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should be the least bad you can be.
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Chapter One

 


Stefan could always tell when Will was
about to lay one on him.

This should be fun.

He stared at the road ahead and waited
while Will ran his usual course of fingers tapping his knees to
hands tucking into his armpits and finally a mouthed “Oh shit.”
Will closed his eyes and fisted wads of his shorts into his hands.
Stefan grinned and eased up on the gas before he took the next
curve.

It was coming. Something good by the
twist to his drummer’s lips. Any second now…

“Have you ever had a girl go down on
you while you were driving?” Will asked as they passed into the
vicinity of Moonlight, Pennsylvania. “Because driving like a
fricking maniac could kill any hopes of that ever happening and
mangle your brand new baby too. Just sayin’. I know how much you
love your new car.”

Stefan flipped Will off. God, he loved
this man.

But was Will kidding? Of course he
had. It came with being Stefan Calderon. Will, of all people,
shouldn’t have had to ask.

Must be the outdoors. Or the insane
amount of curves they’d flown through the last half
hour.

Fresh air and curves, albeit not the
ones found while driving, were known to have that effect on Sin
Pointe members and the air didn’t get much fresher through these
old hills.

Since he was feeling kind,
Stefan bit down to keep the answer to his friend’s question to
himself, even though something sweet and flowery in the air
reminded him of the exact night the last time that very thing had
indeed blown his mind. He’d enjoyed himself immensely.
Jasmine, he thought. In
a game of “Fuck truth, let’s dare”, the temptress had fair and
square lost the right to tell him her name, but that scent made his
mouth water. He took in a deep whiff and had to bite down even
harder to spare Will the gory details.

With wind whipping through the
convertible at all angles, Will secured the strip of mohawk he’d
left unmoussed. It flogged him in the face as soon as he let
go.

“Have you?” Stefan asked, wondering
what his drummer would say. If Stefan had to guess, knowing Will
like he did, he’d go with no. Check that. Will before Honey? Yes.
Will after Honey? No. Love fucked men up. It was a mistake Stefan
had yet to make like the rest of his bandmates.

“Nope, Honey was too shy for that kind
of thing.” Will’s face was blank.

No big revelation there. Stefan knew
his bandmates like he knew sex, music and breathing. In that order.
In a few weeks, they’d be going back out on tour. Still the four
original guys after all these years. Yeah, Stefan hadn’t needed
Will to confess his late wife’s shyness and Will’s devotion to her
wasn’t just written all over his stoic face, it was inked
permanently around the drummer’s wrist, over his heart, and across
his ribs.

Stefan reached over and
knocked Will’s hand from the top of his head to lighten the mood,
vowing to get Will back out there someday. The hair got sucked up
into the wind again, bringing his mohawk back to life. Will
adjusted his black-rimmed glasses, letting his hair fly. Clearly,
his drummer was the most interesting bastard in the band. Stefan
would gladly share his bedmates with Will but the man had yet to
take him up on the offer. Fucking
love.

Back to that blow job question. Stefan
could tell the truth, but a lie seemed way nicer. “Nah, man. But
that’s fucking hot.”

Will nodded his head and then let it
fall back into the headrest while Stefan remembered a few years ago
and the mess of red hair bobbing up and down in his lap as he sped
down the 5. California had been bad but oh so good at times too. In
an effort to save their souls, Jaxon had moved Sin Pointe out of
the seedy streets of Los Angeles to the country loving arms of
Nashville. Code for Jaxon and Marion had finally settled down and
had their families with them so Stefan and Will needed to get with
the program. Leave it to Jaxon to prove anything was possible.
Stefan cleared his throat and Will threw him one quick look which
he ignored.

“Oh, gas station sign. Twenty miles to
the exit. Did you see it?” Will asked him, pointing.

“Food. Gas. Piss,” Stefan said. “In
that order.”

“Gas. Piss. Food,” Will
echoed back at him. “In that
order. Your new baby is almost on E.”

This had been a long ass road trip and
yes, his girl needed filling. But it looked like they were finally
close to his mom’s. There were truly beautiful green, lush trees
everywhere. Tall ones that practically blacked out the sky in broad
daylight. The hills went on forever. Stefan remembered the
landscape well. Moonlight was close.

He blinked, but shadows from giant
trees wouldn’t hide Stefan’s reluctance any more than closing his
eyes to the past would. He wouldn’t claim a fucked up childhood,
just a confusing one.

