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Description: “Here comes Trouble!” Colton took one look at the
stripper on stage and knew that was exactly what Vida was, trouble.
He had no desire to succumb to the young woman tantalizing men
with her provocative movements and killer body with no intention of
satisfying their fantasies. Fresh out of prison, his tattoo shop and
getting rid of an aggravating ex were his first priorities, not a woman
who should know better than to become involved in a situation that
could get her killed.

Vida will do anything to save her friend’s life, even if it includes
stripping on stage and doing lap dances in the VIP room under her
stage name Trouble. All the sensuous moves were just an illusion to
gain the information she needed, even if it meant the men who
watched thought she would keep the promises her body was making.

Forced to sift through lies and betrayals, Colton discovers a woman
who is as loving as she is loyal, but won't give him a chance. Vida,
who tries to ignore the escalating passion between them, learns the
hard way that some men shouldn’t be teased...
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Prologue

“Close door one, open door two.” Colton could hear the cold voice over the
loudspeaker as he watched the doors open in order, knowing it was leading to his
freedom.

Taking a deep breath of fresh air, he walked through the metal gate into the parking
lot of “The Grange” where several cars were waiting to pick up the newly released
prisoners. The maximum-security prison, where he had served his punishment
decreed by the court, held hardened criminals. Serving three of his five-year sentence
had been hard, but now it was over.

Colton took another deep breath, catching sight of the car waiting for him. King had
said he would have someone waiting, however only a sadistic son of a bitch would
send the same woman responsible for his incarceration. Tessa stood in her shorts and
tank top, leaning against her car. If she didn't get back in the car, one of the other
men being released would be going back in before he truly had his freedom back.

“Get in the car, Tessa, you' re showing enough ass to get yourself in trouble,” Colton
ordered.

Tessa made a face before diding back inside the mustang. Colton opened the car
door, ignoring Hank-the-Y ank giving him the thumbs up, his greedy eyes till trying

to gaze at Tessa through the car windows.

“Why are you here?’ Colton asked through gritted teeth while getting into the car.



“Now is that any way to say hello after al this time, Colton? | missed you. When
King said you needed aride, | volunteered.” Tessa' s overly cheerful voice grated on
his nerves.

“l don't need any favors from you.” Colton stared out the window, watching the
scenery as it passed by. He wanted out of the tight confines of the car with her
cloying perfume filling his senses.

Three years without a woman underneath him had been torture. However Tessa
gitting next to him had no effect other than making him want to put down the
window. King was smart; he had every intention of luring Colton into working for
him. Sending Tessa was his reminder that Colton owed him afavor.

This time King's manipulations wouldn’t work. Prison had taught him a hard lesson.
Y ou had two choices; clean up your shit or keep going down that never-ending road
until you were alifer and died behind those walls.

Colton had learned his lesson. He had no intention of going back.

“You look good. You clean?’

Tessa heard the question in his voice. “I am. Been clean since rehab.” Her fingers
tightened on the steering wheel. “1 told you | would get clean and | have.”

Colton nodded his head, not saying anything more. He had given her a chance; it was
good to know she had been smart enough to useiit.

“l never got the paperwork,” Colton said coldly.

“l thought we would wait and see how we felt after you got out. | don't want a
divorce,” Tessa said softly, looking at him from the corner of her eye.



“1 told you to take care of it, you didn't, so now I'll take care of it myself,” Colton
informed her.

“Colton, giveit sometime. Let's—" Tessa started to protest.

“Tessa, our marriage was over when | found out you were selling pussy to feed that
habit of yours. You aimost destroyed my business and you put me in prison. | think
our marriage is pretty much in the shitter.” Colton’s voice left no doubt he hadn’t
forgiven her during histimein prison.

“The business is good, Colton. Reverend has been doing the ink. I’ ve gotten pretty
good at giving tats and piercings. We even pierce cock now.” She took her eyes off
the road to grin at him, ignoring his harsh words.

“Yeah? That's one job | won’'t be taking off your hands.” Colton’s eyes returned to
gazing out the window.

Tessa laughed. “Now that we have you back, Green Dragon Tats will rake in even
more cash. No one has your skill.”

Colton hadn’'t missed Tessa during his incarceration, but he had missed his shop. He
had begun learning how to tattoo when he had picked up the ink machine for the first
time at sixteen. His natural talent for drawing had found a useful tool and had
unfolded, merging with the ink machine until he had become known for the work he
did. He had scraped enough cash together to open a small shop. It wasn't in the
greatest area of town, yet he was where he needed to be to get the customers that
wanted histats.

It was the best choice he ever made and the worst. The clients and money had come
in a steady supply, providing him with large sums of money for the first time in his
life. It had aso given Tessa access to those who would supply her with coke for her



ever-increasing need. Colton had tried to put a stop to it when he found out, but was
too late.

He found himself in prison after King had managed to warn him in time that a drug
bust was going down. Colton had succeeded in getting there just in time to pretend
the buy was for him, which had earned Tessa a stint in rehab and him a five-year
prison sentence. He would still be there if his parole hadn’t been approved.

Technically, he owed King a favor, and unfortunately, King was not a man you
wanted to owe favors to. Colton wouldn’'t feel truly free until the favor had been
repaid.

The drive took over an hour and, by the time Tessa pulled up in front of the apartment
King had rented for him, he felt like he was going to pull his hair out. Colton could
only marvel at his stupidity for marrying Tessa; her voice was grating on his nerves
so badly he wanted to yell at her to shut the fuck up.

Tessa started to get out of the car after pulling into an empty parking spot.

“Give methe key.” Colton held out his hand for the keysto the apartment.

“l was...

" Her voice turned seductive. It was obvious what she thought was going to transpire.
It wasn't going to happen, though.

“Just tell me where the apartment is and I’ll take it from here. | don’t need you to
hold my hand.” Colton put an end to her maneuvering.

Tessa's lips tightened, but she still reached into her purse. “We have business to
discuss.”



“Nothing that we can’t talk about in the morning when | show up at the shop,” Colton
said grimly, holding out his hand. Tessa placed two sets of keys and a cell phone in
the palm of his hand.

“Apartment 3G.” She pointed towards a large building. “Y our bike is over there on
the end. King had one of his boys bring it over this morning.”

Colton didn’t give her another word as he stepped out of the car. He was about to
close the door when she told him what he already knew.

“King said rest a couple of hours then come and see him.” She couldn’t even meet his
eyes Now.

Colton slammed the car door, not bothering to go up to the empty apartment. Instead,
he went to his bike. Climbing on, he turned on the motor and listened for several
seconds before backing it out of the parking space and turning his bike in the
direction of King's bar. He was going to see King and get it out of the way. Once he
found out what King wanted, he could put the mess of hislife back in order.

Chapter One

“1 want to see King,” Colton told the bouncer standing in the doorway. The impassive
bouncer talked into the headphonein his ear.

“Corner booth.” Backing up, he let Colton through the doorway.
Colton could see that King had changed the décor since he was last there. The booths
had been replaced with leather couches and tables, leaving one booth to remain in the

room; the one in the back corner.

Passing through a maze of tables, he ignored the faces of King's customers, al



focused on the stripper dancing on the stage. Colton kept his eyes from her. As soon
as he left here, he would make a few phone calls until he found a woman willing to
take care of the need driving his body. Colton, who had begun having sex when he
was thirteen and had a ready supply by the time he was sixteen, had just suffered
through the last three years with nothing. It had been torturous.

“King.” Colton stood in front of the table, facing the man who had helped him save
Tessa from jail time. He wasn't looking forward to paying back the favor. King had
waited three years for his repayment; fucker wasn’t even giving him a day of freedom

before calling in his marker.

“Colton, have a seat.” King sat with a whiskey in front of him. “You look good. |
thought you would look half-starved.”

He had actually gained a few pounds in prison, using his free time to work out and
sculpt hislean frame into pure muscle.

“1 heard you didn’t have too hard of atime,” King queried.

“You know | didn’'t. You kept me loaded on the commissary so | could trade for shit.
Even heard that you put out the word not to touch me.” Colton let King know he was
aware of how big a debt he owed.

King shrugged, neither admitting nor denying the rumor.

“What do you want King?’ Colton decided to come to the point.

King's eyes narrowed as he leaned back in the booth. “I need you to watch over a
woman for me.”

“Why do you need me to do that? You have enough men working for you that are



more capable than me,” Colton looked pointedly around the room at King's men.
Hell, the bouncer at the door would be the only protection anyone would need.

“1t’ s the dancer on the stage.”

Colton’ s eyes reluctantly went to the stage. Under the lights he saw a brunette woman
that had him gripping the table. She was fucking gorgeous with her long, shapely legs
and perfect breasts under the see-through, black, flimsy dress that stopped at the top
of her thighs. The dress was completely sheer, alowing every man in the room to see
her luscious breasts. A tiny black patch over her pussy was the only thing hidden
from view. She turned her back to the audience, showing an ass that made his already

hardening cock thicken behind his jeans.

“Who the fuck is that?’ Colton could already envision himself driving his dick into
her pussy while those long legs wrapped around his waist.

“That isVida, she's Goldie s daughter.”

Colton’s cock deflated. “Fuck.” She was younger than she looked on the stage. The
lights and heavy make-up made her appear older.

King took adrink of hiswhiskey, satisfied with his reaction.

“She old enough to be working for you?’ Colton questioned.

“She's twenty-three; a senior at WL U, getting a computer science degree.”

“Why is she working for you? To pay her tuition?’ Colton asked in disgust. Not for
the young girl, but towards King for hiring her.

King's lips thinned further, his hand tightening on his glass.



“Watch yourself, Colton. I’m giving you a certain amount of leeway because | want
you to do this favor for me, but as you said yourself, | do have other options.”

Colton hit back hisretort. “What is she shaking her titties for then? | would think that
even you wouldn’'t want Goldie' s daughter on that stage. She would turn over in her
graveif she knew her kid was working for you.”

“l agree. That's where you come in. | can only offer a certain amount of protection
when she's not at the club. When she is here, | can’t show favoritism among the
women. She is expected to perform the same jobs as the other women. If you take
her, then she will be safe without having to use me as protection and as you said, stop
shaking her titties.”

Fuck, Colton looked back toward the stage at the young woman dancing. She looked
like her mother except for the hair. The natural sultriness that she had seemed to
inherit in spades was driving the men nuts. Goldie had been one of King’'s strippers
when he had first started in the business. Colton had been a randy twenty-year-old
when he had seen her on the stage. There hadn’t been a man breathing who could
look at Goldie and not want her, she had been that gorgeous. She had earned her stage
name because she had a heart of gold. Anyone who said that strippers were cold-
hearted had never met Goldie. It was a fucking shame her daughter was on that stage.

King and Goldie had grown up together. Colton, who had aso grown up in the same
poor neighborhood, had at first thought that King was in love with Goldie, but
quickly realized his assumption was wrong when Goldie started stripping. King was
just beginning his rise to power, but he was a possessive bastard. If Goldie had been
his, she would never have been stripping for money.

“Who are you protecting her from?’ Colton asked curiously.

King took another drink of hiswhiskey before replying, “Digger.”



“Fuck.” Digger ran the biggest prostitution ring in the country. His girls serviced the
higher-end clients—everyone from movie stars to rocks stars—but when they were
done, the girls disappeared for good. Colton was sure they were sold off to some
pervert.

King ran a clean house, while Digger didn’t care; often keeping the women addicted
to drugs to keep them in line. The police couldn’t catch the slimy bastard, yet they
had managed to lock him away for arelatively minor score. Fucking justice.

“Yeah, he managed to get his hands on a friend of hers and he plans to keep her. |
need to find something he wants more than her. Until | do, he isn't too happy with
Vida for going to the cops. He will either try to snatch her or shut her up. Either way,
Vidais going to bein aworld of pain.”

Colton agreed. Dammit, if it had been anyone else, Colton would have done it
without hesitation and enjoyed himself in the process. Taking another look at Vida
and her fucking long legs tore at his conscience. No way could he bring himself to
touch her. Having just got out of prison, he was about to explode he wanted a woman
underneath him so badly, but now he was going to have this young girl in close
proximity until King could find away to help her friend.

“Who'sthe friend?’ Sick to his gut, he already knew before the name passed King's

tight lips.

“Sawyer.”

Everyone in the neighborhood would often see the girls playing together when they
were younger, growing closer as they grew older. His mother had lived in the same
neighborhood as the girls so, when he visited his mother, he would often see them
outside.



The building his mother had lived in had been marginaly better than some of the
others, but the one the girls had lived in had been the worst. He had hardly ever been
there between work and play, yet no one could miss the little girls playing on the
playground, their giggles always drawing attention. Sawyer, Vida and Callie drove
everyone crazy with their escapades, getting away with their antics many times
without their mothers’ knowledge. Even now, Colton smiled, remembering a few of
the stories his mother had told him.

“You going to help me out?’

“Do | have achoice?’ Colton asked, his voice tight.

“Not if you want to consider your debt paid,” King answered with araised brow.

“Then it seems | have a new roommate,” Colton said, watching Vida approach their
table.

The lights are bright tonight, Vida thought. King must have had one of his men
change the bulbs. She went down in a squat with the pole between her legs and the
men’s yellsincreased. Blanking their voices from her mind, she wished she had taken
one of the pills that Sherri had promised would relax her, but Vida was determined
not to fall down that road. She had enough problems without adding drugs to the mix.

Coming to her feet and dancing to the edge of the stage, she came close enough for
the men to begin putting cash in the string that went around her waist. At least he
allowed her to cover her front, leaving her ass and breasts exposed.

The fingers that shoved a twenty into her string tried to grab her ass, but Vida
shimmied over to the next man who was waiting with a twenty. In the bright lights,
she tried to make out the ones holding the larger denomination bills, going to them
and bending down in a squat for them to put the bills on her. She had learned within



the first two days to not look at the faces, to just stare at the money. It gave her
enough strength to make it to the next man waiting his turn.
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Thankfully, Vida heard her music come to an end. Standing up and hating what she
was about to do, she gave her breasts an extra jiggle before turning and exiting the
stage.

Sherri was up next, waiting behind the curtain in a silky pink robe. Her music started
the second Vida disappeared behind the curtain.

“King wants to see you before you get changed.”

“Thanks.” Vida swallowed hard. She had hoped to get done on time today. She
needed to get some lab time in before the grades were due otherwise, unless she had
twenty hours logged lab time, she wouldn’t get a grade.

Vida went outside to the bar area, making her way to the booth at the back of the
room. She had noticed when she had come out to dance that he was sitting in his
private booth. King sat there every night during the first few shows, judging the
women'’s routines, surveying the crowds and removing customers who didn’t obey
the rules of his club.

She was sick to her stomach to have to talk to him.

He controlled everything within the city, moving between the spoiled world of the
rich and entitled to the dregs of human society who had long ago lost their morals. He
earned money legaly through his clubs and illegaly through gambling and

prostitution.

She had met him a couple of times when her mother was unable to find a sitter. He



would hide her in a back room during her mother’s show. Even as a child she had
recognized the fear everyone had in their eyes when he was near. However, he had
been her only recourse when her friend, Sawyer, disappeared a month ago.

Sawyer had been working as a waitress in a restaurant downtown when she met Rick
Redman and began dating him. Vida still remembered her getting ready to go out for
the evening in a new dress and freshly done nails. Vida, sharing an apartment with
Sawyer, had been skeptical of the over-groomed businessman’s interest in Sawyer
when he had picked her up that night. When she didn’t return, her skepticism turned
to downright fear.

Worried sick, Vida had gone to the police. They put out a missing persons report, but
it had been of little help—Sawyer had no family or friends other than Vida. Vida, not
receiving encouraging answers from the police, had turned to King for help. Within
twenty-four hours, King discovered information that had terrified Vida

Rick Redman was not the concert promoter he had told Sawyer he was. The bastard
was a pimp for high-class call girls. Vida had sunk to the floor when King had told
her, envisioning Sawyer drugged, raped and held captive against her will.

She had begged King for help and he had agreed to help, but for a price. Vida would
move into his club where he could keep an eye on her while he would try to get
Sawyer back. He had warned her it would take some time since he needed to find out
who Redman worked for.

Vida had wanted to refuse, yet she had known King was her only chance after she
had gone to the police and they couldn’t find a trace of Redman. Vida's options were
few; either go to work for King or lose her childhood friend forever. Vida began
stripping three nights later after King's women had given her a crash course in
seductively taking her clothes off under the black lights.



Her knees were trembling as she crossed the large dim room. As she came closer, she
noticed King wasn't alone. Vida hadn’'t seen the man in the club before. His
disconcerting gaze made her want to run back to the dressing room, however King's
frown pulled her forward.

“Sherri said you wanted to talk to me?’ She trained her gaze on King.

“1 want you to get your bags packed; you're going with Colton. He's afriend of mine
that | trust will keep you safe. After your current two-week schedule is up, I'll take
you off permanently. Staying with Colton will provide a reasonable excuse of why
you're no longer stripping.

“But how am | going to pay you back?’ Vida protested.

King shrugged. “You have already made me a nice chunk of change. Two more
weeks of your dancing and six scheduled |ap dances should cover my costs.”

Vida swallowed. The dancing made her sick to her stomach, but the lap dances were
the worst; she had to become physically close to the men. King charged the men
twice the usual cost of his other girls, but they still chose Vidaif she was there.

“I'll pack my bag.” Vida cast a look at the stone-faced man before turning away,
happy to be leaving the club, yet reluctant to stay with King's friend. She was
unhappily aware she had no choice in the matter, though.

“Make sure you have her here for her shifts.” King took a drink of his whiskey. “Y ou
sure you don’t want one of the girlsto give you some relief before you leave?’

Colton shook his head, ailmost instantly regretting his decision. He was going to be
living with a beautiful woman that was off limits and he hadn’'t had one in three
years.



It was a mindfuck that he didn’t need or want.

Chapter Two

Vida watched as Colton unlocked the door to his apartment. She was still trembling
from the ride from King’'s club. She had never ridden on a motorcycle before and his
snapped, “Hold on tight”, had startled her when she had gingerly put her arms around
hiswaist.

Colton put her bag down by the door. He then moved through the apartment, opening
and shutting doors before coming back and picking up her bag.

“There' s only one bedroom and since |’ ve only slept on a twin bed for the last three
years, you can take the couch.”

“1 can slegp on the couch.” Vida would sleep on the floor as long as it was outside of
the Purple Pussycat. The club had four bedrooms and each one was shared by three
women. If one of the women she was sharing a room with decided to have company
and there were no private rooms available, she would bring her guest back to the
shared bedroom. Vida had walked into several dSituations that had been too
embarrassing for words before she could tactfully |eave the room.

Colton threw her a thoughtful look before putting her bag on the chair. “There is a
hall closet; you can stash your stuff there. Y ou hungry?’

“No, | aready ate.”

“l have to go out. If you get hungry, there’s supposed to be food in the cabinets and
fridge.”

“Okay.” Vida went to the chair, picked up her backpack and began pulling out her



schoolbook and laptop. Going to the small kitchen table, she organized everything
she would need before sitting down.

Vidafelt Colton’s sharp gaze touch on her briefly before leaving the room. She took a
deep breath once he' d left.

His presence was overwhelming. His height alone was intimidating without his fierce
expression. He didn’'t come out and say she was an inconvenience to him, but from
his abrupt voice and mannerisms, she could tell he was pissed. Vida had little doubt
that he was as much under King's thumb as she was herself.

He was uptight about something and Vida could tell by his vibes he was anxious to be
away from her. The sound of the shower running put Vida' s mind to imagining him
without his clothes. She could picture his hard body with water sliding over his flesh.

Determined to change the direction of her thoughts, Vida opened her book and then
powered up her laptop, focusing on doing her homework. If she wasn’t careful, she
could easily get behind. She didn’t have much longer; only another month and she
would have the diploma she had worked so hard for.

Vidalooked up from her book when Colton emerged from the bedroom. His hair was
still wet and he was wearing a faded pair of jeans and a black t-shirt. He moved
guietly, even while wearing heavy motorcycle boots. She swallowed nervously, her

eyes dropping back to her book.

“I have to go out for a couple of hours. Lock the door behind me and don’t answer it
for anyone. Have you got a cell phone?’

Vida picked up her cell phone lying beside the computer.

“Let me haveit.” She was becoming aware Colton had issues with politeness.



Vida handed him her cell phone, watching as he looked it over, then with a series of
movements he handed it back to her.

“1 programmed my number into it. Call me immediately if there's a problem.” His
face was expressionless as Vi

da nodded her head, not knowing what else to say. She was a nervous wreck being in
the same room with him.

She had, until lately, been with young men her own age and had never considered
herself shy, yet the last two weeks working at the strip club where men thought she
was readily available for their amusement, had changed her. She had quickly learned
to become cautious around men.

Colton was different; she'd seen it in his eyes. He had seen her naked and wasn't
interested. Feelings of shame amost overwhelmed her, but she quickly sgquashed
them and reached for her pencil, making notes on her assignment page.

She felt him hesitate before leaving and then the door closed softly behind him. Vida
got up; making sure the door was locked then went back to her homework while
refusing to alow her thoughts to wander to where Colton was going at this time of
night.

A knock sounded on the door just as Colton was about to reach for Rae again.

“Y ou expecting someone?’ Colton asked, reaching for his pants instead.

“No. Don't get dressed. I'll see who it is and get rid of them,” Rae protested as she
watched him cover his taut ass with his jeans before zipping them closed.

“Answer the door.” Colton didn’t stop getting dressed, pulling his t-shirt over his



head as Rae shrugged on a bathrobe. He had just finished putting on his boots when
she returned.

“He says he has a message from King.” Rae had fear in her eyes. Colton got to his
feet and went into Rae's living room where one of King's men stood by the door
waiting. His impassive face watched as Rae leaned against him as if seeking
protection.

“King wants atalk. He' s outside.” Giving the message, he remained still, waiting for
Colton’sreply.

“I’'m on my way.” A sharp nod and the man left, leaving the door open. Colton took
the hint that King meant now.
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“1 have to go, Rae. It was good seeing you again.” Colton pulled the woman he had
known for severa years close, giving her a quick kiss before turning towards the
door.

“You're not coming back?’ Colton could hear the disappointment in her voice.

“Not tonight. I'll giveyou acall.”

Without giving her a chance to reply, he left, closing the door behind him. He would
call, just not too soon. He had no intention of giving her a reason to believe he
wanted anything except a fuck. He had finally got out of prison and he was going to
make damn sure that this time he remained emotionally free from a woman. He
wasn't about to let another one get a hold over him, ever again.

Taking his time, he spotted King's ride in the parking lot and walked toward the car.
The back door opened as he approached. Sliding in, he was met by an angry King

glaring at him through the hazy smoke of hislit cigarette.

“Tell me why, when | gave you the job of watching Vida, you're here fucking?
Leaving her aoneis not protecting her,” King said sarcastically.

“Because | have been locked up for three years and | needed to fuck before | lost my
mind holed up with her,” Colton replied just as sarcastically.

“| offered one of the women before you left,” King snapped.

“l didn't want paid-for pussy. | wanted a woman who wanted a fuck, not someone



who was only in it because she works for you.”

King stiffened. “All the women who work for me want to work. | don’t force any of
them to do what they don’t want.”

“Did Vidawant to take off her clothes?’ Colton returned his sarcasm.

King threw his cigarette out the window. “I gave her the choice. She was smart
enough to know it was actually safer for her to blend in with the rest of the women.”

“Doesn’t matter. I'm finished here.”

“Colton.” King's voice stopped him before he could get out of the car. “Anything
happens to that girl on your watch, | won't be happy.” He left little doubt how
unhappy he would be, so Colton simply nodded, getting out of the car.

Vida heard the keys in the door and pretended to be asleep on the couch. He fumbled
with the latch on the door after closing it, his footsteps quiet as he crossed the room.
The sound of the door to his room opening and closing alowed the tension to ease
from her stiff body. Rolling to her side, Vida closed her eyes, feeling safe for the first
timein along time.

Chapter Three

The smell of frying bacon woke Colton. He hadn’t smelled the delicious aroma for
the last three years. Stretching out in the comfortable bed, Colton felt a moment’s
guilt for taking the bed and making Vida sleep on the couch. The memory of the short
length of the couch squashed his remorse quickly, though.

He momentarily thought about finding another apartment that would give them more
room, but King had promised the girl wouldn’t be with him long. Rising from the



bed, he walked naked to the shower, anxious to get to the tattoo shop. He had missed
the shop more than he had any one person and he wanted to get there early enough to
check everything out before everyone started arriving for the day.

Vida fixed herself a plate of food then sat at the table, ailmost choking on the toast
when Colton came out of his room. The man seriously made her nervous.

“Did you save any for me?’ Colton stared at the massive plate of food before her.

“There' s plenty on the stove,” Vida answered when her mouth was empty.

Colton fixed himself a plate and then sat at the table across from her. Vida watched
him eat from underneath her lashes.

“You don't talk much, do you?’

“It’s hard to talk to someone you don’'t know very well,” Vida answered him as she
fiddled with her food. She felt herself turning red at his direct question. She couldn’t
understand how she'd managed to get on a stage and strip naked when a simple
guestion from him embarrassed her.

“1’m going into the shop this morning and, since I’ m supposed to keep an eye on you,
that means you' re going, too,” Colton informed her.

“l can't,” Vida answered, looking up from her plate. “I have class in an hour then a
lab. I can come to the shop afterward.”

“That won’'t work. I’m not babysitting you while | have work to do.” Colton stared at
Vida as her whole countenance changed. She went from a shy, young woman to
boldly direct.



“l don't care. | only have two weeks of classes left. If | miss any more classes, I'll
flunk. | graduate this semester and I’m not going to flunk out.” Vida's determined
voice left Colton no doubt he would have to make other arrangements.

“What did King do about your classes?’

“He sent Henry with me. He would wait outside during my classes,” Vida answered
his question.

“I’m not blowing half my day sitting on my ass.” Taking out his cell phone, he called
King. Vida hoped King had another option because she wasn’t missing class.

Vida cleaned the dishes as she listened to him argue with King until Colton ended the
phone call abruptly. “King is going to send Henry for you. He'll stay with you until
you' re done then bring you to my shop.”

Vidasmiled, relieved that she wouldn’t have to miss class.

Colton’s eyes narrowed on the attractive woman, reminding himself that she was
much younger than him and was also Goldie' s daughter. This situation isn’t going to
last long, Colton kept reminding himself.

Vida turned back to the sink, finishing the dishes as Colton continued to eat his
breakfast. She had just finished when she heard a knock at the door. Quickly, she
dried her hands and grabbed her backpack as Colton answered the door to Henry.

“Hi, Henry, how’s it shaking?’ Vidajoked with the burly man.

Henry smiled and Vida returned it with a smile of her own, both ignoring Colton as
they turned to leave.



“What time do you get finished? | have some errands that need to be taken care of
today and | don’t want another visit from King for not keeping track of you.”

Henry answered for her. “I’ll feed her lunch then drop her off at your shop around

one.
Colton nodded, watching as they disappeared down th

e apartment staircase before getting his bike keys and leaving the apartment. They
had already left the parking lot by the time he got there. As he climbed on his bike, he
took a deep breath of air. He didn’t think he would ever again take his freedom for

granted.

Throttling his bike, Colton put Vida and King out of his mind as he headed to his
shop.

AsVidacame out of class, she saw Henry leaning on the door of the expensive car.

“Ready?’ Henry asked.

“Yes, I'm finished for the day.” He held the car door open for her as she climbed
inside the luxurious car.

Vidasat quietly in the backseat as Henry drove through the city. It wasn’t long before
he pulled up in front of a brightly painted tattoo shop with the name Green Dragon

Tats. The dragon claws looked like needles.

She sat, hesitating to get out of the car until Henry opened the door. “Come on, Vida;
it'll befine.”

Vidaliked Henry. As King’'s main bouncer, a lot of the women threw themselves at



him to get closer to King. Henry found it amusing that Vida went the completely
opposite route of using him to avoid contact with King. Both Henry and Sherri had
become unexpected friends since she had begun stripping.

“Can’t | just go back to the apartment and wait there? | promise not to go anywhere.”
Vidareally didn’t want to spend the rest of the day in Colton’s grumpy presence.

“You know King won't be happy with that, Vida.” Henry was her friend, but King's
orders would always come first.

Vida sighed, getting out of the car. Henry watched her go into the shop before pulling
out.
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When she opened the tattoo shop door to find the front lobby empty, she waited
hesitantly by the door for severa minutes before a tall, leggy blond came out. Vida
felt like a brown mouse next to the extremely attractive woman. She had a natural
sexiness that Vida had to work to bring into her act and was only able to maintain for
minutes at atime.

“Can | help you?” The woman pasted a polite, plastic smile on her face, waiting for
Vidato answer her question.

“I"'m supposed to meet Colton here.” Vida made her voice firm, not wanting the
woman to know she was nervous.

Her eyes narrowed and the plastic smile vanished. “I’m sorry, but Colton isn’t taking
any appointments today. Call back later in the week and I'll schedule you with
someone—"

“That’s enough, Tessa. Vida isn't here for a tattoo. | hired her to watch the front
desk.”

Tessa rounded on Colton as he came into the lobby. “We don’t need one of your
whores sitting on her ass behind the desk. | did fine without having someone sitting

here al the time while you were gone.”

“1t doesn’t matter what you want, Tessa, it's what | want that matters. You don't like
it, go work for another shop.”

“Fine, she can stay, but her paycheck comes from your share of the profits,” Tessa



snapped back her response.

Vida watched the exchange between the two, turning red as Tessa cast her a
venomous look before turning and leaving the room. Colton pulled out the chair from
behind the desk.

“Make yourself useful.” Vida came to stand behind the counter. “If someone calls,
make an appointment for them. Here are the names of the artists available, rotate
them out so that the customers are evenly spaced. If someone requests a certain artist,
fulfill their request if possible, but try not to overload any particular artist.

Vida nodded her head.

“Any questions?’ Colton asked.

“I don't think so, it seems pretty smple,” Vida answered, looking over the
appointment book.

“Itis. If you need anything, just yell. | need to get back to my room.” Colton walked
away.

Vida sat down in the chair, studying the appointment book as she familiarized herself
with the artist’s names. The phone began ringing and for the next several minutes,
Vida made appointments. When the phone finally quieted, she opened her backpack
and took out her laptop. Vida quickly became engrossed with her homework, only
lifting her head when she heard the bell over the door ring.

A tall, gangly young man approached the counter with a hesitant smile.

“1 was wondering if it would be possible to get atattoo. | don’t have an appointment.”



Vida searched through the appointment book. “| have an opening in twenty minutes if
you want to wait?’

“Sounds good.”

“What's your name?”’

“Seth Redman.” Vidawrote his name down in the appointment book.

Giving her afriendly grin, he leaned on the counter. “Y ou into computers?’ he asked,
motioning toward her [aptop.

“Yes, I’'m amost finished with my degree in computer science,” Vidareplied.

“l do |.T. for the local hospital.”

“That sounds interesting.” Vida thought any job out in the workforce sounded
interesting. She was tired of schoolwork and was eager to put what she had learned in
school to use.

He made a face. “Nope, boring as hell. Wanted to design computer games, but those
jobs are hard to come by, and | like to eat and get tattoos. Both cost money.”

Vida laughed.

“I’m working on a game app. | don’t suppose you have any free time to help me out
with afew glitches?’ Vida studied his face, seeing his hesitance in asking. He seemed
like an awkwardly sweet guy. It was a nice change from her morose roommeate.

“I think it sounds like fun, but I'm afraid | don’t have much free time.” Vida tore a
piece of paper from her notebook and wrote down her phone number. Before she



could change her mind, she handed it to him. As she handed Seth her number, Colton
walked into the room with his eyes going straight to the slip of paper.

“He' swaiting for either you or Reverend to give him atattoo,” Vidatold him.

Colton nodded. “Have you decided what tattoo you want?’

Seth reached into his pocket, pulling out a piece of paper and handing it to Colton.
They left the room, talking about the design. Vida returned to studying, relieved to
have the lobby to herself once again.

Several more clients came in and Vida wrote down their names to work them into a
rotation with the tattoo artists. Tessa came out once, taking a client that wanted a
tattoo of arose. Sheignored Vida, merely checking off her name next to the client.

It didn’t bother Vida that Tessa was being rude to her. It was obvious Tessa and
Colton had a history as well as that her presence obviously had been sprung on Tessa
without any warning or explanation.

Vida had no intention of becoming friendly with Colton. Maybe when Tessa realized
she had no intentions towards him, her frosty demeanor would thaw.

Her mother had shown her the futility of trying to have arelationship with aman like
Colton. The relationship would be intense at first then gradually his attention would
wander to other available women. Vida wondered if that was what had happened
between the two of them.

Vida stared blindly out the window, missing Sawyer, wishing she could call her and
complain about everyone being assholes to her for no reason. It wasn't the first time
in her life she had to adjust to losing a friend. She only hoped that she would be able
to help Sawyer, unlike Callie.



She swallowed down the lump in her throat at the thought of Callie, relieved when a
man covered in tattoos appeared from the back of the shop to divert her thoughts.
When he leaned against the counter with a flirtatious smile on his good-looking face,
Vida couldn’t help but to return the smile he was throwing her way.

“Who are you, sweet thing?’ He crooned.

Vidablushed at his accomplished flirting. “I’m Vida.”

“I'm Reverend, but you can cal me Rev,” he sad with soulful, chocolate eyes.
“Where did you come from?”’

“Colton hired me temporarily.” Vida wasn't quite sure how to explain her presence
behind the counter, so she stuck with the same explanation that Colton had given
Tessa.

Rev’s smile widened. “I was looking forward to having Colton back. Now | have him
to thank for the prettiest woman to walk through that door in awhile.”

Tessa slammed afolder down in front of Vida, causing her to jump unexpectedly. She
hadn’t even been aware the woman had entered the room.

“Don’'t you have a client waiting?’ she asked Reverend snidely, motioning to the man
sitting quietly in the waiting room.

“Nope, he's all yours. I'm waiting on an appointment, and Colton is finishing up with
his client.”

Vida watched Tessa s lips tighten before she motioned to the waiting man to follow
her into the back.



“1t gets better and better. Anyone that pisses off that bitch isafriend of mine.”

Vida hid her smile. Truthfully, Tessa's attitude didn’'t bother her. She had dealt with
women with far worse attitudes than hers.

Rev’s client came in and with awave, he escorted him to his room. After that, the rest
of the day passed quickly. Colton barely paid any attention to her as he came out for
his clients, which meant that, other than Tessa's unfriendly attitude, it hadn’t been a
bad experience.

Vida yawned, closing her book and turning off her computer. Her eyes were burning
with tiredness. The late nights at the club and the hours of studying were beginning to
wear her down. Tonight was her off night from the club and she simply wanted to
sink into the soft couch at Colton’s apartment and catch up on her sleep.

Colton came into the room, carrying an extra helmet. “Y ou ready?’

Vida nodded, putting her books and laptop into her backpack before rising to follow
him out the door. Outside, he handed her the helmet before climbing on. Vidap

ut on the helmet then shrugged into her backpack. Scrambling onto the bike, she
gripped Colton’swaist as he started the motor and pulled out of the parking lot.
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As they entered the door to the apartment, Vida couldn’'t help eyeing the couch
longingly.

“You know how to cook?’ Vida was about to sit down on the couch when his
guestion stopped her.

“A little,” Vida confessed reluctantly.

“Good, find us something to eat while | grab a shower.” He walked away before she
could tell him she wasn't hungry.

Her shoulders slumped as she took off her backpack then headed into the kitchen to
find them something to eat. Colton didn’t look back, going to his room to shower. It
made Vida seriously tempted to stick out her tongue at his departure.

She opened the cabinets, searching through the contents before going to the
refrigerator to see what was inside. Vida came to a decision quickly, opening a can of
soup and making them a couple of sandwiches once she saw the bread on the counter.

She was pouring the soup into bowls when Colton returned to the small kitchen.
“Smells good,” he complimented.

“It’s just sandwiches and soup.” Vida hadn't lied; she wasn't much of a cook. She
had never had an overabundance of food, and when money was scarce, you tended to

buy only the basics.

Colton picked up his bowl and sandwich, carrying them to the table before going to



the refrigerator to grab himself a beer.

“What do you want to drink?’ He paused, waiting for her answer.

“A bottled water, thanks,” Vida said as he put the bottle on the table. Reluctantly,
Vida carried her food to the table, sitting down across from him. They ate quietly;

Vida thinking about her classes for the next day while also trying to divert herself
from thoughts of having to work at the strip club.

“Do you work tonight?’ Vida's eyes rose from her half eaten sandwich.

“No, I’'m off tonight. | work tomorrow from eight until two.”

Colton took a drink of his beer, studying the young woman. He'd noticed the
shadows in her clear green eyes when he had mentioned work. He had already begun
to be aware that she was embarrassed to be working at the club. She blushed bright
red anytime it was mentioned.

“How long have you been working for King?’

“A couple of weeks.” Colton noticed her fingers begin to play with the soup spoon.

He attempted to mind his own business, however he couldn’t prevent himself from
speaking. “Y ou could get out of town until King gets your friend back...”

Vidawas already shaking her head. “I can’t leave knowing Sawyer isin trouble and |
could have helped her. | won’'t bury another friend of mine.” She got up from the
table and took their dishes to the sink. She found a sandwich bag in one of the
drawers, placed her half eaten sandwich inside and then put it in the refrigerator.

“What are you doing?’



Looking at Colton, she saw his incredulous eyes on her. Not knowing what he meant,
she paused. “What?’

“Why did you save that sandwich when there were only a couple of bites|eft?’

“l don't like to waste food. Later, when | get hungry, I'll finishit.” Vidarefused to be
embarrassed about not wasting food.

“You could aso have made yourself another one,” Colton said through gritted teeth.
“1 think | can afford to feed you a couple of sandwiches. | might not have a lot of
groceries, but | haven’t been to the store myself. What food is in the cabinets was just
put in there so | would have enough until | went to the grocery store myself.”

Vida stared at him uncomprehending. “Why do you need to go to the store? Y our
cabinets and refrigerator are full.”

Colton stopped what he had been about to say when realization hit him. Turning
away, he took along drink of his beer. Telling himself over and over in his mind he
needed to mind his own fucking business. The more he learned about Vida, the more
he would draw closer to her and he had no intentions of that happening.

She was too young, too sweet and in too much fucking trouble. Her mother would
turn over in her grave to see the predicament that Vida was in. She had worked her
ass off to make sure Vida didn't end up in the same situation as her, determined for a
better life for her child.

Colton had known Goldie, hell, he had even partied with her a couple times after her
sets, but they had only been friends. Even though she was a beautiful woman, the

desire for her just hadn’t been there, probably because she was so nice.

Dumb fuck that he was, he had always preferred women with a bitchy temperament.



It had been his downfall, too; there was no bigger bitch than Tessa. He had also been
well aware Goldie had a kid at home. He had damn sure not wanted to become
entangled in arelationship where anything might be expected of him.

Colton had aways been about covering his own ass. He had even thought that his
relationship with Tessa had been under his control. The sneaky bitch had proven him
wrong and the three-year prison term he had just finished proved he needed to take
what he wanted from women and |eave the emotional crap out of it.

The doorbell rang as Colton watched Vida wash the dishes. Glancing at his watch, it
was exactly eight o' clock. She was right on time.

Vida paused in her chore of washing the dishes as Colton answered the door. A
pretty, curvy blond entered the room as he held open the door. Then a loud squeal
filled the room as the blond flung herself into Colton’s arms.

“Colton, | missed you so bad.” Vida couldn’'t help watching as the woman jumped up
with the aid of Colton’s hands on her ass to wrap her legs around his waist. Burying
her hands in his long hair, the woman jerked his head down to give him a voracious
Kiss.

They kissed for several minutes before Colton pulled his head back. “It's good to see
you again, too, Tracy.” The woman turned towards the sound of the running water
and, seeing Vidaby the sink, surprise lit her eyes.

“You didn’t tell me when you called it was going to be a party.” Tracy’s eyes glided
over Vida's body and had her taking a step back. “I'm glad to see prison didn’t
dampen the fire in that cock of yours.”

Laughing, Colton playfully smacked her ass while she was still wrapped around his
waist. “No party, it's just the two of us. Go on in the bedroom, I'll be there in a



minute.”

Vida tried to appear inconspicuous as Tracy’s legs loosened from around his waist
and, giving her a last, lustful look, she left Colton and Vida aone in the room
together.

Dragging a hand through his tumbled hair, Colton appeared to hesitate a second,
trying to find the appropriate words. Vida decided to cut to the quick of the matter.

“It's cool. After | finish the dishes |’ m going to sleep. | have along day tomorrow.”

Colton’s eyes bore into her. “1 would have gone to her place, but King doesn’t think
it's safe for you to be left alone.” It was the closest to an apology she was going to
get.

Vida shrugged. “I don’t want to disrupt your life anymore than | have, so it’s no big
deal. | had a male roommate my freshman year in college.” Vida didn’t tell him that
Ty was gay; afterall, he had still been her roommate.

She saw the relief in his face. “Cool. We'll try not to bother you. See you in the
morning.”

“Goodnight.” Vida turned back to the dishes, hearing another loud squeal when the
bedroom door opened.

She finished the dishes and wiped down the counters before gathering her clothes to
take a shower. Ignoring the female moans from the bedroom as she entered the
bathroom, Vida turned on the shower, deciding to wash her hair before washing her
body; it would briefly drown out those moans she was hearing through the thin walls.

When she was finished, she put on her pgjamas and robe. Leaving the bathroom, she



rushed down the short hallway as the bed banging against the wall started echoing
through the apartment. Vida quickly made up the couch with the sheet and blanket
she had set to the side before taking a shower. Turning out the light, she lay down,
trying not to think about what was going onint

he bedroom. A loud scream had her putting the pillow over her head, wishing she
were anywhere other than here.

Her room at the strip club hadn’t been much better. When the other bedrooms had
been filled, the women she shared her room with would aways invariably bring the
men to their room. Sometimes they would wake her up to get her out of the room, yet
sometimes they wouldn’t care, merely ignoring her presence and getting to the
business of getting the man off as quickly as possible so they themselves could go to
bed.

Vida dozed off to sleep with the pillow still over her head. She was so exhausted by
that point that she didn't wake during the middle of the night when a gentle hand
removed the pillow, replacing it under her head. Nor did she waken when long
fingers threaded through her silken hair, letting it fall softly against her soft cheek.

Chapter Four

“Here comes Trouble,” the announcer spoke above the catcalls of the men in the
room, their avid eyes searching the curtain for Vida's appearance. She felt her
stomach clench as she moved from the cover of the curtain into the lights focused on
the stage.

The sequins on her outfit caught the lights and reflected the flashes of light
throughout the room, drawing even more attention to her figure. Vida swallowed
down the bile rising in her throat, forcing herself to blank the present from her mind.
Pasting an imaginary picture of Sawyer across her mind, Vida began to dance



seductively on the stage. How her mother could have done this for years defied
Vida simagination.

Deep sadness engulfed her. She knew how, the love a mother had for her child. Vida
knew her mother had become pregnant at fifteen and ran away from home to live
with her seventeen-year-old boyfriend. Her father had stayed until she was six
months old then took off, returning to his own parents loving arms. He left Goldie
behind; however, her mother’'s parents were not as understanding and no longer
wanted to have anything to do with her or their grandchild.

Goldie, despite being so young, was smart enough to manage to get child support, but
it was barely enough to keep a cheap roof over their heads and not enough for much
else. Uneducated with a small child, it took time for Goldie to get her GED and once
she had finally earned it, not many more jobs opened up than before. She would
manage to get waitressing or bar positions, but they paid little and barely covered the
bills.
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Vida hadn’t been a healthy child. The low-income housing building was filthy and
damp, setting off allergies. In addition, she had a genetic gastric problem that
required her to have several surgeries, which forced her mother to miss work. Fired
from another job, Goldie had turned to stripping. She could still remember the nights
her mom would have a good night and wake her up when she came home.

They would go to the grocery store late at night and fill the cart with groceries that
they both knew would have to last a while. The cute cereals and confections that
other kids took for granted were passed over for bread and peanut butter. Vida
remembered well the days where that was all she had to eat and was aware that she
didn’t eat much better as a college student.

The change in music alerted Vidato the next set where she would start to remove her
red camisole. Teasingly unfastening each button slowly, she moved closer to pervert
row before backing away, giving them the subliminal promise that she would soon be
theirs if they could merely catch her long enough. When all the buttons where
undone, the music rose, building to the climax of her removing her top.

Thankfully, the music that started her next set was slower, allowing her to catch her
breath. Moving towards the men, she allowed them to stuff their money into the
string that circled her waist. Their fingers lingering as long as they thought was
possible before one of King's men would make an appearance. It lasted severa
minutes, the music spaced out to give her time to work from one side of the stage to
the other before she moved back to the center stage, reaching down to pick up her
top, giving the men one last ook at her shaking ass.

Vidawalked slowly off the stage to the dwindling music and loud applause.



“Damn girl, you keep that up and King will set you up as a feature dancer in his other
clubs,” Sherri remarked, waiting for her own music to start.

