows the real reason she calls the station; to have one of the officers, most specifically Mac, come out to her house to give her eye candy to look at.

“It isn’t funny. I walked into the bathroom expecting to see a big spider. Did I see a big spider? No. I saw a spider smaller than my damn pinky nail. I would swear that she pinched my ass when I was bent over picking up the damn thing. She needs to be put in a home.”

“Oh, come on, Mac. She’s just a little old lady. Are you telling me you can’t handle someone like her?”

“Fuck, no. She’s a slick one. The last time I was there I think she purposely spilled tea on my shirt so I would have to take it off.”

I laugh even harder. “Did you take it off?”

“Hell no, I didn’t. No telling what she would have done if I had.”

We reach Mac’s truck, and he opens the door for me. Because I’m so short, I have a hard time getting into it. He startles me by putting his hands on my hips and hoisting me up into the seat. I bite my lip to keep from chuckling at the cliché lingering of his hands on my hips. Typical male reaction in this situation.

“You can let go, Sheriff. I think I got it now,” I tell him over my shoulder.

He looks up from looking at my ass with heat in his eyes. Yep, typical male. The look he gives me tells me he doesn’t care he was caught looking.

“It was in my face. Where else do you expect me to look?” he says, before letting me go.

I tip my lips up at that.

He closes the door and walks around while I put on my seatbelt. Of course, he climbs up with no trouble. I think the truck companies that make these monsters are a bunch of horny guys. Their sole purpose is to have guys touch women’s hips to lift them in the truck. I snicker at the idea.

“What’s funny?”

I glance over at him. “Nothing.”

He starts the engine and pulls out onto the deserted road. The cool air coming from the vents causes goose bumps to form on my sweaty skin.

“What did Shady mean, you were reminiscing?” Mac asks, after a couple of minutes.

Nope, not going there. No way am I telling Mac what happened between Shady and me. He would shit a brick and go ballistic, especially if he knew the details. That’s one story that will never come to light. I decide to act nonchalant and lie.

“I have no idea what he’s talking about. We’re talking about Shady here, and you know Shady likes to act… well, shady.”

Out the corner of my eye, I see Mac turn his head my way, watching me, weighing my words. Doesn’t matter if he believes me or not. He’s not getting anything out of me. He can speculate and contemplate all he wants. Luckily, he lets it go.

“I’ll stop by the bar tomorrow morning and change your tire. I’ll bring your car by the house so you’ll have it for work.”

I turn my body to face him before I speak. “You don’t need to do that. I can change it myself.”

“I know you can, but I’m going to do it for you.” The stubbornness I see in his jaw tells me not to argue. I do anyway. It’s my damn car.

“Don’t touch my car. I’ll take care of it,” I tell him.

“Fuck, Mia, just let me change the damn tire. I don’t have anything going on tomorrow anyway.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to, that’s why.”

“You don’t owe me anything, Mac,” I tell him quietly. I wonder if this is a deed he is doing to make up for the guilt he feels for what happened. It sucks that it happened, but it was a long time ago. And after what he told me the other day, he doesn’t owe me anything. Actually, I probably owe him an apology for never giving him the opportunity to talk. One day I’ll work up the courage to give that apology.

“You may not think I owe you anything, but I feel I do. Just let me do this for you, Pix.” The remorse I hear in his voice makes my chest hurt. I never realized how deep his pain was until now. He was a victim just as much as I was.

“Okay.” I pull my keys out of my purse and hand them to him.

He looks at me in surprise before giving me a small smile. “Thank you.”

Mac glances over and sees my gauzed-wrapped hand sitting in my lap. “What happened to your hand?”

I had forgotten all about it during the episode with Shady, and then with Mac.

“Nothing,” I mutter. “I just nicked it on some glass.”

Yes, I’m going back with my original “nicking” fib.

We lapse into silence, and a few minutes later, Mac pulls the truck into my driveway. My porch light is on, illuminating the bottom of my two-story house.

“Thank you for the ride.”

“You’re welcome. Next time call me if you need a ride home. Do not go walking around in the dark like that.”

I roll my eyes at his demand, but reply with, “Yeah, sure.”

I grab the handle to open the door, but Mac stops me by putting his hand on mine. “Will you have lunch with me and T tomorrow at Maggie’s?”

And just like two nights ago, his words surprise me. What surprises me even more is my reply.

“Yes.”

He flashes me a smile that sends heat straight into my panties. It doesn’t help that Mac is rubbing small circles on the back of my hand. I squeeze my legs together to help squelch the feeling.

“I’ll see you tomorrow when I drop your car off. We can leave then and go to the diner.”

“Okay. Goodnight, Sheriff,” I say, and slide my hand from his. I already miss the feel of his rough fingers and the swirls he was creating.

“Goodnight, Pix. Sweet dreams,” he says softly.

I close the door without looking back and quietly walk up my steps and straight into the house.
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Mac

Her laugh…

“COME OVER HERE, T,” I call to my son, who’s busy playing his handheld video game inside the truck. “It’s time you learn how to change a tire.”

He puts the game down and gets out of the truck. When he walks up beside me, I move out of the way and hand him the crowbar to loosen the lug nuts. I know he’s not strong enough yet to loosen them himself, but I’ll let him try it first. I already have the car jacked up enough to take the pressure off the tires. I show him how to put the crowbar on the lug nuts and which way to turn it. Once done, he strains and pulls with all his strength. Of course, it doesn’t budge.

He looks up at me as if I’m stupid for giving him this job. “Really, Dad? You know I can’t loosen these.”

I fight back my chuckle, not wanting to hurt his pride. I step up behind him and place my hands just above his on the crowbar and together we pull up. We loosen all the lug nuts, and then I let him jack the car the rest of the way. Neither of us talks, opting to work in silence. T is a naturally quiet child, always has been.

I step back and let him finish taking off the lug nuts. As I watch him, I think about last night. When I saw Shady leaning over Mia, I wanted to rip his arms away and slam my fist into his face. Shady’s always been someone I don’t trust. He wasn’t given the name Shady at birth. He earned that name. Even back in high school he did some pretty shady shit.

When Mia appeared to be no worse for wear, it didn’t alleviate the rage running through my veins. I know there is more to what Mia said when I asked her about Shady’s reminiscing comment. Again, not wanting to push her, I let it go, but I will find out what he was talking about. Mia may like to appear tough on the outside, but I know deep inside the old Mia still lurks. If I push too hard, she’ll fold into herself, and there’s no telling how hard it’ll be to coax her out again.

“What next, Dad?” T asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“Watch your feet and try to pull the tire off the wheel base.” He yanks and pulls until it bounces to the ground. I roll it out of the way and grab the other tire.

“Next, we need to line the holes on the tire up with the lug nut posts on the wheelbase.” Nodding, he picks the tire up with my help, and we push it on the wheelbase.

“Start putting the lug nuts back on but don’t tighten them all the way. Start with one, and then move to the opposite one until they are all done.”

I watch as he does this. I haven’t had many opportunities to teach him stuff like this. He lives full-time with Tessa. I get him every other weekend, some holidays, and half the summer. I thought it was best when we arranged custody for him to be with his mom for the majority of the time. Now, I’m wondering if I made a mistake. I thought things were going smoothly. Apparently, I was wrong.

“When we finish here, we’re dropping the car off at Mia’s. Afterwards, we’re taking her to lunch. That okay with you?”

He stops tightening the lug nuts and looks over at me. He pulls his brows down in concentration before he answers, “Do I have a choice?”

“Yes, you do, T. You always come first. But…” I hold my hand up to stop him when he opens his mouth to talk. “Before you say anything, answer something for me. Why don’t you like Mia?”

He doesn’t answer right away, just goes back to working the crowbar. After he’s finished, he turns to me and says, “I remember hearing you and mom arguing about her when I was little. There have also been some things mom’s said about her.”

It doesn’t surprise me that he heard me and his mom talking about Mia. It was always a big issue between us. Anytime she was brought up, I tried to keep it quiet for fear of T hearing, but Tessa is a hot head and has a big mouth. I tried to shield him, but Tessa didn’t care. What pisses me off is that she said something purposely to T. He’s a kid and doesn’t need to be dragged into our shit.

“What has she said?” I ask him.

“That Mia is the reason you and mom divorced,” he says quietly, and looks down at his feet.

“Trent, look at me, son.” When he looks up, I continue. “Mia and I dated before your mom and I got together. There was a misunderstanding, we split up, and then I got together with your mom. I always carried feelings for Mia, and your mom didn’t like that. I understand why she didn’t like it, but the feelings were still there. You’ll understand better when you’re older. There were some things that happened between your mom and me and that’s why we divorced. Mia was not involved and had nothing to do with us splitting.”

I won’t give him the details, but I won’t outright lie to him either. No, Mia was not the direct reason why Tessa and I divorced. We were married for six years before I just couldn’t do it anymore. Tessa hated that I wouldn’t sleep with her, and she was constantly bringing Mia up in our relationship. We shared a bed, but I never had sex with her again after that first fucked-up time. Just the thought of touching Tessa in that way made me sick to my stomach and my dick to shrivel up. I was faithful to her the entire time we were married. The same thing couldn’t be said for Tessa. I didn’t care. She could sleep with the entire population of Ohio, and it wouldn’t have fazed me.

“Can you just give her a chance? You might find that you like her.” It’s important he does this. It may not ever happen for Mia and me again, but I would love if they could have some type of relationship. Mia is the only female, besides my mom, that I’ve loved.

“Yeah, Dad, I’ll try,” T says, and I ruffle his hair.

We finish with the tire, and I walk over to the flat to lift it to put in the back of my truck to dispose of. When I do, something odd catches my eye. I place the tire on the tailgate of my truck and take a closer look. What I see has my blood running hot and my gut clenching.

Who in the hell would want to slash Mia’s tire? The first face that pops into my head is Shady. He was out late last night, and he did corner Mia, but it just doesn’t feel right. Nothing in his demeanor from last night says he was up to something ill-mannered. Of course, I’ll be stopping by Dax’s house later to confirm he was there. Surprisingly, Dax is the one and only friend of Shady’s I can trust. Yes, he’s a hard-ass and a dick just like Shady, but I know he’ll speak the truth. He’s normally a loner, not getting into anyone’s business, not covering for anyone. He’s never been an issue in this town.

I throw a tarp over the tire and close the tailgate. I won’t be telling Mia about the tire yet, not until I get some answers. As far as I know, Mia has no enemies. She’s quiet and hasn’t kept many friends over the years. Yes, she can be a bitch at times, but I don’t see someone slashing her tires because she mouthed off a little. There’s Tessa, but I know she’s down in Tennessee visiting a friend.

I tell T to get in Mia’s car, and I climb in myself. It doesn’t take me long before I’m pulling into her driveway, no closer to figuring out who would sabotage her car. I get out, leaving T behind to sit in the car.

When Mia answers my knock, the breath gets knocked out of me. She’s standing there in just a black camisole that shows off two hard nipples and tiny, skimpy, black boy shorts that showcase smooth tanned legs. The tattoos on her arms and chest are on full display. Her hair is tousled, and it looks like she just woke up. All I can do is stand there and fuck her with my eyes. It isn’t humanly possible not to. I know she must see my reaction, but when I force my eyes from her chest to her face, all she gives me is a bored expression.

“Ah, fuck, Mia,” I groan. “Please tell me you don’t answer the door wearing that all the time.”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I don’t. I just got up when you knocked. I checked the peep hole and saw that it was you.”

Not realizing I’m doing it and unable to stop myself, I take a step forward and reach out for her. Before I make contact, Mia slaps my hand away like a parent would an errant child.

“No touching. Don’t make me regret opening the door for you,” she scolds me.

“Fuck, Mia, what do you expect?” I ask in a pained voice.

“I expect you to be a gentleman,” she says sweetly, with a smile.

“You would test any gentleman in what you’re wearing, Pix. Either go get some damn clothes on or T’s going to be sitting out in the car by himself for awhile.”

She laughs and takes a step back before she replies, “Not likely, Sheriff.”

“You don’t want to test me right now,” I say, taking a couple steps closer. “I’m really trying to control myself, but your sassy fucking mouth and delicious body are making it damn near impossible,” I growl the last. My patience is wearing thin.

She huffs out a breath and turns around. I groan as I watch her ass sashay away to her room. I adjust my hard cock in my too-confining jeans. Her tiny pixie body is going to cause me to lose my damn mind, especially now that she’s talking to me. My body has always reacted to her, but now that the animosity between us is gone, my body has taken it upon itself to completely unleash its desires toward her. I’ve always enjoyed riling her up because it caused her to show some form of emotion, but the sweet and funny Mia is going to undo me. Even so, it’s a side I’ve missed.

I decide to wait out on the porch and try to rid myself of the image of Mia laid out on my bed while I feast on her beautiful, colorful body. I take a seat on one of the chairs and drag my hands through my hair. Fuck! She’s going to drive me insane. It was easier before when she regarded me as a cheating bastard. Now that she doesn’t look at me as if I’m the scum of the earth, it’s easier to get sucked back in.

I hear the door open behind me and I get up. I almost groan again when I see what she’s wearing. Yes, it hides more than what she was wearing before, but I still want to strip her bare and fuck her until she’s screaming my name. She’s switched her camisole for a dark purple tank top and her boy shorts for a pair of black capris that hug her tight ass. The flip-flops she’s wearing show off her black-painted toenails, toe ring, and ankle bracelet.

I curse under my breath and shake my head. I swear she’s doing it on purpose.

“Now what’s your problem?” she asks, exasperated.

“You really know how to make it hard on a guy, don’t you?” I ask her as we walk down the steps. Our fingers brush, and I’m tempted to grab her hand and hold on to it.

“Seriously, Sheriff? What the hell? I’m not wearing anything I haven’t before.”

I stop and face her, putting the car and T at my back. I take her hand and discreetly place it on my hard dick and lower my voice when I say, “That’s very true, Pix, but now that I’ve tasted you after so many years, now that I’ve had my fingers in you again, and reacquainted my mouth with your tits and mouth, it’s hard to think about anything else when I’m around you.”

Her breath whooshes out, and her dark blue eyes flare and turn even darker. She licks her full bottom lip, and I barely stop myself from closing the distance between us and taking that lip with my teeth. She runs the pad of her thumb along my cock and gives it a squeeze. I have to close my eyes and take a deep breath or I swear I’m going to throw her over my shoulder and march right back in the damn house and take her against the fucking door.

She pulls her hand away, but takes a step closer. Her voice is low when she says, “You can always think about Mrs. Cranny and her grabby hands. That should soften you up a bit.”

And that right there does it. An image of the crafty old lady in her floral nightdress turns me as soft as fucking cotton. Mia quirks up her lips and turns around to get in her car. She moves around to the driver’s side, but I make it there before her. She reaches for the keys, but I don’t give them to her.

“I’m driving,” I tell her.

She doesn’t lower her hand. “It’s my car.”

“Yes, it is, but I’m still driving,” I tell her again, not backing down.

“Is this some type of alpha male ‘me man, you lowly woman’ thing? Because I’m telling you, Sheriff, there are ways to bring a man down to his knees and he won’t be the alpha anymore.”

I cup my balls just in case she is seriously thinking about unmanning me and consider my words before I reply. Yes, it probably is some alpha male thing, but it’s not because I think Mia is less than me. In fact, I consider Mia above anyone else, well, save Trent.

“Pix, it’s not that I don’t like you driving or that I think you’re below me. Call it macho-man tendencies or whatever, but I just like to be in the driver’s seat when a female is in the car. I like having control over the car. Like I can protect you from the idiots on the road.”

Her eyes soften, as if she gets what I’m saying. It has nothing to do with not trusting her. It’s a protective instinct that a lot of men carry. It’s ingrained in us.

“Alright, Mac, I understand.”

She drops her hand and walks around to the other side of the car. T has already gotten into the backseat and is sitting quietly, once again playing his game. I start the car and Mia looks back at T.

“Hey, Trent,” she says.

He briefly glances up from his game and mutters, “Hey.”

“What are you playing?” Mia asks, not deterred by his lack of interest in her. That’s one thing I love about Mia. When she wants something, she doesn’t let anything get in her way of getting it. Right now, she wants to talk to T whether he wants to talk or not. I think that’s what T needs. He needs to see that Mia is truly interested in him. He needs to see that she isn’t here because she has ulterior motives.

“Minecraft” is his one word reply.

“Oh, I’ve played that one before.”

I watch in the rearview mirror as T jerks his head up. “You have?”

“Yep, sure have. Andrew and I play sometimes. Have you been to the End Portal yet?”

“No, I’ve found the portal but I don’t have enough Ender Pearls yet.” His words are gibberish to me, but I’m enjoying hearing him open up to Mia a little. She’s found common ground between the two of them, something they can relate to.

“Maybe we can play together sometime, and I can help you find more.” She looks up at me and smiles. I can tell by her smile that she’s happy T is starting to open up a little.

“Yeah, sure, we can do that,” he says lazily, like he doesn’t really care, but I can see the spark in his eye. He’s interested but doesn’t want to make like he is.

Mia turns back around and sits back in her seat with a small smile in place. I take a chance, reach over, and grab her hand. She doesn’t object when I lace our fingers together, just looks down at them with concentration on her face. When she looks up at me, the look disappears and is replaced with raised brows. I give her a shrug and smile before looking back to the road. Her car is a stick shift, so when I need to change gears I take her hand and place it on my thigh until I can pick it back up. She lets me do this, and I can’t help but want to jump for joy. I’m not under the illusion that this means anything, but it still feels really nice to touch her again, even if it is something so mundane as holding hands.

None of us talk the rest of the way to Maggie’s. T plays his game and Mia stares out the window while I concentrate on driving.

A few minutes later, we step through the doors and take a seat in a booth. T on one side, Mia and me on the other. Mia tries sitting by herself, but I slide in beside her before she can protest. Nitra walks up to our table, and the surprise is evident on her face at seeing the three of us sitting together, but she doesn’t say anything. I’m sure we’ll get that a lot.

“Hey, guys, how are y’all this morning?” she asks.

“We’re good, Nitra, thank you. How have you been?” I ask, with a smile.

She smacks the gum in her mouth before replying, “I’m great.”

Her eyes are darting between the three of us. I can see she wants to ask what’s going on, but she holds her tongue. Mia doesn’t, though.

“It’s just lunch, Nitra, nothing more. No sense starting rumors,” Mia says.

Nitra bristles as if she’s offended, but we all know that her next move will be to pick up the phone that will eventually lead to every person in a five-mile radius knowing we are having lunch together.

“What? I wouldn’t—” she starts, but Mia doesn’t let her finish.

“Ha! Yes, you would. I see the wheels turning in your head. You can’t wait to get on the phone.”

She barks out a laugh and says, “Well, it is a surprise to see the two of you sitting together. You normally bite each other’s heads off if you’re in the same room.”

Mia repeats herself. “It’s just lunch, Nitra.”

She smirks at her and turns her attention to T. “Hi, T. It’s been awhile since I’ve seen you.”

Trent smiles big at Nitra and says, “Hey, Nitra.”

Trent has a crush on her. It’s funny to watch his boyish attempts to flirt with her. He has good taste. Nitra is a very pretty woman with strawberry-blonde hair that she currently has pulled back into a high ponytail. She has warm brown eyes and wears minimal makeup. Even at work, she’s always wearing classy clothes. Today, she’s wearing a turquoise button-up blouse paired with black skinny jeans. Even her shoes are a classy pair of black strappy sandals.

“How have you been, handsome?” she asks, with a wink at him.

“Really good. Will you be working tomorrow?”

“Actually, I’ll be here tomorrow evening. I’ll save you a piece of the house pie if you’re here for dinner.”

He turns his head toward me and asks enthusiastically, “Can we, Dad?”

No way can I tell him no when he’s this excited. Lately, it’s not often that I see him truly happy. “Sure, T, we can eat here tomorrow evening.”

He beams his smile back at Nitra. “We’ll be here. Can you save me two pieces?”

She ruffles his hair and replies, “Yep, I can do that. So, what would y’all like to drink?”

She takes our drink orders and goes back behind the counter. I look at Mia, who has a grin on her face as she watches T watch Nitra. I reach under the table and grab her hand again. The move surprises her, and she looks at me. I ignore her look and pick up the menu, even though I don’t need it. I really like this. It’s almost like we’re a family out for lunch. I know I shouldn’t think this, but I can’t help the thought from popping in my head. What I wouldn’t give for this to be reality.

A few minutes later, Nitra brings our drinks and takes our order.

“So, Mac, I meant to ask you the other day. Do you still have Marabelle?” Mia asks, before taking a sip of her drink.

I look over at her and squeeze her hand. “No, she passed away a few years ago during childbirth. I have her foal though. Her name is Pepper.”

Sadness enters Mia’s face. She always loved Marabelle, who was her favorite out of all the horses my family had. Marabelle was the one she learned how to ride a horse on. From that first day, Mia refused to ride any other horse. When she passed away, my thoughts went automatically to Mia, wishing she was there with me.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve missed her. I wish I knew,” she says quietly.

Would she have come if she had known? I want to say no because of her hatred of me. But another part of me says yes. She loved that horse so much she would have put aside her feelings to be with Marabelle.

“Do you still ride?” she asks, after a few minutes.

“Not as much as I’d like. I take T out sometimes. You’re more than welcome to come by and meet Pepper. She’s a beauty. I think you’d like her.”

She graces me with a smile and says, “Sure, I’d like that.”

I love that I can put a smile on her face. It’s been ten years since I’ve been able to claim that. They are coming more and more, and it gives me hope that we’ll be okay.

“Do you like to ride, Trent?” she asks T.

He looks up from his lap where his ever-present game is. “It’s great. My favorite is Drakar.”

“Drakar? He must be new,” she says, looking at me.

“He is. We don’t have as many as we used to. When Mom and Dad retired to Florida, we decided to sell off most of them because I didn’t have the time to spend with them like they needed. We sold all but two, and then I found Drakar. He had been badly neglected. The woman who had him had just lost her husband and couldn’t care for him anymore. I took him off her hands.”

Her blue eyes soften and she replies with, “That was very nice of you. I can’t wait to meet him.”

“Maybe you can swing by this weekend. We’ll take Pepper and Drakar out. They’re about due for a ride anyway.”

“I’ll let you know,” she’s says noncommittally, but I can tell she likes the idea.

Just then, Nitra walks up with our food. T does his attempt at flirting again, before she walks off with a chuckle. We make small talk throughout our meal. When we’re done, I pay the bill, and we all file out and pile back in the car. The trip back to Jaxon’s is short, and we ride in silence.

“Thanks for taking care of the tire for me and for breakfast,” Mia says.

“It was T who did most of the work,” I tell her, glancing in T’s direction.

Mia walks over to him. He’s shifting from one foot to the other, like he’s uncomfortable with being called out on working on her car.

Mia holds out her hand and says, “Thank you, Trent.”

He looks from her hand to her face before slowly putting his hand in hers and giving it a shake.

“You’re welcome,” he mumbles.

“Let me know when you want to get together and play Minecraft,” she says, and releases his hand.

He nods and replies, “Okay, will do.”

T gets in the truck while I walk Mia to her car. She turns to me when we reach her door.

“Thanks again.”

I reach down, grab her hand, and bring her wrist up to my lips, where I place a kiss against it. She sucks in a breath at the action. It was something I did often when we were younger.

“Mac…,” she begins, but I place a finger over her lips.

“I know, Pix. I’m not going to push, okay? But I’m not going to just go away either. It may never go anywhere, and I understand that, but I’m going to at least try. I have to at least try.”

“I can’t, Mac. I can’t get the picture of you and her out of my head. I want to give us another try, but that’s just something I don’t think I’ll ever get over. I barely survived last time. I can’t go through something like that again, and I’m terrified it would go wrong somehow. I don’t blame you anymore for what happened, but regardless of the circumstances and the whys, it still happened. I still see it so clearly, even after ten years.” She says all this quietly.

The pain in her eyes nearly brings me to my knees. I put that hurt there. It was my lack of control that brought on this horrible, deeply ingrained pain that I see on her face. We were both hurt by it, but at least I have the haze of the drugs to fog my memory. Although Mia was drinking at the time, I know she wasn’t drunk. The visions she sees are clear as day. I don’t know how to help her. I don’t think there is anything I can do to help her get over this pain, which leaves me feeling more helpless than I’ve ever felt in my life.

“I’m not giving up, Pix. I won’t push, but I won’t back away.” I grab her hand and place it over my heart that’s thumping in my chest. “This hasn’t beat properly since that night. My heart hasn’t been whole since that night. There’s been a hole there that can’t be filled without you. Just give us a chance.”

I watch as her eyes glass over with moisture. They slide away from mine. I let her have her reprieve for a moment. She takes a deep breath and looks at me again.

“I’m sorry, Mac, but I just don’t think I can.” Her eyes plead with me to understand, and I do understand, but that doesn’t mean I’m giving in. I know there is still something between us, and I will do everything I can to prove it to her. For now, though, I give her what she needs to hear.

“Okay, Pix. I’ll leave it for now.”

I take a step back from her and open the door. She slides inside, starts her car, and puts down the window.

“I really did have a nice time today. Thank you,” she says, sadly.

“I did, too. I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.” I reach up and swipe my thumb across her cheek. She closes her eyes briefly, as if savoring the feeling.

“Goodbye, Mac.”

“Bye, Pix.”

And then she’s gone, leaving me standing there with even more determination to prove to her that we can be us again. I don’t know how I’ll do it, but damned if I’ll give up now.
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Mia

Her flaws…

“HOW DO YOU FIT three gay guys on one bar stool?” Andrew asks, and looks around at us all. Jaxon is standing behind the bar with his arms on either side of Bailey, resting on the counter. Andrew and I are on the other side, sitting on stools. We’re all enjoying the peace and quiet before the nighttime rush. Andrew’s been entertaining us with random jokes for the last half hour.

When none of us come up with an answer, Andrew puffs out a frustrated breath. “Ah, come on, guys! You’ve got to know this one!” Still, none of us say anything. “You flip it over.”

Jaxon groans and shakes his head while Bailey and I laugh. “You have a very deranged mind, Andrew,” Jaxon tells him.

“What? You didn’t think it was funny? How about this one? A guy walks into a bar and orders a shot of whiskey. After slamming the shot glass down, he orders another. The bartender asks, ‘What’s the matter?’

The guy says, ‘I just found out my youngest son is gay.’

The next day, the same guy is back ordering a shot of whiskey. ‘Another!’ The guy yells, after slamming the shot glass down.

‘Now what’s the matter?” the bartender asks.

‘I just found out my oldest son is gay.’

Two days later, the guy’s back again, asking for another shot of whiskey.

‘Shit, man, does anyone in your house like pussy?’ the bartender asks.

‘Yes!’ the guy yells. ‘My fucking wife!’

When Andrew is done with his joke, we all laugh with him. I really love Andrew. He can make anyone feel better with his silly ways. He tells a few more jokes until our attention is pulled away when the door opens.

“Chris!” Andrew yells in his deep voice. “Come on over here, baby, and sit with us!”

Chris waves and walks over.

“Hey, guys,” she says, and takes a seat next to Andrew.

Andrew reaches over, pulls her stool closer to him, and throws his arm around her shoulders. We all know what’s coming next.

“So, Chris, any word yet when your brother is coming to town?”

Ever since the day Chris showed Andrew her brother’s picture, he has been obsessed, constantly asking her when he is going to be here. It’s pretty pathetic, but it’s been funny watching him fawn over someone he’s never even met.

“Nope, not yet. He has a few things he has to do before he can break away.”

“Can you ask him to hurry it up? It feels like I’ve been waiting on him forever,” Andrew says in a serious voice. He really is unbelievable sometimes.

Chris chuckles. “It’s hasn’t been that long, Andrew. I only showed you the picture a little over a week ago.”

“Yeah, but the day you showed me that picture was already a day too long. I need to see him in person. Wait!” Andrew straightens up in his chair and faces Chris. “Does he know about me?”

Chris looks away from him guiltily. “No. I didn’t want to add any more pressure on him.”

“So, that’s why he’s not up here already. If he knew about me, he wouldn’t want to waste any time getting to me,” Andrew says cheekily.

“God,” Bailey says. “Can anyone be more full of themselves?”

Chris gives us all a sad smile. “He’s already dealing with the repercussions of my family by himself. I want him up here as soon as he can get here, and I was worried that if I told him I was trying to set him up, he may hesitate. Jase is a very independent and determined person and doesn’t like to be coerced.”

Andrew picks up Chris’s hand and kisses the back of it. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Chris. I plan to take good care of him. No coercion will be needed once he gets a good look at me.” He winks at her.

And Andrew will. He’s the type of person who will give his life for those he cares about. Andrew is outrageously funny, sweet, loyal to a fault, and a badass when he needs to be. The guy who captures Andrew’s heart, and gives his in return, will be very lucky. Andrew will give his all to ensure that person is happy, I have no doubt. However, don’t let his loving nature fool you. It takes a lot to make Andrew angry, but when he is, he’s unstoppable. You don’t want to be in his path when he’s angry.

“I know you’ll take good care of him, Andrew. That’s why I wanted you to meet him. He’s a really good guy. A little rough sometimes, but he’s one of the best people I know. Not to mention, you’re hot, and I’m hoping that once he gets to know you, it’ll make him want to stay.”

“Think I’m hot, do you?” he asks, grinning.

“You know you are,” all three of us girls answer at once, which causes Andrew and Jaxon to laugh.

“I know, I know, you all want me. I’m sorry, ladies, but as pretty as you girls are, I just can’t get it hard for you. But you, Jaxon,” he gives him a sexy dimpled smile, “you can have me anytime, until Jase gets here. No dice after then. I’m a one-man man.”

Chris elbows him in the ribs, and I throw a coaster at him, which he dodges. Jaxon just chuckles, bends his head, and plants a kiss on the back of Bailey’s neck.

“In all honesty, Chris, he’ll be in good hands here. We’ll find a way to get him to stay.” Andrew gives her shoulders a squeeze before letting go.

The door opens again and in walk Mac and Nick. They immediately head in our direction. Mac stops beside my stool. His leg brushes against mine when he squeezes in to take a seat. I can feel the heat from the close proximity of him, and it makes my heart rate pick up.

There’s an empty stool beside Chris that’s closest to the door, but Nick bypasses it, instead choosing to take the one on the other side of Mac. He keeps his eyes away from Chris as he passes her. I watch as Chris’s expression falls at the obvious rejection. I look over at Jaxon and Bailey and see they noticed as well. Jaxon looks at me and shrugs. Bailey just looks sadly at her friend. There is some seriously fucked-up shit going on there.

Both Mac and Nick order beers, and Jaxon fetches them.

I look across Mac and talk to Nick. “Hey, Nick, how have you been?”

“Just peachy,” he says into his beer bottle, his body tense.

I raise my eyebrows at Mac. I don’t let Nick’s attitude deter me.

“When did you get back?”

He looks at me out the corner of his eye and grumbles, “This morning.”

“Are you okay?” I prod some more.

“Yep,” he grunts.

“Are you sure? You seem kind of tense.” I know I’m pushing, but I don’t care anymore. It’s time we stop pussyfooting around him. He’s moped around enough. If no one else is willing to put a stop to it, I will.

“Jesus Christ, woman! Yes, I’m fine, okay!” he barks.

“Hey!” I raise my voice and lean across Mac with my arm on the bar in front of him. He sits there quietly drinking his beer. Everyone else is quiet as well. “We’re your friends and we care about you and we’re worried. If you don’t like it, then too damn bad.”

“Mia—”

“No, Sheriff, he needs to stop being a dick. I’m tired of his grouchy damn attitude,” I tell Mac.

“Piss off, Mia. I don’t need your fucking concern. I just want to sit and drink my damn beer in peace.”

“Nick, watch it, man,” Mac warns.

Nick closes his eyes and takes a deep breath before opening them again. I can see him visibly trying to control his temper. He turns his head to me.

“Sorry, Mia. I’ve just had a rough week. I appreciate your concern, but I promise I’m okay.”

“I understand, Nick. Please know that we’re all here for you if you need us.”

He nods and says, “I know.”

I sit back in my seat and pick up the soda sitting in front of me. I look around and see everyone watching me, except Bailey, who has her eyes on Nick. She looks like she’s going to break down any moment. Jaxon turns her around and wraps his arms around her while she buries her face in his chest. The look he sends Nick’s way is a mixture of empathy and displeasure. I know Jaxon has mixed feelings about Nick’s behavior. He hates for anything to hurt Bailey, but he also knows the pain Nick is going through.

Andrew has his head close to Chris, who you can plainly see is hurting. He’s murmuring something to her that I can’t hear. I bring my gaze to Mac and see him watching me with respect. His lips tip up at the corners, and he smiles.

He bends his body toward me and says, “My parents are coming to town in two weeks. I’d really like if you could come to dinner one night while they’re here. They’d love to see you.”

Again, the guilt of the way I treated them makes my chest hurt. They weren’t the ones who betrayed me, but I still punished them for what I thought their son did.

“I’m sure they probably hate me. I never went and saw them after what happened.”

“They don’t hate you, Pix. They know what happened and understand you choosing to shut them out as well. They know the pain you went through.”

I look up in surprise. “They know what happened with Tessa? Everything?”

“Yes, everything, even the drugs. I was a wreck afterwards, and became even more so when you wouldn’t talk to me. They forced me to sit down and talk to them. I told them everything. I needed someone to talk to about it, needed advice on what to do.”

“What did they tell you?” I ask.

Taking my hand in his, he answers, “They told me to wait, and said not to push you. That you were hurt and I needed to give you time. They felt that you would eventually come around enough for me to talk to you and explain.” He looks down at our hands before looking back at me. “But then Tessa showed up, and it was too late. I knew you would never give me another chance after I found out she was pregnant.”

I don’t know what to say to him. I don’t know if I ever would have allowed him to talk to me. But I do know that yes, once it was known that Tessa was pregnant with Mac’s baby, the dagger that was embedded into my heart was surrounded with cement. There was no getting it out. The pain I felt that day was unlike any other pain I had felt before. It crippled me. I stayed in my bed for a week afterwards, alternating between crying and raging. I knew I was worrying my family, but I didn’t care. The pain was too great to care about anyone else. It wasn’t until Jaxon threatened to go find Mac and bring him over so we could all talk that I snapped out of my pity party. No way was I letting him back into my house. Of course, he and Jaxon were friends, so he did eventually come to the house. I simply made sure I was never there when he was.

Doubting they truly are okay with me shutting them out, I still tell Mac, “I’ll go, Mac. I owe them that much at least. They were always there when things got bad at my house with my dad.”

“You don’t owe them anything, Mia. They don’t blame you for not coming around. They knew it would be too hard on you. But they’d love to see you again.”

I smile at him. “I’d like that, too. I’ve really missed them.”

Mac brings my hand up and flips it over so he can kiss the inside of my wrist. I have to force back the tears that are threatening to fall. I’ve missed the sweet kisses Mac used to give me. Ever since the day I grew the courage to give Mac the innocent kiss on his cheek at the lake and he kissed my wrist, he started doing it all the time. I miss so many things about Mac. I wish with all my heart I could be brave again and give us another chance, but the pain I remember feeling, the pain I still feel sometimes, holds me back. I can’t get over the image of him and Tessa together. I know it’s irrational, but I can’t help but still be hurt he didn’t recognize it wasn’t me that he was with until it was too late. But then again, even if he did know it was Tessa, he wouldn’t have been able to fight her off. The drugs made sure of that.

Beside me, I hear Bailey and Chris talking about this weekend. All three of us, along with Karyn, are going out to Lucki’s, a bar in the next town over. Bailey had to beg Jaxon to give both her and me the night off together. Of course, she didn’t have to beg too hard. Jaxon would give both balls over if it meant keeping his angel happy. I was actually shocked that Bailey was willing to go. She normally doesn’t like crowds, especially crowds that can become rowdy. She’s come a long way in the last two years, but she’s still very reserved, with good reason.

“So what time are we heading out?” I ask the other two.

“I’m picking Bailey up at eight. After, we’ll swing by and get you and Karyn. Jaxon said he would come get us when we’re ready to leave so we can all drink. He’ll come get my car the next day.”

This surprises me as well. In the two years that I’ve known Bailey, I think I’ve only seen her drink a few beers. She prefers to stay sober so she can watch her surroundings. Men scare her, not as much as they used to, but she’s still leery around ones she doesn’t know. I’m proud of her for taking this step. I’ll have to make sure to keep an eye on her to ensure she stays okay with the situation.

“That sounds good to me.”

“Where are y’all going?” Mac asks.

“Lucki’s,” I tell him, and watch as displeasure crosses his face.

“You’re letting your girl go to Lucki’s?” Nick pipes in, looking at Jaxon in astonishment.

“I won’t be far away. I’ll be at Bounce until they call me,” Jaxon says, looking back at Nick with his pierced brow raised.

“What about the bar? Who’s going to be here?” Mac asks.

“I’m closing early. People won’t like it, but I don’t give a fuck. My angel wants a girls’ night and she deserves one. We’ll be okay to close early one night.”

“What’s wrong with Lucki’s?” Bailey asks, looking worried.

“Don’t let them scare you, Bailey,” I tell her, and give the guys a dirty look. “Nothing’s wrong with Lucki’s. Years ago, it was a bad place to go to, but it’s since changed owners. They’ve cleaned the place up.”

Still looking worried, she just nods and doesn’t say anything else. I look at Chris and see her watching Bailey with a troubled expression.

I reach over the bar, take her hand, and give it a squeeze. “Come on, Bailey. It’ll be fun and we’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know. Lucki’s doesn’t sound like a safe place to go. We could just stay here and—”

“No, we need to get out of this town for the night. I promise, Bailey, you’ll enjoy yourself.”

“I could go along,” Andrew says. “Would that make you feel better? No one would dare mess with you if I’m there.” Andrew doesn’t just say this because he’s cocky. Well, he is cocky, but the truth is, no one would dare mess with Andrew. He can be very intimidating when he needs to be. It’s all the tattoos and muscles. I know he would never let anything happen to any of us girls.

Bailey perks up at that. “Could you go?”

He gives her a seductive smile and replies, “You just want to see my moves, don’t you? All you had to do is ask.”

That causes Bailey and the rest of us to laugh and all her worries are forgotten. You’ve got to love Andrew.

“Don’t forget, I’ve already seen your moves, Andrew.”

“Oh, baby, you haven’t seen nothing yet. You just wait until we’re away from the workplace. I’ll be making all your panties wet.”

Chris sputters out a laugh, and Bailey looks like her face is going to explode from all the blood rushing to it. I reach over and slug him on his arm.

“Ow!” He rubs his arm in mock hurt. We all know my light punch was like a tap. “What? I’m only speaking the truth.”

“You are so lucky that you like dick, Andrew,” Jaxon says with amusement.

I hear Mac grunt in agreement. When I look at Nick, I see his lips twitching.

Andrew jumps up from his stool and gives Chris a loud smack on the lips. Reaching over, he gives me the same treatment. After he’s done, he jumps up on the bar, swings around, jumps down on the other side, and plants a kiss on Bailey’s lips as well. We all laugh when Andrew next moves to Jaxon, who just stands there.

“Watch it, Andrew. Come near me with those lips and I can’t promise you’ll have your looks going for you anymore.”

Andrew stops in his tracks and contemplates his next move, as if he’s debating whether or not it would be worth it. Jaxon doesn’t move from his spot. He stands there, expression impassive.

After a couple of minutes, Andrew steps back. “Now we can’t have that, can we? Can’t blame a guy for trying, though.”

He gives Chris a beer, takes Mac’s and Nick’s old bottles, and gives them fresh ones.

“Prepare yourselves, ladies,” he says loudly. “I’m about to show you the right way to party and have a good time!”

Shit, God help us all.
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Mia

Her curves…

ISTAND IN FRONT of the mirror and admire myself. Tonight I’m wearing a dark-gray slinky halter top. When I lift my arms, it shows a peek of my trim belly and the belly ring I have. The only thing holding the material up is the clasp around my neck. The skirt I’m wearing is black and flows loosely around my upper thighs. I applied my makeup to give me a smoky look. My ears are adorned with multiple earrings. I also have in my diamond nose stud. With my arms bare, you can see the colorful tattoos covering my arms. For shoes, I chose a pair of black knee-high boots that zip up the sides. My black-and-red hair is spiked in all the right places. As I look at the red tips, I contemplate whether I should go with a different color soon. I’m not full of myself, but I know that I look damn good tonight.

I hear a knock at the door and know the girls and Andrew are here. If I’m being honest with myself, I have to admit I’m really looking forward to tonight. It’s been a long time since I’ve looked forward to a night out, preferring to stay in. Hell, it’s been a long time since I’ve looked forward to anything. After I got over the initial hurt of what I thought Mac did, I went a little wild in retaliation. I slept around with a lot of guys. It’s hard to do that here because the town is so small, so I chose guys from the next town.

When another knock comes, I pull myself from the past, determined to enjoy myself to the fullest. I grab the small change purse that carries my money and ID and leave my bedroom. When I open the door, I’m met with an extremely hot Andrew decked out in ripped jeans that hug his lean hips, a white t-shirt that shows a pussy cat with a big X over it, and black motorcycle boots. His thick brown hair is left untamed.

“Damn girl, you look hot!” Andrew says, and wraps his arms around me and plants a kiss on my lips.

I pull back from his arms so I can smile at him. “You look pretty hot yourself.”

He lets me go but slings an arm around my shoulders and winks. “I know. Are you ready?”

“Yep, all ready.” I close my door, and we both make our way to the waiting car where the girls are. Ever the gentleman, Andrew opens the door for me and I climb into the backseat with Chris and Karyn. Chris’s car isn’t the biggest, so it’s kind of cramped, but we manage to get comfortable. Andrew gets behind the wheel with Bailey sitting in the passenger seat, and we take off.

The atmosphere inside the car is exuberant. We’re all looking forward to getting the night started. Even Bailey is bouncing in her seat. I’m amazed at her excitement. I thought she would become more nervous the closer we got. I can only deduce her attitude stems from Andrew being with us. She knows that he would never let anything happen to her. Chris has a Maroon 5 CD playing, and she and Karyn are singing along with the song “Animals.”

It takes about thirty minutes to reach Lucki’s. I was telling the truth when I told Bailey it used to be a rough place. Looking at it now, though, you would have never guessed. The building is old, but you can see it’s been updated. There’s a big black sign with the word Lucki’s painted in white. The windows are blacked out so no one can see inside. We get in the small line waiting outside. It moves fairly quickly and before we know it, we’re inside.

It’s dark inside except for the colored lights placed throughout the ceiling. It’s not a huge place, but has enough room to maneuver around. There are pool tables and tables for sitting to the right and the bar is to the left. The dance floor and stage are straight ahead. Being a Friday night, there is a live band playing rock music.

“You ladies go grab a table while I go get us drinks,” Andrew tells us. “What would you all like?”

We give him our drink orders and move through the crowd toward the tables. There are not many empty ones left and we snag one before it’s taken. I sit next to Bailey, who is sporting a pair of cute straight-legged jeans and a sleeveless deep red silk top. It’s modest compared to the rest of us, but I didn’t expect anything less. Bailey is still self-conscious of the scars she carries on her back, neck, and legs she got from her life of hell with her ex, Steven.

Chris sits on the other side of her. She’s wearing a green tube top that flows to her waist and brings out the green in her stunning eyes. She’s paired it with a short jean skirt. Karyn, who sits opposite, is wearing a strappy dark red dress that leaves her arms and shoulders bare.

A few minutes later, Andrew walks up, carefully carrying a tray filled with shot glasses. There’s got to be enough for each of us to have three shots apiece.

“Jesus, Andrew. Are you trying to get us drunk?” I yell at him over the music.

“Yes! Drink up, ladies. It’s time to get this party started!” He says, and picks up one of the shots and throws it back.

We all grab one and look at the liquid inside before tipping it back.

“Damn! That’s good!” Chris hollers. “What is it?”

Andrew gives her a mischievous grin. “Cocksucking Cowboy.”

She rolls her eyes and her silent lips form the word, “Figures.”

“Come on, bottoms up! I wanna dance!” Karyn says and we all finish the remaining shots.

I look over at Bailey and see a nervous look on her face. Chris notices as well. We both grab one of her arms and pull her from her seat.

“Let’s dance. It’ll be fun,” I tell her with an encouraging smile.

We make our way through the crowd and find an empty spot on the dance floor. Andrew walks up to us, grabs Bailey’s arm, and wraps his around her.

“First dance is mine. Let’s see what you got, baby,” he says, which makes Bailey laugh and the worry to leave her face.