More importantly, how was she doing?
How was Mom going to look when he finally saw her? His seven year
absence had been too long, he knew. Shit, the band had put out two
records, even experimented with new sounds, and toured hundreds of
cities since he’d last been here. Stefan closed his eyes tight,
held them closed for several seconds, then cleared his throat again
and playfully grabbed at Will’s crotch as a diversion to his guilt
and doubts about this return.

“Hey sexy, it’s your turn to pump.” He
forced a grin out and Will punched his shoulder so hard it made the
dog tags Will wore for his brother clink. Stefan rubbed the sting
away and took in a deep breath of Pennsylvania air.

It had been so fucking long since he’d
called this place home and trapped wasn’t a good feeling for a
grown man. Not one like him whose idea of ultimate happiness was to
rip pleasure from life and its beautiful, willing
creatures.

Reminders of his mistakes
were not so appealing. Moonlight was full of them. He wiped at his
brow and clenched the marbled toffee swirls of his lady’s hard
steering wheel tightly. Forgetting why you
left this place isn’t as important as remembering why you’re back
now.

His mom wasn’t sick this time, but she
was aging, it seemed faster than ever this last decade. Calling to
wish her a happy seventieth had blown his mind. He’d promised
himself then and there to visit more often, whether Mom welcomed it
or not. Where had the time gone? If there was ever a time to show
Mom she’d been wrong about him all those years ago and shouldn’t be
ashamed, it was now. “I have to show her,” he muttered into the
wind. His best friend graciously ignored him.

****

“God dammit,” she said when her car
lurched.

She’d seen that capital red “E” light
up after leaving home but it hadn’t seemed too important half an
hour ago compared to the crappy morning she’d just had. When Dani
could afford it, she was trading in her old gas guzzling Buick and
getting herself one of those fancy new hybrids. Toyota or Honda,
she couldn’t decide, but one of them.

How far had she driven herself in her
daze anyway? At this point, who the hell cared? It sure as shit
wasn’t far enough away. When she saw the sign for the truck stop,
she sighed in relief. Far enough away from her bedroom and the
damned email, but close enough if Mrs. C had an
emergency.

Dani pushed her tongue against her
cheek, feeling its heat, and debated cursing the Lord again or
begging He let her at least make it to the next exit without
stalling on the highway. Cursing the Lord wasn’t cool and right
now, He was undoubtedly the only good guy on her side. He was
certainly the only man she cared to talk to after this
morning.

“That’s all I need,” she said shaking
her head. She pulled pieces of hair being whipped into her mouth
back out but wasn’t willing to roll up the windows to avoid it
happening again and again and again. There’d be snarls to fight
with later but she welcomed the perfect mix of cold and hot air
while she could. A storm was due soon, the charcoal grey clouds
pushing their way in and the battle between the cold and hot air
all but guaranteed it. She, along with the rest of the town
population, was out running errands before anything ugly hit. Just
like they always did. Nothing new. She dreaded the lines and the
familiar meddling faces. Especially today, a day when she just
wanted to be left alone.

Even though her first instinct was to
floor it to the truck stop when she saw the Pump-n-Go’s billboard,
she eased up on the gas pedal and came to a compromise on the
tirade she’d been working on. “Thanks,” she said under her
breath.

What in the hell was she being
punished for?

Wasn’t she trying her best to do all
the right things?

“Thanks for this damn messy day.” Not
only did she need to gas up, but her patience had been reduced to
fumes.

How in the hell could he have done
this to her? No, not the man upstairs, but Thom.

Dani’s hand dropped to her
stomach.

Her face was so tense she didn’t feel
the tears dripping down her cheeks until one streaked onto her
forearm, making the soft dark hairs there even darker. She gripped
the steering wheel tighter and stared up at the blue half of the
sky where the sun poked through, trying to feel its warmth. Even
with that, she drove on, tears and all.

As if crying over a guy who’d just
shit all over her heart wasn’t ridiculous enough, she’d be lucky
not to disgrace herself before she got to the truck stop. Dani
hated empty gas tanks and full bladders just about as much as she
despised men right now. She hated it, but couldn’t help but wonder
if Thom was safe, even though he’d just emailed to say he had
fallen in love with someone else.