“You look great tonight, is that a new outfit?’ Vida ignored the comment about her
working at other clubs.

Sherri brushed her hand against the leather chaps she wore and grinned. “Yep, | plan
to make them have to run to the bathroom to jerk off.”

Vida simply shook her head, laughing. Sherri was one of the few women who
actually stripped because she loved the attention. It made her feel like a star for the
short time she was on stage. She was a sweet, likeable woman that had taken the time
to actually try to get to know her and Vida couldn’'t help responding to her natural
friendliness.

“IsKing out front?’ Vida asked.

“1 think so. | saw him there afew minutes ago.”

Sherri’s music queued. “Don’t break a leg,” Vida warned her when she saw her
outrageously high-heeled cowboy boots.

Sherri grinned at her as she moved toward the stage.

Vida went to the dressing room and put on her robe. She brushed her hair back down
until it lay flat; her dancing had turned it into a tangled mess. The other women in the
room ignored her, busy getting ready for their own sets.

Vida went in search of King, finding him sitting in his booth watching a customer
give the shot girl a hard time. His facial expression did not change as he saw Vida
approach.



“King, may | talk with you?”’

“Have asedat, Vida. | was about to send Henry for you.”

Vidadlid into the booth across from him. He was, as always, dressed in an expensive,
dark suit that made him appear even more intimidating. King put off menacing vibes
which the dark suit only enforced.

“Have you found anything out about Sawyer yet?’

“As amatter of fact, | found her.” Hislipstightened into agrim line.

“You have?’ Vidacouldn't prevent the excitement from her face.

“Cam down, Vida It's not the best situation, but for now she's safe. Rick Redman
works for Digger.” King paused, waiting for her reaction. It wasn’t long in coming.
Everyone in town knew Digger, he was as ruthless as King. The difference was King
didn’t attempt to hurt you as long as you didn’'t fuck with him. Digger liked to fuck
you up for fun.

“One of the men that Digger sold her to for the night has decided to keep her for a
while. Aslong as he pays for her company, Digger will remain content. For awhile.”

Disappointment filled Vida. She had accomplished nothing, she hadn’t been able to
keep Sawyer from being sold and used. Pain filled her expression as she felt the
fruitlessness of her attempts sink in.

“Vida, she’'s not on the street, nor has she disappeared never to be seen again. Digger
knows that, if she disappears, I’ll kill him. Right now, he' s trying to push my buttons,
but not set me on a path of retaliation. As soon as | find out his price, you'll get her
back.” Vida listened as King tried to explain the intricacies of dealing with someone



as dirty as Digger.

She nodded her head. “His henchman, Briggs, comes in the club sometimes. | could
try to find out some information from him.”

A cold glare was her answer. “ Stay away from Briggs, he’'s Digger’ s enforcer. Let me
handleit, Vida.”

“Okay.” Vida started to slide out of the booth.

“Where's Colton tonight?’ King asked coldly, his eyes searching the room.

“Back at his place. He dropped me off and asked if Henry would give me a ride
home.”

“Quite the gentleman, isn't he?’ he said sarcastically.

Vida shrugged. “I think I’'m cramping his style; being in the way al the time.”

“1f anything happens to you, his style is going to be alittle more than cramped,” King
threatened.

“Leave him alone, King, he's being really nice letting me stay at his place. | don’t
need him with me when Henry ishere,” Vidatried to reason with King.

King nodded his head reluctantly. “I’ll tell Henry to walk you to your door.”

“Thanks, King, for everything.” She reached across the table and grabbed his hand,
giving it atight squeeze.

“Don’t thank me yet,” hereplied grimly.



Vida simply smiled as she stood. It was time for her turn in the VIP room. The
woman she was replacing would be angry if she was late. As she walked up the steps
to the upper floor, she felt the men in the room watching. Several would also pay to
go up to the room knowing she was on duty. Vida squashed down the butterflies in
her stomach; this was worse than actually stripping on stage. For each minute the
men paid for, she had to actually act like she wanted them, which made them want to
purchase more dances.

The next hour passed swiftly as she served drinks and fulfilled two requests for lap
dances. Vida' s eyes widened when she noticed Briggs enter the room. He was always
trying to find out what he could from the girls about King. King didn’t mind, Briggs
always spent alot of money and King's staff was loyal. Moving forward, she decided
tonight was going to be different. She was going to attempt to turn the tables on him
and try to find out something they could use against Digger.

King would be furious, yet if she was careful, maybe he wouldn’t find out. She would
sneak the tip money from the lap dance to the other two women in the VIP room if
they kept their mouths shut.

Sauntering within his eyesight, she brought him the drink he had requested from
Angdl. His eyes widened and his mouth parted when she bent low enough to allow
him to see the pale globes of her breasts almost spill out of the red camisole.

“Can | get you anything else?’ Vida murmured seductively, moving closer so that her
perfume would surround him.

“Yeah, you can join me for a drink,” Briggs said, not taking his eyes off her breasts.
Vida sat down close to him on the couch. Catching his eyes with hers, she paid him
al the attention he wanted, giving only monosyllabic replies when he tried to
guestion about herself and King.



Catching Angel’s eyes, she motioned for her to keep Briggs's drinks coming.

When his sweaty palm covered her stocking covered thigh, Vida sighed to herself; the
next hour was shaping up to be one of the most difficult of her life.
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Colton held the door open for Wanda to leave, motioning for her to be quiet. With a
quick kiss, she went through the door. He shut and locked it behind her, turning to go
into the kitchen. Seeing the pillow on top of Vida s face, he was determined not to
remove it this time, however he found his legs moving towards her anyway.

Lifting the pillow, he saw tears glistening on her face and touching the pillow he
found it damp. He had given her a key, not even noticing when she had returned.
Turning the pillow over until the dry side was up, he laid her head back down on it.
Brushing her tears away with the pad of his thumb, he stroked her soft cheek. Her
face turned away, moving away from the soft touch.

Colton studied the dark circles of weariness underneath her eyes. Vida, he had caught
on early, actually slept very little, always staying busy with her computer or studying
the books she carried around in her backpack.

She was unusual for a girl her age, so quiet and studious. Even when the customers
tried to talk to her at the tattoo shop, she rarely engaged them back. Seth, the boy she
had given her number to, had returned to the shop to work on coding with her. She
was friendly to him, but he could see she kept a distance with them all. She had been
staying with him for two weeks now and he had yet to see a genuine smile.

What was so surprising to him was that her mother, Goldie, had been full of life and
laughter. She had worshipped her daughter and had been proud of her every
achievement. It was hard to see her daughter completely full of restraint and
wariness.

Colton was sure the death of Goldie two years ago had been extremely hard on her.



Now her closest friend since childhood was in trouble. He knew it was probably
weighing her down that she couldn’t help Sawyer, just as she hadn’t been able to help
the friend who'd died. Goldie had often worried how losing such a close friend at a
young age would affect her. Callie, Sawyer and Vida were the little troublemakers of
the neighborhood. Now, only one was | ft.

Baring her body and doing the lap dances went against the repressed personality he
saw in Vida. Emotionally, he wondered how she had remained so strong.

Turning away, he went to the kitchen to get a bottled water and looked at the clock on
the microwave, seeing that it was almost four am. Finishing the water, he returned to
the bedroom, lying back down on the rumpled sheets.

He had no problem filling his bed each night with a different woman, the tattoo shop
and past pick-ups provided a steady flow to satisfy the hunger that had gone unfed the
three years in prison. The only problem was he felt emptier and emptier with each
additional encounter. Something was wrong and Colton was deathly afraid he knew
what it was.

Placing an arm over his eyes, he tried to shut out the image of Vida from that first day
he had been released from prison. He needed to get rid of her. Tomorrow night,
instead of dropping her off at the club, he planned to go inside and have a talk with
King. Vida had to go and King had to do something about it, regardless of the
situation with Digger.

Chapter Five

Vida stood nervously behind the curtain in her red camisole and underwear. She only
had the two outfits; one red and one black. The other women raised scornful eyes
when they saw her dressed in the same outfit night after night, however she refused to
invest in new outfits with only two more nights to go.



Hearing her queue, she went out on the stage and began her standard set.

Colton stood in the shadows in the back of the room as he watched Vida come onto
the stage. Her perfectly proportioned body was highlighted by the high cut of her
underwear and showed her legs to their best advantage. The tiny piece of red material
barely covered her pussy, while leaving her creamy ass bare, the string disappearing
between the luscious globes.

Colton battled his cock, trying to keep himself from getting hard, but it was an
impossible feat as Vida's next set began and she started removing her top. Her
seductive twisting was arousing; not only to him, but every man in the room. She
slowly unbuttoned the flimsy camisole that hid her breasts, drawing out the tension in
the men, denying them while at the same time providing tantalizing glimpses. When
she could delay it no longer, the top was dropped, showing her full breastsin all their
glory. The pink tipped nipples were hard from the air conditioning vent that was
directed at her body, making her appear to want the men’s lustful leers.

His hands clenched into fists as he heard some of the men’'s shouts, studying their
faces so he could have a word with them later. Then Vida' s music changed and she
moved towards the men in the front row

She allowed their greedy hands to shove money into the thin string that barely held
her thong on while she squatted in front of their faces. He was sure several of the men
tugged on it harder than necessary, trying to break the tiny piece of material. Rising,
she danced away from the front of the stage while the men begged her to come back.
The music drew to an end, reaching the point where she bent down towards the floor
to pick up her top, giving the men their money’ s worth by showing them her ass as
she waved goodbye between her legs. Colton wanted to storm the stage and smack
her ass hard.

A moment later, Henry motioned Colton forward, letting him know that King was



finally ready to talk to him. As he moved towards the dark booth, Colton was
surprised the light over it was turned off. Usually, when King was occupying the
booth, the light was on. Now it was shrouded in darkness, giving complete privacy.

Colton took a seat across from him, watching as King leaned back against the
expensive leather of the booth.

“Henry said you wanted to talk to me?”’

“How much longer is this going to go on, King? | have alife—" Colton began.

King cut him off. “Which watching over Vida hasn’'t hindered in the least. You've
had a different woman over every night, and other than a few hours of watching her
at your shop and at night after she gets done here, you haven’'t been inconvenienced
aal.”

Colton refused to feel guilty. “She's complaining to you that | have women over?”’

King showed his dangerous smile. “You've lived with her for two weeks and you
don’'t know her better than that?’ King shook his head. “You're a dumb son of a
bitch. Tessa leads you around by the fucking nose and you believed every fucking lie
she told you. Vida wouldn’t open her mouth about you because she wouldn’t want to
jeopardize Sawyer’s life. You need to learn the difference between an immoral bitch
and awoman who'’ s like her mother and has a heart of gold.”

Colton stiffened in his seat. “I don’'t care what kind of woman she is, | want her
gone.”

King studied him. “Give me to the end of the weekend and | will make other
arrangements.”



Relief flooded through Colton, but before he could stop himself, he asked, “What
kind of arrangements?’

King shrugged. “One of Margi€'s girls is leaving. One of her customers wants her
full-time, so Vida can have her room and Margie can watch over her.

Anger flooded Colton. “Margie will fucking put her to work.”

“What do you care, Colton? At least Margie will keep her safe and give her back
when | get al this shit cleaned up. If Digger gets her, she'll either be dead or

disappear.”

Colton bit back his anger, smart enough to know if he pissed King off, he wouldn’t
leave the choicein hishands. “I'll let her stay. Just hurry it up, King.”

“That was my intention all along.” Satisfied, King motioned for the waitress to bring
Colton adrink.

The waitress put a beer down in front of Colton, lingering by the table until King
motioned her away. She left after alast smoldering look at Colton.

“Seems you have an admirer.” Colton ignored him, watching Vida climb the steps to
what Colton knew was the room that King had set aside for the private members.

“How many does she have scheduled for tonight?’ Colton asked, nodding his head
towards Vida.

“She’'s a popular little thing. She has three scheduled and several more will purchase
one when they see her at work.”

Colton gave King a hard look before taking his beer and getting up from the table,



turning towards the stairway.

“There's a fee to go upstairs, Colton,” King reminded him, trying to hide his
amusement.

“Add it to my tab, asshole.”

Vida finished giving a dance to one of the men who had become a regular and went
to the bar for adrink of water before going into the side room to give another dance.
Each dance lasted no more than ten minutes, but every time she felt asif she needed
to take a shower to clean herself.

Vida glanced at the door when she heard it open, trying to hide the surprise on her
face when Colton walked into the room. He cast her a hard look before taking a seat
on one of the expensive couches. Finishing her water with trembling fingers, she put
down her bottle before placing a seductive look on her face for her waiting customer.
It was unnerving her that she felt Colton’s dark eyes on her as she moved towards
Briggs.

“Hey sexy, you ready?’ Vida murmured.

His hot eyes ran over her body. Vida felt her skin crawl as his disgusting gaze dlid
over her. Carefully hiding her reaction, infusing fake warmness into her eyes, she
held out her hand playfully for him to take. Briggs took her hand, rising to his feet
and following her tamely into the private room where she would perform the lap
dance.

Vida playfully pushed Briggs down onto the plush chair and backed away. The music
started and Vida drew closer to Briggs, straddling his chair, grinding her corset-
covered breasts against his chest. Twisting and turning her hips, she kept a distance of
mere centimeters between her mound and his crotch.



Blushing in embarrassment, Vidafervently hoped that Colton hadn’t turned so that he
would be able to see into the room. It was semi-private due to a window so the
bouncer would be able to watch and call ahalt if one of the clients got out of hand.
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King also provided completely private rooms, but Vida never went into those. It
didn’t take a genius to realize that more went on in there than lap dances. Usually the
higher paid dancer’ s took advantage of those rooms.

The music sped up and Vida let her breasts |lean more heavily onto Briggs's chest as
she rubbed against him. Vida noticed sweat break out across his brow. A self-
satisfied smile curled her lips and she let her bottom sink onto his lap, grinding her
ass across his thighs.

“You're making me hard asarock.” Briggs's eyes stared lustfully into hers.

Vida swallowed down the bile in her throat and started silently counting in her mind
to distract herself.

“Meet me after you get off tonight,” he begged.

Vida shook her head, forcing herself to let more of her weight grind down on Briggs
at the same time that a fake moan passed her lips. Taking a deep breath, she took her
lifein her hands.

“1 don't trust you, Briggs. You work for Digger. | haven't seen Sawyer since his man
took her out for adate.” Vidalet her voice go breathy.

“l didn't have anything to do with that, it was Rick. 1'd take good care of you.”
Briggs's hands came up to cup her ass. Vida paused.“Y ou know you're not allowed
to touch,” Vidascolded him.



Briggs immediately removed his hands and she felt his cock grow thicker under her.
She subtlety lifted her weight off him, using the beat of the music. Vida was sickened
when she recognized that he had responded to the dominance in her voice.

She let her weight fall back down for the remaining minutes of the music. Briggs was
grinding his teeth and Vida felt a spurt of satisfaction she couldn’t repress. He wanted
her. She was determined to use whatever means she had to get Sawyer back. The
music ended and Vida pretended reluctance at getting off hislap.

“Come on, meet me tonight. Let's get into some trouble.” Briggs thought he was
being cute with his pun while Vida only thought he was pathetic.

Vida shook her head. “Maybe next time, Briggs. I'll have to think about it. Sawyer
was my best friend and | miss her. | don't want to find myself in her shoes.” Vida

tried to appear frightened of him.

“Trouble, you'retoo fine. I'll take good care of you. | wouldn’t let Digger touch you;
he listensto me,” he boasted, taking her arm in ahard grip.

“Really?’ Pretending to think about it for a minute, she again shook her head. “Let
me think about it, Briggs. | work next Friday. Will you come and see me dance?’

Briggs didn’t try to hide his growing anger and Vida could tell she had pushed far
enough for the night. She didn’t try to pull her arm out of his grasp.

“Let me go,” Vida demanded, trying to put just the right amount of dominance into
her voice.

“I’ll be here,” Briggs said, reluctantly letting her arm go.

Blowing him akiss, Vida slipped out of the door and walked into a hard wall of flesh.



She looked up in surprise at the furious eyes staring down at her. Colton thrust her
robe into her hand before taking her arm and leading her from the room. She almost
fell trying to keep up with his angry strides.

“l can't leave, | have another customer.”

“You're done for the night. I'm ready to leave. | told Henry to tell King to find a
replacement for the end of your shift.” Taking her to the doorway of the dressing
room, he set her arm free.

“Get changed,” he said stonily.

Vida wanted to leave, so she decided not to argue with him. She went into the
dressing room and quickly changed into jeans and along sleeved t-shirt. Grabbing her
jacket, she headed back outside to a waiting Colton. He followed her outside into the
crisp air, which felt wonderful to Vida after the stuffy confinement of the nightclub.
Handing her the helmet, Vida put it on and then climbed on behind Colton. Expecting
to go back to his apartment, Vida was surprised when he pulled into a late night
waffle house.

“I’m hungry; let’s get something to eat,” Colton said, getting off the bike.

Vida was never hungry after working at the club, but didn't say anything, merely
going in with him and ordering a coffee when the waitress came.

“Bring her a stack of pancakes and some bacon,” Colton ordered.

“But I’'m not hungry,” Vida protested.

“You've lost a good five pounds since you' ve been living with me. Y our clothes are



falling off of you. You're going to eat.” Colton motioned the curious waitress away
with a gesture of his hand after placing his own order.

Vida's lips tightened. She had been well aware of the weight she had lost, although
she hadn’t thought anyone else had noticed. She wasn’'t happy Colton was the one
who'd paid that much attention. Hell, she thought he hadn’t even been aware of what
color her hair was the way he constantly ignored her.

“Now that my classes are over, my weight will come back. I’ ve been overworked.”

“Shaking your ass all over that stage and rubbing it against every man that has a
hundred takes alot of energy,” Colton said snidely.

Vida stiffened in her chair. “Yes, well, | don’t have much of a choice about that, do
|7’

“You have a fucking choice; you just won't make the right one. Shake this town off
and leave. King will eventually get Sawyer back.”

Vida stubbornly shook her head. She couldn’t believe how he expected her to turn her
back on Sawyer.

“1 saw the game you were playing with Briggs. You're going to get yourself in more
trouble than you can handle, Vida.”

“l don’'t know what you're talking about.” Vida looked out the restaurant window,
avoiding his eyes.

“Yes, you do,” Colton countered.

The waitress brought their food, setting it down in front of them. Vida took a bite of



the warm, sticky pancakes and found herself starved, eating most of the plate without
looking up. The waitress refilled her coffee and it was when she took a sip of the
strong brew that she caught Colton’s amused gaze on her.

Blushing, she looked at her almost empty plate with a smile. “1 guess | was hungrier
than | thought.”

Laughing, Colton teased, “| see that, do you want me to order you another stack?’
Vida couldn’t help staring at the change in his face that the laughter had brought.

He was extremely good looking; his long, dark hair was tousled from the wind,
giving him an untamed appearance while the metal ball that pierced his sensua
bottom lip caused Vidato lower her gaze to his mouth. Reverend had talked him into
it last week. Vida had almost died laughing when Rev had also offered to pierce his
cock and Colton had told him where to stick his needles.

Vida could understand why he didn’'t have any trouble getting women in his bed. He
was a woman’'s fantasy with the sexual vibes emanating from him. In fact, several
women in the restaurant were constantly looking at their table. Even the waitress kept
making frequent trips back to their table, brushing against him unnecessarily every
time she refilled his coffee cup.

“Are you finished?’ Vida suddenly became aware the waitress and Colton were
looking at her.

“Yes, thank you.” Vida turned to the waitress and asked, “Could | get a to-go box?’
Both Colton and the waitress looked at her almost empty plate.

“Beright back.” The waitress |eft to go get the box. Colton didn’t say anything to her
when the waitress returned, silently watching as she put the remains of her meal in
the box then waited expectantly for her to finish the coffee.



“Ready?’ Colton rose to his feet, going to the cash register to pay. Vida waited
patiently by the door, watching as the waitress flirted with him now that Vida's
presence wasn't stymieing her.

The two men ditting at a nearby table smiled at her, Vida turned her eyes away, not
wanting to encourage their attention. It didn’t matter, within seconds the younger of

the two got up from the table, finally brave enough to approach her.

“Me and my friend think we recognize you from the Purple Pussycat. Aren’'t you
Trouble?’

“YeS,

she is, so you better move along before it finds you,” Colton said from behind the
young man, who jumped when he heard the threatening voice behind him.

“Sorry, man, just curious.”

“Yeah, well curiosity got the cat killed.” The man practically ran back to his seat at
Colton’ sthreat.

“That happen alot?’ Colton asked, glaring at the embarrassed man’s friend smirking
from the table.

“Some,” Vidaresponded evasively.
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“ At school?’ he probed.

“No, thank God.” Colton held the door open for her and Vida walked through the
doorway, aware of several sets of eyes watching their departure.

She climbed on Colton’'s bike after putting the helmet back on. He never wore a
helmet, but he refused to let her ride without one. The restaurant was only a block
away from the apartment; Vida wished it was a longer ride. She had grown to enjoy
riding with Colton; he was a good driver and handled the bike expertly.

Colton unlocked his apartment door, letting her go through first. Vida came to a dead
stop seeing Tessa sprawled across the couch completely naked. Vida tried not to let
her mouth hang open, but didn’t think she was successful. She didn’t know why it
shocked her so much. After working at the strip club, nudity should have become
familiar to her, yet she thought it was simply the surprise of finding Tessawith all her
assets on display right on the very couch where she usually slept.

“What the fuck?’ Vidafelt Colton come to a stop behind her.

Tessa's face was priceless. Vida didn’'t think the woman appreciated that she was
standing and gawking at her. The woman’s face turned a dark red as she jumped up
from the couch, pulling on her clothes.

“What the hell is she doing here?’ she screamed at Colton.

“Don’'t worry why she's here. You need to get out, now.” Colton came further into
the room and closed the door behind him. Vida jumped at the sound of the slamming



door.

“1 need to take a shower,” Vida said, moving towards the bathroom.

“You need to get out. Colton and | need to talk.” Tessa tried to regain control now
that her clothes were back on her body.

“You have something to talk to me about, talk to me tomorrow at the shop,” Colton
told the woman. Vida almost felt sorry for Tessa. Pulling her gown and robe out of
the hall closet, she tried to ignore their voices as she went into the bathroom. The
loud yells were smothered with the water as she turned on the shower.

Vidatook her time showering, washing her hair, shaving her legs and then combing
and braiding her hair. Dreading going back into the living room, she was relieved to
find it empty. Putting her to-go box in the refrigerator, she carried her sheets and
blankets to the couch. Pausing, she hurriedly flipped over the cushions then laid out
the sheet on the couch and neatly made it up for the night.

The front door opened just as she finished with the couch and Vida saw him hesitate
after it had closed. When his eyes then brushed over her body in the blue toweling
robe and neatly braided hair, Vida's stomach clenched at the look in his eyes.

“I"'m sorry about that. | didn't know she had a key. That won't happen again.” Vida
would take that bet. Tessa had been humiliated in front of Vida. No woman would
risk that twicein alifetime.

“It'sall right. I’'m sure she was as embarrassed as | was,” Vidalied.

“That’s doubtful.” Vida saw the anger in his face, glad that it wasn't directed towards
her.



Running his hand through his hair, his frustrated sigh filled the silent room. “I'm
going to bed. Need anything?’ He paused before leaving, waiting for her reply.

“No thanks.” He gave a sharp nod at her reply.

Vidaturned out the lights before lying down. She had actually slept better the last two
weeks in his apartment than she had in a long time. Colton’s presence made her feel
safer than she had felt in King's guarded nightclub. Vida's mind shied away from
figuring out why, snuggling down into the warm blanket and letting the sound of the
shower lull her to Sleep.

Chapter Six

Vidawoke with a start when Colton shook her shoulder.

“Shake that ass; we're running late.” Vida sat up; looking out the window to see the
sun was bright. Forgetting that she was only in her t-shirt, Vida jumped from the
couch then, disoriented, she tripped over her backpack and fell against Colton before
he could move out of her way. Putting her hands on his chest to regain her balance,
Colton’ s hands landed on her hips to steady her.

“You all right?” His voice sounded amused.

Vida nodded. “Sorry,” she mumbled, moving away towards the hall. She picked out
clean clothes, went into the bathroom, and pulled on loose jeans and an oversized
shirt. She hurriedly brushed out her hair before pulling it back.

She was in the kitchen eating her leftovers from Waffle House when Colton came
into the kitchen. Giving her a sour look, he pulled out a box of cereal and made
himself abowl before joining her at the table.



Vida finished eating, licked off the last of the syrup from her lip and was rising from
the table with her plate when Colton’s eyes caught hers. Vida froze, she had seen that
look enough on the men’s faces in the front row to know exactly what it meant.
Quickly averting her gaze, Vida washed her plate before putting it in the drainer to
dry.

Gathering what she would need for the day, she put her recharged computer into her
backpack while waiting for Colton to wash his bowl. Getting his keys, they went
outside to the motorcycle. Vida ignored the tension-filled silence from Colton,
grabbing his waist when he throttled the engine.

She had promises to keep and future plans that a man like Colton would derail. He
obviously enjoyed a variety of women and Vida had no intentions of being just
another piece of gum he chewed and discarded.

Sawyer, Vida and Callie had made promises to each other that they wouldn’t grow up
to be like their mothers. Vida' s own mother would fall in love with any man who
wanted her, making her false promises that were never kept. Each time Vida watched
her mother sink further and further into depression, blaming herself because it never
worked out.

Sawyer’s father had been killed in a car accident, devastating her mother. She had
never sought solace in another’s arms. She had held her heart untouched by another
until the day a vicious mugger had taken her life for twenty dollars in ones and some
change.

Callie’s mother had been by far the worst. Even now, Vida s mind shied away from
thinking about the monster that had given birth to such a beautiful child, both in body
and spirit. She had used men to her own advantage and had been a ruthless, money-
grabbing whore.



Vida felt tears and had to swallow the lump in her throat at the thought of Callie and
the promises the three had made each other. Their bubble gum promises had seemed
so simple in their childhood, yet they remained unfulfilled. Sawyer was held at the
mercy of an unknown man, Vida found herself in the same job that her mother had
been unable to escape and Callie hadn’t even made it out of childhood alive; avictim
of the very life that had created her. The wind dried the tears that Vida couldn’t
prevent from falling.

Colton drove the bike to the side of the tattoo shop where Vida climbed off as soon as
he stopped and then, without waiting for him, she rushed into the shop. The lobby
was empty, but Tessa, hearing the bell, came into the room. Her expression showed
she wasn’t any happier than she had been the night before.

Ignoring Vida, she turned her anger towards Colton. “Y ou were supposed to be here
an hour ago. | rescheduled your client for twelve. Since you're so late, you can make
the time up during your lunch hour.” Vida didn’t think Colton was going to be happy
with Tessa s bossy attitude.

Vida tried to ignore the tense situation as she sat behind the desk. She pulled out her
computer and turned it on.

“Let’s not forget who the boss is here, Tessa. | caled from the apartment and had
already rescheduled the appointment. Call him back and ask which time he prefers.”

Tessa stiffened. “I ran this shop whiley
ou were in prison; it's more mine than yours.”
“Don’t forget who is the one responsible for putting mein prison, Tessa. | bought this

shop with my own money. Now that I’'m out, I’ ve told you that you need to move on.
There are other shops in town who would be happy to give you a job.” His deadly



cam voice had Vida glancing up from her computer. She had no doubt that Colton
could be a mean son of abitch.

“I’m not leaving!” she yelled.

Colton shrugged. “Then don’t, but you're not going to boss me around and bitch at
me every five seconds. If you stay, you're just another employee to me.”

“Colton, I’'m your wife.”

“Actualy, in thirty days you will be my ex-wife,” Colton informed her.

“You filed the papers?’ Vida could see the shock on Tessa' s face.

“1 signed the papers the day after | was released from prison. | told you to take care of
it, you didn’t. | did.” Unremorsefully, he continued, “Now al we have left is a
business relationship, one | no longer want, but | will leave that to you. Me and you,
in any other way, does not exist. Do you fucking understand me, Tessa?’

Tessa's pale face stared back at Colton mutely before storming from the room.

“1 think you should tell her why I’'m staying with you. It will calm her down,” Vida
advised. “| really don’t want her blaming me for you wanting a divorce.”

“Tessa knows exactly who is responsible for our divorce,” Colton said grimly.
“Then why is she throwing all these dirty looks at me?’ Vida asked in confusion.
“Because she thinks she owns me and doesn’t want to admit our divorce is her fault.”

Colton crossed his arms over his chest, his t-shirt stretched, leaving the tats on his
forearm visible. Vida's eyes traced the lines of the various tats.



“And,” he continued, “she thinks I’m fucking you.”

“Her name is on severa of your tats; a woman begins to think a man is hers when he
brands himself with her name. | would appreciate it if you would tell her I’'m not
sleeping with you. It will definitely make my day go easier when | have to deal with
her clients.” Vidawas getting tired of Tessa's snide remarks.
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“1t won’t matter; she won't believe me.”
“Why?’" Vida asked, looking down at her computer and refusing to gaze into his eyes.

“Because Tessa knows that | like to fuck. She won't believe there is the dlightest
chance that you could live with me and not have me put my cock in your tight little
pussy.” Colton’s voice became intimately suggestive.

Shocked, Vida looked up into his face. For the last two weeks he had completely
ignored her presence, treating her with cold indifference, now he was talking to her in
away that was sexually explicit. Something didn’t add up and Vida was pretty sure
she knew the answer to Colton’s big change.

“King wouldn’'t let you get rid of me, would he?” Mischievous laughter erupted as
Vida was unable to hold back. She could practically see the smoke coming out of his
ears. Desperately trying to dampen down her amusement before he strangled her,
Vida gathered her control. It wasn't easy, but she finally succeeded.

“You think you have it al figured out, don't you?’ Colton questioned, neither
confirming nor denying his plan.

“Damn, Colton, | think I’'m smart enough to know that the last thing you want is me
in your apartment. If King refused to let me leave, your only other option is to get me
to want to leave,” she mocked him, leaning back in the swivel chair and placing her
arms across her chest.

“What you didn’t think about is that | actually don’t mind living with you, despite



your revolving bedroom door. It's better than slegping in the same room as one of
King’'s women, who are giving blowjobs or fucking before | can get out of the room.
It's damn sure better than letting Digger get me and it sure as hell is better than
leaving before | find Sawyer.” Vida's voice was practically yelling at Colton as he
stood dumbfounded at the woman he had mistaken for being atimid little mouse.

Vida almost started laughing again at his expression, but decided she had pressed her
luck far enough for the day. The bell rang, letting them know a customer was coming
in the door. Seth came towards the counter with a genuine smile on his face, carrying
his computer.

“I’'m off today. | thought if it's okay with you that | would hang around and. when
you weren't busy, you could help me code?’ Seth nervously waited for her reply.

Vidareturned his smile with one of her own. “1’d enjoy it, Seth. | get bored between
customers now that most of my classes are finished.”

Colton just stared back and forth between the two for several seconds.

“Make sure you keep track of the clients,” was all he said before disappearing.

The day was much better with Seth keeping her company. Tessa merely eyed Seth
when she came out front. Vida could tell she was wondering just what their
relationship was, but she didn't ask and Vida wasn't about to volunteer the
information.

Colton came out with his client; a woman, not much older than Vida, who had
wanted a tat of an owl on her shoulder. She had gushed her admiration of his tats
when she had caught sight of him. It wasn’t much better now that her tattoo had been
completed and wrapped.



Colton had been about to call his next appointment when the woman grabbed his arm,
keeping him by her side. “Call me?’ Vida had become used to the forwardness of the
women that came into Colton’s shop.

“Sure thing, sugar.” Colton gave her a smile that looked insincere to Vida, but she
was also sure that she would see the bleached blond doing the walk out of Colton’s
front door during the wee hours when he was done with her.

“Colton, my man, | see you till have the touch.”

Everyone's eyes turned towards the loud voice to see a middle-aged man standing in
the doorway, letting the door close behind him as he came further into the room. He
was extremely attractive with hard angles, yet laugh lines were leading away from his

amused eyes as they took in the young girl pleading for Colton’s attention.

“|1 see three years in the state pen hasn’t hurt your mojo any.” The man was as large
as hisvoice.

“Shut-up, Max,” Colton said, trying to disentangle himself from the grip, which had
tightened on hisarm.

“You've been in prison?’ Instead of fear, Vida clearly saw arousal on the woman’'s
face.

“Yeah, | just got out a couple of weeks ago,” Colton answered.

“You sure you don’t want me to wait around until you get off? | don’t mind waiting.”
She moved closer to Colton.

“I"'m sure, Lara. I’'m busy tonight. I'll call you next week.” Vidarolled her eyes, more
like he had another woman scheduled for tonight.



Lara paid her bill then left when it became obvious that Colton wouldn’t change his
mind. Vida sat beside Seth, reaching out to point to a figure he had missed, feeling
the eyes of the newcomer on her. She steadily ignored the curious eyes on her as she
heard him talking to Colton.

“Have | met you? Y our face seems familiar to me for some reason.” The silence in
the room forced Vidato look up, knowing the voice was addressing her.

“l don’t think so, | would have remembered.” It was the honest truth; the man was
very striking, both in features and in the way he dressed. By his looks and from the
motorcycle he owned that was parked outside the glass door, Vida assumed he wasin
amotorcycle club. He had on jeans and a t-shirt with a leather jacket that had several
patches on it, most held a club name that was constantly in the news for the criminal
activitiesit was said they had committed.

“1 think we have. Y ou seem too familiar...” Vida knew the instant he recognized her,
amusement and admiration lit his face.

“Trouble?’ He laughed and hit his hand against Colton’s back. “1 have died and gone
to Heaven.” Holding his arms out, he gave her adevilish grin. “Come to daddy.”

Blood rushed up her from her chest to land with bright flags of shame on her cheeks
as Seth stopped coding to stare at her as if he had never seen her before. His mouth
dropped open.

“You work in King's club?’ Before Vida could reply, Max barged into their
conversation.

“She sure does. You have the pleasure of sitting next to one of King's gloriously
divine exotic dancers, Trouble.”



Seth looked at her with horrified eyes, as if the computer he had in front of him was
about to be stolen. Vida s emotions closed down. It was a look she was very familiar
with, she had seen it dozens of times when she was a child, whenever someone found
out her mother was a stripper.

Seth closed his computer, gathered his papers and shoved them unceremoniously into
his backpack.

“1 better be going. I'll talk to you later, Vida.” Seth jumped from his chair, taking off
from the shop asif the hounds of hell were after him. Vida swallowed down the hurt;
she had thought they were friends. Seth hadn’t made any sexual overtures towards her
and it had made her relax in his easygoing company.

“| takeit the kid didn’t know.” Vida could see remorsein Max’s eyes.

Vida shrugged, refusing to let them see she was hurting. “It was my fault; | had
plenty of timeto tell him.”

“Who gives a fuck, if something like that runs off the little pussy. You're better off
without him,” Max stated.

Vida shrugged again, Seth had surprised her by his abrupt departure. It wasn't Max’s
fault he had inadvertently let it out that she was stripping, it was her own for
entangling herself in the mess her life had become. Not for the first time, Vida
guestioned whether she was doing the right thing, wishing she had other options
where Sawyer was concerned. Maybe she should go to the police again?

Vida ran her hand along the computer, feeling the cold metal against her fingertips.
She gathered back her contral.

King was her only hope of getting Sawyer back; she knew that in her heart. She had



taken the only road open to her, so now she had to tough out the repercussions. When
Sawyer was back, she could leave and move somewhere where people had never
heard of her mother and wouldn't have to be constantly on guard about being
recognized as a stripper. She just had to hang on to her tattered pride until then.

& nbs

p; Pasting a fake smile on her lips that she was unaware didn’'t reach her eyes, she
forestalled any other comments. “Y ou'reright. | was only doing him a favor anyway,
helping him with his video game. Are you wanting to get a tattoo?’ she asked Max,
trying to change the subject.

“Only if Colton has an opening. | don’'t want that bitch of a wife anywhere near me
with those needles of hers.” Max shuddered, giving her awink.

“Colton’ s free; you can go on back with him.” Vida smiled at the man’s antics.

“Thanks, | am sorry, sometimes my mouth spouts out shit before | think.” Max
moved closer to the counter.

“It' sreally okay.” Thistime Vida s smile was much warmer. “But I'm still not going
to give you a private dance,” she teased. She could tell he was upset with himself for
being responsible for Seth leaving.

His heartbreak lasted three seconds. “I guess I'll survive. Any chance you'll give me
the redhead’ s number that comes on the stage after you?’

Vida studied Colton’s friend, he seemed like areally nice guy. “I’ll give her acall. If
she says it cool, I'll give it to you. | will warn you, though, she does have a
boyfriend.”



“Trouble, you just made my day. I'll make sure we name our firstborn after you.”
Vida couldn’t hold back her laughter at his silly response.
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“I’ll hold you to that,” she mock threatened.

“Go on back to my room, I'll be there in aminute,” Colton told Max, staring intently
a Vida,

Colton waited until Max had |eft the room before questioning Vida.
“You sureyou're okay?’ His eyes searched hers.

“I'm fine. It was only a matter of time before Seth found out. The semester is almost
over and when Sawyer comes home, I'll be leaving. So it’sredly not abig deal.”

“Leaving? Where will you be going?’ His sharp voice surprised Vida. Just minutes
ago he had been trying to get rid of her.

“1 want to travel. Just get in a car and drive until | come to a place | want to stay,”
Vidaanswered.

“1t’ s not safe for awoman to travel by herself.” Vida stared at the big, bad, tatted man
staring down at her. Wherever she went was safer than Queen City, Texas.

“I won’'t be by myself, Sawyer will be with me,” Vida countered his argument.
“1 hope everything works out, Vida, | really do,” Colton said doubtfully.

Vidareplied with resolvein her voice. “It will.”



Colton turned, but Vida saw the pity in his expression. She knew he thought that
King wouldn’t get Sawyer back, however Vida had put al her faith in him. He had
promised Vida when her mother died that if she ever needed anything, she only had
to ask. She never expected to need King, but with Sawyer’s disappearance, she had
no choice. He had agreed to help her, and Vida knew it was because of her mother,
yet a look had momentarily crossed his ruthless face when she had told him of

Sawyer’ s disappearance.

It had been fear.

They grabbed a bite to eat on the way home, neither saying much. Vida wanted to
maintain a distance between her and Colton; a distance she felt dlipping away. Colton
seemed to feel the same way, with his familiar cold expression in place; he didn’t
attempt any conversation to fill the uneasy silence between them.

When they arrived back at the apartment, Vida went into the bathroom to get ready
for that night's performance. She shaved her legs, made sure her bikini area was
cleanly shaven and then rubbed an erotic smelling cream onto her skin, giving her
skin a golden sheen.

She curled and fluffed her hair, making sure she used extra hairspray so that the bike
helmet didn’t do too much damage. Dressing in sweatpants and her college jersey,
she put her make-up and brushes into her backpack. Finally finished, she went back

out into the apartment to find that Colton was still in his room.

A knock on the door had her going toward it, looking through the peephole she saw
Henry. She opened the door and stepped back to let him inside the apartment.

“You ready?’ he asked.

“You're taking me tonight?’ Vida asked, surprised. Colton hadn’t mentioned that he



wasn't taking her as he usually did after they ate dinner.

“Colton called King and asked if | could give you aride tonight,” Henry replied.

“Oh.” Vidatried not to feel hurt, but did, not knowing why. “I’'m ready. Let me grab
my bag.”

Henry waited patiently by the door as Vida picked up her backpack from the table.
Unable to stop herself, her eyes dlid to the closed bedroom door. Turning back to
Henry, she closed and locked the door behind them. The ride in the back of King's
car seemed confining after becoming used to traveling on the back of Colton’s bike.

Henry opened the door for her when they arrived. “You're quiet tonight, Vida.
Anything wrong?’

Vida shook her head. “Nothing, just wish thiswas all over.” Henry looked back at her
in sympathy, although he didn’t say anything as he escorted her inside. His loyalty to
King was without question. In the dressing room, Vida changed into her black, sheer
outfit, her tiny black bra exposed under the sheer material. She liked this three piece
set better than the red. The three piece set gave her less time to spend naked.

When she was ready, she went to the curtain to wait her queue. As the music began,
Vida swallowed hard and stepped forward.

Chapter Seven

Vida unlocked the apartment door, turning to wave back at Henry that everything was
okay before going inside. Flipping on the light switch, she turned and locked the
door. Dropping her backpack onto the chair, she went into the small kitchen to get a
cold bottle of water before she took a quick shower to wash away the filth from the
club she still felt clinging to her.



She refilled the bottle with water from the sink and was putting it back into the
refrigerator to get cold when she heard the bedroom door open and footsteps coming
down the hallway. Vida kept her face expressionless as the waitress from the Waffle
House came into the room looking disheveled and stinking from sex. Colton walking
behind her paused as they both became aware that they were no longer alone. The
walitress, now in jeans and a pink top, was obviously on her way out. Colton, wearing
only jeans that he had zipped but hadn’t buttoned, was shirtless, exposing his chest
covered in avariety of tattoos.

“1 didn’t know you lived with her.” The waitress looked accusingly at Colton.

“He doesn’t, I'm just a temporary roommate,” Vida explained quickly. The woman
looked like she was about to throw a hissy fit. She was all about letting Colton handle
it, but Vida was tired and didn't want to listen to yet another woman take another
sarcastic remark from Colton, which she could tell from the steely look on his face he
was about to give her.

“Oh, then | guess that’s all right.” Suspiciously she glared at Vida, who decided the
best thing to do was to ignore them both. Getting her nightclothes, she went into the
bathroom, unable to hear the words exchanged between the two of them.

Vidawished just one time she could have an uneventful night without any of Colton’s
fuck buddies coming and going. She was beginning to think the room at King's
wasn't al that bad.

Coming out of the bathroom after she was dressed in her flannel pajamas and her hair
brushed backed into a tight braid, she saw Colton leaning against the counter in the
kitchen.

Ignoring him, she plucked her sheets and blankets from the closet and started making
up the couch.



“l didn't need you to butt in and explain anything to Tammy. It was none of her
business.”

Vida shrugged. “ Sorry, next time I’ ll keep my mouth shut.” Finished, she laid down
on the couch and pulled the blanket over her. “Could you turn off the light?’

Colton stood tautly for several seconds before walking to the light switch and turning
it off.

Vida heard his footsteps leave the room and then turned on her side to make herself

more comfortable. Trampling down the unexpected jealousy, it took several minutes
to cam her nerves before she relaxed enough to fall asleep.

Vida woke the next morning, determined to finish the last of her course assignments.
She set her computer up at the table and began her work only to stop long enough to
fix herself a cup of coffee. She was so engrossed in her work, she wasn't aware of
Colton coming into the room. It was only when he sat down at the table across from
her that she was drawn away from studying her book.

“When do your classes end?’

“Thisweek,” Vida answered his question, watching as he took a drink of his coffee.

“After your class is over, | want you to leave town, find someplace to hole up. I'll
help King find Sawyer and bring her to you when | can.”

“Why would you become involved?’

“I'm aready involved. It's only a matter of time before Digger finds out you're



staying here. It will actually be easier for both of us if you leave town. It will draw
Digger’ s attention away from you.”

Disappointment filled Vida; she hadn’t thought that Colton would be worried about
Digger coming after him. He was right, Digger knew everything going on in town,
and he probably already knew that she was no longer staying at the club.

“You'reright, | didn't think about your safety. We don’t have to wait until my class
isover, | can—"

Colton set his cup down hard, spilling the remaining coffee over the side. “I’m not
worried about Digger coming after me, but if he's as smart as| know he s, the son of
a bitch will know your classes are aimost over. If you went missing, it would make all
the papers, the headlines aone of a young college girl’s disappearance is the only
thing holding him back. Once your classes are over, he can make you disappear and
everyone will just think that you moved on. Exactly what you said you were going to
do last night.”

Vida' s mouth snapped closed. What he was saying was the truth. She had even told a
couple of her friends at school her plans.

“1 can’t leave without Sawyer. We made a promise when we were kids that we would
both leave town together. | can’t break my promise.”
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“Dammit.” Colton brushed his hand through his aready tumbled hair. “This is a
fucked up mess.”

Vidasilently agreed with him.

Standing up from the table, he wiped the spilt coffee from the table. “Get dressed;
we're going out.”

“Where to?’

“1 don't know, but I’'m sick of being cooped up. | need some fresh air and, since |
can't leave you aone, that means you’ re coming with me.”

Vida started to protest, but she hadn’t had a free day in so long she had forgotten
what it was like simply to go out and have fun. Closing down her computer, she went
into the bathroom and changed into jeans and along sleeved shirt. Colton had dressed
and was sitting on the chair in the living room waiting for her.

“Ready?’
“Yes.”

It was early afternoon, so not many people were out on the roads. He drove them out
of the city where the light traffic dwindled down until they only passed a car every so
often. The scenery lulled Vida into forgetting her problems; the drawback was it
increased her awareness of Colton. Sitting against his back with her thighs so close
had her wanting things her mind refused to acknowledge. Her body on the other hand



had a mind of its own.