The song’s pace is fast and soon Chris, Karyn, and I are dipping and grinding on the dance floor. It feels so nice to let loose and just enjoy the music. I haven’t really danced in years. There have been a few times while I was on shift at Jaxon’s that I’ve danced, but not like this. I’m not a shy person, but I’ve never really wanted or felt the desire to let go like I am right now. I know part of it is the shots we had, but another part of it is that I feel lighter than I have in years. The truth I found out about Mac and Tessa relieved a little of the pain I’ve carried for so long. The weight on my chest isn’t quite so heavy. I’m able to let my guard down a little.

A slow song starts and I feel warm arms wrap around me from behind. The slight musky scent of man and pine tells me it’s Andrew. I close my eyes and let my head fall back on his firm chest. We sway and grind against each other. There’s nothing sexual about it. We are just two people who feel comfortable with each other.

When the song comes to a stop, I turn around and see Andrew staring down at me with a smile.

“Thanks for the dance, Andy,” I tell him loudly.

A slap to my ass is his retribution for calling him by his nickname. “Watch it, Mia Pia,” he growls.

I look around and see Bailey dancing with Karyn and Chris. All three have flushed faces, but are having a good time. It’s nice seeing Bailey lose her inhibitions. It’s a sight to see her having such a good time.

“I’m going to go grab a drink!” I yell in Andrew’s ear.

“Want me to grab it?” he yells back.

I shake my head, “No, you stay and dance. I’m going to go rest my feet. They’re killing me.”

I leave him on the dance floor grinding against Chris while he has Bailey pulled in front of him. She looks embarrassed, but determined to join in the fun. I laugh at the three of them.

There’s not much room at the bar, but I manage to wiggle my way in between two guys. Being so small is a benefit sometimes. I order a Jack and Coke and wait for the bartender to get my drink.

I feel a presence at my back before a deep voice says, “Hey, sugar, why don’t you let me buy you a drink?”

I turn on my stool and regard the guy standing too close for comfort. He’s not bad looking, if you like the stuck-up type. He’s wearing a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Every piece of his blond hair is held perfectly in place with gel. So not my type. I like my men rugged.

“No, thanks. I’ve already got my drink.” I go to turn back around and he grabs my arm.

“Ah, come on, baby. Will you at least dance with me?”

I look down at the hand that’s holding my arm. With his slightly intoxicated state, I’m able to maneuver my arm out of his grip and twist his so it’s at an awkward angle before he realizes what happened. It’s a move Jaxon showed me when I was younger.

The guy lets out a howl of pain and bends at the waist, trying to relieve the pressure on his wrist. I don’t let up when I get in his face. “Don’t touch me. I don’t want you to buy me a drink. I don’t want to dance with you. What I do want is for you to leave me alone. Do we understand each other?”

“Yes.” The guy narrows his eyes at me and speaks through gritted teeth. I can’t tell if it’s from pain or anger. Doesn’t matter.

I release him and he immediately grabs it and starts rubbing it. After glaring at me for a couple minutes, he turns around and walks off, but not before I hear him mutter, “Didn’t want to dance with the dirty bitch anyway.”

I turn back in my seat and see my drink sitting in front of me. I pick it up and take a big swallow.

“Nice move,” I hear beside me. I look over, ready to get rid of another jackass. The guy sitting beside me looks harmless enough, if a little young. He has short light brown hair and a tanned complexion. He’s not looking at me, instead he has his eyes trained on the TV sitting behind the bar.

I turn back to my drink and am taking another sip when he talks again.

“You know it’s not safe to turn your back on your drink in a place like this, right?”

I quickly look back at him and see an innocent expression on his face. I narrow my eyes at him. Is he trying to tell me something? He turns his eyes my way and I see no malicious intent on his face, just genuine concern.

“It’s okay. I watched it for you, but you need to be careful. There’s no telling what someone could slip in your drink.” After he’s done, he turns his attention back to the TV.

“Thanks,” I mutter.

Okay, that was weird.

I turn back around and look in my drink. After thinking about it for a few minutes, I deem it safe. Obviously, the guy was just trying to warn me to be careful. I didn’t get any creepy vibes from him. I decide to sit at the bar to finish my drink and watch the football game that’s playing. I’ll go find the others in a bit. The guy beside me doesn’t say anything else.

When I get up from my stool a few minutes later, I lose my footing and sway to the side. I shouldn’t have drunk that last drink. I was already feeling the effects of the shots Andrew brought us earlier.

I feel hands grab my arms to steady me. I look up and see the guy who was sitting beside me.

“Easy there, let’s take a seat for a minute. Looks like you had too much to drink,” he says, in a calm voice.

I let him place me back on the stool, grateful for the help. I slump down. My head’s a fuzzy mess. I really shouldn’t have had that drink. My eyes are heavy and all I want to do is sleep.

The guy beside me asks, “Are you okay?”

“Yesss,” I slur. Fuck! Why am I so dizzy?

“Do you have friends with you?” he asks me, seemingly concerned.

I try to lift my arm to point to the dance floor, but it just falls limply at my side. I manage to get out, “Dance floor”. I try to shake my head to clear it, but it only makes me teeter to the side.

“Come on, let’s go find your friends,” he says, and gets up from his stool. He puts his arm around me. He has to hold me up, or I would slump to the floor. We start walking down the line of the bar.

It isn’t until we are past the dance floor that I realize we aren’t going there. He’s leading me to a hallway on the other side of the bar.

“Where…” I start to talk, but it takes too much effort. When I try to turn in his arm, he easily holds me still.

“It’s okay,” he says in my ear. “I saw the guy you were with come this way.”

Something isn’t right. I shouldn’t be feeling like this. I’ve been drunk plenty of times before, and I’ve never felt this way. It’s like I have no control over my body.

The guy leads me down a dark hallway until we reach a door. The guy knocks, but no one answers. He pushes the door open and ushers me inside. I try to fight, now knowing this guy isn’t helping me at all. He must have slipped something in my drink. If I had the energy, I would laugh. God! What an idiot I am!

I hear a click and then feel the guy pull me farther into the room, I squint and see it’s a storage room of some sort.

“What are you…” I try again to talk. I swallow, trying to wet my dry throat before I try again. “What… are you… going to do?”

The guy turns me to face him with his arms still around me to hold me up. I feel so damn weak, and I can’t clear my fuzzy mind.

“We’re going to have some fun,” he says, and lifts me up onto a solid surface. I slump back against the wall behind me, not able to hold myself up. My skirt rides up, showing my black thong underneath. He steps between my legs, not having to push too hard to force them apart. Again, I try to lift my arms to push him away, but I have no strength whatsoever.

“Fuck, you’re pretty. I can’t wait to get my cock in you.” He reaches up around my neck and releases the clasp of my top. It tumbles down, exposing my breasts. He takes one of my nipples in between his thumb and forefinger and pinches it hard.

I whimper in pain. “No,” I hear myself mumble.

“Oh yeah, baby. I’m going to fuck you so good.” He then bends his head, takes my other nipple in his mouth, and bites down. I lay there helpless to stop him, on the verge of gagging from him touching me. My head turns to the side, and I see some type of spray bottle. I try with every bit of strength I still have to reach for it so I can spray it in his eyes. I want to cry with frustration when my body doesn’t do as I want it to.

I feel the guy reach down between us and run his finger along my thong. “With you being so tiny I bet you’re going to clench around my cock like a vise grip.”

He moves my thong aside, and I feel his finger at my pussy. He groans and puts one finger inside me. I can’t believe this is happening to me. I feel so helpless. I can’t do a damn thing while this sick fuck forces his finger inside me. All I can do is lie there while he does whatever he wants.

He adds a second finger, then a third. “Shit, I need you to get wet for me or it’ll hurt us both.” I don’t think he really cares if he hurts me. He’s more concerned with himself. Everyone knows a dry pussy is not a place a man wants to put his dick. He’d rub it raw.

My mind is becoming more and more disoriented. I feel like I’m going to pass out any minute. My vision is starting to go black around the edges, and my skin is becoming clammy. My hearing is off as well. I think I hear someone call my name, but I wonder if it’s wishful thinking.

I can tell the guy is getting frustrated because I’m not getting wet. He starts ramming his fingers in me so roughly it’s causing my limp body to hit the wall behind me. Each time he pushes them in me, it feels like his knuckles are punching my pubic area. His grip on my inner thigh is brutal. He rubs my clit with his thumb, but it does nothing to help him in his attempt to make me wet. He removes his fingers from my pussy, and I think I see him through blurred vision undoing his pants. I feel tears gather in my eyes. Why haven’t Andrew or the girls found me yet? It feels like we’ve been in this closet for hours. No way would they have left me alone for that long.

“Guess I’ll just have to improvise,” I barely hear the guy say through the pounding in my ears, before he brings his hand up to his mouth and spits in it.

I can’t stop the sob that leaves my mouth, knowing I’m about to be raped and there’s not a damn thing I can do to stop it. My vision blacks out for a minute before returning. The pounding in my ears is so loud that it feels like my head is going to combust. I close my eyes to block out the vision of the guy above me, ready to shove his nasty dick in me. I don’t have the strength to open them again, not that I want to anyway. I feel myself going under and welcome the darkness.

Right before I lose consciousness, I hear a loud bang and a muttered, “Oh, fuck.”

OceanofPDF.com


15


Mac

Her spirit…

“I’M GOING TO GRAB another beer. Either of you want one?” I ask Jaxon and Nick while I prop my pool stick up against the wall. We’re at Bounce waiting on the girls and Andrew to give us a call to pick them up. Jaxon asked us if we wanted to tag along. With nothing better to do on a Friday night, we both agreed. We brought two vehicles so there would be enough room for us all. We’ve been here for about an hour playing pool, and I’m getting antsy. I know that Lucki’s has cleaned up a lot since the new owners took over, but I still don’t like Mia being there. I’ve heard rumors that the place isn’t as clean as the new owners think it is. I didn’t say anything because Mia seemed excited about going out. That’s part of the reason I’m here. I want to be close if there’s a problem.

“Yeah, grab me another, would you?” Jaxon says. I look at Nick, who is lining up his shot. He glances up and nods.

I turn and walk to the bar. The place isn’t too busy, something I’m happy about. The whole partying scene has never really been my thing. I enjoy going to Jaxon’s only because there are family and friends that frequent there. Here in town, not so much.

When I reach the bar, I order three beers. I pay for the drinks and carry them back to the pool table. Jaxon is kicking our ass at pool. Probably stems from him learning to play from his grandfather as a kid.

“Heard your parents were coming to town soon,” Jaxon says, then takes a swallow of his beer. “How’s retirement for your dad?”

“He hates it. It’s driving my mom crazy. She’s figured out that he’s purposely breaking shit around the house just so he has something to do.”

Jaxon chuckles. “I can imagine he’s going crazy. He was always so active. Can’t be easy on him.”

“It’s not. He needs to find a hobby before my mom kills him.”

It’s my turn next. I put down my beer on the edge of the pool table and line up my shot. I hit the cue ball and then watch the five ball go into the corner pocket. I debate my next shot and then walk around the table. Right before I take the shot, Jaxon talks again.

“So, what’s going on with you and my sister?” Not really surprised by his question, I hit the ball and watch the nine ball go into the side pocket. I stand back up and face Jaxon, who has his eyes glued to me.

“We’re working through things,” I tell him. I know Mia never told him what happened. I don’t know why she didn’t. The only reason I can think is she didn’t want to ruin our friendship. I would have thought she hated me so much that she would have used what I did against me. I shouldn’t have though. Mia may have a temper and portray an ice-cold heart, but she’s not vindictive.

I can see Jaxon think about his next words before he replies to my statement. “She never told me what went down between the two of you, but I know you hurt her somehow. I have my suspicions, but I never confirmed them, not wanting to hurt her more than she already was. I want you to know that the only reason I never came after your ass is because I wasn’t sure, and I know Mia would hate me if I ever did anything to you, whether you deserved it or not.” He stops long enough for another swallow of his beer before continuing, his eyes hard. “But, I’m giving you a warning right now, Sheriff or not, friend or not, if you hurt her again, nothing will stop me from killing you.”

I hold his eyes, not backing down or shying away from him, seeing the truth in his eyes. If I ever hurt Mia, I have no doubt Jaxon will keep his word. Jaxon has always been very passionate about protecting his family. I don’t fault him for that. I’m glad Mia has someone willing to protect her at all costs, especially because I wasn’t there to do it myself. As an officer of the law, it would be within my right and the law to arrest him for threatening me, but I won’t. He’s trying to protect the one he loves, and no one should be punished for that.

“You have nothing to worry about, Jax. Nothing would make me hurt Mia again,” I tell him, being completely honest.

“Good, because she almost didn’t recover last time. If there’s a next time, I know she won’t,” he says. with a hard edge to his voice. I can also see the ghosts lurking there from watching his sister in so much pain.

I give him a curt nod. Jaxon’s words and the slight insight at the pain I caused not only Mia, but Jaxon as well, solidify my resolve to do everything within my power to keep Mia from any pain again, especially from me.

I see Nick standing quietly in the corner watching the two of us talk, probably to make sure our conversation doesn’t escalate. He doesn’t need to worry.

Just then, Jaxon’s phone starts ringing. He pulls it from his pocket and glances at the screen.

“It’s Bailey,” he says, before answering. “Hey, angel, y’all ready?”

It only takes a second before I see Jaxon go stiff. I perk up, not liking his reaction.

“Angel, calm down, baby. Tell me what happened.”

He listens for a second and then his gaze swings my way, and I know something’s happened to Mia.

He starts walking quickly across the bar, signaling for Nick and me to follow him. I want to rip the phone away from him and demand he tell me what happened. The thread of control I have is wavering. We’re out the door in seconds, and I’m about to take his phone away when he talks again.

“Angel, listen to me, okay,” a pause, then he continues, “we’re getting in the truck. We’ll be there in just a minute. You and the girls stay with Andrew, okay?” Silence, then, “We’re coming, baby. Just stay with Andrew. Love you.”

He hangs up at the same time we reach the truck. As soon as the doors are open and I see Jaxon on the other side of the truck, I ask, “What the fuck happened?”

He doesn’t waste any time in cranking the truck and backing out of the parking space, talking as he does so. “Something’s wrong with Mia. They found her in a back room, unconscious. She said there was a man in there with her.”

“Son of a bitch,” I hear Nick spit out behind us.

I grip the handle of the door so hard I’m surprised I don’t crush it. My blood is on fire, and I want nothing more than to tear someone apart. Rage fills my system, and I start seeing red.

“What the hell do you mean she’s unconscious? What’s wrong with her?” I growl at him.

His knuckles are white on the steering wheel as he speeds the two blocks to Lucki’s.

“I don’t know, Mac. Bailey was hysterical. I could barely understand her.”

We’re pulling up to the curb of Lucki’s, and I jump out before he comes to a full stop. There’s a small line to get inside, but I bypass it and run toward the door and the bouncer guarding it. I yank out my badge and snarl, “Out of my fucking way.”

He holds up his hands and steps out of the way, and I push my way in. I hear Jaxon and Nick run in behind me. “Move,” I hear them yell.

My gaze zeroes in on the hallway just past the bar, and I quickly make my way in that direction, having to push and shove people out of my way. I hear some grumbling and complaints, but I ignore them.

When I reach the hallway, I see a small group of people outside a lit room. One is Bailey, who sees Jaxon behind me. “Oh my God, Jaxon,” she screams and runs toward us. I pass her and barrel my way into the room.

I skid to a stop and my heart thumps in my chest and nearly stops when I see Mia lying on a counter with a towel over her. Her eyes are closed, like she’s sleeping, but I see the track marks from her makeup running from her crying. Karyn and Chris are crying down at the end of the counter. Andrew is at Mia’s side with a murderous expression on his face as he strokes her cheek. His knuckles are torn up, and I see blood on his shirt.

I quickly make my way to Mia, who isn’t moving. My palms are sweating, and I’m having a hard time catching my breath.

“What the fuck happened?” I ask Andrew, who steps to the side when I reach them.

I feel pure rage radiating off Andrew when he answers, “She went to the bar to grab a drink. When she didn’t come back, we went looking for her. I heard a noise come from this room and when I broke down the door, I saw this fucker,” Andrew points to a guy curled into a ball, his face a mangled mess, “hovering over her with his pants undone.”

“Has someone called an ambulance and police?” I hear Nick bark.

“They’re on their way,” an unknown voice says from the doorway.

I force my eyes away from the guy, and I bend down to get a better look at Mia. I’ll take care of him in a minute. I need to see to Mia first. She has a sheen of sweat on her face, but she doesn’t feel hot. Other than the flush and the makeup tracks, her face appears to be fine. I move the towel away and see that her top is undone. My jaw clenches and I grip the edge of the counter and take a deep breath, forcing myself to continue my inspection. I cover her top half back up and use my body to block Mia from the rest of the room while I check her lower half, afraid of what I might find. My suspicions are confirmed, and I lose my shit when I see the bruises on her inner thighs. With a roar, I spin around and launch myself at the guy lying on the floor crying.

I grab him by his hair and yank him to his feet. As soon as he’s standing, I throw my fist into his already battered face. Fresh blood starts spilling from his mouth and I see a tooth barely hanging on by a thread of skin. It doesn’t satisfy me. I know I’ll probably get in trouble for beating a defenseless man, but I’m beyond caring. I punch him in the gut with every bit of strength I have and watch as he doubles over in pain. I go to grab him again, but am pulled back. Jaxon passes me and grabs the guy by the throat and throws him against the wall. I try to fight the arms holding me, not nearly done with him myself, but a weak voice stops me.

“Mac.”

I spin around and see Mia has her eyes barely open. I rush to her and bend down so we’re eye level.

“Shh… I’m here, Pix. You’re okay now.” I gather her in my arms and look around the room until I find who I think is the owner.

“Where’s the office?”

My guess must have been right because he replies in a worried voice, “This way,” and turns around to walk out of the room. I follow him with Bailey, Chris, and Karyn hot on my tail, worried about their friend.

We stop at a door, and the guy pulls out a set of keys and unlocks it. When we enter, he points to a couch off to the side. I sit down with Mia in my lap. She hasn’t spoken or moved since she called my name. I look down at her and see she’s out again. The uncontrollable fury I felt a few minutes ago returns, and I almost get back up to finish what Andrew and I started with the guy. The only thing holding me back is my need to be here for Mia if she wakes up.

The owner comes to me and hands me a wet rag. The girls sit on either side of me, their sorrow evident on their faces. I take the rag and run it gently along Mia’s face.

A few minutes later, Jaxon walks into the room with Nick behind him. He has bloody knuckles as well, and the expression on his face would scare any sensible person. He walks over to us and kneels down in front of me. One of his hands goes to Bailey, who grabs on to it as if her life depends on it. His other hand goes to Mia’s cheek.

“How is she?” he asks in a rough voice.

“She hasn’t woken up yet. Her breathing seems to be fine though,” I reply, without taking my eyes off Mia.

Just then, we hear a commotion in the hallway right before a couple of paramedics enter the room with a stretcher, two uniformed officers behind them. I get up off the couch and set Mia down on the stretcher. I take a step back, letting them do their work, but I don’t move too far away. They immediately check her vitals, which are thankfully good.

When they start wheeling the stretcher out of the room, I go to follow. One of the officers puts his hand on my chest, blocking my way. I glance down at his hand and then back up at his face and give him a deadly look. No one is going to stop me from going with Mia.

“Who are you?” he asks.

“Mia’s boyfriend and Sheriff Weston of Jaded Hollow. Remove your hand or I’ll break it,” I say, not caring that I’m threatening an officer of the law.

He sees the truth in my words and drops his hand, but doesn’t move out of the way. “We need to ask you some questions, Sheriff Weston.”

Nick steps up beside us and speaks to the dumb ass officer. He has no clue how close I am to decking him. The paramedics have moved out of the room, and they’ll be loading Mia up soon and taking off.

“Officer,” he stops and looks at the nameplate on the officer’s uniform, “Brant, why don’t you let the sheriff go be with Mia. Mac wasn’t here when this happened. I’m sure he’d been more than willing to go down to the station tomorrow to answer any questions you have.”

I’m about to lay the guy out for keeping me from Mia when he finally moves to the side with an understanding nod. I rush past him when I hear him say, “I expect to see you at the station first thing in the morning.”

I ignore him and run over to the ambulance. Neither of the paramedics say anything when I climb inside. I take a seat closest to Mia’s head and take her limp hand into my own. I nearly fall to my knees beside her at her frail and vulnerable look. The door is closed, and we take off for the hospital.

I look up to see Mia’s eyes slit open. I pull her wrist to my lips and kiss it several times. I have to clear my clogged throat before speaking.

“It’s okay, baby. We’re on our way to the hospital. You’re going to be fine.”

She licks her lips and tries to talk. “I’m sorry…”

I rear back. Why in the fuck is she apologizing to me? I was the one who wasn’t there when she needed me. The rational part of me knows there is nothing I could have done. If I had known this would happen then of course I wouldn’t have let her go, but I didn’t know. There’s no way I could have known. The irrational part of me doesn’t care about that. I should have protected her, somehow.

I put my finger over her lips to silence her. “Shh… don’t talk. Just rest, okay? We’ll talk later.”

Her eyes close, and she drifts off again. The ride to the hospital doesn’t take long. They rush her inside and to the back. When I try to follow, a nurse stops me.

“Sir, I can’t allow you to go back. We’ve been made aware of her condition and there are some tests we need to perform. We’ll let you know when you can go back.” She looks at me with sympathy.

I know what tests she’s talking about. It’s obvious that Mia was given Rohypnol. I know the signs and symptoms intimately. She’ll need a rape kit done.

I give the nurse a jerky nod, and she walks away. I walk over to a chair and sit down. I drop my head into my hands and grip the strands of my hair. The chance of both of us being given a roofie is too low to ignore. Obviously, someone slipped her the drug knowing exactly who she was. I just don’t understand why. Why is someone harassing and trying to hurt Mia? This is the second incident. First, her tire was sliced and now the roofie. It just doesn’t make any sense.

Again, an image of the rage on Tessa’s face at seeing Mia at my house the other day plays through my mind. She’s obviously capable of drugging someone to get something she wants, but it still makes no sense for her to do it to Mia. Tessa knows there is no chance of us getting back together. I made damn sure of that. What would her motive be? Does she hate Mia so much that she would have Mia raped, knowing I would suspect her after the way she acted toward Mia and what she’s done in the past? Tessa knows I know about the drug. It was a big reason why we didn’t stay married. She tried one other time to slip me something, but I caught her. She was so desperate for me to sleep with her again that the crazy bitch thought she could pull the same shit twice. What she never figured out was that I always watched myself around her. She was one I never trusted. After that second time, I couldn’t take watching over my shoulder anymore around her, and I told her so. Two days later, I filed for divorce. I told her if she ever tried anything like that again I would take T away from her. That scared her because T was her only tie to me. She never tried anything again. Until now? I don’t know, but I plan on finding out. She better hope and pray she is not involved in this.

I feel a hand on my shoulder, look up, and see Bailey. She takes a seat beside me and grabs my hand. Chris takes the other seat with Karyn on her other side. I blow out a breath and try to gather my dark thoughts.

“How is she?” Nick asks, walking up to us.

“I don’t know. They took her to the back to do some tests. Said they’ll let me know once I can go back.”

A look passes between Nick and me. He knows what kind of tests they need to do as well.

“Where are Jaxon and Andrew?”

“Still at Lucki’s. Andrew obviously beat the shit out of the guy. They wouldn’t let him leave without questioning him. Jaxon stayed behind to make sure they don’t take him in. They should be here soon.”

I nod and glance down. The fucker got off easy. He’s lucky to be breathing right now. I’ll forever be in Andrew’s debt for coming to Mia’s rescue when I couldn’t myself. I’ll use whatever resources I have if they try to charge Andrew, but I don’t think they will. The drug tests will confirm it, but it’s apparent Mia was drugged and couldn’t make her own coherent decisions. No lawyer would press charges against a guy who was trying to save a woman from being raped.
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Mia

Her integrity…

IHEAR A FAINT BEEPING noise, and it’s annoying the shit out of me. All I want to do is sleep. My head is pounding, my throat is as dry as sawdust, and my body feels like it’s made of bricks. I try to open my eyes to see what the exasperating sound is so I can throw something at it, but they are too heavy and they feel like they’re filled with sand.

All of a sudden, I feel a presence at my side and hear murmurs. The voices sound familiar, but I can’t quite place them. I strain my ears to try to make out what they are saying. For some reason, my hearing seems to be off. The voices seem like they are being spoken through a tunnel. I try to adjust my body so I can get closer, but it won’t move.

What the hell?

I lie there wondering what the fuck is wrong with me. After a few minutes, the murmurs become clearer.

“Did you get anything out of him?” I’d know that voice from anywhere. What is he doing here?

“Damn straight I did. He says someone paid him to slip it to her and take her to the back.”

That’s Jaxon. What the fuck is going on? Why are they both in my room?

“Did he tell you who paid him?” Mac again.

“He didn’t know the guy. Never met him before. All he had was a description. Tall guy with brown hair. Said he was built.” Jaxon.

“Do you believe that was all he knew?”

“Yes. After the shit Andrew and you did to him, and my threats, he was pissing himself. He didn’t know anything else.”

“This just doesn’t make any sense. Who in the fuck would want to hurt her?”

I can hear the worry in Mac’s voice, and I don’t like it. What are he and Jaxon talking about? Who is trying to hurt whom? And what did Andrew and Mac do to cause a guy to piss himself?

I try to shake my head to clear it, but it causes a sharp pain to rush through my head. I moan lightly. Mac and Jaxon stop talking, and I feel a warm, strong hand grab mine.

“Pix, are you okay? Can you open your eyes for me?” Mac asks.

I force myself to crack my eyes open and immediately close them again at the bright lights.

“Lights,” I hear myself moan.

“Hit the lights, Jaxon.” A couple seconds later, Mac says, “They’re off, Mia. Let me see your eyes, baby.”

I slit my eyes open a little and when the searing pain doesn’t come back, I open them more. My head still hurts, but not as badly with the lights dimmed.

“There’s my pretty girl.” I see Mac standing directly over me, gazing into my eyes. The concern I see in his eyes confuses me. What is he worried about? And why is my mind so hazy? The last thing I remember is going out with the girls and Andrew.

Wait! Where am I?

I look around and don’t recognize anything, but the room is white and sterile. It looks and smells like a hospital.

“Where…” I speak, but my mouth is too dry and it comes out scratchy.

Mac reaches over and grabs a plastic cup with a straw. He bends the straw down and slightly lifts my head so I can take a sip. I almost moan at the coolness rushing down my throat. Never has water tasted so good. After a couple more sips, I lie back and clear my throat.

“Where am I?” My voice is still scratchy and weak, but not as bad.

Mac looks up and across me. I follow his line of sight and see Jaxon on the other side of my bed. His gaze is just as worried as Mac’s. He takes a step closer and places his hand on my cheek, rubbing his finger across my cheek.

“What’s going on guys? You’re scaring me.” My voice is stronger, but my throat is still dry.

“What do you remember?” Mac’s question brings my gaze back to him.

I think for a minute before I reply, “Andrew, the girls, and I were at Lucki’s. I decided to take a break and went to the bar.”

I try to think harder for what happened next, but the pain in my head grows. I squeeze my eyes shut.

“Mia,” Mac calls my name, but I ignore him, trying to remember. Slowly, snippets start appearing in my head. A guy at the bar was hitting on me before I almost broke his wrist. The guy beside me warned me about people slipping something in my drink. Me realizing I drank too much. The guy leading me to the dark hallway. Me being placed on the counter and my skirt riding up. Oh God! The pain of the guy shoving his fingers in me.

“Oh my God!” My eyes shoot open and focus on Mac. I feel sick to my stomach, and my hand flies to my mouth. I see Mac grab the trash can beside the bed just in time for me to lean over and lose the contents of my stomach. When I’m done, I lean back on the bed and close my eyes. The strain of vomiting definitely didn’t help my head. I feel a cool cloth being placed on my head. I open my eyes and see Mac. He helps me take another swallow of water.

“What do you remember?” Jaxon asks from the other side of the bed. I don’t look at him when I answer. I keep my eyes on Mac.

“Little bits here and there, but enough to know what happened,” I say quietly. The torment in Mac’s eyes confirms what I already know. What I don’t know, and I’m not sure I want to know, is how far it went.

“Did he…” I stop, the lump in my throat not allowing me to continue.

Luckily, Mac knows what I’m trying to ask. “We don’t know yet. We’re still waiting on the results. The doctor should be here any minute.”

I nod and turn my gaze away from Mac, not able to look at him anymore. Not because I’m ashamed of what happened, but because of my actions toward him all these years. Yes, it was stupid on my part for not paying attention to my drink, but I know it’s not my fault for what happened. What I can’t get over is the pain Mac must have felt after being violated like he was. I automatically jumped to the conclusion that he willingly gave himself up to Tessa, and then when he tried explaining to me what happened, I wouldn’t let him. He was, for all intents and purposes, raped, and he had no one. Yes, he had his parents and I’m sure they helped, but I never gave him the time of day when I should have been there for him. I was the one he should have been able to confide in. I was the one who was supposed to give comfort. I was the one who was supposed to stand by her man always. I was so caught up in my own pain that I never let myself think it could be anything other than what I saw, Mac and Tessa having sex. Yes, the visual evidence was damning, but I still can’t help but feel guilt for never listening to him. The first couple of months after that fateful night, Mac tried so many times to talk to me, but I always ran the other way when I saw him headed in my direction.

“Mia, look at me,” Mac says. When I bring my eyes back to him, he continues, “What are you thinking?”

I swallow to hold the tears at bay and shake my head. I’ll talk to him later when we’re alone. He looks like he wants to say something else but before he can, the door whooshes open, and an older man wearing a white coat walks in.

“Good to see you’re awake, Miss Walker. I’m Dr. Hughes. How are you feeling?” he asks with a kind smile, and holds out his hand for me to shake.

I try to smile back at him, but I’m sure it comes out wobbly. “My head is pounding, and I’m really tired.”

He nods and says, “That’s to be expected. The drugs are still in your system. We’ve given you an IV to try to help flush it out. You should start feeling better in the next few hours. I understand this young man is your brother,” he gestures to Jaxon, and then to Mac. “And this one is a close friend of yours?”

“Yes.”

“Before we continue, would you like them to leave?” he asks.

I look at Mac and Jaxon, who both have determination written on their faces. It doesn’t look like they’re going anywhere anytime soon.

“No, they can stay,” I tell the doctor. Jaxon is my brother and I need him here with me. Mac is, well, I’m not sure what Mac is, but he deserves to be here to.

“Okay, if you’re sure?” At my nod, he continues. “Do you remember what happened?”

“Only bits and pieces.”

“I figured as much. After running some tests to confirm our suspicions, they came up as having Rohypnol, better known as the date rape drug, in your system.”

The doctor stops to let me process this. Mac picks up my hand and sits on the side of the bed. The doctor sees the movement and stays quiet for a minute before continuing.

“We did a rape screen and, although we did find some bruising, there was no semen or spermicide found. Even though this situation is a terrible one, the good news is, the guy didn’t penetrate you with his penis.”

I squeeze Mac’s hand and close my eyes, letting out a sigh of relief. My body starts to tremble and tears prick the back of my eyes. That is good news.

When I open my eyes, again I see the doctor looking at me with sympathy.

“I know it may not sound like it in light of what happened, but you were very lucky your friends found you in time. It’s bad enough what happened, but it could have been worse.” The doctor reaches over and squeezes my hand.

“I know. I am grateful.”

“We’re going to keep you for a few more hours to make sure you don’t have any lasting reactions to the Rohypnol. I don’t foresee any problems, but we’d like to make sure. If all goes well, then you’ll be released. Do you have any questions?”

I shake my head. “No, thank you, Dr. Hughes.”

“Good. Try to get some rest. I’ll come and check on you in a few hours.” He leaves with a nod to both Mac and Jaxon.

Jaxon comes to me and bends to place a kiss on my forehead. He pulls back and asks, “Are you okay?” At my nod, he searches my eyes before continuing, “I’ll give y’all a few minutes before I let the horde of people in here. The girls and Andrew are worried about you.”

“You didn’t call Mom, did you?”

“No, I wanted to wait to see how bad it was first. I’ll let you talk to her.”

I release the breath I was holding at my question. I don’t plan on hiding it from her, but I’d like to tell her myself. I know she’s going to be upset that she wasn’t called right away, but eventually she’ll understand.

I give him a watery smile. “Thank you.”

He kisses my cheek again before nodding to Mac, turning, and walking out the door.

It’s still hard to look at Mac, but I force myself to. There’s pain still in the depths of his eyes, but it’s not as pronounced. Relief from hearing I wasn’t raped lifted a tiny bit of the weight.

“Scoot over,” Mac says, and sits on the side of the bed.

I slide over a bit. The bed is small and cramped, but he manages to lie on his side facing me. I’m on my back, but when he pulls me flush against him, I end up on my side with my back against his front. His arms are tight around me, and he buries his face in my hair. He shudders.

“I was so scared when I walked in that room and you were just lying there.” His voice is hoarse when he speaks in my ear. “At first I didn’t know what was wrong.”

“Mac, I’m okay.” I try to soothe him. I pull his arms tighter around me. I know that it should be the opposite, him consoling me, but it seems like Mac needs it more right now. Besides, him lying with his arms wrapped around me is all the comfort I need. I know I shouldn’t let him so close, but right now I don’t want to think about that. I need him just as much as he seems to need me.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there in time. I’m sorry I didn’t stop that bastard from touching you.”

I release his arms so I can turn over and face him. I place my hand on his cheek. “No, Mac, don’t you dare blame yourself,” I tell him firmly before softening my voice and continuing, “There is no way you, or anyone else, could know what was going to happen. Don’t let this eat at you. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

He grabs my hand from his cheek and raises my wrist to his lips, where he kisses it. His eyes close, and he murmurs against my skin, “I should have been there.” He opens his eyes, and I still see anguish there. “I hear what you’re saying, Pix, but I still should have been there. I should have protected you somehow.”

I understand his pain, because I feel the same for not being there for him when he needed me when we were teenagers, but it’s different for me. I chose not to be there for him. I let my pain get in the way, whereas with him, he’s here, with me. I know he would do just about anything to take the pain away. I didn’t do that. I was selfish and thought of my feelings first and foremost, not caring how he was affected. Even though I didn’t know he was violated, it doesn’t change the fact that he was, and I never gave him the chance to tell me.

“Mac, I don’t blame you for this. No one does. Please don’t blame yourself. I know that if you could have prevented it, you would have in a heartbeat. The one to blame is the guy who did it.”

He puts his hand behind my neck and pulls my head toward him putting his lips to my forehead. He doesn’t kiss it, just lets his lips rest there.

We stay like that for a few minutes before the door opens again and all our friends pile into the room. Mac gets up from the bed but doesn’t leave my side. I immediately miss his warmth.

Chris rushes to me and grabs my hand. “Oh my God, Mia, I was so scared. Are you okay?”

I give her hand a reassuring squeeze and tell her, “I’m good, Chris.”

Her eyes tear up, but she nods and steps to the side.

Karyn walks up next and gives me a hug. “Jaxon told us what the doctor said. I know this doesn’t help, but I’m glad it wasn’t worse than what it was.”

“Me too, Karyn, thank you,” I tell her.

Bailey steps up to me and looks at me with tears flowing down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry we didn’t come looking for you sooner,” she whispers.

The heartache I hear in her voice brings my own tears to my eyes. I can only imagine how hard this is on her. She already blames herself for Anna’s torture and death. I won’t have her blaming herself for what happened to me.

“Bailey, you listen to me, okay?” She nods. “I am so grateful for you all coming when you did. I don’t want you taking the blame for this. There is nothing you could have done.”

Her lip trembles, but she nods. Jaxon walks up and slips his arms around her from behind. He looks at me from over the top of her head and gives me a soft smile. He’ll help her get over her guilt.

It’s Andrew’s turn next to walk up to my bed. The anguish in his eyes almost makes me break down. He bends his head, lightly kisses my lips, and rests his forehead against mine. “I’m glad you’re okay, Mia Pia,” he says in a deep but low voice.

He pulls back and I notice his knuckles are all scraped. I also notice he has splatters of blood on his wrinkled shirt.

“Is that from—” He doesn’t let me finish before answering.

“Yes.” His tone is hard and his eyes fierce.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

His eyes soften when he nods. “You should also thank Bailey. When I opened the door, she went apeshit crazy when she saw what was happening.” My surprised gaze goes to Bailey. “She jumped on the guy’s back and started pulling his hair and scratching the shit out of him. I could barely get her off him.”

Bailey looks at me sadly. “I wasn’t going to let him hurt you anymore. When I saw what he was doing to you, all I could see was Anna lying on that table, and I kind of lost it. I couldn’t allow you to be hurt too.”

My heart breaks at everything Bailey has gone through. She’s been through more than any one person should, and she still came out the other end strong. I count myself extremely lucky to have met her. Anyone who’s met her will say the same thing. She’s a very special person. I just wish she would let the guilt go over what happened to Anna. Only she can realize that she helped my sister as much as she could. She needs to realize there was nothing else she could have done. She gave Anna the comfort she needed in the situation they were in.

A throat clearing at the door breaks the silence that enveloped the room at Bailey’s words. We all turn toward the door to see Nick standing there. His eyes are on Bailey, and there is a mixture of emotions: sadness, pain, shame, and something I can’t quite decipher.

He breaks eye contact with Bailey and looks at me. “I just spoke with the cops. They’d like a word with you when you’re ready, Mia. They need to take your statement.”

Not looking forward to repeating the events of last night, but knowing I have to, I tell him, “Send them in.”
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FOUR HOURS LATER I’m ready to leave. The doctor left a few minutes ago, and he deemed me well enough to be released. Jaxon took Bailey to my house to pick up some fresh clothes, and now I sit on the edge of the bed waiting on Mac to come back from signing the release papers. Other than having a slight headache and becoming queasy if I stand up too fast, along with the bruises on my thighs and pelvic area, I feel pretty normal.

When I spoke with the cops and gave my statement, I found out that the guy was paid two grand to give me the roofie. They don’t know who paid him, and the guy didn’t know who he was either. All he had was a description. While the cops were telling me this, I remembered the conversation I overheard while I was asleep. Because of what I heard from Mac and Jaxon, and seeing Andrew’s knuckles and shirt, I was concerned that Andrew would get into trouble. The cops assured me that charges were not being laid against him. Andrew was defending a friend.

I also found out that the reason I had a flat tire was because it was slashed. I gave Mac a glare when he revealed this to the cops, angry because he didn’t tell me before. He gave me a look that said we would talk about it later. And talk about it later we damn sure will. It pissed me off that he didn’t tell me.

Mac comes back into the room carrying some papers, followed by an orderly pushing a wheelchair.

“I don’t need that. I can walk on my own fine,” I tell the man behind the wheelchair.

“Sorry ma’am, but it’s hospital policy.” He gives me a sympathetic smile.

I start to protest, because I’m not an invalid that can’t walk on my own. I’ve already shown enough weakness, I don’t need this thrown in my face. Mac stops my protest before I can utter a word.

“We know you can do it on your own, but please just let them wheel you out. The sooner you agree, the sooner we can leave.”

I shoot daggers at him, still mad that he kept something important from me. But I also know he’s right. I get up off the bed with a huff and say, “Fine.” I take a seat, and we move out of the room and down the hallway.

Parked right outside the doors is Mac’s truck. When I get out of the chair to go to the passenger’s side, Mac swoops in and picks me up, carrying me the rest of the way.

“Sheriff, put me down. I can get in the truck myself,” I say, and start shoving at his chest.

“Stop moving or I’m going to drop you. I know you can get in yourself, but I want to do it.” With that, he bends slightly and opens the door with the arm that’s around my back. I have to admit it feels nice being in his arms. He puts me down on the seat and closes the door. Through the window, I can hear him thank the orderly. Then he makes his way around and climbs in behind the wheel.

“You alright?” he asks, while he puts the key in the ignition and starts the truck.

Leaning back against the headrest, I turn my head his way. “Yeah, just tired.”

“Rest, I’ll wake you when we get there.”

I nod and close my eyes. It’s not long before the vibration of the truck lulls me to sleep.
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Mac

Her breasts…

THE DRIVE IS QUIET on the way home. I glance over and see Mia sound asleep. There’s a frown line between her eyes, and I reach over and run my finger over it. She releases a quiet sigh, and the frown line disappears.

I turn my head back to the road and grip the steering wheel tightly, ready to do major damage to the ones who hurt her. If Andrew and the girls had waited just a few more minutes to go look for her, then the damage could have been much worse. It was already bad enough, but if that guy had managed to put his dick in her, then nothing would have held me back from killing him. I want to rage, because we are no closer to finding out who paid the guy to rape her. I make a silent promise to Mia and myself that nothing like that will ever happen again. The first person on my suspect list is Tessa, and she had better hope to God she wasn’t involved. I’ll make her life a living hell before I arrest her. No, it’s not professional, but at this point I don’t give a shit. She may be my son’s mother, but that won’t stop me from destroying her, by any means necessary.

I drive past Mia’s driveway and head to mine instead. She’s going to be pissed when she realizes she’s spending the night with me, but she’ll have to get over it. No way am I leaving her alone for the night. The drugs may be almost out of her system, but there’s still a chance that she could have a reaction. There’s also the fact that I need to be with her, at least for the night.

I pull into the driveway and turn the truck off. I turn to face Mia and watch her for a few minutes before I wake her. Her normally red-and-black spiky hair lies flat on her head. The perpetual stern face she shows everyone is gone and is replaced with a sweet, innocent look. She tries so hard to keep most people at arm’s length. Her attitude and demeanor usually keep everyone away. Only the people who know her well, and whom she allows in know the true Mia.

I reach over and run my finger down her cheek, while saying quietly so I don’t startle her, “Mia.”

She stirs and opens her eyes. She looks confused for a minute and then sits up and looks around.

“Why are we here?” she asks sleepily.

Preparing myself for the battle, I tell her, “You’re staying here tonight.”

Her eyes fly to mine, and I see stubbornness. She can fight it all she wants. She’s not getting her way in this. “No, I’m not. Take me home, Sheriff, or I’ll call Jaxon to come get me.”

“Actually, you are. You need someone to keep an eye on you. You heard what the doctor said.”

“Okay, that’s fine. I can stay with Jaxon and Bailey.” She crosses her arms over her chest.

“Or you can stay here.” I sigh, and shake my head at the determination I see on her face. “Look, Pix, I need you here because I need to be the one to watch over you. It almost broke me seeing you in that hospital bed, and what put you there. Please, don’t fight me on this. Can you give me that?”

She stares at me a few seconds, and I think she’s going to protest further, but then her harsh expression softens. She gives me an understanding smile. “Okay, Mac, I’ll spend one night.”

“Thank you,” I say quietly, and get out of the truck. I walk around and open her door. When I reach in to grab her, she slaps my hand away.

“I’ll stay, only if you let me walk myself. I’m not some weakling that can’t care for herself.”

I grin at her and take a step back. At her wince when she slides across the seat and steps down, I almost ignore her demand to do it herself, but I don’t want to push my luck. She has no choice but to stay, but I don’t want to argue with her the whole time. I already know we’re going to have a heated discussion about me not telling her about her tire.

We walk up the steps and into the house. As soon as the door is open, Loafer comes bounding out of the living room. She only pauses for a split second before throwing her paws up on my stomach for her rub. After, she moves to Mia, who bends down to give her a rub herself. Mia chuckles as Loafer licks her face.

I throw my keys and phone onto the little table by the door and head toward the kitchen, saying over my shoulder, “I need to get her some food. Would you like a drink?”

“Some water would be great,” she says, as she follows me into the kitchen and takes a seat at the bar.

I reach into the fridge for a bottle of water for her and a beer for me. After I pour Loafer her food, I lean back against the counter and regard Mia. She’s watching Loafer eat with a small smile.

“Are you hungry?” I ask her.

“A little.”

“Go have a seat in the living room and watch TV while I make us something. How does reheated chili sound?”

“It sounds great. Is it your mom’s recipe?” she asks. She used to love my mom’s chili. Anytime my mom made it, Mia made sure she was over that night for dinner.

I grin at her when I answer, “You know it.”

She smiles back at me and slowly hops down from the stool. I can tell she’s still in pain, and a flash of anger runs through me.