Her fingers had hovered shakily over
the keyboard but she wouldn’t let herself type the words, I’M
PREGNANT. Not yet. It would be a distraction to a man she somehow
still managed to care about. Dani needed Thom to focus on his
deployment and get himself home safe, even if it wasn’t to
her.

Soon it would be time for
his mid-tour leave. She’d tell him then. That way he wouldn’t be
getting the news in a faraway country and war zone, away from his
family. Somewhere safe, she thought, as her breath hitched and she sniffed her snot
back in. “I’ll tell him then, not in an email,” she said and nodded her
head.

And after that? Who the hell
knew?

Right now, Dani was a bloated and
confused mess, and she had to pee.

The only comfort, the one keeping her
from sinking into this ugly grief, was knowing she was needed at
home by Mrs. Calderon. Otherwise, she’d be a total wreck. Dani
flashed her blinker and drove the rest of the way to the truck
stop. When she pulled in, her phone flashed an incoming
call.

“Shit.”

The clinic.

She stopped in the lot just in time to
answer. Except for her fingers were paralyzed and refused to move
over the answer call button. Being dumped via email was settling
in, stiffening up her joints and doing a number on her pride. Dani
blew out then sucked air back in, exhaust-filled air that was heavy
with hot diesel engine and rubber, several times. She wiped her
cheeks dry and pushed in on her chin to stop the trembling. The old
style telephone tone rang three more times and then finally she
answered. It was just the automated reminder that she had her
monthly OB check-up in a few days. Her fists squeezed and to calm
them, she put her car back in drive, gripped the steering wheel as
lightly as she could, and inched into the shortest line behind two
other cars.

She’d be having her ultrasound at that
appointment.

Alone.

Man, she felt like the most inadequate
woman on the planet.

I don’t know how in the
hell we’re going to do this, but it’s just you and me now,
baby.

A fresh storm of bumbling bees felt
like they’d just landed in her lap. She felt one more tear fall
while she rubbed the tiny rounded bump that was her belly. God,
what if she’d have emailed Thom to let him know when she’d first
found out she was pregnant? He probably would have never told her
about his change of heart. She was glad she’d decided to wait. No
way would she ever want a man to be with her out of
obligation.

Dani rolled her window
down to let the air blow through while she waited her turn in line.
The car idling one pump over practically blinded her.
Sitting inside the brilliant white convertible
were two men. One wearing glasses, a tank top and tattoos thumped
the dashboard madly with his fingers and the other, she couldn’t
see as well, but he could pass for a bearded Superman with the dark
wavy hair and the strong arm draped over the steering
wheel.

Talk about different and
distracting.

She couldn’t help but
stare while she waited. Yep, she got a view of the hood emblem and
it was a Mercedes. Must be nice. When they pulled forward in their
pump’s line, she saw the plates. Tennessee. Definitely not from around here. Probably just passing
through. Dani had always wondered what
that would feel like, but she’d never left the western half of
Pennsylvania and in her current state, knew it wasn’t an option.
Besides, her Buick would never make it and men were just men, not
super heroes.

****

“Holy shit.”

“Yeah?” Will asked, clearly amused at
Stefan’s praise of the knock out getting gas in the next line.
“Care to elaborate?” His friend rubbed a hand over the long,
currently unbleached section of hair covering only the top of his
head that had been whipped wild from the wind. With the mohawk now
lying flat like that, Will did look slightly less sinfamous.

“Dude, why are you staring at me like that? You want some?” Will
said teasingly.

“Fuck you. I was just thinking it’ll
be nice not to be recognized out here. You know you almost pass for
an upstanding citizen without your platinum spikes.”

“I could say the same for you, goat.
That beard is temporary, right?” asked Will. “Jealous much? The
ladies haven’t had any complaints.” Stefan threw back at his buddy
but felt like shit as soon as he did, even though they were joking.
Will didn’t do women, not since losing his wife several years ago
and he also had a practical reason for his mohawk. He’d been burned
in the apartment fire that stole Honey from him and hair no longer
grew in some patches on his scalp. Stefan didn’t pretend to
understand how Will went without—that was some serious devotion—but
his good friend had become immune to most of his comments. Stefan
eyed the dark haired woman across the way again who kicked at her
gas pump.

Will hiked up one eyebrow. “You’ve
only had that face rug for a few weeks. How many ladies are we
talking about with no complaints? On second thought, maybe I don’t
wanna know. You slut.” Will grinned at the end. The man was
entirely too gracious to him. To all his band mates. It was why
Stefan loved Will like a true brother and knew he’d eventually be
okay in Nashville. Stefan? Not so sure of himself yet.