He handled the bike expertly, making Vida wonder how he had learned to ride the
bike so well in the city.

Eventually, they rode through a small town where Colton stopped for gas. It was next
door to a restaurant where they went through the drive- thru. Vida sat on the bike as
Colton stood next to it, eating their food. When they finished, Colton drove down a
small, paved road on alarge piece of land. They found a farmers' market, which had
been set up on the side of the road.

“Let’scheck it out,” Colton said suddenly.

Vida agreed and they spent an amusing couple of hours going to the various booths.
Vida bought some fruit while Colton purchased drinks and a couple of sandwiches.
Finding a spot on the ground away from the booths, they ate quietly as they watched
the customers shop.

“1 love being out of the city,” Vida said, looking at the countryside surrounding them.
Colton paused at eating his sandwich. It was the first thing Vida had shared about
herself. The woman kept herself so contained, you never knew what she was
thinking.

“You don't like the city?’

“1 hate it. | like being out in open spaces. The idea of having just afew neighbors and
having a small town sense of community where they actually care about one another

appealsto me.”

“But you have that in the city. Your relationship with Sawyer proves that,” Colton



argued.

Vidashook her head. “ Sawyer, Callieand | all lived on the fifth floor in alow income
housing building. Sawyer’s mother would babysit Callie and me while my mom
worked or Callie'swas busy. But none of them shared anything about their lives. The
apartment building was filled with people who weren't even supposed to be living
there. Everyone minded their own business because they didn’t want anyone sticking
their nose into theirs or the possibility of getting evicted.”

There was definitely no sense of community where she had grown up. Vida watched
the people at the farmers market greet each other, standing and talking amongst
themselves before continuing with their shopping.

“1 see your point.” Colton recognized that she wanted a tight community to replace
her lack of family until she had one of her own. Colton didn’t know why that thought
bothered him, only that it did.

Her dark hair was pulled back, showing her high cheekbones and green eyes. Her red
lips bit into a piece of melon that had juice running down her chin. Giving her a
napkin, he watched as she wiped away the juice from her face and licked her lips to
catch the stray droplets. Her unconscious sensuality hardened his cock. Colton shifted
on the hard ground.

Taking an apple for himself, he watched her pick up another piece of melon and had
to force his attention back to what she was saying.

“In atown like this, a child like Callie would never have suffered. A neighbor, school
or friend would have reported her mother. She might still be alive if she hadn’'t had

the misfortune to live where she did.”

“You don’t know that, Vida. Maybe she would still be alive or maybe something else



could have killed her. She might have died some other way and never known what it
was like to have such wonderful friends as you or Sawyer.”

“She was so special, Colton. Her mother would drop her off as often as Sawyer’s
mother would take her during the day. All three of usdidn’t realize we weren't sisters
until we were about five-years-old; we spent so much time together. Especially
Sawyer and me because our mothers were friends and they would swap out
babysitting. Brenda, that bitch, would only let Sawyer’s mom babysit when she was
coming off her high. She wanted Callie by her side al the time, even when she
was...” Her voice broke off.

“My mom and Sawyer’s mom both reported her to social services when the bruises
became worse, but they aways gave her back to that bitch, then she started
threatening our moms. She held a knife to my mom one night when she tried to talk
to her. She even threatened Sawyer and me if they didn’t mind their own business.”

“Vida,” Colton tried to stop her, knowing where this story ended, seeing no need for
her to take this trip down memory lane. Goldie had told him about Callie’'s mother.
He had wanted to have a talk with her himself, but Goldie had been terrified that the
woman would disappear with Callie.

She continued on, lost in her own story, “The first time Sawyer and | saw Marshall,
he scared us; he was so frightening.” Vida could still see the white haired, muscular
man who had been as large as a giant to the small children they were then.

“He scared me, too, and | wasn't a little girl.” Colton tried again to regain her
attention unsuccessfully.

“The sad part is, | think he really cared for Callie; she gained weight and didn’t have
as many bruises. Sawyer and | were happy that he’d moved in with her mom. Do you
think he meant to hurt Callie when he killed Brenda?’ Vida buried her face in her



hands. “I still see her face every day, Colton, wishing | had smelled the smoke
sooner, got to her door faster, knocked louder. There should have been something |
could have done.”

“l heard about that fire, Vida. It wasin all the papers and it was all anyone could talk
about for weeks in the neighborhood. There was nothing you could have done. When
Marshall caught Brenda in bed with another man, he went crazy and killed them both.
Callie must have managed to escape out of the window because they found her body
hiding in one of the vacant apartments. She was probably so scared from what she'd
witnessed that she had run and hid, and was too frightened to come out when she
heard the sirens.”

“She was only eight-years-old.”

“Sweetheart, you were only a year older. You did exactly what you were supposed to
do. You tried to aert them then got outside with your mom. That was why you
lived,” Colton tried to reason with her.

Vida came back to the present with her hand in Colton’s. Self-consciously, she pulled
it away and began cleaning up the remains of their impromptu picnic.

They passed back through the booths as they left and a young girl with a woman
standing by a cardboard box drew Vida's attention. She paused and looked into the
box where a reddish-blond ball of fluff stared back at her.

“Awe, isn't it cute.” Vida bent down and petted the squirming puppy that promptly
started smothering her in puppy kisses. Giggling, Vida stroked the curly soft fur. “Is
itagirl or boy?’

“It'saqirl,” thelittle girl replied. “It'sthe last one | have left. Mama wouldn’t let me
name her cause we have to sell them, but | think she looks like a Chloe.”



Thelittle girl cast her mother a sidelong look. Shaking her head at the little girl with a
soft smile, the mother reached into the box and handed her the wiggling puppy.
Burying her face in the soft puppy fur, this was what Vida wanted out of life,
normalcy. It sounded boring, but Vida could easily see the love and happiness shining
from the mother and ch

ild.

“I'm selling her for two hundred fifty dollars. She's a malti-poo.” Vida stroked the
soft fur one more time before regretfully giving it back.

“1 wish | could buy her, but right now | don’t have a permanent home. It’s going to be
a while before | can have a puppy.” Reluctantly, Vida gave the puppy back to the
little girl, who took it back with arelieved smile.

“1 wish you could have taken her. | can tell you two would have made a great match.”
The woman smiled. Vida glanced down at the little girl who didn’t try to hide her joy
at having her puppy back.

Vida said goodbye with alast look at the wiggling puppy in the little girl’s arms. Her
stomach clenched as she tried to gather her emotions around her while they walked
back to the bike. Colton stiffened as they drew closer, not understanding why until
she saw two men touching his bike. One kicked the wheel while another messed with
the handlebar.

“Get away from my ride,” Colton said as he moved toward the men.
“We're just lookin' at it.” The man had tobacco in his mouth, spitting a stream of

juice near Colton’'s foot. Vida assumed the man was an idiot until her gaze went to
the side and saw another large man leaning against the side of an older model truck.



“Go find something else to look at, like your wife fucking your brother.”

The man cockily pulled up his saggy pants and raised his handsin the air.

“1 don’t want no trouble. What make isit? Y ou get plenty of pussy ridin’ on those nut
busters? Been thinking of getting me one. If it gets me a piece of pussy that looks like

her, | might need to buy one.”

“Shithead, you couldn’'t afford what a bike like that costs, but you go ahead and buy
one you can afford because a dumb fuck like you would be road kill in a hour.”
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The man turned red. Vida thought he might have swallowed the wad of tobacco in his
mouth, instead he let go of another spew of juice and this time it landed on Colton’s
boot.

Vidawas watching it and still didn’t see it happen. One minute the man was standing
there and the next his face was planted in Colton’s boot with Colton’s hand in his
hair. He was using the man’ s face to wipe the offensive stuff off his boot.

“What the fuck.” His friends rushed forward.

Colton used his other foot to kick the downed man away from him. The first man to
reach him had a fist shoved in his nose and blood flew as he was knocked back into
his other friend that was also coming at Colton, causing them both to lose their
balance. Before they could right themselves, Colton beat the men mercilesdsly.

Vida stood there, open mouthed, as people from the farmers' market tried to break the
fight apart.

“You need to get the hell out of here,” the friendly mother told Vida and Colton.
“Those boys have several friends in town. They won't like it that one man beat up al
three of them.”

“We're going.” Colton waited until Vida was on the bike before he got on and started
the motor.

Colton drove them back to the city, and as each mile brought them closer, Vida felt
the return of all her worries that she had been able to briefly put from her mind.



As soon as they were back in the apartment, Vida took a quick shower before going
back to her homework. The life that mother and daughter shared was the future she
was working so hard toward. She had to keep her mind on that, not the reaction
Colton aroused in her. He was nothing more than a one-way ticket to reliving her
mother’slife.

Colton had watched Vida shut down her emotions when she walked away from the
small girl and puppy. She had wanted that small dog so much it was almost tangible.
Colton had begun to notice during the short time Vida had been around him that the
more strongly she felt about something, the more she shut down her emotions.

He couldn’t understand it. Goldie had been a good mother, she had constantly talked
about Vida when they had been at the same party or hung out with mutual friends. He
was sure that she hadn’t secretly abused Vida, so he couldn’t understand why she was
so closed within herself. The only thing he could think of was that with her mom
dead and Sawyer gone, she was overwhelmed and closing down was her way of
dealing with the situation she had found herself in.

He had to respect the way she handled herself. Vida was determined to make a
successful life for herself, wanting her friend by her side when she accomplished her
goals.

Colton remembered seeing Sawyer before he went to prison. She had come into his
shop for a small tattoo on the inside of her wrist. She was tall and curvy. He could
easily see why she had been kidnapped with her fresh-faced beauty. Others of a more
corrupt nature would seek to destroy that beauty and innocence that was easily
discernable, even if all she was wearing were cheap jeans and a t-shirt.

He didn’t know why, but for some reason, her tattoo came to mind. He had given
hundreds and actually remembered only the ones he had created or he had done
extremely well in spite of ther difficulty. Sawyer's had been simple and



straightforward. She had only wanted a simple word on her wrist. Freedom.

Colton was beginning to think that the three young girls he remembered playing
outside when they were little had been imprisoned much longer than he was.

Deciding to take a shower, he left Vida doing whatever it was she did on her
computer. Washing his body then his hair, he thought about getting it cut, he always
wore it long, but now it was brushing his shoulders, and he was becoming aggravated
when he forgot to tie it back.

He leaned his head against the shower wall. His cock was driving him insane after
feeling her lush body against his back all day. He had known it would be a mistake to
spend the day with Vida, but hadn’t been able to resist the temptation to get to know
her better.

Colton got out of the shower, drying himself off and wrapping a towel around his
hips before going into his bedroom. Forcing himself not to check out what Vida was
doing, he shut the bedroom door behind him.

Picking up the cell phone on the table beside his bed, he made a call that he hoped
would keep him out of trouble.

Vida heard the knock on the door and was rising from the table to answer the door
when Colton’s bedroom door opened and he came out dressed only in jeans. Sitting
back down, Vida lowered her eyes back to the computer, already knowing it was a
woman at the door; it just remained to be seen which woman he'd called.

Vida recognized the voice of the woman that he had given atat to last week.

“What's she doing here? | thought it was just going to be the two of us. I'm really not
interested in athreesome.” Vidawould have laughed if she weren't so miserable.



“It'sjust us. Vidaisjust my temporary roommate. Let’s go back to my bedroom.”

Vida couldn’t resist looking up for a second to see Colton take Lara’s hand and lead
her down the hallway to his bedroom. She turned away before they could catch her
staring. Vida continued working for another hour, having to turn up the volume on

her headphones to drone out the female screams and moans coming from the
bedroom.

From past experience, Vida shut down her computer and made her bed, determined to
be asleep before the woman left. Inexplicably, she didn’t want to see her after she had
been in Colton’s bed.

Leaving on her headphones this time, Vida didn’t put the pillow over her face. She
lay quietly, listening to her music, pretending she was far away in a new home with
Sawyer as her roommate.

For once, her plans of the future didn’t comfort her.

Chapter Eight

Vida had just finished scheduling an appointment when her cell phone rang.

“Hello?’ she answered hesitantly, not familiar with the number on display.

“Vida?’ awoman’s voice she recognized answered.

“Jazz?’

“Yes, Vidal need a big favor. Cody fell off his bike and broke his arm. We're in the

emergency room. Vida, | can't leave him.” Vida felt bad for the young mother who
worked as a body shot girl to keep a roof over her two young children’s head. They



had a deadbeat dad who refused to pay hi

s child support, but Jazz wasn't deterred her from going to school part-time during
the day to get her kids a better life.

“What do you need?’ Vida asked.

“I'm scheduled to work a party. It's a divorce celebration.” Vida could hear the
hiccup in her voice where she had been crying. “If | missit, King will fire me. | had
to miss so much work lately with the kids. He warned me if | cancelled again, he
would let me go. | can’t lose thisjob.” Another hiccupping sob and Vida caved.

“What timeisit?

“In an hour. You don’t have to worry about a costume | have an extra one; it'sin my
locker. Juliet isworking it too, so you won't have to do it alone.”

“I"ll cover you. Don’t worry, Jazz. Just take care of Cody.”

“Thanks, Vida.” The worried mother hung up the phone.

“Ready?’ Colton asked as he came into the lobby with his keysin his hand.

“Yes. Can you give me aride to Kings?’

“You're not scheduled for tonight.” Colton stated angered that King was making her
work an extra night.

“I’m not, but a friend’s child got hurt and | told her | would work the party for her,”
Vida explained.



“Have you worked a party before?’ Colton asked sharply.
“No, but if | don’t, King will fire Jazz, and she has two kids, Colton.”

Colton lips tightened as she grabbed her backpack. Closing and locking the doors, he
let his silence speak as to what he thought about her working the party. The silence
continued even after he dropped her off at the back door. Assuming he would go on
to the apartment, she didn’t watch as he drove around the side of the building.

Hurriedly, with not much time left, Vida went to Jazz's locker, taking a step back
when she saw the outfit staring at her. It was a thong with a little black skirt that
every time she moved would sway to show her ass. The top was a sheer black lace
bikini top that tied closed between the breasts. Anyone barely tugging the string
would expose her breasts.
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“Hurry up, Vida.” Juliet came into the dressing room, already dressed. Applying her
make-up, she gave Vida acold glare. “I’m not working those horny bastards myself. |
aready told Jazz when she called you that you better pull your weight.”

Crap. Vida didiked Juliet out of all the staff King had. She used her body and wiles
doing anything and everything to score the big tips.

Taking the costume from the locker, Vida went into the restroom to get dressed, not
wanting to get changed under Juliet’s scrutiny. Looking in the mirror when she was
dressed in the costume, Vida amost changed her mind. Stiffening her shoulders and
remembering the two children depending on their mother had Vida stepping back into
the dressing room to brush her hair and apply her make-up.

“Hurry up.” Juliet held the door open and Vida followed her up the steps to the VIP
room where the party of men were waiting.

When Juliet opened the door, the group of eight men sitting at a table on two couches
at the back of the room started calling for them.

Vida and Juliet both grabbed a tray of drinks and walked to the table. Each man
grabbed a cup of the foaming champagne, toasting the newly divorced man. He didn’t
look heartbroken to Vida as he stared at her breasts and rubbed her ass when she
came near to hand him his drink.

Vida moved out of reach, but didn’t say anything, following Juliet’s lead. In the VIP
room, the men were alowed to touch more, but they weren’'t alowed to touch a
woman’s mound or pull his penis out. Other than those rules, the men paid a higher



cover charge to be given greater |leeway with the women.

Juliet sat down on the couch next to several men at the end of the table. She
reluctantly sat down next to the newly divorced man and his friends. For the next
hour, Vida sat listening as he complained about his ex-wife while she refilled their
drinks.

It was after their third round of drinks that Vida noticed that Colton had come into the
room and was talking with the bartender. Ignoring him, she picked up her tray and
went back to the table.

“I’ll give you five hundred for a dick shot,” Vida overheard a man tell Juliet. The
woman readily agreed, placing a cup of beer between the man legs.

Juliet squatted between his legs, going down with her mouth to the cup. Vida had to
give the woman credit; she acted like she was giving him a blowjob using the cup
instead of his cock. Grasping the cup between her lips, she took a sip, placing it back
between his legs before going back for more. It was highly suggestive. The men got
excited watching the woman perform.

“I’ll give you five hundred for a dick shot.” The divorced man, Vida had learned was
named Copper, offered with a drunken smile.

“No thanks,” Vida refused. Juliet threw her a disgusted look. The men went back to
drinking and Juliet gave a couple more dick shots to the customers.

Vida escaped to the restroom when Copper began tugging on the string to her top.
Juliet followed her, sslamming the door closed behind them.

“1 told you that you needed to pull your own weight. The next time someone wants an
extra, you better jump to it. If you're such a good friend of Jazz's, give her the



fucking money. How much do you think she could use the money you’re throwing
away? She’'s going to be taking a big hit, losing tonight’s money. We usually score at
least three grand.” Vida's stricken expression didn’t stop her from turning on her heel
and leaving Vidain stunned silence.

Vida used the restroom quickly before going back outside. The men were now
playing high card. Vida had seen the game before; whoever at the table picked the
highest card, the other men at the table would chip in for a lap dance, dick shot or a
body shot. Winner called which one he wanted.

The men each took turns picking cards. The one who won the first round chose Juliet
to take a body shot off her body.

They cleared their table and Juliet laid down on it with her hands above her head. The
men had each put in a hundred. Vida could see the gleam in her eyes a earning the
eight hundred dollars. Vida watched one of the men pour a drink on Juliet’s stomach.
Going on his knees beside the table, he licked the drink from her wherever the liquid
went on her body. Juliet cringed when he used his tongue to lick away the liquid from
between her breasts.

Finally, he moved away with cheers from the onlookers. The cards were drawn two
more times with the pot getting bigger each time. Conner finally won, his eyes
immediately went to Vida

“Body shot.” The pot was at twelve hundred. Vida saw the threat in Juliet’s eyes if
she refused. Standing up, she laid down on the table, raising her hands above her
head. Feeling the men’s eyes on her, she heard Colton’s voice at the back of the
crowd.

“I’ll take a piece of that action.” Everyone turned to face Colton.



“You're not part of this party. Get lost.” Laughing, they turned back to Vida.

“Let me take aturn drawing a card, and I'll double the pot. If | lose,” Colton nodded
to Connor, “he can keep the money or decide to take the shot. What have you got to
lose?’

Vida could see Copper was undecided, the money and Vida both a temptation.

“You got a deal.” The cards where shuffled and Colton pulled a card. He looked at
the card in Connor’s hand, reaching out he then pulled one from the center of the
deck, turning it over he exposed a King beating the high card of Copper’s eight of
spades.

“You fucking cheated,” one of the men yelled.

“How did | cheat when | didn’t touch the cards?’ Colton said calmly. The men
backed away from Vida, leaving a space for Colton to stand beside the table where
she laid waiting.

Vidathought at first he would let her out of it, but she could see from his angry glare
he was determined to teach her alesson.

Cooper handed him the shot of liquor pouring it onto Vida's taut stomach, the liquor
dlid across her flesh. Goosebumps rose and Vida shivered as Colton gazed down on
her sprawled on the table. He sank to his knees beside the low table. Any second Vida
expected him to call it off, it was only when his tongue began grazing her flesh did
sherealize he wasn't going to stop.

His sensuous tongue rose feelings in Vida that she had never felt before, warmth
pooled between her legs. Vida flushed in embarrassment as she tried to tear her gaze
away from his, but Colton held her gaze with an iron will, daring her to turn away.



His tongue lapped at the liquor at the band of her skirt that hung low on her hips,
delving dightly beneath the band. Vida' s fingers grasped the edge of the table at her
head.

She tried to wiggle her hips away from his enticing touch.

“Liedtill,” Colton ordered. Vida stopped moving her stomach, clenching tighter.

He moved upward, tracing the path of the liquor, swallowing every drop as he moved
between her breasts. Unable to help herself, Vida arched at the first touch of his
tongue on the side of her breast.

“1 told you to lie still.” His eyes held hers. His tongue made sure every drop of liquid
was found before he moved his tongue to the other breast where droplets glistened.
His tongue delved underneath the skimpy top. Vida felt the tip lick her hardened
nipplein abrief touch.

Before she could jump away, Colton stood up, lifting Vida back to her feet with his
hands on her waist. She aimost lost her balance on her high heeled shoes, it didn’t
help that her kneesfelt like jelly.

“Hell yeah, let’s do that again,” Conner yelled. The men sat back down as Conner
pulled Vida down to sit on hislap.

“Have aseat,” one of the drunken party goers' offered Colton.

The cards came back out. Colton won the next hand and with a pot of a grand he
chose Juliet to give him a dick shot. Vida turned her eyes away as the woman knelt
between Colton’s thighs and took a shot of beer from the cup held against his cock.
Vida couldn’t bring herself to watch the erotic woman's display as she became even
bolder, grazing her teeth over Colton jean covered cock.



When she finished, the cards were drawn again. Vida became suspicious when he
won for the third time in a row, but the drunken men had long sense lost what
rational e they had.

Vida tensed, expecting him to take a body shot off Juliet, but he chose a lap dance
from Vidainstead. Colton’s challenging stare and Juliet’s jealous one had Vidarising
from Copper’s lap.

Moving to Colton, she watched as he leaned back sprawled in his chair waiting for
her. Vida began dancing self-consciously in front of him, feeling stiff. His mocking
gaze had her trying to listen more closely to the music, forcing her body to relax. The
thought of Jazz getting another grand made her feel dighter better as her hips began
to sway and she straddled Colton’s thighs. Sitting down on his lap she moved her
breasts seductively towards his chest before teasingly moving backwards. She did this
severa times before she finally allowed her breasts to press flat against his chest,
rubbing them provocatively against him. Rising her hips and sinking back down, a
bare inch separated her from his covered cock as she ground down on him, the music
reaching its climax. Rising swiftly, she moved away, but Colton grabbed her hand,
rising to his own feet.

Motioning to the bouncer Colton turned back to the party of men. As much money as
they had wasted tonight, Vida was sure this wouldn’'t be the last divorce party they
attended.

“Party’s over,” Lou, another bouncer of King's, brought everyone's attention to him.
“Your driver is downstairs waiting.” The grumbling started, but was quickly cut off
by Lou as he moved the men towards the doorway.

“Go get changed. I'll bring my bike to the front,” Colton said, leaving her in front of
the dressing room.
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Juliet came in as she was about to get changed with her cut of the night’s money in an
envelope. “I tipped the bartender and Lou.”

“Thanks, Juliet.” Juliet gave her a grudging nod before going to her locker to grab her
coat, not bothering to change.

At Vida's questioning gaze, Juliet shrugged. “Connor offered to pay me for a private
performance. | have to go; their waiting in the car for me.” Vida watched the woman
leave the room, not wanting to think about how Juliet would be spending the rest of
her night.

Dressing took Vida several minutes. Grabbing the envelope of cash, she put it in her
pocket before going out into the hallway. Vida noticed the light in the hallway was
burned out. The darkened hallway gave her the cregps. While King had spared no
expense to regularly redecorate the front of the club, the back was old and still had
only one source of light, the one that was burnt out.

Carefully making her way, she was almost at the end when she felt someone come up
behind her, putting a rough hand over her mouth, jerking her struggling body
backwards. She felt herself lifted and carried to the back exit and knew if they got her
out the door, that whoever it was would probably have a car waiting. Terror had her
struggling harder. The grip on her tightened, making it hard to breathe.

“What the hell!” Vida heard Colton’ s voice, relief making her go limp.

Whoever was holding her turned to face Colton. The arm around her waist dropped
away and Vida saw aflash of aknifein the dim hallway.



Colton moved forward quickly with King coming up behind him. His hand snapped
out, striking the arm holding the knife. It dropped to the floor. Colton jerked Vida
away as hisfist sammed into the unidentified man behind her.

Freed Vidafound herself behind Colton’s back as King moved forward with the knife
in his hand. Her assailant turned to run, but King reached him before he could open
the door and escape. The man tried to struggle away from King, but King brought the
knife down, plunging it into the man’s chest. Throwing the now lifeless body down,
King opened the back door, looking outside.

“] don’'t see anyone else. Get her out of here.”

Colton took Vida's hand, leading her away from the man lying in the hallway in a
pool of blood. Henri came in the hallway then, his quick glance taking in the
situation. Vidawas sure it wasn't the first time he had to clean up King's mess.

“Find out who it isthen get rid of it,” King ordered.

“Okay, boss.” Henri moved past them.

Colton didn’'t give her time to ask questions. “Are you all right?’ he questioned once
they were outside.

“1 think so, just alittle shaken. Who do you think it was?’

“Probably one of Digger’s men,” King said, coming to stand beside Vida.

“What made you come back?’ Vida asked Colton.

“Juliet warned me when she came outside the light was off back there. She thought
she saw someone, but wasn't sure.”



Vida reached into her pocket and pulled out the envelope of money. “Will you give
thisto Jazz for me?’

“Yes. Vida, you can't talk about what happened,” King said, taking the envelope.

“I know. I'll keep my mouth shut,” she promised before climbing onto Colton’ s bike.

Juliet might not like her, but she had saved Vida.

Vida grasped Colton around his waist, thankful that both King and him had been
there to help. She felt ajolt of fear knowing that Digger wouldn’t stop. Colton owed
her nothing, barely knew her, and yet, he hadn’t hesitated to protect her. She
acknowledged to herself there was more to the sexy tattoo artist than she had thought
possible. He just might be her saving grace.

Chapter Nine

Vida came out of the classroom looking for Henry, surprised when she didn't see
him. Colton had dropped her off before class and Henry should have been here to
pick her up. Feeling nervous at the strange occurrence, Vida stayed close to the
classroom building where there were several students milling around.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Henry sitting on a bench not too far away.
Relieved, Vida walked towards him, but stopped at the look on his face, something
was definitely wrong. His eyes, which were usualy filled with warmth, were filled
with fear for her. He was practically screaming at her to run silently. In a glance, she
understood why. The pretty young girl sitting next to him with her purse in her hand
had a gun pointed at him. She could see the girl’s hand buried in the purse and the
outline of the gun through the material pointed at Henry.

Vida started to turn and run, but stopped. She couldn’t leave Henry to their mercy



when it was her they wanted. If there was a chance for Henry to walk away, she had
to giveit to him and take a chance that King would save her.

She saw the anger in Henry’s face directed at her as she walked towards them, angry
that she hadn’t taken the opportunity to run.

When she drew close enough to hear her, the woman spoke.

“That black car over there, get in the backseat.” The woman nodded to an
inconspicuous dark car just afew feet away.

Vida nodded and started walking towards the car. As she came closer, the door
opened from within and she hesitantly dlid into the car. As soon as she shut the door,
the car started and drove out into the busy street to be swallowed up in traffic.

“Isshe going to let Henry go?’ Vidaasked, terrified for Henry.

The driver didn’t respond to her question. Vida was frightened and couldn’t stop her
legs from trembling. She had no choice other than to lean back into the leather seats
as she waited for the ride to end. When the car came to a stop, she became even more
frightened when the driver got out and came around to her door. Opening it, he
motioned for her to get out of the car.

The driver’s cold expression left no doubt that she was in trouble. When the word
trouble hit her mind, she was able to get herself back under control and hide the
emotional turmoil that she was going through her. Stripping had taught her to hide
her emotions, she needed that skill desperately now or the driver would be packing
her into the house kicking and screaming.

Vida stepped out of the car, finding herself looking at a large home in an isolated
area. Surrounded by a stone and metal fence, it was clear the owner wanted his



privacy. She followed the silent driver into the house as he led her to alarge room. As
she walked into the room that held an expensive desk, a tall man rose from his chair
and walked forward.

“Close the door, send in Briggs and Morgan.” The driver closed the door, leaving
Vida alone with the man staring back at her with malevolent eyes. He came closer,
circling her as his eyes took in every aspect of her body. She felt as undressed as if
she had been on stage at King's nightclub.

Stopping in front of her, his hand rose, backhanding her with such force her head
snapped back, causing her to lose her balance and fall to the floor. Vida held her
frightened cry inside, terrified that he would hit her again. Her shaking hand went to
her burning cheek, hearing the door opening and closing, she looked towards the door
to see Briggs and another man she recognized as Morgan from the club. She had
performed lap dances for both of them. Neither of them acted like they had ever seen
her before. No help would be coming from their direction.

“Get up, you stupid cunt.”

Vida managed to get her feet under her and shakily rose up. The second time he hit
her, she barely managed to stay on her feet, which was a mistake because his third hit
was with his fist and sent her crashing back down to the floor. This time she was
unable to keep her cries silent and she didn’t try to get back up.

“You have been a pain in my ass for the last month. Y ou should have stayed out of
my business. Sawyer is mine, therefore she's my business.” Laughing at his own
joke, Digger leaned back against his desk, satisfied she wouldn’t get up again.

“Briggs and Morgan tell me you can shake your tits and ass, so how you're my
business,” he informed her.



“King won't let you get away with this, I'm under his protection.” Vida stared up at
the ugly bastard who stood there asif he had the right to do anything he wanted.

“Fuck King, I’'m not afraid of him. Has he managed to get Sawyer back?’ Digger
laughed sarcastically. “He couldn’t even keep me from taking you from that stupid
bodyguard. Take her up to my bedroom, I'll be up shortly.” He went back behind his
desk, sitting down to pick up aringing cell phone.

Vidafelt Briggs take her by the arm, helping her to her feet.
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“Wait a minute, Briggs, put her on the chair. Seems like we have company.” Digger
put his phone back on the desk. Vida felt herself shoved down onto a chair in the
corner of the room. Briggs stayed by her while Morgan stood by Digger. Vida noticed
that Digger’s countenance had undergone a change; she thought she caught a small
glimpse of worry. The self-satisfied smile from moments before was gone.

Digger’s driver, who no longer looked neat and refined, opened the door. Now, he
was holding his ribs and his nose had blood dripping onto his white shirt. The man
walking into the room wasn’'t any of the men she was expecting.

Colton strode into the room with an air of menace so visible that it frightened even
Vida, who had had lived with him the last few weeks, unaware that he could be

completely frightening when he was furious.

“Colton, | heard you were out of prison.” The amicable tone coming from Digger had
Vida's eyes turning back to him in surprise.

“Did you also hear Vida was living with me and was under my protection?’ Colton’s
voice wasn't so amicable, in fact, in was downright threatening.

“Briggs might have mentioned it, but since you’'ve been fucking anything that has a
pussy since you’ ve been out, | didn’t think she was important.”

“You thought wrong, Digger.” Vida saw Colton take in her bruised face and
blackening eye. Hislips tightened and the air in the room turned more menacing.

“You hit her?”’



“A mistake. Calm down, Colton. | apologize; | was misinformed as to her
relationship with you.” As Digger tried to excuse his behavior, she noticed Morgan’'s
hand slip under his jacket.

“Come here, Vida.” Ignoring Digger’s excuse, Colton’s voice spoke over his.

She looked up at Briggs who didn’t make a move to stop her. Slowly, still expecting
him to prevent her from following Colton’s order, she rose to her feet and walked to
stand by his side. His hand reached out, smoothing her hair back into place. Taking
her jaw in his hand, he turned her face to the side so that he could see the damage
inflicted by Digger.

“You fucked up, Digger. You knew better than to touch something of mine,” Colton
threatened.

“I didn’t know she was yours.” This time the worry in his face became more
pronounced.

“1 was staying out of your disagreement with King, tried to show you respect, even
though | knew it was undeserved, but | tried to give you—a former brother—Ileeway
while King dealt with you. That is no longer the case.”

“Colton, | don’t want any trouble with you.” Vida's head was spinning. Digger was
afraid of Colton? He hadn’t been afraid of King or his men, yet the obvious fear in his
face showed that he hadn’t wanted to antagonize Colton.

“You should have thought of that before you took her, much less laid your hand on
her.” Vida couldn’t believe that she had thought at one time that Colton was afraid of
Digger. Now that she had her eyes opened, she remembered that even King had
spoken to Colton with mutual respect, not like he spoke to his men.



“A week, Digger. That’sall I'm giving you to get Sawyer back here.”

“That's not possible, Colton. She's out of my reach for the next three weeks.
Obvioudly, | would get her back if | could to make amends, but it's impossible,”
Digger prevaricated.

Vida stiffened, about to demand that Sawyer be returned immediately when she felt
Colton’s hand on her arm. Looking into his tight face, she remained silent.

“Three weeks, Digger, not a minute more.” Vida saw Digger’s eyes glance towards
the security screensin front of him.

“Three weeks, she'll be here. Will that pacify the Predators?’ Digger asked.

“For now. Don't disappoint me,” Colton responded with cold finality.

“1 won't,” Digger stood up, coming forward as Colton turned Vida toward the door.
His expression was ungracious. “I’m sorry, Vida. There was misinformation on my
side. | would never have touched you had | known you were Colton’s woman.”

Colton’s fist flew out, striking Digger in his lying mouth. Vida couldn’t prevent the
vindictive satisfaction she felt when she saw Digger aimost lose his balance at the
power of Colton’s hit. Briggs and Morgan moved forward, but Digger motioned them
back to their positions. Wiping the blood dripping from his mouth away with a
handkerchief from his pocket, Digger didn’t return Colton’ s aggressive move.

Colton walked to the door, holding on to Vida's arm, not worried about Digger
attacking him while his back was turned. Vida couldn't help being amazed at
Digger’s deferential treatment of Colton. When they walked out the front door, Vida
understood perfectly.



Well over a hundred motorcycles were on the yard in front of the house, parked
everywhere. The manicured lawn with its pretty flowers was completely destroyed.
Vida recognized one particular face towards the front of the pack.

Max got off his bike, crushing the few remaining flowers that had survived under his
feet. Coming to stand in front of her, he took one look at her face and a furious look
came over his features. He took a step towards the house, but Colton dropped his
hand from Vida and held Max back.

“l dready handled it, Max.”

“Then I’'m going to handle it some more. I’'m going to fuck him up.” Max shook
Colton’ s hand off.

“Max, we need him in one piece to get Vida's friend back, not with his mouth wired
shut for the next few weeks. We'll handle him when she gets Sawyer back.”

Max paused, looking down at Vida. “As soon as she' s back, he'll regret ever touching
you,” he promised.

Vida stared at the group of men surrounding the house. “1 think he already regretsit.”

Laughter sounded from the rough looking men. Colton took her hand, leading her to
his bike. Climbing on behind him, she held on to his waist as the men turned their
bikes, driving out of the destroyed yard. Colton rode in the middle of the large group
until they reached his apartment building. With awave of his hand, he broke off from
the pack. Colton then drove his bike into his parking spot, got off the bike and helped
her off before turning to the four bikers waiting for his attention.

One biker was parked dlightly ahead of the others. Colton grasped Vida' s hand and
led her to the man sitting casually on the bike.



“Vida, thisis|ce, President of the Predators.”

Vidadidn't know how to react, so she gave him a smile and nodded her head.

“Vida? | like your nickname better.” Ice gave her the once over before looking
toward Colton. “Colton, you must be getting weak in your old age. If this pretty little
bitch was mine, she damn sure wouldn’t be putting those titties and ass out there for
show.” Watching Colton get reprimanded by a man who looked around the same age
had Vida almost smiling. His hair was lighter than Colton’s, but his attitude, while
laid back, held a steely undertone of authority. Even if Colton hadn’t told her he was
the President of the Predators, his attitude would have given it away.

Colton stiffened. “ She won't be any longer.”

“I’m going to miss the show. Bring her around the clubhouse sometime,” Ice invited.
Vida tried not to blush when she realized Ice and the men behind him had seen her
show. She recognized Max, whose bike was next to another biker. He gave her a
wink.

Her eyes were drawn to the lone bike sitting further away than the rest. He kept Ice
and the others within his sight, but continually surveyed everything going on around
them. She had noticed several bikers through her lifetime; this one took dangerous to
the next level. He wasn't good looking in the least; his face was too harsh. His
features were actually handsome; it was what had been done to his face that had
destroyed what, at one time, would have made women stop in their tracks. A scar ran
the length of his face from his eye to just beside his mouth, giving his sensuous lips a
cruel appearance. Vida's eyes were caught by his mocking green ones that were well
aware she was staring at him.

“Go on up to the apartment. I'll be there in a minute,” Colton told her, seeing her
wince when she reached



up to brush away aloose strand of hair.

Vidaleft, feeling the eyes of everyone on her back.

Colton turned back to the President of The Predators. “ Thanks, Ice.”

“No problem. Missed having you around the club the last three years.” Colton and Ice
stared at each other, both remembering their friendship and the fun they had partying
together. “It’s hard to think of Goldie's kid all grown up. She's a definite looker.
Didn’t make a move on her out of respect to Goldie.”

Colton didn't say anything. Ice continued, “Hell of a Situation you're in, man.
Wouldn't want to be you.” Ice started his bike. “Give me a couple days warning
before coming by the club. | don’t want to fuck with your parole. How long you stuck
for?’

“Oneyear.”

“Fuck. It would kill me being away from the brothers that long. | hope this time
you're smart enough to leave that bitch. | warned you from the beginning Tessa was
bad news,” I1ce reminded him.

Every one of his brothers had tried to warn him about Tessa. He had listened, but
hadn’'t played it smart. He had learned his lesson the hard way, in prison. If he got
caught at the Predators' clubhouse, he could lose his parole and spend the last year of
his sentence back in prison. He wasn’t going to let that happen. More importantly, if
he was seen there, it would open up the possibility of the club house being raided by
the police, and he wasn't about to see his brothers suffer. He had lost the right to be a
Predator when he had stepped forward and took the blame for Tessa's crime.
Predators never got caught; they lived and breathed their motto.



“Already took care of it, two more weeks and the divorce is final,” Colton explained
to hisformer president.

|ce nodded. “Need anything?’

“No, I’'m good. Thanks, Ice.”

“Anytime, brother.” Ice throttled his motor, driving the bike onto the road with the
other club members following behind. Colton watched them leave until the last bike
disappeared around the corner in the road.

Chapter Ten

Vidawas sitting at the table with a baggie of ice against her swollen eye when Colton
came in, slamming the door shut.

“What the fuck were you thinking?’

Vida stared at him in shock. She hadn’t expected him to baby her, but she hadn’t
expected him to be so angry with her, either.
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“What do you mean?’ Vida asked, confused.

“1 fucking mean, why in the hell would you get in the car in the first place. You
should have run like the fucking devil was on your ass. They wouldn’t have run you
down on the campus.”

“1 was afraid they would shoot Henry,” she explained.

“Again, a campus full of college kids. They would have had a SWAT team on them
before they could have gotten away.”

Vidabegan to fedl stupid. “I didn’t think.”

“That’s for damn sure. This whole situation you’ ve put yourself in is one big fucking
mess.”

“1 may have made a mistake with Henry, but the rest | have done what | had—" Vida
tried to defend herself.

“No, Vida, what you should have done iswhat | told you to do long ago, and that was
walk away,” Colton interrupted.

Vida began to get angry herself. “I wasn't about to walk away from a degree that has
been hard to earn. Plus, | will also be paying for it the rest of my life. | wasn’'t going
to leave Sawyer behind, either; we made a pact. She worked a full time job then
waitressed at night to pay the bills so | could finish school. We' ve saved and pinched
every dime so that we would have enough cash to be able to go where we wanted. |



am not fucking leaving without her!”

“1 have news flash for you, Sawyer isn't fucking here. She's not here for you to leave
behind. Y ou’ re both going to be lucky if you don’t end up buried next to your friend.”

Vidasucked in her breath at his cruel words.

“You asshole. Don't you tell me what to do. The only thing you' re attached to is your
damn dick. You don’'t know what loyalty is; you fuck around on your wife. Not only
do you fuck around on her, but you can't even fuck one woman, you fuck anything
that moves and breaths in your direction.” She had no qualms about showing her
disgust.

“1 haven't fucked you,” Colton taunted.

“No, you haven't, because you are smart enough to know | don’t want your skanky
ass,” Vida snapped back.

All the fear and loathing she had been holding inside for the last month was released
into the harsh words she spewed towards Colton. She should have been thanking him
for saving her from Digger, who had hit her and was obviously going to rape her
before disposing of her. However, Colton’s words about Sawyer and Callie had
brought out the fight in her, which she couldn’t get back under control.

“Isthat so?’ Colton questioned, his expression thunderous.
“Yes!” Vida spat back at him.
“Go get a shower. There's Ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet; you' re going to be sore

later tonight. I'll fix us something to eat.” Taking a deep breath, Colton managed to
do what she hadn’t been able to do. Reign in his temper.



Their argument ended so suddenly it took Vida several seconds to realize that Colton
was no longer participating.

“I’'m sorry, Colton. | didn’t mean to fly off the handle. You were right; | shouldn’t
have gotten in the car. | didn’t mean to snap your head off,” Vida apologized.

“It's dl right, Vida. Go get a shower.” Colton didn't look back at her as he pulled
cans out of the cabinet.

Vidafelt terrible, yet went to take her shower. Taking clean clothes, she went into the
bathroom. Turning the water on hot, she hoped it would take the soreness out of her
body.

When she came out of the bathroom, she smelled hamburgers frying. Her stomach
growled as she came to a stop in the kitchen. The waitress from the waffle house was
back and she was standing at the stove frying the hamburgers. Colton was leaning
casually against the counter. Talking to her, his face was relaxed and friendly with the
woman fixing their dinner.

Vidafelt ajab in her stomach. Refusing to admit she was jealous, she walked further
into the room.

“Have a seat. Dinner will be ready in a minute.” His friendly disposition changed
when he saw her come into the room.

Vida sat down at the table, reluctantly feeling uncomfortable. Colton had never had a
woman in the apartment outside of the bedroom.

He sat a plate down in front of her with the hamburger and a salad that she was sure
Tammy was responsible for as well.



“Water?' he asked.

“Yes, thank you.” Colton sat the drink down in front of her. Going back and forth, he
sat a couple of bottles of beer down for Tammy and himself before sitting down on
the other side of the table. Vida watched as he opened both bottles of beer and then
handed one to the other woman.

Shefelt like athird whedl.

Tammy’s gasp drew Vida's attention to find the woman staring at her in horror.
“What happened to you?’ she questioned, looking accusingly at Colton.

Colton had told her before not to break into his conversations, so Vidakept her mouth
shut. Colton didn’t seem pleased with Tammy’ s accusing |ook.

“Vida made someone angry that she shouldn’t have,” Colton informed Tammy.

Tammy didn’t look as if her suspicions had been appeased. She cast looks back and
forth between Colton and Vida. Colton gave Tammy a reassuring smile. When
Tammy wasn’t looking, Vida smirked at him. He began to look angry, which only
fueled Tammy’ s suspicions.

“Stopit, Vida,” Colton warned her.

Vida jumped in her seat and threw terrified eyes toward Tammy, all while managing
not to burst out in laughter. The food tasted realy good, despite watching Tammy
flirt with Colton. She thanked Tammy, determined to hide how irritated she was

becoming.

“It was delicious. | wish | could cook aswell asyou.”



Tammy preened with the compliment from Vida.

“Let’s go into the bedroom. Vida can do the dishes.” Colton

stood up, taking his plate and Tammy’ s to the sink.

Vida hastily stood, carrying her half-eaten plate to the counter. Taking an empty to go
box out of the cabinet Vida put her half-eaten sandwich and leftover salad into it
before putting it in the refrigerator. Tammy stood with her mouth open.

“We can’t waste food.” Thistime Vidawasn’t joking when she saw Tammy’s pitying
look and Colton’s angry one. The phrase coming out of Vida s mouth had obviously

been droned into her by her quick response.

“I"'m sorry, Colton, but | need an early night. | have to be at work early.” Tammy
went to the couch, picking up her purse.

“Tammy, she can eat whatever she wants. | don't starve her,” Colton tried to explain.
Tammy looked at Vida s thin build and loose clothes.

“Honey, you get tired of hiscrap, | got an extra bedroom you can stay in until you get
on your feet.” Throwing Colton alook of disgust, she left in a whirl of perfume and
high heels.

Vida waited until the door was closed before she broke down into laughter. She
laughed so hard she had to hold her sides. Seeing Colton’s smoldering gaze only set

her off in fresh peals of laughter.

“1 thought the black eye would do it...” Vida had to pause to catch her breath “...not
the food. That’s just habit. | guess she couldn’t stand the thought of you not feeding



her.” Vida had to lean against the counter she was laughing so hard.

“Oh my God, your expression was priceless. And the madder you got only convinced
her more that you were beating me.”

Vidawas so busy laughing she didn’t notice Colton setting the dirty dishesin the sink
or crossing the room to lock the door.

“Vida?’' Colton’s soft voice drew her attention as he now |leaned against the counter
with his arms crossed against his chest.

“Yes?' Vidawiped the tears of mirth away from her eyes.

“Do you know why | invited Tammy here?’

“Because you wanted to get laid.” Vida didn’t detect the danger she wasin.

“Yes, because it was either get a woman here or fuck you. Y ou have now taken that

option out of my hands.” Colton straightened, reaching for Vida. Sliding out of his
reach, she thought he was paying her back for ruining his night.
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“Don’'t take it so hard, Colton. Your next lay is only a phone call away,” Vida
taunted.