Loafer is done eating, so Mia clicks her tongue to call her into the living room with her. I turn and get the container of cold chili out of the fridge. When I’m done heating it up, I walk into the living room and see Mia curled up on the couch with Loafer by her side, watching a comedy.

“Food’s done,” I tell her, and watch her get up from the couch. We sit at the table and eat for a few minutes in silence before she brings up the subject I’m dreading.

“Why didn’t you tell me about my tire, Mac?”

I put down my spoon and pick up my beer and take a swallow before answering. “Because I wanted to find out who slashed it first. I didn’t want you to worry until I found out some answers.”

She contemplates my reason for keeping it from her. I can see her weighing my decision by the cute little pucker in her brow and the lip biting she has going on. This is not the Mia I’ve seen the last ten years. The new Mia would have given me shit no matter what my reasons were. No, this is the old Mia. And while I’ve grown used to the Mia of now, and find her attitude intriguing and hot as shit, I still miss the old Mia as well. I can only imagine the two converging. They will be a force to be reckoned with and will play havoc on my need to have her beneath me.

She finally comes to a decision, and it’s one that shows both sides of her. She gives it to me straight, but doesn’t bite my head off in the process.

“Don’t do it again. I understand your reasoning, but next time tell me. I don’t like being left in the dark. I should have been told.”

I nod and give her that. I don’t regret not telling her. It would have only pissed her off and worried her. But I don’t tell her that. I’ve gotten off easy, and I know when to give in.

“I can do that,” I tell her, and she nods.

“Do you have any idea who it could be?” she asks me.

“I have one person in mind,” I tell her quietly. I wait for a minute before I say, “Tessa.”

“That’s what I was thinking as well. Do you really think she hates me so much she would pay someone to rape me?”

“I don’t know, but I plan on finding out.”

Mia looks like she wants to ask me something else, but shakes her head. She winces at the movement.

“How’s your head?”

“It’s better, thank you. I should be brand new tomorrow.”

I don’t know about that, but I’m sure she’ll feel a lot better. The soreness of what the guy did will probably linger a few days though. The thought makes me want to put my fist through a wall.

We finish our meal with small talk. She tells me about how she found out Lilly and Levi were seeing each other. She shivers, and I laugh at her. She glares at me, telling me the image will forever be embedded in her memory. I tell her more about the new horses I have. Our conversation is light, and we both enjoy it.

She tries to clear the table, but I tell her to go rest in the living room while I clean up. When I walk out of the kitchen a few minutes later, Mia is asleep with her head on the armrest. Loafer has her head in Mia’s lap. I walk over and call Loafer down. She slips down with a disgruntled sigh.

Too bad, girl. Mia is mine tonight.

I carefully pick Mia’s head up off the armrest, sit down, and place her head in my lap. I look down at her sleeping face, which is turned toward the TV. Mia exhales and places her hand underneath her head, which puts it just inches from my cock. Her fingers brush against me, and I hiss out a breath, bringing my dick to life. Trying not to think about how close her hand is, I sift my fingers through her hair. She looks so innocent in sleep. I know I shouldn’t, but I run my finger along her soft lips. They part slightly, and it takes everything in me not to slip my finger inside. Mia has always had a way about her that got to me. Even when she hated me, I still had to fight taking her in my arms and demanding a different reaction from her than hatred. Her allure has gotten stronger over the years.

I look down at her body. She has on a pair of tight black yoga pants and a dark green form-fitting t-shirt that Bailey brought for her at the hospital. Her feet are bare, and I see her black-painted toenails. Feet normally do nothing for me, but Mia has cute feet. I would love to nibble the arch of her foot and then travel my lips up her leg until I reach her delicious center. I wonder if she tastes the same as she did ten years ago.

I know I shouldn’t be thinking these thoughts because of what she went through last night, but I’m incapable of stopping them from forming.

She adjusts on my lap, and her fingers graze my hard cock again. I drop my head back on the couch and let out a low moan. I’m thinking I probably should have just carried her to bed and left her there. It’s torture sitting here with her head in my lap and not able to do anything. But I want to be close to her. It is a need I can’t deny myself.

I’m a sick bastard for sitting here imagining what I would like to do to her, and her do to me. Just a few more minutes and I’ll carry her to my bed and go sleep in T’s. Just a few more minutes of feeling her against me.

I continue to brush my fingers lightly through her hair. I place my other hand on her waist, right above her hip, and rub my finger against the exposed skin there. What I wouldn’t give to slip my fingers inside her tight pants and feel my way around until I come across her pussy. I feel like a lecherous asshole, but that doesn’t stop my thoughts, or my fingers from rubbing that torturous piece of flesh peeking out from her shirt. Of course, I’ll go no further, but I’ll give myself this little bit.

Just as I’m about to get up and put Mia to bed, I feel her fingers flex on my thigh. I hold my breath, wondering if she’s awake. I have no doubt she’d rip me a new one if she knew the thoughts running through my head right now.

At first, I think she’s still asleep, but then I hear her breath catch when the tip of my finger barely slips inside the band of her pants. I think about stopping. I know I should stop, but I don’t. I continue running my finger along her soft skin. Her fingers once again move, and she again bumps my dick. It jumps in response. I know she’s awake now because at my jump, she lets out a little moan and presses her fingers more firmly against me.

Neither one of us says anything, just continues to tease each other. Knowing I shouldn’t, but doing so anyway, I allow my fingers to drift a little farther into her pants. Mia’s breathing becomes heavier with my movement. Through the denim of my pants, I feel her rake her nails against my cock, and it sends a shock wave through me.

Fuck!

I groan and tighten my fingers in her hair. She moans and moves her head so her cheek rubs against me. A growl rips from my throat before I can hold it in.

Mia dislodges my hand from her hair and sits up. Her eyes radiate a heat so hot it nearly scorches me. I force myself to not grab her and throw her down on the couch and fuck her senseless. That can’t happen tonight. She’s sore and I won’t add to that.

Mia moves around, throws a leg over my lap, and straddles my hips. She sits back and I feel her warmth envelop me. She grips handfuls of my hair and slants her lips over mine. I knew from when we went at each other in her mom’s hallway that Mia would be a demanding lover.

I grab her hips and bring her closer, not too tight so as not to cause her pain, but enough to feel her flush against me. She groans into my mouth at the first contact. I’m not ashamed to admit I nearly explode. I rear back and reach behind me to grip my shirt and pull it over my head. As I do this, Mia does the same with hers. She opted out of wearing a bra home from the hospital, and I thank the heavens that she did.

“Fuck, Pix, you’re gorgeous,” I growl, and then lean forward and take a hard nipple into my mouth. I twirl my tongue around the tip and then scrape my teeth against it. She digs her nails into my scalp and lets out a cry. I switch to the other nipple and apply the same treatment.

“Mac!” she gasps.

I look up at her and see her eyes flaring.

“What, baby?” I whisper.

“I want you, Mac,” she moans at me.

It’s hard to say the words, but I tell her, “Not tonight, Pix. You’ve been through enough.”

Her eyes flash before she practically growls, “I don’t fucking care about that. I need you.”

“I’ll still make you feel good, but we’re not fucking tonight.”

I reach up, put my hands on either side of her head and bring her lips down to mine. Her taste is intoxicating, and I swear I’ll never get enough of her. Our tongues tangle and battle for dominance. I release my hands from her head and wrap them around her waist, bringing her naked tits up against my bare chest. I feel the hard points of her nipples brushing against me and I have to clench my hands behind her back to keep from throwing her down on the floor and devouring her. She throws her arms around my neck and rakes her nails down my back. I hiss at the exquisite pain.

I take my lips from hers and push back until she’s standing between my legs.

“Off,” I growl at her, and tug down her pants.

She helps by kicking them off. I sit back and stare at her. Her body is a work of art, and not just from the multitude of tattoos she sports, although those definitely add to the appeal of her. She’s a small girl with a tiny waist and flared hips. Her breast aren’t huge, each one a handful. Her skin is naturally tanned and flawless. She has a toned body that she doesn’t need to work at.

I kick her legs apart slightly and bring my face to the apex of her thighs. I force myself to look past the bruises there. I don’t want to ruin this moment by going on a rampage.

I let my face linger and breathe in her scent. Her hands go back to my hair and give it a tug, trying to bring me closer to her succulent flesh. I run my hands up her smooth legs until I reach her pussy. My thumbs meet her wet center, and I swipe them against her clit. She throws her head back and cries out. I take one thumb and start at her opening, brushing it through her folds until I meet her clit, where I swirl it around the bundle of nerves there. I do the same with the other thumb.

“Mac, please…”

“What, baby? What do you want me to do?” I ask her.

“I need your mouth on me,” she pleads with me.

Putting her out of her misery, I take my thumbs, spread her lips wide, and swipe my tongue all the way from her drenched pussy to her clit. She tastes phenomenal. I could live off her sweet taste all day, every day. I take the nub between my lips and suck hard, flicking my tongue at the same time.

She calls out my name at the same time I feel her legs go weak. I bring my arms around her hips to steady her. I stiffen my tongue and bring it back to her opening, pushing it in as far as I can. She clenches around my tongue, and I know she’s close. As much as I want her to come on my face, I have other plans for her.

She protests and tries to yank me back when I pull my face away.

“Shhh… we’re not done yet, Pix.” I reach down, unbutton my jeans, and pull down my zipper. I don’t wear underwear so my cock springs free. I watch Mia as I slowly stroke myself. She licks her lips as if she wants nothing more than to take my dick into her mouth. I nearly combust at the thought. I lift my hips and pull my pants the rest of the way off. Kicking them to the side, I sit back and pat my lap. “Bring that pussy over here.”

She steps forward and is forced to spread her legs to straddle me again. I see her glistening, and I want to dive my face back in between her legs. As soon as she’s settled, I bring her hips closer until I feel her warm pussy against my dick.

“Oh, shit, that feels so good,” she breathes.

“I know, baby,” I groan. She feels so fucking amazing. She’s slick, and my cock slides perfectly between her lips.

“Look, Pix. Watch my cock slide against your pussy.” My words bring a flush to her face. Not from embarrassment, but from excitement. She glances down, and sucks in a breath at the picture. I look down as well and see my dick covered in her juices.

I watch as I carefully glide her back and forth over me. Mia’s hands go to my shoulders and her nails dig in. The warmth of her is almost too much to bear. I’m on the edge, but I hold on. I need her to come first.

I look up to see her still watching our bodies. She looks up at me when she sees me looking at her. I grab her hair and bring her forward. At her lips, I grit out, “I need you to come first.”

She closes the distance between our lips and attacks my mouth with fervor. She grinds her hips down on me, and I try to pull her hips back, but she growls into my mouth. She starts moving her hips faster, and my balls draw up. I can feel her wet pussy sliding against them as well. I’m about to explode when she yanks her head back from mine and cries out.

The pleasure I see on her face and the spasming I feel from her pussy send me over the edge. I shout out the fiercest fucking release I’ve ever had. Jet after jet comes pouring out of me to land on her pussy and both our stomachs.

She drops her head to the crook of my neck. After several minutes, our breathing comes back to semi normal. I pick her up, and she wraps her legs around my waist. Her pussy snug against my cock brings it back to life, but I ignore it. Her breathing is evening out, and I know she’s almost asleep.

I bring her to my room and set her down in the middle of the bed. Her eyes watch me drowsily as I walk into the bathroom. After cleaning myself up, I wet a washcloth with warm water and walk back out. Mia’s asleep in the center of my bed. It’s a sight I’ve wanted to see for years. I watch her for a few minutes before walking over and carefully cleaning her up as well.

I drop the washcloth into the laundry basket and crawl into bed beside Mia. I wrap an arm around her and bring her up against me. She doesn’t wake up as she snuggles even closer, laying her head down on my chest. I close my eyes and cherish this moment, hoping that I get many more nights like this.
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Mia

Her compassion…

IWAKE UP AND FEEL a hard warmth at my back. The sun is shining through the sheer curtains. There’s a heavy weight on my waist, and at first, I don’t know what it is. Flashes of last night come tumbling in, and I know I’m in Mac’s bed, and he’s snuggled up to my back. What we did last night rushes through and tingles start spreading through me. When I woke to Mac rubbing circles on my waist, all the pent-up desire he’d stirred in me had no choice but to be released.

I feel Mac’s warm breath on my neck. I want to turn around, kiss his lips, and take his cock in my hand. My bladder has other plans. If I don’t get to the bathroom very soon, Mac will have a very rude awakening.

I carefully remove Mac’s arms from around my waist and slide over to the edge of the bed. He grumbles in his sleep, and I can’t help but look back at him and smile. His brows are drawn down into a frown, as if he can sense I’m no longer beside him.

My bladder protests the wait while I watch Mac. I turn and rush to his bathroom. After relieving myself, I check his medicine cabinet for an extra toothbrush. Not finding one, I pick his up, and with a shrug, I use it to clean the fuzz from my teeth.

I walk out of the bathroom to see Mac’s arms wrapped around a pillow, and I have to stifle a laugh. Poor guy.

I have no idea what we’re doing here. There’s so much that’s changed between us the last couple of weeks. I don’t know what I want anymore. I no longer blame Mac for what happened, but I’m also terrified of being hurt again. I know he would never hurt me on purpose, but we both know that shit happens and I may get hurt unintentionally. Should I take that chance? Can I take the risk? Hell, I don’t even know how Mac feels. I’ve treated him like shit for the past ten years. Who’s to say he even wants a relationship with me? Maybe it’s just physical for him. I don’t think it is, but I can’t be sure. I don’t even know if I want to know. The truth may hurt.

I walk out of the bedroom naked, my mind in turmoil. I stop in the living room, pick up my clothes, and put them back on. Loafer’s silent feet follow me into the kitchen. I search the cabinets until I locate everything I need to make a pot of coffee. After making myself a cup, I walk to the back door and step outside. The air is warm, but not too much because there’s a breeze. I glance over to my left and see the barn.

I start in that direction, calling Loafer behind me. The barn is huge, bigger than I remember, but I’m sure it’s because it’s been years since I’ve seen it. It looks like it’s been repainted within the last few years. It must have been another project Mac decided to do when he refurbished the house. I step inside and nostalgia immediately hits me at the smell of horses. Most people would hate the smell, but I always loved it.

Several of the stalls are occupied by horses, but not nearly as many as before. When we were younger, every stall was used. I walk up to the nearest one and look inside. There’s a huge black-and-white horse inside. He’s munching on some hay when he sees me at the door of the stall. He walks over to me. I hold my hand out for him to smell. After a good whiff, he brings his nose down and butts it against my hand. I laugh at his demand to be rubbed.

I spend several minutes with him before I move on to the next stall. As soon as I see who’s inside, I know this is Marabelle’s foal. Tears prickle my eyes as I gaze at Pepper. Her color is different from Marabelle. Marabelle was brown and white, while Pepper is white and gray. No, the reason I know this is Pepper is because she has the same moon-shaped patch Marabelle did, in the exact same spot. Marabelle’s patch was brown and on her right flank. Pepper’s is gray and on her right flank as well.

She walks up to me, and it’s as if she knows who I am. She gently places her head against my cheek and gives me a soft neigh. I place my hands on her neck and give both sides a rub. Before I’m able to stop them, a few tears slip down my cheeks. I rest my forehead against hers and let them come. I cry, because not only do I miss Marabelle, but also because of all that Mac and I have missed, all because someone was jealous and thought to take away our happiness.

“I see you’ve met Pepper,” Mac says behind me. I sniff and quickly wipe my tears away before I turn around and face him. I suck in a breath when I do. He’s leaning against the barn door wearing nothing but his jeans with the button undone. His chest is bare, and I want to go up to him and lick it.

He smirks at me, as if he knows what I’m thinking. I roll my eyes at him and turn back toward Pepper.

“She’s beautiful. She has Marabelle’s mark,” I reply.

Mac walks up beside me and starts petting Pepper. “Yeah, she does. She’s lucky to be here. She fought hard to stay alive. When Marabelle went into distress, she stopped pushing. Only Pepper’s feet were out. I had to pull the rest of her out. Once she was delivered, she wasn’t moving. I thought she was gone, but after a few minutes she started thrashing.”

I have to swallow the lump in my throat to keep the tears at bay. My poor Marabelle. I wish I had been there for her.

I wrap my arms around Pepper’s neck and rub my face against her. I promise myself that no matter what, I’ll be here for her daughter.

“Have you eaten?” Mac asks.

“No, but I’m not really hungry. Do you think you can drop me off at my mom’s house? I need to tell her what happened. I’ll get her to take me to my car.”

“It’s already taken care of. Nick drove it to your place for you last night.”

“Oh, okay. Well, can you take me home and then I’ll drive over to Moms?”

“Yeah, just let me grab some clothes and then we can go.”

I nod and give Pepper one last affectionate pat before turning to follow Mac to the house.

I’m standing at the sink rinsing out the coffee pot when I feel arms wrap around me from behind. I stiffen at first, but then relax against his chest. It’s really strange to be back in Mac’s arms, but then again, it’s like I never left. The feelings are so familiar.

I feel Mac’s lips at the nape of my neck, and I tilt my head to give him better access. He runs his tongue up my neck, and it sends shivers throughout my body. I push back against his hips and feel his hardness. I want him to bend me over and sink his cock into me.

Mac moves his hands up my ribs until he meets my breasts, where he tweaks my hard nipples. I moan and have to grip the counter to stay standing.

I almost stomp my foot and pitch a fit when Mac nips my ear and whispers, “As much as I want to finish this, I need to drop you off and take care of something.”

I nod, unable to talk at the moment because of my racing heart. I’m worried if I speak, it will come out as a squeak, and I am not a squeaker.

I turn in Mac’s arms and lift my head. He knows what I want and bends his to give me a kiss. It’s a hot one, not as hot as last night, but hot all the same. Mac pulls back before I am finished with his lips, but I don’t protest. I need to get to my mama’s house. The longer I wait on telling her, the more upset she’ll be.

The drive over to my house isn’t long. That’s the thing with living in a small town. Everyone knows where everyone lives, and you can get there within minutes.

After saying goodbye to Mac and thanking him, I walk into my house and head straight to the shower. I took a shower in the hospital before I was released, but I still feel dirty. Hospitals tend to do that to you. No matter how much you wash, you never feel truly clean.

After dressing and picking up a quick snack, I walk out to my car. I pause before getting in and walk around it to check the tires. I know it’s ridiculous, but since Mac told me about my tire being slashed, I’m paranoid. Seeing my fully inflated tire, I climb inside and head over to my mom’s house, not looking forward to telling her of the recent events.
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I’M SITTING ON MY mom’s couch with her arms around me, her crying on my shoulder. Levi is sitting on her other side rubbing her back. His eyes are hard, and I can tell he’s pissed. Not at me, but at what happened to me. It endears him to me that he’s upset on my behalf. I’m glad my mom has found someone to make her happy. It’s been years since she’s had someone there for her besides family and friends.

My mom pulls back and wipes her tears. Her eyes are bloodshot, and she has red splotches on her cheeks from crying, but she’s still the most beautiful woman in the world.

She brings her palms up to my cheeks and demands, “Don’t you ever keep something like this from me again. I mean it, Mia. Never again. And you better bet your ass that I’ll be talking to your brother about this too.”

It’s not very often that I hear my mama curse, but when she does, you know she means business.

“I’m sorry, Mama. We didn’t want to worry you.”

“I’m your mother; it’s my job to worry. It’s my job to be there for my kids when they need me.” She says this with more tears leaking out of her eyes, and it makes me feel like shit.

I pull her to me again and kiss her cheek. “I promise I won’t keep anything like this from you again.”

She pulls back and kisses my cheek as well. She reaches up and grabs Levi’s hand that is now resting on her shoulder. I smile at the movement.

“How are you feeling now?” she asks, worry heavy in her voice.

I feel fine, Mama. I had a headache yesterday, but I’m doing much better today,” I tell her, trying to alleviate her worry.

“Do either of you have any idea who would do something like that?”

I look up at Levi. Anger is still evident in his eyes, and his jaw is clenched, as if he’s physically holding himself back from doing damage. While in school, he always seemed so laid-back. He was one of the coolest teachers in school, always making our lessons interesting. Now, I see a side I’ve never witnessed before, and it’s very intimidating and interesting to see.

“There’s one person we think may have something to do with it. Mac is supposed to talk to them to see what he can find out. I’ll keep you both updated.”

“Tell him if he needs anything to let me know.”

I nod, grateful for Levi’s words. I just hope Mac has no problems with getting the truth out of Tessa. She’s obviously capable of drugging someone to get what she wants, but I don’t see the point of her drugging me. I know she was pissed I was at Mac’s house, but she and Mac have been over for years.

I’m pulled from my thoughts when my mom says, “I was going through some boxes in the attic the other day and came across one of your boxes.” She turns to Levi, “Can you go get it for me, please? It’s in our bedroom in the corner by the desk.”

“Sure, baby.” He bends and gives her a lingering kiss. I turn my head to give them privacy. When I hear his retreating footsteps, I turn back to my mom, who has a flush on her cheeks. She gives me a small smile, which I return.

“So.” I grab her hand in mine. “Have you set a date yet?”

“Sort of.” At my confused look, she laughs and continues, “We’ve decided an open date sometime in winter. I want to get married in the snow. Since there’s no way to predict when it’s going to snow, we’ve decided to just plan everything ahead of time, and when we know it’s going to snow, call everyone to come over. We don’t want a lot of people to attend, just family and a few close friends. I know it sounds crazy, but…”

She trails off with a shrug and looks at her lap. I squeeze her hand until she looks back at me. “It’s not crazy at all. I think it’s going to be beautiful.”

She smiles at me, and I know I’ve made her happy with my words. My chest warms at the happiness I see in her eyes.

“You’ll be my maid of honor, right?”

“Mama, really? Do you even need to ask? You know I would be completely honored.”

She laughs again and gives me another hug. I squeeze her in return, thrilled that she’s so happy. My mom is the best person I know.

Levi comes back into the room, and we break apart. The soft look in his eyes says he heard part of our conversation. He’s carrying a shoebox big enough to carry a pair of boots. He sets it down on top of the coffee table in front of us. I have no idea what’s inside, but I’m curious. I reach out and remove the lid. My breath catches at what I see inside.

Mama senses my reaction and gets up from the couch.

“Levi and I are going to the kitchen to give you privacy. I’m making us grilled cheese sandwiches. Would you like one?”

“Sure,” I tell her distractedly, still looking inside the box without touching anything. I barely register her and Levi leaving the room.

I reach out and see that my hand is shaking. Sitting on top is a framed photo of Mac and me at Jaxon’s lake. We’re sitting on a blanket that Mac set out for us. It was the beginning of winter, so it was cool outside. Mac is sitting behind me with me between his legs. A bright red blanket is surrounding us both. He has his head on my shoulder, and we’re both looking out at the lake. There’s serenity on both our faces, like we’re both sitting in the best spot on Earth; no other place would have been more perfect. Anna had taken the picture without us knowing, and it became my favorite. It stayed on my nightstand until the night of my eighteenth birthday.

That night, when I came home, I took the picture and all the rest of the contents of the box and tossed them in the trash. Mama must have seen me do it and decided to save everything.

I set the picture frame beside me on the couch and pull out a few more pictures. There’s one of Jaxon, Anna, Nick, Andrew, Mac, and me. A pang hits my chest at seeing Anna again. My mom took this one. I remember that day because that was the day that Andrew tried putting his arm around Jaxon, and he kept shrugging it off. We all laughed at Andrew’s attempts and that was when Mom took the picture. We all look cheerful and carefree.

There are ticket stubs for every movie Mac and I went to. It sounds so childish now, but I kept anything and everything that had to do with Mac. I even have a lock of his hair that his mom gave me, which sounds somewhat creepy now.

In the bottom of the box, I pull out a silver chain that has a locket on it. I pull it open and tears blur my vision at the tiny picture of a baby Mac on one side and a baby me on the other side. Mac gave it to me on my seventeenth birthday.

I carefully place everything back in the box and get up to go into the kitchen. Mom and Levi are at the kitchen table, eating their lunch. When my mom sees my eyes, she gets up and comes to me for a hug. I hold her tight.

“I threw all that stuff away,” I whisper in her ear.

“I know you did, sweetie. I saw you do it. I went out behind your back, and got it all out. I knew one day that you would want it back.”

I never would have thought at the time that she would be right. I wanted nothing that would remind me of Mac. I am so grateful she saved it for me though. Those things were so precious to me and to have them back makes my chest hurt.

We pull back, and I give her a watery “Thank you.”

“I’ve heard you and Mac have been spending time with each other and figured now was the time to give you back that box. I know there was animosity between you both for a long time. I hope that whatever happened is over. You changed so much when you broke up, and even more so when your father left. I see some of the old Mia peeking through, and I hope it’s Mac that’s bringing back that happiness. It hurt so much to watch you withdraw into yourself like that.”

“I’m so sorry, Mama. I didn’t realize you were hurting too.” It seems like so many people were affected by my and Mac’s breakup. I had no idea; I was so absorbed in my own pain that I didn’t see the people around me hurting too.

“Don’t apologize, Mia. I understand you were grieving at the loss of something so special. Everyone handles pain in his or her own way. As much as I hated to see it, you chose to handle it the best way you could, by ignoring it and pushing people away. I wish I had pushed to get you to talk to me, but I didn’t want to cause you more pain.”

“Oh, Mama.” I rest my head on her shoulder while she rubs her hands up and down my back.

After a few minutes, I stand back up and she smiles at me. “Now, are you hungry?”

I wipe my tears away and smile back. “I’m starving.”

She turns to walk off, but I stop her with a hand on her arm. When she’s facing me again, I tell her quietly, “Thank you for keeping everything.”

“You’re very welcome, sweetie.” She puts her arm around my waist. “Let’s go eat.”
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Mac

Her sense of humor…

IPUSH THE END button on my phone for the sixth time, becoming more and more pissed each time I get Tessa’s voice mail. I’ve been trying to call her for the past several hours. I’ve called her cell phone, her house phone, and her work number. I’ve left her three different voice mails and left multiple text messages telling her she needs to call me. I’ve heard nothing from her.

I grip my phone tightly and hear the plastic creak a little. I loosen my grip. What I want to do it is throw it across the room and shatter it against the wall. I drop the phone on the coffee table before I follow through with the urge.

She knows better than to keep me hanging like this. It was always a mutual agreement that if one calls the other we would call them back as soon as possible, just in case it involved T. What pisses me off even more is that her job said she didn’t show up today for work. Tessa may be unpredictable most of the time, but one thing she’s always been religious about is working.

Something doesn’t feel right. The more I think on it, the more I worry that Tessa did in fact have something to do with the shit that’s been going on with Mia. I’ve already ruled out Shady. The day after I found Mia’s tire was slashed, I paid a visit to Dax. He said that Shady had been at his house for several hours and they were together the entire time. If I didn’t know Dax so well I would think he was covering for his friend, but I do know him and trust his word.

The sound of my phone vibrating on the coffee table has me snatching it up and looking at the screen, thinking it’s Tessa calling me back. It’s not. Instead it’s T. It’s not who I want it to be, but I always enjoy hearing from my boy.

“Hey, T, what’s up, kid?” I get up off the couch and walk into the kitchen to grab a bottled water.

“Have you heard from Mom?” he asks. The tone of his voice has me straightening from the fridge.

“No, I haven’t. I’ve been trying to call her for the past several hours. Why, what’s going on?”

“I don’t know. I’m at my Taekwondo class, and I guess she forgot to pick me up,” he mumbles into the phone.

I look at the clock on the microwave. Shit! His class ended over an hour ago. She should have been there by now.

“Have you tried calling her?” I ask him, while I walk over and grab my keys. I’m walking out the door to my truck when he answers.

“Yeah, but she’s not answering. I left a message, but she hasn’t called back yet.” I can tell he’s starting to worry.

“Alright, T, listen to me. Is there someone still at the gym?”

“Yeah, but the last class ends soon.”

“I want you to go back inside and wait. I’m on my way there now to pick you up, okay?” I confirm this by revving the engine of my truck and peeling out of the driveway.

“Okay, Dad. Do you think something happened to Mom?” he asks with a tremor in his voice. He tries so hard to act tough, but at the end of the day he’s still a ten-year-old boy.

“No, T. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll figure it out. Go inside and wait for me. I’ll be there soon.”

We hang up after he promises to stay inside. I don’t worry about his instructor closing the gym and leaving T by himself outside. I don’t know the guy well, but from the start of T’s lessons, he said he always waits for the last student to be picked up.

The closer I get to T, the more pissed I become. What the fuck does Tessa think she’s doing, just leaving T like that? When I took T home the other day, I sat down with Tessa and asked her what was going on that caused her to be gone from the house so much. Of course, she avoided answering and became defensive. I, in return, told her that shit needed to change. That I wasn’t going to put up with her neglecting T like she was. I told her that if shit didn’t change, I was taking her to court to get full custody of him. She became tearful and promised it wouldn’t happen again. I regret now not questioning her further on her recent unknown actions. What the fuck does she have going on that’s so important she forgets to pick up our son? Doesn’t matter now anyway, because I’m done. She obviously doesn’t want the responsibility anymore. That’s absolutely fine with me. I should have taken T away sooner. The only reason I didn’t was because she was a fairly decent mother, and I know kids need their mothers. Her decency at being a mother has gone down the drain lately. I’m looking forward to having T with me on a more permanent basis.

I pull up to the curb of the gym twenty minutes later and see T sitting inside on one of the many chairs. Before I can get out, he spots me and gets up to come outside. I wave to the instructor to let him know I’m picking T up. T climbs inside the truck but doesn’t say anything. Before I put the truck back into gear, I look over at him. His expression shows both anger and worry.

“You alright, T?”

He shrugs and answers without looking at me. “I guess so.”

“Have things been better with your mom?” I don’t want to worry him, but I need to know if things changed once I spoke with her. I’m finding it very strange that not long after I find out from T that his mom is leaving him alone so much she pulls this stunt, especially since she very adamantly told me things would be different. When I talked to T a week ago, he seemed fine. When I asked him about how things were going with his mom, he said she had gotten better. Again, something just doesn’t feel right.

Looking out the window, instead of at me, he says, “Yeah, Mom’s been great.”

There’s something he’s not telling me, and it’s starting to piss me off. I’m not mad at him. I’m mad because there’s clearly something going on, and I have no fucking clue what it is. He’s hiding something, and I need to find out what it is.

“Look at me, son,” I tell him firmly.

He pulls his eyes to me reluctantly. It’s plain to see he doesn’t want to face me.

“I need you to talk to me, T. If there’s something going on that I need to know about, you need to tell me. I can’t fix what I don’t know.”

“There’s nothing to tell, Dad. I’m just worried because Mom forgot about me.” He’s lying. I can see it in the way his eyes flicker away from mine. I’m going to let it go for now, because whatever the problem is, it obviously involves his mother. I don’t know why he won’t tell me, but I’ll get it out of him later.

“Okay, I’ll let it go for now, but you and I are going to talk later. We’re going to your mom’s to get you some clothes. You’re going to stay with me while we find out what’s going on. Maybe your mom will be at home when we get there.”

I put the truck in drive and make the ten-minute drive to Tessa’s. Her car isn’t in the driveway when we pull up. The garage door is up, and the car isn’t in there either. T pulls his house keys out of his gym bag when we walk up to the door. When we walk inside, I look around. Everything looks pretty much the same as it did the last time I was here. I know it’s futile, but I still call out Tessa’s name. As expected, there’s no answer.

I turn to T, who’s putting his bag down in the foyer closet. “Go grab your stuff. Get enough clothes for several days.”

He mumbles something unintelligible before walking off down the hallway. I follow him and walk into Tessa’s room. I already know she’s gone. And when I say gone, I mean she plans on being gone for a while. There are clothes thrown all over the bedroom. All her dresser drawers are pulled out, and it looks like she grabbed handfuls of the contents out, leaving a few pieces behind.

I walk to her closet with my hands balled into fists and see many of the hangers empty. There are a couple suitcases lined up underneath the clothes still hanging up, but there’s an empty space where another smaller suitcase should be.

I leave the closet, go to the connecting bathroom, and see a mess in there as well. She left in a hurry. I look for her makeup kit, and don’t find it. If I know anything about Tessa, it’s that she goes absolutely nowhere without her makeup. If she took that, then that means she plans on staying gone for a while.

My belief in her involvement in Mia’s tire being slashed and her almost being raped becomes stronger. She must know that the man who attacked Mia has been caught and is worried we’ll find out she was linked. She obviously has someone helping her because the guy we pulled off Mia said it was a man who paid him. I’ve never wanted to hit a woman more than I do right now. Not only because of her possible involvement with Mia but also because of what she’s putting T through.

Speaking of T, I wonder if he suspects anything and that’s why he’s being so evasive. I would think he would come to me with something like this, but there’s no telling what his mom has told him to keep him quiet.

I walk back out of Tessa’s room and close the door quietly behind me. I don’t want to tell him his mother is gone until I find out more answers.

T walks out a few minutes later with his duffle bag thrown over his shoulder. He looks much older than his ten years right now. The expression on his face and the slump to his shoulders solidify my belief that he knows more than he’s telling me, and I’m even more determined to find out what’s going on. The stress I see on his face is more than any kid his age should have.

“Come on, kid, let’s get out of here. We’ll stop by Maggie’s on the way home for dinner.” As I hoped, at the mention of Maggie’s and the chance he’ll see Nitra, he perks up a bit.
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THREE HOURS LATER, we’re at home. T is in the shower while I’m on my laptop at the kitchen table. I’m so pissed that my hands are shaking, and I want to put my hands around Tessa’s throat. After pulling a few strings and gaining access to Tessa’s bank account, I found that she withdrew two grand the day before Mia was given the Rohypnol. She also took out another five grand yesterday. This is all circumstantial, but I no longer have any doubt that it was Tessa who paid the guy to give Mia the drug and then rape her. I’m not positive, but I think she also must have slashed Mia’s tire, or got someone to do it for her. I just don’t know what the point was.

I pick up my phone and give Mia a call. She picks up on the third ring.

“Hey, Sheriff.”

The sound of her voice calling me Sheriff makes my cock twitch in my jeans. I want to hear her moan again.

“Hey, Pix, can you come over tonight? I have some information.” I’d prefer to tell her face-to-face that I think my ex-wife is the person who tried to have her raped. It’s not something anyone would want to hear over the phone.

It takes her a minute to respond to my question. I hear noises in the background, and I know she’s at Jaxon’s. I didn’t even think that she could be at work. My only concern was letting her know about what I found out so she would keep her guard up.

“Yeah, but it won’t be until late. I don’t get off until midnight. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine. It won’t take long for me to tell you what I need to. I have T here, so call me when you get close and I’ll wait for you on the porch.”

“Okay.” She pauses before she adds, “Is everything alright?”

Not wanting to get into it over the phone, I tell her I’m fine and that we’ll talk about it later when she’s here. I can tell she doesn’t believe me, but doesn’t push.

“I’ll see you in a few hours, Pix. Be safe and make sure someone walks you to your car when you leave.”

I need to give her a little bit of a warning so she knows to watch her back.

“I will, but you’re really starting to worry me. Is it something I need to know about right now?”

I can hear the uncertainty in her voice, and I try to lessen it by telling her, “Nothing you need to worry about right now. I just want to be cautious.”

“Alright, I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Okay, Pix. Bye.”

“Bye, Sheriff.”

Not having any answers is killing me. I hate not knowing what to expect next. Is Tessa done screwing with Mia? If she’s not, what does she have planned next? The cop in me says she’s not done. We don’t normally get cases like this in Jaded, but I hear word of other cases in nearby big towns all the time. Some end well and some not so well. If Tessa is willing to go as far as paying someone to rape Mia, which is a felony, then I wouldn’t put it past her to go even further. I just don’t know how far she’s willing to go.

T walks out of the bathroom and pulls me from the turmoil going through my head.

“Hey, T, how you doing, bud?”

“I’m fine, Dad. Can you stop asking that?” Irritation laces his voice.

“No, I can’t. I’m your dad, and I worry about you. There’s something going on with you, and you won’t tell me what it is. Until you do, and I know you’re okay, you’re going to have to get used to me bugging you. Got it? And don’t roll your eyes at me. That shit stops now,” I tell him, before he can do just that. It’s a struggle, but he manages to keep his eyes on mine, instead of rolling them.

“Whatever. I’m going to bed.” He turns to leave but turns back when I call his name.

“I love you, son.”

“Love you, too,” he mutters, before going to his room.

I sigh and rake my fingers through my hair. Tomorrow’s agenda is to sit down with T to discuss what’s bothering him and to find out if he knows anything more about his mother. I never would have thought my own son could be involved with something so fucked up as this. I feel my blood starting to heat at the thought of Tessa involving him. When I get my hands on her…

I get up from the table and go grab a beer. Loafer follows me cautiously. She senses that I’m not in the best of moods. I’d never hurt my dog, but she’s never liked being around when there’s tension in the air. I guess that stems from the abuse she endured when she was a pup.

I twist off the cap and take a healthy swig. There’s not much more I can do at the moment. I need to talk to Mia first and then T tomorrow. I would talk to him tonight, but I want him to have a good night’s rest before I grill him. I’m not looking forward to it, but I know it needs to be done. I just hope my assumption is wrong, and he knows nothing.
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Mia

Her ass…

“WHOA, HEY, WHAT’S your hurry there, Mia?” Andrew says, as he watches me rushing around doing last-minute finishing touches behind the bar. The last customer of the night didn’t want to leave, so now I’m running late getting to Mac’s. I’ve already texted him to let him know.

“I’m late. I’m stopping by Mac’s house on my way home. He needs to see me for something,” I tell him, and grab my purse from under the bar. I lift the partition and leave it up. “I need you to walk me to my car.”

“Oh, I see. He needs to ‘see’ you for something. Is that a code name for ‘come give me a fuck’?” I turn to give him the evil eye and see a smirk on his face. I want to go over there and smack the look off his handsome face.

“Get your ass over here and walk me to my car. I’m not going over to fuck Mac.”

“Why the hell not?” he asks, walking up to me with a genuinely confused look.

“Just because.” I give him the generic answer people use when they want to avoid giving a real answer.

I tell Hoot bye on our way down the hallway toward the back exit. Andrew opens the door, and I walk out into the darkness before him.

“Well, maybe you should. Or… if not, you can always put in a good word for me,” he adds, with a big grin.

“What about Jase?”

He lets out a pathetic sigh and says, “He’s not here yet.”

I laugh at his poor-me expression. The man seriously has it bad, and he hasn’t even met the man yet. I really hope Andrew’s not disappointed with Jase when he gets here. He really needs to find someone who will appreciate him and his brand of crazy.

I stop at my car and pull out my keys. Normally I don’t lock my door, but since I found out someone slashed my tire, I’ve been locking both my car and my house. I’d prefer not to take chances.

I turn back to Andrew after unlocking my car and pat his shoulder. “You’ll survive. I’m sure you can find someone to satisfy you until Jase gets here.”

“Yeah, maybe,” he says noncommittally.

I reach over and give him a hug and kiss before getting in my car and starting it. I put down my window.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, young lady.” He tries to say it in a stern voice, but ruins it when his lips twitch.

“So, that pretty much leaves nothing then.”

He gives me an evil laugh before replying with, “Yeah, pretty much.”

I shake my head at him and start my car. I drive off to the sound of him still laughing.

It doesn’t take long before I’m pulling up to Mac’s house. Each minute that brings me closer, the more anxious I become. I’m nervous to discover the information he wanted to tell me. There’s no telling what it could be. His attitude on the phone with having someone walk me to my car makes it sound like it’s not good news.

I called him a couple minutes ago to let him know I was almost there. I see his silhouette sitting on the porch swing. That swing brings back many memories. As teenagers, we sat on that porch swing many times. I even recall some pretty heated make-out sessions on it. I feel a tingle in my nether regions at the thought.

Knock it off, Mia. That’s not why you’re here. I banish the thought from my mind.

I get out of my car and lock it. I walk across the yard and feel Mac’s eyes on me the entire time. By the time I make it to the steps, he’s at the top, waiting on me. I ascend the steps, and he grabs my hand when I’m standing in front of him. The light on the porch isn’t that bright, but enough that I can see something in his expression. I just don’t know what it means.

He bends his head and brushes his lips lightly across mine. I’m disappointed when he pulls back too quickly after the soft caress.

He leads me over to the porch swing and takes a seat, bringing me down beside him. He places both our hands in his lap.

“How was work?” he asks in the darkness.

“Not bad. The usual for a weeknight.”

I feel the swing start to sway.

Getting antsy to know what he wants to tell me, I prompt him with, “What did you want to talk about?”

He’s quiet for a minute, before he answers, “As you know from our conversation earlier, I have T here with me.”

“Yes,” I answer him. I find it a little strange because he wasn’t supposed to get him until next week.

“I tried calling Tessa earlier to set up a time to talk to her. I didn’t want to cause suspicion so I was going to tell her it was about T. She never answered and never returned any of my calls. A few hours after I first started calling her, T called to tell me that his mother was late picking him up from Taekwondo. He hadn’t heard from her either. I picked him up and took him to Tessa’s to pick up some of his things. I had decided I was done being nice. She messed up too many times regarding him.”

I give his hand a squeeze. “I’m sorry, Mac.”

He’s quiet for a few more minutes. Just looks out into the darkness. I sit beside him, waiting for him to gather his thoughts.

“When we got to her house there was no sign of her. It was strange that she wasn’t returning my calls. And to top it off, she forgot to pick T up. When I went to her room, I discovered clothes thrown all over the place, as if she packed in a hurry. Half her clothes are gone.”

My grip tightens in his. The more he says, the more pissed I become. How could a mother just leave her son like that? There’s no way she could know that something wouldn’t happen to him. What a fucking low-down dirty bitch.

“So, she just left Trent at Taekwondo and took off? How in the fuck could someone do that?” I ask Mac, my voice angry.

“Someone that’s scared her game has been found out,” he says quietly.

“That may be so, but it also sounds like a selfish bitch out just for herself.”

“That’s not all I found out. When I got back here, I accessed her financial records. She withdrew the same amount of money the guy received for slipping you the Rohypnol. She also took out five thousand dollars yesterday.”

“Well, fuck me. Guess we know who tried to have me raped then.” My tone is bitter.

The swing shifts as Mac turns my way. I can feel him lean toward me.

“Look at me, Pix.” When I turn my head his way, he continues. “As much as I hate to say this, all we have is circumstantial. None of this proves that she paid the guy to rape you. I can put out an APB on her to bring her in for questioning, but that’s all. From the look of things, she’s not going to just willingly show up.”

I know all this, and it sucks. I may not be in law enforcement or a lawyer, but I know Mac doesn’t have enough to prove she’s to blame.

“I know, Sheriff.”

He cups the side of my face and brings his closer to me. “I need you to be careful and watch your back. She obviously has help, because it was a man who paid the guy and gave him the roofie. All we have is a description of the guy, and a vague one at that.”

“I’ll be careful, but I reserve the right to beat the bitch’s ass the next time I see her. She’s already fucked up my life enough, and I did nothing about it. I’m not the same innocent and scared girl I was before. To top it off, she’s fucking with an innocent child as well. She needs to be brought down a peg or two, and I’m just the person to do it.”

An expression that looks a lot like pride comes across Mac’s face before he clears it.

“You need to let me take care of it. As much as I love that you’re upset on my and T’s behalf, we need to do this the right way to make sure she receives the punishment she deserves.”

“Yeah, well, I can’t promise I can hold back if I see her. She’s fucked me over one too many times. She’s already stolen too many precious things from me.”

I turn my head away from Mac and stare out into the darkness. The hatred I feel for Tessa is all-consuming. That woman has ruined so much for me. So much hurt has been caused by her obsession with Mac. Never have I wanted to hurt someone so much.

Mac puts his hand on my chin and turns my face back to him. “Baby, I know the pain she’s caused you. I carried the same pain. I lost something precious as well. You have no idea how much I want to handle Tessa a certain way, but I can’t. If it’s not handled the right way, she could get off scot-free. I’ve already bent the rules getting her bank statement. I can’t bend anymore.”

He’s right and I know it, but it doesn’t make it any less difficult. Tessa deserves to suffer just as much as Mac and I have. No, she deserves to suffer more.

I nod at Mac because I can’t verbalize my consent. My anger is too raw to say whether I can hold my temper or not the next time I see her, but I’ll try.

“Come here,” Mac murmurs, and I scoot closer to him. He puts his arm around my shoulders and I place one of my hands on his thigh. I lean my head against him, and we just sit in silence for a few minutes, both in deep thought.

“I missed this,” Mac says into the silence.