The truth was Stefan had only slept
with one woman in that time Will just asked about. It had been
three weeks now. The Tennessee beauty liked his stubble, but again,
Stefan would keep those details to himself. It wasn’t his fault the
agent helping him find a place in Nashville was a triple threat and
had liked his face rough, among other things. Funny though how
Stefan hadn’t been as into it as normal. Too much on his mind with
coming home, he supposed, and finally showing up to Mom’s with his
big idea that she return to Nashville with him. Reminders that he
might still be an embarrassment to her gnawed at his
gut.

“Not my fault. She was a triple red.
Not like I had a choice in the matter,” he said eyeballing pump
five some more and accepting Will would just have to deal with
Stefan as-is. Her stance was so rigid, her shoulder blades showed
through the back of her yellow hoodie. Someone or something had her
pissed. Memorial Day gas prices maybe? He rubbed his lip and
watched past Will.

Will waved a hand in front of Stefan’s
face to get his attention. “Triple red? Do I even wanna know?” he
asked, his other brow hiked now.

“Hair. Lips. Thong.”
Stefan tossed Will his wallet. “Like I said, your turn to pump.” He
climbed out of the driver seat, much more slowly so he could take
more of her in.
She turned to see something behind her, giving him just enough of a
glimpse before she was back at her stare down with the
pump.

Full lips, probably too
full for the average guy who wouldn’t know how to appreciate them.
But he would. Long legs. A round ass that the snug tracksuit she
wore couldn’t hide. He liked how her black hair looked hanging
against the bright yellow color and Stefan wasn’t the only one
gawking. Two other dudes at pumps were checking her out too.
Keep your dicks in your pants, assholes.
That sharp stare focused on her pump’s number
ticker told him she could give a shit about her admirers and might
just be ready to kick at something again. Probably didn’t even
realize anyone was interested, which made her all the more
interesting. “Nothing. Just need to stretch my legs,” Stefan said
to Will and rubbed at his chest between his pecs. Will would see
right through that lie.

“Pump five? Predictable. She’s
gorgeous in a next door gorgeous kind of way. Not your type,
though.”

Stefan just grinned and did his best
to mess up Will’s mohawk hanging limply to one side.

“Says who? She’s hot. She’s my
type.”

“Three words. Black, as in her hair,
it’s not red. Sober, as in she’s not drunk therefore not falling
all over you. And employed, as in…”

“Wait, how can you tell she’s
employed?” Stefan asked, eager to hear this one and ticked that
Will insinuated he only got laid when alcohol was involved. Sober
sex ranked right up there with safe sex. Both must
haves.

“Well, she has a car and she’s paying
for her own gas. And uh, her shoes. The only woman I’ve ever seen
in a pair like that was my dental hygienist.”

What could Stefan say?

Sin Pointe men knew women and although
Will didn’t touch, perhaps he did more looking than Stefan was
aware of.

Rather than argue the mountain of
other explanations for those fine points, Stefan conceded. Sort of.
Will deserved a little teasing. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it. She’s
got a job which would seriously get in the way of all those late
nights…”

But he stopped there.

Something about the way she looked
like she’d love nothing more than to kick the shit out of the gas
pump some more and strangle someone with the fuel hose killed the
playful vibe of his chatter with Will. Something told Stefan she
could really hurt a man. And hell, now that thought piqued him
too.

“Hey, you good to get the gas? I’m
gonna head inside,” Stefan said, remembering why he’d snatched his
drummer up and dragged him on this trip. Neither one of them were
doing so hot on their own at the moment with the band’s recent move
to Nashville, even though it had been a year. He could pretend all
he wanted, but deep down Stefan knew it might be time to take
settling down in the band’s new hometown seriously. The thought of
his mom’s age creeping up year by year, her need for a live-in
helper, it made him wonder how he could keep walking away from her.
How many more times could he leave, stay gone and then just assume
she’d still be there for the next sporadic visit? That’s where the
crazy idea of relocating her had come from. But, Stefan could also
feel his mom’s rejection were he to ask her to come with him, her
shame for things he’d done in the past. Mom was a proud woman.
Independent as shit. The brand new house he’d bought her, only a
few miles away from her current home, probably sat empty as the day
he’d brought her to it and she’d told him no thank you. The house
was on his list of things to check out these next two weeks,
especially if he got to Mom’s and their reunion didn’t go
well.