“No, Vida. My next lay is six inches away.” Colton strode forward. Belatedly
realizing that he was serious, she took off running for the door. The doorknob was in
her hand and she was pulling the door open when Colton’s hand above her head
slammed the door closed. Vida was held flat against the door as Colton’s body
pressed against her back and ass.

Vida stood still, realizing to late when she felt Colton’s hardness against her backside
just how serious he was about his intentions.

“What's wrong, Vida. Got yourself in trouble?” Colton whispered in her ear. His
mouth nuzzled her neck, sending chills down her back.

“Let mego, Colton. I'll call Tammy and tell her | was just aggravating you.”

“Too late. | didn't want her anyway. | want you. | was being nice keeping my hands
off you. Since you don’'t want to play nice, | see no reason to continue fucking
women that aren’t you.”

Vida tried to struggle free, however Colton held her still while his lips continued to
explore her neck. He dlightly lifted his weight off her and dlid his hand across her
midriff, seeking and finding the bottom of her top. His firm hand glided upwards
across the flesh of her stomach, causing goose bumps to rise on her flesh.

His hand dlid underneath her flimsy brato find a nipple and begin twirling it between



his fingertips. With Vida s hands against the door, she pushed back against him, but
Colton forestalled her, widening his stance and using his other hand to grip her hip,
pulling her ass back against his lengthening cock.

“You're making me so hard that | could come in my jeans.” Colton’s lips found her
earlobe, gently biting it a the same time pinching her hard nipple. His hand then
dipped from her breast, down her quivering stomach, his fingertips dliding
underneath the fabric of her sweat pants.

“Stop, Colton!” Vida protested.

Colton took a step backward, releasing her. It took Vida several seconds to become
aware he had released her. Turning from the door, she saw that he was standing by
the couch, clenching and unclenching his hands.

“| stopped thistime, Vida. Next time you play me like that, | won't.”

“lI won't. I’m not going to have sex with you, Colton,” Vidatold him bluntly.

“Five more minutes and | would have had you begging me.” Colton’s cynical voice
had Vida s temper rising.

“l1 would never beg you, Colton. You take sex as seriously as chewing a piece of
gum. You're married, and you're an ass.” Vida raised her fingers counting off each
one of hisfaults.

“You'reapaninmy ass. | am not married. | told Tessa to get a divorce while | was
in prison, she didn’t. It will be final in a couple of weeks.” Vida waited expectantly,

but he made no excuses for being an ass.

“I’ll move back into King's,” Vidadecided out loud.



Colton looked at her as if her intelligence was in question. “You move back in with
King then Briggs will tell Digger. Next time he takes you, he will get you out of town
so fast there won't be time to get you back before you're sold to someone.”

Vida turned away, going to the closet to get her blankets and sheets. Making up the
couch, she ignored him. Colton sighed and then left the room. Vida turned out the
lights before lying down on the couch. Her body was sore and it finally hit her what
Digger was going to do to her if Colton had not shown up. Moving restlessly on the
couch, she was unable to get comfortable.

The nightmare came whenever she had an emotional upset. She had a recurrence for
severa nights after Sawyer’s disappearance, but it had eased off. It came back with a
vengeance Now.

The dream began with flashes of her playing with Sawyer and Callie, running down
the halls and making everyone crazy. Then, the day gradually changed over to night
in her dreams with the flames eating at her unconscious mind. She could still see
herself screaming and knocking on Callie's door, the smoke pouring out from
underneath. Her mom ran frantically toward her, picking her up and running down
the hallway with her. Sawyer’s mother was running in front of them, trying to escape
the smoke filled hallway, her terrified eyes staring back at Vida had her crying in her

deep.
Vida felt cocooned in softness as her mother held her, rocking her gently then lifting
her and carrying her to bed. She couldn’t stop crying for Callie and Sawyer’'s grey

eyes tormented her until she gradually managed to doze off with her mother gently
stroking her hair.

Chapter Eleven

Vidatried to roll over and found herself pinned with an arm around her waist as well



as a hard male body curved against her back. She stiffened, feeling a soft mattress
underneath her. Trying to slide out from underneath the arm, Vida felt it tighten
against her, pulling her backwards.

The arm turned her until she was lying on her back, staring up at Colton.

“Feeling better this morning?’ Colton’s thumb traced her black eye and bruised
cheek.

“Yes, uh... how did | end up in here?’ Vida asked, confused.

“You dlegp walked in here and begged to sleep with me.” Colton’s straight face
stared back at her.

“I did?” Vida's mind desperately tried to remember the night before. Colton's
laughter brought her back, seeing him grinning down at her.

“You idiot.” Vida hit him with her fists. Colton caught her hands in his then raised
them above her head laying them on the pillow. Taking both her wrists into one of
his, he laughed harder at her expression before becoming serious.

“Y ou woke me up crying for Sawyer and Callie. | couldn’t get you to stop crying so |
brought you in here. It took awhile, but you finally managed to go back to sleep. Y ou

don’'t remember?”’

Vida shook her head against the pillow. “All | remember is dreaming about the night
Cdliedied.”

“Poor baby.” Colton’s mouth dropped to nuzzle her neck.

“Colton, you can let me up. Don’'t you need to get to work?’ Vida reminded him.



“Inaminute.” Colton raised his head, staring down intently into her eyes.

He lowered his lips until they rested gently against hers. Vidatensed underneath him.

“Relax,” Colton murmured against her lips.

“l can’'t.” Vidatried to turn her head away, but Colton took advantage of her parted
lips, degpening the kiss.

His kiss went from gentle to firmly taking control as he sipped his tongue into the
warm moistness of her mouth. As Colton explored her mouth, Vida gradually began
to respond, pressing her lips back against his, her tongue seeking his.

His hands released hers, and at first, Vida didn’t move them then she lowered them
until they lay against his shoulders, trying to decide whether to push him away or pull
him closer. However, Colton’s tongue, thrusting in erotic movements, had her arms
circling his neck and pulling him closer. Decision made as her fingers twined into his
long hair.

Colton broke the kiss to glide towards her neck, taking detours here and there,
exploring her soft flesh with nipsand licks.

His chest lowered to hers, flattening her breasts against his chest. Her leg curled
around his hip, pulling him against her. Colton took command, tilting her face back,
his mouth returning to her lips, demanding more of a response from her. Vida aimost
baulked, but gave in to the pleasure of his heated kiss, becoming lost in passionate
surrender.

His hand dlid to her stomach and without hesitance dlid inside her sweat pants. Vida
felt his fingers glide through her moist cleft. Startled she tried to jerk her mouth and
hips away, but Colton held her steady, his fingers not moving to enter her, only softly



stroking to heighten her desire.

Vida was torn between wanting him to stop and for him to keep going. His fingers
began rubbing her sensitive flesh harder, swirling the sensitive bud in a motion that
had her jerking her hips, this time to follow his movements. Her leg wound around
his waist harder. Small moans began to escape her mouth, which was trapped under
his. Her hips wiggled closer towards his hard body that was pinning her down to the
bed. A finger dlightly entered her moist sheathe. Vida thought she would lose her
mind at the pleasure when it sank deeper inside of her.

Colton raised his mouth from hers. Her passion glazed eyes closed at seeing the
desire blazing from his eyes.

“What do you need, baby?’

“More,” she said, unableto prevent the word from escaping her mouth.

“l can give you more.” He inserted another long finger, keeping his palm pressing
down on her clit. Vida began moving her hips back and forth, her hands grasping his
shoulders. Her movements driving Colton’s fingers higher inside her pussy.

His mouth went to her ear. “You're so tight. | can feel you're a virgin, Vida, right
against my fingers.” Vidafelt his thumb slowly moving more seductively against her.

“Have you ever let anyone play with this pretty, little pussy before?’

Vidatried to jerk her hips away, but Colton held her still with his chest and his pam
pushing against her mound while his fingers kept up their torturous pumping.

“Answer my question.” Colton’s firm voice demanded an answer.

“No,” she said, trying to catch her breath.



“Your breasts? Have you let anyone suck on these pretty pink nipples?’ he asked,
nuzzling down into the gap her pajama top provided until he found her nipple, his
tongued playing with it, turning the nub into a hardened point.

Vida moaned, wanting to stop, but also wanting more of him.

“You're going to like this, Vida. You're going to like this a lot.” Colton’s mouth
latched onto her nipple while his fingers drove into her faster and faster.
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Vida felt the pressure of a build up and slight pain with each thrust of his fingers as
they butted up against her innocent flesh, until she was brought to a sudden climax.
The spasms took control of her, forcing a shrill scream from her tight throat. Her
body stiffened as she felt the loss of complete control to a pleasure she had never
experienced before.

Colton rose above her, removing his hand from her warmth before pulling her pants
back up and lowering her top until she was covered once again.

Vida lay stunned, wanting desperately to cry. She jackknifed straight up, startling
Colton, and tried to jump from the bed. An arm around her waist stopped her, jerking
her back as he leaned against the headboard and placed her effortlessly on his lap
facing him.

“Where are you going?’ Vida saw the amusement in his face, wanting to die of
embarrassment.

“To the bathroom,” Vida said in a strangled voice.

“You couldn’'t just tell me that instead of jumping out of bed like you saw a giant
spider?’ Colton looked at her quizzically.

“1 need to go to the bathroom,” Vidatold him, trying to get off hislap.
Colton held her still with his hands on her hips. “In a minute.” His hands dlipped to

her ass, adjusting her until he notched her pussy against his cock where thankfully,
Vidanoticed, he had on a pair of sweat bottoms.



She had aterrible feeling she didn’t want to hear what he was about to say.

“Why are you still a virgin, Vida? No boyfriends in high school or college?’ he
guestioned.

Vida was right; she didn't want to hear his questions, much less answer them. Her
lips tightened.

“1t’ s none of your business,” she finally answered.

“Yes, itis, sincel’m the one going to takeit,” he said casually.

“No, you're not,” Vida snapped.

“Yes, baby, | am.” He lifted his pelvis until she could feel his hard cock against her
folds. Desire threatened to rise again and Vida felt herself begin to want him.

Vidashook her head. He was everything she didn’t want in a man, everything she had
sworn never to become attached to. Yet, he was sitting there, thinking he was going
to take from her a gift that she had planned on keeping for someone special for years.

“No, you won't. | have saved myself for the man | fall in love with, which is not you,
nor will it ever be you. | won’'t be like my mother, faling in love with one man after
another, losing a piece of herself after each one. Do you know how many dads she
brought home? Introduced me to? Each one she was sure was going to put that ring
on her finger and make all her dreams come true. They never did, each one slept with
her and used her until they were satisfied then they left her crying. She would cry for
days, until she met the next one and fell just as hard.

“l am going to save myself for one man. A man who | know is going to love me as
much as | love him, and won't leave me for the next piece of pussy he sees. He will



be as committed to me as | am to him. That will not be you, you're a horn dog, and
you're married!” she yelled.

Colton rose up from his relaxed position, bringing his chest against hers.

“The only man that is going to be between your thighs is me. | am going to take that
sweet little cherry of yours and make it mine. You made yourself so many promises
when you were a little girl there’'s no way you can keep them all. You're not a little
girl anymore, Vida. You're a woman and you're going to want my cock in you.
You're going to want it al the time.” Leaning back against the headboard again, he
gave her atender smile. “If you'reagood girl, I'll giveit to you any time you want. If
you're not, I’ll make you beg for it.” He gave her an arrogant smile that Vida had to
restrain herself from knocking off him with the fist clenched at her side.

“You ass!” Vidamoved to jump off him, and this time he let her go with alaugh.

“You better hurry up; we're late.” Colton’s voice followed her into the bathroom. She
made sure to slam the door loud enough for him to hear.

Chapter Twelve

The tattoo shop managed to keep everyone busy, which made it easy for Vida to
ignore Colton.

The door opening had Vida glancing up to see one of Colton’'s fuck buddies coming
through the door.

“Does Colton have an opening?’ she questioned.

“Yes, he does.” Vida gave Tessathe client she had scheduled for Colton, penciling in
Wandafor his next job.



“Have a seat; he'll call you when he's ready for you.”

“Thanks.” The girl smiled at her as she took a seat.

Tessa came out, ignoring Vida as she looked through the appointment book. Vida
knew the exact moment Tessa noticed she had given her Colton’s next client.

“Why did you give me Colton’s client? | should have the client you gave him,” Tessa
questioned her sharply.

Vida pointed to Wanda. “She requested Colton. The client | gave you didn’t. Colton
said | should try to fill requestsif it was possible.”

“She requested Colton?’” Her gaze sharpened on Wanda.

“Yes, shedid.” Tessa s face turned red as she snapped out the name of her client. She
stood, talking to him about which tat he wanted for several minutes, her eyes never
leaving the other woman who was becoming uncomfortable under Tessa's hateful

glare.

Tessa gave the client directions to her room then walked over to Wanda. Vida sat,
watching the oncoming confrontation, debating if she should get Colton to mediate.

“My husband will be with you in just a few minutes. He was aimost done when |
came out.” Tessa s fake politeness didn’t fool Vida, but it succeeded with Wanda.

“Y our husband? Colton didn’t tell me he was married.”

Tessa smiled in satisfaction. “We' ve been married four years.”

Wanda rose angrily to her feet, returning to the counter.



“Cancel my tattoo; | don't have the time to wait.” Wanda left without waiting for a
reply from Vida

Tessa didn’t try to hide the vindictive smile on her face as she left to finally get
started on her waiting customer.

Colton and his client came out then, talking with Reverend.

“Did you take a picture of it? That one needs to go on the wall,” Reverend said,
taking a seat next to Vida

“Took one in the room,” Colton said absently, gazing down at the appointment book
with afrown.

“Next time, Colton.” The client waved as he | eft.

“Later, Kyle.” Turning to Vida, he asked, “What happened to Wanda? | see her name
marked out.”

Vida shrugged innocently. “She waited for a while then said she couldn’'t wait any
longer.”

Reverend called his next client, looking at Vida and Colton quickly before escorting
his client to his room.

Colton pulled out his cell, moving away from the counter as new clients came in the
door. Vida fit them into the schedule, having to turn a few away for the moment and
rescheduling those, while watching Colton as he talked on the phone. His expression
becoming angry. He ended the call, striding furiously from the room.

Vida sat tensely behind the counter, becoming even more nervous when she heard



raised voices from the back. A sudden loud noise sounded before Tessa came running
out. Leaving the shop without a word.

The clientsin the waiting area sat staring at one another until Colton returned.

“Who's my next client?” he asked grimly. Vida pointed to a heavyweight man
sweating profusely. Colton called the man’s name. She listened as the man described
the tattoo he wanted that would take several visits. Colton led him away as Vida
made future appointments to compl ete the desired tattoo.

Tessa reappeared with a cup of coffee, giving everyone the silent treatment for the
rest of the day. Colton and Reverend worked without taking a break as Tessa got her
revenge by taking huge amounts of time between clients. When the door closed at the
end of the day, both men looked exhausted.

“You and Tessa need to get your shit straight, and you need to hire another artist.
Word is out that you're out of prison. We can’'t do our best work if we keep pushing
it with customers.”

“I"ll look around for another artist. The divorce will be final next week. Once Tessa
realizesit’s adone deal, she'll settle down or I'll fucking fire her.”
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Reverend looked skeptical, but didn’'t argue. “I’m going home to call a bitch to come
and massage me down.” Turning to Vida, he gave her a wink. “Unless you want to
come home with me then I'll give you the massage.”

“No, thanks. | think I'll just go to the apartment and fix dinner,” Vida laughingly
declined. “ See you tomorrow.”

Colton turned out the lights as Vida grabbed her backpack. Holding the door open,
his eyes lowered, watching her walk toward him. Vida felt self-conscious as she
walked to the motorcycle with him following, his gaze on her back. Putting on the
helmet, she waited for him to get on before climbing on behind him.

Vida was surprised they were headed in the opposite direction of the apartment,
wondering where he was headed. The sky darkened as Colton drove through town,
eventually pulling into the driveway of a small house. Severa lights were on, and a
woman came out when she heard the bike' s motor.

“Colton!” The woman threw herself into his arms. Colton laughed, picking the
woman up and twirling her around in acircle before placing her back on her feet.

They drew apart and Vida was struck by the woman's resemblance to Colton. He
placed a casual arm across her shoulder as he introduced her to the smiling woman.

“Vida, thisismy sister, Brenley. Brenley, thisisVida.”

“Hello, | can tell by your face that Colton didn’t tell you he had a sister. He likes to
surprise everyone that he actually has afamily.” Brenley made aface at her brother.



“l try to keep her hidden away. Everybody feels sorry for me that my sister's so
ugly.”

Brenley punched Colton in the stomach at his joke. Vida smiled as the two began to
push and shove each other. She was amazed at this side of Colton.

“My big, ex-con brother is an embarrassment to me, too.” She could dish it right back
to her brother.

“Ouch, that’s no fair. That’s hitting below the belt.”

“1f I could have got to you before you made such a stupid move, | would have busted
your balls,” Brenley replied grimly.

“Well, it's over now and I'm home. What's for dinner? I’'m starved.” Colton changed
the subject.

“1 made your favorite; meatloaf.” Vida saw Colton turn pale and Brenley snickered at
him before leading the way into the house.

The aroma of fried chicken hit her nostrils as soon as she walked into the doorway.

“Y ou witch. I'm not doing the dishes because you lied to me.”

“You'll do the dishes or | won't cook for you anymore,” Brenley threatened right
back at her brother.

Colton made a face. “That’s blackmail, but what can | do? I’'m held hostage because
you won'’t share mom’ s recipe book.”

“If | gave you the recipes, | would never see you.” Brenley’s tone became more



serious. “You two have a seat. Dinner’s ready.” The table was set for three people;
Brenley had known that Colton was bringing her for dinner. Vida tried not to let
warmth invade her at Colton introducing her to his sister.

“Can | help?’ Vida offered.

“You and Colton can do clean up.” Brenley smiled, setting down a platter of fried
chicken before going into the kitchen and returning with potatoes and biscuits.”

“l have died and gone to Heaven,” Vida said, looking at the delicious food. Her
mouth was watering from the aroma alone. Brenley laughed, placing a pitcher of tea
on thetable.

The talking stopped as they each filled their plates with the food that ended up tasting
as good as it looked. Vida cleaned her plate, debating seconds, not wanting to make a
pig of herself in front of Brenley. Colton demolished his food then had seconds. He
seemed determined to eat everything on the table except the dishes.

“Slow down, Colton. | have plenty for you to take home for later,” Brenley promised.

“It's been a long time since | ate food that tasted so good,” Colton said when he
finally finished.

Brenley smiled at her brother’s compliment before getting up from the table and
going into the kitchen with awink in Vida s direction. She came back carrying a huge

chocolate cake.

“Now, | have died and gone to Heaven,” Colton sighed. Brenley cut each of them a
big slice of the rich dessert. Even Colton couldn’t manage a second slice.

After dinner, Vida and Colton both cleaned the table and did the dishes while Brenley



stood nearby, chatting with Colton and occasionally asking Vida a question.

Vida liked the woman, and finding out that she owned a small local business doing
graphic designs only increased her admiration. Vida liked She aso enjoyed that her
home was cozy and nicely decorated without being too girly. It was exactly what
Vida dreamed one day of owning herself.

Deciding to watch a movie, they went into the living room. Brenley sat down in the
only chair, leaving the couch for Vida and Colton.

Vida sat down on the end of the couch, however Colton eyed her before tugging her
closer to his side. Embarrassed, she tried to scoot away afew inches.

Vida noticed Brenley’s amused gaze on the silent struggle. Deciding it wasn’t worth
embarrassing herself, she stilled, relaxing into the sofa.

Colton leaned back, putting his boots onto the coffee table. Vida was about to take
him to task when Brenley shook her head with a grin. Vida came to the conclusion

that both brother and sister were used to getting their own way.

The movie was a comedy that had them all laughing. Vida wished it lasted longer
when it went off and Colton pulled her to her feet.

“We'd better be going, Brenley. We have to work in the morning,” Colton told his
Sister.

Brenley rose from the chair. “Let me get your leftovers.” With a grin, she went into
the kitchen.

“I like your sister,” Vidaremarked with envy in her voice.



Colton smiled. “She's pretty cool for a sister, but she can be a pain in the ass
sometimes.”

“1 heard that. If you're not careful, I’ll take that half of a chocolate cake out of the
bag,” she threatened.

“You're the best sister ever,” Colton said soulfully. Vida laughed at his little boy act
while Brenley handed him a plastic zip up bag that would make it easier to handle on
the bike ride back.

“That’s more likeit,” Brenley said before turning to Vida and giving her a quick hug.
“It was really nice meeting you. Stop by sometime for a visit and I'll tell you all of

Colton’ s secrets.”

Vida couldn’t help herself. “If it involves women, | think I'm finding that out for
myself.”

“1 think the right woman could get Colton under control.”

Colton took Vida's hand, leading her to the door. “Bye, SiS.”

“Bye, Colton. See you next week.”

Colton tugged Vida out the door, hastily leading her to the bike.

“What's the hurry?’ Vida asked, watching him strap down the food bag on the back
of the bike.

“1 didn’t want my sister giving you more ammunition against me.”

“1 already know what kind of man you are, Colton.”



“Do you? Or have you simply made judgments based on how | acted when | didn’t
care what you thought?’

Vida began to feel uncomfortable. She didn't want Colton's attitude to change
towards her. She was comfortable with the way things were with them except for this
morning, which she had every intention of forgetting about.

Without answering his question, she waited for him to get on the bike before getting
on herself.

It had rained while they were inside, but the motorcycle drove effortlessly on the wet
pavement. Colton was able to even control the bike when a car pulled out recklessly
in front of them. Vida felt safe, not frightened in the least when she felt the bike's
wheels dlide dlightly before Colton expertly maneuvered the bike to a slow stop.
Expecting him to rant at the stupid driver, he surprised her by slowly regaining his
speed until they were once more traveling through the night traffic.

She was becoming tired by the time Colton pulled up in front of his apart

ment.

“Mind if | take the shower first?’ Vida asked once they were inside.

“No, you go ahead.”

Vida didn’t take long, wanting to go to sleep. Putting on her pajamas and brushing
her hair before braiding it, she went out to the living room to see that Colton had

made the couch for her.

Coming to a stop, she appreciated his thoughtfulness. She really didn’t know how to
handle this side of him. He had never been mean to her, merely treating her as a



stranger in his home. Which she was. Now, with his change in attitude and how he
treated her with consideration, amost like a girlfriend, she was beginning to be
scared of the feelingsit was bringing to the surface.

“Thanks, Colton.” Vida stepped around him, moving towards the couch.

“No problem. | can seeyou're tired.”

Vidalay down on the couch, already half asleep. Colton turned the light out when he
saw she was settled. She was about to roll on her side when she felt him standing by
her side.

“Colton...”

“I’m going to let you get used to the idea of us while | wait for my divorce.” Sinking

to the floor beside her, he reached out to cup her cheek. “When my divorce is final,
Vida, you're going to bein my bed,” he said firmly.
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Vida was determined to shut him down before things could go any further. She was
about to let him have it for his mistaken assumptions when his mouth closed over
hers, his tongue driving all thoughts of denial away until he lifted his head, taking his
mouth away from her and rising to his feet.

“Now you can go to sleep, if you can.” Colton’s thick voice had her wanting to drag
him back.

Vida rolled onto her side, her body in turmoil and sleep no longer close by. It took
time for her body and mind to calm. Her body wanting his and her mind telling her to
jump up and escape. Weariness finally overrode both, providing her with the sleep
she needed.

Chapter Thirteen

Vida took along time getting ready for work the next day, which provided her with
the perfect excuse to ignore Colton. The morning ride to the tattoo shop had been full
of nervous tension for her. Colton, on the other hand, was laid back as if he actually
believed all he had to do was wait and she would fall in with his plans of having sex.

Vida didn’t try to straighten his misconceptions out. She had plans of her own that
didn’t include an overconfident horn dog with the scruples of an alley cat. Vida s lips
twisted at her comparisons, but they were the truth. Every woman that came into his
shop was given the same gorgeous, seductive smile; they didn't stand a chance
against his sexual chemistry that seemed to put them under his spell. Vida was going
to be the exception, the one that could respite his fuck me smile. She took it as her
personal mission to help these women fight back against his sexual alure, whether



they appreciated it or not.

The shop was busy enough that with the extra part-time tattoo artist Colton had hired
she could pick and choose which artist was given clients. It was easier to do with the
appointments scheduled on the phone, but she learned a system of penciling in clients
then erasing them and going over it in ink for the clients that came in the shop with
nonschedul ed appointments.

It took a couple a days before Colton became suspicious. By the fourth day, there was
no doubt left in his eyes when he escorted his last client, a trucker who wanted a
tattoo that would take at least a couple of hours. Vida gave him an innocent smile, but
couldn’'t prevent the smile of satisfaction from her lips as Tessa' s next client, who
looked like alingerie model and wanted a bunny tattoo, looked longingly at Colton as
he left the room.

Later that evening, Vida powered down her computer, packing it away in her
backpack, as she waited for Colton to clean his room so it would be ready for the
morning. Colton drove everyone crazy on his habits of cleanliness, but Vida
respected his concern for his clients.

“Did you lock the door?’ Colton asked, coming in the room.

“Yes. Ready?’ Vida stood up about to reach for her backpack.

“In aminute. Come back to my room. We need to have atak.”

“Can’'t it wait until we're back at the apartment?’ Vida didn’'t like the grim
expression on hisface.

“No, it can't.” Turning, he left the room while Vidafollowed reluctantly.



Entering the room, she saw he had his tray set out. She thought he would have put it
away for the night.

“Have aseat.”

Vidasat in the chair he used to tattoo his clients.

“Ever wanted to get atattoo?’

Vida, expecting him to take her to task for the clients he had been given, was
surprised into giving an honest answer.

1 Y%.H

“Why haven’t you gotten one?’

“1 really don’t know. | couldn’t make up my mind which one to get or exactly where |
wanted one.”

“Trust me?’

“Yes.” Vida had seen his work since she had started at his shop and it was really
good.

“Then, you' re getting your first tattoo.”
“My first? | only want one,” Vida objected.
“Nobody has just one tattoo,” Colton said absently as he pushed the stool closer to

her. Moving her top to the side, he took a cloth and wiped where she thought he
planned to put her tattoo. Vida stared ahead as he began to work on the front of her



shoulder next to her collarbone.

“I will,” Vida said adamantly.

“We'll see.” He continued to work on her. It wasn't as painful as she thought it would
be, but was glad it wasn't overly large. She kept trying to look down to see what he

was doing.

“Stop it, or your lines are going to be crooked.” Vida stopped moving, straightening
in the chair. “The shop’s been busy thisweek,” Colton said matter-of-factly.

“Yes, more money for you and your partners.” Vida joked half-heartedly, dreading
where this conversation was heading.

“Yes, it is” He swiveled on his stool and then dunked his needle in ink before
swinging around to begin drilling into her again. “Y ou doing okay?’

1 Y%.H

“1 noticed something alittle strange this week.” He continued to work steadily.

“Oh really?’ Vidatried not to look down at what he was doing.

“Um, hm.”

“What did you notice?” she asked when he didn't continue. Her nerves were
stretching to a breaking point.

“1 have had three women this week. Two that are happily married, and one that
wanted her wife's name on her arm.”



“That’s so sweet.”

Colton paused, looking up at her with narrowed eyes. “Yes, it was. Can you explain
how | had such an overabundance of male customers when | saw several femae
clientsin Tessa, Reverend’s and Carlito’s rooms?’

“Luck of thedraw?’ Vida pretended to stare at one of his drawings on the wall.

“1f you give me another trucker that hasn’'t bathed in a week, or a businessman who
wants a pussy tattoo without it being my turn again, I’'m going to turn that ass up and
smack it until you can’'t sit down.”

Vidaswallowed hard. “I didn’t—"

“Yes, you did. Don't deny it.” Colton didn’'t look up a her, merely continued
working, wiping her shoulder off. He slid his stool back. “Y ou’re done.”

Vida got out of the chair, going to the mirror to look at her new tattoo. Staring, she
was tempted to touch it, but didn’t. If was a beautiful butterfly. Its fragile, colorful
wings were captured in whirls of lines and colors.

“Thank you, Colton. It’s beautiful.”

“Glad you like it. Now let's go home.” He put his equipment up after cleaning his
station while Vida admired how professional he was, and surprisingly meticulous.

“Let mewrap it.” Vidaturned back to him as he placed a wrap on her tattoo. “I’ll put
some lotion on it later. Make sure you don't get it wet when you shower.”

“I won't.” Vida nodded happily at the same time that Colton smiled indulgently.



Turning of th

e lightsin his room, they closed the shop and drove home. The night air on his bike
always refreshed her, but much too soon, they were at his apartment.

Vida went to the kitchen to fix them something to eat. By the time Colton got out of
the shower, Vida had fixed them chicken and rice. She had discovered both of them
had big appetites, but didn’t like cooking. To stay fair, they took turns cooking.

They ate while Vida questioned Colton how he had began tattooing.

“1 always liked to draw and was really good at it. In the Predators, one of the brothers
was a tattoo artist. He gave me my first tat then, seeing | was interested, took me on
as an apprentice.”

“You'rerealy good,” Vida complimented. “Do you miss not being in the Predators?’

“Yes, they became my family. My dad took off when | was ten-years-old and never
came back. Mom remarried; he was cool, but I could tell he wanted Mom to himself.”
Colton shrugged, taking the dirty dishes to the sink before grabbing a beer from the
refrigerator and sitting back down at the table. “So when | was sixteen, | started
hanging out at the Predators' clubhouse.”

“Your mom didn’t mind that you were hanging out with outlaw bikers?’

“No, because my stepdad was a Predator.”

“Oh.” Vida didn't know what to say. She couldn’t ever imagine willingly letting a
child of hers become involved in a motorcycle club.

“They’'re not all bad, Vida. The Predators are loyal. Their activities may not be



completely legal, which is why the brothers can’t let me visit without notice. If I'm
around drugs, guns or convicted felons, | could lose my parole.”

“I’m not going to say anything negative about them, Colton. They helped save me

from Digger, and if they scare him enough to get Sawyer back, I'll owe them a big
favor.”

“Don’'t tell them that or you'll be giving private performances for the brothers at the
clubhouse,” Colton said serioudly. “I’ll handle any gratitude they have coming.”

Vida packed her own dishes into the sink and then filled it with hot water. “You
going to strip for Ice?’ Vidateased.

The dishes didn’t take long, Colton sat at the table until she finished.
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“1 think I'll take my shower.” Vida didn’t want to sit and watch TV with him as she
had the last few nights. She was beginning to look forward to spending time alone
with him now that he was opening up, telling her about his past and drawing her
closer to him.

Vida couldn't let herself get attached to him. She kept telling herself this over and
over, remembering her mom after each and every one of her relationships had ended.
Colton was more of a horn dog than any guy her mom had dragged home.

She showered, careful to keep her tattoo dry, and when she finished, she dressed in
pajama pants and a top. After brushing out her long hair before she braided its thick
length, she exited the bathroom to find Colton waiting for her.

“1 need to rub some lotion on your tattoo and rewrap it. Have a seat on the couch.”
“Okay.”

Colton sat down on the couch, waiting expectantly. She sat down next to him,
reaching up to tug her pajama top to the side, but Colton forestalled her by reaching
out and casually unbuttoning her top and dliding it off her shoulder.

“What the hell?” Vida screeched, trying to pull her top back up.

“Stop it, Vida. Don’t beridiculous. You do realize | saw your strip act. Not only that,

but I've had your nipples in my mouth.” Vida didn’t appreciate being reminded of
him seeing her naked.



Gently, he unwrapped her tattoo.

He grew tired of her fidgeting with the top. “ Sit still, Vida.”

Vida pulled her top up to cover her breasts, making herself sit still as he rubbed lotion
onto the tattoo before rewrapping the sensitive skin. When he was done, he tugged
her top from her hands, helping her to slide her arms back into the sleeves. Before she
was able to button it up between her breasts, he held the material apart as his
knuckles stroked the soft globes.

Colton leaned forward to kiss the flesh between her breasts. Then, without rising up,
he brought his weight forward. Vida leaned backward, trying to move away only to
find herself lying on the couch with Colton above her. His lips traced towards a pink-
tipped nipple. Laving it with his tongue, he surrounded the tip with his mouth and
then sucked her into the erotic heat of his passion.

Vida's head moved against the couch as he played with one breast before turning to
the other, giving it the same tormented attention. All of Vida's good intentions
disappeared as her insides clenched in need. She knew her body was telling her it
wanted him; the warmth between her thighs was burning her, wanting instinctively to
be filled.

Colton’s mouth moved away from her breast, downward across her stomach, teasing
her belly button while making her stomach muscles quiver. Colton tugged her pajama
bottoms off, letting them fall to the floor. Vida tried to slide out from underneath
Colton, having no intention of having sex with him, but Colton used the opportunity
of her movementsto slide down between her thighs.

“Colton, I’'m not sure—"

“1 know, baby. I’'m not going to fuck you tonight. I'm just going to make you want



meto.”

Colton’s mouth covered her pussy, consuming her in afire she had never experienced
before. His tongue slid between the cleft, finding her clitoris. Vida lost what little
restraint she had left; her hips surged forward, trying to seek pressure against her
where she needed it the most, instinct driving her movements to seek relief. Colton
eased his tongue along the tip of her passage, exploring the delicate flesh. She twisted
not wanting gentleness, instead she wanted something to ease the building desire.

He used his finger to trace the fleshy side of her pussy. “I’m going to tattoo my
initials right here.”

1 No.”

“Yes. Right... here.” He touched a spot to the side of her mound. “This pussy is going
to be mine, only mine, Vida. Do you hear me?”’

“I"'m not going to let you tattoo your initials down there. It would hurt like hell!”
Vida protested, shocked.

“Baby, when | tattoo you there, you won't even feel it.” Colton promised with a
wicked grin before he lowered his mouth to her once again.

Vida tried to regain control of her body, but she was weak against the experience he
used against her. His teeth tantalized her flesh. He even used the piercing under his
bottom lip to brush against her, causing a storm of sensations she recklessly let
herself enjoy before it escalated into a need that had her hands drag through the
length of his hair, forcing him against her as she tried to seek the orgasm he was
denying her.

Vidabegan to plead with him. “Colton...”



“Do you want me, baby?’ Colton asked against her moist flesh.

“Yes.” Vida knew he was waiting for her to give in, but didn't care anymore. She
wanted her aching body to be given the satisfaction she knew he was capable of
giving her.

Colton sat up, pulling her up with him. Reaching down to the floor, he picked up her
pajama bottoms. Vida stared at him stupidly as he helped her put them back on before
pulling her pagjamatop up and buttoning it to her throat.

“1 don’t understand.” She saw Colton wince as he stood to hisfeet.

“| wanted to give you alittle taste of what you say you don’t want.”

“You were teaching me alesson?’ Vida asked, her body hurting.

“Baby, are you ready to be in my bed every night? Have me fuck you anytime |
want?’

Vidadidn't answer.

Colton grinned, bending down to kiss her mouth. Vida' s lips parted, letting his tongue
enter her mouth and stroke hers in a voracious kiss. Pulling away, he straightened to
stand above her, his hand going to her braid where he tugged it until she stared
helplessly up into his hard face.

“I’m trying to give you time, Vida. | want you to admit that there’s something going
on between us. | want you to want me to fuck you as much as | want to,” he

explained bluntly, bringing out in the open what Vidawas trying to ignore.

Vidawinced at his crude words.



Colton sighed, squatting down in front of her, he put his hand on her cheek, his
thumb caressing her soft skin.

“1’m not a hearts and flowers kind of guy. Y ou mean something to me, Vida.”

“l don’t want to mean anything to you. | don’t want you to mean anything to me. |
have plans. | want ahome and alife, like your sister.”

“Do you plan on living that life alone or are you going to share that life with a man,
children?’ Colton asked, his face gentle.

“Of course.”

“Then why can’t it be me?’ Vidaturned her eyes away at his prying question.

“Because you've been married. You aren’'t faithful to her. You expect her to be
around you and not care that you're with other women. I’ve seen how you treat
women, Colton. You use them for sex then don’t call them again.” All her fears of
him being like the men that used her mother came out in her words.

Colton sighed again, this time deeper. “1 really have gotten off on the wrong foot with
you.” Colton rose to hisfeet. “Vida, I'll tell you about my marriage soon, but not |late
at night when you're tired. | will say that | went into my marriage wanting it to work
out, and when it ended, it ended badly for both of us. That doesn’'t mean that a
relationship with us couldn’t work, that | wouldn’'t be good to you. | would be very
good to you, baby.” Thistime his thumb rubbed over her bottom lip.

“How about we take it one day at a time and get to know each other better until my
divorce becomes fina?’

“What about when your divorce becomes final ?’



“Then all bets are off. I'll take you to my bed, and you can get to know me even
better.” He smiled at her wickedly, rising to hisfeet. “Lie down.”

Vidalay down and Colton spread out a blanket on top of her. Giving her a gentle kiss
with a sweet “Goodnight” against her parted lips, he left her tired and confused about
his treatment of her.

He could be so domineering and arrogant, yet he had reassured her and made her feel
wanted and desired as well.

He had let her know he had every intention of having sex with her and confirmed her
worst fear that emotionally they were growing closer.

Confused, Vida stared at the dark ceiling, her mind in turmoil and her body still
desperately wanting Colton.

Chapter Fourteen

Vida dressed in loose jeans and a pretty red top that had capped sleeves, her tattoo
looking pretty against the bright color of her top. Brushing her hair, she pulled it back
from her face with two combs, but |eft the long length down her back.

“You look fucking gorgeous,” Colton complimented when he saw her. A blush rose
in her cheeks. He had away of making her feel feminine and sexy with simply alook
from his eyes, however he didn’'t try to hide the dirty thoughts going through his
mind.

Vidashook her hair back. “How does it look?’

Colton’s gaze didn’t go to her tattoo as she had intended, but to the cleavage her top
exposed. He opened his mouth to reply.
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“I meant the tattoo.”

Colton closed his mouth. “Let me rub some more lotion on it before we go. It looks
good on you. | do good work.”

“Yes, you do,” Vida complimented.

Colton rubbed the lotion on the still tender skin. His knuckles brushed the tops of her
breasts before stepping back.

“We better go, or we're going to be really late.” His tight jaw left no doubt what
activity would delay them.

They stopped for breakfast at a waffle house on the way to the shop. Colton chose a
different one than the one Tammy worked at, which was close to the apartment. Vida
didn’t question his choice, merely giving him an amused grin.

Enjoying herself, Vida found herself relaxing even more in his company as he told
her stories about when he first joined the Predators and their exploits to embarrass the
new recruit.

She laughed until she was almost crying when he described standing watch over a
dumpster that the brothers told him had a money drop in it until someone came to
retrieve it. When the brothers came back to pick him up and he told them no one had
showed, he had to jump in the dumpster to retrieve the drop bag. It hadn’t been easy
to find and was outside in an alley that had several restaurants. He had described how
he had almost vomited several times, only the humiliation he would suffer if he had,



had him choking it down. When he had finally found the bag, they had told him to
open it. Inside the bag, he told her, they had placed his cut. They had made him a
member, and he had passed his final test. Of course they had made him walk back to
the clubhouse, as no one wanted to ride double with him.

“1 can see why you miss that life,” Vidateased. “ Gives you an excuse to go dumpster
diving.”

“When we have time, I’ll tell you some stories of what | used to pull on the recruits,”
he bragged.

“Worse than dumpster diving?’

“Much worse,” he confirmed.

Vida climbed on the back of hisbike, laughing at his dire voice.

The ride to the shop didn’t take long, both of them walking into the shop with smiles
on their faces. Tessa stood behind the counter with the appointment book in her
hands, eyes narrowed on them in suspicion.

Vidaignored her, letting Colton deal with the temper she could see brewing. She was
not able to prevent herself from feeling guilty when she remembered she was his
wife, however close to adivorce they were.

“1 was wondering when you were going to show,” Tessa said snidely.

Colton gave her a sharp look; Vida could tell he wasn't happy with her sharp tone of
voice.

“I’'m not late. In fact, my first client isn’t scheduled for another thirty minutes.”



Forestalled in her effort to find something to rip into him for, her eyes fell onto
Vida stattoo. “When did you get that tattoo?’ Her eyesboreinto it.

“Colton did it last night after the shop closed.” Vida tensed, seeing from Tessa' s face
going pale that something was wrong. Her eyes turned to Colton, shocked to see

apprehension instead of the anger she expected.

“You gave her your symbol, but never tatted one on me, even though you gave me
three fucking tattoos.”

Colton didn’t reply.

“1 don’t understand. What symbol?’ Vida stared back and forth between the two.
Tessa swung back to Vida. “Are you fucking blind?” Tessa pointed to the butterfly.
“He's fucking telling everyone that you're his.” Vida looked down at her tattoo, not

seeing anything other than the butterfly.

“She can’t see it. Even if she looked in a mirror the lines would be reversed,” Colton
explained.

Vida began to get angry. “What did you do?’ Her voice had sunk to awhisper.

Tessa' s hand pointed to the pictures that hung around the lobby. “Look how he signs
his pictures.”

Vida got up from the desk and took a closer ook at the pictures hanging on the wall.
Each one was signed with a symbol, which blended the initials of his first and last

name together.

“Why would you do that?’ Vida questioned him angrily.



“Wanted to make sure that everyone knew you were mine. Anyone that knows tattoos
will easily see that those are my initials.”

“You might as well have his name tatted on your shoulder.” Tessa swung back to
Colton. “How many times did | ask to put your name on me? You told me no.”
Tessa's hand reached out and snatched up the stapler, throwing it at Colton who
didn’t move out of the way, but caught it in his hand.

“Do you redly want to go into thisin front of Vida?’ Colton never lost his cool, even
when Tessa threw the stapler at him. Vida was surprised; she had thought that Colton
would be the type of man who would react physically when challenged like Tessa had
by being the first oneto try to get physical.

“1 don’'t give afuck what she hears,” Tessa screamed at him.

“| tatted your name on me several time's, | told you | would be faithful, be committed
to our marriage. Y ou were committed to one thing; the snow you shoveled up your
nose. You know why | didn’t put my name on you? Y ou thought | would forgive and
forget. | can't forgive you for what you did. You lied to me straight out about how
much you were using, then | caught you stealing from the shop. And when | thought
you were doing better controlling your habit, you were selling your pussy for Digger
to keep you in your habit. Everyone in this town knew except me that you were
fucking around on me. Then, the night | got busted by the cops, King told me
everything, and every dirty little detail your life had become.” Colton’s words were
painful for Vida to hear. She had been wrong to assume the failure of his marriage
rested on his shoulders.

“Then why did you keep me out of prison?”

“Because you were carrying my kid, Tessa.”



Vidastiffened in her chair. Seeing the pain on Colton’s face, she knew that she didn’t
want to hear anymore, but she was trapped, not wanting to draw attention to herself
by getting up.

“King caled me when he heard from his informant on the police force that the bust
was going down. He told me everything that was going on behind my back. Y ou had
told Digger you were pregnant, but not me.” Colton paused before continuing in an
emotionless voice.

“1 wasn't going to have my pregnant wife in prison delivering my baby. So | took the
blame, and you got rehab.” Tessa had taken a step back as if struck when Colton had
mentioned the baby.

“Colton, | was going to tell you,” Tessatried to explain, but Vida could tell it was too
little too late.

“When were you going to tell me, Tessa? You never mentioned in all this time that
you were pregnant. If one of King's women hadn’t overheard you telling Digger, |
would have never known. When | went in prison, a couple of the brothers kept an eye
on you for me, that’s how | found out you aborted my baby.”

“Colton, | was doing so much coke. | was messed up. | figured | had damaged the
baby so bad that—"

“Shut up, Tessa, or so help me God, I’'ll hurt you.”
Tessa shut up. Vida heard Colton take a deep breath, trying to regain control.
“S0, no, | didn't want my name inked on you to remind me every fucking day how

stupid | was to marry you in the first place. | called you every month while | was in
prison, serving your time, to get the divorce. When you didn’t, | handled it, but you



wouldn’t even show me the respect to sign your fucking name to the papers.”

Colton nodded his head towards Vida. “ She doesn’t think | can be afaithful because |
fucked so many women when | got out of prison and was still married to you, when
the truth of the matter is, our marriage ended the first time you spread your legs for a
dime bag of coke.” Vida saw Tessa swipe away the tears on her face.

“Now, can we get to work before the clients start coming in and someone else hears
my private shit?’

Reverend and Carlito came in the door, both coming to a stop when they saw
everyone look their way.

“What's up?’ Reverend said into the tension-filled silence of the room.

Colton and Tessaremained silent.

Vida spoke up, trying to get the day back on track. Opening the schedule book, she
read off everyone' sfirst appointment. “ Carlito, you're first up for walk-ins.”

“Cool, they end up being more fun.” Carlito was a good-looking man of Mexican
descent who didn’t let anything faze him. Vida had talked to him several times when
he was between customers. He would sit at the desk beside her, playing on her
computer.