My heart hurts at the tone of his voice. I know he’s thinking about all the times we would sit out here, sometimes quietly. We would discuss what we wanted our futures to be like and we always agreed that our future would include each other. In those times, I couldn’t imagine my life without Mac beside me. I would imagine an older version of us sitting on our own porch swing watching our kids play in the yard.

Sadness hits, and I have to clear my throat before I can talk.

“I have, too,” I tell him quietly.

Mac starts running his fingers softly against my shoulder. His other hand reaches over and grabs mine from my lap. He starts playing with my fingers. It’s relaxing, and I lean even more against him. In the light of the porch, I look down and watch as he runs a finger between mine. The feeling is erotic, and my heart rate kicks up.

I take my hand from Mac and get up off the swing. Being so close to him in light of everything that’s going on is too much. I’m unsure of my feelings toward him. I’m still trying to determine if what we did the other night on his couch was a mistake. Obviously, my body wants to be with him, and even some of my heart does as well. I’m still scared though. Scared that something will cause it to fall apart again. Realistically, I know it’s stupid to think that way because it was Tessa that caused our breakup, and she has no say in our relationship if we choose to have one. However, a small part of me fears that there would be no recovering this time.

I hear the creak of the swing behind me, and I know Mac has stood up. A couple seconds later, I feel his warmth at my back right before he slides his arms around me and places his hands beside mine on the railing in front of me. He runs his nose along the back of my neck, which causes goose bumps to appear on my arms.

“What’s wrong?” he asks at my ear.

“Nothing. Just thinking if starting a relationship with you would be smart.”

“Why wouldn’t it be? You’ve got to know I would never hurt you.”

He brings his body closer to mine, and I feel his erection come into contact with my ass. With him so close, it’s making it difficult to think straight.

“I know you would never hurt me on purpose, but we both know shit happens sometimes that we have no control over.”

He starts placing small kisses along my neck. Of its own accord, my head shifts forward, allowing him better access.

His voice is husky when he replies, “That’s true, Pix. But with everything I am and everything I have, I’ll make sure that never happens. Wouldn’t we be worth the chance? What we had, what I know we can have again, would be worth anything. Take a chance on us, baby. Take a chance, and I promise you won’t regret it.”

I stand there and take in his words, wondering if I should give in and hope for the best. Such a big part of me wants to give in, turn around, and throw myself at him. I know if we could get back what we had, it would be worth it. Can I be courageous enough to give us another chance?

Yes! My mind and heart scream simultaneously.

I lean my head back against Mac’s shoulder and tell him softly, “Okay.”

I can feel his lips against my neck form a smile, which causes my own to tip up. I reach one of my arms back and twine my fingers in his hair to hug him closer. He releases one of his hands from the rail and brings it around my stomach right below my breasts. He squeezes me to him and continues to trail his lips up and down my neck, nipping away at the tender skin there.

I let out a moan and bring my other hand up and into his hair as well. What he’s doing to my body is unbelievable, and he hasn’t even really started yet. I’ve imagined so many times over the years what it would be like to be with Mac fully. I’m beginning to think it’s going to be so much more than I imagined.

He releases the railing all together and places both hands at my waist, where he gives it a squeeze before slowly bringing them up my sides. With his upward movement, my shirt rides up as well, exposing my stomach. I push my ass back against his cock, and he lets out a little growl.

“Shit, Mia. I want you so fucking much. It’s all I’ve thought about for as long as I can remember. You have no idea how many times I’ve jacked my dick to the thought of your tight, wet pussy wrapped around my cock.”

His words elicit another moan from me, turning me on even more. Shivers race throughout my body, and my stomach flutters. Up until recently, I would have never admitted this, but he’s not the only one who’s imagined the two of us fucking.

“Then take me, Mac. God, please, just take me,” I practically beg him.

“Oh, I plan on it, baby, but I want to play for a bit first.”

I want to tell him no. That I need him to take me now, but what he’s doing with his hands on my breasts feels too damn good.

My shirt is all the way up now, and he has the cups of my bra torn down, letting my breasts take in the night air. He takes both my nipples with his thumbs and forefingers and pinches and tweaks them. Moisture has already started coating my panties, and I squeeze my legs together to try to relieve some of the exquisite pressure. It does nothing to lessen the ache.

I release his hair from one of my hands and reach back to his ass. I try pulling him closer to me but it does no good either. Frustration starts to take hold, and I want nothing more than to push down my jeans, reach back and release his cock from his pants, bend over the railing, and demand he to fuck me. Hard.

I try to turn in his arms to get better access to his body, but he holds me in place.

“I need you to fuck me, Mac,” I tell him on a moan.

“In a minute, Pix, I promise.” I feel the coolness at my back as Mac steps away from me. I turn to watch over my shoulder as Mac walks to the door and opens it. He reaches just his arm inside, and a second later, the light goes off.

He smiles at me when he says, “As much as I want to see your gorgeous body, I don’t want T to wake up and catch us on the porch naked. I’ll explore that beautiful body of yours later.”

When I make a move to turn around, he stops me. “No, keep facing the yard.”

I comply with his demand and face forward again. A second later, I feel his hands tugging my shirt up farther and I lift my arms so he can remove it. Next, he unsnaps my bra and throws both on the swing. My breath hitches when I feel Mac’s firm naked chest against my bare back. The light dusting of hairs on his chest rubbing me has me clenching my thighs together even tighter.

Mac presses his hips forward, which causes mine to move forward as well. Because of his forward motion, I have to put my hands back on the railing to catch my balance. My hips end up pressed against the railing.

Mac runs one of his hands up my stomach, between my breasts, until he reaches my neck. Once there, he wraps his hand around it and tilts my head back and to the side so he can claim my lips with his own. His other hand travels down, pops the button on my pants, and pulls down the zipper. His hand slips inside, and I suck in a breath when his finger runs along the damp material of my panties.

A deep groan comes from the back of Mac’s throat when he feels how wet I am for him. He pulls his hand back just enough to slip it inside my panties. My knees nearly buckle when he slips the first finger inside.

I pull my head back from his kiss, not able to concentrate on what both his lips and fingers are doing. My breath comes in pants, and I grind down on his hand, silently begging for more. He slips in another finger, and I swear I see the northern lights behind my eyes. When he adds his thumb into the mix and presses it against my clit with a hard flick, I cry out.

“Shh…,” Mac says at my ear, reminding me I have to be quiet because Trent is in the house. I have no idea how I’m going to pull off not making any noise, but I know I have to. What I really want to do, what my body is demanding I do, is scream to the skies in pleasure.

“Put your hands on the rail and keep them there. Don’t remove them,” Mac tells me. I’m so desperate for him to continue that I’m willing to do anything he asks.

I place my hands on the rail, but remove them again when he pulls his hand out of my pants.

“Mac, don’t you dare fucking stop,” I give him a glare over my shoulder.

He gives me a grin, and I barely stop myself from reaching over and smacking the grin right off his smug face. “Don’t worry, Pix, I’m going to take good care of you. Now, hands back on the rail.”

I shoot him another scathing look, which causes him to laugh, before turning back around and placing my hands on the railing. A minute later, Mac is behind me again and starts pushing down my pants and panties. I feel his lips on my lower back as he slowly lowers my clothes. His lips move down until he reaches my butt, where he bites and licks the globes. I arch my back to push my ass closer to him.

After the last of my clothes are removed, he runs his hands up the back of my legs, and I feel them start to tremble. He’s not moving fast enough, and my body is demanding he do more and do it faster. When he reaches my butt, again he gives it a caress before he stands back up.

I hear rustling behind me, and a second later, I groan when I feel his cock meet my ass. His bare chest plasters itself against my back as well. He moves his erection until it’s nestled between my thighs. I instinctually squeeze my legs together to keep him there, loving the feel of his smooth hard, cock rubbing against my sex. Because I’m so wet, his cock is able to easily slide between my legs and rub against my pussy. Each forward motion has him gliding against my clit, and I have to force myself to keep quiet. He feels so hard and warm against me. I want to lean forward and push my ass back so he can pound into me. Mac has other plans though.

He grabs a handful of my short hair and yanks my head back until he has access to my mouth. His tongue slips inside and I taste a hint of beer and Mac; pure bliss. He’s always had a distinct taste to him, even when we were younger.

The kiss becomes more aggressive and his movements behind me pick up speed. I’m nearly on the edge, but I want Mac with me. I need to feel him inside me when I come. Mac must sense my closeness because he slows to a stop.

He releases his lips from mine and groans, “Fuck, Pix, please tell me you’re on the pill.”

“Yes,” I whimper back at him.

“Thank fuck.”

My voice comes out stronger when I tell him, “If you don’t fuck me now, I’m going to kill you.”

He nips my ear and whispers, “Whatever my Pix wants.”

“If that was the case, you would have taken me ten minutes ago,” I tell him, sexual frustration evident in my voice.

“I’ve waited ten years for this, Mia. I didn’t want to rush it, but, like you, I don’t think I can wait any longer.”

He spins me around to face him and puts his hands on my hips.

“Hop on.”

I know exactly what he wants, and I put my arms around his neck and lift my legs to wrap around his waist. He puts his hands on my ass and lifts me slightly until the tip of him is at my entrance. I hold my breath; I’m finally going to know the feeling of Mac inside me.

Only, he doesn’t push into me right away. Instead, he looks deep into my eyes and asks, “Are you ready?”

I lean forward, put my lips against his, and give him a soft kiss before murmuring, “I’ve never been more ready. Take me, Mac. Finally make me yours.”

With that, he slowly lowers me down his shaft, and it’s the single most precious and delicious feeling I’ve ever felt. Nothing could have ever prepared me for this moment. Tears prick my eyes when I realize that since my eighteenth birthday, I’ve only ever been half of myself and now, now that Mac has claimed my body, I finally feel whole again.

We start out slow. Me using the strength in my legs to lift myself up and down on his cock. Him using his hands to help lift me. Our lips lock and our tongues dance in tune to our slow thrusts. Our moans and groans mingle, and the thump of our hearts matches. We breathe in each other’s breaths. We are, essentially, one. Our bodies and souls are so in harmony with each other that there is no way anyone would be able to tell where one starts and the other begins. It feels so natural to be with Mac, as if we’ve been doing this for years, like we were made specifically for each other and all the others before were merely stand-ins until we were brought together again.

“Do you feel it, Mia?” Mac asks, after breaking away from our kiss.

“Yes,” I tell him, knowing he’s feeling the same strong response I am to us finally coming together.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

I lay my forehead against his and stare into intense green eyes.

“It’s perfect.”

Mac thrusts start to pick up speed, and the climb I felt inside me a few minutes ago is getting higher and higher. I clamp my legs tighter around him and grind my pussy down on him. We both let out a groan.

“Fuck, Pix, I knew it would be good, but I never imagined this.”

His movements stop for a minute as he walks us over to the swing. With my legs still wrapped around his hips, he takes a seat, causing him to go even deeper in me. I nearly cry out but bite my lip at the last second.

Some people may think our first time should be in a bed with roses and shit like that. But I think making love on the swing where we’ve spent so much time fooling around and making plans for our future is perfect.

“Ride my cock, baby,” Mac says in a strangled voice.

The swing starts swaying with my up-and-down motion, which adds to the movements. Mac leans forward and lifts one of my breasts to his waiting mouth. He takes in a nipple and sucks it into his mouth. I grab a handful of hair and crush him to me. I lift myself up and drop back down, hearing the strain in the chains. It doesn’t concern me though. I wouldn’t care if the damn swing broke right now.

When Mac bites down on my nipple, I throw my head back and cry out before I can stop myself. Mac takes my head and brings my mouth back to his to absorb my cries, knowing I can’t hold them back anymore.

I start moving faster and Mac puts his hands on my ass to help. He lifts me up and down in frantic movements. Each time I’m lowered, my clit hits the base of his cock.

I feel the sparks start in my fingers before they flow through the rest of my body. My fingers dig into his shoulders when my body racks with uncontrollable tremors. Mac catches the cries of my release with his own mouth. His hands on my ass tighten, and I know he’s finding his own pleasure. I feel the warm gush of his release inside me, and it sends me over the edge again.

Never in my life has anything felt so good, right, and perfect. Anger tries to take hold at all the time that was wasted, but I push it back. It has no place here right now. This is just Mac and me, and I won’t let what Tessa did ruin it.

I lay my forehead on Mac’s shoulder and try to steady my breath. Mac runs his hands up and down my back. I hear and feel his breathing isn’t much better than mine.

After a few minutes, our breathing has become more normal. I lift my head and look down at Mac. I can’t see his face that well, but from the light of the window, I can see a look of pure pleasure and contentment is written all over it. I know mine reflects the same emotions.

“Hey,” I tell him quietly.

“Hey,” he returns, and then picks up my wrist to kiss the inside. I sigh in pleasure at the sweet gesture.

We simply stare at each other for a bit before Mac leans forward and gives me a gentle kiss. He lifts me from his lap, and we both stand up. He puts his pants back on, telling me to stay where I am. He walks inside and comes back out a minute later carrying a washcloth. He squats in front of me and wipes the mixture of his and my cum from my thighs and pussy. The intimate act should embarrass me, but it doesn’t. It’s been years since I’ve been the type to get embarrassed with sexual acts.

When he’s done, he reaches over, picks up my clothes, and helps me dress. We do all this in silence. There is no need to form words. We both know what we just experienced was something that has no words.

Once we’re both dressed, we move back to the swing, where Mac rocks us gently. He has his arm around my shoulder and is once again playing with my fingers.

“Come back tomorrow, and we’ll take Pepper and Drakar out for a ride. I’ll see if T wants to go as well.”

I don’t have to think about my reply. I would love nothing more than to spend more time with Mac and Trent and to ride a horse again.

I glance at him and smile when I say, “Okay.”

He smiles back at me and leans down to kiss my temple. I look down at my watch on my wrist and see it’s late. I know he has to get up early in the morning with T. I really don’t want to leave, but I know I have to.

“I should go.”

His arm around my shoulder pulls me closer. “In a minute.”

I snuggle closer to him and rest my head on his shoulder. I could stay here forever, and I would be completely happy. Yes, in the back of my mind, there is still worry, but I’m trying really hard to push it away and not let it scare me.

We sit for a few more minutes, just listening to the crickets chirp. Mac pulls away and stands, pulling me up beside him. He walks me to my car and then pulls me into his arms once we’re at my door. I wrap my arms around him. When we pull apart, he leans down for a kiss.

“T is leery of you because of what Tessa’s told him and the arguments he overheard us having when he was younger. I tried to shield him from it, but Tessa didn’t care. He now thinks you are the reason his mother and I are no longer together. Even though you are indirectly, you’re not the main reason. I want him to get to know you. Once he does, I know he’ll change his opinion.”

I figured as much. Tessa’s obsession with Mac is so strong that she’s willing to hurt her own son. What kind of mother does that? Damn sure not a good one.

“I’d love to get to know your son better, Sheriff. I just hope he gives me a chance.”

“He will, Pix. I’ve explained some things to him already. He’s agreed to keep an open mind.”

“Okay,” I tell him and reach up to give him one last kiss before getting in my car and starting it. I put down my window and Mac leans in to steal another. I laugh against his lips.

“See you tomorrow,” he murmurs, and then steps back.

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight. Be careful. Call me when you get home, okay?”

I raise my hand and salute him. “Yes sir, Sheriff.”

I see him laugh at my playfulness when I crank my car. Waving, I pull out of his yard. Right before I pull out of his driveway, I look in my rearview mirror and see him from my brakes lights, still standing there watching me drive away.
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Mac

Her intelligence…

I’M STANDING IN FRONT of the stove frying bacon and eggs when I hear shuffling behind me. I turn to see a sleepy-eyed T, still wearing his sleep shorts and t-shirt, walk into the kitchen.

“Hey, kid, did you sleep well?” I ask, and then turn back around to flip the bacon over. Out the corner of my eye, I see T take a seat at the bar.

“Yeah, Dad, I slept pretty good,” he replies in a sleepy voice. “But there was a creaking noise coming from the porch. Was it windy last night?”

I nearly choke on the sip of coffee I have just taken. Obviously, Mia and I weren’t as quiet as I thought. We’ll have to be more careful next time.

“Yes, the wind picked up about midnight. It was probably the swing.”

I turn back to him to see his face, sure that if he actually saw us he wouldn’t be able to hide it. He’s bent over the counter rubbing his eyes. When he’s finished, he looks up, and I see nothing in his eyes that would suggest he saw anything inappropriate.

Thank God for that.

“Mia’s coming over in a bit, and we’re taking a couple horses out. You want to come along?”

I turn the burner off, reach into the fridge for some orange juice, and pour T a glass before setting it in front of him.

“Can I stay here? There’s a new game I want to check out.”

“Yeah, but remember what we talked about. I want you to get to know Mia. She’s going to be around more often.”

I scoop some bacon and eggs on a plate and place it in front of him. He immediately picks up his fork and brings some eggs to his mouth. He’s always been a big eater. I sit beside him with my own plate.

“Okay,” he says, back to muttering.

I glance sideways at him at his change of attitude. I get that he’s not completely comfortable with Mia yet because of what his mother said, but this seems like more. He always looks guilty when she’s brought up.

I set my fork down on the counter and turn in my seat to face him.

“Alright, T, you need to tell me what’s going on. I understand you don’t care for Mia, but is there more I should know about?”

He picks up a slice of bacon and shoves it into his mouth, avoiding my eyes. I get ready to snatch his plate away when he doesn’t say anything for a few minutes, but then he speaks.

“There’s nothing going on, Dad. You know why I don’t like her.”

“Yes, I do, but it seems like more than that. You normally don’t take an instant dislike to someone. You’re one of the easiest-going kids I know. Your attitude lately has been shit. I need you to talk to me if you’re having problems.”

The aggravation and anger are plain to see on T’s face. I just don’t know what they’re for or why he’s closed himself off from me.

He jumps down from his stool and says loudly, “I’ve already told you, there’s nothing else going on, okay? Stop bugging me about it.” He stomps to the sink and dumps the dishes in before stomping back toward the door.

“Hey!” I say sternly to get his attention. “Get your butt back here, T, and sit down.”

He swivels around and walks back to his stool with his head bent and takes a seat. He knows when I use that tone of voice he’s pushed me too far, and he’d be wise not to push any further.

“Look at me.” When I have his eyes, I tell him, “First, lose the damn attitude. It’s getting old, and it’s pissing me off. Second, if there’s something you’re going through and you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine. I’ve been your age before and know there are some things you’d rather keep to yourself. That’s okay, but when you start treating other people like crap because of it, it’s not fine. You either need to learn to deal with it or get over it.” I reach over and put my hand on his shoulder. “Just remember, T, I’m here for you. You can talk to me about anything, without fear of judgement, no matter what it is.”

He bites his lip and looks like he’s going to say something, but then changes his mind. He drops his eyes and nods. I sigh, resigned to the realization he’s not going to talk to me yet. I just hope he eventually comes to me. We used to have such a close relationship. It’s gone downhill lately, and I wish I knew why. I have a gut feeling it has something to do with Tessa.

I take my hand from his shoulder.

“Can I go to my room now?” he asks.

“Yes, just remember what I said. I’m going to pack a lunch for Mia and me to take with us. I’ll have my cell phone with me if you need to call me.”

He opens his mouth, and I know it’s going to be a smart-ass remark. I lift my brow at him, and he wises up and doesn’t let it come out. Instead, he mumbles, “See you later,” before walking off to his room.

I shake my head at his retreating back. I hate seeing him like this, but if he’s unwilling to talk to me, there’s nothing I can do to help him except be there when he needs me.

I finish my breakfast, and then get up and clean my mess. I still have a couple hours before Mia is supposed to be here. I walk down to the basement and put in a good workout before jumping in the shower. I go back to the kitchen and fix a quick lunch of sandwiches, fruit, and cheeses for Mia and me.

After the lunch is packed, I walk back to my bedroom and go to the closet. I grab the box off the top shelf and dig through it until I find what I’m looking for. It’s something I got for Mia years ago but never gave to her. Of course, it wasn’t until recently that she would be willing to accept anything I gave her. What I hold in my hand is something I know she’s always wanted but has never gotten before.

I grab a padded bag from the floor of my closet and put the large jar inside, before taking the bag out to the kitchen to set beside our lunch. I look at the clock above the stove right as the doorbell rings. I smile; she’s right on time.

I open the door and, as every time I see Mia, my breath catches. She’s always been the most beautiful woman to me, both the old Mia and the new one.

I grab her hand and give her my signature kiss to her wrist, before pulling her to me and planting one on her lips. We’re both breathless by the time we break apart.

“You ready to go for a ride?” I ask, as we walk toward the kitchen.

“Yes, I can’t wait. It’s been years since I’ve ridden a horse.”

“When was the last time?” I ask her, thinking I already know the answer.

“The last time was with you.”

I nod.

I grab the bag and our lunch off the counter. I walk by T’s room to let him know we’re leaving and that he should call if he needs me and keep the door locked and stay inside. I let him know to warm up the leftovers from last night at the diner for lunch. The only reason I know he heard me is the slight nod he gives me. Sighing, I close the door behind me.

I stop by the closet and pull out a blanket. I hand Mia the blanket to carry, and she looks at me with a question in her eyes.

“We’re going to have a picnic while we’re out,” I explain to her.

She graces me with a smile, and I return it with my own. I feel like a little kid about to go on an exciting vacation. It’s pathetic, but I don’t give a shit. I’ve waited years for this, and I’m damn well going to enjoy it.

I hold the door open for her, and we walk across the yard to the barn. After saddling the horses, I put everything in the saddlebags.

Mia walks up to Pepper and pets both sides of her face. “Hey, girl, you ready for a ride?” Pepper answers her by butting her head against Mia’s, causing her to laugh. It’s a sound I’ll never get tired of.

I walk up behind Mia and kiss the back of her neck. She leans back against me and lets out a soft moan.

“You need help getting in the saddle?” I murmur against her neck.

Her head rolls to the side so she can look up at me. There’s pleasure in her expression, and it takes everything I have not to lay her down in a pile of hay and fuck her senseless.

She smiles at me when she says, “It may have been years since I’ve ridden, but I think I remember how to climb on a horse.”

“Damn,” I mutter, stepping away from her, not hiding the fact that I wanted to feel her up when I helped her onto Pepper.

She shakes her head and laughs. We walk both the horses out of the barn. Once outside, she grabs on to the horn of the saddle and places her foot on the stirrup and hoists herself up, as if it hasn’t been years since she’s done it. She was always a natural. I swing up on Drakar. We both click our tongues and tap our feet on Drakar and Pepper’s sides to get them moving. When I look over at Mia, she has a look of pure happiness on her face.

“God, I’ve missed this so much,” she says, leaning forward to rub Pepper’s neck.

I promise myself right then and there that we’ll take the horses out any time she wants. More and more of the old Mia is slipping through, and I’m determined to bring out the rest.

“Where are we going?” Mia asks after we travel for a few minutes.

“To our tree,” I tell her simply.

She smiles her beautiful smile at me again and says, “Race you,” then takes off in a fast gallop.

I spur Drakar to go faster, and it doesn’t take me long to catch up with her. There’s a reason T loves Drakar; he’s really fast.

When we’re riding side by side, I look over at Mia and hear her laughing. She lets go of the reins, throws her arms out to the side, and tips her head back. The wind blows through her short hair, and she’s never looked more beautiful than she does in that moment.

We slow Drakar and Pepper when we come up on our spot. We both hop down and unload the stuff from the saddlebags. The horses are left to graze in the field. I lay the blanket down on the ground underneath our weeping willow tree that we claimed when we were younger. Mia turns in circles, looking around.

“It looks just the same,” she says, walking up and taking a seat on the blanket beside me.

Our spot is in a big field. The only tree close by is the weeping willow. The branches hang so low they almost covers us, giving us a sense of privacy. The land is flat, and all you can see are the lavender flowers that fill the field. Mia fell in love with the spot on sight and declared it ours.

“That’s because it is.”

I start pulling out our sandwiches, fruit, cheese, and water bottles. Mia gets on her knees and crawls to the base of the tree. I know what she’s looking for, and I know she’s found it when she reaches out to run her fingers across the inscription on the tree.

Mac + Mia = Per sempre e sempre. Forever and Always.

I see a whole slew of emotions cross Mia’s face. The one that gets to me the most is the pain.

“Do you ever come out here anymore?” she asks me quietly.

“Once a week for the past ten years,” I tell her, speaking the truth.

Her eyes jump to me in surprise at my confession. “Really? Why?”

I scoot over to her and lay my hand over hers that are still on the tree. “Because I never stopped thinking about you. You may not have wanted the forever anymore, but I did. You never stopped being my forever, Pix, even when you hated me. Even when I thought I never had a chance with you again.”

I see her eyes water over and she looks down, saying, “Sorry.”

I lift her face back to mine. “Why are you sorry? You have nothing to apologize for.”

“I’m sorry that I never let you talk and tell me what happened. You went through that by yourself when I should have been there. I should have given you the chance.”

I grab the sides of her face and rub her cheeks with my thumbs. “Oh, Mia, I don’t blame you for that. You were hurt. I knew that. Yes, I wish you had let me explain, but I understand why you didn’t.”

“I wish I had as well. We lost so much time.”

We’re both still on our knees, and I scoot over to her and pull her into my arms. She wraps her arms around me tightly. I rest my head on top of hers. We did lose time, but not anymore. No way am I letting Mia get away from me now.

I kiss the top of her head before pulling away. “Let’s eat.”

She wipes a tear from her cheek and sits back on her legs. “Okay.”

We both get comfortable and start eating our food in silence, just watching the wind rustle the flowers. We’ve always been able to come out here and just sit. The peace and tranquility are enough, no words necessary.

Mia breaks the silence when she asks, “I haven’t gotten the opportunity to ask. How do you like being sheriff?”

“Hmm… depends on the day. Some days, I love it. Other days, when I have to get up at two in the morning to get a cat out of tree, not so much. All in all, I wouldn’t change anything though. As you know, Jaded Hollow isn’t very big and not much happens here, but I like knowing that people come to me to keep them safe.”

“I know you’ve always wanted to become sheriff. I’m glad your dream came true for you.”

Mia puts down the container holding the fruit and leans back against the tree. I slide over until I’m next to her. I lie back, resting on my elbow. I reach up and play with the frayed edges of her jean shorts. Mia reaches over with her bare feet and touches the bag still sitting on the blanket.

“What’s that?”

I reach over and grab the bag. “I got you this a few years ago when I went to South Carolina.” I pull out the jar and hand it to her. She takes it from my hand and sucks in a sharp breath.

“Oh, my God, Mac.”

She holds the jar filled with sand and shells up to her face. She squeals with delight, and I can’t help but laugh at her excitement. A few years ago, I went to Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, for a vacation. I knew Mia had never been to the beach before. It was one of her dreams to see the ocean and gather seashells. I thought of her the whole time I was there.

Mia opens the jar and pulls out one of the shells sitting on top of the sand.

“That’s a sand dollar. I bleached it for you. You can paint designs on it,” I tell her.

Her eyes light up at the thought of putting her own design on it. She reaches in and pulls out another shell.

“And that’s a clam shell.”

She puts down the shell and reaches in past the few other shells inside until she gets to the sand. She grabs a small handful, pulls it out, and puts it on the blanket. The way she’s entranced with the stuff reminds me of a kid. It’s amazing to watch the fascination on her face.

“It’s so soft,” she says in awe.

She replaces the lid and carefully sets the jar beside her on the blanket. She turns and launches herself onto my lap, causing me to lie back. I laugh as she places kisses all over my face.

“Thank you!” My cheek. “Thank you!” My chin. “Thank you!” She finally makes it to my lips. When she goes to pull away, I put my hand on the back of her head to keep her there. She goes soft in my arms.

I twist my head to get to her mouth better. She tastes of strawberries, and they quickly become my favorite fruit. Her legs are on either side of my hips, and I grab her ass to pull her more firmly against me. My hard cock meets her center, and she moans into my mouth, rocking herself on me. The feel of her warm sex flays my control.

I bring my hands up to her shirt, and we break apart just long enough to pull it over her head. Our lips immediately meet again. I run my hands along her back, and I feel goose bumps pop up on her flesh. I snag the back of her bra and pop it loose. The cups fall away from her tits. She pulls back and takes it the rest of the way off. Her hands go to the bottom of my shirt. I sit up and reach back between my shoulder blades to grab the material and pull it off.

Her hands run over my pecs, grazing my nipples, and I let out a hiss. Her eyes flare at my response to her touch. I lean forward and take a nipple between my teeth and give a tug. She squirms on my dick and grips my hair.

“Again, Mac,” she pants out.

I release the one I was playing with and move on to the other one. She releases my hair and her hands move down my back, where she digs her nails into my skin. The movement is harsh, but damn, I love it. I love that I can bring her this much pleasure.

“I need more, Mac.”

“Stand up,” I grit out.

She scrambles off my lap and stands in front of me. I get on my knees and quickly undo her shorts. I pull them and her skimpy yellow panties off.

“Shit, Pix. We’re going back to those panties later.”

I bring my hands up her smooth legs until I reach the apex of her thighs. I can see the glistening moisture there, and move forward and run my tongue through her lips.

“Fuck, you’re drenched and taste so fucking good.” I growl against her. I feel her legs give out at my tongue swipe, and I bring my arms around her to hold her up.

I don’t feast on her long, too impatient to slide my cock inside. I pull back and unbutton and unzip my pants. I tug them down my legs, while Mia watches with lust-filled eyes.

As soon as I’m done, I lie back on the blanket, grab my cock with one hand, and crook my finger at Mia with the other. “Come here, baby.”

She eagerly steps over my hips and lowers herself. I stop her when just the tip is inside, knowing that if she sinks on me all the way I’m going to lose it.

“What the fuck are you doing, Mac? I need you inside me,” she says, and tries to push down.

“I know, baby. Just give me a minute here,” I grit out between clenched teeth. “You slide down my dick right this second, and it’s over.”

Mia drops her head in the crook of my shoulder. Both our breaths are coming out in pants. I try my best to get control of my body. Mia sits back up and becomes impatient. She reaches down between us with one of her hands and starts rubbing her clit. I look down, watching as she pleasures herself, and lose it.

“Son of a bitch!” I snarl and slam Mia down on me at the same time I bring my hips up. She cries out, and at first, I think I hurt her, but when I look up into her eyes, I see nothing but pure, unadulterated bliss. I grip her hips tight and start lifting her up and down my shaft, knowing this is not going to last long.

Her tits jiggle in front of me, tempting my mouth. I lift my head and catch one peak in my mouth. Her hips bear down on mine, grinding her clit against me. I pull my mouth back and flip Mia to her back. Her hands go to my back and score the skin there.

Fuck! She’s feisty!

I grab her hands and pull them from my back before she rips off all the skin and bring them above her head. I transfer her hands to one of mine and bring my other hand down and under her ass. I lift her hips and pound the ever-loving hell out of her pussy. I really need her to go over the edge first. No way am I leaving her behind.

“Yes!” she shouts, when I switch my angle. Her pussy grips my cock so tight it’s almost painful. I have no idea how I’m going to last long enough for her to reach her peak.

“Goddamnit, Pix, your pussy’s so fucking tight. I need you to come, baby.”

Her legs tighten around my hips, and I feel her pussy squeeze my cock even tighter. She’s close. A minute later, she shouts, and I slam my mouth down on hers to take her screams into mine.

Once her screams are down to whimpers, I release her mouth and sit back on my legs. I grip her hips and pull her so her ass is sitting on my thighs. Each forward movement I pull her hips to me. She arches her back, thrusting her tits in the air. Her arms are thrown back above her head. She watches me through half-closed eyes as I fuck her. I pick up my speed, and I’m soon finding myself emptying every last bit of cum I have in me, causing her to milk my cock again with another release and prolonging my own. My thrusts slow down, but don’t stop completely, wanting to drag out her climax.

Both of our chests are heaving, and we’re out of breath. I settle Mia’s hips back down and then fall to my elbows and hover over her. Our sweat-covered chests come together. I rest my forehead on hers, and we gaze into each other’s eyes.

“Wow, that was intense,” Mia says after a few minutes and our breathing is halfway back to normal.

I smile at her. “That’s putting it mildly. I may need you to put antiseptic on my back from all the scratches you left on me.”

If I hadn’t witnessed it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it, but a cute little blush forms on Mia’s face. She looks down and mutters, “Sorry.”

I chuckle at her discomfort and nudge her head back up with my nose. Once she’s looking at me, I kiss the tip of her nose and tell her, “It’s okay. I like that I can make you lose yourself like that.”

As much as I don’t want to, I know we need to pack up and get back to T. I don’t like leaving him alone for long periods of time, especially with what’s going on with his mother.

“We need to head back to T.”

She nods, and I get up off Mia and turn to grab our clothes. I hear a strangled sound come from behind me and turn back to her. Mia has her hand up at her mouth and a look of horror on her face.

“Oh, my God, Mac. I am so sorry.” She scrambles up and comes over to me, trying to turn me to face the other way so she can better see the welts I’m sure are popping up on my back. I stop her movements by grabbing her arms.

“I told you Mia, it’s okay. I bear these marks gladly. Do you have any idea how it makes me feel to know I bring you to the point of losing control?”

“But, Mac, you’re bleeding!” Her voice is loud, and I can tell this really upsets her.

I grab the side of her face. “I love those marks, Pix. I wouldn’t trade them for anything.”

She’s still unsure, but I can tell she’s trying to accept my words for what they are.

“Come on, let’s get dressed. I want you to ride with me back to the house. I missed having you in front of me on a horse.”

Some of the uncertainly leaves her face when she says, “I would love that. I’ve missed it too.”

We get dressed in silence and gather everything up and put them back in the saddlebags. I grab Pepper’s reins and tie them to the back of Drakar’s saddle. I hop up on the saddle behind Mia, and we slowly make our way back to the house.
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Mia

Her scent…

THE TREK BACK TO Mac’s house is slow, and I couldn’t be more grateful. I’ve missed having his arms wrapped around me while riding on a horse. When we were younger, I would sometimes opt out of riding Marabelle just so I could feel his arms around me while we rode his horse.

My hands are on his thighs that are on either side of mine and my head is leaning back on his shoulder. I’m tiny, so with Mac’s arms surrounding me holding on to the reins, I feel like I’m wrapped in a warm but firm Mac blanket.

“How’s T taking his mother running off?” I ask Mac, to break the silence.

“I’m not sure yet. He has something going on that he’s not telling me. For some reason, he’s closed himself off from me, and I don’t know why.”

I turn my head to the side and give his jaw a kiss. “Just give him time. Whatever it is, I’m sure he’ll come to you when he needs to.”

“I hope so,” he says quietly, with worry still in his voice.

I give his leg a squeeze in comfort. In return, Mac kisses the back of my neck, and I swear my body quivers at the touch. This man knows just what to do to get my body primed and ready, and that was just with a kiss. I just had him not even ten minutes ago, and I’m ready again. I feel moisture seeping between my legs.

Mac must sense my reaction, because he runs his nose up my neck and nips at my ear, before whispering, “Ready for me again already, Pix?”

“I’m always ready for you, Sheriff.” I whimper. “Even when I thought I hated you, my body didn’t.”

“Mmmhmm… because it knew you were still mine. No matter what, Pix, you’ll always be mine.” He punctuates his words by sucking the skin at the back of my neck, knowing it will leave his mark.

I shiver at his words, wanting them to be true so much. I want to belong to Mac, just as I want him to belong to me. It’s still scary to think something might happen to take it away from me.

I lean my head to the side and reach one hand back and tunnel my fingers through his hair. Mac transfers the reins to one hand and wraps his arm around me, pulling me back against him. I feel his hard cock against my backside, and I’m tempted to ask him to stop the horse and take me again. Knowing he needs to get back to T is the only thing that stops me.

All too soon, the house comes into view. I hear Mac mutter, “Damn.”

I smile to myself, knowing he wants me as much as I want him.

I release my grip on his hair and sit up straighter. Mac and I both dismount right outside the barn doors. We walk in together, and I help him take the saddles off the horses and rub them down.

After the horses are settled in the pasture, we grab our picnic items and my jar of sand and shells and walk, hand in hand, to the house. I still have a giddy feeling at the thought of Mac getting me the sand and shells. Even though I was so hateful to him for all those years, he still thought of me when he was at the beach.

“Can you stay for dinner, or do you work tonight?” Mac asks as we walk up the steps.

“I do, but I have the later shift tonight. I can stay for a little while.”

“Good. How does beef stroganoff sound?”

“It sounds wonderful,” I tell him.

When we make it to the door, I’m suddenly shoved to the side and pushed up against the house. Mac is right there, plastered against me. He only looks into my eyes a second before his mouth slams down on mine. I tip my head back, go up on my tiptoes, and throw my arms around him.

Mac sucks my tongue into his mouth and twirls it with his own. I bite down on his bottom lip, causing him to groan. I lift my leg and wrap it around his hip, bringing my pussy flush against his steel-hard cock.

The kiss doesn’t last long, but long enough to have us out of breath when we pull away.

“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself,” he says, with a goofy grin. “I know once we go inside I can’t touch you like I want to. I needed something to tide me over.”

I giggle like a damn schoolgirl at his playful behavior, which is something I haven’t done in a long time. Mac is causing me to do a lot of things I’ve never done before or haven’t done in a while. I am finding it easier to be the old me since I’ve found out the truth.

“You can shove me up against the wall anytime you like, Sheriff, just make sure you can follow through with it later.” I taunt him with a flirty smile before slipping out from between him and the wall. He smacks my ass as I walk by him, making me squeal. Again, something I don’t normally do.

We walk through a side door that leads to a mudroom. It holds the washer and dryer, a utility sink, and other normal things you might see in one. Holding my hand, he leads me through the door that goes into the kitchen. When we walk in, Trent looks up from the table where he is sitting in front of a small laptop.

“Hey, T, everything go okay here?” Mac asks, letting go of my hand and setting our stuff down on the counter.

Trent briefly looks up before looking back down at the computer. “Yep, everything was great.” From the tone of his voice, I can tell he didn’t care for us going out together.

“Dinner’s going to be a little early tonight. Mia’s going to stay and eat with us before she goes to work,”

Trent doesn’t respond to his dad’s statement, and when I look at Mac, I can see Trent’s attitude is really starting to bother him.

“Hello, Trent,” I say, trying to defuse the tension in the air. I am bound and determined to get this kid to like me. I know I need to tread carefully, or I could make the situation worse.

“Hey,” he says, without looking up at me. I don’t let his attitude deter me. I glance over at Mac and see him propped up against the counter watching us. I take a seat next to Trent and lean over so I can see his computer screen.

“What are you playing?” I ask him.

He doesn’t look too happy with me being nosy, but when he looks over at Mac, his expression changes slightly.

“Creativerse.”

“I’ve heard of that one. Isn’t it like Minecraft?”

“Yeah. Do you…,” he trails off, and I can see him fighting with himself over something. I watch him, hoping he’ll finish what he was going to say. Finally, he does. “Do you want to try it?”

“Sure, I’d love to. Will you teach me?” I ask, and scoot my chair closer to him.

“Okay.” Trent turns his laptop toward me a bit, and he starts talking me through how to play the game. His words are stilted and a little hard, but the more he talks, the less tense he gets.

I hear Mac working in the kitchen, and I glance up every so often to see him preparing dinner. A few times when I look at him, I catch him quietly watching us with a soft look on his face. Each time I give him a smile.

Several hours later, dinner is ready and Trent and I are laughing at some of the things we’ve created in the game. Trent hasn’t totally loosened up toward me, but I think we’ve made progress. I get up from the table to help Mac finish dinner by getting the plates and silverware.

“Are the plates in the same place?” I ask, stepping up beside him.

“Yes,” he says, and sneaks a peek over his shoulder at Trent. When he sees his eyes glued to the screen, he leans over and plants a quick kiss on my lips.

“I think that went well.” I grab three plates down from the cabinet and silverware out of the drawer in front of me.

“It did. I haven’t seen him laugh in weeks. Thank you.”

His words break my heart. He loves Trent so much. I can only imagine how much it must hurt him to know his son is going through whatever he’s going through and not be able to do anything to help.

“He’ll be okay, Mac. Just give him space. He’s about the age to start hitting puberty, so that may be a little of what’s bothering him.”

He looks doubtfully back at T. “Yeah, maybe that’s it.”

I take the plates and silverware and set them on the table.

“Hey, T, why don’t you go put the laptop away and wash your hands? Dinner’s almost ready,” Mac says, and puts down a plate of rolls on the table.

Trent gets up, closes his laptop, and carries it out of the kitchen. By the time he comes back, the table is set, and we all sit down to eat. I’m surprised at how good the food tastes. Mac must have picked up his mom’s talent in the kitchen.

“This is really good,” I say, after I swallow my first bite of the beef stroganoff.

“It’s another one of my mom’s recipes.”

“You’ve just become Mr. Betty Crocker, haven’t you?” I tell him, with laughter in my voice.

“Very funny. You know my mom’s big into cooking. She made sure I knew how to care for myself before I left home.”

I take another bite of the delicious food before asking. “What happened to your house that you bought?” He’d bought a small house on the edge of town six months before my eighteenth birthday. He didn’t allow me at his house very often. He said the temptation of having me alone was too great.

“I sold it when my parents moved and asked me to stay here. I always loved this house and knew one day it would be mine. I just didn’t think it would be quite so soon.”

We talk for a bit longer about all the things Mac still wants to do to the house. I ask Trent questions, trying to draw him into our conversation so he won’t feel left out. Our talk is easy, and I can feel Trent open up more.

We finish eating, and Mac and I both get up to clean the table. T goes to his room to play more video games. I load the dishwasher while he wipes down the counters and puts away the leftovers. Our movements are in tandem with each other, and it feels like we’ve been doing this for years.

By the time we’re done, it’s time for me to leave, which I’m dreading because I don’t want to leave… ever. I have a strong feeling this is where I belong, with Mac and Trent. I know I’m not Trent’s mother, but the one he has is doing a shitty job and I would love to make up where she lacks.

Mac wraps me in a hug once we get to my car, and I look up at him.

“Thank you for dinner. It was delicious. And thank you for taking me to ride the horses. I’ve really missed riding.”

He tucks a short piece of my hair behind my ear. “Any time you want to go, just let me know.”

I nod and reach up on my tiptoes to kiss him. It’s short and sweet, yet so much more. I swear I could kiss the man like this all day and never get tired of it.

He grips my hips and forces me backwards, but rests his forehead against mine. “You need to go before I take you right here against your car.”

I would definitely not be opposed to that, but we have to think of Trent. I definitely don’t want to have anything to do with traumatizing him.

Disappointed and filled with sexual frustration, I nod and step back from him. He opens my door, and I get inside. Mac bends down for another brief kiss. “Call me when you get home.”

“Okay,” I tell him. He closes my door, and I start my car and head home.
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WHEN I PULL UP TO the house five minutes later, it’s fully dark out. I could have sworn I left my porch light on when I left, but I may be mistaken. That or my damn electricity went out again. One bad thing about living out in the sticks is the electric company taking forever to fix shit. It seems like every other day the damn thing’s down for whatever reason.

I climb the stairs and approach my door. I need to hurry and get ready for work, or I’m going to be late. I open the door to a pitch-black home. Using the tiny light on my key ring, I navigate to my bedroom to change clothes. I grab what I need out of the closet, and walk to the bathroom. Right after I manage to change without breaking my neck, the lights flicker on and I breathe a sigh of relief, surprised it didn’t take longer.

Now that the electricity is on, I can wash my face. After doing that, I walk out of my bathroom and stop dead in my tracks. A shiver of fear races up my spine a split second before pure rage takes over.

I had him first!! is scrawled across my wall in big, bold red letters. She also plastered the entire wall full of pictures. Taking a step closer, I rip one of the pictures from the wall and nearly lose the contents of my stomach. It’s of Tessa and Mac the night of my eighteenth birthday. Mac is sprawled out on the bed with a dazed expression on his face. Tessa is sitting on Mac and has her head thrown back with the look of ecstasy written all over her face. I look at a few more pictures and see there are several different ones, but most are copies.

I let my gaze wander around the room, looking for anything else that’s not right. My eyes stop on my dresser where a drawer is pulled open. I walk up to it and see that someone’s paws have been inside. My panties, bras, and lingerie are all in disarray and hanging over the sides.

Why in the fuck would she go through my panties?

I crumple the picture up and throw it on the floor. My head is starting to pound from the erratic beat of my heart. I’m so pissed that I start to shake. I know I should probably be scared; after all, she broke into my home and we still don’t know who she’s working with, but I just can’t muster up the fear now.