Just as he turned to head toward the
shop, he caught the voluptuous woman’s eye as she finished pumping
her gas. So brown they were practically black, she looked at him
curtly. If it hadn’t been for the complete lack of humor he saw in
those eyes, their depth and fire would have turned him hard. But
Stefan was a grown man and that didn’t just happen on the fly
anymore. The pride he saw in her was strong, though. A strong woman
turned him on.

Some desperate fool whistled at her
back, and it wasn’t Stefan.

A few minutes later, Stefan watched
her hurry past the dickwads as she approached him near where he now
stood at the store entrance.

“Excuse me,” she said without
bothering to meet his stare. Her coldness shocked him. Maybe even
hurt a little.

Ridiculous,
he thought, of his reaction to this
stranger.

Stefan held the door open wider and
let her pass. The old him wouldn’t have let her get away so easily,
instead having some macho thing to prove. But something about the
way she shoved past without so much as a flirty nod told him he
should let her be. Too bad it also had him curious. So who was
gonna go inside and follow after her? The old Stefan, or the new
one?

He rubbed just under his lip,
deciding.

Maybe it was time to leave the game.
Or maybe there was just enough time left for one more
round.

Something told him it would be up to
the lady.

“I guess there’s no better time than
the present to find out,” he said to himself and pushed his
sunglasses up on top of his head.


Chapter Two

 


The sub shop’s smells used to be some
of Dani’s favorites. Now she could do with less baked wheat and
pepperoni and more of the peppermint mocha that crusted over the
cappuccino machine’s spout. But caffeine was off her list for the
time being. She’d finished enough medical assistant classes before
dropping out to know what she needed to avoid to give this kid its
best shot at being born healthy. Dani headed to the cooler for a
bottled water and then back tracked to the snack aisle.

Grape licorice called to her. She knew
better but grabbed a package and a thing of peanut butter crackers.
Not the healthiest choices but she needed comfort and the crackers
had some protein. At least none of it would give the little one a
buzz. Hurt feelings pounded from her heart, making her face tense
which she could feel in the tight way she had her jaw clamped shut.
Absentmindedly, she walked to the cashier line. Thom’s email had
been easy to memorize. It poked fun at her now as she tried to
block it out.

Dani looked to her right at the
crusted frosting and stray sprinkles where donuts had been squashed
up against their glass case. They were all gone now. Wouldn’t have
been good choices for her anyway…

Truckers needed their sugar too, she
guessed, and glanced around the always busy place.

She wished for about a dozen less
people to be crowding around her as she stood squished between the
travel-size toiletries and dusty bags of cat food and antacids. Her
stomach rumbled and she nearly cried again. The reminder that she
needed to eat better, that her stomach wasn’t exactly empty, forced
her to fight for a grip.

But two seconds into that thought and
she felt someone brush past her, only the guy made sure to graze
her hip on the way by. She ignored it. Not in the mood, Dani simply
pulled her arms in even closer to her sides and moved up one slot
in the line. Unbelievably however, she heard a conversation taking
place behind her that made her want to turn and slap someone.
Instead she simply let out loud enough to be heard, “Grow
up.”

The guys behind her in
line snorted but she’d had it with their snickering. Yes, her ass
was big and yes, her lips too. It didn’t matter what she wore,
there was no way to hide all her blessings, as Mrs. C liked to say.
Dani pulled down on her hoodie, as far as it would go. She’d have
liked to have spun around and decked the two who she assumed were
new-school truckers from their lack of manners, but she didn’t.
Biting into her tongue, Dani knew a truck stop brawl was not a good
idea for a pregnant lady. She’d been ignoring taunts like that from
guys her whole life, no need to stoop to their level
now.

Not even in the state she was
in.

Between blanking out through the donut
case and these jerks, Thom’s words crept back in.

Not sure how else to say
this Dani, but I met someone over here. The connection is pretty
fierce. You’d like her. Didn’t want you to be surprised when I come
back. Sorry. I understand if you’re pissed. What you did for me
before I left was incredible. I’ll always appreciate that. I just…I
really love this girl. You’re great too and I didn’t want to string
you along. At least this way you know. Please take care of
yourself, Thom.