The clients began arriving, so the artists and clients moved off to their respective
rooms. Thankfully, after the rocky start, the shop was busy keeping everyone
occupied. Tessa remained quiet when she would venture into the lobby to greet her
customers, not even looking at Vida who felt uncomfortable after hearing the details
of Colton’s and her marriage.



Vida didn’t know how she felt. She was angry that Colton had tattooed his symbol
into her butterfly, but at the same time, she felt a sense of belonging that she hadn’t
experienced since her mother’ s death. She refused to dwell on it until she was able to
talk to Colton about it tonight. She had been scheduled to perform at the Strip club
for the last time, but Colton had called and cancelled for Vida after Digger had
promised to return Sawyer. King hadn’'t protested, relieved that his part in retrieving
Sawyer was no longer necessary.
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Vida glanced up when the door opened and Seth entered, wearing a sheepish
expression on his face.

“Hi, Vida.”

“Seth.” Vida's voice was cool. The hurt she had experienced when he had left after
learning she was a stripper was evident.

Vidawatched as he blushed at her cool reception.

“1 know you're angry, Vida, but I'm hoping we can go out to lunch and talk, please.
We don’'t have to go far, just across the street. I’d like to explain.” Seth’s apologetic
gaze had her hesitating in giving her refusal. She had liked Seth and thought they had
become friends. She hadn’t thought that he would have been the type to turn his back
on someone because they might not live up to his standards.

“l don’t know,” Vidatried to prevaricate.

“Please, Vida. If not lunch, then how about a cup of coffee? My treat. | really would
like to explain why | was ajackass.”

“Let metell Colton I’'m leaving for lunch,” Vidagavein.

Carlito, escorting his customer out of his room, said he heard her. “I can watch the
desk. I'll tell Colton when he comes out.”

Vida hesitated, thinking she should tell Colton, but knew he didn't like to be



interrupted during a session. “Okay. Thanks, Carlito.”

Vida and Seth walked across the street to the coffee shop where Vida sat at the table
while Seth braved the long lunch line to get them a couple of coffees. Vida wasn't
hungry and didn’t want to be away from the shop too long. Something told her Colton
wasn’'t going to be too happy to learn that she had left the safety of the shop to be
alone with Seth. She actually wasn’t too certain it was a smart idea herself.

Seth sat down across from her, giving her the cup of coffee she had asked for with
packets of sugar.

Vida took a drink of the sweet coffee, looking over the brim of the cup at Seth who
was staring at the customers sitting at tables surrounding them. He looked back,
catching her eyes on him. He seemed different since leaving the shop. More assured
and confident, his shyness was gone and he was meeting her gaze directly.

The cautious feeling Vida had was becoming a definite twinge of fear as she could
see the dramatic change in Seth.

“Don’t be afraid of me, Vida. I’'m here to help you.” The self-assured voice trying to
cam her was afar cry from the diffident tone she usually heard from him.

“How can you help me, Seth?’ Vida tried to loosen her tight grip on her cup, afraid
she was going to burn herself if shewasn't careful.

“I’m an undercover agent, working to get back Sawyer and several other women like
her that have been taken against their will.” Seth reached into his pocket and as best

he could, without drawing attention to what he was doing, showed her his badge.

“You'rewiththe FBI?' Vidastared at him in disbelief.



Vida couldn’t believe that Seth was a FBI agent. He looked like he was still in high
school.

“The FBI has been trying to shut down Digger for years. Every time we get close, he
manages to wiggle his way out of it or get information he's about to be arrested, and
moves the women to another location. He's responsible for a pipeline, not only of
illegal drugs, but he also uses that same route to sell women.”

Vida was sick to her stomach that she was ever in the vicinity of the man that Seth
was discussing, becoming even more thankful to Colton and the Predators for saving
her.

Seth leaned closer, lowering his voice. “We're getting closer. We managed to shut
down his informant on the force so, if we could find the location where he's keeping
the woman, we can get a conviction thistime.”

“Thank God.”

“That’s why they wanted me to make friends with you. To find out what you and
King know. The day in your shop, | recognized the friend of Colton’s that came in. |
think | got out of there before he recognized me, but | don’t know. Max is a hard ass
and not much gets by him. After | talked to the task force, we decided it was worth
letting you know about the operation so that we could ask for your help in finding the
women.”

“Me? How can | find out where the women are? | really, really don’'t want to play
bait and have you following me. | don’t think those scenarios turn out too well.”

Seth laughed while still retaining his serious expression. That convinced Vida more
than his badge that he was telling her the truth.



“Y ou'’ ve been watching too much television. | wouldn't place your safety in danger to
that extent. What we need from you is to do what you have been doing until recently,
go to King's and try to get what we need out of Briggs.”

“How do you know what I’ ve been doing with Brigg's?’ Vida's asked.

Seth remained quiet, taking a drink from his coffee.

Realization dawned on Vida

“You have King's place bugged?’

“l can’'t reveal how we know what you’ ve been up to, only that we know. It’ s because
of your prying that we' ve learned as much as we have.”

“1 was scheduled to dance tonight, but Colton cancelled with King.”

“We know. That’s why we want you to call King and tell him that you want to work
tonight. Briggs is expecting you there, and after they kidnapped you, he's going to try
to convince you to trust him. We're hoping he tries to convince you by letting alittle
too much dlip with your probing,” Seth said tactfully. Vida understood that his tact
with using “probing” actually meant “while you’ re grinding your ass on his lap”.

“I"ll tell Colton...”

Seth shook his head. “No, he has several connections that aren’t trustworthy. If he
isn't careful, he could let information out that leaks back to Digger. Digger has a few
friends left in the Predators, not many, but a few that would warn him. You've
managed, hopefully, to get Sawyer back, but you don’'t know for sure. This gets us
closer and will help those women that aren’t ever going to get found without your
help.”



Vida only had one recourse, and that was to do as he asked. She wouldn’'t be able to
live with herself if Sawyer wasn't returned, and she had an opportunity to help other
women in the same horrific situation.

“I’ll help, but I don’t know what I’ [l tell King or Colton,” Vida agreed.

“Think of something, anything, but keep the focus off Briggs,” Seth told her.

“All right, I'll do my best. | better get back,” Vida said, standing up.

“Thanks, Vida. You have my number if anything happens, and if you need my help,

just call. Be careful. Don’t underestimate, Briggs. He's as dangerous as Digger.” His
warning had her pausing at the concerned ook on his face.

“I know.” Vida still remembered Briggs's reaction when Digger had told him to take
her to his bedroom. He had planned to use her also.

Vida shuddered at the lucky escape she' d had. Sawyer hadn’'t been so fortunate. Vida
prayed against all odds that whoever had her wasn't treating her badly.

Vida crossed the street, leaving Seth at the coffee shop while she tried to decide what
to do because she was afraid that, if she chose wrong, Sawyer’s life would be the
price of her failure.

Chapter Fifteen

Colton was staring out the window when she entered the tattoo shop, making no
pretence that he had been watching her, or that he was angry with her.

Taking her arm, he led her into his room and then closed the door.



“What were you thinking of leaving the shop without telling me? One of Digger's
men could have grabbed you.” His hard voice left no doubt in Vida's mind of his
concern for her safety. It convinced Vida of what the best course of action she should
take.

“Colton, cam down. | need to tell you something.” Quickly as possible, she told
Colton about her conversation with Seth, including the part about Digger still having
friends in the Predators.

Colton sat down on his stool, deep in thought. “He’ s right, | know of a couple and a
few more might even be in with him and are just playing it cool so that no one knows

of their involvement with Digger’s acti

vities. The Predators are not exactly law abiding, but they don’'t go for selling women
against their will.”

“What should | do? | don’t want to jeopardize Sawyer’s safety, but | can’t simply not
help those other women, either.”

“Did Seth say my shop is bugged?’ Colton asked.

“1 didn’t think to ask,” Vida confessed, angry with herself.

“l don’'t think it is, but | don’t want to tip the FBI off to what we're going to do.”

“What are we going to do?’

“Tak to King.” Colton wrote the words down on his drawing pad. Vida agreed. King
had offered his help before anyone else, including the police.

“Go back out front,” he said while he continued to write. “I’ll call King and set up a



meeting,” he wrote.

Vida started to open the door, but Colton’s voice had her pausing and looking back
towards him.
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“Don’'t go off alone again, Vida.” Hearing the threat in his voice, she nodded her
agreement before dlipping out the door and closing it behind her.

The rest of the day was slow. Tessa and Carlito left early when no other clients came
in and they had finished with their scheduled appointments.

“Let’sgo.” Colton was leaning against the counter. “Reverend said he would close up
the shop.”

Vida rose from her chair when Tessa came back in the door. They both tensed,
expecting the woman to pick up where the argument ended this morning. Instead, she
walked directly to Colton and handed him a sealed envel ope.

“1 signed the divorce papers. | took them by your lawyer’s office. That's a copy of
them.” Her face was expressionless, but Vida could tell by the pain in her eyes how
badly she was hurting.

Colton’ s hand gripped the envelope. “ Thanks, Tessa.”

Tessa shrugged. “It's obvious you're moving on with several women.” Turning
around, she left them, leaving them in the silence of her sudden departure.

Vida started to say something then closed her mouth, not knowing exactly what to
say. The end of a marriage was never a good thing. It was the ending of a dream that
two people shared in that moment, Vida could tell that Colton had cared for Tessa at
one time and had tried to save his marriage. He'd even gone to prison, still trying to
hold it together and protect his child.



Vida came to the conclusion in that moment that he wasn't like the men her mother
had attached herself to. Colton, when he had decided to marry, had committed
himself and given it every chance. It was Tessa who, despite her last harsh words at
parting, had turned her back on their marriage.

Colton unlocked the apartment door, holding it open for Vidato enter. Vidacameto a
standstill when she saw King sitting on the chair in the room.

Colton’ s brow rose as he came in the door, closing it behind him.

“How many keysto this apartment are floating around?’ he asked King.

King gave him asmile. “I didn’'t use akey.”

“Figures, you might not want to draw attention to your talent of B and E with the
cops listening in to your every move.”

The smile disappeared in aflash. “What do you mean by that remark?”’

Colton and Vida both sat down on the couch and went over the talk that Seth had
with Vida earlier in the day.

Vida watched as King's impassive face turned angry when he found out his club had
been bugged and was under police surveillance.

“What do you think we should do?’ Vida asked before he could become too angry,
wanting him to focus on how to keep Sawyer safe. King rose from the chair, going to
the window and staring out for several minutes before turning back to them.

“I'm afraid they're right. The only way to stop Digger is to let the FBI have him.”
King put his hands in his pockets and stared at Vida. “Looks like Trouble will be



taking the stage one last time.”

Vida looked unhappily back at King. She had known all along it was the best course
of action to take, but it wasn't going to make it any easier going on that stage to
perform.

“Do you think Briggs will slip up?’ Vida asked.

“1 don’'t know. He' s pretty loyal to Digger,” Colton told her.

“Let’'sseeif we can't help that aong then. He likes to drink while he watches you on
the stage. I’ll make sure his glass doesn’t stay empty, so that, by the time he gets his
lap dance, he might not be in a clear-headed frame of mind.” King plotted Briggs's
downfall.

“That might help. You could also get a couple of the shot girls to pay him some extra
attention, have him worked up.” King's mouth twitched into a grin at Colton’s
suggestion.

“How are you going to keep him under control when you want to get away? The
worst thing you could do is let him know he slipped up, and realizing it when one of
the men have to pull him off you,” King asked Vida.

“Let me handle that. | have an idea that might work,” Colton answered for her.

“I’ll leave that in your hands then. Good luck, Vida.” King walked towards the door.
“1 need to get back to the club; | have to find someone to debug it tomorrow. When |
find out who placed them in the first place, they are going to be fucked up,” he stated

ruthlessly.

“King, they couldn’'t find anything to get you for, could they?’ Vida would feel



terrible if King ended up in prison when he had offered to help. Vida didn’t know
how many of his activities were illegal, yet she was sure that he didn’'t aways stay
within the limits of the law.

“Don’t worry about it, Vida. They have bigger fish to fry besidesme.” Vidawasn't so
sure, however she had to let it go. King wasn't about to discuss his business with her,
now or ever. Vida didn’t know if anyone knew the complexities of King's business
other than the man himself.

Colton locked the door behind King, glancing at his watch. “Y ou need to start getting
ready.”

“All right.” She gathered her clothes, trying not to be upset that King had looked
more upset about her having to strip again than Colton had. He had claimed to care
about her, yet he didn’t seem the least perturbed about how she would be giving a
private lap dance later that night.

Vida showered, making sure she shaved and moisturized her skin with the expensive
smelling lotion that Sherri had told her drove the men crazy. Vida thought it was a
little heady, but Sherri said that men found it sensual. Her boyfriend always provided
her insights into a male's point-of-view and she had passed on the information to
Vida

Blowing out her hair until it lay straight and silky against her back, Vida dressed in a
thick pair of sweats and a long sleeved t-shirt as the night would be cool on the back
of Colton’s bike. Deciding to wear the red outfit for the last time, she packed her bag
and left the bathroom.

The living room and kitchen were empty. Fixing herself some soup, she heard Colton
go into the shower. Pouring the hot soup into bowls and making a couple of fresh
salads she sat down just as Colton came into the room, wearing a black t-shirt and



jeans. Vida spooned some of her soup into her suddenly dry mouth. It wasn’'t fair that
he was so sexy without the least effort. He had grown a small goatee and it only made
him appear more like a bad boy biker, especialy since the t-shirt was short sleeved
and showed off histats.

He sat down at the table and began eating, seeming as preoccupied as she did. Vida
couldn’'t help wondering if he was regretting his divorce now that it was final. Not

liking the feeling in her stomach when she discovered that she cared that he might
regret his decision.

“Feeling nervous?’ Vida smoothed out her expression at Colton’s question.

“Not really. It's not like it's my first time.” Vida blushed when she realized her
choice of words,

Colton tried to smother hislaughter. “Was it bad?’

Vida shuddered, remembering. “It was a joke. I'm surprised the men didn’'t ask for
their cover charge back.”

“It couldn’t have been that bad.”

“It took my dance, and two other women'’s turns on the stage to just get my top off. It
was a nightmare. Wh

en it was over, | cried for two hours straight. Y ou don’t even want to know about my
first lap dance. King did have to refund the man his money for that one.”

This time Colton couldn’t hold back his laughter. Rising to his feet, he took their
dirty dishesto the sink.



Vida stood up, going to get her bag, but Colton forestalled her by taking her hand.
“I’m not happy letting you do this, but | know you feel that you need to do this for
Sawyer and the other women. No more after tonight, though,” Colton forewarned her.

“Maybe the club won't be busy tonight.” Vida hoped she was right.

“It's Friday, and all the horny men with no dates who want something to jerk of to
will be there,” he said sarcastically.

“Gee, thanks, I'll have that picture in my head now while I’m dancing.”

“You better not be thinking of any of them fuckwads jerking off. I’ l| be there. Pretend
it'sjust me you're dancing for.”

“1 don't think that will make it any easier,” Vida said under her breath, not wanting to
confess his presence would make her even more nervous.

“What?' Colton asked with asmile.

His arrogant attitude reminded her of the addition to her tattoo. “Why did you put
your initialsin my tattoo?’

Colton lost his smile becoming serious. “Because when other men look at you, both
of uswill know who you really belong to, Vida.”

“1 don’t belong to you,” she protested.
“Baby, when you're on that stage tonight and | want to kill one of those

motherfuckers staring at you, the only thing holding me back will be when | see my
mark on you.”



“Oh.” Vida stared at his composed expression, sensing the lethal intent buried just
below the surface.

“We done?’ Vida nodded her head. “Let’s go.” She followed Colton out the door,
dreading the next few hours.

It was going to be hard to go back on that stage when she had been so overjoyed that
she was free from the humiliating experience. The lap dance she looked at with even
more trepidation of having to be so close to Briggs. She really hated him and knew if
he thought he could get away with it, he would take her, with or without her consent.
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When they finally got into the club, it was immediately evident that Colton had been
right. The club was extremely busy.

With a nudge to her back, Colton left her to go into the dressing room. Sherri was
there, giving her atight hug at her sudden appearance.

“1"ve been worried about you, kid. Y ou doing okay?’ she asked.

“I"'m fine, Sherri,” Vida assured the kindhearted woman who had taught her how to
shed her clothes, not in the least jealous of Vida's popularity.

“You can go on before me if you want. They won't be as drunk. You're scheduled
three spots after me. By then, they’ll be so drunk the men will be trying to jump the
stage,” she offered.

Vida started to refuse.

“l don’t mind. I'm used to them trying to get a piece of me,” Sherri joked.

“Areyou sure?’

“Positive. Besides, they tip better when they’'re drunk.” She rubbed her hands
together.

Vida smiled at her antics as she dressed in her outfit, putting on her stage make-up.
Deciding not to tease her hair into awild mess, she left it straight and then put on her
red lipstick as the final touch. She stepped back from the mirror and looked at her



changed appearance. No longer the college student, but a seductive woman with one
goal; to see how much money she could tempt out of the men in aten-minute set.

“You look hot tonight.” Sherri’s experienced eyes ran over Vida s body, taking in her
new tattoo and the little bit of weight she had gained over the last week. “ Something
about you is different. That sexy ex-convict teaching you athing or two?’

“No!” Vida evaded her question as she passed Sherri going into the restroom. There
was nothing worse than afull bladder when you were shaking your boobs and ass at a
roomful of men.

“Can he show me athing or two?’

“No!” Vidayelled through the closed door.

“Damn.”

Chapter Sixteen

Colton took a seat at a back table, facing the stage. A vibrant redhead was currently
on the stage, shaking her tail for the front row, giving an incentive to place their
money on her body. He ordered a beer when the waitress came to his table.

Colton’ s brow lifted when King joined him, taking a seat across from him.

“1 didn’t think you ever sat anywhere except your booth?’

“1 can be flexible, especially when they have my booth bugged.” Colton just bet King
wasn't happy with that piece of information. He paid dearly for information from his

contacts on the force, someone must be wising up to be able to bug King and him not
know about it beforehand.



The redhead’s music ended and Vida's began. Colton tensed in his seat when she
came strutting out as if she owned the stage.

King smiled. “ She' s came along way since her first night.”

“So I've heard,” Colton answered, not taking his eyes off her as she twirled around
the pole with one leg, her dark hair flying silkily around her.

“1 bet you have. Severa of the Predators became regulars on her nights. | don’'t see
any of them here tonight. That's interesting,” King said thoughtfully, staring at
Colton.

“They’re not here because | told them | would beat the shit out of them if they
showed up,” Colton said grimly as he watched Vida moving away from the pole,
dancing suggestively in front of severa men on the side of the stage before working
her way over to the other side. She never glanced back towards the table that Colton
sat at with King.

“That wasn't very friendly.” King's amusement drew his attention briefly from Vida.
“There are afew questions | need answered, King.”

All amusement at Colton’ s predicament ended when he saw that Colton was serious.
“What do you want to know?’

“1 find it very interesting that Vida, from a neighborhood that’s high in crime and has
more punks trying to score pussy then any | know of in America, is avirgin who has

managed to escape their attention.”

King's face became an impassive mask. “Are you asking me why Vida is still a



virgin? How would | know?’

“Because my brothers and | did a little digging, and I’'m a little interested in what |
found out.”

“Exactly what did you find out?’ King asked, his jaw tightening.

“That you put out the word for the punks and other unsavory elements to stay away or
they would deal with you,” Colton answered.

King shrugged. “I did that for Goldie.”

“1 don’t think so. This order went out when she was just akid, and it covered Sawyer.
Seems this is what led Digger to them. He was searching for a way to get to you.
How would going after them get to you?’

“If that iswhy Digger went after them, then that was his mistake. | have no emotional
or physical connection to either Vida or Sawyer.” King looked Colton straight in the

eye.

Colton looked back at King. He had known him for years, ever since his stepdad had
started bringing him in the strip club with the Predators. They had struck up a
friendship over the years.

The man was lying, he could tell. What worried Colton was that King was an expert
at lying, so if he could tell, his enemies could aso, which placed Vida and Sawyer in
danger.

The music changed. Colton looked toward the stage to see Vida taking off her red
corset. Her pert breasts shone under the lights of the stage. Colton wanted to get up
from the stage and punch a few of the men in the front row, but restrained himself



thistime.

Colton looked up into Vida's face, seeing her eyes were on him. They were full of
humiliation. She was embarrassed she was doing it. Now, it was even worse because
he was watching her. Colton let heat flow from his eyes, giving her a smile that let
her know how pretty and fine he thought she was. He leaned across the table so that
the lighting could catch his expression and let all the lust he had been holding back
show in hisface.

He noticed she had a small stumble before she managed to catch herself. Colton
promised himself that one day, not too long from now, she would be standing in his
bedroom, giving him the same exact performance, and he was going to throw her
down on the bed and fuck her until she couldn’t walk.

Vida turned red and Colton gave her a satisfied smile. She walked forward when the
music changed again, getting close to the men in the front row, letting them dip bills
into the string around her waist. One bastard trailed his fingers close to her pussy.
Colton started to get up, but King's hand on his arm brought him back down in his
seat as King motioned to Henry to escort the overzeal ous man out of the club.

After several minutes, Vida went to the stage, giving the men their last show of her
ass.

“1f she bends down and waves at them from between her legs, | am going to turn her
ass bright red to match her outfit when I get her home,” Colton threatened.

The words were no sooner out of his mouth than Vida did that exact move. Colton’s
jaw tightened.

“1 don’t think she heard you,” King said with amusement.



“She’s never going back on that stage again. | don’t care how many women's lives
she’ strying to save.”

13 I agr%-”

Both men watched as Briggs ordered another whiskey.

“1 hope you're giving him the good stuff.” Colton eyed the liquor in Brigg's glass.

“What he's drinking is almost pure alcohol. Vida will be heading upstairs after she
gets redressed and takes a fifteen minute break.” King started to get out of his seat.

“King, what’'s the connection between you and the girls?’ Colton tried one more
time.

King opened his mouth then closed it sharply. “There isn’t one, Colton.” He moved
away from the table, but not before he gave Colton a warning look to leave it alone.
Aware they didn’t know which areas of the club were bugged, Colton didn’t go after
him to find out what he needed to know to keep Vida safe.

Instead, Colton sat at his table and continued nursing his beer. Not long after, Briggs
managed to stumble up the steps after he finished several whiskeys. Colton waited
until he saw Vida climb the discreet stairway before he started after her.

As he was going up the stairs, he noticed several of the Predators entering the door,
taking front row seats. He should have known Max wasn’'t going to miss Sherri’s
show.
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He entered the VIP room to see Vida aready being bought a drink from one of
King's private customers that had watched her performance from the room. A huge,
plate glass window provided a view of the stage, but anyone outside smply saw
smoky glass.

Vida didn’t pay him any attention when he entered the room and took a seat in the
corner on an expensive couch. King had spared no expense in decorating the private

room.

Two of the shot girls came to his table. Colton ordered another beer and told them to
leave him alone.

“Not interested?’ one of the shot girls asked. She was shorter than the taller, curvier
one. Colton would have taken a shot from her once upon atime, before Vida

Colton shrugged. “No thanks.” He didn’t take his eyes off Vida.

“1f you change your mind, let me know.” The blond, short one bent over to whisper,
“1 get off at three. I'll let you take shots al night for free”.

“No, thanks. I’'m with someone.” Colton nodded his head towards Vida.
She gave asmile. “Lucky girl.” The shorter one went back to the bar for his beer.
The taller one bent over the table, giving him aview of her tits.

“My name's Krystal. | can keep my mouth shut if you change your mind later.” She



nodded her head to Vida. “She's a sweet kid, but | can suck your dick like you've
never had it done before.”

The other woman returned, setting down the beer. They started to move away, but
Colton’ s words halted them both.

“1 won’t be needing anything else tonight.” His cold voice left no doubt that he didn’t
want to be bothered again.

Taking a drink of his beer, he noticed Briggs move to stand beside Vida, who was
aready talking to another customer. She played it cool, gradually changing focus
from one man to the other, seeming reluctant at first then more willing to talk to him.

Colton saw Briggs's hand wander over Vida's ass severa times while she kept
moving out of his reach, shaking her head no. Briggs picked up his drink, downing it
in one swallow.

Vida moved towards the room where she would give the lap dance with Briggs, who
followed after her like he was on a leash. Colton wanted to beat the man until he had
several broken bones; instead, he had to watch.

Colton moved to where he could watch her performance continue through the glass.
He was only going to give Vida enough time to get what information she needed then
he was going to shut her act down. After that, he knew exactly how she was going to
spend the rest of her night.

Vida closed the door to the private room, feeling Colton’s eyes on her back, certain
he was even now moving towards the window to watch her from the window. Briggs
sat down in the chair. He was definitely drunk, and probably was a little high from
the glazed look in his eyes. Both conditions she hoped would help her get the
information she needed without her having to spend much timein hisvicinity.



“Come here, Trouble,” Briggs crooned to her.

Vida turned away in disgust, hitting the button by the door that would fill the room
with music. Putting the best sway into her hips she could manage, she neared his
chair and leaned over him, giving him an eyeful of her cleavage.

“Come closer.”

Vidaknew he wanted her on top of him.

“I'm mad at you, Briggs. | thought we had something special going on, and you
didn’t even try to help me with Digger. Y ou were going to let him have me when you
knew how bad | wanted you,” she said in a fake, stupid voice that she had heard the
other women use hundreds of times.

“You seemed close to Colton. | didn’t seem too important to you, Vida.”

“l was mad at you. | didn’t want Digger. Y ou were going to take me to his bedroom.”

“l wasn't going to leave you alone with him. Digger doesn't mind sharing,” he
confirmed that he would have raped her that night.

“He doesn’'t?’ she asked, trying to stay on track.

“No, | would have made sure he treated you good. Y ou would have had a time you
would have never forgotten.” Vida just bet she wouldn’t have forgotten; being raped
by two men at the same time tended to have that effect. He sickened her by believing
she would have enjoyed the experience.

Vida moved closer, straddling his lap without giving him her weight. Wiggling and
twisting above his lap, she forced herself to rub her breasts against his chest,



heightening his desire.

“1 don’t understand why he took mein the first place,” Vida probed.

“He hate' sKing.”

Vida amost stopped her lap dance.

“What do | have to do with King?’

“Both you and Sawyer are under King's protection. Everyone knows that the only
one King ever extended that protection to was his sister, and he dismembered the man
that was responsible for her death. Every shithead in town was afraid to mess with
you and Sawyer. Digger wasn't, he hates King, wanted to make King get mad enough
to make a mistake and take him out.”

Vida let a tiny amount of her weight drop down on his crotch. “Sawyer’'s
disappearance and mine both show that we didn’t mean anything to him. He ignored
the situation until | asked for his help, and he hasn’t gone crazy trying to go after
Digger.”

Briggs grabbed her hips, trying to force more of her weight down on him. Vida could
see he was practically grinding his teeth in his desire for more of her.

“Digger was surprised. When he took Sawyer, he messed her up trying to find out her
connection to King, but she didn’t know anything. The only thing she came up with
was she remembered an incident when you were kids and King had been going to see
someone in the building you lived in. He had stopped to talk to you girls, but she
didn’t remember what it was about. I’'m not surprised Digger had her so high she
could barely remember her name.”



If Vida had a gun, she would shoot him and not mind spending the rest of her life in
prison. She was sure Colton and Sawyer would visit her. Vida didn’t remember King
ever talking to them when they were little, however Sawyer was older than her and
would have a better memory.

Vidaknew away to get even and spend no time in prison herself. Determined, she let
more of her weight fall against his crotch, grinding herself against him, trying not to
shudder in disgust.

“1 don’t know why Digger cares about King. He is obvioudly the smarter one. | was
looking forward to partying with him,” Vida lied, rising up from Briggs's lap as he
tried to arch his hips against her.

“He is; no one can touch him. He has women all over the place, even movie stars and
musicians call for him to provide him with entertainment,” Briggs bragged
drunkenly.

“Movie stars? Musicians? Do you mean Rock stars?’ Vida asked in an awestruck
voice.

“We charge a fucking fortune to provide them with a fuck that won’t go running to
the tabloids to sell their story.”

“How can you stop them from talking?’ Vida questioned.

“Digger sdls them with the others when the star is done with her. The men don’t
care; they just want their own personal little sex slave. They disappear, never to be
heard from again. Their buyers make sure of that.” Vida shivered at Briggs's smug

face.

The idiot was bragging, not caring that he was telling her that Digger had the same



fate in store for her if Colton hadn’'t rescued her. They were freaking psycho’s.
Suddenly, Vida remembered something from her introductory psychology course she
had to take in college. Psychopaths couldn’'t understand or care that their victims
suffered pain, but pain to them was excruciating.

“But how can he keep all these women and no one knows? | imagine it has to be
pretty isolated where no one can see or hear anything.” Vida tried to gather more
information, not sure how much longer she could tolerate being this close to the
monster.

Briggs amost came to his senses, his ingrained fear of Digger fighting the haze that
alcohol and drugs had enveloped his senses in. Vida, seeing reason momentarily
return to his beady little eyes, began rubbing herself faster against him. Leaning
forward, her fingertips traced the sensitive veinsin his neck that were standing out.

When he didn’t answer, Vida's hips rose an inch from his and she pulled her breasts
away, removing her hands from underneath his shirt.

“Don’'t stop,” Briggs begged. “He has several locations. It's like a fucking bus
station; he moves them from one location to the next. They all are isolated houses,
except for the one herein town.”

He continued, his hands going to her ass, “It’s right under the police' s fucking nose.
The recording studio in town that advertises all over the country as having the best
rates and sound techs available. The whole building is soundproof. Digger gets fresh
stock in al the time, and he doesn’t even have to leave the building. The upper floors
are legit, but the basement is used to train the sweet things until Digger moves them
out. By the time we get done with them, they walk right out the front door and into
the waiting car. | told you Digger is a fucking genius,” Briggs gloated, wanting her to
admire the brilliance of Digger’s plan.



Digger might be a genius, but his hired help was a moron. Vida, with the information
she needed and unable to stomach one more second near him without throwing up,
was relieved when she heard the door open and Colton come in the room.

“What the fuck isgoing on in here?’ he yelled.

Fear flooded Briggs s face as Colton sslammed the door back against the wall.

“Colton, | told you | had to work tonight.” Vida gave a fake squeak of fear as Colton
placed his hands around her waist and lifted her off Briggs.

Vicioudly, Vida made sure that her thick, high-heeled stripper shoe snapped up and
kicked Briggs in the balls as hard as she could manage. His scream of pain could be
heard, Vidawas sure, downstairs. That thought gave her some satisfaction.
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“You fucking bitch!” Briggs held himself, crying like a baby.
“Watch your mouth,” Colton growled.

“What' s going on in here?’ Henry’s amused voice had everyone looking at the huge
man.

“The fucking...” Colton’s furious gaze had Briggs changing his mind about his
choice of words. “Vidakicked me in the balls.”

“1t was an accident, Henry. Colton pulled me off of him. | didn’t mean to. | wouldn’t
hurt you deliberately; you're one of my favorites.” She batted her false eyelashes at
him.

“I'm sure King will refund your money, Briggs. We do want our customers
completely satisfied. Ashley will give you a dance on the house also. Does that sound
reasonable, Briggs?’

Mollified, Briggs sat back, rubbing his abused crotch.

“Let'sgo, Vidaand Colton. Vida, King will have to let you go because of this second
complaint from a customer. We can’t have them hurt because a dancer’s boyfriend
becomes jealous.” Briggs' s head swelled even further at the thought that Colton could
possibly be jealous of him.

As Vida and Colton left the room, she gave a sigh of relief when she heard the door
close behind them. Colton’s arm came around her shoulders.



“Did you get what you needed?’ Colton asked.

“1 think so. Colton, they’re really sick and have to be stopped.” Vida told him with
resolution.

“1 know, baby. That was the only reason | could let you back on that stage again,
much less let that motherfucker touch you.”

“You better get out of here,” Henry said, motioning for Ashley, who slid past them
with a bottle of King's best whiskey in her hand.

Vidafelt sorry for the pretty blond who would have to let Briggs touch her so that he
would forget the fountain of information he had provided them with.

Interpreting her look, Colton sought to reassure her. “By the time he’s a fourth of the
way through that bottle, he won’t remember his own name, and she can leave.”

Vida nodded.

Colton and Vida went to the dressing room to retrieve her bag. She didn’t want to
take the time to change, needing to go home and get further away from the pollution
still upstairs. Understanding, Sherri let her borrow a long raincoat, which she used in
her act sometimes, that covered her completely. Vida put it on and, giving Sherri a
quick hug of thanks, left to find Colton waiting outside the door.

Colton waved to King as they left, who returned it with a grim nod as he talked on the
phone. Vida could tell from his expression he was giving the other person on the line

hell. By morning, Vida was sure every bug in his club would disappear.

“Should | call Seth?’ she questioned Colton.



“That’'s who King is talking to. | gave him the number you gave me,” Colton
informed her.

A large man rose from a table they were passing close to the stage. Vida s stomach
plunged when she recognized the man from the farmers market that Colton had
fought. Glancing quickly at the table, she became even more upset when she
recognized the two others among the nine men seated.

“Well, looks like we found Trouble after all, boys” He snickered. “Charlie
recognized you when you were on the stage,” he said, giving her an insolent [ook.
“You being with her, now that’s just icing on the cake.”

“Move.” Colton took Vida s arm, moving her to his side, further away from the group
of men.

“Make me, asshole. | don't think you'll be able to take us all on. When we're done
with you, we're going to show that slut how a real man fucks.” He laughed with the
others following hislead. They started whistling and name calling Vida.

Vida wanted to get out of the club before a fight broke out. She looked around the
room for Henry before she realized he must still be upstairs keeping an eye on Briggs.

“Need any help, Colton?’ a cold voice had her turning sideways to see Ice, Max and
severa of the other Predators getting up from their chairs at the front of the stage. She
noticed the one with the scar stood before casually striding out the front door.

“l got it covered, Ice. These fuckwads couldn’'t fight their way out of a whore's
pussy.”

“Dave, you gonnatake that shit?” A loudmouth sitting at the back of the group hadn’t
noticed the arrival of the Predators.



“No, | don't think | am.” Dave seemed bolstered from Colton’s friends' presence,
which just proved how stupid he was. “I’m going to kick your ass.”

Colton took a step toward Dave and Vida pulled him back.

“Colton, remember you're on parole. If you get caught, you could get your parole
revoked. He' s not worth it. Let’s go home,” she pleaded. The thought of him getting
thrown back in prison, this time because of her, wasn't something she would be able
to handle. “Please, Colton, ignore him.”

“Shut-up, and take your tits and ass over there.” Dave pointed to the stage where
Sherri stood frozen in place, ignoring her music. “Me and my friends will take care of
you when we finish.”

Max moved closer. “Fuck this shit. I'm not on parole.” His fist struck out, sending
Dave hurtling onto the table. Bottles of beer went flying as the men stood up, each

becoming ready to fight.

“Gentleman, | want you to leave.” King's sudden appearance with severa of his
bouncers as the fight started to get out of control had the men pausing briefly.

Dave and his friends came to their senses when faced by even more opposition.

“We're leaving,” he grumbled as they began to head to the door followed by the
bouncers.

“Thanks, King,” Vidasaid, relieved.

“No thanks needed, Vida. | wasn't going to have to pay for the damages to my club.
Those fuckers don’'t look like they could afford one of my chairs.”



Vidahad to agree. “Can we go now?’ she asked Colton.

“Go out back. I’ll send Henry to give you aridein my car,” King ordered.

“Why not take his bike?’

“Because | think the police will be called any minute.” Vida didn’t understand what
King meant until she realized the Predators had also gone outside. The bouncer’s
hadn’t returned, either.

“Oh.”

“Let’sgo,” Colton said with a satisfied smile.

Henry was waiting for them at the back door. He had come down the back stairway.
As he saw their approach, he opened the back door, looking outside before holding
the door open for them.

Colton and Vida dlid into the back seat as Henry started the car, pulling out of the
alley onto the main road. Henry turned the car towards the direction of Colton's
apartment.

When they passed the front of the King's club, Henry slowed the car as they stared at
the huge fight in the parking lot. Ice and Max were beating on Dave. Vida amost felt
sorry for him until she remembered he could have led to Colton being back in prison.

Vida's eyes glanced off one fighting pair before they went back in shock. The biker
with the scar who had left the club had the heckler down on the ground. Vida turned,

burying her head in Colton’ s shoulder at the viciousness of his attack on the man.

Thank God, King had stopped them from going outside. There was no way the cops



wouldn’t be locking up several of the men fighting while sending others to the local
hospital.

During the ride back to the apartment Vida's thoughts returned to those poor women
who didn’t have their freedom. They had no choice in who took their bodies, captive
and broken, and bent them to someone else’ s will.



Page 29

Source Creation Date: May 23, 2025, 3:19 am

Vida rolled down her window so the wind could hit her face, missing Colton’s
motorcycle. She leaned closer to Colton, needing his strength as she reminded herself
Sawyer was still one of those women.

Chapter Seventeen

Vida felt Colton’s eyes searching her face as they got out of the car. His arm went
around her shoulders while they walked up the stairs side by side. When she turned
back towards the car, Henry waved as he drove silently out of the parking lot.

After closing the door behind them, Colton went to the kitchen.

“Sit down. I’'m going to fix you a drink.” Vida kept on the coat as she sat on the
couch and buried her face in her hands.

“Here” Colton handed her a glass with whiskey and ice. Vida made a face at the
strong taste. “Drink it; it'll help you deep.” Vida sipped her drink as Colton sat down
next to her.

“That was the worst thing I’ve ever had to do in my life.” Vida shuddered. “He was
telling me how and where they put those women, and | just wanted to vomit, but |
had to pretend | wanted him.”

“Vida, maybe now they can shut down the bastards and put them away,” he said
grimly.

“God, Colton, | hope so. | keep thinking of Sawyer; how scared she must be, who has



her, if he...”

“Don’'t think about it tonight, Vida. It's bad enough without you thinking about it
constantly.”

Vida stared at her hands, redlizing that she still had on her red gloves. Staring
blankly, al she could see was Sawyers face staring back at her.

“She’s so shy, Colton. Her mom was really overprotective because of Sawyer’s father
getting killed so young. She was terrified something would happen to Sawyer. After
the fire, she was even worse. She never let Sawyer have fun, or go places with her
friends. When her mom died, Sawyer started going out more, but she was so shy. She
just didn’t fit in. Gradually, she stopped trying to go out very much. That was why |
was so happy that she was excited about going out with this new guy she’'d met. We
tell each other everything. She hadn't had sex before. If they raped her...” Vida
began crying.

“Vida, please stop, baby.”

Colton pulled her onto his lap until she was facing him. “Let’s get al this out of your
mind for afew hours at least.”

Unbuttoning the coat, he pulled it off. Vida sat facing him with her knees on the
couch next to his hips. It was the same position that she had been in an hour ago with
Briggs except now the feeling inside of her wasn't disgust; it was a low hum of
pleasure that was growing inside of her belly.

“Colton, | need to go to bed. I'm tired.”

“If you go to sleep now, you'll be tossing and turning all night. Let's neck awhile
then you'll leep like a baby.”



“l don't like it when you call me, baby.” Vida stood up on her knees over him,
preparing to go shower.

Colton’ s hands went to her hips, clenching them in atight grip.

“Why? When | touch you, | feel how fucking soft your skin is and it reminds me how
| plan to take such good care of you.” The suggestive look on his face left little doubt
in her mind exactly how he planned to take care of her.

“Red is definitely your color, but | prefer that black scrap of material you had on the
first time | saw you on stage. | could see your little pink nipples and that tiny piece of
material over your pussy and all | could think about was how hard and fast | could
fuck you before | came.”

Vida started to tremble as his hand reached up and began unbuttoning her corset top.
She reached out to grab his wrists, but she didn’t exert any strength to stop him from
exposing her breasts. Colton leaned forward and took her nipple into his mouth,
biting down gently until she leaned closer, giving in to his silent demand. His teeth
released her and his tongue gently began to lave the hardened tip.

She had clung to her virginity as away to protect herself from getting hurt, yet Colton
had her body and mind in turmoil. The problem was, she had fallen in love with a
man that protected his wife enough to go to prison for her, who was loyal despite the
ultimate betrayal. Colton would never be a Prince Charming, but he could be her
knight in shining armor, if she took the leap.

Vida's head fell back and her body arched towards his. Colton’s hands fell to her
stocking covered thighs, dliding upwards until they reached the naked flesh of her

upper thighs, gliding to her mound covered by the tiny red panties.

His fingers slid underneath, expertly finding the tiny bundle of hidden nerves. He



stroked the delicate flesh until she thought she would scream. Still unsatisfied from
the last time he had played with her, it didn’t take long before Vida was squirming on

his lap.

One long finger entered her tight sheath and she couldn’t help the slight wince of
pain. Colton’s thumb rubbed harder against her clit, easing the finger out before
moving it steadily back inside of her, creating a rhythmic stroking that had her
leaning forward to kiss him, pushing her tongue into his mouth. Colton chuckled at
her attempt of aggressiveness, letting her have her way with his mouth while he
added another finger to the one steadily pumping inside of her.

Vida felt her hips bucking against his fingers until he was steadily fucking their long
length inside her.

“Baby, you're little pussy is going to have some trouble taking my cock at first, but |
have to get myself under control first. If | fuck you now, I might hurt you.” Vida
couldn't make sense of his words. The fire burning her up from inside was
demanding she move faster and faster, trying to get release.

Colton lifted her off his lap, standing her on her feet. She wobbled a little, still
wearing her plastic, high-heeled stripper shoes.

Colton looked down, staring at her feet and tracing her body with his gaze as he rose.
Seeing her wobble, he lifted her up into his arms and carried her into his bedroom.

Vida heard the door snap closed, remembering how many times she'd heard that
sound the last month when he had brought other women in to share his bed. She tried
to jerk out of hisarms, but Colton held her firm.

Laying her gently on the end of the bed, he pulled her panties off, causing her to fall
backwards. He went to his knees beside the bed, spreading her thighs until she was



opened and his mouth landed on her pussy with his tongue thrusting deep within her.
His piercing dliding across the tender flesh of her opening had Vida's hips lurching
off the bed, driving his tongue deeper within her.

Restraint and reason had gone in a heartbeat. Vida couldn’t believe the passion rising
from her, or the needy cries escaping her mouth.

“Oh please, Colton. Harder, suck me harder,” Vida pleaded, writhing under his
merciless teasing. Each time he felt her about to come he pulled away, not giving her
the least touch to bring her over into ecstasy.

Colton rose to his feet then, pulling off his black t-shirt and shoes before sitting on
the side of the bed and removing his jeans. His hard cock rose from his lap, startling
Vidawith itslarge size.

Colton buried his hand in Vida's dark hair. “Come here.” He scooted back to lean
against the headboard and Vida followed him, directed by the hand in her hair,
beginning to feel apprehensive. She was sure she had passed the no-going-back stage,
yet she was beginning to doubt she wanted to go any further.

“We'll stop whenever you want,” Colton assured her. Vida relaxed somehow,
believing that he would stop whenever she wanted him to, she was, however, unsure
if she really wanted to stop; that was a question her mind skirted. She felt a sense of
power at the realization that she had big, bad Colton waiting for her to decide just
how far she would let him go.

Vida started to kick her shoes off.

“Leave them on. | want to watch you suck my dick with those shoes on.” His hand in
her hair directed her mouth to hover directly over his cock.



Vida couldn’'t believe how badly she wanted to taste him. She had never been
tempted before, but the idea of him in her mouth had her pussy clenching in need.

Her mouth opened and Colton surged between her parted lips. His legs opened wider
as he pulled her head closer to his pelvis.

Vida amost choked on his length, and he immediately used her hair to pull her off
him so that she could breath.

Vida heard his panting breath. Feminine satisfaction giving her confidence when his
body broke out in a sheen of sweat. Their mouths met in a kiss that showed her
heightened lust. She used her tongue to search his mouth before teasing the sensuous
curve of his bottom lip, gently licking his piercing. Colton stiffened, his body
hardening, as he held his strength in check. The power Vidafelt over him was driving
her own passion higher.

He gradually tugged her back down onto his hard cock. This time Vida wasn't as
apprehensive, getting used to the demanding hand at the back of her head. Her own
hand reached out to squeeze his cock halfway down so that she wouldn’'t take too
much of him. Setting up a rhythm that had his hips pumping steadily, Vida loved the
feeling of having him under her control.

“I’m never going to forget how you looked the first time you took my cock, Vida.
You're so fucking unbelievably sexy with that outfit on; those shoes and your little
mouth sucking on my cock like you can’'t get enough. One night I’'m going to video
you sucking my dick then let you watch it while | fuck you.”

Vida shook her head. Colton laughed. “You think | can't keep something like that
safe from other’s eyes? Baby, | would never let anyone see you like this, wanting me
with your pink nipples and wet pussy. But it will make you so hot you'll beg me to
fuck you.”