I yank my phone out of my pocket and speed-dial Mac. He answers on the second ring.

“Hey, baby, you make it home okay?” he asks, by way of answering.

“Can you come over? Tessa left a surprise for me here,” I tell him, barely holding on to my temper.

“Fuck!” he snarls over the phone. I hear mumbling in the background, which is probably Mac talking to Trent. A minute later Mac says, “Are you okay? Is she still there?”

“Yes, I’m fine. She just left me a little reminder. And no, I don’t think she’s still here, but if she is, she’s in for a nice surprise herself.” My voice drips with malice, and I grip the phone tight. I spin in a circle, once again looking at the pictures on the wall. I want to get hold of that bitch before Mac hauls her ass off to jail.

“Okay, go to your room and lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone, you hear me? Me and T are on our way.”

I give laugh bitterly, “Yeah, I won’t be in my room. I’ll be in the kitchen sitting with my pistol on the table.” I move to my closet and use a key on my key ring and open the small safe I have at the top of the closet. I pull out my 9mm pistol and make sure it’s loaded. When we were younger, Jaxon made sure Anna and I both knew how to shoot a gun. As soon as I was old enough, I bought my own.

“Mia—” Mac starts, but I stop him.

“I’m not hiding from this bitch, Mac. She wants to bring it, then I’ll be ready for her. I’m not the meek little girl I used to be,” I tell him, and mean every word. No way is she going to scare me in my own home. That bitch can suck it.

“Goddamnit, Mia!” Mac yells in a harsh voice. “She could have anyone with her.”

My blood cools a little at the worry I hear in Mac’s voice. “I’ll be okay, Mac. Just get here.”

“Fuck! I’ll be there in just a few minutes. Just stay on the phone with me.”

I nod, then remember he can’t see me so I give him a verbal, “Okay.”

I’m in the kitchen sitting at my table with the pistol in front of me, just like I said, when Mac says over the phone, “I’m here, Pix. Come let me in.”

As soon as I open the door, I’m pulled into Mac’s arms. “Shit, Pix, you had me so damn scared.” He pulls back from me, and I see Trent step up beside him. Mac frames my face with his hands, and my gaze goes back to him. “T, go into the living room,” he says, without breaking eye contact with me. When Trent is in the living room, which Mac still has view of, he asks me quietly, “Tell me what happened.”

“It’s better that I show you.”

He gives a curt nod and turns to close and lock the door. He tells Trent to stay in the living room while I show him the bedroom. When I walk him through the door, his body goes rigid.

“Son of a fucking bitch!” he says, and walks to the wall covered in pictures of him and Tessa together. I see his eyes moving across the wall, taking in the different angles of the shot. His hands ball into fists at his sides, and I can see a visible tic in his jaw. When he reaches the end of the wall, he turns to me and there’s weariness in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Mia.”

I know my face still carries a hard expression, but I try to soften it when I walk up to Mac and place my hands on his chest. “Why are you sorry? You didn’t do this.”

His movements are jerky and unsure when he puts his hand over mine. “Because this is a huge fucking reminder of my fuck-up. And, it’s because of me she’s doing this shit.”

“No, Mac,” I tell him, with a shake of my head. “This is because of Tessa and her sick and twisted obsession. This is all on her. Don’t let her make you feel guilty for something she did.”

He pulls me forward and buries his face in my neck and takes a deep breath. After he pulls back, his face is all business. Sheriff Mac is now present.

“They also went through my dresser drawers,” I tell him.

He moves to the dresser and peers inside without touching anything. Pure hatred reflects in his eyes when he turns back toward me.

“I’m going to make a call and have one of the deputies bring in a fingerprinting kit. Hopefully, something will come up that shows it was her or whoever she’s with. Was your door locked when you came in?”

“Yes, it was locked; all the doors and windows were locked. I have no idea how they got in.”

“Have you been through the rest of the house? Is this the only room that’s been messed with?”

“Yes.”

He mutters something under his breath I can’t make out and pulls his phone from his pocket. While he’s on the phone with whomever, I call Jaxon to let him know what’s going on and tell him I won’t be in tonight.

“I’m coming over,” he says, his voice icy.

“No, Jaxon, Mac’s here and he’s taking care of everything. You can’t leave Andrew there alone. I’ll call if I need you.”

“I don’t give a shit, Mia. Andrew can handle the bar for a few minutes.”

“For fuck’s sake, Jax, I don’t need you here right now. I’ll stop by tomorrow and let you know if we find anything, okay?”

I understand his concern, but there’s really no reason for him to come over. It takes a few minutes of bickering back and forth, but Jaxon finally relents, with the promise I’ll come by his house tomorrow.

I didn’t notice Mac leave the room, so I go looking for him. I find him and Trent in the kitchen. I walk over to the counter to put on a pot of coffee.

“Do you want something to drink, Trent?” I ask him. He’s quiet, just curiously watching what’s going on around him with a frown on his face. My brows pull together as I see, underneath the table, his hands fidgeting. The movement seems guilty for some reason, but I have no idea what he would be guilty about. I wipe the thought from my head, knowing it’s ridiculous.

We have to watch what we say in front of him. I’m sure Mac doesn’t want him to know that we suspect his mother is behind this, and I agree. The kid’s already been through enough, especially with his current unknown problems.

“No, thank you,” he returns.

Once the coffee is done, Mac motions for me to follow him. We step into the living room, and he turns to face me.

“I don’t want him knowing anything,” he says quietly, so Trent can’t hear.

“I agree. He’s ten years old; he shouldn’t have this on his shoulders.”

He nods and then runs his fingers angrily through his hair. “You’re coming home with me and Trent tonight,” he says, looking at me with an expression that says I had better not argue.

I do anyway.

“Mac, I’ve already told you—”

“Fuck that, Pix,” he snarls, and stalks toward me, his face an angry mask. He doesn’t stop until he’s right in front of me. “I’m not taking any chances with you. She’s obviously unstable, and there’s no telling what she’ll do next. We don’t even know who the fuck she’s working with. You’re coming with us. Get used to it.”

It takes me a minute to gather myself to where I won’t blow up in his face. I know he’s just worried and that’s why he’s pissed, but that doesn’t give him the right to be an ass toward me.

“What about Trent? Yes, he’s warmed up to me some, but I’m sure me staying at your house won’t earn me any favors.”

“He’ll get over it. He has no choice.”

Hating that it might cause Trent’s opinion of me to lessen, I decide to give in. I’m not completely stupid. I know if Tessa went so far as to redecorate my bedroom with pictures of her and Mac and pay someone to rape me, then the next incident could be much worse. I’m not scared of the bitch, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t make me a little nervous.

“Okay, but we sleep in separate beds. The last thing Trent needs right now is finding us in bed together.”

Mac sends me a sexy smile and leans down for a short kiss. When he pulls away slightly, he murmurs, “That doesn’t mean I won’t be sneaking into your room and sinking into that tight pussy of yours, so be prepared.”

My heart rate picks up, and my lady bits quiver at his words. I have to force myself to not yank him forward for a more demanding kiss.

“After Deputies Woods and Dowell get here and we dust for prints and check the rest of the house, I want you to go pack a bag for several days.”

I nod, still dazed at his comment before.

Headlights flash on the wall through the window, and after a knowing smirk, Mac walks to the door and steps outside.

OceanofPDF.com


23


Mac

Her sexiness…

IT’S NOT UNTIL A COUPLE of hours later that Trent, Mia, and I walk through the door to my house. Trent looks tired so I tell him to hit the hay. He heads toward the hallway, looking back over his shoulder at Mia with an expression I can’t decipher. I briefly wonder what that’s about while I carry Mia’s overnight bag to the spare bedroom, with her trailing behind me.

“Why don’t you grab a shower? I have a phone call I need to make.” I set her bag down on the bed and turn to face her. Even with the stress of the night, I can still see desire written all over her face. As much as I want to take her in my arms and devour her body, there’s something I need to take care of first. She’s not going to like my idea, but she’ll deal with it.

There’s also T to consider, and I know she realizes that. It’s hot as fuck that she wants me so much she can’t hide her desire from me.

I walk up to her, grip her hair, and give it a tug until she’s looking up at me. “As soon as I finish my business and I know T’s out, then you’re mine, Pix. Get ready, because it won’t be gentle. I need to feel you beneath me because I know tonight could have been much worse.”

Her eyes flare with unquestionable desire at my words. My Pix likes it rough, which is a good thing because by the time I get to her, there’s no way I’ll be able to hold back. I know tonight’s incident wasn’t harmful, except emotionally, but I have a feeling it’s just the beginning. How could I have never realized how vindictive and crazy Tessa was? What else is she willing to do?

I shake my head of the dark thoughts and wrap my arm around Mia’s waist and yank her forward. My lips crush down on her, unable to walk away without a little bit of her. I take her bottom lip between mine, bite down, and then lick to soothe the sting. She moans against my lips and wraps her arms around my neck, tangling her fingers in my hair and giving it a jerk. I reluctantly break apart from the kiss and rest our foreheads together.

My grip on her waist tightens when I grit out, “Shit, you tempt me so damn much, Pix. Go.” I give her a push toward the doorway. “Shower.”

She smiles at me over her shoulder and blows me a kiss. Her ass sways seductively out of the room, and I force myself not to follow her. Goddamn, that woman gets to me!

I take a minute to get my breathing under control before I walk out of her room. I pass by the bathroom, and I hear a faint, soft voice singing. I strain to hear, but I can’t make out the words. I put my forehead against the dark wood and take in her sweet voice. I haven’t heard Mia sing in over ten years. She used to sing all the time. The sound makes my heart hurt and lift all at once. She sounds happy, and that makes me very happy. But it’s also sad that she hasn’t shown that side of herself in years. And I know she hasn’t shown it because the singing is part of Mia’s soft side, and all that’s been present, until lately, is her hard side.

I step back from the door with reluctance. I could listen to her sing all day, but I need to call Jaxon before she gets out. I don’t plan on keeping what I have planned from her, but I want time to ease her into it. I know she’s going to shit a brick at first, but if I explain it to her she’ll eventually see that I’m right.

“What do you have?” Jaxon asks by way of answering, on the third ring. I hear loud noises in the background, but it’s getting quieter, like he’s walking toward his office.

“Not much besides a couple of fingerprints that I’m sure will show to be Tessa’s.”

“Tessa? What in the fuck does she have to do with this? What happened?” Jaxon growls at me across the line.

Shit!

I knew this was coming. I’ve known since I started suspecting Tessa was behind all this shit. We’ve been friends for years, but I know this is not going to go over well. Jaxon is nothing if not fiercely protective of his family. However, I certainly don’t blame him for it. I’m glad Mia has someone as strong as Jaxon at her back.

I know I need to tell Jaxon the whole truth, but I won’t do it over the phone. This is something I need to do face to face, not the cowardly way.

I answer part of his questions and explain what Mia found when she got home. I also tell him Mia will be staying with me until this fucked-up mess is taken care of.

“You still haven’t answered one of my questions, Mac. Why does Tessa want to hurt Mia? The truth.”

“I won’t tell you that over the phone. I’m dropping Mia off at work tomorrow night, and we’ll talk then. I’d rather tell you in person.”

“Does this have to do with what happened when you were younger?” he asks in a hard voice.

“Yes,” is my one-word reply.

“Son of a bitch!” he snarls. “This better not be what I think it is, Mac, or so help me God, you’ll be breathing through a fucking tube when I’m done with you.”

His anger doesn’t scare me. I know Jaxon will probably try to beat my ass once he learns the truth. A little pain wouldn’t be so bad for the pain Mia went through. Whether I willing slept with Tessa or not, I still feel partially to blame. It doesn’t surprise me that Jaxon is suspicious of what went down. It had to have been something major to split Mia and me apart, and everyone knew it.

“Before you decide to maim me, let me tell you the full story. I won’t make excuses, but there’s more to the story than you think,” I tell him.

“Just be here,” he grunts at me. “How is she doing?”

“She’s fine. She’s pissed more than scared, which worries me, because if Tessa is capable of doing what she’s done so far, then she’s is capable of anything. With her showing no fear, it’ll be easier for her to be less cautious, which is one of the reasons why I called.”

“What?”

“Is Nick on site somewhere?” I ask him.

“No, the last I heard he’s home for a few days.”

“Okay, I want someone with Mia at all times. Where she goes, I want someone with her. I figured between you, Andrew, Nick, and me we can have her covered at all times.”

Jaxon’s laugh reaches my ear over the phone, and I know what he’s going to say before he can speak. “She’s not going to go for that.”

“Yeah, well, she has no choice. She’ll be pissed at first, but once she realizes the danger, she’ll agree. She won’t like it, but she’s not stupid either and will know it’s the smart thing to do.”

“I think it’s a good idea. I’ll talk to Andrew tonight and give Nick a call tomorrow.”

We hang up a few minutes later. Jaxon reiterates his demand for me to be there tomorrow to talk. He doesn’t need to worry. It’s weighed on my mind for years, and it’ll be a relief to get the shit out in the open. I can hold my own, and Jaxon wouldn’t fare much better than me if it ever came to blows between the two of us, but it’ll hurt like a bitch in the process. Besides, I wouldn’t fight back, unless I needed to. Mia deserves a little justice, and I’ll gladly take a beating to give that to her.

I catch a movement out the corner of my eye, and I look over and see Mia rushing into the bedroom in nothing but a towel. My dick instantly hardens to concrete. I get up and walk toward the hallway. I stop by Trent’s room and peer inside to see he’s passed out, sprawled on the bed. I quietly shut his room before walking to Mia’s. I silently slip inside and close and lock the door behind me. The room is dim with only the bedside lamp on, but it’s lit enough for me to see Mia has her back turned toward me. Her back is completely covered in ink. I want to trace every inch with my tongue. She’s bent over getting ready to pull on shorts.

“Leave them off,” I tell her hoarsely.

She whips around at my demand, and her tits jiggle with the sudden movement, making my mouth water. My gaze travels down her body until they stop at the apex of her thighs. The shorts she was holding drop to the floor. I reach back and grip my shirt and pull it off. We stand there in silence, just watching each other.

I nearly cum on the spot when Mia slowly starts trailing her hand up her thighs until she reaches her sex. She widens her stance and runs a finger through her lips. She holds my gaze as she plays with herself. It takes super human effort to stay where I am, but I want to see how far she’ll go. I know it won’t last long though, not with my cock demanding I touch her delectable body.

She lifts one of her hands and brings it to her tit and pinches the hardened nipple, all the while holding my gaze. She’s doing this shit on purpose. She wants to know how far she’ll get before I lose it. She has no idea how close I am. My cock is so hard against my zipper that I expect it to push through the teeth any second.

When she sinks two of her fingers in her pussy, and breaks our gaze by throwing her head back and moaning, I can’t take it anymore. I’m standing in front of her before she realizes it. She opens her eyes when my hands span her tiny waist and lift her. She automatically wraps her legs around me.

“You shouldn’t tempt me like that, Pix. Not right now. I’m too close to losing it.”

She tightens her legs around me and rubs her pussy against my dick still covered in fucking jeans. Shit! Why didn’t I take them off before I crossed the room?

“I want you to lose control, Mac. I need you to fuck me hard. Please,” she moans the last.

I walk the two feet to the bed and toss her on top. She bounces a little and giggles. I fucking love that sound. My hands go to my pants and carefully unzip them so I don’t castrate myself.

“Up by the headboard,” I tell her. “This is going to be fast and rough. That okay with you?”

“Oh, yeah,” she moans. She’s breathless, but complies, scooting up until she reaches the headboard. She lies there with her legs spread wide, giving my hungry gaze a full-on view of her wet cunt.

“Sweet Jesus, Mia,” I groan. I quickly shed my pants and crawl up the bed between her legs. “I’m going to fuck you hard, baby, but I need you to keep quiet, okay?”

She bites her lip as if she’s unsure she can follow through, but then decides she will because she says, “Okay, Mac, just put your cock in me already.”

I grip her hips, lift them up, and slide my thighs under her. Grabbing my cock, I place it at her opening. I lock eyes with her and give an almighty shove until I’m in all the way to the hilt.

Her eyes widen at my hard push, and she gives a small cry of pleasure before she can stop herself. I quickly put my hand to her mouth to muffle her cry. It takes every bit of the little control I still have to hold still for a minute to make sure she’s okay. When I see she is, I ask her, “Want me to move my hand?”

She shakes her head, and it gives me intense pleasure to know she can’t help but to cry out when I fuck her.

My hips start moving at a steady pace. Her slippery heat snug against my cock has my speed picking up in no time. She feels so fucking good. The pleasure rushing through me is something I’ve never felt before, until her. Never have I felt something as good as feeling Mia surrounding me.

I keep my hand over her mouth as my hips piston faster. Little whimpers come from her, and I feel her tongue peeking out against my palm, which spurs me on further. Her lips move, and I release my hand long enough for her to moan, “Harder, Mac.” She once again bares her claws and runs them down my back.

At her move, the thin thread of my control snaps. I release her hip with one hand, grip the slat on the headboard, and using a force I probably shouldn’t with her but I can’t help myself, with a grunt, I slam forward. Mia screams behind my hand, and I immediately feel her inviting pussy clenching my cock with her release. I relentlessly pound her sex, using the bed frame to strengthen my movements, my muscles straining. A low growl comes out with each push forward. I look down at Mia to assure myself she’s okay. She has a dazed look on her face, but it’s plain to see she’s very much enjoying my brutal fucking.

After a few more hard thrusts, I rear my head back and a low groan comes from the back of my throat. The force of my release sends Mia into another one, which prolongs mine even more.

After the tremors leave my body, I lower myself until our sweat-covered bodies are flush against each other. I remove my hand from Mia’s mouth and settle my lips over hers in a soft kiss. The kiss is in complete contrast to the sex we just had. Our heavy breaths mingle together as we slowly run our tongues along the other’s.

I roll to the side and settle down beside Mia, pulling her to my chest.

“Holy shit, Mac. That was…” She stops, unable to find the right words.

“Yeah,” I tell her. Not able to find the words either.

We lie there for a few minutes, Mia running her hands along my chest, me rubbing her back.

“Are you okay?” I ask, concerned I may have overdone it.

“What? Why wouldn’t…” She looks up at me and sees the expression on my face and realizes what I mean. “Shit, Mac, I may be tiny but my body can take more than you realize. What we just did, the way you fucked me, was mind-blowing, life changing. I’m going to have a serious problem going back to regular sex.”

I chuckle, relieved she enjoyed it. “Regular sex, huh? Don’t know if what we have would be considered regular sex, Pix.”

“Hmm… that’s true, but you know what I mean.”

“Yeah.”

I get up off the bed and slip on my jeans, leaving the button undone. I walk across the hall to the bathroom, and after cleaning myself up, I wet a washcloth with warm water. Back in the room, I clean Mia and then toss the cloth in the hamper by the closet. Crawling back into bed, I settle her into my arms. This is the first time I’ve held her in a bed after making love, and I want to cherish every second of it. We’ve lain in a bed before when we were younger, but never like this. I know I have to leave soon so Trent doesn’t catch us together, but I want to hold her a bit longer before I go.

I broach the one subject I know Mia’s going to fight me on.

“I talked with your brother tonight, and he agrees that you shouldn’t be left alone, that someone should always be with you.”

As expected, Mia stiffens beside me. “Fuck that, Mac. I’m not going to change the way I live and inconvenience people because that bitch wants to scare me.”

I roll to my side so I can see Mia’s face when I speak next.

“Mia, I know this isn’t what you want. I know it’s eating you up inside, but you need to think about your safety here. You’ve shown no fear when you should.”

“That’s because the bitch doesn’t scare me. Yes, she one-upped me with the drug, but that shit won’t happen again. Just because I may show no fear, doesn’t mean I won’t be careful. I’m not stupid, Mac.”

I know it’s going to hurt, but I’ll use whatever I need to, to get her to understand the seriousness of the situation. “Did you think Anna was stupid?” She sucks in a breath, and I feel like an asshole, but I push forward. “What about Bailey? They used every precaution they could, and Bailey was still taken. I refuse to take that chance with you, Mia.”

The hurt in her eyes is palpable and breaks my heart, but I need her to see reason. It doesn’t matter if she does or not, but it’ll go a lot smoother if she goes along willingly.

“That situation was different, Mac.”

“How is it different, Mia? Steven had an obsession and was willing to do whatever he could to get Bailey back. Tessa’s obsession with me is proving to be just as strong, just as twisted. You know this, Pix.”

She stares off into space for a minute before turning her eyes back to me. “Alright, I give in,” she grumbles. She hates it, but knows I’m right. “But I’m telling you right now, no one is following me into the bathroom. That includes you, Sheriff. I pee in privacy, not with an audience.”

I grin at her silliness and am glad she gave in somewhat easily.

“Deal.” I pull her forward and kiss her lips to seal the deal. We pull apart, and she lays her head on my chest.

“You probably need to go to your room, huh?” she asks me, sleepily.

“I will in a few minutes,” I tell her, and pull her body closer, not wanting to leave her. “Sleep, baby.”

She yawns and murmurs, “Mmm… I miss you already.” She snuggles her nose against me, and I feel her place a single kiss against my skin. My dick jumps, but I ignore it.

“I do too, Pix.”

It’s not long before I feel her breathing even out, and I know she’s asleep. I close my eyes, giving myself a few more minutes before carefully slipping out of bed and tugging the covers over Mia’s sleeping form. I stand over her and watch her sleep.

Leaning down, I place a gentle kiss on her forehead and tell her quietly, knowing she can’t hear me, “I love you, Pix.”

I stand back up and quietly leave her room.
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Mac

Her sassiness…

MIA AND I WALK THROUGH the door of Jaxon’s pub the following night and are bombarded with loud laughter and clapping. The place is crazy, even for a Friday night. We walk over to the bar and understand why. Only Andrew would cause a scene like this.

He has Chris laid out on the bar with her shirt pulled up, looking like he’s getting ready to do a body shot, as she has a wedge of lime in her mouth. Her face is flushed, and she has a look of pleasure written all over it.

Even though Andrew is into guys, he’s always been a big flirt with everyone, no matter if you’re a male or female. The women know they have no chance, but they still go crazy over him.

We walk behind the bar just as Andrew bends his head to lick the salt that’s in Chris’s cleavage that’s hanging out of her low-tank. The crowd around them goes wild, egging him on. He looks at his audience and gives them a wink before moving down Chris’s body to the sip of tequila in her belly button. The whole scene is sexy as hell and has my dick twitching in my pants, not from watching Andrew and Chris, but from imagining me doing it to Mia.

I move closer to her, bring my front up against her back, and wrap my arms around her. I bend down and whisper in her ear, “That’s hot as fuck, isn’t it?” I feel rather than hear her intake of breath. I nip her ear and ask, “Want me to do that do you?”

She doesn’t answer right away. Instead she turns her head and kisses up my neck until she reaches my ear and says huskily, “Yes.”

I groan at her answer and bring her closer to my growing erection. She wiggles her ass against me, and I grunt in response. Fuck, this woman is going to kill me.

I see movement off to my left and look over to see Nick standing there watching the show. He has a scowl on his face, and his knuckles are white from clenching his fists so tightly. His body is rigid and it looks like he’s holding himself back by pure force of will.

I bring my eyes back to the scene when there’s a loud shout from the crowd. Andrew’s moved up Chris’s body and is currently sucking on the wedge of lime that’s still in her mouth. What has the crowd so hyped, though, is Andrew’s hand that is creeping up Chris’s side toward her breasts. Right before he reaches it, he pulls away from her and quickly plants a kiss on her neck before standing to his full height. His shirt for tonight is black with big, white, bold letters saying “There’s nothing a woman can do that two men can’t do better.” The crowd boos, but Andrew just gives them a flirty smile before helping Chris up from the bar. She looks a little dazed and breathless from what Andrew just did, but shakes it off and turns to give the crowd a big grin.

Mia pulls away from me, and we both walk over to the duo.

“Are you done copping a feel of the waitresses, Andrew?” Mia asks, with a smirk.

Andrew turns at Mia’s voice and sees us both standing there. He looks at Mia first, then me, and then the hand that I have placed on her waist. I see a glimmer of mischief enter his eyes before they turn back to Mia.

“How about instead of copping a feel... I just feel a cop? What do you say, Mia? Willing to give up the sheriff here and let me do a body shot on him?”

I laugh at his ridiculous suggestion but start to choke when Mia says, “Have at it. That’s one thing I’d love to see.”

My laughter dies a sudden death, and I look down to Mia and see mirth in her eyes. I give her ass a pinch for her joke.

“Ow!” she says but gives a loud laugh.

Andrew takes a step closer to us, and I pull Mia in front me as a shield. “You and your wandering mouth and hands stay the fuck away from me, Andrew,” I growl at him. He laughs with a wink and saunters off down to the other end of the bar where Jaxon is serving a customer.

Chris walks up to us, still looking flushed. “It’s a damn shame that man isn’t into women,” she says, fanning her face.

“It really is. Any of the girls would give their left breast for a chance with him,” Mia returns, and I wonder if she is including herself in the any girl category. I know I have nothing to worry about, but I still don’t like the thought of Mia having any type of fantasies of Andrew in that way. I scowl over at him even though he can’t see me.

“Besides, there’s one person I think may have a problem if he were straight,” Mia says, pulling me from my disturbing thoughts.

She points over to the left, and we see Nick still standing there sending Chris death-ray lasers from his eyes.

“He’d probably cheer me on. That man is hard as nails and doesn’t give a shit about me,” she says, sadly.

“I think he cares more than you think, Chris.” Mia reaches over and gives Chris’s hand a squeeze. Chris smiles at her, but it doesn’t reach her eyes, like she doesn’t believe Mia. That is one fucked-up situation.

I look down to where Jaxon is, and I see him watching me. He gives me a chin lift, and I give one in return. He walks out from behind the bar and moves toward the hallway. It’s his silent demand that it’s time to talk.

I pull Mia’s attention back to me from where she and Chris are making plans for us all to go to the lake this weekend. “I’m heading back to Jaxon’s office. He needs to talk to me.”

“About what?” she asks, curiously.

“Guy stuff,” I tell her. I’ll tell her later what Jaxon and I talk about. I know she’ll try to stop me if she knows beforehand. She knows just how fierce Jaxon is, more than I do.

I give her a quick kiss before walking down to the end of the bar and lifting the partition. Jaxon’s door is closed when I reach it, and I knock twice before opening it and walking inside. I close the door behind me, not wanting anyone to overhear our conversation. It’s no one’s business except mine and Mia’s, and now Jaxon’s.

I walk over to Jaxon’s desk and stand in front of it while he stands behind it.

“You want a shot?” Jaxon asks, before taking his own shot of whiskey.

“Sure.” I may as well. Maybe the alcohol will numb my body enough that I won’t feel the beating I’m sure is to come.

He pours a generous amount into a clean shot glass and hands it to me. I throw it back and set the glass on the table.

“Another?” Jaxon asks.

“Yes,” I grunt.

Again, I throw it back. I welcome the burn coursing down my throat.

“One more,” I tell Jaxon, and he pours my third shot. After shooting that one back as well, I put down the shot glass and push it to the side, indicating I’m done.

Jaxon puts the stopper on the bottle and puts both his hands on his desk. Leaning forward, he growls, “Tell me what the fuck happened all those years ago, and why that bitch Tessa wants to hurt my sister.”

“Before I tell you, I want you to know that Mia has decided to give us another chance.” This is something I need him to know and understand before I tell him what happened. “I know you love your sister and are very protective of her, but I need you to know that I love her just the same. You know me almost as well as I know myself and should know I would never purposely hurt her. I’d give my life for her in a heartbeat, and after I tell you what I need to, I won’t have you interfering with our lives. I’ve finally gotten Mia back and nothing, and no one, is taking her away from me again.”

From the hard look in Jaxon’s eyes, I can tell he doesn’t like what I’ve said. I hold his gaze to let him know I’m deadly serious. I know I’m going to get what’s coming to me from Jaxon, but no way in hell am I going to let him manipulate Mia into leaving me.

He finally realizes the seriousness of my words and the determination in my eyes and gives a curt nod.

“I don’t know if you ever realize, but I’ve loved your sister way before we even got together. First as a sister, and then as something more. After we got together, I wanted to take things slow, to make sure I was what she wanted. Because of the age difference, we decided to wait until her eighteenth birthday before we had sex.” I stop to let Jaxon process that. His jaw ticks from the grinding of his teeth. I know he doesn’t want to hear about that part of our relationship, but it’s part of the reason why we split up and he needs to hear it in order to get the full story.

I continue after a few seconds. “We were both going to be the others’ first. I had waited years to be with her. I had planned this special evening in a hotel, but I wanted her to have her fun with her friends first.

“We were at a party when we somehow got split up. I only had a couple beers, knowing I was going to be driving later. I went to go look for her and couldn’t find her. Stacey came up to me and told me Mia was upstairs waiting for me. I had started feeling woozy and way off center as I made my way upstairs. I thought my body was reacting to the alcohol, even though I had drunk more than that before and was never affected like that.

“Anyway, I walked up the stairs, getting more dizzier as I went, and checked every room until I found Mia.”

I explain to him everything that happened in that room. How I thought the girl was Mia. How I tried stopping her, but ended up giving in because my body wouldn’t fight anymore. I told him I kept blacking out and waking up. Jaxon stands quietly while I tell him how Mia walked in the room, and it was only then that I realized it wasn’t Mia in the bed with me, but Tessa. I finish with telling him I tried getting up to go to her, but I couldn’t when I retched over the side of the bed and passed out until morning.

When I’m done, I look Jaxon right in the eye and wait for it to come. It doesn’t take long before Jaxon suddenly reaches across the desk, grabs my shirt, and lands a fist in my face.

I stumble back a step, but hold my ground and his gaze. A trickle of blood leaves the cut on my lip. I need this pain to help alleviate some of the pain in my heart for what we went through.

Jaxon rounds his desk and approaches me. He rears his fist back and slams it into my side. I hunch over a bit and suck in a sharp breath at the pain, but don’t give in to the need to grab my sore ribs. Again, my eyes stay locked with Jaxon’s multicolored ones. The blue in his eyes, which is normally a steel blue, is now stormy gray.

Jaxon once again brings his fist back and lands another punch to my jaw. My head jerks to the side and blood slings from between my lips, but I still bring my eyes back to his. Every instinct in me is screaming for me to fight back, but I force it down. The only way Jaxon will get through this, and in turn, Mia and me, is for him to quench the need to do some damage.

One of Jaxon’s hands reaches for my throat, and he pushes me back until I hit the wall. What he says has me seeing red and pushes my need to hurt Jaxon to the forefront.

“You think I’m going to let my sister be with a piece of shit like you?” he grates out in my face.

I’ve had it. It’s obvious Jaxon didn’t register the part where I was drugged and raped. All he heard was Tessa and I were together. I warned him that he, nor anyone else, is going to take her away from me again. Not in this fucking lifetime.

I reach up with one arm and bring it down fast on the arm that’s holding my throat. It breaks the hold he has on my neck. With my other arm, I swing with all my might and send my hand smashing into his face so hard he stumbles back into his desk. I land one more hit, this one to his stomach, just for good measure.

I take a couple of steps toward him and growl, “I fucking told you that I won’t let anyone keep her from me. She’s fucking mine, Jaxon, whether you like it or not. I was fucking raped you asshole!”

Jaxon reaches up and wipes his fingers through the blood that’s dripping from his own split lip. I feel both satisfaction and remorse at the sight of his damaged face. He’s my best friend, and I hate knowing we’ve come to this.

“Are you fucking done so I can finish?” I ask him sharply.

He stands back up to his full height with a glare. “Yes, I’m fucking done.”

We both look warily at each other while we catch our breaths. Once our breathing is under control, I tell Jaxon of my suspicions, and then confirmation, of me being drugged. I explain Tessa’s crazy obsession with me back then, and still today, and her plan to break Mia and me apart. I tell him everything, even about the tire and what Mia found in her house last night.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Mac. Why in the hell didn’t you ever go to the police?”

This is something I fought with myself over and over again. “Because I didn’t want to drag Mia into it. The whole town would have known what happened, and I couldn’t do that to her. I wanted her to know the truth but not be exposed to all the gossip that it would have brought if I went to the police. She had already been hurt enough. I couldn’t add more to it.”

He gives a nod, understanding my reasoning. “What are you currently doing about Tessa? And do you have any clue who this other person is?

“There’s not much I can do about Tessa right now, because she won’t show her fucking face. I found out earlier the fingerprints we pulled last night were Tessa’s. I’ve got a warrant out for her arrest. As far as who she has helping her, I have no damn clue. It’s obviously a man, but neither Mia nor I know of anyone who would want to hurt her.”

Jaxon turns and picks up the bottle of whiskey sitting on his desk and opens the lid. He tips it back and takes a healthy swig before launching it at the wall.

“Fuck!”

“Yeah, I feel the same way. Until she makes another move or shows herself, there’s nothing we can do.”

“And there’s no telling what her next move could be or how damaging it will be,” Jaxon finishes for me.

“Exactly. That’s why I want men on her at all times. She hates it but agreed to have someone with her anywhere she goes.”

Jaxon nods, looking off into space. He turns back toward me and says, “Keep me posted on everything that happens.”

I nod.

His eyes turn cold as he looks at me for a few minutes before he speaks. “I understand what happened between you both was not your fault. What that bitch did was beyond fucked, and I know it hurt you both. But, let me tell you right now, Mac, if you ever hurt my sister again, whether it’s intentional or not, I’ll fucking kill you. Understand?”

His tone rings truthful, and I have no doubt that Jaxon will follow through with his threat. Right now, I’m not the Sheriff of Jaded Hollow, but the man who hurt his sister. Even though we’re best friends, Jaxon would move heaven and earth to keep his family safe from harm, whether it be physical or emotional. I have nothing but respect for him and his protectiveness. I would do nothing less for my family.

“Understood.”

I leave a few minutes later and walk down the hallway. I make a pit stop in the bathrooms to see the damage to my face. It could be a lot worse, but Mia’s still going to be pissed. I walk out of the bathroom in search of Mia. I may as well get it over with now.

When I reach the end of the hallway, I come to a stop. Mia and Chris are on the dance floor swaying their hips to the beat of the music. The bar is a lot quieter and emptier than when I went to Jaxon’s office.

Mia and Chris both have their backs to me. I’m mesmerized as I watch Mia gently move to the soft music. Her moves are graceful as she dips and sways. She lifts her hands and runs them up her waist and then into the air above her head. Her head moves back and forth slowly. I wish so hard I could see her face. I know that she would have her eyes closed, taking in the music, and just letting her body take control.

I look around at the few other patrons on the dance floor to make sure everyone has their eyes where they should be and not on Mia. I’m satisfied that everyone is in his or her own little worlds and not focused on Mia, I relax.

My body tightens, and a rush of desire hits me full force. I leave the hallway and stalk over to her. Neither of them hear me come up behind Mia until I have my arms wrapped around her. Her body jolts, but then instantly relaxes against mine, as if she knows it’s me.

Chris looks over at me, and she smiles. It takes her a minute to see my battered face through the light, but when she does, her eyes go wide and she opens her mouth to speak. I quiet her with a shake of my head. She bites her lip, her expression shows her concern, and I can tell she’s fighting with herself on whether or not to say something to Mia. She finally makes her decision, and I’m grateful for it. She turns and leaves Mia and me on the dance floor.

I grip Mia’s hips and fit hers to mine and start swaying with her. Having her rub her ass against my hard cock is killing me, but that doesn’t stop me. I need to feel her. Mia reaches around with her arms and wraps them around my neck, her nails skimming through my hair.

I run my nose along her slender neck and breathe in her sweet scent. I feel the vibration of Mia’s moan, and I moan as well. My dick hardens even further, and I grind it into her ass. I lick my way up her neck until I reach her ear.

“Do you have any idea how much I want to bend you over right now and fuck you in front of everyone?” I ask her.

She sucks in a breath and whimpers out her reply. “Probably as much as I want you to bend me over and slide your cock in me.”

“Fuck, baby,” I groan in her neck.

She releases my hair only to bring her hands down and around and grab my ass. Our hips still move to the music as we grind against each other. My lips lock on to her neck, and she arches her back and leans her head to the side, ensuring I can reach her neck better.

I release my hold on her waist and bring my arms up her sides. When one of my hands reaches her hair, I give it a tug until her head is tipped back so I can claim her lips. They are soft and sweet, tasting just like Mia. Our tongues dance together, just like the rest of our bodies.

All too soon, the music stops and we break apart. I want to growl at the damn jukebox for its bad timing. Mia lets go of my ass and turns in my arms, getting her first glimpse of my face.

“What the hell happened, Mac?” she asks, shock and anger evident in her tone.

“Jaxon knows, Mia,” I say, just loud enough for her to hear. Another song has already started, but we just stand there, not dancing anymore.

“He knows…” Her brows pull together in concentration, trying to figure out what I’m talking about. Her eyes go wide when she figures it out.

“Mac, please tell me you didn’t…”

“I did, Pix.” I speak over her. “He needed to know, especially with everything that’s going on. There was no way to avoid it.”

“And he did this to you?” she asks angrily.

“Yes, but it was something that needed to be done. Don’t blame him.”

“How bad does he look?”

“A busted lip,” I tell her, wondering if she’s going where I think she’s going with this.

“That’s it?” She’s getting angrier by the minute, if the telltale sign of her clenched fists are any indication.

“Yes, that’s it.”

She considers me for a minute before her expression turns to one of pain. I try to pull her in my arms, but she pushes against my ribs, making me wince a little. She notices my wince, and her look of pain turns to anguish.

“You just stood there and took it, didn’t you?” she chokes out.

I try again to bring her to me, but she shakes her head, halting my movement.

“Answer me,” she says, loudly.

“Fuck, Pix, yes I just stood there. I stood there and took every one of his hits, because I deserve to hurt for what I did to you. I stood there, because I needed to feel some of the pain you went through. The pain may have come a different way, but I still needed it. The guilt I feel for what happened is something that will never go away. If I can appease it, even just a little bit, then that’s what I’ll do.”

She’s silent after my explanation. The tears and hurt I see in her eyes make me want to rip my own heart out for hurting her again. I didn’t mean to upset her with my words, but I need to make her see that.

Not able to stand the distance between us anymore, I snake my hands out and yank her forward.

“I’m sorry, Mia,” I murmur against her hair.

She pulls back from me, and I see a few tears trickle down her face. I bring my hands up to frame her face and wipe them away.

“Please, Mac, please stop blaming yourself. You didn’t ask for it to happen. You didn’t want it to happen. I know you feel guilt, but you need to let it go. I know how it feels to be helpless. I know, Mac. When that guy had me in that closet, I tried so damn hard to get my body to work, but nothing helped. There was no way you could have stopped Tessa, even if you knew from the beginning it was her.”

I want so badly to believe her. I know she no longer blames me, but it just feels like I didn’t try hard enough. That there was something I could have done to stop it. I don’t tell her that though, because I know she hurts because of the guilt I feel. She truly is a very special person and doesn’t deserve any more pain.

I bend my head and kiss her gently. I taste the salt of her tears on my lips, and the pain in my chest intensifies a little. I swear to myself that I will never again be the cause of her tears, unless they are happy ones. Happy tears are perfectly fine with me.

We pull apart, and the world around us that faded away at our heart to heart comes crashing back with loud music and laughter. I look around to see if anyone witnessed our discussion, but again, everyone else is occupied with something else.

Mia and I walk over to the bar. I lift the partition for her, but before she can walk behind the counter, I stop her, lift her wrist, and kiss the inside. She graces me with a smile, and she goes behind the counter. The place isn’t that busy, but I know she still needs to get back to work. I take a seat on one of the stools and silently watch her. T is with Bailey and Amari until Mia gets off work. I’m assuming Jaxon asked Bailey if she would watch him so I could come in with Mia to have our talk. Since I don’t have to worry about T, I decide to stay until the end of Mia’s shift.

Jaxon comes back out to the bar and steps behind the counter with Mia. I guess Chris has already left for the night, because she’s nowhere to be found. When Mia spots Jaxon, she gives him a dirty look. Jaxon walks up to her and pulls her unwilling body into his arms. I see him murmur something in her ear and watch as her body relaxes. She kisses his cheek and pulls back from him. They speak quietly for a few minutes, before Jaxon leans down and places a kiss on her forehead.

Everything is okay now. If only I could wipe the feeling away that warns me that something big is going to happen.
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Mia

Her kindness…

LOADED UP WITH the grill, a cooler full of drinks, and lunch supplies in the back of the truck, we head toward the lake at the back of Jaxon’s property. It’s been a couple years since we’ve all gotten together like this, just us adults. At least for me anyway. In the past, I would always bow out if I knew Mac was going to be there. Being around him more than I needed to be was something I was not willing to do. It would bring back the bittersweet memories of our past and would either piss me off or make me want to cry all over again. I avoided him like the plague, if at all possible. Now though, I’m looking forward to this get-together.

Trent and Amari are at my mom’s house. I felt bad for leaving him behind but knew that this was not a family get-together type of barbeque. Mac promised him we would take him swimming this weekend. He was fine with staying with my mom.

Mac reaches across the cab, unbuckles my belt, and slides his arm around me to tug me over so I’m in the middle of the bench seat. Once I’m situated with my seat belt back on, he puts his hand on my thigh. I lean over to him and kiss his neck. Just a peck, but enough to have Mac squeeze my thigh in warning.

“I heard from my mom. I meant to tell you last night. They’re making a trip up next weekend,” Mac tells me.

I’m still a little undecided on how I feel about seeing his parents again after all these years. Mac says they understand my neglect of them and that everything will be okay and they’ll welcome me back with open arms, but I’m still doubtful. What I did to them was shitty. They aren’t the ones who hurt me, but I treated them as such. It was just too painful to see them. That, and I feared running into Mac if I did go over to his house. I also think about how I treated Mac when he needed me the most. Will they blame me for not being there for him? I just hope Mac’s right and they forgive me.

“That’s great! I can’t wait to see them again,” I say to him, trying to sound enthusiastic and not as nervous as I actually do feel.

Mac must have sensed my trepidation, because he grabs my hand and brings my wrist to his mouth. I shiver in response. It gets to me every time he does that.

“Stop worrying. I told you, everything is going to be fine. They love you, Pix.”

“Do they know we’re back together?” I ask, unsure if I want them to know yet.

“Yes, they know, and they’re ecstatic. You should have heard my mom when I told her. I thought she was going to burst my eardrums. Then she started sobbing over the phone. My dad had to take it from her until she calmed down. Believe me, Mia, they are both very happy that we’re together again.”

I smile over at him and feel a little better. Only time will tell if what he says is true. I’ve missed his parents so much and am genuinely looking forward to seeing them again, even if they are worried about Mac and me being together again.

“Do they know I’m staying with you, and the situation with Tessa?”

He sighs and releases my hand, but places it back on my thigh. His thumb moves slowly back and forth.

“They know that T’s staying with me because of his mother and that you’re staying with me for safety reasons, but they don’t know the details. I’ll probably sit down with them while they’re here and let them know what’s going on.”

That’s good. They have a right to know what’s going on with their son and grandson.

We pull up to the clearing by the lake a few minutes later. Jaxon, Bailey, Chris, and Andrew are already here. Nick said he may stop by sometime today. Ethan and Karyn are supposed to come by after Karyn gets off work from the diner after the lunch rush.

Instead of sliding over to my side of the truck to get out, Mac pulls me out with him on his side. As soon as my feet hit the ground, he grabs my hair and pulls my head back for a short but scorching kiss. I’m breathless by the time he pulls back. I give him the evil eye, because he knows he gets to me, even when it’s just a kiss. The little shit just smiles at me and taps the end of my nose, before walking off to the back of the truck. Just for that, he can unload the damn truck by himself.

I stand there watching with satisfaction as he takes everything out of the truck, until Jaxon ruins it for me by helping. I scowl at them both and turn around right as Bailey and Chris walk up.

“It’s so strange seeing the two of you getting along. For the past two years, I’ve watched you both giving each other shit or sending each other longing glances when one thought the other wasn’t looking. It’s a nice change.”

I look back over to Mac and Jaxon and see them laugh at something. I’ve missed him so much over the years. I never realized how much until we started talking again.

I turn back to Bailey and Chris and give them a small portion of the truth. “When we dated years ago, something happened to break us apart. What I thought happened wasn’t the complete truth. There was more to the story than what I saw.”

“I assume you know the whole truth now?” Chris asks.