The worst part? Dani knew Thom had
done the right thing in telling her and that left her anger and
hurt running rampant with nowhere to land. She had no idea what to
do with it all. She caught the feel of her lip starting to quiver
and took a moment for a few deep breaths. No way would she fall
apart in this line. Dani had to focus on something else. Anything
else.

Thom’s dismissal had her on edge the
same as it had that morning and that mixed with hormones the likes
she’d never dealt with before egged her to a dangerous edge. A low,
droning chatter filled the snack line. Dani turned to look at the
intolerable guys behind her as the line took a collective step
forward.

She started to lay into them, really
let them have it, when a thick, deep, male voice pulsed
out.

It vibrated. It was harsh and bold and
full of taunt.

It stole the words right from her
mouth.

“Shut your mouths,
assholes.”

It was the out-of-towner
she’d pegged earlier whose bright white shirt stood out amongst the
several darker, dingier truck stop varieties of the crowd.
A cursing Superman, she thought and stared.
Who would have known?

“She obviously doesn’t want to hear
it,” he said. He touched a fine finger to a pair of expensive
looking sunglasses sitting like a headband on top of his mass of
dark waves. Up close, the curls were as thick as his voice and the
exact reason Dani was pregnant.

Her whole life, his type of male was
exactly her type and when she fell, she fell hard and fast. Her
head ached as she closed her eyes and shoved the thoughts out where
they wouldn’t be so enticing. What would it take to learn her
lesson?

The two smart mouths
seemed at a loss for words now, Dani included. She opened her eyes,
focused on getting her things and getting gone. But one glance and
she was there again. Was it the intimidating height of the new guy
or the unknown air he had of not being from around here? The way
his clothes looked like they cost more than what she made in a
month taking care of Mrs. C? When he folded his arms over his
chest, she saw tattooed hands and forearms that worked to warn her
of his danger just enough. Did she thank him for standing up to the
two jerks? No. She knew better than to speak to him. Clearly, he
was out of her league and would just blow her off anyway.
I’m probably his good deed for the day.
She was sure the ultra-rich did that, trying to
get the balance right and all.

She just wanted out of
there.

All she had to do was pay for her
stuff, visit the restroom and then take the hell off. Dani righted
herself to face the cashier counter head on and concentrated on the
back of the man in front of her, studying the dates and locations
of his concert t-shirt. But jerks one and two started up again and
this time she didn’t hear her rescuer piping up on her behalf. No,
all she heard this time, still too close behind her, was more mean
teasing. “I bet she thought we actually would have given her the
time of day. Fuck her and her big ass. Busted out of those pants
lately?”

Dani stood ramrod stiff, disbelieving
their blatant cruelty. She couldn’t turn and face them this time
and hated the feeling that their stares were fixed on her ass as
they let out their harsh taunts. She wanted out of there. Forget
it. She dropped her snacks and water on a nearby shelf and abruptly
left her place in line to go find solace in the bathroom. A hot
tear managed its way down her cheek. Quickly, she wiped it
away.

You’d like her… I really
love this girl.

Dani opted to walk the length of the
truck stop, squeezing her hands as she went, bypassing the busy
bathroom closest to her, hopeful there was another one at the far
end. Desperate, she picked up her pace. Hunger pangs rumbled around
and her stomach growled but right now she needed a minute to regain
her composure and hide.

Finally, she made it to the bathroom.
It sounded quiet enough that it could be empty and she let herself
hang limply over the sink for a moment. She stood there, hugging
her face in her hands.

Honorable men, shallow men, rude men
and kind men. What was wrong with her that she couldn’t get on the
same page with at least one of them? She was twenty-six years old.
Why hadn’t it happened yet? What was it about her that caught their
attention at first until they got bored and then left? She hated
her body in that moment. The fact that she attracted a certain type
of attention, the kind that called to the wrong kind of
man.

Worse?

That she fell every single
time.

Her Thom, who she’d thought cared
about her, was in love with some woman he was deployed with. How
did Dani hate a female soldier out fighting for her freedom?
Couldn’t Thom at least have broken her heart with someone less
heroic? Now Dani was left behind with his baby growing in her belly
and guilt every time she tried to curse him for it. Four months
along, four months since he’d deployed.

What you did for me before
I left was incredible.