Vidadidn't doubt him; the way he was talking to her was having the same effect with
merely his words placing the images in her mind. Vida felt him bucking harder
against her mouth, his body stiffening and then he jerked away from her. Colton got
up from the bed, leaving Vida gasping at his departure, wondering where he had
gone. The water in the bathroom running answered her question. Vida lay still when
Colton came back, pulling her from the bed before he pushed her down on the side of
the bed, taking off one high heel then the other. Picking her up, he tossed her onto the
middle of the bed, lying down beside her before he reached over and turned out the
light.

“Colton, | don't understand.” Vidalay confused, her body still in need.

“Vida, I’'m trying to show you that | can be the man you need me to be, but if you
keep flashing that pussy up a me, | won't give a damn that you haven’t made up your
mind yet about us and | will fuck you until you have to crawl! off that mattress in the
morning.

“Get some sleegp. Tomorrow is my turn to open the shop. I’'m not going to take your
virginity when you're still upset about Briggs and Sawyer. We have plenty of time.”
He pulled her towards him until she lay against his chest with her head on his
shoulder.
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Vida forced herself to lay still, but her body didn’t listen. She was restless with the
need he had woken then left unsatisfied not once but twice now. Vida was beginning
to resent not only him, but also her virginity. Sure, if she was more experienced, she
would be feeling him inside of her right now. Pushing those thoughts from her mind,
his firm hand stroking her back finally eased enough tension that she was able to fall

asleep.

Vida recognized the woman coming in the shop from the strip club. She worked in
the VIP room, and was very popular with the men there, which was how she had
managed to work herself up from performing on the stage to just having to perform
for the richer patrons who liked to hang out at the club in the autonomy the VIP room
provided.

“Hi, Krystal,” Vida greeted her unhappily, betting herself a fictitious million dollars
just why she was there.

“Hey, Vida.” The woman came forward to lean against the counter. “I want a new
tattoo.”

“All right. Where do you want the tattoo?’ Vida questioned.
Krystal gave her a smile and awink. “On the upper check of my butt.”
Vida stared down at the appointment book, knowing who was up for the next walk-in,

knowing she would be unable to dlide it past either Colton or Tessa without each
aware of what she was doing. She was stuck.



“Have a seat. Colton will be with you in about twenty minutes.”

“Thanks, Vida.”

Vida watched out of the corner of her eye as Krystal reapplied her lipstick and then
crossed her legs, which were exposed to perfection by her little blue jean skirt. Vida
felt dowdy in her blue jeans and t-shirt. She hadn’'t had time to do laundry and had
grabbed one out of Colton’s drawers. It hung from her body.

Vida unconsciously began chewing on the pencil she used to schedule appointments
instead of paying attention to the attractive woman waiting for Colton to appear.

Colton walked into the room, talking to his client about the aftercare of his new
tattoo. Then, after the customer left, he walked behind the counter, looking at his next
appointment. He gave her a mischievous grin when he looked across the room and
Krystal rose to her feet.

“Krysta?’

“Yes” The woman breathed, attempting seduction in her response. Vida's teeth
clenched.

“What tattoo are you wanting?’ Vida had to kick herself when she saw Colton's
amusement; the asshole knew she was jealous.

“1 want arose on the upper part of my butt.” She turned around, giving him an eyeful
of her pert ass, her hand pointing to exactly where she wanted the tattoo placed. “Can
you do that?’

“l sure can. Let's go to my room.” Colton gave Vida a wicked grin before escorting
Krystal from the room, passing Tessa and her client as they |eft.



Vida sat tensely, lost in thought, not even paying attention when Tessa came to stand
next to her after her client departed. Vida could tell from her expression she wanted
to say something sarcastic, yet she managed to restrain herself, merely giving Vida a
caustic order.

“Call me when my client arrives.”

“All right.”

Vidatried to occupy herself, filling out several job applications in states Sawyer and
she had dreamed of visiting after Vida graduated. Out of curiosity, Vida searched the
help wanted nearby Colton’s shop. She was surprised that there were two positions
for computer programmers that would be opening in the next month.

Impulsively, Vidafilled out the applications online, pressing the submit button just as
Colton and Krystal walked into the lobby. She was giving him a flirtatious smile as
she asked if he would come over tonight and rub the lotion on her because she didn’t

know how she could possible reach it.

The pencil in her hand snapped and she closed her computer. Not waiting to hear his
response, Vidaroseto her feet.

“I’'m going to go across the street and get a cup of coffee. I'll be back in five
minutes,” Vida snapped.

“Wait aminute, Vida.” Catching her hand when she would have stormed by them, he
pulled her to his side.

“Sorry, Krystal. Vidaand | are busy tonight. I’'m sure you'’ || manage just fine.”

Krystal didn’t try to hide her disappointment, looking Vida over in her oversized



clothes. “Call me if anything changes, Colton.” Leaving a furious Vida and an
amused Colton, the woman left before Vida could smack her silly.

“Well, if that isn't too sweet,” Tessa said mockingly. “You both look so cute
together.”

“Tessa, don't start.” Vida heard the warning in Colton’s voice. As usual, Tessa
ignored it, walking forward with alook in her eyes that had chills of warning running

down Vida s back.

“My client just called, cancelling his appointment, so I'm done for the day,” Tessa
told Colton.

“That’s fine. See you Monday.” Colton tried to shut her down, but Vida could tell the
woman was out for blood.

“Thanks, it works out for me since I’m going out with Roni tonight. Y ou remember
her, don’t you, Colton?’ Vidafelt Colton stiffen next to her.

“You and Vida should join us. The four of us can sit around and talk about how good
you are at fucking, and you can sit back and glory in how much pussy that dick

you're so proud of gets.”

“Shut up, Tessa. Leave now.” Colton made another attempt to head off the
confrontation.

A cruel smiletwisted her lips. “ She knows you, too, Vida.”

Vidaracked her memory for aface for the unfamiliar name, coming up with a blank.

“When | mentioned your name, she said she knew your mother. Asked how you were



doing. Seems like your mom and her were friends, even shared the stage together a
few times, from what she tells me. They liked to party together too. Colton, don’t you
remember?

“Roni said that Goldie talked about Vida all the time. Y ou even used to call Goldie to
party with you when Roni had to work and she didn’t. She told me about the good
times you used to have together. You really should talk to her, Vida. It would be a
real eye opener. Of course, you may not mind that the man you're fucking aso
fucked your mother, but it freaks me out.”

“Get out, Tessa, and don't come back. You're finished here, forever. If you even try
to come in the door, I'll call the cops and have you arrested. It would give you ataste
of what | had for three years.”

“Colton... you don't mean it.” Tessa' s face was suddenly aswhiteasVida's.

“Get the fuck out or | will throw you out.” Colton’s face was a mask of fury that was
barely held in check. Tessa realized too late that she had finaly cut the final thread
with Colton. He was done with her.

Vida, through her own pain and horror, could plainly see that Colton never wanted
Tessa near him again. When Tessa finally ran out the door, it left both Vida and

Colton staring after her.

Vidatore her hand from Colton’s grip, backing away from him. Going to the counter,
she packed her computer into her backpack.

“Vida.” Colton’s soft voice drew her eyesto him. “Let me explain.”

“Just answer one question for me.”



Colton ran his fingers through his long hair and then crossed his arms across his
chest. Vida could tell he was bracing himself for her question. “Go ahead.”

“|swhat she said the truth?”

“Yes and no.” Anger flew through Vida s mind. Storming into her was the hurt that
he had never told her. He had listened to her talk about her mother and never
mentioned he was one of the men who had briefly used her. To think that he had
touched her, that she had even wanted to have sex with him last night, humiliated and
sickened her.

“You sick bastard!” Vida screamed at him. Jerking up her backpack, she ran for the
front door, only to find it blocked with Colton standing in her path.

“Vida, listen to me. I'll tell you everything you want to know. Calm down.”

“Don’'t tell me to calm down you... you... perv.” Angered beyond reasoning, she
swung her backpack with the computer in it, hitting him before he managed to jerk it
from her hands.

She turned to run for the door, but his arm around her waist prevented her from going
out the door. He lifted her off the floor as she struggled, her feet kicking back towards
him, trying to gain her release. Colton reached out, locking the door and turning the
open sign off before walking with her struggling body back to his room.

Shutting the door behind them, he let her go and then leaned back against the door,
blocking any chance of escape she had.

Shaking her hair off her face and getting her breathing under control, Vida threw him
adirty look. “Let me out, Colton.”



“Where do you plan on going?”’

“I'm going to stay at King's place until Sawyer gets back next week. Then, I'm
gone.”

“You go back to King, you have to start stripping again.”

“That’ s better than staying with a pervert like you,” Vidayelled at him.

“Don’'t call me that, it's not nice and it’s not true. You know it’s not. | could have
fucked you anytime in the last week instead of letting you tease me until my balls are
blue.”

“How about you go fuck yourself?” Vidayelled.

“How about | fuck you instead?’ he countered, becoming angry.

Vida looked around the room for something else to hit him with, however he was on
her before she could find anything. He picked her up and tossed her onto the large

couch against the wall, pinning her underneath his heavy weight. Vidatried to scratch
at him with her nails and found both of her hands held in one of his above her head.
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Vida continued to grapple against him until she wore herself out, lying limply
underneath him. She turned her face to the side so she at least wouldn’t have to look
at him.

“Finished?’ Colton’s grim face stared down at her.
Vidadidn't acknowledge him.

“Good. Now you're going to listen to me.” Colton relaxed against her. His jean
covered cock finding the notch of her thighs.

“I met your mother when | joined the Predators; she was seeing one of the brothers,
When they broke up, she had made severa friends, one of them was Roni. She was
twenty, Vida, younger than you are now. | was sixteen, but | became involved with
Roni on and off for the next couple of years. | never touched your mother. My mouth
or hands were never in the vicinity of her body. | did mess around with Roni and
several of the other women at the clubhouse, but not Goldie. We were never attracted
to each other; we became friends and did party together a lot. It was some pretty
hardcore partying, Vida, but | never had her, not once.”

“Why didn’'t you tell me you knew my mother?’ Vida whispered. The anger was
gone, but the hurt remained.

“Because | liked your mom and | truthfully didn't want you asking me questions
about her that | knew would hurt you if | gave you the truth.”

“She was adut, wasn't she?”’



“No, honey, but she was constantly looking for a man. She didn’t like being alone,
Vida She wanted a man to share her life with.”

“She had me.” Vidabit her lip to keep it from trembling.

“Baby, she loved you, never doubt that, but it just wasn’t enough for her. She wasn’t
like you. You're strong, Vida. Strong enough to stand on that stage and bare your
body and soul to save your friend. You put your disgust aside to assist in finding
women who need help simply because you couldn’t turn your back and walk away.
There's no one else like you, Vida. Even your own mother, who was the sweetest

woman |’ ve ever met, can’'t compare to you.”

He released her hands. Vida lowered them, circling his shoulders and then looking up
into his eyes. She could tell he was telling the truth.

“I"'m sorry | hit you with my computer and called you a perv,” Vida apologized.
Colton grinned down at her. “Isthat all you're sorry for?’

“Did | call you something else?’ Vida tried to think of all the names she had called
him out loud. He couldn’t expect her to apologize for the ones that she had in her
head when she hadn’t voiced them.

“No, I'm talking about something else.”

“What?" Vida asked suspiciously.

“My blue balls.”

“Oh.” A smile teased her lips. “Why should | have to apologize for that? You didn’t
tell me you were sorry for leaving me in the same shape,” Vida informed him



unwisely.

“You have blue balls?’

“No. You know what | mean.” Blushing Vida buried her face in his shoulder.

“Oh, did | leave my baby hanging? |s that what you meant?’

Vidawas glad he couldn’t see her face, but she nodded her head against him.

“Well, | can’t break my promise about taking good care of you, can 1?’

“No,” Vida mumbled, unable to believe she was urging him on.

Colton rose up to sit on his knees between her thighs, pulling his shirt up and off.
Vida stared at his chest covered in various tattoos. Her mouth went dry when she saw

a couple disappear beneath the band of hisjeans. His hand tugged her shirt off before
unsnapping the flimsy pink bra she had on underneath.

“There are my pretty girls.” He leaned down, grazing each breast with a light kiss
against their tip. Getting off the couch, he pulled his shoes and jeans off before
pulling off Vida's.

She started to protest when he pulled off her underwear, but she didn’t, knowing he
would stop when she asked.

For the first time, Vida enjoyed showing her naked body, thrilled that Colton enjoyed
seeing it displayed before him. His hardening cock showed how much he wanted her.
When he would have lain back down on the couch with her, Vida rose to her knees.
Before he could guess what her next move was, she surrounded the head of his cock
with her mouth, sucking his length into her throat. This time, when Vida would have



welcomed the roughness of the night before, he remained gentle, letting her have only
thetip.

His finger went to her pussy, separating the cleft until his fingers swirled in the
moistness that seeing him naked had provided.

“Your little pussy is nice and wet, Vida. You like having me in your mouth, don’t
you?’

Vida nodded against him. It was the truth; something about taking him in her mouth,
knowing he was at her mercy, made her want him. It was a strange and frightening
thing to want that part of him. The thought of him wanting another woman like
Krystal, Tammy or Tessa drove her on to prove to herself that she was all he would
need to satisfy those desires she saw swirling in the depths of his eyes.

Vidawas an innocent, however she had learnt one thing the last few weeks at King's,
you control aman’s cock, you control him.

“l don't even want to know what you're thinking right now. | have a feeling it's
better if | never do,” Colton said wryly.

“l was just thinking that |1 love the taste of you.” Colton’s eyes narrowed, not
believing her for a second.

“Y ou know what fedls even better?”’

“No, what?’ Vida asked, trying to drive him crazy by swirling her tongue over the
crest of his cock.

Colton pulled away from her to sit down on the couch, pulling her onto his lap, her
knees on each side of his hips. His cock rubbed against her wet heat and Vida pressed



down harder against him. The increased pressure almost sent her over the edge.

“Y ou want me, baby?’

Vida wanted him so bad she ached. All the doubts she had disappeared and she knew
exactly what she wanted. “| want you, Colton.”

Colton lifted her by her hips until the tip of his cock brushed against her entrance.
Her hands gripped his shoulders, balancing on her knees as he slowly brought her
down on him. She felt him pushing to get inside of her and it made her want to slam

herself down on his cock, but his tight grip on her hips kept her from moving.

“Coltonnn... please... fuck... me...” Vidatried to wiggle down further on him, but
he gritted his teeth.

“I’m trying not to hurt you.”

“It couldn’t feel worse than this,” Vida protested.

Ignoring her, he dlid another small inch inside of her.

Vidawanted more. She leaned forward, taking his nipple in her mouth, biting down.

“Dammit, Vida.” Colton’s hips surged upward, tearing through her hymen in one
hard thrust. Vidafell against his chest. “Did | hurt you?

“No,” Vidalied.

“Don’t lie to me, baby. | wanted to make this a beautiful experience for you. | meant
to have you for the first time on a bed, not a couch,” he said regretfully.



“You are making it beautiful, Colton,” Vidawhispered into his neck.

Colton’s fingers went to the juncture of her thighs. Finding her clit, he stroked her
until Vida gradually began moving on his cock, wincing slightly when he dlid even

deeper.

Colton’ s hands went behind his head. “Pretend you’ re giving me alap dance.”

“What?’

“Think of your favorite song then pretend you' re giving me alap dance.”

Vida thought of her favorite song then gradually began moving on top of him.
Teasing him with faint brushes of her breasts against his chest. She slowly moved her
hips back and forth against him, instead of up and down. The friction against her
brought her passion back with a vengeance.

“Oh.” Vidastared at him with desire plain in her eyes.

Colton grinned back at her. “Feels good, doesn’t it?’

“It'sincredible.” Vidalet the music in her mind lead her body into taking over.

She quit thinking, grinding down on Colton, driving his cock deep within her. She
began moving faster as she increased the speed, feeling herself coming closer and
closer. Every time she came down she ground herself against him, giving herself the
stimulation she needed.

Colton leaned forward suddenly, his hips thrusting upwards as she came down hard

on him. She clenched him, squeezing him tight as she came in a climax that had her
rocking against him until he held her still, thrusting high inside of her. A series of



jerks within her had her going over the edge into ecstasy again.

“Fuck,” Vidasaid, her head falling forward. Exhausted, she lay against him.
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Colton’ s body was shaking. Vidaraised her head to find that he was silently laughing
down at her.

“Areyou laughing at me?’ she asked in disbelief.
“Kind of.”

“Why?" The last thing a woman wanted to hear was the man she just had sex with
laughing.

“Baby, you're every man’s fantasy. Not only do you fuck like you can’t get enough
of my dick, but you talk dirty. A man couldn’t ask for more.”

“A woman could,” Vida responded.

“1 couldn’t give you more right now if someone put a gun to my head,” Colton joked,
pulling her forward until he softly kissed her lips. “Thank you.”

Vidaknew what he was thanking her for. “Y ou’ re welcome.”
“Fed like getting a tattoo?’

Vidathought at first he was joking, but she actually did. “Yes, | never want to forget
tonight.”

“1 think 1 know exactly the tattoo. Get dressed.” Colton helped her off hislap.



Vida tried not to look worried when she remembered they hadn’t worn a condom. “I
always wore a condom with the other women, Vida. | swear | wouldn’'t put your
health at risk,” he said when Vida couldn’t hide her worry.

“1 believe you. Luckily, I'm on the pill because | cramp so bad when I'm on my
period.” Colton didn’t look happy at her news. “1 thought you would be relieved there
wouldn’t be a chance of me getting pregnant.” Colton shrugged, pulling on his jeans.

“1 wouldn’t have been upset. | like kids.”
“1 do, too.” Vida carried her clothes into the bathroom across the hall from Colton’s
room. Cleaning herself, she then dressed before coming back into his room. She

found him sitting on his stool, ready to start.

Vida sat down in the chair. “Give me your hand,” Colton demanded, holding out his
own.

Vida placed her hand in his. He turned it over, wiping down the back of her wrist
before he began outlining the tattoo. This time, Vida had a clear view of how he
worked.

“Don’t you get tired of giving tattoos?’ Vidaasked curiously.

“No, it relaxes me. | enjoy doing it. Trying to come up with designs for people that
I’ve just met is challenging.”

“What' s the worst tattoo you’ ve ever given?’
Colton worked steadily. “Max. He kept bugging me to give him a big tattoo on his

back. Wanted it to cover his whole back. | kept putting him off, but one night he
finally wore me down and | tatted him.”



“What did you do?’

“Well, we both were drunk. | thought | had done quite a bit of work, but we both
must have passed out. We woke up the next day and he came to my room to show me
what | had tatted on him.”

“What wasit?’

“A tramp stamp.”

“Youdidn't.” Vidagiggled.

“1 did.” The man went fucking crazy on me. | barely managed to escape with my life.
He wouldn’'t even let me touch him to do the cover up. He got another artist to do it
for him.”

“He seemed so easy going. | can’t imagine him that angry.”

“Baby, they call him Max. That’s his nickname,” Colton explained.

“It isn’t much of one. The nickname Max is kind of boring.”

“Think about it. Max, asin, “Mad Max”.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. He gave me a black eye that lasted a good month, not to mention he destroyed
my room.”

“Wow.”



“Don’t piss him off,” Colton warned.

“l won't.”

Colton worked steadily for an hour before he finished, wiping down her wrist with a
clean cloth. He scooted his stool back to watch her reaction.

“What do you think?’

Vidalooked down at the back of her wrist. Tears clogged her throat. Blue forget-me-
nots. There were vines twined down, buried in the flowers. You could see three
names,; Sawyer, Callie and Colton.

He had given her his name twice now. Vida knew he was telling her how much she
meant to him.

“1 couldn’t think of one single thing more perfect than this night, Colton. Every time |
look at this, I'll remember everyone | love.”

Callie' s name and the flowers together had a trace of a memory stirring.

“What’swrong?’ Colton took her wrist, wrapping it carefully.

“l don't know.” Vida frowned. “Last night, Briggs told me Sawyer had been taken
because of our connection to King. Colton, other than my mother working for him,
there is no connection. | don’t understand.”

She could tell it wasn't the first time he had heard the same comment. “When |
starting asking around, | found out the same thing, Vida. King had a protection order
out on both you and Sawyer. After his sister, only someone determined to provoke
King would have touched either of you.”



“| don’t understand.” Vida watched Colton clean his room.

“There has to be something we're missing. Let's go. It's late, and you need some
food and sleep.”

She nodded, automatically following him as they left.

On the ride home, Vida did nothing other than try to think about King, searching her
mind and coming up blank.

Colton fixed their dinner while Vida showered.

She worried that something she had forgotten might hurt Sawyer’'s safety. Vida
washed her hair, wanting desperately for this whole mess to be over, but a deep, dark
fear was growing inside of her, warning her it was just beginning.

Chapter Eighteen

Vida woke the next morning to find Colton sound asleep. They had gone to bed after
dinner. Vida had tried to make up the couch, however Colton had convinced her with
several smoldering kisses that sharing his bed was the more pleasurable option.

Her sore body told her that she needed a hot shower. Quietly, not wanting to wake
Colton, she went into the shower where the hot water soothed her aching muscles.
Running the soapy sponge over her body, Vidajumped when the shower door opened
unexpectedly.

“Colton, get out.” Vidatried to turn away.

Colton ignored her protests, coming into the shower to stand behind her.



“Son-of-a-bitch. That water is hot,” Colton grumbled.

“Then get out,” Vida ordered.

“Baby, I’ve seen and touched everything you have last night. Why so shy about
taking a shower with me?’

“A shower is private.”

“There’s nothing private anymore. | am going to learn everything about you and
you'’ re going to learn everything about me.”

“l don’t know if | want you to learn all my secrets.” Vida turned so the water could
wash away the soap.

“Don’t get your tat wet,” Colton warned. His hand on her ass enforced his message.

Vida jumped, throwing him a dirty look. He grinned back, reaching out to take away
the soapy sponge and running it over her body.

“I’ve aready washed,” she protested.

“1 think you missed a spot.” Colton’s hand went between her legs where the soft
sponge brushed against her tender pussy. Vida was unable to prevent herself from
spreading her legs wider when he rubbed harder against her clit. Reaching out, she
braced a hand against his shoulder as she felt herself getting more excited from the
friction he created. Looking downward, she saw his cock hard and slick.

“Colton...”

He shook his head. “Y ou're too sore.” Denying her made her want him more.



“Please, Colton. | need you.” She took his cock in her hand, stroking him slowly at
first then building her speed until he had to brace a hand on the shower wall. Her
hand fell away.

“Come here.” Colton’srestraint broke,
Pushing her up against the shower wall, he raised one of her legs to his hips. His cock

pierced her with one hard thrust. The exquisite pain had Vida biting down on his
shoulder.
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“Motherfucker,” Colton hissed, shoving more of himself deep within her.

Vida went wild, fighting him for control, driving her hips against him as he thrust
inside

of her, searching for and finding the motion that brought her the most pleasure. She
moaned as she finally managed to convince Colton to give her what she needed. He
pounded inside her with a series of hard thrusts while her arms circled his shoulders
and her head fell back against the shower wall.

“Harder, Colton. Fuck me harder.” Colton thrust higher, bringing her over the edge.
Her rippling pussy gripped his cock, catching him unprepared for the climax he
couldn’t hold back, forcing a hard groan from his own throat.

Afterwards, he washed her again and then carefully helped her trembling body out of
the shower. Vida couldn’t quit shaking. Colton dried her off then lifted her into his
arms, carrying her back to the bed. Lying down next to her, he pulled her into his
arms.

“1 understand now,” Vida whispered out loud.
“What?" Colton turned his head to look at her.
“My mother. I’ ve been judging her like a kid.” Vida had been judgmental where her

mother had been concerned, always looking at it from her own point-of-view and not
her mothers. “ She was searching for this, wasn’t she?’



“Y es, your mom was the most giving woman | had ever met until you. In that respect,
you take after her. She was awonderful person. She wanted a man that she could love
in her life. She just wasn’t lucky enough to find him.”

Vida stared up at the ceiling. Her life had been planned out, and she had been so sure
of what she wanted. Since she had met Colton, though, she felt as if everything was
changing. Pulling away, she got out of bed and got dressed. Ignoring Colton’s frown,
she brushed her hair before braiding it back.

“What are you doing?’

“l need to wash some clothes, and I’'m hungry. We need groceries.” Vida named
several things they needed to get done on their day off.

“Okay. Food first then we will get busy with everything else.” Vida watched as he
dressed, regretting that she had put an end to their fuckfest, yet she needed some time
to figure out what she was doing.

They decided to have breakfast out, sharing a huge stack of pancakes and laughing at
who had the bigger appetite. Afterwards, they went grocery shopping. Vida picked
out several items that would be easy to prepare after working in the shop all day
while Colton picked out items that could be microwaved and were tasteless. Those,
Vida put back.

“Hey, | wanted those burritos,” Colton complained.

“No, you didn’'t.” Vida pushed the grocery cart on, leaving him behind.

“I did.”

“Stuff like that won't fill you up, it’ll make you fat.” Vida pushed the cart to the fresh



fruit. Picking out avariety of apples and oranges, she put those in the cart.

Colton put several more itemsin the cart, most were rejected and put back by Vida.

“I’m getting my cereal,” Colton protested when she placed it back on the shelf.

“We don't need it. We have oatmeal and the frozen pancakes that you wanted.”

“Vida, I'm not giving my cereal up.”

“Colton, you'll...”

“And | won't get fat because | plan to work off the calories fucking you.”

Vida closed her mouth and put the cereal back in the buggy.

They had walked to the nearby grocery store. Carrying the groceries back to the
apartment, Vida smiled.

“What's so funny?’ Colton asked.

“1 swore | wouldn’'t end up like my mother, yet here | am, packing groceries back to
an apartment three blocks away from where | grew up.”

“Fate’ s a hitch.”

“Yes, sheis.” Coming to an intersection, they stopped, waiting for the light to turn
red so they could cross. The traffic halted as the light turned red. Out of the corner of
her eye she saw a little boy on his bike on the sidewalk riding towards the road. His
was trying to stop, however he was going too fast. He was going to run out in front of
the traffic that had begun moving from the other direction now that their light was



green.
Vidainstinctively dropped her grocery bags and started running. Screaming when she
realized she wasn't going to reach the child in time. Colton ran past her, barely
managing to reach the child before a car slammed on its brakes.

The child’s mother ran out of one the shops, crying frantically at the same time that
she thanked Colton. He lifted the bike back on the sidewalk and handed the child to
his mother, assuring her he was fine.

“Thank God,” Vida said when Colton came back to her side.

“Let’s get the groceries,” Colton said grimly.

Luckily, they hadn’t purchased anything that could have been broken.

Shakily, Vida walked the rest of the way home where Colton took the bags from her
and then Vida sat down at the kitchen table while Colton grabbed her a bottled water
from the fridge.

“You saved that child' s life,” she said shakily.

Colton shook his head. “I didn't even see what was happening until you took off
running. You saved him, | didn't. That mother owes his life to you.” Vida, about to
raise the bottled water to her lips, stopped. A memory that she had forgotten came to

life, playing back in her mind.

“Vida?' Colton quit putting up the groceries, watching her as realization dawned on
her face.

“1 remember, Colton. | remember something about King.” Colton sat down next to



her at the table.

“What did you remember?”’

“When we were little, Sawyer, Callie and | were outside playing one day on the
playground.” It hadn’'t been a normal playground; it had a couple of dides and a
merry-go-round that didn’'t work. They would usually sit on it instead of the dirt to
play with their dolls. That was, Sawyer and her would play with their dolls, Callie
didn’t have any. The girls would share with her, but she never had one of her own.

“One day, Callie showed up with a brand new doll. She was so proud of it. Both
Sawyer and | wanted to play with it. She was so sweet, Colton. That was the first toy
| had ever seen her with, yet she shared it with us.

“We were having such agood time. | can't believe | forgot this, Colton. | still see her
playing with that doll.”

“You probably blocked it out because your memories of her are so painful.” Colton
took her hand.

Vida held it tightly, continuing her story, “There was a gang of boys who were
bugging us, especially Sawyer. She had Callie’s doll and one of the boys jerked it
from her hand and threw it into the street. Callie took off running into the street.
Sawyer and | ran after her, both of us reached her just before a car drove over the
doll, crushing it. If we hadn’t reached her in time, she would have been killed. That
car was going so fast...” Vida s voice broke off.

“What does this have to do with King?’

“He came running from our apartment building like the mother did today with the
same look on his face. He was terrified. He yelled at all three of us, saying we could



have been killed.”

“Did he pay attention to any one of you in particular?’

“No, he just took us back to the playground and gave those boys hell. Scared them all
Into running home.”

“Isthat all you remember?’ Colton asked.

“1 think so. I think he said something to Sawyer, but | don’'t remember. | couldn’t
hear him very well because Callie was crying so hard about losing her doll and | was
holding her, but Sawyer heard because | saw her say something back. He left after
that. But Colton, after that day, no one bugged us again. When those boys saw us
again, they would always go inside.”

“Vida, what do you know about your father?’

“Not much, my mom got pregnant when she was fourteen, had me when she was
fifteen. My dad was seventeen. They lived together until | was born then he went
back to his family. She said he was killed in a car accident, driving an expensive car
his parents had given him for leaving us.”

“Goldie told me the same thing. What do you know about Sawyer’s father?”

“Sawyer’s mother and father were married, he was killed when Sawyer was a baby.
That’s why her mother

was so overprotective. She hardly ever let Sawyer out of her sight. Do you think King
could be her father and that her mother lied? That could be another reason for her
over-protectiveness.”



“I don't know. Did Callie ever talk about her father?”

At that, Vida rolled her eyes. “She didn't even know what a daddy was until we
explained it to her when she was four-years-old. But | can’t imagine King touching
Callie’'s mom, could you?’

Colton shook his head. “No, even | hated the bitch, what little | knew of her.”

“He couldn’'t be Callie's father. He wouldn’'t have watched how Callie was treated
and not step up, would he?’

“l don’'t know. His sister’s death hit him hard,” Colton answered, running his hands
through his hair. “If what we're thinking is true, Digger may have found out that one
of the three of you isKing's daughter.”

“I’ve seen pictures of my dad, Colton. | realy don’'t think King's my father. | kind of
look like my father, from the pictures I’ ve seen.”

“Then it has to be either Sawyer or Callie. Callie is in the ground where no one can
touch her anymore. If it's Sawyer and Digger finds out, or already figured it out, you
won't be getting her back.”

Vida tried not to cry, but was unsuccessful. Her fear for Sawyer overcoming her
desire to stay strong. Colton pulled her onto hislap. “I’ll call King. We'll have to get
him to tell usthe truth. It won’t be easy, Vida.”

Vida nodded her head, trying to get her emotions under control. “You finish putting
up the grocerieswhile | call King.”

Colton was still on the phone when she finished putting away the remaining groceries
so she started doing the laundry. She gathered some of Colton’s and her own clothes



and started aload in the washer.

She returned to the living room to find Colton still talking into the phone. Vida could
tell from his face it wasn’'t good news. Disconnecting the call, Colton picked up his
bike keys.

“What’'s wrong?’

“King isn't answering his phone. | called the club; he’s not in his room and no one as
seen him since last night. Ice called and said we need to get over to the clubhouse,ed
the oporunity of her movements to slid downut from underneath Colton having no
intention of having sex with him but Colton now.”
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“Sawyer?’ Vidaasked, frightened.
“Hedidn’'t give me any info, just told usto hurry.”
Vida rushed to the door with Colton behind her. Colton didn’t drive recklessly, but he
didn’t stick to the speed limit, either. She prayed the whole way there that they didn’t
get pulled over. A parole violation was the last thing they needed right now.
Colton pulled in front of alarge building on the outskirts of town with a large number
of motorcycles out front and parked his bike at the back of the building. Taking
Vida's hand, they walked to the backdoor. Knocking, it took only a minute before a
large woman with grayish, black hair answered the door. Her frown turned into a
smile as she opened the door wider and jerked Colton forward into a hug.
Vida laughed when the woman tossed him aside and punched him on his arm.
“Y ou pussy, just now coming to see us, and you been out afew weeks.”

“Gert, you know it’s better | stay away...”

“Afraid they’ll send you back to prison? In my day, | would have pulled my time. |
wouldn’t have had to deal with no parole,” the woman bragged.

“Did they have cars and airplanes back then or were people till riding horses?’
Colton joked.

“I’ll shove a horse up your ass,” Gert mock threatened.



Vida couldn’t keep from laughing, turning the woman'’s attention towards her.

“Who' sthe bitch?’

Vida stiffened, ready to snap aremark back at the woman.

This time it was Colton laughing. Putting an arm around Vida s shoulder, he pulled
her close to his side.

“ThisisVida”

“She's pretty. What does she want with your ass?’

Colton smiled, answering her question without words. Vida wanted to strangle him.

“Go on in. Ice is waiting for you. Your bitch can wait out here with the others and
me.

“But | want...” Vidainterrupted.

“Doesn’'t matter what you want. No women are allowed in church. Go on, Colton, |
got this.”

“lI won't be long,” he said before disappearing behind a door to the side of them.

“Come on, I'll show you around.” Gert’s no nonsense attitude left Vida without a
choice.

Gert led her into alarge room with several chairs, two pool tables and alarge bar with
several bar stools. A large group of women were sitting in the oversized chairs,
talking. They were all of various ages,; several seemed to be her own age or younger,



but there were many who were older.

They stopped talking when Gert entered the room with her.

“Thisis Colton’s old lady, so you bitches better behave,” she threatened the women.
“You want a beer?’ she asked Vida.

“Thanks.” Right now Vida needed all the alcohol she could get with the women all
staring at her.

Gert went behind the bar before coming back with a cold beer, handing it to her.
“Thank you.”

“Well, isn’'t she polite,” ablond said snidely.

“Better watch your mouth,” a pretty brunette said, getting up and coming forward.
“Why do we have to kiss her ass? Colton’s not a member anymore. Dumb fuck got
caught...” A loud smack across her face had her falling backward into the chair she
was sitting on. Gert was standing over her.

“1 told you to be nice, bitch.” The blond shut up, holding her cheek.

“That’s Rita, and I'm Crush.” Vida smiled at the pretty brunette. “Have a seat, and
I’ll introduce everyone else. Vida took an empty seat next to a young looking girl,
wondering if she was even eighteen.

“Hi, I'm Rave.”

As the other women introduced themselves, Vida wasn't sure she would remember
their names, she was so nervous.



“How did you meet Colton?’ Rave asked. Vida told them about her meeting Colton
at the strip club and even the women that had given her a cool reception seemed to
defrost.

Rita came to sit next to her. “I didn’'t realize you were a sister. From the way you
were dressed, | thought you were a stuck up cow. | stripped, too, before | met Lizard.
He didn't like a bunch of strangers staring at my tits.”

“He doesn’t mind if every man in the club seesthem,” Gert taunted.

“That’'s different.” Rita shrugged her shoulders.

“Yeah, he knowsyou're adut,” Gert interrupted again.

“Old woman, I'll pull that grey hair out of your head for free if you don’'t shut the
fuck up.”

Gert leaned back in her chair laughing. “Come and get me.”

Rita ignored her, turning back to Vida. They were still talking when the men came
into the room. Colton came under attack from several of the women, each trying to
get his attention. Several even kissed him on the mouth, taking turns. Vida' s blood
was beginning to boil.

“Cam down, they’re just saying hi,” Gert said by her side.

“They don’'t have to use their tongue to do it,” Vidareplied sharply.

Colton, seeing her, broke free from the women and came to her side. He curled his

arm around her waist and pulled her close as Ice and Max managed to edge through
the crowd.



“Vida, you remember Ice and Max?' Another man came to stand by Ice. “That's
Buzzard. He' s Ice' s vice-president.

Vida acknowledged each man, her eyes on the one behind the group with the scar.

Colton’s arm tightened on her when he saw who she was staring at.

“That's Jackal. He' s I ce' s sergeant-at-arms.”

“Why did Ice need to see you?’ Vida dragged her attention from the club members,
concerned for Sawyer’s safety.

“lce wanted to tell me what went down last night. Seems the FBI hit the recording
studio, the basement had about ten women held there, and they were in bad shape. A
couple of Digger’s men were arrested. Digger was there, but he managed to escape.”
“No.” Vidacouldn’t believe the slimy bastard managed to get away.

“Yes, stupid fucks let him dlip through their fucking fingers. Now he’'s blaming King
for ratting him out and he's determined to get back at him then kill him, in that
order,” Ice confirmed her worst fear.

“How do you know?’

No one answered.

Vidaremembered what Seth had told her about Digger having some friends left in the
Predators. Vidawas willing to bet that one or two were merely pretending to maintain

an eye on what Digger was up to. Then another thought occurred to her.

“Digger will go after Sawyer,” Vida whispered. If there was a connection to King, he



would kill Sawyer. “We have to find her.”

“We dready have the word out. It's going to take time.” From his voice, Ice didn't
hold out much hope.

Vida turned toward Colton, burying her face in his chest, not wanting anyone to see
her crying.

“We'll find her, baby.” Colton tried to give her hope, but Vida knew from losing
Callie that sometime help came too late.

They stayed until it grew dark. Colton stood at the bar with his friends, laughing and
joking around. He had lost a lot when he had gone to prison for Tessa. He had alife,
friends and a business he had sacrificed so the woman he had married and who had
carried his child wouldn’t suffer.

“He'sanice guy,” Gert said next to her.

“Yes, I’'m finding that out,” agreed Vida.

“One woman has aready fucked him over. | understand your friend is in trouble, but
| don’t want Colton to get himself in trouble again trying to protect another woman.”

Vida stared at Colton. Gert was right, he had no stake in this. He was only involved
because of her. “I won't let him get hurt,” Vida promised.

“1f you do, I’'m going to kick your ass,” Gert promised with ahard glare.

“Okay.” Vida was going to make sure that Colton wasn’'t hurt, whatever it took,
although it had very little to do with Gert’s promise.



“What are you both looking so serious about?’ Colton asked, handing Vida another
beer.

& nbs

p; “I'm telling her she needs to get some sexier clothes if she's going to be your
bitch,” Gert lied.

“1 like her just the way sheis. Leave her aone, Gert.”

“I will. If she takes my advice,” she said with a meaningful |ook.

“You ready?’

“Yes,” Vidaanswered.

Colton went to tell Ice they were leaving while Vida said goodbye to Rita, Crush and
the other women. As they left, she caught Ice and Jackal’s eyes on her. She had a
feeling that they had the same idea as Gert, that she was leading Colton down the

same path Tessa had. Vida was going to prove them wrong.

Chapter Nineteen
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When they returned to the apartment, Vida dried the clothes she had washed earlier
and started another load. Colton didn’t volunteer to fold the clothes when she dried
the second load, but he did rub lotion onto her tattoo. Vida figured it was an even
trade.

“Do you think Tessawill show up for work tomorrow?’ Vida asked, watching for his
reaction.

“Not if she’s smart,” he said grimly.
“1t doesn’t matter, Colton. If she wants to come back, let her. | feel sorry for her.”
Colton looked at her asif she was crazy.

“l do. | don't know that | would act much better if | saw you with another woman,”
she confessed.

“You wouldn’t lie. You would get mad and probably throw something, but you
wouldn’t lie. Roni would have told her the truth, that | never touched Goldie. Tessa
alwayslies, either to cause trouble or get out of trouble. She never tells the truth.”

Vida couldn’t understand why the woman had destroyed her marriage for drugs.
Instead of owning up to it to try to save her marriage, she had lied. Even more, selling
herself to keep the lie going.

Tired, Vida showered and dressed in her pgamas. She came out to find Colton
waiting for her on the bed with awicked grin.



“Oh no, you don't. I'm tired and sore,” Vida said adamantly.

Colton held out his arms for her and Vida sank down into them. “I like this.”

“1 do, too,” Colton replied. “Of course, | like the other, too.”

Vida's eyes closed. “Did you try to call King again?’

“Yes, he's still not answering and no one has seen him at the club.”

“Could Digger have him?’ Vida was worried. Even though King was ruthless, he had
tried to help when no one else would.

“1 don’'t know. We'll just have to wait for now,” Colton replied.

Wait. That was all she had been doing the last few weeks. She was getting sick of it.
Vida s mind went back over that day that Callie was amost hit by the car, trying to
figure out what she’'d missed. It was impossible; it had been too long ago for her to
remember the details of that day perfectly enough. The only way to find out was to
find Sawyer. She was the only possibility of figuring out how King was involved in
this mess. They had to find Sawyer, she was the answer.

Vida volunteered to get coffee across the street while Colton opened the shop.

“Don’t be long.”

“I won't.” Vida crossed the street.

The coffee shop was busy with the line out the door. She was about to turn away, not
wanting to worry Colton, when she heard the sound of a car slamming on their



brakes. A car double-parked, not noticing the other cars =blowing horns behind it
because of being cut off. The drivers behind the parked car began driving around the
double-parked one.

Wondering what the hurry was for a cup of coffee, Vida recognized the woman
getting out of the car and waving at her.

“Vida, come here!” Ashley yelled when Vida didn’t move toward her.

“What are you doing? That car almost hit you,” Vida said, noticing the woman wasn'’t
wearing make-up and looked scared to desath.

“Get in. | need to tak to you,” Ashley said, getting back inside her car. Vida
hesitated, but got inside the car. The woman looked too frightened for Vidato ignore.

“What’swrong?’ Vida asked as soon as shewas in the car.

“King' s disappeared.”

“1 know. I’ ve been trying to get in touch with him.”

“He disappeared after that stunt we pulled with Briggs.”

“That same night?’

“He was furious when | came downstairs and told him what Briggs told me. He took
off, and no one's seen him since. | heard about Briggs getting arrested and Digger
getting away. | may not be the smartest cookie in the pack, but I'm smart enough to
get my ass out of town, and you should, too. | don’t plan on ending up like those poor

women in that basement. | can’t be a sex slave. | don’t even like sex with men. | like
women more than men.” The woman was giving more information than Vida wanted



or needed.

“Slow down, Ashley. Tell me what Briggs told you.”

“After you left, he drank some more. | couldn’t understand half of what he was
talking about, but then he started talking about a chick named Sawyer. Sherri told me
the only reason you were stripping was to help your friend Sawyer. | didn’t figure
there were two women named Sawyer, so | knew he was talking about your friend.”
“What did he say?’ Vidatried to keep her on track.

“Hejust said a name over and over. Said King would never find her.”

“What was the name?’

Ashley reached into her pocket and held out a piece of paper. “I don’t know what it
means and | don’t want to. I’'m moving back in with my parents. If you want my
advice, Vida, it's to get out of town at least until King shows back up at the club. If

he does.”

Ashley put the car in gear. Vidatook the hint, getting out of the car, and watched as
Ashley pulled out, cutting off another furious driver.

Vida opened the piece of paper, reading the name on it. She drew a blank, not
knowing what it meant. Mouth2Mouth. However she did know where she could find

the answer.

Vida rushed into the tattoo shop, ignoring Colton, Reverend and Carlito who all
stared at her empty hands.

“Where' s the coffee? Colton said you were getting it,” Carlito asked.



“l forgot it,” Vidasaid, powering up her computer.

“What' s happened?’ Colton asked, frowning.

“Ashley was outside. She told me Briggs told her something, but she didn’'t know
what it meant. I’'m going to look it up on the internet.” She handed him the piece of

paper.

Colton opened the paper with both Carlito and Reverend looking over his shoulder.

“What does it mean?’ Carlito asked, just when the computer flashed the answer.

“It's a band,” Vida answered. Briggs had bragged that Digger provided women to
movie and rock stars.

“Why would they be crazy enough to become involved with Briggs?’ Colton asked.

“Maybe they don’'t know. Briggs said that by the time Digger lets them loose, they
don’t even try to get away anymore,” Vida repeated Briggs s words.

“Motherfucker, | want to meet this bastard,” Reverend swore.
“Do you think that this band has Sawyer? Digger said whoever had her didn’t want to
give her back. Musicians have security; that might be why Digger couldn’t get her

back.”

“That makes sense. | think you're right. If Ashley told King, this might be where he's
at, trying to find Sawyer.” Colton speculated.

“She said he left right after she told him.” Vida turned off her computer, packing it
back in the bag. Standing up, she saw the men all staring at her.



“Where do you think you're going?’ Colton questioned her.

“They have a concert the day after tomorrow. | plan to be there.”

“Okay. Reverend, take Vida back to the apartment. Vida, pack us enough clothes to
last a week. Carlito, you stay here. I'm going to go see my parole officer, that will
give me a week until | have to report again. You'll have to run the shop while I'm
gone. I'll cancel all my appointments until | get back.”

“You're not going with me.” Vida was determined to put as

top to his plans.

“Yes, | am. There's no way you're going by yourself. Not only is King probably
headed there, but also Digger. That concert is one big cluster fuck waiting to

happen,” Colton predicted.

“You're not going. | won't take a chance on you breaking you're parole. | won't be
the reason you' re sent back to prison,” Vida argued back.

“You don't have a choice. I'm going. In fact, I'd like it better if you stayed here. Ice
can watch over you until | get back.”

“Stop it, Colton.” Vida sank back down in the chair. “Neither of us will go, I'll call
Seth.”