“Yeah, Mac pretty much left me no choice but to listen to him. I just wish I had listened sooner. We lost so much time.” I finish with a sad smile.

Bailey leans over and hugs me before pulling back and looking me right in the eye. “Don’t dwell on the past. There’s nothing you can do to change it. You finally did listen. Think about the future now. I’ve never seen you so happy, Mia. Before, you tried to play it off, but I always saw sadness in your eyes. The sadness is gone now. Now, all I see is pleasure.”

Her words bring tears to my eyes. I pull her into my arms again for a fierce hug. Bailey is one of the sweetest women I know. She’s right. I tried so hard to make people believe I was truly happy in my life, but deep down, I always felt like I was drowning. Finally, after years of suffocating, I can breathe again without it hurting.

Chris gives me a small smile over Bailey’s shoulder, and then hugs me once Bailey and I break apart. In my ear she whispers, “I’m really happy for you, Mia. You deserve to be happy.”

I pull back and give her a watery smile. She smiles in return.

We make our way over to the blanket that is set out, while Mac and Jaxon start setting up the grill. Andrew’s sprawled out in all his hot and tattooed glory. He’s on his stomach so we all get a glimpse of the huge tree tattooed on his back. The base of the tree starts right above his butt. The trunk travels up his spine until it gets to his shoulder blades, where the leafless branches expand and start wrapping up and around his shoulders. Every so often, you see black birds sitting on the dead branches. It’s a beautiful piece.

“Get your lazy ass up and come help, Andrew,” Jaxon says, carrying the cooler of drinks.

“Hey, hey, now, no need to get snippy, hotness. I was just relaxing. If you wanted me to get up so you can check out my amazing chest, all you had to do is ask. You know I’m always prepared to please you.” Andrew gets up and puffs out his chest, running his hand down his pecs and abs. He has both of his nipples pierced. All three of us girls stare in appreciation. Andrew really is a sight to see.

“No thanks, fucker,” Jaxon says. “If I want to see an amazing chest, I’ll just look at mine. Now, go grab the other cooler out of the truck.” He turns to Bailey, who still has her eyes on Andrew’s magnificent chest. “Bailey, if you don’t stop looking at him, I’ll be forced to take you in those woods over there and show you exactly whose chest you should be drooling over.”

Bailey’s eyes snap to Jaxon and a cute blush covers her cheeks. Jaxon smirks at her, which makes her narrow her eyes at him. He had better watch it. Bailey isn’t the sweet, innocent girl she used to be. It’s not very often, but when pushed, Bailey can be a force to be reckoned with.

I turn to look at Mac and see a calculated look in his eyes. I know he’s thinking the same thing as Jaxon. My silent stare back at him dares him to even try. Chris’s next comment interrupts our silent battle of wills and causes both Bailey and me to laugh.

“Well, I’m not attached to anyone, so I can look my fill.”

“At least someone appreciates my beauty,” Andrew mutters, walking toward the truck.

Mac and Jaxon both just shake their heads and continue to get things ready for the cookout.

Bailey, Chris, and I get settled on the blanket. Chris and I remove our tops. We’re both wearing bikinis. Mine is a dark gray, while hers is pure white. I look over at Bailey and see the indecision written all over her face. Her body is marked from her time with Steven, and she’s still self-conscious about it.

I watch as she finally comes to a decision, and I couldn’t be more proud of her. With shaky fingers, she lifts the hem of her shirt and pulls it over her head. She has on a modest forest-green bikini top, but it still reveals the lines and dips of the scars she carries. She looks at me when she’s done, and I smile at her in encouragement.

All three of us lie back and soak up the sun and listen to the guys rumble about. The sun feels nice on my skin. I’m naturally darker-skinned so I don’t need to sunbathe to get a tan, but I like to do it every once in a while just for the relaxation it gives me.

“Did Jaxon tell you he heard from your dad the other day?” Bailey turns her head to ask me.

At the mention of the man who likes to claim he’s my father, my body stiffens. No, Jaxon hasn’t told me. Probably because he knows I don’t want to know. That man is a piece of shit who cares about nothing but himself. When he left us, there was a huge weight lifted from the house and everyone left in it. Yes, he was my father and I should have been sad, but he hadn’t acted like a father in years. He was constantly putting us all down and had cheated on Mama with several different women. The kicker was that he didn’t even try to hide it. He eventually moved to hitting my mom, but that didn’t last long. Jaxon made sure of that.

The most fucked-up part about it all is that he wasn’t always like that. When I was a kid, I remember him being the best father there was. He always had time for us kids. When he would come home from work, he would walk up to mom and give her a big kiss, and then turn to us kids and play with us until it was supper time. He treated my mom like precious gold, always catering to her every whim. My mom wasn’t a demanding woman, but he would find little ways to do things for her. I remember waking up each morning to my mom and dad sitting at the table beside each other talking quietly and laughing over a cup of coffee. I remembered always wanting a love like my parents had.

When I reached high school, everything changed. To this day, my mom has no idea what made him change. She likes to think it was a midlife crisis, but who knows.

I turn my head in Bailey’s direction and curl my lip. “He knows better than to bring him up to me. He’s tried in the past, but I always shut him down. I have no desire to ever know what’s up with that man.”

She nods in understanding. She knows the subject is a sore one for both Jaxon and me. Probably more so Jaxon since it was his fiancé that our dear ol’ dad ran off with, right after she aborted Jaxon’s baby. Yes, it’s majorly fucked, but that’s our father for you.

“How did Jaxon do?” I ask her, because normally after Jaxon talks to our father he’s not in the best of moods. Who can really blame him though?

“He was okay. Mostly quiet.” She looks at me and starts chewing on her lip, like she’s trying to decide on whether or not to tell me something. I save her the trouble.

“Just spit it out, Bailey,” I tell her as gently as I can, but I know it still comes out harsh.

“He called to tell Jaxon that he and Cara are having another baby,” she rushes out.

This doesn’t surprise me, but it still pisses me off because my father knows how much it must hurt Jaxon. It’s like he’s gloating to Jaxon. It makes me want to hunt him down and rip his damn dick off and shove it down his throat so he can’t have any more babies with that hoe bag Cara.

“He was fine after a while, but I know it still bothers him,” Bailey says, after a few minutes. “I also know that having Amari helps as well.”

“I still hate that he does that to Jaxon. He knows damn good and well what it must do to him. He just doesn’t care. He’s a selfish prick.”

Bailey and Chris both nod in agreement. We lapse into silence. I’m almost asleep when a huge shadow blocks the sun. I open my eyes and see an upside down, shirtless Mac looming over me with a big grin on his face. The only thing he has on are his navy-blue board shorts. My mouth immediately becomes dry, and my heart does a pitter-patter at seeing his beautifully built chest. He squats down and lowers his mouth to give me an upside down kiss. His tongue and lips linger, sending a warm shiver racing through me, before leaning back on his heels.

“Come swim with me,” he says quietly.

I look over and see Chris lounging on her stomach. Bailey is with Jaxon with her arms wrapped around him from behind while he mans the grill. Andrew is nowhere to be seen.

“Okay.” Mac helps me up from the blanket, and I slip off my shorts. I hear Mac groan behind me once my shorts are lowered, and I glance over at him. What I see in his eyes brings moisture between my legs. His eyes are running up and down my body with such intense sexual desire.

I clear my throat to get his attention. When he looks at me, there is no regret for being caught ogling me. He sends me a cocky smile.

Men.

He turns his back to me and says over his shoulder, “Hop on.”

I walk up behind him, wrap my arms around his neck, and give myself a little jump to bring my legs around his waist. He puts his hands underneath my upper thighs to help keep me on his back and starts walking forward.

An evil little grin forms on my face. I lean forward start licking and kissing the back of his neck. His skin is salty from sweating, but I’ve never tasted anything so good.

I feel his hands tighten on my thighs before he says in a warning voice, “Mia…”

“What?” I murmur innocently, after sucking and leaving a very impressive hickey on his shoulder.

“You know payback’s a bitch, right?” he asks, as he continues to walk.

“Suck it up, baby.” I use my tongue and leave a wet trail from the crook of his neck up to his ear, where I whisper to him, “That’s what this is. Payback from earlier.” I suck his earlobe into my mouth.

“Fuck,” he hisses, and falters a step. “You don’t stop and we’ll be arrested for indecent exposure, because I sure as shit will take you right here.”

I chuckle in his ear and start running my hand up and down his chest and flicking his nipple with my nail.

“Arrest me, Mac. I’d love for you to use your handcuffs on me,” I whisper in his ear.

“Shit, Pix,” he groans. “You’ve got to stop, or we’re never going to make it to where we’re going.”

“Where are we going?” I ask against his neck.

“You’ll see,” he says evasively.

Intrigued by his answer, I glance up to see we’re just beyond the clearing and have entered the woods. I know exactly where he’s going when he takes an immediate right, heading back toward the lake. I squeal and bounce on his back when he stops us at a short cliff that drops off to the water.

I kiss the back of his neck before jumping down and walking to the edge. The water is deeper here. I turn to Mac, who is watching me with a smile on his face. He’s leaning against the tree with the swing attached to it. We used to come here all the time and swing from that rope and free fall into the water. I would get on his back and he would swing us out as far as he could, and we’d plunge into the warm water.

“Can we?” I ask excitedly. I feel like a kid again. The feeling is unusual for me, but I love it. I haven’t felt this carefree in years. Mac always has a way to bring out the silly and goofy in me.

“You know it.” He sends me a wink and unwraps the board attached to the long rope and turns his back to me once again.

“Climb aboard, my lady.”

I walk up to him, and for the second time that day, hop onto his back. I’m surprised my face hasn’t split in two from the huge grin on it. This is so exciting. I’ve always loved jumping with Mac.

“You ready?” he asks, looking over his shoulder at me.

I give him a hard peck on his lips, pull back, and nod. Mac walks us back a couple of steps and lifts one foot to put it on the board. He steps up on the board with his other foot, which releases our hold on the ground, and off we go. I squeal and yell as we glide over the water. The wind whips my hair and my grip on Mac tightens. Right as we reach the highest point over the lake, I let go of Mac and scream as I fly through the air and land feet first in the water.

I bob to the surface just as Mac hits the water. I sputter and laugh, having the time of my life. When Mac makes it to my side, I yell, “Let’s do it again!”

We get out and jump three more times before I finally get my fill. When Mac reaches me this time, he pulls me into his arms for a kiss. It’s hard to stay steady and upright in the water, since neither of us can touch the bottom. We both kick to keep afloat as we kiss.

After a few minutes, we break apart and make our way over to the little hidden alcove directly below the swing. It recedes into the cliff, giving us plenty of privacy. It’s more shallow so we’re both able to touch the bottom. I bring my body flush against Mac’s and bring my lips to his.

“Thank you,” I say against his lips.

“Anything to make my Pix happy.”

I feel his warm chest against mine, and my nipples harden. His hard cock is against my stomach when I desperately need it against my pussy. With my arms wrapped around his neck, I lift up and wrap my legs around his waist, the water making me weightless. I let out a low moan when his hardness meets my soft and achy core.

I pull my lips from his and rest my forehead in the crook of his neck. Mac has his hands on my ass, grinding my pussy against him. I know I need to be quiet because the others could hear us, but damn, he makes it hard.

“Mac,” I whimper against his neck.

“I know, Pix.”

Mac reaches behind my neck and pulls the string that holds my bikini up. My breasts fall free, and he lifts me slightly so he can pull a beaded nipple into his mouth. I lean back and laze in the water to give him better access. His mouth is warm against my cool skin, and I suck in a sharp breath at the sensations coursing through me. He switches to my other breast and applies the same treatment.

I bring my hand down between us and untie the string on his shorts. I reach inside and pull out his cock and start sliding it up and down. He’s hard as fucking steel. When I rub my thumb against the tip of him, he releases a hiss.

“Goddamn, Mia, I need to be in you, baby.”

His lips leave my nipples, and I bring my body back up so it’s plastered to his chest. The little bit of hair on his chest scratches against me, and the feeling has me bucking my hips. I let go of his cock just long enough for me to move my bikini bottoms aside. I bring the tip of him to my clit and rub it back and forth.

Fuck! That feels good.

But it’s not enough. After a few swipes, I fit him to my entrance and push down at the same time Mac pulls me to him. Mac slams his mouth down on mine to absorb my cries of pleasure. We seriously need to find better places to have sex. Having to always muffle my cries is killing me.

The water around us laps at our bodies as we move against each other. Our lips move apart, but our foreheads rest together. We watch each other with heated eyes as we both move toward the climax of our lovemaking. This isn’t the normal fast and impatient sex we’ve been having. Nothing is rushed about it. We move slowly, enjoying the feeling of the other, never taking our eyes off the other.

When we finally reach our peak together, our lips meet on a soft and sweet kiss. I lay my head against his shoulder as we catch our breaths, Mac’s cock still nestled in my body.

After a few minutes, I unwrap my legs from around Mac’s waist and fix my bottoms, while Mac tucks himself back inside. I turn to him so he can retie my top. Once done, I turn back to him.

He pulls me back into his arms and looks deeply in my eyes. “I love you, Pix.”

My heart stutters at his words. Not because I don’t return the feelings or don’t want him to love me. I’m just surprised and so happy to hear them. I never thought I would hear him say those words to me again. I’ve known for a while that I never stopped loving him. How could I when he’s been everything I’ve ever wanted?

I smile and tell him, “I love you too, Mac.”

He crushes me to his chest at my words. When he pulls back, there is a whole slew of emotions on his face. Relief, elation, and a hint of surprise are just a few.

“I never thought I would hear you say those words to me again,” he says, mirroring my own thoughts.

“I never stopped loving you, Mac. I’m still scared that something is going to come along and mess it all up, but I refuse to let that stop our happiness. I need you in my life, Mac. I never realized how alone I felt until you forced your way back to me.”

“You’ll never have that feeling again. Nothing and no one will separate us again. You’re mine, and I plan to keep you.”

His face is serious, but I still chuckle at his barbaric words. God, I really do love this man.

“We better get back before they send out a search party,” Mac mutters.

We find the ledge on the side of the cliff, and Mac helps me climb up, easily following me. We hold hands and walk in silence back to the others.

When we make it back, Ethan and Karyn are there. Nick is here as well. He looks to be moody, if the expression on his face is any indication. It seems like he has a permanent scowl on his face lately. He’s off to the side, talking to Jaxon and Ethan.

Karyn comes running up to me with a loud squeal.

“Guess what, Mia?” she says, jumping up and down.I take a wild off-the-wall guess just to mess with her. “You’re pregnant.”

The excitement on her face disappears and disappointment replaces it.

“How did you know? You totally ruined my surprise.” She pouts.

Oh shit! I didn’t see that coming.

“Um… I guessed,” I tell her honestly, feeling bad for taking away the good news she was so happy to give. “Shit, Karyn, I didn’t know. But congratulations!”

Mac leans down and kisses my temple, telling me he’s going to go talk with the guys. Bailey and Chris come to join our party of burst bubbles.

I reach over and give Karyn a hug. When I pull back, her big grin is back in place.

“Guess what else?” she asks, and then doesn’t let me answer. “Never mind, I’ll tell you. Don’t want you to ruin this one, as well. Ethan asked me to marry him, and I said yes!” She jumps up and down, laughing. Bailey, Chris, and I watch her with happy grins on our faces. Obviously, Karyn has already told Bailey and Chris while Mac and I were occupied.

“I’m so happy for you both, Karyn! Ethan’s a good man and would make a wonderful father and husband. And you’re just as special, if not more so.” I say the last with a wink at her.

“I know,” she says, and looks over at Ethan, who is trying his best to avoid Andrew. We all laugh at him and his useless attempts. “I’m so glad I moved here and met him, met all of you.”

“We are, too,” Bailey says, hugging Karyn.

Chris steps up, offers her own hug, and says, “I’m so happy for you. You deserve this.”

Our happy moment is shattered when we all hear Andrew yell, “Hey, Mia Pia, how was it having sex with Mac in the hidden alcove?”

“Jesus, fuck, Andrew,” Mac says.

“What?” Andrew asks, as if he didn’t just inform everyone what Mac and I were doing a few minutes ago.

I roll my eyes at Andrew and yell back, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

“Actually, yes I would,” Andrew answers. “So, tell me, is he as big as I’ve imagined?”

Chris, Bailey, and Karyn burst out laughing. Jaxon has his back turned, but I see his shoulders are shaking. Nick’s lips are twitching. When I look at Mac, he has his head thrown back, looking up at the sky as if trying to control his temper.

I decide to play the game a bit longer and give as good as I get. “Oh, Andrew, he’s so much bigger than you could have ever thought.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Mac says, sending a glare in Andrew’s direction.

“Thank fuck,” Jaxon mutters. “The last thing I want to hear is how big Mac is and what he does with my sister.”

“What?” Andrew whines in his deep voice, which totally contrasts with the whine itself. “We were just getting to the good part. Mia, come see me later and you can give me all the good details.”

“Not happening,” Mac says, coming to stand beside me and putting his arm around my waist.

“You suck, Mac.”

“No, that would be you, Andrew,” Mac deadpans. We all laugh at the two of them.

A little while later, we all sit down on the blankets to eat the hamburgers and hotdogs the guys grilled and have easy conversations. I’ve missed this so much, and I vow to myself that I’ll make sure we all have get-togethers like this more often. Just us adults, and our silly antics.
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Mia

Her neck…

WEDNESDAY EVENING THE following week, just three days before Mac’s parents are set to arrive, has Mac, Trent, and me sitting in the living room watching Once Upon A Time while eating dinner. Mac and I are on the couch, while Trent has his back to us sitting in front of the coffee table. I bribed them into watching the show with me by promising to make them their favorite meal, spaghetti and meatballs.

I’ve finished my plate and have been waiting patiently for the past five minutes for a commercial so I can go grab some more. Did I mention spaghetti is one of my favorites as well?

When a commercial finally comes on, I turn to the guys. “I’m going to get some more. Do either of you need anything while I’m up?”

Trent jumps up off the floor like it just burned him, but I think it’s probably because he’s trying to get out of watching the show, and announces, “I’ll get it for you. I’m done and was going to the kitchen anyway.”

Thinking it’s incredibly sweet of him to offer to make me another plate, I smile at him and hold my plate out. “Thank you, Trent. Not too much, please.”

He walks to me and grabs my plate, all the while avoiding my eyes. He’s once again been acting strange today. Trent’s been fidgety and even more withdrawn than usual. I tried getting him to loosen up earlier and play a video game with me, but nothing’s worked. He comes up with excuse after excuse to stay away from both Mac and me. The only reason he is out in the living room with us now is because Mac forced him.

When he walks away with my plate, I look over at Mac, who is watching him walk away. Trent rounds the corner out of sight and Mac turns his worried eyes to me. I wish I knew the words to make him feel better, but I know there’s nothing I can say. Only Trent can do that. He needs to learn he can come to his dad.

A few minutes later, Trent comes out with a plate of food and hands it to me.

“Thank you, Trent.”

He mumbles a “welcome” and turns to his dad. “Can I go get in the shower?”

We both watch Trent shift from one foot to another before Mac says, “Sure, kid.” But before he can walk away, Mac calls his name

“Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah,” he mutters, before walking off.

Mac sighs and scrapes his hair with his fingers. I set my plate down on the coffee table and scoot over to him. I curl up to his side with my feet tucked in and wrap my arms around his waist.

“I know you’re worried, Mac, but he needs to come to you in his own time. I know it’s hard not to force him to talk to you, but doing that could make it worse. Give him a bit more time, and if he doesn’t, then worry about what to do.”

He leans down and places a kiss on my lips before pulling back. “I just hope it’s the right thing to do, to not sit down with him and make him talk to me. I hate seeing him so down. He’s acting the complete opposite to what he normally acts. I want my son back.”

“I know, baby.”

We sit in silence for a while, before Mac reaches over, grabs my plate, and hands it to me. “Eat, Pix.”

No longer having much of an appetite, I mix the noodles and sauce together and twirl some on my fork. I only take a few bites before I can’t eat anymore. It just doesn’t taste as good as it did before, and is turning my stomach slightly. The stress of the situation with Trent is getting to me.

I gesture for Mac to hand me his empty plate, and I get up off the couch to take them into the kitchen and grab another beer for the both of us. When I make it to the kitchen, I barely have enough time to set the plates down on the counter before a wave of dizziness hits me. I grab on to the counter to keep myself upright, my legs going all wonky and not holding me up anymore.

What the fuck?

As I stand there trying to get my bearings, my head begins to pound harder than I’ve ever felt before, and another bout of dizziness hits me. My stomach starts rolling, and I’m worried I’ll lose all my supper. My legs turn to jelly and can’t hold my weight anymore. I try to grab on to something, but my arms feel heavy as well. On my way down, my hand hits the pitcher of tea on the counter, and it comes crashing down to the floor with me.

My heart is beating rapidly to the pounding in my head. My head is fuzzy, and I swear I feel vibrations underneath my body. I briefly register the taste of almonds in my mouth.

Strange.

I can’t see that well because of all the blackness starting to creep in. I know I’m about to pass out. Right before my mind goes blank, a thought occurs to me. One that has my chest aching and desperately wondering why.

Trent.
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Mac

THE LOUD CRASH COMING from the kitchen has me jumping up from the couch and racing that way. When I round the corner into the kitchen, I skid to a halt for a split second as panic tries to make its way into my body. Mia is sprawled out on the floor with the glass tea pitcher shattered all around her.

“Oh, fuck, Mia!” I yell, and barrel my way toward her. Just as I drop down to her side, her body starts convulsing and foam starts leaking out of her mouth. My heart freezes in my chest at the sight.

I immediately roll her to her side so she doesn’t choke on the shit that’s coming from her mouth. Her body continues to shake and seize for a few seconds before stopping, scaring the living shit out of me. I reach for the pulse in her neck and barely feel it against my fingertips. I lower my head to her mouth and barely feel the warm air coming out between her lips. I smell a faint hint of almonds, and I know exactly what this is. My jaw clenches, and I have to force my breathing to stay calm.

“T,” I yell with a tortured voice.

Fuck! This can’t be happening.

I gather Mia in my arms just as T comes running into the kitchen. His eyes go wide when he sees Mia and the mess on the floor. The guilt in his eyes is plain to see, but it’s something I will have to deal with later. Mia needs me right this minute.

“Grab my keys on the table and open the door for me,” I tell him, rushing toward the front door. T’s there before me, opening it. With Mia in my arms, I rush to my truck and wait a second for T to open that door as well. After gently depositing her in the front seat on her side, I rush around to the other side and get behind the wheel. T’s already in the back seat.

I look down at Mia and check for a pulse again, relief hitting me hard when I feel the faint thumping. The beat is there, but it’s weak, and I know I don’t have much time to get her to the emergency room. I pull my phone out of my pocket and peel out of the driveway.

I call the emergency room to let them know we’re heading their way. I give a brief, discreet description of my suspicions so they’ll have everything ready by the time we get there.

I grip the steering wheel and squeeze my eyes closed for a second. Why in the fuck would Trent do this? Is this why he’s been acting even more strange today? I thought he was getting better. I thought his feelings for Mia were changing. I just don’t understand. T is not a violent or hurtful child. There has to be a very good reason for this. Once I know Mia is okay, I’m getting to the bottom of this shit. No more avoiding it. No more putting it off. This shit ends tonight.

Twenty minutes later, we’re skidding to a stop in front of the emergency room doors. I fling open my door and rush around to Mia’s side. I tell T to run inside to let them know we’re coming in. A nurse pushing a gurney meets us halfway to the counter.

“Mia Walker, right?” the nurse asks.

I lay Mia down on the gurney, and the nurse starts wheeling it toward a set of double doors.

“Yes. She stopped breathing about three minutes ago,” I tell her, the words coming out raw. When I reached down in the truck and couldn’t find her breath anymore, I nearly drove us off the road. The only thing that kept me sane was the slight flutter I found in her wrist. Her heartbeat was getting weaker but, thank God, it was still there.

“Okay, we’ve been informed of the situation and have everything prepped and ready, Sheriff Weston. I need you to stay out here. As soon as the results are in and she’s been treated, someone will come speak with you.”

I nod, unable to form any more words because of the lump in my throat. I look down at Mia and see her face is red. I quickly give her forehead a kiss before the nurse wheels her away.

I turn from the double doors and scrape my fingers through my hair. I see T hunched over in a chair in the waiting room, his eyes red rimmed and tears leaking down his cheeks. I turn my head away from him, not able to deal yet with the fact that my own ten-year-old son poisoned the woman I love. Tears prick the back of my eyes thinking about it.

I pull my phone from my pocket and dial Jaxon’s number. I half explain what’s going on. We hang up with him yelling for Bailey to get ready to leave. I have no idea how I’m going to tell him that T is the reason Mia’s in the hospital.

Not looking forward to this conversation, but knowing I need to have it, I walk over to Trent and take a seat beside him. How in the fuck do you ask your ten-year-old why he poisoned someone? How in the hell did he even know how to do it in the first place?

I lean forward in my chair and rest my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. I sit there in silence for a few minutes, trying to gather my thoughts.

“Dad?” Trent asks with a tremor in his voice.

“What, T?” I turn my head to him, wanting him to see the torment in my eyes.

More tears gather in his eyes and spill down his cheeks. “I-is she going t-to be okay?”

I take a deep breath before answering. “I don’t know, son. It all depends if they can get it out of her system fast enough.”

I watch as his face crumples. I want to gather him in my arms to reassure him, but I can’t. Why is he acting this way when he put Mia in the hospital in the first place?

“Why, T?” I ask him quietly.

“Why what, Dad?” he asks in return. Fuck if we’re going to play this game. He knows damn well what.

Forcing myself to stay calm, I look him right in the eye and say, “I know what you did. I know you put something in Mia’s food.”

The anguish and fear I see in his eyes almost breaks me, and I have to fortify my resolve. I need to get to the truth.

“Because I was scared,” he whispers, so low I barely hear him. “They said they would hurt you and me.”

What the fuck?

“Who, Trent?” I ask him calmly, when I’m anything but calm. I want to rave, rant, and punch something. Who in the fuck has the balls to threaten my son? Somewhere in the back of my mind I already know who. It’s the only explanation. I would have never thought that Tessa would threaten our son, and it makes me sick to my stomach to think I never knew how sick and twisted she is and that T’s been living with her for years. How can a father not know his son has been in danger?

Trent doesn’t say anything for a few minutes. His expression says he’s scared to. I reach over and grab his shoulder. “Trent, son, I need you to tell me who threatened you. I promise nothing will happen to either of us.”

Relief floods through me when I see T come to his decision to trust me. He says the one word that has me boiling with rage.

“Mom,” he says quietly, and then shocks me with the next name. “And Shady.”

My head rears back. What in the fuck does Shady have to do with this? I never even knew Shady and Tessa really knew each other. Yes, there were some parties when we were younger where we all happened to be at the same time, but Shady is four years older than us and normally didn’t hang out with the younger crowd.

“Are you sure it’s Shady?” I need to make sure he’s right and not mistaken.

“Yeah, Dad. He’s been coming around for a few years now. He really scares me.”

“What did they say to you?” I ask through gritted teeth.

“They just said they wanted me to do some things for them. I didn’t want to, Dad. I swear I didn’t. They said if I didn’t, they would hurt you and me.”

Shame laces his teary voice, and I can’t hold back anymore. Knowing Trent didn’t want to hurt Mia, that he was only doing it to protect himself and me, lifts a huge weight off my chest. Also knowing that we now know the person who’s been helping Tessa eases some of my worry. At least we know who we’re looking for.

I pull T into my arms and squeeze him tight. The fear he must have felt guts me. I should have protected him better. I should have made sure he knew without a doubt that he could come to me with something like this. No child should ever fear for his life, and it pisses me off that my child did.

“I’m so sorry, Dad. I didn’t want to hurt Mia, but I was so scared,” he cries against my shoulder.

My heart squeezes at the anguish in his voice. “I know, T. It’s okay.” I pull back from him and meet his frightened gaze. “Everything is going to be okay. I understand why you did what you did, and so will Mia and everyone else. When was the last time you talked to your mom?”

“Yesterday, while you were out in the barn taking care of the horses. She made me go to the kitchen and look under the sink for chemicals. I named off some kind of bug spray, and that’s what she told me to put in Mia’s food.”

“So she’s contacted you since she disappeared? Has she told you where she is?”

I hate to involve T even more in this because she’s his mother, and I know he loves her. But I have no choice. She needs to be found. I’m hoping that once Shady gets called in, he’ll turn on her and tell us where she is.

“I’ve talked to her a couple of times,” he says, looking down at his lap. I know he feels bad for the part that he played. I also know he wouldn’t have if he felt like he had another choice. “She hasn’t said where she is though.”

A noise off to the left has me turning my head. Jaxon and Bailey come rushing in. When they spot us, they quickly head in our direction. Bailey’s face loses all color when she sees my and T’s expressions, thinking the worst.

I get up to meet them and let them know Mia is in the back getting tests and treatment.

“I’m still waiting on someone to come tell me how she is.”

“Oh, thank God.” Bailey says. “I thought…” She doesn’t get the chance to continue before Jaxon drags her into his arms.

“Tell me what the fuck happened,” Jaxon growls over Bailey’s head.

“Bailey, do you mind sitting with T while I speak with Jaxon? After I explain everything to him, he can tell you.”

Bailey pulls her head away from Jaxon’s chest. “Yes, of course.” She takes a seat next to T and takes his hand. “How are you holding up, Trent?”

Trent quietly answers her question with, “Okay, I guess,” and looks at me with scared eyes.

I reach over and squeeze his shoulder. “Don’t worry, son, everything’s going to be okay.

At his nod, I gesture for Jaxon to follow me. We stop just outside the double doors leading to the back where Mia is, and I turn to face him. I tell him what Trent told me about Tessa and Shady and that he felt he had no choice but to do what they said.

“Are you fucking telling me that Trent poisoned Mia because Tessa, his own fucking mother, and Shady threatened him?” Jaxon hisses, barely holding on to his control. I know how he feels. The only reason I’m not out hunting down the bastard is because Mia’s here, barely holding on to her life.

“Yes. As soon as we’re done talking, I’m calling the station to have someone bring the fucker in.”

“Not if I get to him first. I’ll kill the bastard. What the fuck does he have against Mia? And why in the hell has your ex hooked up with him?”

I ignore the comment about Jaxon killing Shady, because I know damn good and well that if I see him, I don’t know that I’ll be able to hold myself back, let alone Jaxon.

“I have no idea, but I intend to find out,” I tell him.

“How’s Trent doing?” Jaxon asks.

“To be honest, I think he’s terrified. Terrified that Tessa and Shady will hurt him or me and terrified that we’re going to blame him. He’s been acting so weird lately, and now I know why.”

“That bastard Shady and your bitch of an ex-wife are going to pay for what they’ve done to Mia and Trent. Mark my words, Mac.”

Before I get a chance to reply, the double doors open and out walks a doctor. Jaxon and I both turn to face him. Bailey and Trent come up beside us.

“Are you the family of Miss Walker?” the older doctor asks.

Jaxon and I both say “yes” at the same time.

“I’m Dr. Scott. She’s going to be just fine. We were able to get her heart rate up to speed. After running some tests, we confirmed that there was indeed cyanide in her system. We’ve pumped her stomach and given her the antidotes and some oxygen. We’ll keep her overnight to monitor her. She should be waking up soon. We’ll send someone down when she can have visitors.”

“Thank God,” Bailey murmurs, and sags against Jaxon.

“Will there be any lasting affects?” I ask the doctor.

He turns my way when he answers. “I don’t believe so. The amount found in her system was minimal. But just to be safe, I want her to go see a neurologist to rule out any potential delayed-onset problems with the brain or nervous system.”

After we thank the doctor, he leaves. We all take a seat and wait for a nurse to come get us. Jaxon pulls Bailey aside and explains what happened. I see Bailey throw her hand up to her mouth and glance at T with sympathy and sadness. When they’re done talking, Jaxon steps in front of Trent and kneels down. He grips his shoulder and pulls him in for a hug. I can’t hear what he says, but he murmurs something in his ear. T nods and pulls back. Bailey steps up next and reaches down to give T a hug as well.

A few minutes later, a nurse comes out and tells us that Mia is awake and can see visitors. She tries to tell us only two at a time, but when I pull my badge out, she relents and lets us all back.

I ask Jaxon if he minds me going in first so I can explain what happened with Trent. He nods, and I push through the door. Mia has her head facing the window when I step through the door, but turns it my way when she hears me enter. She looks a hell of a lot better than what she did when I brought her in, though there are dark rings around her eyes and her cheeks are still red.

“Hey,” she says, in a low voice.

I walk up to the bed and grab her hand to bring her wrist to my mouth. At her wrist, I murmur, “Hey. How are you feeling?”

“Not too bad. I have a slight headache and I’m tired.”

I lean down, rest my forehead against hers, and close my eyes. “I’ve never been so fucking scared in my life as when I saw you on the floor. Your whole body was convulsing, Mia. Shit!”

She puts her hand on my cheek. “I’m okay, Mac.”

“I know you are, but there for a minute, when you stopped breathing… fuck… Mia, I thought I was going to lose you.”

“What happened?”

I pull back from her and sit on the edge of the bed, still gripping her hand. I explain to her what I told Jaxon earlier. Surprise and some other emotion enter her face when I mention Shady’s name. Her face turns hard with anger when I tell her that he and Tessa threatened T and me.

“Who in the fuck does that to their own child?” she asks angrily.

“Someone who’s completely fucked in the head,” I tell her honestly. There’s obviously something mentally wrong with Tessa. “I’ve got someone heading over to Shady’s place right now to pick him up. With any luck, he’ll be there, and we can get to the bottom of this.”

She looks at me skeptically, as if she doesn’t believe it’ll be that easy. I don’t blame her. Nothing’s ever that easy.

“Trent, Jaxon, and Bailey are outside waiting. I wanted to talk to you first. T’s really scared and worried about what he did.”

Mia grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze before saying, “I hope you know I don’t blame him. I could never blame him for trying to protect himself and you.”

I give her a tender smile, not surprised at her words in the least.

“I know you don’t. That’s just one of the reasons why I love you.”

After bending down and giving her a lingering kiss that has my blood pumping and my cock twitching, I get up from the bed to let the others in. Jaxon and Bailey quickly step through the door and immediately go straight to Mia’s side. T’s steps are slower, like he’s unsure he’s welcome. The uncertainty in his movements has me angry all over again. Tessa did this to our son. She’s made him scared and feel unwanted. That woman better pray to God I have the strength to hold back from killing her when I get my hands on her. Shady as well.

“Trent,” comes Mia’s sweet voice.

T’s frightened gaze flickers to me, and I smile and nod in encouragement. He takes a tentative step toward the bed. I watch as Mia gives him a smile and holds out her hand to him.

“It’s alright, Trent. Come here,” Mia says.

T walks the rest of the way to the bed and places his shaky hand in Mia’s. Mia sits up in bed and pulls him into her arms. I see T shut his eyes, tears leaking out the corners. She pulls back and puts her hands on both of his cheeks, wiping away the tears.

My heart swells even more with love for this woman as she says, “Please don’t be scared or worried. I understand. We all understand, okay? I don’t know you that well yet, but I’ve heard a lot about you. I know you would never hurt anyone unless you felt you had to.”

“I’m so sorry, Mia. I didn’t want to do it,” T says, his voice breaking at the end.

“I know you didn’t, sweetie.” She pulls him forward and kisses his forehead.

Fuck. How in the world did I live the last ten years without this woman in my life?

I have no answer to that question. But the one thing I do know is that I will do whatever it takes, take out who ever I need to, before I let anyone take her away from me again.
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Mia

Her hands…

MAC’S PARENTS ARE DUE to arrive any minute now, and I’m a nervous wreck. Although this is Mac’s house, not my own, and was pretty much clean all the way through, I still went on a cleaning binge. I scrubbed from top to bottom, side to side, even tackling Mac’s gym in the basement. I want everything to be perfect. I know it’s irrational to be so nervous, but I can’t seem to help it. His parents already know me very well and have adored me in the past. Nothing’s to say that will change, but I still feel the need to impress them.

It’s been two days since I was released from the hospital and things have been going well. Ever since Trent finally opened up about what his mother and Shady were doing, he’s changed dramatically. He’s been such a sweet boy, always asking me if I need any help with anything or offering to get me things. I keep telling him he doesn’t need to do anything for me, that he doesn’t need to try and win me over. He’s had me from the beginning. I harbor no ill feelings toward him. Any decent person would know that any ten-year-old child would have reacted the same way.

Mac explained to Trent that if he heard from his mother again he needed to tell him. So far, there’s been nothing. I don’t know if that’s good news or bad. Of course, I don’t want Tessa to try and rope Trent into doing anything else, but it’s also worrisome that she hasn’t contacted him again to find out the outcome of my poisoning. You would think she would be chomping at the bit to discover if it worked or not.

Mac sat down with Trent and had a more in-depth conversation with him about what his mother asked him to do. It was then that we found out Tessa knew about my and Mac’s horseback riding and picnic the other day. The night Tessa had left Trent at Taekwondo, she had told him to call his dad and tell him she forgot him there. The whole thing was planned. Trent was to go to Mac’s house, and he was to call her the first time I came over. He called her when we left for our picnic the next day, and she came rushing over to Mac’s house. That’s when she got the key to my house out of my purse and was able to go in without breaking in and leave her little surprise all over the walls.

More disturbing news is that when the deputy went to Shady’s house to bring him in for questioning, he wasn’t there, and it looked like he hadn’t been there for quite a while. We’ve asked several trusted people in the community to keep an eye out for both Shady and Tessa and that if they see them to contact Mac or someone at the station. Again, nothing so far.

While I was in the hospital, Mac had the same deputy that fingerprinted my house come in so I could make a formal statement. It was hard to witness, but Trent gave his statement as well. After we got home, Mac had Andrew come stay with me while he went to the courthouse to obtain warrants for both Tessa and Shady. I argued, telling him Trent and I would be fine, but he refused to leave us by ourselves. I relented when I saw the deep worry in his eyes. I didn’t want him to worry more than he needed to. Needless to say, with mine and Trent’s statements, the judge agreed to the warrants.

It’s been nice to see this different side of Trent. We’ve grown closer, and I cherish every minute of it. Mac and Trent have also grown closer, the bond they once shared back in place and stronger than ever. Trent may still have a lot of feelings to work through regarding his mother, but with the help of Mac, and hopefully me, he’ll get through them fine.

I’m in the kitchen making a peach cobbler. Mac’s in his office going over paperwork for the station, and Trent’s in the living room playing a video game. I’m pulling the cobbler out of the oven when I hear a door slam from outside. I quickly put the hot pan on a dishtowel on the counter and nervously smooth down the front of my deep purple sundress. I don’t wear dresses often, but felt the need to wear one today. I want to look pretty and proper for Mac’s parents. When I came out of the spare room earlier, Mac just shook his head at me. He knows what I’m doing. He’s tried talking to me about my nerves, but nothing he says helps. Only time will tell if I’m truly accepted by his parents again. And that time is now.

I grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and take a few mouthfuls to wet my dry mouth, before walking out of the kitchen. The front door is open, and I hear Trent yelling, “Grandma and Grandpa!” Trent tries so hard to act older than his age at times, but underneath it all, he’s still a child.

I smile at his excitement at the same time Mac walks out of his office wearing a pair of beat-up jeans with holes in the knees and a dark gray Nirvana shirt. I meet him at the door, and we both step out onto the porch as we watch Trent hug Maryann and then Sam.

They break apart and make their way toward us. I glance down at my white flip-flops, not able to look them in the eyes yet. Mac wraps his arm around me and squeezes my shoulder. I feel him kiss the top of my head. “Stop stressing so much, Pix,” he murmurs against my hair. “Everything is going to be okay.”

I glance up at him and see him smiling at me. It helps a bit.

Mac releases my shoulders and meets his parents at the top of the steps. He pulls his mom in for a hug. When he takes a step back, she grabs his face and pulls him down so she can kiss his cheeks.

“Oh, my baby. It’s been too long. I’ve missed you so much.” Her eyes glisten with tears as she looks at her only son.

“Hey, Mom. How are you?” Mac asks her.

“Much better now that we’re here.”

She takes a step away so Sam can shake hands with Mac. Mac grabs his hand, but Sam yanks him forward and gives him a man hug with a thump on the back.

“It’s good to see you, son,” Sam says, when they pull apart.

“Yeah, Dad, you too.”

The whole time Mac and his father greet each other, Maryann has her eyes on me, tears still in their depths. I start fidgeting, shifting from one foot to the other.

“Hey, Mrs. Weston,” I greet her quietly.

I’m taken aback when she launches herself at me and puts her arms around me. As with almost everyone, she’s taller than me by a few inches, so I can easily lay my head on her shoulder, and that’s just what I do.

God! I’ve missed this woman so much.

She takes a step back from me, but keeps her hands on my arms when she gazes at me. “Don’t you dare start that Mrs. Weston crap with me, young lady. You know it’s Maryann and Sam to you. That hasn’t changed.”

My body relaxes at her words. Why I ever doubted this woman is beyond me. I should have known all along that she would welcome me back into her arms. That’s just the type of woman she is.

I smile at her and lean up slightly so I can kiss her soft cheek. “Thank you,” I say in her ear.

Sam steps up next and pulls me in for a tight hug. “It’s about damn time y’all got back together. Welcome back to the family, Mia,” he says, when he pulls back.

I laugh at him, and the tense feelings I’ve been having since knowing they were coming melt away. This right here is why I love Mac’s family so much. Although they have every right to have hard feelings for me for damning their son, they don’t.
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LATER THAT EVENING, I’m out on the porch sitting on the swing. I told Mac I was coming out to get some fresh air, but the truth is, I wanted to give Mac’s parents some alone time with Mac and Trent. It’s been awhile since they’ve seen them, and I’m sure they have a lot to catch up on.

Earlier, while Trent was outside, Mac informed Maryann and Sam of everything that’s been going on with Tessa and Shady. Maryann, of course, was devastated and couldn’t understand how someone could do that. To say that Sam was pissed was an understatement. They both wanted to know what was being done. Mac explained they were both currently in hiding, but warrants were out for their arrests. Now, it’s just a waiting game. Waiting for them either to show themselves or to make a mistake. I hate waiting.

I hear the screen door open and glance over to see Maryann walking my way. I smile at her as she takes a seat beside me. We both sit in silence for a few minutes.

“Mac told me you were worried we wouldn’t accept you back into our lives,” she says softly, into the darkness.

“Yeah, I had this irrational thought that you and Sam would hate me for not being there for Mac when he needed me. It’s stupid now when I think about it. I should have known you wouldn’t do that. You and Sam are some of the best people I know.”

She reaches over and grabs my hand in hers. “From the very start we understood, Mia. It must have hurt seeing Mac in that position. There’s no way you could have known that he was drugged and not acting of his own free will. Mac tells me he knows you still feel guilt. You need to let that go, Mia. Just like he needs to let go of his guilt as well.”

Is it any wonder I love this woman so much? Besides my mother, she’s the one woman I would always run to if I ever needed advice. She always knew what to say to make me feel better. Just as she is doing right now.

I rest my head on her shoulder and tell her quietly, “I’m sorry I stayed away.”

She pats my hand with her other one. “And we understood that as well. We knew it would hurt to see us, and we accepted that you needed to find your own way to cope. Don’t get me wrong, we missed you so much, Mia, but we knew you would come around in your own time.”

Tears prick my eyes. I have no idea if what she said is the truth, but I want to think it is. Until Tessa showed up pregnant, that is. Once that happened, there was no way I could be around them because I knew Mac, Trent, and Tessa would be around as a family, and that I couldn’t handle.

“I knew once Tessa showed up pregnant that we had seen the last of you,” Maryann continues. “It broke my heart, but I knew that being around Trent, and then Tessa, was something no woman would be able to handle. Especially with a love like you and Mac had.”

“It hurt so much to know that Tessa had not only taken something that was always meant to be mine, but she also took away my dream of having a baby with Mac. Trent was just an innocent baby, and I’m so ashamed to admit I feared I would look at him and see Mac and Tessa and resent him. I know that makes me a bad person.”

“That does not make you a bad person,” Maryann says vehemently. “It makes you a real person.” She’s quiet for a minute before she asks, “You know that I got pregnant when I was sixteen and gave the baby up for adoption, right?”

Yes, I knew. Mac doesn’t talk about his older sibling much, but he has mentioned it a few times. I don’t know many details, but I can tell it’s a painful subject for him.

At my nod, she continues.

