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      Hello, Dear Readers, and thank you for being here!

      Be warned. Inside these pages the darker, seamier side of human relationships is laid bare and raw. Prepare to discover: what lengths a struggling writer is willing to go to experience the thrill of success, and who he will sacrifice; that the heart can be a deadly plaything, even to a squeamish, cutthroat pirate; whether the indulgences of lust are strong enough to overcome a woman’s horror at her lover’s gruesome and grisly secret; and that even a cold and calculating predator cannot help but fall prey to her own emotions. These twisted and chilling tales of romance will leave you lying rigid next to your soul-mate at night, wondering what their heart conceals.
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      Not enough books on your to-read list yet? Get a handful of novellas and short stories FOR FREE. Sign up for my Reader Group newsletter and get A KNIGHT’S CALLING, prequel to the Shackled Verities series, and CONVICTION, prequel to the Spectras Arise series. More details at the end of this book.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        On Hearts and Scorpions

        Four Twisted Tales of Love and Lust

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2012 by Tammy Salyer.

        All rights reserved.

        ebook ISBN: 978-0-9853192-0-5

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Price of Success

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; truth isn’t.

        Mark Twain

      

        

      

      Jenn scrubs furiously at the grout, aggravated by how much grime has deposited itself into the cracks since last time she did this. It frustrates her endlessly, how fast it builds. But what’s worse is the fact that she’s the only one who ever seems to notice when the house starts to get dirty, when mold grows like a second skin on the tiles, or when the windows are too smudged and dust-riddled to see through anymore. Reflecting on this infuriating reality fuels the violent swipes she now makes with the tile brush. All Tom does is work, then disappear to his man cave every night to waste more time on his failed novel.

      Gritting her teeth as she sprays the shower with another gout of bleach, she almost revels in the acrid stench assaulting her nostrils. She’ll probably have a headache tonight from all the fumes. Isn’t that just great? She does all the work and suffers from chemical sensitivities.

      The front door opens, and she hears his footsteps on the kitchen linoleum—freshly mopped, he better not have any mud on his shoes—and then the latch as he closes the coat closet.

      “Hello!”

      She doesn’t say anything and continues scrubbing.

      “Jenn? You home?”

      “Upstairs.”

      He doesn’t respond, probably assuming she’ll drop everything and rush down to greet him and ask him how his day was. Well, she won’t. She’s busy. As she begins rinsing the shower walls, unfamiliar sounds come from the kitchen. Pots banging, cupboards opening, the sink running.

      Finally done with the bathroom, she bundles the cleaning fluids into a plastic bucket and puts them away beneath the sink. She washes her hands and rubs scented lotion over them, hoping to get the smell of bleach out of her skin. But she never really can, not for hours; the scent just nests in the creases of her knuckles like a bad memory, usually making it hard for her to sleep. She catches her face in the mirror, the dark bags under her eyes, her paler-than-usual skin. Is she coming down with something? That would be just fantastic. Only a month left before their vacation to Tuscany, and she’s getting sick.

      She walks to the stairwell and jolts to a stop at the unexpectedly delicious odors rising from downstairs. Lasagna? Fettuccini? Something Italian and irresistible. What’s he up to?

      She steps into the kitchen and Tom turns around, smiling broadly at her, a smile he hasn’t worn since before his latest manuscript rejection.

      “Hi, honey. I got you a present.” He nods toward a ridiculously oversized flower bouquet sitting on the breakfast table. Red roses, white gardenias, and lavender. “And I brought home Bel Ami, the best in town.”

      She stands mutely for a second, taking it all in, her resentment at all the cleaning she’d done transforming into guilt. It’s unexpected stunts like these that keep her from telling him that his dreams of being a famous writer are a total waste of time, not to mention a serious strain on their relationship. He’s just trying to be happy; why should she hold that against him?

      Giving him a big hug and a friendly butt squeeze, she says, “Thanks, honey. What’s the occasion?”

      Before answering, he assaults her lips with a giant, wet kiss, the kind that, after three years of marriage, she’s begun to hate a little bit. It’s like having your lips in a dishwasher, and she’s long past being able to ignore his overabundance of saliva. She lets it go on for a second, then turns her head to the side. “So come on, what’s the deal?”