Dani’s head now slumped as she gripped
the sides of the sink. She turned on the faucet and let the cold
water cool her skin. She’d been so dumb, sleeping with him the one
time, the night before he left. Just in case he didn’t come home.
Her idea, her insistence. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

“Why? Why? I don’t understand. What is
wrong with me?” she let out in frustration. Her head swam with
insecurity. Thank God she was alone. Surely this was an ugly sight
and she didn’t want to be seen.

****

Stefan had to pee in the worst way.
Finally, he found a toilet that wasn’t closed for cleaning. As he
rounded the entrance to the men’s, he caught the reflection of a
bright yellow pant leg poking out from the women’s. The ill-placed
mirror probably got lots of complaints from ladies wanting their
privacy but he could kiss whoever had screwed up and placed it so
perfectly. There she stood, at the sink.

Fuck my
luck.

Normally he didn’t make it his habit
to stalk women at truck stops, but he’d recognize the bright yellow
outfit and those shiny, colorful snakeskin clogs for a long time to
come. Man, she’d gotten a few deadly kicks in on that gas pump
earlier in them. Reminded him not to ever be on the receiving end.
At least not unprepared. She had a definite fire inside. He should
be preparing to see his mom and everything that entailed, not
picking up on pump five’s vibes, but they were impossible to
ignore. This peek was the most excitement he’d felt on his and
Will’s road trip. Slowly, he scraped his teeth against his bottom
lip, deciding.

At least he didn’t have to wonder
about one particular burning question anymore. This is where his
mystery woman had gone to. He’d had to leave her earlier while
she’d been in line because that’s all he needed was to make a scene
and bitch slap those two dildos who’d teased her. His hand had been
seconds away from the taller one’s face. Hopefully they’d heard his
warning loud and clear and left her alone. He’d bent down in the
next aisle over to grab some gum and find some other cashier and
when he’d looked back up, she’d disappeared.

He was contemplating going in there
and checking on her right now, crazy as that sounded. She’d stolen
his attention right from the jump.

Stefan stood, glancing around,
grateful no one had followed him. He was rarely this lucky. He
thought about the dark eyes and the angry kicks. How she’d treated
him just like any other stranger, unaffected by him, but so
obviously affected by something.

He’d pee and then if she was still in
there, he didn’t know what exactly then, but a friendly gesture of
checking in on her didn’t seem so wrong. It’s what Trista would
have expected him to do and he loved Tris like a sister. He and the
rest of the guys still missed the hell out of her now that she was
no longer the sheriff that kept their asses in line on a daily
basis. Better known to the rest of the world as a personal
assistant. But after the trauma she’d gone through for them, Stefan
was happy Trista had made her exit when she did. Now she was in
Tennessee too, married to Jaxon’s cousin. Maybe it really was the
kinder, gentler place where LA’s bad boys went to become good men.
And women.

Stefan pissed, then washed his hands
and dried them using the super blower.

Trying not to be noticed or taken for
a perv, he glanced back at the mirror but didn’t see the yellow
pant leg again and the colorful shoe.

He ducked in the entrance more and
hunched over to see if any legs occupied the stalls. Maybe she was
a clean freak and liked to wash before and after doing her
business.

There, in the first stall. She
appeared to be the only one. He poked his head in further, knowing
Will was most likely taking his time in the gift shop. Stefan had a
few minutes just to make sure this one was okay. He half expected
to find her kicking something.

“Hey,” he snuck in and
tapped on the stall door. “Hey, sweetheart, in the
yellow.”

At first there was just
silence.

“This is the women’s,” she called out.
The edge in her voice was hard to miss and even harder to
ignore.

“I know, I saw you in line
earlier. Are you okay?”

“What? Who? What are you doing in
here?” she snapped back. He was close enough to see her squint at
him through the crack in the metal doors. Definitely pissed. But
like a moth to the flame as the saying went…

“I know this is crazy, but I just
wanted to make sure you’re okay. Those assholes in line were just
clueless losers.” Why was he in here doing this? Trying to join
that scumbag club he’d just mentioned? His charms didn’t seem to be
working and wouldn’t the guys love a “perv in the women’s restroom
stalking incident” headline splashed all over the trash magazines
if she reported him.

“You should leave,” she said, but some
of the bite was gone and he was sure he heard a sniffle.

Ah man, not
tears, he thought. He didn’t do well with
those.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. So, I
guess that’s what I wanted to tell you, sweetheart. Don’t listen to
pricks like that. They don’t know what the fuck they’re talking
about.” Stefan waited but this time she didn’t respond. He waited
another few seconds. “All right, well I’ll let you, uh, finish up.
Won’t bother you anymore.”