“What you may not know is why I gave him up for adoption.” I look at her with a puzzled expression. I had assumed it was because she was so young and couldn’t care for a baby on her own. Mac’s grandparents didn’t have Maryann until they were in their mid-forties, so they were getting on in their years. Their health wasn’t the best and wouldn’t be able to handle much when it came to caring for a newborn.

“This all happened before Sam and I started dating. I was a rebellious child, if you can imagine that.” She chuckles, and I laugh with her. “I blamed it on my parents. They were so much older than the other parents were and never wanted to join in on the fun and games the other kids and parents were doing. So, I decided to have fun on my own. When I was sixteen and in tenth grade, there was this bad boy that intrigued me. He was a senior and very popular. He noticed my appreciation of him, and we started dating. Two weeks after we started dating, he started pressuring me into sleeping with him. I wasn’t ready.”

Oh, shit. Please do not tell me this is going where I think it is.

“I kept putting him off, but he became more persistent. One night, about a month after we started seeing each other, we were at a friend’s house for a party. We were in the basement where all the other kids were. He said he needed to show me something and pulled me into a room. Leaving out all the gruesome details, it was there that he raped me.”

“Oh, Maryann, I’m so sorry.” I wrap my arm around her waist in comfort. To think that someone would hurt this beautiful and sweet woman makes me want to hunt down the bastard and cut off his dick.

Maryann’s quiet for a few minutes, but I hear her sniffling. The pain I know she must be feeling is unbearable to think about. The night of my attempted rape seems dull in comparison to what happened to Maryann. At least I had the drugs to help dull the pain. She had to withstand being raped sober, and by someone she thought she could trust.

“I found out a month later that I was pregnant. By then Joseph was in jail for rape. The thought never crossed my mind to have an abortion. I knew I couldn’t knowingly kill an innocent baby, but I also knew I couldn’t look that child in the face every day for the rest of my life and not feel the pain I did that night. I closed myself off so I wouldn’t form a bond with the baby. When I finally delivered, I gave him up for adoption.”

“I understand, Maryann. That would be hard for anyone to endure, especially with you being so young,” I tell her quietly.

“My point, Mia, dear, is that we all find ourselves in situations we’re not proud of. I couldn’t stand the thought of looking at my own baby because I would see Joseph in him. I now know that it would have been hard at first, but I would have gotten over it and loved my first son just as much as I love Mac.”

“Have you ever thought about looking him up?” I ask, wondering how Mac would feel about it.

I feel the swing move slightly as Maryann adjusts her position before the swing starts swaying. “Hmm… I thought about it years ago. Sam’s supportive either way. However, I didn’t want to uproot him and everything he knew. I think it’s best to just leave it like it is. The adoption agency I chose is about five hours away in Cincinnati.”

I understand her reasoning. Even though it must be hard to know you have a child out there somewhere, you wouldn’t want to destroy his sense of security. For all she knows, the child’s adoptive parents could have never told him he was adopted. Finding out you were adopted, even as an adult, could be damaging to the person and their family.

We lapse into silence for a while before we both decide to go back inside. We walk in to find Mac, Trent, and Sam sitting on the couch watching a baseball game. I walk over to Mac and peck his cheek, telling him I’m going to get in the shower.

“Okay, baby,” he says distractedly, obviously watching a big play on the screen.

A smile tugs at my lips, and I shake my head. Leaving the guys to watch the game and Maryann in the kitchen, I walk to the spare room and gather my clothes. To keep up appearances and to help keep Trent more comfortable, I’m still sleeping in the spare room. However, each night I either go to Mac’s bed, or he comes to mine. We always wake up in our respective beds in the morning though.

After getting out of the shower and dressing, I grab my dirty clothes to take them back to my room. I’m a little chilly from the shower, so I go through my bag in the closet to find a hoodie.

Not finding one, I throw my shit back in my bag and go to Mac’s room to borrow one of his. Walking in his closet, I rifle through his clothes that are hanging up and pull a black hoodie from a hanger. After pulling it on over my head, something on the floor catches my eye. It’s a box with two of the flaps open. I squat down and pull open the other two flaps. My hand goes to my mouth and tears gather in my eyes at what I see.

Gingerly, with shaky hands, I reach inside and pull out a glass jar with a purple lid. I hold the jar up to my face, but I already know what is written on the front.

The words All the reasons I love Mia are written in Mac’s manly handwriting. Inside the jar is a bunch of small different color slips of paper. Each piece of paper only holds a few words each.

When we were in high school, I, being the typical girl, would write Mac love notes. Mac had told me he wasn’t the type of guy who wrote love notes, something I already knew, but it didn’t stop me from continuing to write them to him. One day when I went to my locker, I was surprised to find a folded up piece of paper. When I opened it, I immediately recognized Mac’s handwriting. On it, it simply read, I love you. From that day forward, I received little slips of paper in my locker once a day, each one with a reason why he loved me.

I unscrew the lid, and with tears leaking out of my eyes, I pull one little paper out.

Her eyes.

I smile at the words and pull out another slip of paper.

Her laugh.

Again, I pull another one out, and then another, and another.

Her honesty.

Her sense of humor.

Her hair.

Her sweet nature.

Her tender heart.

Her amazing tits.

I laugh at that one. His reasons started getting somewhat explicit at the end.

A throat clearing pulls my attention away from the glass jar and I look over to see Mac leaning against the closet doorway. His muscles are bulging from his t-shirt as he crosses his arms against his chest. He has a small smile playing on his lips as his green eyes watch me intently.

“I can’t believe you kept these,” I tell him, looking back down at the papers sitting in my lap.

“I kept everything that had to do with you and me,” he says softly.

The last day Mac was in school, I brought all the little slips of paper with me to his house. He put them in the glass jar and set it on his nightstand. Each day, when I came over after school, I would walk to the jar and there would be a new paper inside. Even though he wasn’t able to slip them through the slats in my locker, he never stopped writing down reasons he loved me. It was one of the highlights of my day, and I was always curious about what he would come up with next.

“There’s a lot more in here than there was the last time I saw it.”

“That’s because I kept slipping papers in there. Once a week for two years I would write another reason.”

My head jerks up with that, surprised and touched he kept up with the tradition that meant so much to me.

“But why would you do that? Why, when you knew I wouldn’t see them?”

He walks to me and squats down. Reaching forward he cups my cheeks, and I look into his eyes when he says, “Because, although we were no longer together, I never stopped loving you. Those reasons never went away, Pix. And I hoped that one day you would see them.”

I close my eyes and breathe in deeply. I wish so much that I had done things differently, that I had given him time to talk, to explain. So much precious time wasted.

I open my eyes and turn my head to kiss his palm. He leans forward to rest his forehead against my own.

“I’m so sorry I never listened to you. I wish so much that I had, that I hadn’t turned my back on you.”

His breath feathers across my lips when he says, “It doesn’t matter now, Mia. What matters is that you’re here now. That we’re here, together.”

I pull back from him and put the precious papers back in the glass jar and screw the lid back on. Curious at what else is inside, I look in the box again and pull out several photos of Mac and me together. There’s also a bundle of letters tied together by a piece of twine. A little black box catches my attention, and I set the bundle of letters aside.

Looking up at Mac, I see him looking inside at the little black box as well. When his eyes flicker to mine, I see pain and heartache in them. I reach inside and pull the box out. Nervous fingers slowly open it, and I suck in a sharp breath at what I see resting on the bed of black velvet.

“Oh, Mac,” I breathe.

It’s a wide silver ring with the word Pixie carved in calligraphy. There’s a single diamond embedded in the silver on either side of the word. I pull the ring from the box to get a closer look, and I see there are words on the inside as well. I bring it closer, and my heart jumps in my chest.

Mac + Mia = Per sempre e sempre is engraved on the inside of the band. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.

I look up to Mac with tears in my eyes and whisper, “It’s beautiful.”

“I was going to give it to you that night. It was my promise ring to you. I had planned on asking you to marry me after I left the academy and had a steady job.”

A sob escapes my throat at the lost opportunity. At the lost dream.

Mac reaches forward and pulls me between his legs and into his arms. I lay my head against his chest and cry out the pain I feel building inside me. I hate that so much was taken from us. I hate that we never got the chance to have our happily ever after. I hate that I became so bitter and engrossed with my own hurt that I neglected the man who meant the world to me. But, what I hate most of all is that Mac hurt just as much as me. Mac, one of the sweetest men I’ve ever known. The man who worshipped me and treated me like I was the most beautiful thing in the world to him.

I lift my head from Mac’s chest and wipe my eyes. He grabs my chin to bring my face up to his. Leaning forward, he places a soft kiss against my lips and then murmurs, “I love you, Mia.”

“I love you, too, Mac,” I say against his lips.

He pulls my left hand toward his and unclenches my fingers that I hadn’t realized were balled into fists. He takes the ring from my hand and slides it onto my ring finger. I look down at it and fresh tears make their way to the surface. I push them back and look up at Mac. He has a look of pure love in his eyes. The green in them is so bright and vibrant as he looks down at the ring on my finger. A ring that was supposed to be there years ago. A ring I will now always wear with pride.

“It fits perfectly. Thank you so much, Mac. I love it.” I smile at him tenderly.

I lean forward, wrap my arms around him, and kiss him passionately. The kiss is heated, but sweet. Our tongues slowly sweep against each other’s. We lick and nip and suck at the other’s mouth. If it weren’t for the fact that Mac’s parents are in the living room and Trent is still up, I would push him to the floor and demand he make love to me right here in the closet.

Unfortunately, Mac’s parents are here and Trent is still up. We reluctantly break apart, our breathing heavy. The desire I see in Mac’s eyes is the same desire I know he sees in mine.

“Come on. We better get back in there.”

I nod, not really wanting to leave our safe haven on the floor of his closet. Mac helps me to stand and together, hand in hand, we walk back to the living room.
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Mia

Her mouth…

LATER THAT EVENING, Mac and I are lying in his bed. Our breathing is still labored from our recent lovemaking. Mac is on his back, and I’m lying next to him with my head on his shoulder. He’s lazily trailing his fingers lightly up and down my back, lulling my body into relaxation mode. It always feels so damn good when he does that. My hand is on his chest, playing with the light dusting of hairs there. Every time I see my ring twinkle in the dim lamp light, it brings a smile to my face. I can’t stop looking at it. The meaning behind this ring has my heart soaring.

Mac’s parents went to the small local bed-and-breakfast here in Jaded Hollow. Mac and I both tried to insist they stay here, but they refused. They said they wanted to give us our privacy. Trent went with them. They are going to take him to town tomorrow and buy a new game he’s been keeping his eye on.

After a few minutes of silence, Mac breaks it by asking the one question I really don’t want to answer. It’s a question I know Mac is not going to like the answer to. A question I’m ashamed to answer, but a question that I know needs answering, especially because of recent events.

“A while back you said you gave your virginity away to someone the night of your birthday. You wouldn’t answer me then. I need to know, Pix.”

My hand stops playing with his chest and immediately starts sweating. How in the fuck do I tell Mac the man who I gave my virginity to is now the man who’s in cahoots with his ex-wife to hurt me? Not only that, but he’s the man who pretty much took my virginity when I wasn’t willing.

Yeah, I’m thinking that’s not going to go over too well with Mac. The outcome of this conversation is not going to be pretty, and I’m not looking forward to it. If I wasn’t worried that Mac would somehow find out on his own, I would still avoid it. But there’s no telling what will happen once Shady is found. Shady is the type of person who will use whatever to get his way or to beat someone.

“Mac…” I begin, but then stop. I have no clue how to tell him. “I don’t know if telling you is a good idea.”

Mac pushes me back and gets up on his elbow. Looming over me, he looks at me with a hard jaw. From the little light that’s in the room, I can tell that his eyes are blazing.

“I already know I’m not going to like the answer, Mia. It doesn’t matter who it is, but I need to know. I don’t know why, so don’t ask. It’s just something I can’t let go of.”

“What are you going to do if I tell you?”

“Nothing. I would do nothing,” he says, and looks so earnest.

I laugh bitterly, knowing damn good and well that once he finds out he’s going to flip.

“Swear to me, Sheriff, that you won’t do something stupid,” I say forcefully, needing him to give me this before I tell him.

He looks at me with his brows puckered, as if he’s confused by my reaction. He’ll understand all too soon my worry and concern.

“Mia, I know that you didn’t stay a virgin, even before you told me you slept with someone that night. I know you’ve been with other guys. I never expected you to—”

“It was Shady,” I blurt, getting it over with.

Mac’s body jerks above mine. His eyes narrow, and I feel the sheets at my sides shift, as if he’s gathering the sheets as he balls his hands into fists.

“What the fuck did you just say?” he growls.

I’ve never been scared of Mac, and I’m not now, but if I were the type of person to cower in the face of pure outrage, then I would be scared shitless of him. Never have I seen such fury on a person’s face.

“Mac.” I hesitantly raise my hand to his face, but he knocks it away, shocking me.

“You tell me right fucking now, Mia, that I heard you wrong,” he snarls at me. “You tell me that you didn’t let that fucker touch you. That you didn’t let that bastard put his hands on you.”

I say nothing because I can’t tell him that. As much as I want to, I can’t tell him what he wants to hear. It hurts to see him like this. It hurts knowing I put that tortured look on his face.

When I say nothing and just look at him with resolve in my eyes, he jackknifes off the bed with a curse.

“Fuck!” He grabs his jeans off the floor and jerkily brings them up his legs before stalking off to the bathroom, closing the door none too gently.

I roll to my side and curl into a ball, upset that he’s acting the way he is. I don’t really blame him, but it still bothers me that he threw off my touch. I’ll give him a few minutes to cool down before I go to him. Unfortunately, I haven’t told him the whole story yet. The part that he’s going to hate the most. Nevertheless, he needs to know the whole truth.

I get up off the bed and snag one of Mac’s t-shirts out of his dresser. Walking across the floor on bare feet, I stand in front of the door for a minute before knocking softly. When I don’t hear a reply, I slowly open the door and slip inside.

Mac has his back to me. He’s leaning over with his hands on the basin, his shoulders hunched. I don’t know if he didn’t hear me enter because he’s so deep in thought, or if he’s ignoring me.

I walk up to him and lay my hand on the center of his back. His muscles tense, but he doesn’t move or try to push me away. I take that as a good sign and put my arms around his stomach. His muscles there ripple as I touch them. His head is down, but I hear him take in a deep breath when I rest my head on his back.

We stand like that for several moments before he takes my hands and pulls them from his stomach. At first, I think he’s pulling away from me again and my heart plummets, but then he turns around and leans back against the counter, pulling me in between his legs.

I look up at him. The anger is still there, but not as harsh. Now there’s also resolve and bitterness.

Oh, Mac. I’m so sorry for what I’m about to say.

“There’s more I need to tell you,” I tell him quietly.

His arms tighten around me when he says harshly, “Fuck that, Mia. What more could there be? I don’t need to hear the dirty details.”

His words hurt and piss me off at the same time. I understand him not wanting the details. Hell, when he told me what happened between him and Tessa, it took everything I had not to go into a rant and destroy shit. However, he doesn’t need to be an asshole. I shut my mouth when he spoke. He can do the same for me. As with his determination for me to listen, my determination is just as strong. This is something he needs to hear.

“Mac, I understand where you’re coming from. What I need to tell you isn’t what you think. Do you really think I want to relive it? I feel nothing but shame for that night. You need to listen to what I have to say. It’s important.”

“Shit!” he says loudly, and tilts his head back, taking in a few deep breaths. Once he’s composed himself, he looks back down at me and says, “Okay.”

Gathering every bit of courage I have, I start talking.

“After I saw you that night in bed with Tessa, I took off downstairs. I stopped just long enough to grab two cups off the counter in the kitchen. I didn’t know what was inside the cups. I just knew that I wanted something to numb the pain. The pain I felt was so suffocating that I thought I was going to drown. I literally couldn’t breathe. It was unlike anything I had ever felt before. I downed the two drinks and collapsed on the ground.

“The longer I sat on the ground gasping for breath, the pain was slowly becoming overshadowed by rage. The pain was still there, but the hatred I felt helped. I was so pissed at you. I kept thinking to myself, ‘How in the hell could you do that to me?’ How could you give something to Tessa that was so precious and was supposed to be mine?”

I stop for a minute and look down at my hands on his chest, the pain I felt that night coming back full force. I push it down, making myself continue.

“I don’t know how long I sat there. I was feeling the effects of the alcohol so it could have been hours or just minutes. Either way, I came to a decision. I decided that if you didn’t care who you gave yourself to then why should I care about my own virginity? When I stood up to leave, my opportunity came sooner than I thought. There was Shady, leaning against one of the light posts, smoking a cigarette and watching me.”

Mac’s hands clench at my sides when I mention Shady’s name, but I ignore it, needing to get to the end.

“He came toward me and started talking. I could tell he was drunk. He was being sweet and considerate. I knew what his game plan was, but as it turned out, I was going to use him as much as he wanted to use me.

“To skip useless information, Shady took me to his truck.”

“Stop!” Mac demands, and puts his forehead against mine, eyes shut tightly.

“No, Mac. I need to finish. He’s a part of this. You need to know what happened that night, just like I needed the truth as well.”

I pull my head back from him and take a step back, not wanting to touch him when I tell him the rest. He gives me my space and puts his hands on the counter on either side of his hips.

“When we made it to Shady’s truck, doubt started plaguing me, but I ignored it. I was hoping that if I let Shady do whatever he wanted with me, it would help with the pain. My brain kept shouting at me to stop, that I was making a mistake. While we were in his truck, we started kissing. I hated every minute of it. It just didn’t feel right. Up to that point, I had never kissed another guy, except you.

“I had gotten as far as my pants and shirt off when I realized that I couldn’t go through with it. Shady had his dick out and was rubbing it against my leg. His hand was in my panties when I told him to stop.”

A lump forms in my throat and tears threaten to spill from my eyes. When I look over at Mac, I see his eyes blazing. The green in his eyes is almost nonexistent, swallowed up by the black of the pupil. His knuckles are white from the grip he has on the counter.

“Finish it,” he growls.

“Shady didn’t stop. Instead, he shoved his fingers in me. It hurt so much. I tried pushing and kicking him to get him off me, but he wouldn’t budge. He used his fingers and broke through my hymen. The pain of it was almost unbearable. I think the pain he knew he was putting me through excited him, because after a few minutes, he ejaculated against my leg. I watched him pull his bloody fingers out of me and put them in his mouth. After he licked them clean, he looked straight at me and said, ‘You can leave now. I got what I wanted.’”

I can’t look at Mac when I’m done. I’m ashamed of my actions that night. Yes, I know I said no and Shady should have stopped when I told him to, but I can’t help but feel that I got what was coming to me. I knew what was going to happen when I went to Shady’s truck. I knew the type of man he was. I also knew he was drunk, and a drunk Shady is not a nice Shady.

I snap my head up when I hear a loud crash and find the mirror above the sink shattered. I glance down to find Mac’s fist bloodied. I rush forward and gently grab his hand. I turn the faucet on and place his hand under the running water.

“He’s dead,” Mac says in a low voice. When I look up at him, his eyes are on me. “When I find that bastard, Mia, I’ll fucking kill him.”

I shake my head at him. “No, Mac,” I plead with him. “You can’t do that. He’s not worth spending the rest of your life in prison for.”

He ignores my plea and instead asks a question. “Why didn’t you go to the sheriff, Pix? It hurts to know this, but I understand why you didn’t come to me.”

I look back down at his hand and watch the blood wash down the drain. I see a chunk of glass still embedded in his skin, and I carefully pull it free.

“Because I was ashamed. I knew the type of guy Shady was, but I went with him anyway. I don’t know, I guess I kind of felt I deserved it.”

Mac grips my chin with his good hand and brings my face up to his. “No one deserves that, Mia,” he says forcefully. “No one. You say no, that means no. That shit stops right then. It doesn’t matter what the circumstances are.”

“Please, Mac. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. I can’t lose you. Trent can’t lose you. Swear to me, Mac.”

After looking at me for a while, Mac nods. He doesn’t actually say the words, but I’m sure that’s the only thing I’m going to get. I know it’s hard for him. I just hope and pray he keeps his promise.

I wrap Mac’s hand in gauze and lift it to my lips, kissing the white material. We both put our arms around the other and squeeze each other tight. I feel Mac place a kiss on top of my head.

“I’m sorry, Pix. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you. I’m sorry I was where I was. I’m sorry you had to go through that alone.”

I nod, accepting his apology even though I don’t need it. None of it was his fault.

We walk back to the bed and climb underneath the covers. Mac pulls me close, wrapping every part of his body that he can around me. I feel safe and warm beside him. We lie in silence for a while, both of us knowing it’s going to be a while before we get to sleep.

It seems like I just closed my eyes when I hear a phone ring. Mac groans and reaches across me for his phone sitting on the nightstand.

“Sheriff Weston,” he grumbles into the receiver. It sounds like he just fell asleep as well.

“Where?” He listens for a minute before saying, “Alright. Give me ten minutes.” He ends the call, putting the phone back down on the nightstand, and swings his legs over his side of the bed.

“Who was that?” I ask, my voice groggy.

“Dispatch,” Mac says, slipping his jeans up his legs. “Someone called saying they heard gunshots down on Highway 88.”

I watch as Mac walks to the dresser and pulls a shirt from a drawer. After slipping it over his head, he walks back to the nightstand and picks up his phone. He sits on the side of the bed with the phone in the crook of his neck as he slips his socks and boots on.

“Nick, I’ve got to go out to Highway 88. Can you come here and sit with Mia?”

I want to protest as I listen to Mac talk to Nick, but I know it’s useless. No way will he leave me alone while he goes out to do his job.

“Yeah,” Mac says to Nick. “I’ll let her know. Thanks man.”

He ends the call and walks to my side of the bed. Bending low, he reaches across me to place his hand beside my head and lowers his lips to mine, placing a soft kiss there.

“I’ve got to go, but Nick’s on his way. He said about fifteen minutes. By the time you get up and get dressed, he should be here. I’m locking the door and setting the alarm when I leave. Don’t open that door for anyone but Nick. Got it?”

“Got it, Sheriff Weston,” I say with a salute.

His lips twitch when he lowers them to mine again.

“I love you,” he murmurs there.

“Love you, too.”

After a short kiss, he stands back up and turns to leave.

“Be careful, Mac.”

“Always am, Pix.”

And then he’s gone. I hear the beeping noise of the alarm being set and then the click of the door.

I get up out of bed and make my way to the bathroom. It’s still too early, but I decide to brush my teeth anyway. Nothing’s better than having fresh breath.

After dressing, I look at the clock and see it’s only been ten minutes since Mac left. I decide to put on a pot of coffee, figuring we’re in for a long night. I’m almost to the kitchen when I hear a knock at the door. I change directions and head that way, knowing it’s Nick.

I stop at the alarm panel and put in the code. After unlocking the door, I pull it open.

“Hey, you got here faster—” I stop midsentence when I see Tessa standing on the other side.

Of fucking course. My stupid ass plays the typical girl who thinks she knows who’s on the other side of the door because she’s expecting someone and doesn’t check the damn peephole.

Before I get a chance to slam the door in her face, she brings her arm up, carrying a weird-looking gun. I realize just what type of gun it is when she pulls the trigger, and my body goes into convulsions as electricity shoots through my body. The bitch shot me with a fucking Taser. Holy mother of God, that hurts.

My body falls to the floor as I spasm and shake. Right before I feel a kick to my face, I hear Tessa say, “Lights out, bitch.”

That’s the last thing I remember.
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Her quirks…

IPULL UP TO THE OLD abandoned barn on Highway 88 and switch my engine off. I open the glove compartment and reach inside for my flashlight. Ready to get this done and over with, I slide from the truck and pat my side, ensuring that my gun is still secured there. I hate leaving Mia at the house by herself, even if Nick is on his way.

It’s not unheard of around these parts for random gunfire to be heard. After all, we do live in the country, and the country folk around here like their guns. We have a couple shooting ranges in the area, but many people just put up targets in their backyard. It’s highly unusual for a house to not have at least one gun in it.

What is a little strange is for someone to hear gunfire at three in the morning. It’s happened before, but not so often it doesn’t warrant a look-see, just in case. Hunting season isn’t for another few months, so it shouldn’t be an impatient hunter trying to get a head start. It’s probably just a couple of younger folks out messing around.

Shining the light on the ground to illuminate my way, I walk toward the barn. Nothing seems out of the ordinary. The crickets are chirping just as they should be, and there’s no suspicious noises or movements. I decide to check out the inside of the barn before walking the property, just to be on the safe side.

I creak open the old, worn wooden door and step inside. Shining the flashlight throughout the structure, all I see is a bunch of rotted wood and older than dirt useless tools. There are stalls off to the sides, but most of the walls have broken and fallen over. I walk down the center of the barn, flicking my flashlight from side to side.

Nothing. There’s nothing unusual about the place.

I make my way back to the barn door. Just as I reach it, I hear something off to my left. I turn my head and flashlight in that direction, reaching for my gun at the same time. I’ve learned over my years as a Sheriff to never take unnecessary risks. If there’s something suspicious, then take all precautionary steps. Nothing should be in this barn at night, and with the shit that’s been going down with Mia, I’m not taking any chances if I don’t have to.

I have my gun in one hand with the flashlight in my other. The safety is still on, but with one little flip, that’s taken care of.

From out of the blue, I hear a shuffle behind me. I quickly turn to swing my gun and flashlight around, but before I get a chance, something hard and heavy hits me on the back of the head.

I drop like a fucking sack of potatoes. Son of a bitch, that hurt! Whoever hit me feels like they used a fucking cast-iron skillet. My vision is blurry as shit, and my eyes feel heavy. I try reaching up with my hand to feel the back of my head, but my arm doesn’t want to work. I know damn good and well that there’s a knot there the size of a fucking softball. Just as I feel black overtaking my vision, a large shadowed form looms over me.
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I WAKE UP WITH A pounding headache and wonder what the fuck happened. My head is slumped forward, and when I try to lift it, the thumping pitter-patter in my head gets worse. The memory of being hit over the head rushes back to me, and I groan and force my head up through the pain. My neck is stiff from leaning forward for so long, so I move it back and forth, trying to loosen the muscles there. I’m in nothing but my boxers, tied to a chair.

When I open my eyes, they clash with Mia’s frightened dark blue ones. She’s sitting across from me tied to a chair, just as I am. However, whereas my mouth is uncovered, hers has a piece of duct tape across it. Her arms are tied behind her back with rope, and her legs are strapped to the front legs of her chair. We mirror each other. However, what has me pissed off and straining in my seat, is that Mia is sitting there in nothing but her bra and panties, with a big-ass bruise on her cheek.

Rage like nothing I have ever felt before courses through me. “Shady!” I roar to the ceiling. I want to rip Shady and Tessa limb from limb. My blood boils like white-hot lava in my body. I twist and turn in my seat, trying to work loose the ropes. I feel them rubbing deep, wet grooves in my skin, but that doesn’t stop me. Nothing is going to stop me from getting to Mia, and then to Shady and Tessa, where I’ll give them a slow and painful death.

“Are you okay?” I ask Mia, desperate to know if they’ve hurt her more than I can see.

I feel a tiny bit of relief when she nods, but my anger intensifies. I feel the wetness from the blood coming from my wrists seep down on my fingers. If I can soak my hand enough with my blood, I may be able to slip the rope off my wrists.

I take a quick look around and survey our surroundings. We’re in a small room that has a double bed on one wall and a single dresser to the left of it. There is only one window, and through it, I can see that it’s still dark outside. There are no other furnishings and nothing on the walls. There’s nothing that tells me where we are. We’re sitting smack dab in the middle of the room, right in front of the bed.

“Listen to me, Mia.” She sets her eyes me, and I continue. “I’m going to get us out of here. I promise everything is going to be okay.”

Mia nods again and tries to say something through the tape on her mouth. Of course it comes out as a hum so I can’t understand her.

“I wouldn’t make any promises you can’t keep, Weston,” Shady says from behind Mia as he walks into the room, Tessa coming in after him. There’s a smug and satisfied look on Shady’s face, which makes me even more determined to rip him to shreds.

I flick my eyes to Tessa, who bypasses Mia and comes straight toward me carrying a bottle of water.

“What the fuck are you doing, Tessa? Let us go, now,” I growl at her.

Her lips twist into smile, and she walks behind me. I feel her breath at the back of my neck before the bitch licks up my neck until she reaches my ear. “I’m doing what I’ve wanted to do for years.”

Not really wanting the answer, I ask anyway. “And what’s that?”

“You,” she says simply.

I laugh a humorless laugh and rear my head back, trying to hit her with it and get her the fuck off me. “You’ll never have me, bitch. You think for one second I’ll let you touch me? You’re more fucked in the head than I thought. And what in the hell are you doing, threatening our son? He’s ten years old, for Christ’s sake. Do you care about him at all?”

“That little shit has been a pain in my ass. He was supposed to be my meal ticket to finally getting you back, but he’s been useless,” she says, as she dodges my attempts to knock her teeth out with the back of my head.

A growl erupts from my throat at her words. T has been my whole world. I had thought Tessa felt the same. To know he’s been with a woman who couldn’t care less about him his entire life fills me with an uncontrollable rage.

I hear a whimper in front of me, and my eyes zero in on Shady, who is running his nasty fingers across Mia’s bare collarbone. I yank on my bindings.

The fucking bastard is going to pay for what he’s done to Mia, in the past and right now.

“Don’t fucking touch her, you son of a bitch. I’ll kill you!” I snarl at him.

He looks to me with a smirk. He doesn’t remove his hand from Mia, but he’s stopped running his fingers on her. “I’d watch who you call a son of a bitch, Weston.” Moving his eyes behind me, he speaks to Tessa. “Do it, Tessa.”

Tessa moves from behind me and brings the now open water bottle to my lips.

“Drink,” Tessa says.

Not fucking likely!

“Fuck you!” I say back to her.

“Drink, or you’re not going to like what I do to Mia,” Shady says, still by Mia’s side.

When I look at Mia, she has tears in her eyes. She’s such a strong woman that it nearly breaks me to see her so scared. However, through the fear I still see fire in her eyes. She’s scared, but also extremely pissed. Shady still has his hand on her, and he’s moving it down toward her breast.

“What’s in it?” I ask Shady rather than Tessa, trying to distract him from moving his hand down farther.

His hand doesn’t stop when he replies, “Oh, just a little something that’ll help you play nicely with Tessa.”

Fuck! I should have known!

By now, Shady’s hand has reached Mia’s breast, and he squeezes it hard. I see Mia flinch, and my blood roars in my ears and my vision turns red. My hands clench behind my back, and I strain, trying to free them. My wrists burn like hellfire from the strain I’m putting on them.

“Are you going to drink now, baby?” Tessa says from beside me, and holds the bottle up to my lips.

Keeping my eyes on Mia, I wrap my lips around the mouth of the bottle. I watch as tears fall from Mia’s eyes, and she shakes her head rapidly, yanking on her ropes. Tessa tips the bottle back, and I take several mouthfuls. When I try to move my mouth away, Shady demands, “All of it.”

When the bottle is empty, Tessa takes a step away and places the bottle on the dresser.

This is going to destroy Mia, just as much as it’ll destroy me, but I would do anything to protect her from enduring the pain that I know Shady will cause. I’m not under the illusion that Shady won’t hurt Mia now that I’ve drunk whatever fucked-up drink I just did, but I’m hoping it gains us enough time to get the fuck out of here. I need time to think, to formulate a plan.

“Why are you doing this, Tessa?” I ask her. “You’ve got to know I’ll never have anything to do with you, even before this, you knew it would never happen again.”

She runs her nail down my chest, the tip digging in a little harder than necessary. The feel of her claws digging into me grates on my nerves and makes me want to break each of her fingers. I’ve never hit a woman in my life, but for Tessa, I’ll make an exception.

Tessa leans down and gets in my face. “Because I’ve wanted you since I first laid eyes on you in eighth grade, and that little bitch over there had to ruin it for me.” She leans in closer, and I smell the strong scent of her perfume. At my ear, she says, “And I’ll let you in on a little secret that you’ll absolutely love. It never happened the first time.”

With that, she takes a step back, and I jerk my head in her direction, shocked as shit at what she just said. That’s not possible. I don’t remember everything that happened that night, but one thing that’s seared into my head is the touch of her hands on me, and the revulsion I felt once I realized what I had done. A thought quickly occurs to me, and my head reels at the realization that what she says is true.

Fuck, no!

“What the fuck are you trying to pull, Tessa? You know that shit’s not true. T’s my son. You know I got a paternity test done as soon as he was born. No way was I taking your word for it. You know this.”

“I was already four weeks pregnant that night.” Tessa sighs. “As much as I wish I did have you that night, you just couldn’t keep it up. I worked my ass off trying to keep you hard long enough to get you inside of me, but even with the drugs, nothing worked. Just ask Shady, he was there. He’s the one who took all those souvenir pictures for me,” she finishes with a big grin.

I pull my gaze from Tessa and look at Shady. He’s watching our exchange with an evil grin, truly enjoying watching part of my world crashing down. What he has to do with it and why he’s mixed with this is still confusing. Why does he care so much that Tessa just took one of the most important things away from me? He still hasn’t moved back to Mia, so I’ll save that question to ask in a few minutes. There’s still something I don’t understand.

The relief I feel from knowing that Tessa and I never had sex is overshadowed by the fact that T isn’t mine. Or, at least that’s what Tessa is implying. The pain I feel from that revelation rips at my heart. No matter what the outcome is, T will always be my son. He’s been mine for the past ten years and he’ll continue to be mine until the day I die. Nothing and no one changes that.

“How is that possible, Tessa, when the paternity test came back with a 99 percent positive result of T being my son?”

Instead of answering me, she looks back over to Shady.

“While we wait for our little concoction to take effect, why don’t I tell you both a little story?” Shady says, going back to Mia and stepping behind her, putting his hands on her shoulders.

“Hey, fucker, I downed the drink. Take your dirty fucking hands off her.”

Just the thought of his hands on her freezes my blood.

Mia’s gaze is locked on mine, watching me with concern and worry. She heard what Tessa just revealed and knows how much I must be hurting. She’s sitting there tied to a chair, half naked with a sick bastard at her back, and she’s more concerned about how I’m doing. The fear and anger are still there, but overshadowing them is distress.

Shady looks at me such malicious intent in his eyes before he brutally yanks Mia’s head back by her hair. Her cry of pain has me going wild in my chair. I yank, pull, twist, and turn as hard as I can, but the fucking rope it too damn tight. I can feel my arms straining in their sockets, threatening to pop loose. Even with the blood still seeping down my hands, coating them and making them slippery, I can’t get free.

I roar with frustration, beyond enraged that I can’t get to Shady and snap every bone in his body.

“You hurt her again, and I’ll cut off your fucking dick and feed it down your throat, you bastard,” I tell him through a raw throat from screaming so much. I’m panting from all the strain I’ve put on my body, and I try to calm it. I’ve got to stay calm and figure out a way to get Mia out of here.

Shady reaches around Mia with one hand and places it on her throat. “Don’t think for one second that you have the upper hand here.” I watch as he applies pressure and Mia’s face turns red. “Now, are you ready to hear my story?”

Gritting my teeth, I give him a nod.

He instantly releases Mia’s neck and puts his hands back on her shoulders. She slumps forward, trying to catch her breath.

“Hmm… where to begin?” Shady says thoughtfully. “How about… there once was a little boy. A little boy from a family that used to enjoy beating the shit out of him, using the little boy for their own enjoyment. Everyone picked on him at school, because he always wore clothes that were too big for him and smelled like trash. He was a scared and lonely little boy, with no one to talk to. Even the teachers avoided him, not wanting to be around the smelly little kid.”

Shady stops for a few seconds before continuing, this time in first person. “One day, when I was thirteen, I was playing in my parents’ room when I stumbled across a pretty box underneath the bed. Although it often caused me pain, I was a curious little boy, and decided to pull the box out and peek inside.”

The more Shady talks, the harder his eyes become. Bitterness seeps from his voice. I keep an eye on his hands, which are still on Mia, and getting tighter by the second. Mia sits quietly still, but I see her flinch every few seconds. Tessa is by my side, running her hand up and down my back and into my hair. I continuously work my hands behind my back.

I’m starting to feel the effects of the drugs I was forced to drink. My head is getting that all too familiar hazy feeling and my limbs are going weak. It’s different this time though. Something feels off.

Shady interrupts my thoughts when he continues with his fucked-up story.

“What I found inside turned my world upside down. Inside were papers saying that my parents were not really my parents. It was a birth certificate with my name on it. Can you guess who was listed as my mother?”

I can guess, but I’m not going to. I narrow my eyes at him and hope he’s not going in the direction I think he is. I knew about the baby my mom gave up, but the chance of Shady being that baby is pretty slim. But then again, it would explain why Shady hates me so much.

Shady laughs, a maniacal sound. “I see you’ve figured it out, little brother. Maryann Williams is our shared mother. My father wasn’t listed on the birth certificate, but I later found out who he was through old newspaper clippings. He raped her, got her pregnant, and then was sent to prison. Our bitch of a mother deserved it for giving me up for adoption while giving you the perfect life.”

I don’t say anything. I’m not really sure I can. The thought that Shady is my brother doesn’t really register through the thick fog in my head, but I know later the ramifications of his words will hit me hard. My mouth is getting dry, and the longer I sit here, the dizzier I get. I want to slump forward, but I need to keep my eye on Mia. She’s still watching me while silent tears slip down her face. She knows what’s going on and feels just as helpless as me. I know what Tessa and Shady are planning, and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it with the drugs coursing through my body. I try to fight it, but I don’t know how much longer I can hold on. The thought of Mia witnessing what Tessa is bound and determined to do makes me want to throw up. The thought of what Shady will do to Mia makes me want to rip my arms off by the sockets and beat the bastard until he’s no longer breathing. But there’s nothing I can do. The drugs they doped me up with are working too fast.

“Trent…” The word barely rolls off my tongue. It’s all I can manage to say, but it’s enough for Shady to know what I’m asking.

“The rat bastard boy is mine. I didn’t want him, but Tessa insisted. Said he would be a good bargaining chip to get you where she wanted you. Once Mia saw you with her, it was my job to deflower the bitch. Tessa knew that you both were saving yourselves for each other. Tessa freaked the fuck out when you demanded a paternity test. She was scared shitless it would come back negative, but with the blood of dear old mama running through us and divine intervention, the test came back with a false positive. Guess our DNA is pretty close to matching or some shit.” The sound of Shady’s laugh says he’s close to losing it. “Little did she know you would be so hooked on Mia that even having your son wouldn’t keep you with her. She knew her chance was nonexistent once you divorced her, but when she saw that you and Mia were talking again, she wanted something done to keep you both away from each other. Her way of thinking was, if she couldn’t have you then neither could Mia.”

My eyes are almost drooping closed by the time Shady is done talking. I heard what he said, but not much of it catalogs in my fuzzy brain. I feel hands running up and down my chest, and I somehow look to the side to see Tessa standing there in nothing but her panties, bare breasts swaying. The sight of her near naked body sends revulsive shivers through me. Her body isn’t bad, but does nothing for me. Mia is the only one I want.

I snake my eyes back to Mia and see pain reflected in hers. She tries closing her eyes, but Shady smacks the back of her head and snarls, “Watch them.”

“Leave her alone,” I growl, barely able to form the words.

Shady ignores me and instead reaches down and starts fondling Mia’s breast. I watch helplessly as he tweaks her nipple. Mia recoils and tries to pull her body away from him, screaming into the tape on her mouth. He follows her movements and pinches her even harder, causing her to cry out.

Tessa moves her hand down to my cock. Once there, she opens the fly of my boxers and pulls out my limp dick. She gets down on her knees in between mine and puts her mouth on me. I try to scoot back, but my body is so fucking weak that I don’t move at all. To my utter surprise and mortification, my dick starts to get hard. What’s fucking funny is that what Tessa is doing doesn’t feel good at all. Why in the hell am I getting hard?

I slowly bring my gaze back up to Mia, slow because I can’t get them to move faster. She sees the effects my body is having. The hurt and betrayal I see there has me wanting to cry like a damn baby.

Shady chuckles while still brutally playing with Mia. I hear him say to her, “Don’t worry, baby, he’s only getting hard because of a little something extra we put in his cocktail.”

Son of a bitch! My mind screams. They put Viagra or some shit in the water. That explains why I’m hard as a fucking rock while Tessa manipulates my body and Shady violates Mia. Sure as shit not because I’m turned on.

“Sit on his dick, Tessa. I want Mia to see you fuck him.”

With every bit of strength left in my body, which isn’t much, I buck, jerk, and struggle with the ropes at my wrist and legs. Again, nothing works. I’m left helpless as Tessa stands, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, takes off her panties, and prepares to straddle me with a ravenous smile. All the while Mia sits there and watches with a pain so deep in her eyes that I know will never go away again, and Shady’s hand moving closer and closer to her pussy.
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Mia

Her bravery…

THE GRIP OF SHADY’S fingers on my shoulders hurts, but it’s nothing compared to the pain I feel as I listen to him tell Mac that Trent’s not his son. That, in fact, Trent is Shady’s son. I can’t imagine the pain Mac is going to feel later, once the drugs wear off. To top it all off is the knowledge that Shady is Mac’s older brother. Mac and Shady have never gotten along. To know that a man such as Shady, a man who shows no remorse in hurting women and has no conscience when it comes to fucking people over, is your brother, is bound to be something that is hard to get over.

Mac and I are in the same fucked-up boat. Mac is numb from the drugs, which are obviously preventing him from feeling the devastation of what Shady revealed. It’s a temporary blessing in disguise really. The pain of what Shady is doing to me is overshadowed by the pain I feel for what Mac will go through once the drugs wear off. It’s a nice reprieve. I just wish it were under different circumstances and weren’t at the cost of Mac losing his son.

I sit helplessly watching as Tessa takes all her clothes off except her panties. She stands by Mac, running her greedy hands up and down his chest. I want to scream and rage at her to take her nasty hands off my man. The agony of watching it is almost unbearable. I try to close my eyes to block it out, but Shady slaps the back of my head snarling, “Watch them!”

I snap my eyes quickly open and see Mac’s hold pure rage in their depths. When he says, “Leave her alone,” I can tell it takes a lot for him to form the words. He’s barely able to hold his body up. If it wasn’t for the ropes keeping him in place, I have no doubt that he’d be a limp body on the floor.

Shady palms my breast. I try to dislodge his hand by jerking and pulling in my seat, but it just eggs him on, and he plays harder with my nipple. I scream in outrage and pain, way beyond pissed. I fucking hate this. I hate that Shady and Tessa think they can do what they want. I hate that there are people out in the world like them. I hate that Mac and I are both helpless and at the mercy of two raving lunatics.

When Tessa moves her hand to Mac’s dick and then squats in front of him, I want to throw up in my mouth. I force the bile back down because there’s nowhere for it to go, and I would just choke on it. My heart plummets into my queasy stomach when I see Mac getting hard from Tessa’s efforts with her mouth. I know he doesn’t want Tessa, but the fact that he can still get hard from her mouth on him feels like someone just plucked my heart out and stomped on it.

“Don’t worry, baby, he’s only getting hard because of a little something extra we put in his cocktail,” Shady says in my ear.

Realization dawns on me that they must have slipped something else in his drink along with the Rohypnol. I don’t blame Mac. I know he’s under some fucked-up influence, but it’s still hard to witness.

So many emotions swirl within me that it’s hard to decipher them. However, one stands out the most. Hatred. When I get my hands on the bitch currently sucking off Mac, not one person on this earth will be able to recognize her from the beating I’m going to give her.

“Sit on his dick, Tessa. I want Mia to see you fuck him.” As Shady says this, his hands start traveling down my stomach at a slow pace, aiming for my panties.

Tessa releases Mac’s hard dick and stands up to remove her panties. Mac looks at me and sees where Shady’s hand is and starts to fruitlessly and weakly fight against the ropes holding him in place. I’ve tried loosening my ropes as well, and it’s useless. The knots are too tight.

Mac slumps back in his chair exhausted from his attempts, and I watch with devastation as Tessa straddles his lap. From my position, I can see that she’s not put Mac in her yet. She’s just sliding herself over him.

A scream slips out, and there’s a sting on my lips as Shady rips the tape from them. I lick my lips, trying to relieve some of the pain.

“How do you like watching Tessa all over Mac’s dick? It’s a sight to see, isn’t it?” Shady asks, as his hands glide over my panties.