      “Remember how you suggested I start blogging?”

      She nods. She’d only suggested it as a way to help him vent some of his need to write. Better short blog posts  than his marathon writing sessions.

      “Well, I started doing that two weeks ago, and I get new followers every single day. People are leaving all these comments about how much they love it and how they can’t wait for the next chapter. It’s amazing! People are actually reading my stuff and liking it!”

      Guarding her disapproval, she asks lightly, “You mean you’re blogging your manuscript?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I put that aside for now and started a new one.”

      There’s no missing the way his eyes slide away from her face and his voice drops, like a child admitting to doing something he knows he shouldn’t be. She’s made no secret about how irritating she finds his dedication to writing. How pointless. Still, he’d done something nice for her for once. It wouldn’t kill her to show a little appreciation. “That’s really wonderful.”

      He perks up again. “I know. I just can’t get over it. I have fans!”

      It’s always about him.

      He proves it by immediately disappearing to his office after dinner, acting as if he’d fulfilled all marital obligations and earned his dismissal. Peeved, Jenn slams the dirty plates into the sink, hoping the noise disrupts his precious concentration, and goes to bed early.
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      She wakes up in the pitch black, her head splitting like a cantaloupe smashed against the ground. Groggy and nauseous, she hobbles into the bathroom to find some aspirin. I haven’t had a migraine in years. Must be all that bleach.

      Shaking out three Tylenol and downing them with a large glass of water, she leans against the sink, cringing at the way the overhead light stabs painfully into her retinas. As she reaches over to shut off the switch, a hot sickly wave of nausea pours over her. She dives for the floor, blindly hoping she’ll reach the toilet before she vomits. She retches uncontrollably, and each heave increases the pressure inside her head until she thinks it will pop. The smell of the disinfectant she’d used earlier in the day reaches into her nostrils and twists her frontal lobe cruelly, pain and sickness making her wish for a moment she were dead.

      When the heaving subsides, she lies for a while on the cool bathroom floor, shivering and weak. Finally able to attempt the monumental trek back to bed, she grips the edge of the sink and pulls herself up, using the wall to guide her. The red numbers of their alarm clock slash through the dark. Two fifty-three a.m. The light it casts is enough to see that the bed is empty, and the telltale sounds of Tom’s keyboard clack monotonously from the other room. And she hears something else. Is he giggling?

      Wretched, she crumples against the sheets, drags the comforter up to her chin, and prays for sleep.
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      As the morning sun spreads through the room, she wakes up with Tom lying next to her, his long form facing the opposite direction. Tentatively, she lifts her head, ready to abort the attempt as soon as the pain comes back, but finds that she’s feeling better. She puts her feet to the floor and straightens out her tank top, taking in the room before standing, just in case. Tom grunts in his sleep. Carefully, she heads into the bathroom.

      She uses her toothbrush to rid her mouth of the rancid taste of bile mixed with garlic from dinner, then lets the shower’s warm water strip the final dredges of the horrible night away. Drying her hair with her towel, she steps back into the bedroom, surprised to see Tom still asleep. She watches him for a moment, noting the peaceful, childlike grin scrawled on his lips. For some reason, she wants to smack him. He’s feeling terrific and sleeping in after a long night of writing, and she’d spent hours being tortured by the world’s most debilitating migraine headache.

      “Tom, you better get up. You’ll be late for work.”

      She knows he hears her because his eyelids flutter, but he doesn’t move. “Tom!”

      He yawns as if he’d just awakened on his own, stretches, and pushes up onto his elbows. “Morning.”

      Instead of responding, she reaches into her dresser and pulls out her bra and undies.

      “Why not come back to bed for a few minutes?” he asks, his voice lilting playfully.

      “I woke up around two this morning and heaved my guts out for an hour because of a migraine. I’m not really in the mood.”

      He doesn’t say anything for several seconds, then, in a strange voice, mutters, “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you weren’t feeling good.”

      “Yeah, I know you didn’t know. You were too busy writing.”

      The sheets rustle as he moves around, but he doesn’t
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