“Wait,” came her soft,
shaken sounding voice.

All he could picture were the fleshy
plump lips that would have formed that one word. And in true old
him form, his mouth watered at the vision she’d left him at the
pump and again in line. A woman who didn’t want to be messed with
who he couldn’t seem to leave alone.

The stall door opened and she held a
wad of toilet paper up to her nose then tossed it in the trash. She
had been crying. Those douche bags must have kept at it when he’d
left. Maybe he didn’t care about making a scene if it meant
satisfying his odd need to do right by her.

“Hey sweetheart, what’s a matter?” he
asked. No woman should be left alone, crying. Stefan had no doubt
in his ability to cheer her up. If she’d let him, he’d take her to
a very happy place right alongside him.

“Men,” she said, obviously
trying to be strong in front of him with her throat clearing and
tall neck. “Not a big fan of them right now.”

He fought to keep himself from
grinning. She was serious, he should be too. Stefan found that he
liked her too much to piss that away.

“Me neither,” he said.
“They can be such dicks.”

He thought that would have made her
laugh but she just launched into a painful set of tears that made
him shift from his eyes to his feet. Stefan hated seeing women cry
or be hurt. He worshipped them way too much for that shit. It was
uncomfortable and he needed to make it stop.

“Hey, don’t cry. Come here.” He wished
he knew her name. Who in their right mind would insult such a
beauty? Jackasses. The thing was she’d kicked that pump like a
hot-blooded woman, not some delicate flower who’d crumble because
of a few slimy words.

That being said, something had
happened to bring on the waterworks. He tucked her into his arm and
led her back into the stall, sensing she wouldn’t want to be seen
like this by anyone. He closed them into the cramped
space.

Oh fuck, big mistake. His cock leapt
to attention faster than he’d expected.

“What’s wrong with me?” she asked him
blankly, distracting him from her tense, hot shoulders and the way
he wanted to surround her with his. She was curvy but he was still
much larger than her. It was a huge turn on and a call to the way
he wanted to dominate her.

Should she be letting him get this
close?

It only took him a second to guess
that could be her problem. He’d seen it a thousand times. The
tougher the girl, the more fragile the self-esteem. Those
girls—women, he corrected after glancing down her voluptuous body.
Those women got hurt the worst. He had to back off this one, now.
If not now, as soon as he cheered her up. Someone had already been
here and done that as far as causing pain went.

“Who says there’s anything wrong with
you, sweetheart? Not me.” He pardoned himself for the lie. Kind of
like he did on a regular basis with Will. He might have broken a
few hearts in his time, but Stefan didn’t go around hurting people
if he could help it. That’s why it had always bugged him that his
Mom could think him capable of it.

“You don’t have to say
that.”

Shit, he wished he might have been
wrong but that rang of low self-esteem.

Stefan rubbed at the whiskers covering
his jaw allowing him anonymity. She trusted him, or was jacked up
enough to be letting him close for now. If Stefan Calderon of Sin
Pointe had shown up, he could guarantee this would have played out
much differently. It always did. For some reason, he didn’t want to
be that guy with this girl. His attraction to her lingered thickly
between their bodies.

“Look, I don’t know what
assholes you’ve been listening to, but they’re not worth your time
if that’s why you’re in here crying. You’re a beautiful young
woman.” He didn’t have to tilt her chin with his fingers to make
her see him.

On her own, she looked at him, rather
fiercely, and her dark brown eyes held him. She wore desperation
like night old makeup. Maybe that’s all this was. Stefan understood
intense, depraved need better than most.

“Now you sound like my
ex,” she said and continued to pin him with those eyes.

Bingo. The asshole who’d hurt her.
“How ex are we talking about?” he asked.

Her mouth worked like it wasn’t
something she wanted to share. She held up her hands and her
shoulders hiked. “This morning,” she said, then let her shoulders
fall limp.

Hell. What kind of…? “Dumb ass
motherfucker,” he said, finishing his thought out loud.

She shrugged again, like it was just
one of those things and he shouldn’t be surprised. Then her
shoulders began to really shake. “I hate him most of all because
he’s a good guy.”

In other words, she hadn’t seen it
coming. Fuck, how many times had he pulled that shit?

And right now, her grace was right up
there alongside Will
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