“After everything you’'ve gone through, you're going to give up? You stripped on
stage to keep her safe, why would you give up now?’

“I"m not giving up. | just won't jeopardize you going back to jail. | love Sawyer, but |
love you, too.” A sound in the doorway had everyone turning. Tessa stood, listening



to them with the open door in her hand.

“l need to get my machine, and a few other things. Is that all right?’ Tessa asked.
Vida felt her sympathy stir. Tessa looked like she hadn’'t slept since the argument
with Colton.

“Go ahead, Tessa,” Colton said, turning his back on her. Tessadidn’t try to talk to the
other two men as she went on back to her room. Vida felt Colton’s gaze on her the
whole time. The door opened again and clients began coming in.

“Go to work, Colton. I'll call Seth as soon as | get everyone checked in and let him
know what’s going on. The room was bugged that night; they probably are already
moving to get Sawyer back, maybe that’s why Seth hasn’t called me.”

“All right, but come to me as soon as you talk to him.”

“1 will,” Vida agreed.

The men got to work with their appointments. Tessa came into the lobby, pausing
beside the counter. Vida looked back at her, waiting for the nastiness to spill out of
her.

“I"'m sorry for the other day,” Tessa said.

Shocked was an understatement to what Vida felt when she heard Tessa' s words.

“| understand, Tessa. | don't think | would take it well if | lost Colton, either.”

“1 lost Colton because | couldn’t admit | had a problem. | went to rehab, went through
al the steps, yet | never apologized to Colton and he was the one | hurt the most.”
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“It’s not too late, Tessa.”
“Yes, it is” Vida watched as Tessa walked out the front door, not taking the

opportunity to go back and apologize to Colton. Vida had hoped that Tessa would try
to make amends, but she had been wrong.

Vida kept trying to get Seth on the phone, using the number he’'d given her. His
message box was full. She was beginning to get angry with him. The least he could
do was keep her informed after what she had done.

Determined to get in touch with him, she called the FBI’s main office for the State of
Texas. It took several phone calls and being redirected several times before she was

connected to a nearby office. in which Seth had been assigned.

“Hello?” Vida had asked for Seth and had met silence on the other end. “Hello? Are
you still there?’

“Yes, Ms.--. I'm afraid | have some bad news about your friend. Seth Redman was
killed on duty. I'm afraid that’ s all the information that can be released at thistime.”

Vida disconnected the call, sitting stunned.
“Areyou al right?” Carlito asked, picking up the appointment book.

“Yes.” Vida cleared her throat. “1 need some coffee and some food. I’'m going to go
across the street. I' [l be back in alittle while.”



“Cool, | don’'t have another customer for an hour. Take your time.”

“Thanks.” Vida packed up her computer, placing it into her backpack.

Carlito waved to her as she left, already texting his girlfriend, which was his favorite
pastime when he wasn’t working.

Vida crossed the street in front of the tattoo shop, went in front of the coffee shop and
then kept walking. Around the corner, she called a taxi. Vida waited anxiously for
five minutes for it to arrive. Finally, the cab pulled up and Vida climbed in, giving
Colton’ s address.

It took another agonizing ten minutes for the cab to get to Colton’s apartment. Carlito
hadn’'t even noticed when she had picked up Colton’s keys. He was going to be
furious when he realized she had the bike and apartment keys. It wouldn’'t take a
genius to figure out where she was headed, but she planned to call him as soon as
possible and beg him not to follow.

Thankfully, al her clothes were clean. She shoved everything into the small case she
had. Picking up her backpack, she was in the bedroom when she heard the front door
open. Freezing in place by the bed, she watched the bedroom door.

Colton entered the bedroom, furious. Vida knew she was busted trying to leave town
without him and he was mad as hell at her.

“What the hell were you thinking?’ he yelled at her.

He walked towards her, stopping by the bed when he saw her clothes packed in the
case. Angrily, he picked the suitcase up and threw it across the room. The backpack
was next, and she could tell from his face it was going to meet the same fate as her
suitcase.



“Don’t you dare throw that backpack. It has my computer that | had to save for three
semester’ sto buy used.”

Colton gently tossed the backpack onto the floor by the bed.

Vida couldn’'t help the giggle that escaped her. Colton might have saved her
computer, but he was still furious with her. Picking her up, he tossed her onto the
mattress, coming down on top of her before she could scramble off.

“l can't let you violate your parole, Colton. Let me handle it, please. It's my problem,
not yours. You got dragged into this whole mess because of King.”

“Baby, cam down. We're going back to my original plan. After | see my parole
officer, he won’'t expect me for another week. We'll be back by then.”

“What if you get pulled over by the police or there's trouble and they run your
license? Anything could go wrong. | won'’t take that chance.”

“You don’'t have achoice.” Colton ignored her arguing.

“You'll hate meif you get caught,” Vida protested.

“l couldn’t hate you, Vida. You're fierce in your loyalty to Sawyer, and you've
worked hard for your degree to get what you want out of life. | understand that both
are important to you. I’'m not going to let you leave to find Sawyer on your own.
When we find Sawyer then we'll decide what’s next, but whatever it is, it doesn’'t
mean I’m going to let you leave without me.”

“l don’t want to leave you, either. | even applied for jobs in Queen City and I've
wanted to leave all my life. But | want to stay because of you.”



“] can start atattoo shop anywhere, Vida. | don’t even have to tattoo. | have plenty of
money saved up; I’ ve lived real tight the last few years,” he said with a twisted smile.
“We can go anywhere you want, for as long as you want. The only thing | need is
you, nothing else matters.”

“1 don’t mind Queen City so much anymore, and al your friends are here. Sawyer is
my only friend and the fun of leaving was to have that experience with her.” Vida

couldn’t keep the sadness out of her voice.

“Were going to get her back, | promise.” Vida pulled him to her, kissing him for
promising something he had no control over.

“Did you mean what you said in the shop this morning?’ he asked, staring into her
eyes.

“No,” Vida lied, lowering her eyes so he couldn’t see the answer she wasn’t able to
hide.

13 Baby. ) .”

“Yes, | meant it.” Vidaburied her face in his shoulder, embarrassed.

“l love you, too. | did from the moment | saw you on stage. | thought | had died and
gone to Heaven.”

Vida hit at his shoulder. Well aware that the first time he had seen her, she was
stripping.

“The first time you saw me | was naked.”

“Yes, you were. | saw...” Colton kissed her as his hands went under her t-shirt,



pushing it up over her breasts. Unsnapping her bra, he sucked a nipple into his mouth,
pressing it hard between hislips until Vida' s hand went to his long hair and she began
twisting underneath him. Switching to the other breast he unexpectedly used his
piercing to rub the tip. It hardened into a perfect pink bud. “...these pretty pink
nipples.”

He got up from the bed and then, reaching down, he unsnapped her jeans, tugging
them and her panties off in one movement. Cupping her behind the knees, he pulled
her towards the end of the bed. “This pretty, wet pussy... was all | could think about
for days after | saw your show.”

“1 could tell,” Vida said wryly, remembering how many women had shared his bed
when he first got out of prison.

“Their nipples weren't as pink as yours.” Leaning over her, he took a nipple between
his fingertips, pinching and twisting gently until Vida's hips squirmed on the bed.
Letting it go, he reached for the other nipple, playing with it until Vida started
rubbing herself against the front of him. His cock lengthened behind his unbuttoned
jeans.

Releasing her nipple, he straightened once again.

“Thelr pussies weren't as tight as yours.” Colton thrust a finger into her already wet
pussy. Vida s hips thrust back needing to feel him thick and full inside of her. He was
only giving her touches to drive her passion higher.

“Colton, | need you,” Vidawhimpered.

“They damn sure didn’t taste like you.” Vida whimpered again, knowing what was

next. Colton raised her up to his mouth. The only part of her left on the bed was the
back of her head.



Colton wrapped her calves around his shoulder and went down on her already wet
clit, his tongue laving, wringing moans from her as he drove her mindlessly into a
climax which he let her ride out on his tongue. She hadn’t stopped shaking when he
lowered her hips back to the mattress. Spreading her thighs wider, he notched his
cock at her entrance.

“Fuck me. Please, just fuck me,” Vida begged him unashamedly.

Colton dlid his cock in her wet heat before thrusting fully inside. Vida arched as he
slid deeper, moving in an out in a slow rhythm that had her thrusting back, trying to
get him to go faster.

“Harder. | need it harder,” Vida begged.

Colton used his palm to pull back her mound until her clit rested on his cock.

“Baby, 17?2m always going to give you what you ask for.” He thrust high and hard
within her, holding her shoulders to the bed. Each thrust rubbed her clit, sending
shards of pleasure inside of her that were so intense that she was unable to hold back
the climax storming her body. Her wildly bucking hips had him lowering his body
over hers as his thrusts became harder, capturing and sharing the same orgasm which
became as primal as it was loving. He gave her the essence of himself with a final
thrust, committing his body and soul as she gave hersin return.

“That was beautiful,” Vidawhispered, unable to stop clinging to him.

“That was how | felt when | first saw you...” Colton said, not wanting her to let him
go.

Chapter Twenty



Vida stood nervously by Colton as he knocked on his parole officer’s door. Colton
opened the door when the voice told him to come inside. She had wanted to wait
outside, but Colton had refused to let her leave his side. Giving in, she now found
herself under the scrutiny of alarge man behind a desk. If his hair hadn’t been black
and long, worn in a ponytail, he would have been a ringer for Santa. However, the
man sitting behind the desk had anything other than ajolly look on his ruddy face.

“Dax, | wanted to check in today, | have several appointments scheduled for
tomorrow. | had to fire one of my artists so I’m short staffed,” Colton explained to the
man, who from the looks he was giving Colton, could care less about his
explanations.

Dax leaned back in his chair. “Isthat right?’

“Yes.” Colton gave the probation officer a sharp look. Vida was beginning to feel that
he also was sensing that something wasn't right.

“Aren’t you going to introduce us, Colton?’
“Dax Carter, thisis Vida Bell. She's my fiancée.” Vidalooked at him in surprise. She
must have been asleep when he'd proposed because she damn sure didn’t remember

It

“You don’'t waste much time, do you, Colton? The ink’s barely dry on your divorce
papers and you already have a new fiancée.”
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“Maybe not, but they are signed and it’slegal,” Colton countered.
“Have a seat, Colton. You too, Ms. Bell,” Dax said, pulling open afolder on his desk.

“I’m glad you stopped by. | had to change your schedule, and now that you’ re here, it
saves me the trouble of emailing it to you.” Dax |leaned forward, handing Colton a
piece of paper that he picked up off his desk. Colton took it from him.

Vida began to get worried when Colton took several minutes, reading over it. She had
promised she wouldn’t leave without him to find Sawyer. If his probation schedule
didn’t give them enough time to get to Indiana and back, then he wouldn’t be able to
go. She wouldn’t break her promise to him, which meant she could lose Sawyer
forever.

“l don’t understand.” Colton’s hoarse voice drew Vida s mind away from her worried
thoughts.

“Let me explain it for you. This morning, your ex-wife went to the police with her
lawyer and confessed to the crime you committed. She is now under arrest, since she
IS yet to be convicted, all charges against you cannot be dropped. Y our lawyer, who
was notified, is currently taking care of all the necessary paperwork. | should wait
until this gets the judge’s approval, but | see no need for further visits pending the
judge’ s approval. In plain words, you're afree man.”

“Tessa confessed?’ Colton asked.

“Yes, she even included in the statement that you were under emotional duress



because she was carrying your child,” Dax explained to a shaken Colton.

“l can't believe after all thistime, she confessed,” Colton said unbelievably.

“It’ s her way of telling you she's sorry,” Vidawhispered, her throat tight.

“It'salittle late if you ask me. She could have saved him three years in prison,” Dax
said, clearly unimpressed with Tessa' s gesture.

“It’s not too late.” Vida stood up, hugging Colton when he rose from his chair. Tessa
had made it possible for them to leave town without having to worry about Colton

getting in trouble for a parole violation.

Colton reached across the desk and shook his parole officer’s hand. They turned
towards the door.

“Colton, if by some chance you decide to leave town and run into any difficulty, give
them my card.” Colton and Vida both stopped, turning back to Dax. “I’ve been a

parole officer along time, no one shows up early for an appointment.”

“Thanks, Dax.” Vida waited for Colton to close the door behind them before
throwing herself in hisarms again.

“Let’s drop the keys off to Reverend then we can hit the road,” Colton said as they
got on his bike.

The parole office was a twenty minute ride away from the tattoo shop.

They pulled in the lot just asthe last client |eft.

Reverend was waiting for them inside.



“I sent Carlito home. The boy’s going to need his rest. | told him he’s working full-
time until you get back.”

“He can handle it; he's a good artist, almost as good as you at his age,” Colton
complimented his friend.

Colton handed Reverend the shop keys. “Thanks, Reverend. Take care of it for me
until | get back.”

“You know | will, brother. Be safe.”

“Always.” Vida laughed at the man hug they gave each other before hugging
Reverend herself.

“You two better be going, not much daylight left,” Reverend warned.

Vidaturned to go outside, coming to an abrupt stop.

“Uh... Colton?’

“Yeah?' Colton turned, grinning at the sight outside.

Vida followed Colton out the door. The Predators took over the whole parking lot.
There were well over a hundred bikes, some even had to park on the street in front of
the other businesses.

“What’s up, Ice?” Colton said, shaking Ice's hand.

“Reverend gave me a call, telling me you're headed out of town to find your old

lady’ s friend. We' ve been bored sitting on our asses lately, thought we' d tag along for
theride.”



Vidalooked at the crew of rough men waiting to ride with them. “Digger couldn’t get
Sawyer away from this musician because he had security. Want to bet we have better
luck?’ Vida joked with Colton.

“Sounds like Vida wants your help. Thanks, brother.”

| ce nodded his head.

The men all moved their bikes back into position as Vida put on her helmet and
climbed onto the back of Colton’s bike. When he started his motor, backing the bike
up in position, Ice moved forward to pull his bike next to Colton’s.

“You might want this to keep you warm.” Vida saw Ice hand Colton a leather jacket
that looked like the on€e’ s the other men wore.

Colton took it from him, pulling on the jacket he had taken off over three years ago.

Vida leaned forward to hear his words. “Baby, you ready for this long ride?’ Vida
knew he was talking about the ride to Indiana, but she was looking further down the
road, to the years ahead.

“I’'m ready.” Whether they got Sawyer back safely or not, Vida knew she was ready
to take whatever road life had in store for Colton and her. They had each other now,
and however exciting and dangerous it was, their love would survive the test of time.

Epilogue
Vida walked quickly through the strip club. Her trembling fingers tightened on the

belt around her waist. Going up the staircase carefully, she didn’t want to trip in the
high platform shoes she was wearing and break her neck.



The VIP room had just a few customers already being taken care of by the regular
servers.

“You're late. Your client’s been out here twice to see if you were here yet,” Henry
said impassively.

“Sorry,” Vita mumbled, going for the private door. She slipped inside, closing and
locking the door before taking a deep breath and turning to her client.

“I’m going to kill you for this.”

“Isthat any way to talk to your client?’ Colton laughed.

“If any parents from Axel and Roxi’s school recognizes me, you're dead,” Vida
threatened.

“Vida, baby, | hate to tell you this, but you’ re kinda putting a damper on my fantasy,
talking about the kids.” Colton leaned back against his plush chair. “It's your own
fault, promising me anything for our anniversary.”

“1 didn’t think you would choose this,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Again, you're killing my buzz. Henry even made sure there are clean sheets on the
bed.”

Vidaturned bright red, unable to prevent herself from looking at the huge bed against
the wall.

“Come on, where' sthe woman | met and fell in love with?”

Gracefully, giving in to her husband’ s fantasy, Vida reached out, pressing the button



by the door. The room filled with Colton and her favorite song. “ Resuscitate Me.”

Loosening her belt, she unbuttoned her raincoat, showing the three piece stripper
outfit she had ordered online.

“Damn woman, you look fine for a soccer mom.”

“Now you're ruining my fantasy,” Vidareproved him.

“Come hereand I’'ll give you more than a fantasy,” Colton promised.

Vida started dancing to the music, edging closer to Colton at the same time that she
teased him by removing the top cover of her outfit. Showing the tiny red bra and

panties underneath, she leaned over him until her breasts lay against his bare chest.

“Actualy, | had adifferent present in mind for our anniversary,” Vida said, straddling
his lap.

Colton’s eyes were on her swaying breasts as she unsnapped the tiny bra, baring her
breasts that had grown fuller with the birth of their children.

“1 can’t imagine a better present than this,” he said, leaning forward to take a nipple
between his lips, but Vida evaded him by sitting down on his lap.

“Colton.” Her shining eyes and mischievous smile brought a lump to his throat.
Taking his hand in hers, she placed it against her bare stomach. “Have you heard the
saying doubletrouble...?’
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High School Dropouts

Elle sat in Spanish, staring at the clock. She swore the classroom was a hundred
degrees.

With three minutes until lunch, she really missed Christmas break. Not once during
the entire break had she gotten this sick feeling. No matter how many times the
sensation took over her body, she could never become used to it. It was like an
impending doom kind of feeling.

Elle hated school. No, Elle despised school with all her being. The one reason she
was surviving Legacy Prep High was because of her only friend in the world, Chloe
Masters.

Chloe needed her. Yes, Elle was bullied, but Chloe, now she was tortured. Elle would
do anything to keep her safe. She deserved a protector, especially after what had
happened.



All the money Elle had saved up working this Christmas break had to go to her high
school tuition. Otherwise, she would get kicked out, and that would mean no
protection for Chloe. Elle luckily had a scholarship to pay most of her tuition because
of her grades, but she had to pay the rest by working at the diner ailmost every night.

Two minutes until lunch. | thought when you stared at a clock, it was supposed to
make time go slower.

Elle was dreading lunch. The students hadn’t been able to pick on her and Chloe
since the last day before break, which meant they were all going to let out their pent-
up aggression on them. God help them.

With one minute until lunch, Elle turned her head to see Chloe since the clock was no
longer serving her any purpose. Her heart broke alittle. Chloe’'s head was, of course,
hung down, and she was wringing her hands in her lap. That was her thing whenever
she was nervous.

She pictured her sweet face under her sheet of hair, marred by the deep slashes on her
features. One stretched from two inches above her eyebrow down to the hollow in her
cheek; the other slash was one inch above and below her lips. Both were on the right
side of her face.

Elle shivered at the memory of seeing her for the first time since the new markings
and then jumped when the lunch bell rang. She grabbed her satchel and stood.

Y ou can do this. However, the sick feeling was because she really didn’t believe she
could.

She went to the door and felt Chloe at her back. This was where you could always
find Chloe, right behind Elle, for the last three-and-a-half-years. Slowly, Chloe had
started inching over every day until she walked just one step directly behind Elle.



They had quickly learned that walking side by side meant a bigger target.

She stepped over the line into the hall and headed toward the cafeteria, walking a
slow pace. She had a system down for the usual hall breaks; you wanted to take the
shortest route to the next class unless there was a huge crowd. A huge crowd meant
the ones who picked on them like Cassandra, the school’ s queen bee. She had learned
to never linger because they were always better off in a classroom; the teachers
usually stayed in it during hall breaks, waiting for their next class. Lastly, don’t look
anyone in the eyes. Although, Elle never kept her head down to the floor; that was a
bad idea, plus she was never that type of person anyways.

This was the only time the halls were safe for them, though. The cafeteria awaited
with far greater dangers for her and Chloe.

Elle reached the lunchroom and looked at her options. Here there were two lines.
Line one was different each day, whether it was pizza, turkey, or meatloaf; it was
whatever had been decided for the menu at the beginning of each month. Line two
was always the same; chicken patty or hamburger and fries every day. However, Elle
and Chloe didn’'t have two options; they had one—whichever line had the less scary
peopleinit. It also meant they usually got stuck in the line that didn’t taste the best.

Elle walked toward the back of the shortest line, al of the other students having
thought the other option was better. Elle looked over to it, coming to the same
conclusion.

Far better, she thought.

Elle saw two figures cut farther up in the line. She and Chloe didn’t make a move to
call afoul onit, though. It was better not to draw attention.

“You didn’'t call or text me one time over break. Didn’'t you miss me?’ Cassandra



wrapped her arms around Nero’ s neck.

Nero grabbed her waist. “ Sorry, babe. I’ ve been busy.”

Nero Caruso. He was the definition of tall, dark, and handsome. He was more
muscular than almost all of the other seniors but still slender. Cut is how Elle
described that body-type. She could tell he had trimmed his hair over break. She
thought it was strange because he’' d always had it longer and slicked back for as long
as she could remember. Now that it was much shorter, his hair had movement. She
liked it better this way. “Does that mean you're too busy for me tonight?’ Elle could
see Cassandra' s breasts rise higher.

In the next instant, Nero caught Elle staring. He held her gaze with his green eyes and
then leaned down to whisper something in Cassandra’ s ear.

“Get aroom!” someoneyelled in the line.

Cassandra snapped her head back and caught them staring at each other, giving Elle a
menacing look. With that, Elle was able to break the eye contact. She felt
embarrassed to be caught gawking at them. She had trained herself to never look any
of the studentsin the eye, especially during PDA.

Geez, what iswrong with me today? All Elle needed was to piss Cassandra off. She'd
had it out for her since freshman year when a boy Cassandra must have liked
complimented Elle on her hair. Cassandra made sure to make Elle the school’ s target,
and the boy had nothing to do with her from that moment on.

The line finally moved along and they were able to grab atray. Lasagna, green beans,
and applesauce were on the menu today. Honestly, it could be worse.

Taking awater out of the cooler, she reached the lunch lady, giving her lunch number



to her. “1089.”

“You can charge the first week only, Elle, then you need to either put money in your
account or bring money with you every day.” The lunch lady spoke louder than Elle
thought necessary. “We are not going through this again this year.”

Elle didn’'t think she could have felt any sicker. “I will.” She moved over so Chloe
could give her number.

“1072.” Elle knew she could have, in fact, gotten sicker at the look on Chloe's
frightened face knowing they would have to make it to their table now.

Elle started walking to their usual spot. There were several tables scattering the
cafeteria. The studious students used the tables closest to the lines; they weren’t
picked on, just ignored really. The tables in the back of the cafeteria were used by the
popular crowd. Elle and Chloe, on the other hand, had always eaten at the same table
for the past three and a half years—the one closest to the door. This table was in-
between the two sides but closest to the studious side. Just one table full of nerds
separated Chloe and Elle from the popular kids. The robots.

Elle sat with her back to the door; she liked the full view of the cafeteria. Chloe sat
opposite of her; she wanted the back of her head to the rest of the world.

“Did you sleep last night?’ Elle asked sympathetically. Elle knew Chloe never sept
much with the nightmares, but today she looked like she hadn’t even slept a full hour
last night. She looked pale, amost ghostly. Her black hair was now dull as it
attempted to conceal the right side of her face. She noticed the hollows under her
stark, gray eyes.

“Not much. | really didn’t want to start school back up, | guess.” Chloe forced a smile
for her friend.



Elle looked at Chloe sympathetically. “Don’t worry, Chloe. This will be our last
semester of high school. Then, we don’'t have to see the robots faces ever again.
Besides, maybe forty-five minutes will go quicker than we remember,” Elle said,
trying to make light of their situation.

“We were gone three weeks, Elle, not three years,” Chloe replied lightly.

“Hey, a lot can happen in three weeks. Robots could have asked for a heart over
break.” They both lau

ghed over that.

“If that was the case, then my whole high school career was one long nightmare and |
will wake up right...” Chloe squeezed her eyes shut and opened them a second later,
“Now. Weéll, it looks like no one asked Glenda the Good Witch for help.” Elle
laughed hard and Chloe couldn’t help joining in. Elle was glad when Chloe loosened

up.

They both began eating their lunch while Elle carefully looked at the robot’s tables.
That side was actually pretty diverse. Y ou had a few athlete tables consisting of a full
football team table and the rest being a mixture of baseball, softball, basketball and
soccer. Thisleft just afew tables.

Her most hated table was the fashionista one, who only bought designer labels and
were all mostly cheerleaders. Cassandra was, of course, the head of that table. The
table adjoining Cassandra’ s consisted of the filthy rich, and | mean, filthy. They were
al boys with the head being Sebastian, which was Cassandra' s twin brother. Elle
shivered in fright at not only the sight of him, but the sound of his name.

This brought you to the final table, which Elle really couldn’'t describe. Three guys
had always sat there; one was Nero, who was basically the king of Legacy Prep, and



the other two were his crew, as the school liked to call them. The big one was Amo

and the smaller one was Vincent; both were seniors, as well. However, Elle noticed a
new boy sitting with them.

He must be a freshman. Elle wondered who he was. All she could see was his dirty-
blond hair from the back.
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She suddenly felt like someone had stepped in her personal space. That was when she
realized she had made a huge mistake—she’ d dropped her guard.

“1 have been looking for you all day. | have a little mess and | needed the waitress to
clean up for me.” Cassandra took Elle’'s plate and pushed it off the table. Then the
high-pitched screech of her voice started back again. “Go on, clean it up, waitress.”

The whole cafeteria grew silent at her words. That word waitress made Elle's skin
crawl, and yet it might as well be her birth name here as far as they were concerned.

Elle thought about the two options she had. Option one: blatantly ignore it or pretend
you didn’t hear it; and option two: respond with either a witty response or a few short
words. She chose the first then stared at Chloe, wishing she hadn’t by her panicked
expression.

“Bitch, | know you hear me.” Cassandra took Chloe's plate and held it above her
head. Chloe quickly tried to move out of the way, but two of Cassandra s fake blonde
bimbos moved to stand on either side of her, forcing her to sit back down. “Clean up
the mess like a waitress is supposed to do, or the little freak will have her own mess
to clean up.”

Freak was the only other word that made her skin crawl more than waitress.

Elle felt a washrag hit her face, courtesy of Sebastian. She took a moment to see
Chloe wringing her hands. She didn’t want this for her.

Okay, this couldn't be worse. Of all days to have the three messiest foods. Elle



swallowed her pride and picked up the washrag. Then she really swallowed her pride
when she got down to clean the mess up off the floor.

When Elle was done shaming herself, she walked over to Chloe. “Come on, Chloe.
Let'sgo.” She held her hand out. She knew Chloe would never take it, but she would
get the message to get out of there.

“Sorry, you missed a spot.” Cassandra was about to tip the plate over Chloe's head,
and as aresult, Elle did the only thing she could think of. She pushed the plate harder
in the opposite direction, all over Cassandra.

The cafeteria was filled with mixed emotions. Some couldn’t help laughing while the
others were too in shock of what had just happened to react at all. Elle felt sicker than
she had ever been in her whole life. She was seriously about to vomit up the little
lunch she hadn’t mopped off the floor.

“You fucking bitch!” Cassandra’'s voice screeched higher than anyone thought
imaginable. “You are done.”

Elle knew only one option remained now. Run.

Elle grabbed the back of Chloe's shirt. She was in serious shock, but not enough to
hinder her from getting the hell out of dodge. Elle ran straight for the door; this was
the whole reason they sat at the table closest to it.

Right before she was going to pass through it, though, she noticed Mr. Evans
standing in the doorway. Mr. Evans was her first period English teacher and the only
English teacher in Legacy Prep who believed you could be creative in English; not to
mention he was nice to look at—all the girls had a crush on him since he started
teaching here at the beginning of the year.



Shit, she was trapped. Elle stood there, knowing she was a goner. There was no way
anyone did that to Cassandra and got away with it.

“Elle, Chloe, go on back to class,” Mr. Evans spoke calmly, maybe too camly, but
Elle wasn't about to waste another second of this golden ticket. She had just won the

damn lottery.

Elle and Chloe high-tailed it out of the lunchroom. On their way out, Elle heard Mr.
Evans calmly speak.

“Ms. Ross, clean up the mess you just made. | can’t have other students thinking they
can get away with this, now can |? Oh, and when you’'re done, meet me in the Vice
Principal’s off...” Hisvoice trailed away.

| am so screwed. No, | am beyond screwed.

When they reached the Spanish classroom and the door came to a close, Elle spoke
first.

“l am so sorry, Chloe. It was just areaction. | didn’t want her to spill it on you.”

“1 know, but what are we going to do? She is going to kill us. You know that.” Elle
couldn’t tell if Chloe was winded by the run or frightened for her life.

Elle sat down and dropped her head on the desk. “I have no clue.” She looked back
up at Chloe. “ Any suggestions?’

“Y eah, we become high school dropouts.” Chloe might have sounded sarcastic, yet
that couldn’t have been closer to the truth.



Bimbo #1

Elle and Chloe were genuinely scared for their life when the bell rang once more to
end Spanish class. They were doomed.

The next class she and Chloe had they would be separated. Elle had art class; Chloe
had taken it her freshman year; therefore, she couldn’t take it with her. So Chloe had
health class, and of course, Elle had taken that her freshman year. It was a shame
their whole lives had changed after they had made their schedules for freshman year.

Elle knew she had to drop Chloe off at her health class first. Unfortunately, it meant
double the amount of hallway time for herself. Great.

Elle regretfully entered the hallway with Chloe at her back. She picked up maximum
speed without drawing too much attention to herself and Chloe. Thankfully, Chloe's
class wasn't too far from their Spanish class anyways. Elle was grateful to reach the

classroom unscathed.

“Wait at your desk when the bell rings. | will be back to get you. | promise | will be
the first one out in the hallway.”

Chloe bit her lip. “Um, okay, | won’t move from my seat.”

“Good, | will seeyouinalittle bit.” Elle hoped she sounded strong for Chloe.

“Be careful, Elle”

That sincere, sweet voice made it hard for Elle to turn her back on her best friend and

head to class. Although, now Elle had to worry about getting herself safely to class
since she knew Cassandra would be waiting for her.



She picked up her feet and hurried as fast as she could.

Elle took a seat. She usually sat in the back of the classroom, but she needed to be
close to the door. She was glad, if she was separated from Chloe, it was art class. This
was an easy course and wouldn’'t require partners. She remembered Chloe had said
her own class had been small and they had never been paired up. “Partners’ was the
worst thing a girl at the bottom of the food chain could hear.

Elle sank in her seat when Cassandra’ s blonde bimbos strutted through the door. Of
freaking course.

When they took their seats at the other side of the classroom, they stared Elle down. |
am completely screwed.

They whispered something to each other and one o

f them picked up their phones to send atext. Nope, now | am completely screwed.

Elle knew they’d texted Cassandra exactly where to find her. She thought about
texting Chloe that she might be dead soon, but she knew Chloe would worry and
leave her desk when the bell rang. At least when Cassandra came for her, Chloe
would be safe where she was, and by the time she decided to leave, most of the
students would have gone home.

Right before class started, Nero walked in and took a seat at the popular table, which
consisted of Cassandra’s bimbos and a few athletes. They each only cared about one
thing, status. Status meant their whole life to them. Elle thought, if she had a dollar
for every time she heard the word status, she would be able to pay for her tuition ten
times over.

Elle looked around the room. She was the only person to sit by herself at a table,



completely aware of where she stood at Legacy Prep. Even the nerds knew they
couldn’t talk to Elle. They wouldn’t even dareto look at her. Elle never blamed them,
either. It's a dog-eat-dog world in here.

As soon as class began, the teacher wanted them to go ahead and start their first
project. It was easy; al they had to do was make a poster that best showed their
individual personality, using any materials they desired.

Elle stared at her blank white poster, wondering exactly who she was. Well, she knew
who she was, but these walls made it hard for her to be herself. No, she just couldn’t
be herself here.

She was strawberry-blonde, her hair reaching the top of her breasts, and had big blue
eyes. She had a dight tan to her skin, which contrasted her hair and eye color. She
liked that, being different and having character; unlike the other kids her age who
strove to all look the same. She believed she looked younger than the other girls her
age, although maybe it was the lack of makeup and fancy clothes. She couldn’t quite
tell. Regardless, her looks did not define who she was.
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She opened her bag and took out a sheet of paper. She thought she should draw the
poster out first to try to come up with some ideas.

After several attempts, it became hard for Elle to concentrate. The bimbos were
laughing so damn loud she thought they were going to go into heat any second. The
hottest athletes, not to mention the king of Legacy Prep, surrounded them.

Elle looked at the clock. It wasn’t too much longer before school let out. She zoned
out, alot on her mind.

Cassandra was going to kill her, She couldn’t protect Chloe at the moment. She was
supposed to close at the diner tonight, and she had to find time to do her five-
hundred-word essay Mr. Evans assigned about who you love the most. Yeah, if |
even livetill then.

Elle felt a pat on her back, snapping her back to the present. “I hope you make it to
see the freak on time. It would be a shame if something were to happen.” That was

Bimbo Number One, the one closest to Cassandra.

Then, the next thing she knew, all Elle could hear was the squirting of paint all over
her. No, not my big, comfortable white swesater!

The whole class couldn’t help laughing at her torture. That was honestly what hurt
Elle the most; not one person would ever rescue her, al they would do was laugh.

“You can thank me later, waitress. | know you’ ve needed areason to visit Goodwill.”



Elle had dealt with enough for the day, and Chloe wasn't there to get hurt by her
repercussions. If she was going to die today, at least she was going down with afight.

Brrring.

Chloe. Elle grabbed her bag and ran out of the classroom unbelievably fast, her
retaliation instantly forgotten. Chloe needed her.

That was when it dawned on her. ‘1 hope you make it to see the freak on time.” She
finaly understood—the only way to hurt her was to hurt Chloe.

Oh, shit! I’'m coming, Chloe. Elle ran fast down the hallway; she didn’'t jog or walk
fast, sheran. At that point, it didn’t matter if she drew attention to herself.

When Elle ran into Chlo€'s classroom, she came to a halt. She couldn’t believe her
eyes. Her heart actually skipped a beat.

“Chloe, are you okay?’

Fight Firewith Fire

Elle had walked in to see Mr. Evans talking to Chloe, her elbows on her desk and
hands concealing her face.

Chloe looked up. “Yes, I'm fine, EI—" Her eyes grew wider. “Are you okay? What
happened?’ Chloe stood and walked over toward her.

Elle's eyes wandered over to Mr. Evans. “Um, | accidentally spilled paint on myself
in art. What are you all talking about?’



Mr. Evans walked over to them. “l was just passing by and saw Chloe in here by
herself, so | was making sure everything was okay. Usually, the kids are practically
one foot out the door before the last bell even rings.”

“Yeah, | know what you mean. She’s my ride, and | just told her we would meet up
in here.”

“How come you met up here and not in your art class? The art classis all the way at
the front of the school by the outside door.” Elle thought Mr. Evan’s face didn’t look
confused in the least.

“1 guess we didn’'t think about it like that.” Elle started walking out of the classroom.
“I’ll see you in the morning, Mr. Evans. Come on, Chloe; | need to get ready for
work.” Elle hoped he would let it go.

Chloe joined Elle and they both headed out into the hallway.

“Elle, if you ever need to talk, you know where to find me.” Elle turned around at Mr.
Evan’'s voice. “Try and be more careful in art. Next time, it might not be paint that

spills.”

Nope, he couldn’t let it go. At that, Elle kept walking. “Have a good night, Mr.
Evans.”

They walked through the school, and when they reached the outside, Elle and Chloe
felt like aweight had been lifted, like they were almost free.

“S0, who spilled the paint? And dang, all over your outfit. That one was my favorite
on you.”

Elle looked down at her body. Damn, she even got my favorite pair of faded jeans.



“One of Cassandra' s sidekicks.”

“Which one? Her?” She nodded toward Nero, who was standing beside his Cadillac

with Bimbo Number Two.

Elle could hear them speaking. “Nero, would you mind giving me aride home? | rode
with Cassandrathis morning.” She leaned against his car, giving him a sweet smile.

“No problem, babe.” Nero’s eyes traveled from her eyes to her chest. “Leo, let’s go!”

Elle had seen a young boy running over to his car. He was honestly a miniature
version of Nero, especially before he had cut his hair. The only difference between
them was the kid had dirty-blond hair. Elle realized he was the new one who had sat

at Nero'stable.

“Backsesat, Leo.” Elle thought Leo made the cutest face at his remark before they all
climbed in the car, samming doors and bringing Elle back.

“No, the other one.” Elle shook her head. | really need to snap out of it.

Elle and Chloe got into Chloe's BMW. Unlike the other kids' cars, which were all
various Mercedes, Porsches, and Lamborghinis galore; it was classy. Not too
expensive, not too flashy. Granted, Chloe would never have picked something like

that out for herself, but her politician father had given her no choice.

When the doors were shut, Chloe spoke, her face full of concern. “Elle, is something
wrong? Y ou’ re acting weird today.”

“I’'m fine, Chloe. | guess|I’m just getting tired of this same shit every day.”

“Listen, Elle, you don’t have to stay. Y ou're freeto go. If your parents found out how



you're treated here, they wouldn’t let you come ba—"

Elle's eyes drilled into Chloe's. “I am not leaving you, Chloe. I've told you this a
thousand times.”

“WEell, we have survived this long by not getting into it with them. | am not like you,
Elle” Chloe looked down at her steering wheel.

Elle stared at Chloe, knowing exactly what she was asking of her. “All right, Chloe. |
won't fight back. | promise.”

With that, Chloe pushed the button to start her car. “Fighting back doesn’'t solve
anything, Elle. You know that.”

Elle nodded and smiled at Chloe. No, | used to think that. Today, however, revelation
had come over Elle. You had to fight fire with fire.

Elle walked into her front door, waving to Chloe as she closed it then rested her head
against it.

“Everything okay, sweetie?’

Elle jumped up. “Oh, hey, Mom. Yeah, everything is great; just tired is al.” Elle
scanned the living room. “Is Dad in the kitchen?’

“No, um, he'sin bed sleeping.”

“Has he not gotten up all day?’ Elle started to worry.

“No, sweetie, he just laid down for a nap.” Elle’'s mom gave her a smile. Even she
didn’t buy her own words.



“All right. I'll be in my room doing my homework before | head to work.”

Elle walked through her house, but when she passed her parents bedroom, she
stopped and wondered if she should go in to check on her father. Maybe later. I'm
already depressed asit is.

Elle went into her room and turned on her computer.

Who do I love the most? She contemplated about her essay. Evans' English class was
by far her favorite; she wanted to be a writer someday. She honestly knew the
answer. Yet, she felt a little betrayed at the moment by her father - the person she
loved the most. Regardless of how little her father talks, he would aways wish her a
good first day of school, and this would have been the last time. She decided to put
her feelings aside for the sake of her grade. She got about halfway done before she
looked at the clock and realized she needed to get ready for work.

She dressed in her uniform, which she hated probably more than life itself. She was
convinced it was twenty years old since the red had turned into more of a burned-out
orange. At least, I'm pretty sure it used to be red.

Elle threw on her pea coat, her best Goodwill buy to date.

When she was finally ready for work, she walk

ed out of her bedroom and headed toward the kitchen.

“Hey, Josh. How was the first day back?’ Elle couldn’t help forgetting about all her
problems when she saw her eight-year-old brother’ s face.
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“Fine, | guess.” Josh shrugged. “How about yours, Elle-bell?’

Elle looked hard at Josh. Other than his blond hair, she felt as if she might have been
looking in a mirror because of his expression. “Fine, | guess.” She decided she would
need to talk to him soon; find out how school really was going. “That smells good,
Mom. Save me some for later?’

“Of course, swestie. Oh, your dad isin the living room.” Elle's mom gave her areal
smilethistime.

Elle walked into the living room where she waited for her dad to say something, but
he never did.

She went for the door, but before she opened it, she said, “ School was great, Dad.”

She was honestly disheartened. Not only had he not wished her a good last first day,
aswas histradition, but now he hadn’t even asked how it had gone.

Brushing off the hurt feelings, Elle walked outside. The cold air against her skin
made her happy. The smell was always crisp and clean. There was just something
about the sound of hearing her boots crunching in the snow that lifted her spirits
instantaneously.

Elle walked to the bus stop, and from there the bus would take her downtown. When
she boarded the bus, she took a window seat, looking out at the passing scenery. She
really did love Kansas City, Missouri. It was her home; however, the past few years
had made her fedl like she didn’t belong anymore.



Maybe | do need to leave with Chloe.

Her stop came up and she exited the bus, heading down the few blocks it took to get
to the diner from there. While walking, Elle didn’t mind the noise and action; she
liked watching the passersby going out for the night.

However, it wasn't long before Elle's attention was drawn by two men standing
outside of the Kansas City Casino Hotel, which was right next door to the diner. One
had bags under his eyes; Elle thought he must have been on something. He kept
looking over his shoulder, like someone could be coming for him any second. The
other one was sternly speaking to him. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but Elle
knew he was trying to get him under control.

When Elle passed in front of them, she heard the cool one say, “The big boss gave
you a job. You don’'t have a fucking choice.” The thick, Italian accent made it
difficult to hear with the city noise.

Elle kept walking. She didn’t care about whatever it was; it was none of her freaking
business.

She entered the diner and hung her coat up on the rack. It was an old diner in need of
a serious upgrade. The downtown buildings were all old, although some had kept the
same flare they had possessed many years ago. Like thisdress |’ m forced to wear.

Elle didn't mind work. She got to meet people she would have never met under
regular circumstances, especialy with the casino hotel next door. The tips were never
bad, either. She did make enough to pay the rest of her tuition at school.

Once she'd clocked in, Elle started waiting her tables. Monday was always a slow
night because everyone was mostly too tired from the weekend. This made work pass
slowly for her, forcing her to hear her own thoughts. Y et, after today, she didn’t want



to think.

She was one of the two employees on the schedule to close tonight; consequently, she
hoped it would pick up soon, since otherwise she would lose her mind.

As the time passed on, Elle was never freed from her thoughts, though. The diner
only ever had a few people in and out the whole night. Thirty minutes before closing,
she started to clean up to get ready for the morning. In no time, she was done and
only had the trash left to take out. Therefore, she went to put on her coat and grab her

purse.

Afterward, picking up the trash bag, she went into the kitchen and called out, “I’ Il see
you tomorrow, Steve. Have agood night.” Steve was the diner’s cook.

“Later, Elle.” He kept at cleaning his stove.

Elle went out the back door to throw away the trash, planning on leaving from the
alley between the diner and the Casino Hotel. She locked the back door and threw the
trash into the dumpster. Elle had turned around to start her walk to the bus stop when
she heard voices entering the alleyway.

“Please, please, don't kill me.”

“Shut him the fuck up before | blow his brains out right here.”

Elle ran to hide behind the dumpster. She knew she did not want to come face to face
with that voice.

She could hear some footsteps come closer. “All clear, boss.”

Asthey al entered the area behind the diner, Elle couldn’t help peeping from behind



the dumpster. It was pitch black from where she was, yet she was able to see four
men thanks to the light from the diner. One was dressed in an expensive suit, his dark
hair combed back. He was an older man. Under normal circumstances, she believed
he would be super-sexy and handsome, but right now, he scared the piss out of her.
He was definitely the one in charge.

Before | blow his brains out. Y ep, that was him.

She noticed the man being held with his mouth shut was the crazed guy from earlier,
who had been standing outside the casino hotel. A younger man was holding him,
looking almost as scary as the one in charge. She believed him to be twenty years old,
though he could possibly be scarier than the boss.

“Go get the car, Sal, and be quick about it.” Elle could feel nothing other than chills
when she heard his voice. Damn, that man is scary.

“Sure thing, boss.” The third man wasn't as frightening as the others. He might have
been if the two Hannibal Lecters weren't standing there, however.

The man ran out of the alley asfast as he could.

A minute passed, and Elle could tell the poor man knew his fate. He possibly looked
more scared than Elle was at the moment. His instincts started kicking in and he tried
to fight off the one holding him, biting the hand covering his mouth. The man
dropped his hand before he thought he would lose it, giving the man free reign to
scream.

Before he could let a cry for help escape, the one called Boss pulled a gun from the
inside of his suit jacket. With that, Elle couldn’t look anymore. She knew what was
going to come next.



Bang.

Onewas al it took.

Elle started to hyperventilate, covering her mouth before they could hear. She knew if
she didn’t stay quiet, she would be next.

A car skidded up, and she heard the doors open and bodies being shuffled in. Before
the doors were even shut, the car skidded right back out.

Elle kept her mouth covered as tears started to well in her eyes. She needed to get out
of there in case anyone came back to clean up the mess. Y ou can do this.

When she peeked out from behind the dumpster once more, no one was in sight. At
that point, Elle couldn’t let herself think anymore; she needed to let her body take
over. She jumped out from behind the dumpster and did the only thing she could
do—run the hell away.

Sal stopped the car outside of his boss's home. Thank fucking God I'm home. The
piss smell of the dead body was getting to him.

“Sal, go back to the Casino and get rid of the tapes and make sure his piss is cleaned
out of my car.” It hadn’'t been the smartest thing to kill that dumb-fuck in the alley
right where he worked, knowing people would hear the gunshot and they didn’t have
time to clean up the blood, but he told himself, he hadn’t had a choice,

“Okay, boss, I'll call you when it’s done.”
“Lucca, get rid of this piece of shit and don’t come home with that blood on your

fucking shirt. Whatever slut you got at home tonight don’t need to be turned on by
that shit. Capiche?’ He was mad at his son. He shouldn’t have let his fucking hand



get bit. He had risked everything the boss had worked for his whole life.