“Fuck you, Shady,” I grit out, still watching Tessa move her body on Mac. It’s sick, but I can’t take my eyes off them. I need to know when Tessa slips Mac inside her. As fucked-up as it is, I need to know.

Mac has his head tipped forward. It’s just lying there. I can’t tell if he’s passed out or if the drugs have made his body so weak that he can’t lift his head.

Shady slaps his hand against my mound, and I flinch. That hurt. The only saving grace is that he hasn’t put his hand inside my panties yet.

“Oh, I plan on fucking you just as soon as Tessa starts fucking Mac. I’ll give her a few more minutes to play with him first, though. She’s waited a long fucking time to have him, and I plan on enjoying watching her take him.” Shady uses his nasty tongue and licks up my neck, causing me to shudder in revulsion.

“I love knowing that Tessa is taking something from him he doesn’t want to give. He’s had such a perfect life up until now, while I lived in a dump and had shit for parents. It’s about time Mac was brought down a peg or two.”

“How in the hell is it Mac’s fault that he grew up better than you?” I ask him.

He chuckles. “Well, I guess technically it’s not, but it still feels so damn good to punish him. He had everything, and I had nothing.”

Shady thankfully removes his hand and takes a step back. He walks over to Mac and grips his hair and yanks his head up. Mac’s eyes are half closed and red rimmed. Although he’s pretty much out of it, I still see the venom in them. Tessa is still moving her body back and forth on top of him. She’s moaning now, and my body starts to shake from anger running through my blood.

Seeming satisfied that Mac is still awake, Shady drops his head and walks back toward me. Mac lifts his head just enough to look me in the eye. The remorse I see there brings tears to my eyes. He loathes this just as much as me.

As Shady takes a few steps toward me, he removes his shirt. He’s built, but there is still extra weight there. I narrow my eyes, hating the very sight of him.

He comes to stand behind me again, and I feel his hands slide the straps of my bra down. The cups are still in place, but they’re sagging.

Just as Shady places his hands on my shoulders and starts guiding them down toward my breasts, there’s a loud crash behind us.

I frantically try to twist around to get a look at what the noise is, but being strapped to the chair limits my movements. I hear a scuffle behind me and grunts and groans, but I can’t see what’s going on.

Tessa starts screaming, and I look over to see her scramble off Mac’s lap. The fucking bitch backs into a corner and watches whatever is going on behind me.

All of a sudden, there’s a loud crash to my left. I look over and see two forms rolling on the floor. The small dresser is on its side. Looking more closely, I see it’s Jaxon and Shady tangled together. Shady is currently on top of him slamming his fist into Jaxon’s face. I scream as I watch Shady land another hard punch. Jaxon uses his body weight and lifts himself, forcing Shady to fall to the side. Jaxon immediately rolls over on top of him and starts landing punch after punch into Shady’s face.

I feel hands at my back, tugging at the ropes.

“Are you okay, Mia?” Nick’s voice says from behind me. Immediate relief sweeps through me at the wonderful sound.

“You need to get Jaxon off Shady, or he’s going to kill him,” I tell Nick, as he works on the ropes.

“The bastard deserves to die,” he says harshly.

“Yes, he does, but I don’t want my brother to go to jail because of it.”

I look back over at Jaxon and Shady. Jaxon is still on top of Shady, trying his damndest to make Shady’s head part of the floor. He’s gripping his hair and continuously slamming his head onto the floor. I start getting impatient when Shady is no longer moving. Fear forces its way in.

“Please, Nick, you’ve got to go stop him,” I beg him.

My wrists are free, and I yank them to my front, rubbing at them.

“Undo your legs. I’ll go take care of Jaxon,” Nick says as he stands up and quickly makes his way over to Jaxon and Shady.

I bend down and work at the ropes on my ankles. I look over at Mac and see him still slumped forward. Even through all the noise, he’s still out of it. They must have put more drugs in the water than usual. Anxiety and fear start to set in as I work faster on the ropes. What if they put too much in there and he overdoses?

Shit! I’ve got to hurry!

Once the ropes are free, I quickly stand on shaky legs. The blood rushes back to my legs, and they start tingling. Forcing my trembling legs forward, I rush as fast as I can to Mac’s side.

“Mac?” I ask, and gently tip his head back. His eyes are mere slits, but he’s still awake. Barely.

“Mia,” he croaks.

I lean forward and place a quick kiss on his lips before I carefully lay his head back down.

“I’m going to untie you,” I tell him. When I move behind him, a loud cry leaves my lips at the damage I see on his wrists. He’s pulled on the ropes so much that his flesh is mangled. I take a step toward him, and my foot lands on something wet. I look down, and there’s a big puddle of blood on the carpet.

“Oh, Mac. What have you done?” I whisper, more to myself than to him.

Worried that I’ll hurt him even more, I look around to see if there’s something I can use to cut the ropes loose. My eyes briefly land on Tessa, who’s quietly trying to make her way to the door. I take a step toward her, pinning her with my gaze.

“Stay right fucking there, bitch!” I growl at her.

She narrows her eyes at me and looks like she’s going to say something, but then Nick steps up to her, and I watch in satisfaction as she shrinks away from his angry gaze.

Jaxon steps up to me holding a pocketknife. I grab hold of his wrist before he can start on the ropes.

“Please be careful.”

His concerned gaze clashes with mine, and he crushes me into his arms. “Jesus, you both scared the shit out of us.” I wrap my arms around him, never so happy to have my brother. Tears gather in my eyes, but I force them back. I pull back from him, and he kisses the top of my head before turning to Mac.

“Fuck,” he hisses when he sees the condition of Mac’s wrists.

“Back the fuck up, cunt,” I hear Nick say. When I look over to him and Tessa, I see she’s made it closer to the door. The thought of her escaping brings all the anger back full force. Before Jaxon or Nick can stop me, I’m on her.

I come up behind her and yank the bitch’s hair back until my lips are at her ear. “I’m going to fuck you up so bad that you’ll never think about fucking someone else’s man again.”

She screams, her voice grating on my nerves, and tries to yank away, but my grip on her hair is too tight. Still holding on to her hair, I walk around until I’m standing in front of her. I grab another handful of hair with my other hand and pull her head down at the same time I bring my knee up. Blood immediately gushes from her face, I’m not sure from where, and I feel a rush of pleasure. Hurting someone shouldn’t feel this good, but this sure the fuck does.

Tessa’s legs give out, and I release her hair so she falls to the floor. I get on top of her and pin her arms down by her sides with my legs. I bring my hand back and land a punch to her face. Blood, tears, and snot mix together on her face. She looks pathetic, but I feel nothing but contempt for her. I get another handful of her hair and slam the back of her head on the floor, just as Jaxon did to Shady. The thump of her head hitting the floor feels good. Call me sadistic all you want, but the woman deserves everything she gets.

I get three more punches in before I feel arms wrap around my waist, pulling me back. I’m not nearly done with her, and I fight the hold, but it’s too strong. I do, however, manage to get in a couple of good kicks to her ribs.

“Calm down, Mia,” Jaxon says at my ear.

“Let me the fuck go. I’m not done with her,” I scream at Jaxon, struggling to get free.

“No. I don’t want my sister going to prison either. I’m going to let you go, and you’re going to go see Mac.”

At his words, I immediately try to turn so I can see Mac. Jaxon releases me, and I rush over to his form leaning up against the wall. His head is leaning back, and he’s looking at me when I get down on my knees next to him. His arms are at his sides, wrapped in some type of material. Blood is already seeping through.

“Are you okay?” he asks me, his voice weak.

A cry leaves my throat, and I launch myself at him, wrapping my arms around his waist. I’m careful to not put my weight on him, because I know he can’t hold both of us up. Just holding himself up against the wall must take every bit of strength he has.

I feel his hands at my sides clutching my shirt. I pull back and place small kisses all over his face. He just sits there and watches me.

When I lean back, I take his face in my hands and look him in the eye. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve drunk fifty gallons of straight vodka,” he slurs.

I lean my forehead against his and tell him, “I love you, Mac.”

His eyes droop more, and I know he’s going to pass out any minute, but before he does he murmurs, “Love you, Pix.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and send a silent prayer that he’ll be okay. I also thank the Lord that Jaxon and Nick came when they did. I can’t think about what would have happened if they hadn’t.

“The cops and an ambulance are on the way,” Jaxon says from behind me. When I turn to look at him, he must see the worry and devastation written all over my face.

He squats down beside me and takes me in his arms. I bury my face against his chest and clutch his shirt as tears fall fast and freely down my face.

“He’ll be okay, Mia. The drugs just need to wear off,” he says quietly against my hair. “I assume he was given Rohypnol again?”

I try to pull myself together, but it’s so hard when the man I love with every fiber of my being is lying against the wall, passed out from drugs.

“I think so, but I’m worried they gave him too much. I also think they gave him something to… make him… stay hard.” I can barely get the words out without ripping from Jaxon’s arms and going after Tessa again.

“Fuck,” Jaxon hisses and tightens his arms around me, as if he knows my internal struggle. I can also feel the anger radiating off him. His body is stiff, but there’s a slight tremor as well.

Off in the distance, the sound of sirens reaches us. I break away from Jaxon and move back to Mac’s side. I lean my shoulder against the wall beside him and get as close as I can. Leaning my head down on his shoulder and resting one of my hands on his stomach, feeling the up-and-down motion of him breathing, we all wait for the cops and ambulance to show up.
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Mac

Her loyalty…

IWAKE TO THE FEELING of drums going off in my head. It literally feels like there’s a kid in there with his brand new drum set pounding away on the sides of my skull. There’s not an ounce of moisture in my mouth, and my stomach feels like someone is doing somersaults in there. However, the warmth I feel at my side and the smell assaulting my nose makes me one of the luckiest bastards in the world.

I crack open my eyes, and just as I knew she would be, Mia is curled up beside me on the hospital bed. Her forehead is flush against my upper arm. She has one arm and one leg thrown over the top of mine. Her breathing is even against my arm, and I know she’s sleeping.

My shoulder hurts like shit, but I gently reach with my free arm, so as not to wake her, and notice my wrist wrapped in a bandage. There’s a slight twinge of pain under the bandage, but I ignore it as I run my fingers through her black-and-red hair. It’s soft and silky, and I could run my fingers through it all day. She breathes out a sigh and wiggles her little nose. I’ve always thought of Mia as my little pixie with her small frame and features. With her spiky haircut, she solidified my vision.

Mia starts to shift beside me, and I watch as her eyes flutter open. She lifts her head and it takes her a minute to realize that I’m looking back at her. I’m a little leery of her reception of me. After all, the last time I was awake, a naked Tessa was on my lap as Shady violated Mia. Obviously, she would be worried about me, but concern for my well-being and wanting to continue our relationship after seeing something like that are two different things. I know she won’t hold it against me, but it would be hard for anyone to get over something like that.

“Mac,” she breathes.

I lift up onto an elbow so I’m looming over her and trail my finger down her face. She watches me with eyes raw with pain. I don’t know if that’s pain for me, pain on her part, or if it’s pain from the situation we were in earlier. Either way, I don’t like the look. It’s a look that should never cross her face.

“How are you doing?” I ask her, because I need to know that she’s okay. I need to know that we’re okay.

“Why are you asking me that?” She takes the hand I was using to trace her face and places it over her heart. I feel the rapid beat inside. “I should be asking you that. It was you who had your heart ripped out and stomped on.”

Fuzzy memories of what Shady and Tessa told us come rushing in, and I feel the pain start to seep in. I close my eyes and lean my forehead against Mia’s as I remember Shady telling me T isn’t my son. The bittersweet memory of Tessa telling me we never had sex is something I’m not sure how I feel about. Of course, I’m relieved to know Tessa never had her shit wrapped around my dick, but because of that there is proof T isn’t mine.

It doesn’t matter though. I don’t care that T doesn’t share my blood—well I guess technically he does because he’s Shady’s son and Shady is my brother, but I don’t care. No matter what, T will always be mine. Fuck Shady, he can’t have him. I’ll fight to my dying breath to ensure that Shady has nothing to do with him. And I know damn good and well that Shady will fight for him, even though he admitted himself that he doesn’t want him. No, he’ll fight me just for the simple fact that I love T.

But then again, Shady should be spending a lot of fucking time in jail for everything he and Tessa have done. If he’s alive that is. One of my last memories is of Shady lying on the floor in a puddle of his own blood. I personally hope the fucker bled to death and was in a lot of pain while he did. However, I’m pissed I never got the chance to get my hands on him myself.

I open my eyes and look down at Mia. She’s watching me with heartache and distress plastered all over her face.

“I’ll be fine. Yes, it hurts, but I’ll get through it. We’ll get through it. I don’t give a shit what Shady and Tessa said. That boy will always be mine.” I cup the side of her face and lean down to put my lips on hers for a gentle kiss.

“Now, what I need to know is if you’re okay? What that sick fuck was doing to you—” Mia stops me by placing her finger over my mouth. I have no doubt that my eyes are flaring with hatred. Remembering what he did to Mia causes my body to go rigid on top of hers and my hands to ball into fists. Fists I so desperately want to use to rip Shady to shreds.

“I’m fine, too, Sheriff. Jaxon and Nick got to us before he could really hurt me.”

I roll to my side and crush Mia into my arms. The enormity of how much worse it could have been runs through my mind. Never in my life have I felt so helpless, felt less than a man. There was nothing I could do to stop Shady from hurting her and the guilt from that weighs heavily on me.

“I’m so sorry, Pix.” I tell her. “I’m so damn sorry I couldn’t stop him. I’m sorry that you had to see Tessa do that shit to me.”

Mia rears back from me, horror and anger mixed, replacing the pain on her face from earlier.

“That is one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard, Mackai Weston!” She hisses at me and brings her face closer to mine. “Don’t you dare feel sorry for any of this. You tore a fucking muscle and tendon in both your arms and damn near pulled both arms out of their sockets trying to get to me. Have you seen your wrists? They were rubbed so raw that the bone was showing, Mac. Shady and Tessa used triple what a normal dose of Rohypnol was.” Tears start falling from her eyes, dripping down onto my chest. I can’t stand to see her like this so I pull her into my arms, burying her face against my neck. “I can’t… you can’t… oh God, Mac, I was so scared, but there was nothing either of us could do.”

I hold her as she cries against my neck, soaking my hospital gown. Fuck, I hate hospitals. I know what she says is true but I still can’t help but feel like I failed her somehow. There should have been something I could have done. Something more I could have done to catch Shady before that night.

I look over at the door when it opens to see Jaxon and Nick walk in. Mia pulls back from me, quickly wiping her eyes. When she goes to get up off the bed, I pull her back down, wincing from the pain in my shoulder. She sends me a worried look and settles back down. I reach for the cup of water on the little tray beside us, but she gets to it before me and hands it over. I take a sip and hand it back to her.

“How are the arms?” Jaxon asks, as he steps up to the bed.

“Sore, but I’ll live.”

Shoving his hands into his pockets, he nods. “Mom and Levi are out in the waiting room,” Jaxon tells Mia.

“Your parents and T are out there also, Mac. I wanted to come see you first and let you know that Shady is in critical condition. He had internal bleeding on his brain. They had to go in to relieve the pressure. They’re still waiting to see if he wakes up and the extent of the damage.”

My only response is a grunt. If it weren’t for the fact that Jaxon would probably be charged with murder if Shady doesn’t make it, then I would wish to hell that he never woke up.

“Shady pulled a knife on Jaxon and went after him with it. I saw it happen. So, if he doesn’t wake up, Jaxon is clear of murder charges. It would be self-defense,” Nick says, walking up beside Jaxon.

I look at both Jaxon and Nick, looking for the truth in Nick’s words. They both look back at me with steady eyes, giving nothing away. When I bring my eyes to Mia’s, she’s not looking at me; instead she’s looking at her brother. I decide that I don’t give a shit. Whatever the truth is, Jaxon is covered.

“In that case, I hope the bastard dies in his sleep, quietly suffering in his own head,” I tell no one in particular. “What about Tessa?” I ask, my voice hard.

A look like pride appears on Jaxon’s face as he looks at Mia. I vaguely remember Mia in her bra and panties sitting on top of Tessa, beating the shit out of her.

“She didn’t fare as badly as Shady, but it was close. You should have seen Mia, Mac. I had to pull her away, or I have no doubt she’d be right next to Shady,” Jaxon says, his lips twitching.

“Shouldn’t have pulled me off her,” Mia mutters beside me. “The bitch deserved more.”

I pull her closer to me and kiss the top of her head.

Nick speaks next. “She’s here, but her injuries aren’t bad. As soon as they release her, she’s going to jail. There’s an officer stationed outside her and Shady’s rooms.”

That makes me feel better. I wouldn’t put it past Tessa or Shady to try and escape. Of course, from what Jaxon said, Shady won’t be going anywhere for a while. Thank fuck for that.

“Mia told us what Shady and Tessa told you both. I’m sorry man,” Jaxon says, after a few minutes.

I flex my hands at my sides, trying to relieve some of the tension there when Jaxon brings up the fucked-up situation with T.

I don’t really want to talk about it yet, but I tell Jaxon the same thing I told Mia, “I doesn’t matter. T will always be mine.”

Again, Jaxon nods, not surprised at my answer.

“How did you find us?” I ask Jaxon and Nick.

“It was actually Jesse,” Nick says. “When I made it to your house, the door was open. I tried calling your phone, but there was no answer. I must have gotten there right after Mia was taken. I called dispatch to find out if they heard from you and told them what happened. I called Jaxon and explained shit to him as well. Another deputy and I went to the old barn. Saw your truck and knew something happened to you as well. We started gathering people together to look for you both. About thirty minutes later, Jesse called. He was coming back from town after visiting a girl he’s seeing. He knew the situation with Shady and Tessa. Said he thought he saw Shady’s truck outside an old house right outside town. Jaxon and I hauled ass over there. You know the rest.”

We’re all quiet for a few minutes, lost in thought. If it weren’t for Jesse driving by, there’s no telling what might have happened, but I have no doubt it would have been much worse. I owe Jesse big time.

“We’re going to go so Maryann, Sam, and T can come in,” Jaxon tells me, and then looks at Mia. “You want Mom and Levi to come in, or do you want to go out and talk to them? She’s pretty upset, so I don’t think I can hold her off from seeing you.”

Before Mia can answer, I tell Jaxon, “Let them come in.” No way am I letting Mia out of my sight. She’s staying right here beside me.”

He nods and leans over to give Mia a kiss on the cheek. Nick does the same, and then they both walk out.

I roll toward Mia and gather her as tight in my arms as I can get her, the pull on my sore muscles nowhere near stopping me. There’s a big chance I could have lost her tonight, and I need to feel as much of her as I can. She wraps both her arms around me tightly as well, as if she’s thinking the same thing as me.

Now I have the heartbreaking task of telling my mom that the man who tried hurting, and possibly killing, her son and Mia is the same person she gave up when he was a baby. I have no idea how she’s going to take the news, but I know it’s going to be hard. It’s going to hurt, and it makes me want to hunt down Shady and finish the job Jaxon started. That’s one regret I will always have, that I never got the chance to take Shady down myself.

I also have to make the decision on whether I should tell T I’m not his real dad. I don’t really see the benefit of telling him yet, but I don’t want it to come out from somewhere else. I’ll talk to Mia later about it and get her opinion.

I lean my head back from Mia. “I don’t want to tell my mom yet. Let’s wait until we get home and away from here.”

She looks at me with understanding. “Okay.”

I pull her back to me and we lie like this for several minutes. I breathe in her familiar scent and thank God Jesse was on that highway last night.
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MY MOM TOOK THE news of Shady just as I expected. She cried on my shoulder and then cried on Mia’s, and then on my dad’s.

For some asinine reason, she tried blaming herself for what happened. She said that if it wasn’t for her giving him up as a baby and him being raised how he was, then he wouldn’t have held such a grudge against me. I shut that shit down real quick.

“Mom, this is in no way your fault,” I say, holding her by the shoulders and making her look at me. “Yes, it’s terrible he grew up the way he did, but you couldn’t have known. Even if you did try to find him, there’s no way to know if you would have been successful. Shady made the choice to be like he is. Kids in abusive families have been known to grown up to be kind, successful, compassionate people. It’s up to them whether they want to be different from their parents.”

She looks from me to Mia, pain still evident in her eyes. Mia sees it and tries reassuring my mom as well. She reaches her hand out for my mom to take. “Maryann, you can’t blame yourself for this. I think Tessa’s obsession with Mac fueled Shady’s hatred. He saw his opportunity when we were younger to take his revenge. He knew how much Mac loved me, and I think he felt it was enough to take that happiness away from him. When Tessa told him she saw us getting close again, I think it brought it back. That’s the only explanation for why he never tried anything else in the past. Tessa used that against Shady, knowing what buttons to push.”

I love Mia with every ounce of my being. I never thought I could love her any more than what I already did, but what she says to my mom, trying to get her to let go of a guilt she shouldn’t feel, makes me love her even more.

Mia pulls her into her arms, and my mom cries against her shoulder. I just hope what we both said helps.

Even though it hurt to say it, and I secretly hope that my mom refuses, I tell her that I would understand if she wants to visit Shady. He is, after all, her oldest son.

With tears in her eyes, she tells me, “I’d like to go see him once. Just to explain things to him. After that, no. As much as it hurts to know that he had such a bad childhood, I can’t get over the fact that he hurt you both. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to get over that.”

I nod in understanding, praying that Shady doesn’t make this harder on her. I have a feeling it’s a wasted prayer though. I remember the way Shady acted when he spoke about our mom. I also have the feeling that when I find out he was an asshole to her, I’ll have to force myself not to go after him.
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A FEW DAYS LATER, we’re at the lake watching T swim. We showed him the swing, and he’s been at it ever since. I swear the damn kid was raised as an otter. He’d stay in the water all day if we let him. Mia and I both laugh where we sit on a blanket as T yells while doing a cannonball in the water.

My parents decided to stay a couple of weeks, instead of the few days they had originally planned. They’re at the house cooking dinner. We invited them along, but they both said they wanted to give us family time.

After talking to Mia, I decided to wait on telling T about Shady. The only people who know the truth are either in jail or are trusted family and friends. The truth coming out shouldn’t be an issue. We do plan on telling him, just not until he’s older and can understand better. We did tell him that his mom is in jail though. We didn’t give him the details, just that she did something bad. He took it well enough. Of course he was hurt, but he didn’t act too surprised, which pisses me off because that means the situation was more dire at home than I thought. No kid should be unaffected when they find out a parent is in jail.

Unfortunately, Shady woke up yesterday in the hospital, with no signs of brain damage. It may be wrong of me to wish he’d died in that hospital bed, but I don’t give a shit. You go through something like what Mia and I did, and you’d wish the same thing. I don’t care who you are. Shady will be in the hospital for a few more days, and then he’ll be released into police custody. Tessa is already there.

I’m sitting with my back against a tree with Mia between my legs. I have one of my arms wrapped around her waist and my other one wrapped around her neck with my hand on her opposite shoulder. She has her hands on my thighs, playing with the loose threads in the holes in my jeans.

I snuggle against her neck and nip her ear when I whisper, “I love you, Pix.”

A low moan leaves her lips, and she tips her head to the side. “Love you, too, Sheriff.”

I’ll never get tired of hearing her say that. For years, I thought I would never hear those words again, and now that I have, I know I can’t live without them. I’ll do anything I can, be anything I need to be, to ensure she loves me until her dying breath.

“You know I’m going to marry you, right?” I whisper in her ear.

A surprised laugh escapes her before she says cheekily, “Well, maybe. Depends on if you ask nicely or not.”

I run my nose up her neck and take a nibble. Using my arm around her neck, I pull her back farther against me. “There’s no maybe about it. Now that I have you, I’m never letting you go. Come hell or high water, you’ll be mine in every way possible.”

“Mmm… hmm…” She moans again. The sound has my dick hardening against her back. She wiggles a little when she feels it, causing me to grit my teeth.

Fuck! I need her. Too damn bad I can’t do anything about it right now.

She pushes my arms away from her and then turns around so she’s straddling me. I keep T in my peripheral vision, but look at Mia when she talks.

Leaning close, she says, “I want that more than anything, Mac. It’s all I ever wanted. You to be mine, and me to be yours. You were always my dream as a girl, and I didn’t realize it at the time, but you were my dream as a woman as well. I tried so hard for years to hate you, but I always knew deep down inside that I couldn’t. Even when I thought you betrayed me, I still loved you. I couldn’t admit it, hell, I don’t even think I knew it, but that love was still there, stronger than ever.” Cupping my face with her hands, she places a tender kiss on my lips before pulling back and finishing. “I would be honored and so very lucky to be your wife.”

I snatch her to me and give her a more demanding kiss. I pull back way to soon because we need to keep an eye on T.

“You’ve always been my dream too, Mia. From the time you kissed me by the lake that day, I knew you’d be mine forever. Even before that, I already had plans for us. I was just waiting for the right time. I guess you decided that day was the right time.” She laughs softly at that.

“I was so nervous. You have no idea how badly I was shaking.”

I gently swipe my finger across her cheek. “Oh, I felt you shaking, and it made me love you and want you even more. You took the courage, thought I was worth the chance, and I’ll thank God every day that you did.”

Still straddling me, she leans down and rests her head on my chest and murmurs, “Me too, Mac.”

I kiss the top of her head and look out over the water. T is still doing cannonballs off the cliff. I look over to the left and see the old wooden dock. This place will always hold a special meaning for me. It was where my life really began. Mia was my beginning. My life before her wasn’t bad, in fact, it was pretty damn good, but it wasn’t until Mia, and then T, that I really felt my heart beat. She and T were, still are, and always will be my reason for being.
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Epilogue


Five years later

Mac

Her everything…

IWALK WITH A SMILE on my face toward a very pregnant Mia. She’s seven months pregnant and more beautiful than ever. I chuckle to myself because I find myself thinking the same thing every day. And it’s true. Every day she gets more and more beautiful. I have no idea how it’s possible, but it is.

She’s wearing a white dress with tiny straps. There are little lavender flowers thrown here and there. The dress hugs her ample breasts and then flows over her round belly and legs. The white is a stark contrast to her natural tan and the colorful ink all over her arms, chest, and shoulders. On her feet she has on a pair of lavender sandals. She’s grown her midnight-black hair out the last several years, and it now goes to the middle of her back. I loved her pixie style, but her longer hair reminds me of a younger Mia. Not to mention, it’s a good handle to grab while I’m fucking her from behind.

I grow hard with just the thought of it and discreetly adjust my hardening cock.

Later, I tell myself.

T is standing beside Mia as I make my way toward them. They have become very close in the last five years. I think he considers Mia as more of his mom than his actual mother. He’s become extremely protective of her, especially since she became pregnant.

Tessa was sent to prison for five years, but got out at her four-year mark for good behavior. We never heard a word from her after she was released. I’m secretly grateful. I know it hurts T, but I feel he’s better off without her in his life.

We got a surprise letter in the mail a couple years ago informing us that Shady was killed in a prison brawl. My gratitude for that was not so secret. Mia feels the same. We still haven’t told T about Shady, but I know it’s about time we do.

“Hey there, Sheriff. What are you smiling for?” Mia asks when I’m standing in front of them.

“Just thinking how beautiful you look and how lucky I am,” I tell her, and bring her wrist to my lips.

She scoffs at me and rolls her eyes. “You’ve finally lost it, Mac, if you think this is beautiful,” she says, while sweeping her hand up and down her body. “But I will admit, you are pretty lucky.”

I bring her body as close to me as I can without squishing her stomach.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Pix. You carrying my baby makes you even more so.”

“Listen to him, Mia,” T says beside her. “All my friends think you’re hot as shit. They’re constantly asking to come over to the house just to see you.”

I look over at T and scowl. He just shrugs as if it’s no big deal. He better watch his little friends.

I look back down at Mia and ask her, “You ready?”

She plasters a huge smile on her face and nods quickly. “Yes,” she says with excitement.

I bend down and help her slip off her sandals. I turn with an arm around her waist, and the three of us walk toward the boardwalk that leads to the beach. It took us years to get here, but I’m finally taking my girl to see the ocean for the first time. We had to get special permission from her doctor saying it was okay to fly this late in her pregnancy. He agreed, but said he wanted her back within two weeks. We’re making the most of it and staying the whole time.

As we walk across the wooden planks and the beach comes into view, I look over at Mia and see such rapture on her face. Her eyes sparkle with enjoyment, and the biggest smile I’ve ever seen graces her face. It makes me feel like the king of the fucking world, giving this to her.

Mesmerized, she walks away from T and me, closer to the water. She looks down at the water as it rushes over her feet. She stops and throws her arms out to the sides and spins in a circle with her head thrown back, laughing, wind whipping through her hair.

I smile and look over at T. He’s watching Mia with his own smile. My boy has grown into a good-looking and honest young man. Because of the blood that Shady and I share, T carries some of my features. I know it’s because we get them from our mom, but I like to think it’s just T taking after me.

“She’s crazy,” T mutters, smile still in place.

“She is that,” I tell him. “But it’s a good kind of crazy. To see her like this makes me one lucky man. We’re both lucky, T.”

“Yeah, Dad, we sure are,” he says softly, already knowing how special Mia is.

We both stand there and watch as Mia takes in the beauty of the beach with such exuberant excitement. She looks so innocent and carefree standing there staring out at the ocean that I feel a pang in my chest. I used to ask myself how I got so lucky to have her. I’ve since stopped wondering, just accepting and cherishing every minute I have with her. I’ve learned that those answers aren’t out there. We’re with who we’re supposed to be with. Mia and I may have been separated for a while, but I now realize we were always meant to end up back together, because without us together, the world wouldn’t be right. Everything would be out of place and off center.

A world without Mia and me together wouldn’t be a world worth living in.
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Chapter One


Andrew

HAVE YOU EVER WANTED something so bad every muscle tenses and your body almost locks up with just the thought of having it? Your heart races, your palms sweat, your breathing escalates, and you feel a thousand tiny butterflies fluttering around in your stomach? You would do just about anything, say just about anything, be just about anything to get that one thing? You would take damn near anything out if it got in your way. And the thought of not getting it crushes your lungs so completely that it’s hard to draw in breath, sending shivers throughout your body, leaving you physically ill. You would no longer care if your lungs drew in life-saving oxygen or your heart pumped blood throughout your veins.

That was the way I felt when Chris first showed me the picture of her brother, Jase. I was completely and utterly transfixed by the man in the picture. I knew right then and there, at that very second of time as I stared at the most beautiful man I had ever seen, I would do anything to make him mine. I have no idea what drew me to him; I knew nothing about him, hell, he could be a total dick, but it didn’t matter. There was nothing anyone could do to stop me. It was inevitable and the solid truth.

I’m sure I probably bugged the shit out of Chris, and anyone else around, with the many times I asked her about him, or when he would be in Jaded Hollow. But I didn’t give a fuck. I was impatient. The need to see him in person was suffocating. I literally felt like I couldn’t breathe properly once she showed me that picture, and I knew I would get to meet the one man I would spend the rest of my life with.

I know it sounds crazy and irrational, but it was how I felt. Each time Chris told me the date was pushed back for whatever reason, I wanted to yank my hair out and throw a fit. Yes, a big grown man like myself with tats and piercings wanted to throw a fit like a fucking preschooler. And every time Chris revealed little snippets of the shit Jase had to put up with from his parents, I wanted to commit cold-blooded murder. Was it ridiculous? Absolutely. Did it make me seem crazy? Probably. Did I care? Fuck no.

For years I thought I’d found the man that I wanted forever. It didn’t matter he was about as unobtainable as becoming the president of the United States would be for Adolf Hitler. I coveted him in secret, knowing nothing would come of it. I wanted Jaxon Walker like a starved man wanted a big juicy steak. It hurt every time I saw him with a different woman, but I knew it was never meant to be. I think what hurt the most was the reason behind Jaxon and his women. He didn’t do it because he was looking for the right woman. He did it because of the pain he was going through because of a woman. I wanted to be there for him. I wanted him to choose me to comfort him, but I knew it would never happen. When Bailey came along, it didn’t hurt so bad. I knew from the beginning she was different. She was what Jaxon needed all along. It still hurt, but I was happy for them both.

“Hey sweetie, would you like a refill?” Jaxon and Mia’s grandmother, Maggie, asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

I look up at the woman the whole town has dubbed their Gram, and smile. “Yes ma’am. And can you add a slice of your apple crisp pie and bring me the check?”

She pats my cheek twice before refreshing my coffee and turning to get my slice of pie.

“Are you ever going to choose someone else’s dessert, Andy?” she asks, handing me the slice of heaven and the white slip of paper with my total.

An ache starts in my chest at the use of the nickname. She’s one of only two people I allow to use it. I’ve tried over the years to get her to stop, but it’s no use. Gram does what she wants. Not wanting to hurt her feelings, I’ve stopped trying, even though I feel a twinge every time she uses it. I let everyone believe I hate the name because it sounds like a girly gay name, but that’s not the true reason. Every time I’m called Andy it reminds me of a certain person who holds my heart. A person who very well may be unjustly wiped from the world. When that person calls me Andy, I can’t help the big grin that comes across my face. Hearing Andy from their lips is one of the sweetest things ever.

I grab the container of sugar and pour some in my coffee as I tell her, “You know I’ll never cheat on you with another dessert. Your desserts are the shit. Why would I want to try another?”

Every month customers submit desserts they want featured at Maggie’s Diner. A few are selected and put on the menu. At the end of the month there’s a vote to see whose was the best. The winner gets one free meal a day for the next month.

“Oh posh! You never give anyone’s a chance. You may like some more than mine,” Maggie says, unloading the drying rack.

“That may be so, but I don’t plan on finding out. I’ve eaten your desserts since I was little and I’ve never come across one I didn’t like. Sorry, Grams, but you’re stuck with me always choosing yours.” I give her a cheeky grin.

I dig in to the deliciousness before me and moan. Maggie just rolls her eyes and walks down to help another customer. I grin at her retreating back.

I hear the bell over the door jingle and turn to see who it is. Beautiful Bailey walks in first with her hair high on her head, a light pink diaper bag slung over her shoulder. The difference between the Bailey I first met and Bailey now is astounding. The old Bailey wouldn’t be caught dead showing off the scar that runs from the corner of her right eye to her ear. This Bailey is self-assured and knows the scar shows her strength. It shows her bravery and perseverance. It shows that even though you may be beaten down to your lowest, you can still get back up and fight. I am so proud of her, and I’m one lucky bastard to be able to call her friend.

Right on her heels is Jaxon, carrying a wide-awake and giggling Amari on his arm. The kid is as cute and sweet as a button, but my gaze is captured, like always, by Jaxon. Jaxon would slaughter me if he knew the fantasies I’ve had of him. I feel my dick twitch in my jeans, remembering some of them.

I pull my eyes away from Jaxon and see Chris walking in next. Every time I see the woman I want to squeeze her neck. I feel this way because of all the help she’s given Bailey over the years, when no one else was there for her. Chris is a very special person.

She has a huge grin on her face and I wonder why. I get my answer when the last person steps through the door. My eyes zero in on the one person it seems like I’ve waited my entire life to meet. The one man who has my blood pumping erratically every time I look at his now-worn picture. The man who has my breath catching and my body locking tight to keep me in my seat, because I don’t want to scare him off by approaching and stealing him away.

Fuck!

Chris didn’t tell me he was coming today. Today, of all days, is not a good day. I have to leave and there’s no way I can get out of it.

Motherfucker!

Instead of finishing my pie and paying my bill like I need to, I sit there and take in all that is Jase in the flesh. How is it possible he looks even better in person? I thought he was perfect in the picture, but the man standing across the diner? This man is so damn perfect it almost hurts my eyes.

He’s tall, not as tall as Jaxon or me, but still tall. Just like in the picture, he has his gorgeous dark-blonde hair in a low messy ponytail. I want to yank the band out and run my fingers through it, grab a handful and hold his head while I take his lips with mine. I bet his stubble would feel heavenly against my skin. The white t-shirt he’s wearing molds to his chest, showing off the muscles beneath the material. His arms have multiple tattoos. Not sleeves, but there are definitely more than just a few. The faded jeans he has on hang low on narrow hips and I’m sure will showcase his ass perfectly. I can’t see his eyes, something that’s bugged the shit out of me from the moment I first laid eyes on his picture, because he has on a pair of dark shades.

I take a deep breath and feel my lungs expanding more than they have in a long time. The whole of Jase in the flesh is so much more than I thought. My fingers itch to touch him. My lips tingle to taste him. My nose twitches to take in his scent. My eyes gobble up every inch of him. My ears strain to hear his voice. And my fucking dick stiffens, trying to lead me to him.

All four of them stand there for a minute, looking around, trying to find a spot to sit. As it’s still the morning rush, there aren’t too many places. Bailey sees me first, sitting there drooling like an animal over prey. She nudges Chris on the shoulder and points to me. I see this out the corner of my eye, as there’s no way can I take my eyes off Jase.

They make their way through the crowded diner toward me. I watch Jase’s swagger, which makes my dick jump even more. He hasn’t noticed me yet, so I have a few extra seconds to watch him.

I take a quick look at the others. Chris’s smile gets bigger the closer they get. Bailey’s lips tip up into a smile as well. Jaxon has a smirk on his. They all know of my obsession with Jase.

Finally, fucking finally, Jase sees me. He flips up his glasses to rest on top of his head, and I’m nearly knocked off my fucking stool at my first glimpse of his eyes. They are the clearest blue I’ve ever seen, and suck me in immediately. It takes damn near every bit of strength to pull mine away and look at Chris.

Chris stops right in front of me, almost bouncing on her heels in excitement. The girl is a complete loon, but I still love her. Bailey’s on her right side, with Jaxon and Amari behind her. Jase steps next to Chris and a light smell of the ocean hits me. My eyes flicker to him before I forcefully bring them back to Chris.

“Hey, Chris, Bailey, and Jaxon.” I look at each of them as I say their names, then back at Jase and rake my eyes all over him, not in the least bit hiding my interest, before saying, “Hey there, baby.”

By the way his body jerks, I can tell he’s taken aback by my comment, but he recovers quickly, tipping his chin up in greeting.

“Hi, Andrew,” Bailey says in her sweet innocent voice.

Jaxon gives a chin lift, trying to catch Amari’s hands that are grabbing at her mom’s hair.

“Hey, Andrew!” Chris says in a chirpy voice. “What are you up to today?”

I narrow my eyes at her. What in the hell is she doing? She knows I’ve been waiting weeks to meet her brother. The little twat is making me suffer, and she’s enjoying watching me do it. If she doesn’t stop this shit, I’ll introduce myself. I’m sure as shit not shy and can take care of it myself, but I’m trying to play it cool. He doesn’t need to know that I already know who he is and have been waiting on tenterhooks for him to get here. That may freak him out just a bit.

With a tight voice, I tell her, “Not a lot. I’m leaving to go out of town in a few minutes. Got business to take care of.”

Jase shifts beside Chris and another wave of ocean hits me. I grip the back of the stool and the counter tightly. I’m about to open my mouth when Chris finally puts me out of my misery.

“Aww… that’s too bad,” she says with fake sadness. “I wanted you to meet my brother, Jase, and ask if you wanted to have breakfast with us.”

Through gritted teeth, I tell her, “Well, maybe if you had given me a heads-up I would have, honey, but since you didn’t, I’ve already had breakfast.”

Enough of this bullshit. I turn my head to Jase and hold out my hand, excitement running through me at the thought of finally touching him.

“Hey, Jase. I’m Andrew.”

He eyes me for a second before he lifts his hand and places it in mine. The shock is instant and strong. Sizzles run up my arm as I grip his hand tightly. He has a firm grip and his hand is rough. I bet that shit would feel good gliding along my body.

I don’t ever want to let go, but I know I need to. After holding on a few seconds longer than necessary, I reluctantly pull my hand back.

“Hey. What’s up?” he says with a head jerk.

At his question, my head automatically turns down to my lap, which incidentally has something very up in it. My first instinct is to tell him my dick is up, but Chris jabs me in the stomach before the words have the chance to come out.

“Don’t you dare, Andrew,” Chris says, glaring at me.

Giving her a flirty grin, I fake innocence, when we both know damn good and well nothing I was just thinking was innocent. “What? I haven’t done anything.”

“You know what,” she hisses at me.

Chuckling, I turn my attention to Jase, knowing it will be my new favorite thing to do: having my attention on Jase.

“How long are you going to be here in Jaded Hollow?” I ask, hoping his answer is going to be “forever.”

“Not sure yet. Gonna check the place out first, and then I’ll decide,” he responds, his voice sending shivers down my back.

I seriously need to check myself. I’m on the edge of my seat wanting to jerk him to me, and I know I can’t do that, which goes against everything that is me. I’m not used to holding my feelings or actions in. Everyone in town knows I’m the type of person who says what’s on his mind. I’m a fun-loving guy who likes to make people laugh. Normally, except with Jaxon, I never hide when I want something. To not give in to the urge to make my feelings about Jase known to him is killing me, but I promised Chris I would keep it to a minimum. What’s even worse is Jase’s reaction to me, which is nothing. No spark in his eye, no tightening of his body, no abnormal breathing, just nothing.

I want him to react to me. I want him to notice me. I want him to see me as a potential lover.

“Let me know if you need someone to show you around.”

Another chin lift and a, “Will do,” are the only reply I get.

I’m frustrated, so I turn to face the rest of the small group. “What are you all up to today?”

It’s Jaxon’s deep voice that answers. “Just showing Jase a few places. We’re headed over to Chris’s next to settle him in. He’ll be staying there until he decides if he wants to stay. Then headed down to the bar.”

Chris lives in Bailey’s old place, which is right above Jaxon’s Pub. Bailey wasn’t there long before she and Jaxon got together, and when Chris moved here to be closer to her friend, she decided to take it over. It’s small and cramped, definitely not enough room for two people to live in. An idea forms in my head, and I turn back to Jase.

“Let me know if you decide to stay. I have an extra room at my place that’s empty.” The idea of him in my space gets my blood flowing and almost has my eyes rolling back in my head. I can’t help the needy look I know is written all over my face.

“Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

I glance down at my watch and see that I need to leave or I’m going to be late. I hate leaving when I just met him, but what I need to do is important. It doesn’t just involve me, but others. Others that I can’t and won’t let down.

I get up from my stool. “I’ve got to go.” To Chris and Bailey, I ask, “Will y’all be at the bar later?”

Please say yes, please say yes. Shit, I’m pathetic.

“Jaxon and I will be there. His mom’s gonna watch Amari for me so I can hang out,” Bailey says.

“We’ll be there as well,” Chris answers, wrapping her arm through Jase’s and leaning on him. “I want Jase to see where I work part-time and get the feel of the place since it’s a focal point of town.”

I barely contain myself from jumping up and down like a five-year-old at Christmas. I’m on shift tonight, along with Mia. Even if I wasn’t though, I’d still be there. I want to be wherever Jase is going to be. I want to get to know him and him me. I want him to see the real me, not the person standing in front of him, biting his tongue. To do that, he needs to be around me and my friends in a comfortable setting. Jaxon’s is the perfect place for that.

I look around for Maggie to pay for my meal and see she’s busy with a customer. I pull out my wallet and throw money on the counter, more than enough to pay for my breakfast and leave a tip. I turn back to Bailey and reach down to place a soft kiss against her lips. “I’ll see you all later.”

I then lean over her shoulder to do the same with Amari, tickling her side in the process, causing her to giggle and kick her little legs. When I pull back, I glance at Jaxon and see the pierced eyebrow is raised. He’s waiting for my usual flirtatious move to try to get a kiss from him.

“Sorry buddy, not today,” I tell him with a wink. He just rolls his eyes and shifts Amari around in his arms.

My lips tip up, and I turn to face Chris, who is still leaning on Jase. Leaning down, I kiss her lips as well. This may seem strange to some, but it’s just who I am. I’m very open about my feelings, and these two ladies have come to mean a lot to me. When I pull back from Chris, I look her straight in the eye and say, “Thank you.” She smiles and nods.

I stand to my full height and take in Jase one more time before I have to leave. His brows are puckered and it looks like he’s concentrating on something important. His eyes shift from mine to Chris and then back.

“It was nice meeting you, Jase,” I tell him with a sexy smirk. To the others I say, “I’ll see you tonight at Jaxon’s.”

After “good-byes” and “see you laters,” I walk toward the door, forcing myself to not look back. It takes everything I have in me.

Jase is so much more than I expected. No, I still don’t really know him, but from what Chris has said about him he seems like a good guy. I’m really looking forward to getting to know him. I just hope I can calm my raging body enough to do so before I turn him off me.
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