His son gave him a quick nod. The boss could tell he was disappointed in himself.
The only reason he knew was because he wore the exact same face the boss made
when he fucked up. His son was growing more and more like him

every day. He knew he was sure as hell just as scary as him; it was just the lack of
experience.

He got out of the town car and went up to his house. He needed a fucking drink after
that mess. He picked up the bottle, poured the brown liquid into his glass and then
went to his cigar box and pulled one out. Sitting down behind his huge desk in his big
leather chair, he started to settle. There was nothing like whiskey in one hand and a
cigar in the other to calm his nerves.

An hour passed, and his thoughts became less gruesome. He led a hard life running
the family and this city; however, he wouldn’t have it any other way. He belonged at
the top, and everybody else knew it, too.

A knock came at his door, ruining his alone time.

Sighing, he let out a harsh, “Comein.”

“Boss, | ain't got good news.” He was holding a laptop in his hand.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and handed Sal his glass. “Fill the glass to how bad
the news fucking is.”

Sal went over to the alcohol station where he quickly poured the glass half-full. After
asecond, he decided to say fuck it and filled the glass to the rim.



“Fuck, Sal, bring me the damn glass and tell me the bad news aready.” The boss
understood, whatever it was, it was nothing he wanted to hear in this lifetime.

“Good news for you, you get a fucking front-row seat, boss.” He opened the laptop
and pressed a button on the keyboard.

He knew exactly what he was watching, a surveillance of the alleyway. Luckily for
him, it also showed behind the diner next to his casino.

The first few seconds showed nothing. It was almost asif Sal hadn’t pressed play yet.
Then ayoung girl came out from the back of the diner with atrash bag, walking over
and then throwing it in the dumpster. A second later, he saw her run behind the
dumpster and into the darkness. He could no longer make her out.

“Fuck.”

“Oh, walit, boss, it gets better.” The boss didn’t like his fucking tone.

He saw the whole murder play out. Nothing changed from his mind; he knew what
the fuck had happened. He downed the shot glass. He knew exactly what was going

to come once the town car sped away, and damned if the girl didn’'t run out from
behind the dumpster exactly how he' d played it out in his mind. Then she was gone.
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Sal slammed the laptop closed.
“Who is she?’ He knew Sal better have some fucking answers.

“Elle Buchanan. She works at the diner next door. We do have another problem,
though, Bo—"

“Fuck, Sal, how much worse could this shit get?” He was over it. He knew the girl
would die, so what the fuck was the problem?

“She’sasenior at Legacy Prep High, boss. She's still seventeen for the next month. |
know you’ re against whacking kids, but she's practically an adul—"

“What the fuck did you just say?’ He didn't like what had just come out of Sal’s
fucking mouth. This family was built on rules, and not even he liked to break the

family rules. Furthermore, out of all these rules, this was one he would never break.

“Sorry, boss, | shouldn’t have said it. | just want to protect the family.” Sal started to
get nervous; you never disrespected the boss.

He stood from his chair and looked Sal in the eye. Flexing his jaw, he said, “I fucking
say how to protect this family, capiche?’

Sal swallowed then nodded. “ Capiche. So, how are we going to handle this?’

He walked over to pour himself another drink. “Leave the laptop. I'll destroy the tape
and handle this myself.”



Sal |eft the room at that. His boss had said he would handle it, and he knew he would.

Taking the full glass with him, he sat behind his desk again. He had an idea. Not only
could he take care of the girl, he could see where an upcoming soldier’s loyalties lay.

He pulled out his cell phone, and within two short rings, he heard a girl’ s squeal come
over theline.

“Yes?i

“Tell the girl to scram. | have ajob for you, son.” With that, he ended the call.

The girl’s squeal helped solidify his notion that his son could get the job done. He
would find out what exactly the girl had seen and if she needed to be taken care of on
her eighteenth birthday.

As a knock came to his door for the second time tonight, his son, unlike Sal, didn’t
wait for his approval to come in. The boss studied Nero as he walked into the room.
His dark hair was wet and he smelled of sex. For the first time tonight, the boss
actually smiled.

He' s just the one for the job.

GET NERO HERE!

Hunter
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Prologue

Mallory

Just do it.

You can do it.

Say it straight out.

“Oh, my God, | can’t do this,” | choked out, turning on my heels and racing straight
back to my car. | fumbled with my keys, trying three times to get it into the lock

before | stopped.

| couldn’t run away. | had to tell him. | had to tell him everything. | lied, and this was
the part where | had to come clean and repent for my sins.

This time, my stupid actions weren’'t only affecting me. | had dragged someone else
Into my mess, and now | had to try to fix it ... even if that meant telling him
everything.

So, there | was, turning back.

Anxiety pounded through my veins, urging me to run away, telling me it wasn't
worth it. My legs ignored the warning, dragging me kicking and screaming across the
lot toward the tall, intimidating building that belonged to the very man | had screwed

over. As amatter of fact, he screwed me, which was the whole problem.

Before | could reach the door and start a whole new series of arguments with myself,



it swung open, and hefilled the entire doorframe. | nearly cried.

With broad shoulders, a height of six-foot-five that would make basketball players
weep, the perfection of his muscles, thick thighs concealed behind jeans, tight abs
peeking through a white shirt, and scul pted biceps that flexed as he leaned against the
doorframe, he was very much my wet dream come true.

My wet dream that did come true.

Y es, the beautiful blond-haired man with the deep green eyes, a white-toothed smile,
and slightly crooked nose made me want to reliveit al over again.

As the memory replayed in my mind, my body seared with heat asif it had been only
a second ago that he had been buried deep between my legs, when it was over six
weeks ago. The repercussion of my liefit right in the space between.

“Mallory?’ he said with that soft, husky tone, and | saw our night flash before his
eyes, as| had relived it. | swear his smile turned up a hundred watts, which made this

situation so much worse.

It would destroy him. Not because he was a bad guy, but because he was nice. Far too
nice for thisto fall on his shoulders when it was al my fault.

| had trapped him.

Suddenly, it became too much. So, what did | do?

| burst out crying.

Not even the pretty, cute sobs, either. No, it was the ugly, hard wheezing cries with
snot pouring down my nose.



“Mallory?’ he questioned in surprise as he strode out of the doorway and straight
toward me. He grasped my biceps then rubbed up and down my arms, trying to calm
me.

Because he was that nice.

| cried harder.

“Mallory, calm down,” he said with that soft, sweet voice. “What's up?’

“I’m so sorry, Noble!” | mumbled, though | wasn't sure he could understand through
my wheezing and sobbing.

“l don’'t understand.” Noble's eyebrows pinched together as he looked me up and
down, probably searching for a wound or anything that would clue him in on my
breakdown.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I’'m sorry!” | cried, the conversation beginning to spin out of
control. “I’'m so stupid ... | ... fork in the microwave ... So stupid ... I’'m sorry!”

His expression only became more baffled the longer | spoke until he finaly decided
he'd had enough.

“Mallory!” he snapped with an authoritative fire | had never heard before.

| snapped up straight, my spine stiffening like a board until | found myself looking
him straight in the face as he leaned down to my height.

He gave arelieved sigh and brushed a strand of my messy red hair behind my ear. He
curled his hand into a fist and, with the gentleness | adored, bumped it ever so softly
under my chin, forcing my eyes up to his.



“There you are.” A relieved smile played on hislips. “Now, let’s try this again, shall
we? What are you sorry for?’

| probably should have said it better, phrased it differently, but the verbal diarrhea
was the only option, overriding my fear. “I’m pregnant.”

| could hear the walls of his life crumbling around him as he went still. His arms fell
away from me, and | watched his black boots take one long stride back. The distance
between us was suffocating.

“You said you were on birth control,” he accused, the natural warmth in his voice
gone. It was now cold, detached, distant.

That was what it came down to. One itsy bitsy little lie that had spun so out of control
it was like | wason aroller coaster, waiting for it to crash.

“I’m so sorry,” | spouted, fresh tearsin my eyes.

What else was | supposed to say? | had lied so | could have him in a moment of lust
inspired by a childhood crush. Now | had brought this upon him. A child was
supposed to be a gift. However, a man who was as wild and free as him, it would
hold him back ... Trap him.

“You lied to me?’ Gone was the cold, detached voice, and in came the furious
betrayal and anger.

“l didn't meanto ... |-l just ...” | had never been good with people getting angry at
me. | submitted after the first five minutes to avoid conflict. But this? This was ten

times worse because it was all my fault.

“Just, what!” heroared. “You're like them, aren’t you?”



It didn’t take a genius to know who he was talking about—those girls | never wanted
to be. The ones who trap men like | was trapping him.

“You wanted to cage me, didn't you?' His voice was harsh like a whip, lashing
against my soul and leaving an agonizing burn wherever it touched. ?

?Y ou wanted me all to yourself, like everybody else.”

“No!” | wailed. “It wasn't like that.”

“Then tell mewhy?’ he demanded. “1 thought you weren't that kind of girl.”

| opened my mouth to tell him everything—the truth—but before | could get the
words out, my jaw snapped shut.

When | recited my reasons in my head, that was when | realized what | would say
wasn’'t much better. It wouldn’t excuse anything. | had promised that one night would
be a one-time thing. Only now it was crumbling to pieces because of one stupid
mistake.
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Of course, he didn’t know about the huge crush | had held for the last ten years. He
didn’t know how many nights | had dreamed about having the single opportunity to
lie with him after hitting puberty, and how many hours | had spent thinking how nice
it would beto live alife with him.

| had been in love with him for years from afar, knowing he would never have
wanted this. And it all happened because of my selfish desire to have one night with
him, because neither of us had a condom. | knew, if it hadn’t happened that night, |
wouldn’t have had the same opportunity ever again. That was why | knew right then |
couldn’t tell him any of that.

Noble was right. | had trapped him. Not on purpose, but | had trapped him into
sleeping with me. And now | was trapping him with this. | couldn’t tell him the truth.

So, | lied.

“There was no reason,” | whispered, my voice as small as the size | felt. | was the
smallest, most insignificant piece of dirt intheworld. “I lied.”

With a harsh jerk of his chin, he turned and walked back inside, slamming the door
shut behind him, accepting what | had said without a shadow of a doulbt.

Who knew it would be thelast time | ever saw him?

Hunter



Three and ahalf yearslater...

“Adar!”

The blond-haired child turned to face the woman who was calling him. He was in the
front yard, his face covered in mud that couldn’t hide the distinct green eyes that
stood out against the small square jaw he harbored beneath his baby fat.

He looked at the open doorway, and then at the worm in his hand with panic. Then he
toddled over to the bushes and threw the worm into it just as his mother appeared in
the doorway.

She took one look at his dirty face and hands, and scowled. “Adair Michael Ward,”
she growled, stalking across the lawn to stand in front of him, hands set on the small
curves of her waist, looking down with her disapproving mom stare.

Adair smiled, hiding his hands behind his back like she hadn’t seen him.

She raised an eyebrow before giving a heavy sigh and scooping the child up. “What
have | told you about getting covered in mud?’ She might have passed for mad had

she not been trying to fight the light-hearted smile turning the corner of her lips.

Her eyes went soft with adoration at the child’s features. His happy smile was al that
was needed to completely win her over.

“Sorry, Mommy.” Adair pouted.

Mallory May Ward narrowed her eyes. “ Are you going to do it again?’

Adair shook his head with such force his chubby cheeks wobbled. “No.”



Mallory waited a few seconds before she caved, and at the change in her expression,
thelittle rug rat slung his arms around her neck and squeezed.

After afew minutes of cuddling in the front yard, Mallory turned with her son in her
arms and walked up the drive of the old Denver ranch house that was one accidental
bump from collapsing.

Once they were inside, | fired up my engine and drove the last few feet toward the
front of the house, pulling my liquid ink Harley up onto the driveway and cutting the
engine.

From the corner of my eye, | saw aface dart from the window as | swung my leg off
the back of the machine. My cut hung over the expanse of my back, my colors and
patches clearly showing who | was. Or, at least who | belonged to.

| knew Mallory wouldn’'t recognize me. She would, however, recognize the black-
winged skull stamped on my back, and her reaction would be as | predicted.

| heard silence from the house that only moments ago had been filled with laughter,
and as | approached the door, | heard the sharp click of the chain link behind it.

Like that would stop me.

| pressed my ear to the door and heard the soft patter of footsteps racing away from
the door to the other side of the house. Then | lifted my boot and kicked, the door
giving away under the force and swinging open, golden links scattering across the
scratched wood-floored hallway.

| squeezed through the tiny doorway, stepping over the wreckage as | headed down
the hallway. That was when | heard the slam of a door on the other side of the house.



Wasting no time, | marched down the short hallway where another corridor led me to
three more doors. All were shut. | kept my ears on high alert as | checked each one in
silence.

As| reached for door number two, | heard the kid’s muffled whimpers.

| grabbed the handle, and as | went to turnit, it jammed. L ocked.

“Mallory!” | yelled through the door. “Unlock the door.”

No response.

“Open this damn door now, or I’'ll bust it down myself.”

Thistime, her fear-strained voice came from beyond the door. “I’ll call the cops!”
“Then I’ [l make sure they arrest you for kidnapping!” | returned.

“Bullshit!” she snapped back, surprising me.

| sure as hell had never met her before, but from what people had told me, Mallory
was supposed to be a quiet girl, submissive. She must have changed in the last three
and ahalf years.

At her snap, Adair began crying, and she softly cooed back.

“Mallory Ward, open this door now.”

“Like hell I'll open for aBlack Angel,” she hissed.

“Even if your son’s father was one?’



That brought absolute silence.

“Mall—"

“Please ...” she begged, her voice so soft | barely heard it. “Go away.”

| didn’'t consider her plea for a single second. | hadn’t come all this way to be turned
away from the one thing | spent the last two years searching for. “Not until | see my
nephew.”

For along time, | heard nothing.

As | was about to start yelling again, the door was slowly opened, and in the doorway
stood a wide-eyed Mallory. Her small body only reached to my mid-chest. Her head
was tilted back, the big brown discs of her eyes meeting mine. Inside them was a mix
of pain, despair, and even a hint of relief.

“Nephew?’ she croaked, her eyes searching mine, which were the same soft green
she must have seen up close aimost four years ago.

“Noble was my brother,” | answered with the softest resignation, the words still tight
in my throat.

“Oh,” Mallory whispered, her eyes flickering across my face: the sharper jaw, the
dark brown hair—all the things that set me apart from my brother. Then her gaze
dropped to the worn wooden floor, her long red curls hiding her face. She brushed
them back with slender hands. Her nails were cut short and plain, hard work evident
in the slight calluses on her palms.

She seemed to be taking everything in, but she wouldn't step out of the way of the
doorway, keeping the young boy protected from me. She kept one of his hands in



hers as he hid behind her. His other hand was tucked into atear over her knee.

“You Mallory?’ | asked, my voice rough and graveled.

She snapped her head back up and that vulnerable expression was replaced with a
harsh scowl. “Y ou were shouting it at the top of your lungs two seconds ago, and now
you're asking?’

She was feisty; completely different from what | had heard. The few tenants of the
previous places she had stayed had said she was quiet, kept to herself. They had also
said other things, but none of that would waver his decision.

“1"ve been looking for you for the past two years. | wanted to be sure.” | kept my
emotions tied down as | looked at the woman who'd ha

d me running in circles. She had moved from place to place, not staying anywhere
long. Every time | had gotten close to her, she had moved on again. Today, | had
caught my well-earned break. The call from one of my contacts that had said she had
been spotted three states over had me on my bike in seconds.

Mallory slowly nodded, glancing back and forth past both of my sides, probably
planning an escape. She then looked back at the window in the room, which was
open, and | saw ahint of her plan race across her face.

Like hell.

“I’ll catch you before you even get close,” | growled, the threat closer to a promise
than awarning. “I’m not letting you get away from me again.”

She scowled in reaction, but it changed in an instant.



“Mommy?’ Adair said, tugging on her knitted blouse.

She looked down at her son, who had small tears in his eyes, and stiffened, pushing
him further behind her as her face contorted to mimic relief yet was still too strained.
“It'll be okay, Adair. Don't worry.” She tried to hide the tremor in her voice, but it
didn’t work.

“l won't hurt you,” | told them.

“You broke down my door!” Mallory whirled back on me with a bite in her words
that was nearing hysterical.

| looked back down the hallway asif | could see around the corner. “Y eah.”

Her gaze was flat as she levelled it on me, one brow raised with that are-you-nuts
look.

“No, I'm not,” | answered, though she didn’t verbally ask.

“l didn't—" She bit down on her lip to stop herself and settled for hissing, “Don’t
read my mind.”

“No,” | refused, just to piss her off. | couldn’t find it in me to tell her that it was
written all over her face.
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“Areyou psychic?’

“No.”

“Then don’'t read my mind.”

My eyebrows pulled together. “1 have to be psychic to be able to read you mind.”
“No, you don’t.”

“What—"

She stopped me with the shake of her head, raising a pam as she sighed in
exasperation.

Meanwhile, | was more than sure this woman was bat-shit crazy. In fact, | was certain
of it. What my brother ever saw in her would remain a mystery. Nonetheless, it
wasn't the reason | was here.

“You're coming home,” | told her.

The second the words left my lips, | saw a rush of fear encompass her. She stiffened,
her eyes growing wide as she looked down into her hand without seeing it.

It felt like awhole hour had passed before she turned to look at me, despair written in
those brown eyes.



“l can't,” she whispered at |ast.

“Can’t or won't?’

“Is there a difference?’ she huffed, eyes looking straight into mine. “I’'m not going
back to that town either way.”

“Adair is my nephew. | won't have the last piece of my brother living on the other
side of the country. Besides, your mother is there. Your family, friends...” | could go
on and on about all the people who cared for Mallory Ward. The girl wasn’t
noticeably popular, but she was loved by everyone who knew her.

Her eyes flashed with pain and sadness before she turned away, leaning down to
scoop up her little boy into her arms. His short arms swung around her neck and
clung to her, hisface buried in her hair.

“l can’t,” she whispered, walking past me.

“Why not?’ | turned to follow her, one of my strides matching two of hers. “Y ou owe
someone money? Someone threatening you?”’

“No!” she hissed, turning on me with that defensive flare. “1I’'m happy here.”

“Bullshit!”

“1t" s not!”

“You're telling me you love living in this run-down house that's one knock away
from falling to piecesin this kind of neighborhood?’

“There' s nothing wrong with this neighborhood,” she replied, not disagreeing about



the house.

“Thisis a gang neighborhood. The house two streets down had the shit gunned out of
it"” | aready knew all the wrongs with her living conditions, but the more | listed
them out loud, the more | felt the anger building in my chest. “Adair doesn’t even go

to aschool! He should already be in kindergarten by now!”

“He’'s not old enough for kindergarten. He's in daycare,” she retorted, clutching the
shaking Adair closer. “He goes to Sunny Skies.”

“You mean that piece of shit painted with rainbows and dick graffiti | rode past on
theway in?’

Shedidn’'t argue.

“That's it!” | yelled, throwing my arms in the air. “Grab your shit. You're coming
home with me.”

“What?" she screeched. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”

“Unfortunately, you don’t have achoice.” | reached forward and grabbed the free arm
shewasn’t using to hold Adair, tugging her forward.

“1 do have a choice,” she growled, struggling against his hold. “And I’'m not going
with you.”

“Then I'll call child services,” | snapped, whirling on her. | dropped my voice. “Then
they’ll come; they’ |l see this house, that piece of crap school, that house torn apart by

bullets; and they’ Il take Adair from you. Do you want that?’

“No!” Mallory screamed, her grip on Adair tightening.



“Then you’' re coming with me.”

1 B ut_”

11 NO.”

When her struggling began to wane, | loosened my grip. Suddenly, she stopped, and |
jerked back, coming to a standstill.

Turning to face her, | opened my mouth, ready to argue with her some more, only to
snap it shut.

Her eyes were downcast, wide and round, and so still it was unnerving.

“Mallory?’ | asked.

Shedidn’t answer.

There was emotion, little bits of it flickering into smaller parts of her expression. She
simply looked down into the gaping hole in the floor like it was the abyss to hell.

“Mallory,” | said louder as | cupped her face, forcing her to look up at me. As she
did, | noticed sorrow and grief, but most of all, guilt.

“l can't,” she whispered.

“Why?’ | demanded. Why couldn’t she come home? What was keeping her from the
place that held everyone she loved? What was she hiding?

She shook her head, unable to answer.



| growled out a sigh, letting her go to run my hands through my hair, the cogs
working in my head.

“You'll come home, and you' Il stay with me,” | declared.

| had planned for her to move in with her mother or something, but until then, she
was going to stay with me. Truth betold, | needed to keep my eyes on her. There was
no way | could trust her not to run.

Shedidn’t agree.

“1 can’t stay with you,” she argued, coming back to herself.

| was about to argue some more when | heard the roar of a vehicle engine in front of
the house. When the sound cut out, | turned back to Mallory, seeing her eyes on mine,
seemingly thinking nothing of the sound.

“That’sour ride,” | replied.

In that second, she looked trapped, ready to bolt.

“Child services,” | reminded her.

Her expression turned into one of fury that made me feel cautious. Then she raised
her free hand and swung at me so fast | didn’t have time to stop it.

Heat burned the side of my face, and | was positive the metallic taste on my tongue
was blood.

“Bastard!” she hissed before stomping down the hallway and into one of the other
rooms.



“Where are you going?’ | yelled.

“To get my shit!” sheyelled back.

She slammed the door shut behind her with an echoing bang. Then | heard the harsh
sound of Adair crying again. It was only afew moments before she appeared from the
doorway again, Adair clutching her long shirt as she pulled a small suitcase behind
her and hiked alarge travel bag over one shoulder and her purse over the other.
“Isthat it?" | asked in surprise.

“1 travel light,” she growled, her anger still burning high.

“Watch the sarcasm,” | said, taking the larger bag from her shoulder, along with the
suitcase. As she went to argue, | added, “Grab Adair.”

| didn’'t stay to listen to her grumbling, choosing to stalk through the house and past
the collapsed door as Jax jumped out of the four-door truck.

“lI never knew pink looked so good on you.” He chuckled, gesturing at the pink
suitcase. “Come into your inner feminism?’

| grunted, throwing the suitcase into the back of the truck.

He was about to say something else when he looked up, his eyes amost popping out
his head. “Holy shit, if | knew you were hunting down such a nice piece of ass,
Hunter, | would have joined you.”

“Shut the fuck up,” | snapped, shoving the back gate closed.

Jax shrugged, exposing his myriad of tattoos. “Don’t get your knickersin atwist.” He



slapped my shoulder with a grin then looked back over his shoulder. “So, you gonna
let meride her?’

| raised my fist, ready to knock the teeth right out of his skull, but Jax ducked out of
reach.

“I meant your Harley.” He laughed, knowing damn well he said it that way on
purpose.
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“You're the only one who can get away with that shit, you dick,” | growled, digging
my keys out of my pocket and tossing them at him.

He snatched them out of the air, looking at my beautifully inked bike parked in the
driveway.

“Y ou dare get a scratch on my bike, I’ [l take yours apart.”

“No worries, bro.” He started making his way toward the bike. “I’ll see you back at
the compound, yeah?”’

“Yeah. Thanks for the truck.” | didn't take

my eyes off him as he swung his leg over her body. His size, though a little smaller
than mine, fit snuggly on her seat.

He put hisunruly black hair into the helmet, started up the engine, and then pulled out
of the driveway. The beast roared as she tore down the tarmac and out of sight.

| turned back toward the truck to see Mallory standing on the truck’s running board,;
her round, perky ass swaying as she leaned into the cab. | stood there for a minute,
admiring the shape of her ass, thinking how, if it was any other woman, | would have
told her to park it on my lap aready. But she wasn’'t any other woman. | knew the
kind of woman she was, and the fact | was already checking out her ass pissed me the
hell off.

“What are you doing?’ | snapped.



After a few moments of ignorance, she pulled back out of the cab and stepped down
off the running board before turning to face me. “ Strapping Adair into the car seat.”

She then smiled as she leaned back toward the truck as | stepped forward, watching
as she placed asmall kisson Adair’ s cheek. His green eyeswrinkled in asmile.

“Don’'t worry, baby,” she whispered. “We're going home.”

“Home?’ Adair repeated, eyes curious.

“Yeah.” Theresignation in her voice was crystal clear. “Home.”

With a final brush of his cheek, she stepped back and closed the door. Then she
looked back at me, the deep mothering brown seeming cold and sad.

“I’ll go back with you on one condition.”

“Condition or not, babe, you don’'t have a choice,” | told her, stepping toward her
until only afew feet separated us.

“Then afavor,” she pleaded.

| narrowed my eyes with araised brow.

She looked back at the truck through the tinted window. Then, as if it spurred her
resolve, she looked back at me with determined eyes. “Don’t let anyone know who
Adair' sfather is.”

“Likefuck,” | growled. No way in hell was| denying my brother hisonly legacy.

“Please. | don’t want anyone knowing.”



“You'd rather | lieto all my brothers and tell them what? That thisisjust some kid |
picked up?’

“No,” she said, looking back and forth up the street as if to inspire her with an idea.
Then she looked back at me, her eyes locking onto mine. When they softened, |
recognized the |ook.

“No,” | said before she could open her mouth.

“But you have the same eyes!” she pressed.

“I’m not claiming him as mine. | won't take that away from Noble.”

“Please.” Her voice was growing more desperate as she stepped into my space. “It's
not forever ... | just ... | want to protect him.”

“And lying about his dead father will put him danger?’
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“I'll run,” she promised. “I’'ll run every chance | get unless you do this for me. For
Adair.”

| gazed into her eyes, and God be damned if | didn’t see the absolute truth in them. |
could say | would keep her locked up, not letting her out of my sight, but | also knew
| couldn’t do that to Adair. He was my nephew, and as much as | wanted to, |
couldn’t take him away from his mother. Every kid needed a mother, and as much as
| didn’'t want to admit it, the tenants | had tracked down had told me Mallory was a
damn good mother, despite her terrible life choices.



| clamped my hands down at my sides, sure the horrible taste in my mouth was acid
when | spat the single word | would probably regret. “Fine.”

| could see relief flood her eyes, but | wouldn’t let her livein it for long.

“Only until | find out what it is you're fuckin’ hiding from me,” | growled, stepping
into her space, watching her eyes jump up to mine in panic. She was so close | could
feel her nipples grazing my chest, and as much as | would have been interested, | was
too pissed to care. “You ran for a reason. And | will find out what it is. You hear
me?’

She swallowed. “Yeah, | hear you.”

She breathed a sigh of relief as | stepped out of her space and stormed around the
truck, swinging the door open. | jumped in, turning the keys in the ignition and firing
the truck to life.

Mallory slowly got into the truck, her eyes fixed on the road ahead.

“Seatbelt,” | snapped.

She flinched, jerking around to fumble the clip into the lock. After a third failed

attempt at getting the damn thing in, | grabbed it from her and pushed it in until it
clicked.

“Thanks,” she whispered, pressed as close to the door as she could get.
Putting the truck into drive and getting the hell away from this neighborhood, not

looking at her as | turned onto the interstate heading home, | said, “By the way, the
name’s Hunter.”



Mallory

As | watched the grass banks of the interstate disappear behind us, | felt as if my heart
was disappearing aong with it. | looked at Adair sleeping in the car seat that had
been installed in the back.

| didn't have acar. | couldn’t afford one after mine broke at the Denver border. It was
aproblem | would have had to face if | had stuck to my plans to carry on into Omaha.
Looked like that problem was out the window, along with my mind.

Going back to Fellpeak? Staying with Hunter, who said nothing the entire journey?
Lying about him being Adair’s father? It was ridiculous. And stupid. Even so, there
was no way | could let Adair go into child protective services at the cost of fighting
Hunter.

It was true that choosing that house had been the last resort when my car had given
up. And | had to put Adair in that daycare to work. It was that or the streets, and there
was no way | would let my baby starve.

Adair gurgled, catching my attention. | couldn’t stop the smile pulling on my lips. He
was a smaller replica of hisfather. | had to admit | felt alittle lonesome, struggling to
see my features in his face; but seeing the amount of Noble in him, | had no doubt he
would grow up to be just like him: kind, generous, and beautiful inside and out.

Even if our last moments were bitter, | couldn’t find a bone in my body to hate the
man who had given me a child. And as time went by, | found myself loving him more

each time | looked at my son’s face and saw him smile.

| had never had affiliation with the club, except talking to afew of them once or twice



at the bars and clubs. Therefore, | had never met Hunter. Hell, | hadn’t even known
Noble had a brother. If it wasn't for the eyes, the same gentle green eyes | had fallen
in love with, | wouldn’t have seen a resemblance between them, even if they had
stood side by side.

Hunter wasn’t as broad as Noble, but he was still huge with more toned muscles and
height. Hunter had darker hair and flatter cheekbones. | wondered if Hunter was the
younger or older brother.

| found myself staring at him, the massive man who came charging into my house
like a bull and dragging me out the same way. He consumed the small space of the
truck with only his presence. He wasn't beautiful in the same surfer, easy-going way
Noble had been. He was darker, broodier, good for one-night stands and rough, hot
sex. Noble had been alover; Hunter was a fucker. They were day and night.

His gaze flickered to mine, and | jerked my face away asfast as| could. After making
it my mission to avoid him for the last fifteen hours of our journey, to be caught
staring at him would mean mission failure.

| turned back toward the window, wondering if | could wind it down enough to grab
Adair and make a successful leap from the truck. For an escape plan, it was the most
reasonable | had yet. After looking for an gect button for a good hour and wondering
if I could saw through the bottom of the floor with my nail file without him noticing,
| was running out of ideas.

| heard Adair gurgling again then chuckled when | heard him laugh in his sleep.

“Helooksjust like Noble,” Hunter said out of the blue, startling me.

| fought the urge to look at him, pretending to look bored and resigned, and not like |
was making an escape plan that consisted of a pencil, toothpaste, an



d whatever else | had in the contents of my purse.

My thought process continued until it looped back to what Hunter had said. | looked
over my shoulder at Adair’s soft, little blond wisps of hair curled around his face, his
chubby cheeks wobbling with the vibration of the truck. Even with drool hanging
down the side of his face, he was a beautiful baby. | could only imagine | was feeling
the same awe that Hunter and Noble's parents must have felt when Noble was born.
To think he turned out to be such a huge guy.

| tracked my gaze back to Hunter with the amusing thought of what he would have
been like as a baby. Don’t get me wrong; | came to hate the guy in the few hours |
had known him, but if Noble had been so damn cute, | could only imagine Hunter had
been cute, too. Too bad he had grown up. How on earth two kids, probably close in
age, ended up so different was a mystery. The eighth wonder of the world.

“You're gonnaburn aholein my head,” Hunter said, startling me again.

Thistime, | forgot to look away and instead met his eyes when he looked at me. The
green of his eyes cut through me like a knife and, for a moment, | forgot | wasn’t
talking to him.

“How old are you?”’

Helooked at me like | was alunatic, not that | wasn't used to the look, but still.
Hunter turned back to the road. “Thirty-six,” he answered, much to my surprise.
Noble would have been thirty-eight this year. Hunter seemed more like the big
brother type than Noble ever did. In fact, Noble was more like a wise kid with a

man’s body, not that | didn’t like that. There was something about Hunter that made
him seem all male. Maybe the brooding coupled with too many romance novels.



| shook the thought away as another came to me. “How did you find out about
Adair?’ Since we had broken the ice with my awkwardness, | figured it was time for
afew questions of my own.

Hunter’s hands tightened around the steering wheel, the leather creaking under his
grip. The muscle in his jaw ticked as he refused to look at me. | figured he wouldn'’t
answer, but then he opened his mouth.

“When | first began tracking you down, a contact told me you stopped in afree clinic
with a one-year-old son.” The speed of the truck increased ever so dightly as he
pulled into the faster lane. “ Thought you'd gone and gotten married or something;
had a kid with someone else. Didn't figure he was Noble's until, one day, |
mentioned the name by accident to this girl. She was a gynecologist or some shi—"
He paused and looked up into the rearview mirror at Adair before correcting himself,
“Thing. Told me the name was English. That it meant noble.”
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Silence stretched, feeling cold and strangled as | looked down at my hands, folding
them over and over each other.

“1 thought it couldn’t be. There was no way. You were only a one-night stand; you
must have gotten pregnant after you left. So, | asked the woman. She said it was
possible if you got pregnant before he ...” He left the words hanging, like a hand
squeezing around my heart as he struggled to get past them. “I wouldn’'t let myself
believe it. But then, yesterday, when | saw you coming out of the daycare center, and
| saw him for the first time ... there was no denying it. He is Noble through and
through. He's my brother’ s kid, and he' s the only thing left of him. Y ou're selfish for
taking him. Taking away the last piece of my brother | have.”

The tears welling up in my eyes were as pained as the sound of his voice turning so
cold it could freeze fire. If his am was to make me feel guilty, then he was doing a
good job of it. | could see the repercussion of running away deep in the green eyes |
loved so much. Even if | never regretted running away, | did regret what it did to
those | left behind.

“I’'m sorry,” | said into the silence.

Hunter, holding on to the steering wheel with a grip that could kill, didn’t even look
at me as he growled, “No, you're not.”

As the sign for Fellpeak rushed by, | felt anxiety rush into my veins. Twelve more
miles, and | would be back in the snug grasp of the little, old town | hadn’t seen in
over three years.



| had no idea how Adair had slept through most of the ride but, as if sensing our
approach home, he had awoken and was staring out the window with big, round eyes.
He held his kiddy cup in his mouth, keeping his teeth occupied on chewing the top
while examining the outside world.

| fought for cam from Adair, but his carefree attitude—another trait of his
father’ s—wasn’'t coming to me. | gripped the edge of the seat, taking long, deep
breaths as | stared down at the passing tall evergreens that covered Fellpeak on three
sides while a wide desert expanded in the east. That was what they got for being in
the smack dab middle of Oregon.

The moist spring air seeped in through the crack in the window, the pine scent
bringing back too many memories as | kept my chin tucked into my neck in an effort
not to look out the window.

| couldn’t do this.

Nope.

| looked into my handbag. Maybe | should give the nail file a shot? Car floors aren’t
that thick, right?

Or maybe | could get a one-way ticket from the next gas station to another state, or
country, or outer space. Yep, outer space was a great idea. Of course, there was the
whole no-oxygen thing, but oxygen was overrated.

“Cam down,” Hunter growled from next to me.

“I would if | could,” | hissed back, not in the mood to deal with the brooding bastard.

“You could always tell me the reason you ran.”



“And you could tell me the size of your penis.”

His eyebrows touched his hairline as his gaze flickered to me then back to the road,
then back again.

Oh, yeah. Inappropriate questions always shut—

“Big,” he answered, like they were discussing the weather.

| stared open-mouthed at him, rationality taking a walk as | asked, “How big?’ Now
that we had stepped into this territory, my curiosity couldn’t handle it. He was at |east

six-foot-five with huge hands. Y ou know what they say about big hands ...

“1 haven't exactly measured it, but | get alot of ... comments.” His raised eyebrows
and completely seriousness, husky tone made me very, very curious.

“Lots of women tell you that?’ | asked, unable to stop myself.

11 Every day.”

“Except yesterday. Because you were stalking me.”

He only smiled.

My mouth dropped open even further. The dut! | mean, yeah, if aman like that came
up to avery lonely mein abar with a body like that, | would certainly reconsider my
vow of celibacy. However, with his attitude, cockiness, man-handling, and refusing to
speak to me until all of twenty minutes ago, it had a price. The real guestion was:

would | be willing to pay it?

Maybe after adrink or two.



Or five.

| wouldn't listen to alcohol, though, because it led to lots of bad decisions.

“1 ...” | suddenly noticed the scenery change. Pine trees were exchanged for cement
buildings, lampposts, and stores.

| turned to look out the windows and found myself surrounded. Fellpeak was all
around me, and | had the horrible feeling it would never let me go again.

I’m going to hyperventilate. Or puke. Or both.

It hadn’t escaped my notice that Hunter had started a conversation to try to calm me
down, and ever since | stopped talking, he had tried to restart it. | couldn’t reply,
though, for fear it would be the cereal bar | had eaten at the last gas station.

Instead, my fingers bore down on the edges of his seat, not caring if | made holes in
it. After all, it was his fault for kidnapping me.

It would have been better if the town had changed in the years | had been gone. But
not even the yolk blotches on Mr. Jefferson’s house from when my friends had
thrown eggs at it on Halloween had disappeared. Well, | didn’'t do it. Even though it
was amusing to see him all riled up, he was anice man ... to hiscat, not other people,
which was fine by me.

| watched the small market setting up under the cover of dawn. At least travelling in
the early morning gave me some coverage. | hated the idea of being spotted by
someone who would recognize me. Gossip spread fast in towns like these, and if
someone saw me in Hunter’s truck, it wouldn’t take long to get to everyone | had
ever known.



Despite the fact | hadn’t seen my friends or family in all the years | had been gone, |
wasn't keen to meet up with them. Therefore, | was overjoyed when Hunter
continued past the center of town and then some, until there were only a few houses
on the outskirts.

He pulled onto asmall gravel road, parking in front of a house that screamed modern,
yet was warm at the same time. It had dark-tinted glass windows with wood panels.
The shape of the house was miss-matched with three different levels of roofing and
an oak-stained chimney rising out of the lower roof. The roofing platforms came out
over the edges of the building, providing shelter over the introverted doorway where
marble stone spheres lined the steps up to the house.

| had been hoping he had a horrible house with beer and broken windows so | could
complain about it enough to insist on having to move into a more “child-proof” and
anti-broody men apartment. However, that would mean moving closer into the town,
which | wasn’t ready for. Not to mention, my absence of money.

While my conscience battled between awe and disgruntlement, Hunter had already
gotten out of the truck and was opening the boot, dragging the pink suitcase and bag
out of the back.

| quickly undid my seatbelt, settling on the dlight hope that the inside wasn't as
stunning as the outside, and slipped out of the truck. Adair had fallen asleep again, so
| made sure to be quiet as | slipped the straps of his car seat over his arms and chest
and scooped him up.

Unfortunately, Adair had been one of those chubby babies, and even now, his dead
weight was only possible because of the mommy muscles | had built picking him up

for the last three and a half years.

| kicked the door shut with my foot and almost unbalanced myself before following



Hunter, who had long since reached the front door and was putting the keys into the

lock.

He opened the door and marched in without waiting for me, leaving the door wide
open so | didn't have to use my hands, not that | could without dropping Adair.
Although | wasn't sure why Hunter was so mad at the world, | didn’t want to test out
my theories on my baby boy.

Another Noble was a gift, and though | had only known Hunter for eighteen hours, |
wasn't exactly sure that another one of him would be quite as pleasant.

My hopes withered, as | expected them to, when | stepped into the architectural
mastery of theinterior. It had smooth black marble floors with a
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rug by the front door and carpet in the sitting area with a black leather couch and two
smaller, wing-backed chairs adjacent. The kitchen was an open floorplan next to the
sitting area with sleek marble tops and light oak cabinets with a huge double-sided
stainless steel fridge. There was aso another sitting area farther back, with a
television and fireplace.

None of those were the best part. The best part was the glass hexagon greenhouse in
the center of the house. It didn’t have roof, allowing the weather to seep in. The small
light pods showed a wilderness of exotic flowers that budded in the dark, decorated
with unusual colors.

And everything was super clean. Like, neat freak clean.

Hunter looked back at me as | tried to scoop my jaw off the floor. Then he turned
toward the wooden steps, which doubled as a storage compartment, before gesturing
for meto follow.

| was slow and careful going up the steps, trying to keep my balance steady as |
lugged Adair up.

At the top was a simple wooden hallway with three doors. Two doors on one side,
and one on the other side.

Hunter waited at the top, empty of any luggage, gesturing toward the first door.
“That’ s the bathroom you’ Il be using. It has a shower and a bathtub.” Then he pointed
at the last door. “That’s your room, as well as Adair’'s. |I've aready put your stuff in
there.” Which meant the other door was his.



Something about the bedroom taking up the expanse of one wall had all sort of ideas
wandering through my head about what he kept in there. Maybe it was simply
spacious ... Maybe not.

| nodded and moved toward the bedroom. Stopping in front of it, | tried to juggle
Adair onto my hip—he was getting far too big—as | tried to free a hand to open the
door.

After afew moments of struggling, | heard aloud huff before Hunter stepped into my
space. | turned in surprise, the door coming up against my back, and looked up,
finding him staring back at me. His green eyes glowed in the dim lighting of the
morning.

| opened my mouth then shut it again when every word | knew flew from my mind.
Instead, my eyestook charge of the opportunity to get a good look at him.

His dark features were harsh, yet his lips were soft and tempting. His skin was tanned
from working out in the sun for too long, with darker marks around his neck where
his biking leathers hadn’t protected him while out on hisride.

| could see the faint markings of atattoo peeking out through the thinness of the black
shirt that clung to his skin. His dark jeans hung low on his waist, and when he moved
his arms to close me in, | could see a dark trail of hair beneath his navel, dipping
down into the waistband of hisjeans.

| forced my eyes back up where Hunter met mine.

His eyebrow was raised and a smirk played on his lips, amusement on every aspect of
his dark features.

| held back a gasp as an embarrassed pink blush burned across my cheeks.



Way to go, Mallory! Y ou've been busted drooling over the guy with the bad attitude.

Anger followed my shame as | scowled at him.

“Excuse me, but you' re taking up my oxygen, and | kinda need it.” | shifted Adair on
my hip.

Hunter’s smirk flattened into a thin line, his eyes narrowing. | thought he was going
to get mad, but instead, he gave ajerk of his chin.

“Your door,” he said before stepping away.

| took in a deep breath and looked over my shoulder at the now open door.

He had only been opening the door for me.

My heart did that annoying little deflate thing, and | pumped it full of annoyance. Just
opening my door, yeah, right. He could have told me that was what he had been
doing, and not make it seem like he wanted to wet my panties. Not that my panties
were wet. Nope. For Mr. Annoying, they would stay as dry as the western desert.
There had to be some hot guy god | could write a letter of complaint to. Tell him he
had sent out a dodgy batch of men and that someone should fix that. Make him
Ubernice and polite.

Hunter polite. That made me laugh.

As | dipped through the doorway, | saw my luggage at the bottom of a queen-sized
bed and a smaller double bed against awall. A funny feeling churned in my stomach.

Because of all the moving around and cost of living these days, we had always moved
into homes with a single bedroom with a double bed. Adair had slept by my side ever



since he had grown out of his crib. | knew he should have been sleeping in his own
bed by now, but the thought made me lonely.

| could deal with that later. Right now, | was exhausted, having had no sleep for over
twenty-four hours. My problems could wait until I had some semblance of rest.

| pulled back the covers on the right side of the queen bed and tucked him in. He was
still in his clothes from yesterday, but | couldn’t bring myself to wake him up to
change him.

| tucked the sheet in all around him, despite the room being a mild temperature, and
Adair barely noticed the difference. The fact that he had practically slept like the dead
al hislife was one of my favorite things about him.

| opened my suitcase, dug through my clothes, and pulled out a pair of cotton
pajamas before dipping into the bathroom. It was huge and stark white, with streaks
of lime green. It had a self-clean toilet and jet-spray tub. In the corner wall, there was
a shower with along, floor-to-ceiling mirror that made me both stare in awe and gasp
at my appearance.

As far as first impressions had gone, Hunter had seen me at my worst. Scraggly red
hair all over the place, and brown eyes worn and dightly bloodshot. My jeans had
seen better days with a few holes here and there, enough to pass them off as ripped
jeans. As for my white shirt, it was covered in drool, stains, and a small yellowish
mark on the hem that had me wondering if it was oatmeal or snot. Maybe both.

| sighed before stripping, showering, and thanking the world for great water pressure
and shampoo before | stepped out and wrapped myself in one of the softest, fluffiest
towels. Talk about luxury.

| used one of the two toothbrushes in the pot on the edge of the sink and cleaned my
teeth, something | hadn’t had the chance to do before Hunter had come storming into



my house. Considering one was a green dinosaur toothbrush, | figured Hunter must
have had his friends collect some things for us after his spontaneous decision to move
us in with him. | saw the second he had decided it, though | wasn’t sure how he had
spent so long tracking me, only to figure out living arrangements then.

It was probably kidnapper number two, who | had seen dropping off the truck for
Hunter. He had nice hair.

| yawned, figuring that debating the niceness of my kidnapper’s hair wasn't the best
solution to my exhaustion. So, | went for the cliché option of going to bed, not caring
that it wasten am. | didn’t want to wake up for along time. Though, | wouldn’t mind
waking up in Denver and realizing this had all been a bad dream. | would rather wake
up back on that fateful night next to Noble, kiss his head, and never tell him about
Adair. Maybe then he would never have left the world hating me.

With that thought lingering in the back of my mind, | snuggled into the queen-sized
bed next to Adair and wrapped him up in my arms, giving him a kiss then turning

away before he could kick me in the stomach like always.

Silence descended on my thoughts, and | let the darkness take me away.



