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  Chapter one
Helena


When I walked into the Scenery Club for the first time, I was impressed. It’s upscale, with refined appointments. Leather furniture. A well-stocked bar. Quality equipment. Everything about this place seems to be done right. 
I know the bar is well-stocked, because I was supposed to meet someone here, but he has decided to be a no-show. Normally, I’d just blow it off, because life is too short to get worked up about something so trivial.
However, I drove a hundred miles to meet him here because it was more convenient for him. I let him set the time so that it would be convenient for him. This entire meeting was arranged to accommodate him, so to have him just ghost, has me teetering on the edge of being irritated.
For now, I’m chilling at the bar and, after a visual inventory of the liquor bottles lining the wall shelves below an enormous ornate gilt mirror, I’m people watching the members in the lounge like I’m some kind of weirdo creeper.
Most are just standing or sitting around talking. Some as couples, but most as threes and fours. A few hands are up skirts or inside pants, and quiet moans and gasps add another layer to the soft music playing.
When I check my phone, it shows he, this Tobias Brown, whoever he is, has kept me waiting for over an hour. Since I have to be at work in the morning, he has twenty more minutes, then I’m hitting the road back to Tulsa.
“Can I get you another, Helena?” Zack, the bartender, asks yet again in response to my empty glass.
“No, thank you. I’m about to hit the road back home, and don’t need anymore ginger ale unless I want to make several pit stops on the way.”
He chuckles and takes my glass. I push off the barstool and make my way around the club again because I’ve been sitting too long and have never been particularly good at it. I post up near the door in the dungeon to watch, with a few others sitting around enjoying the show, as a stocky, middle-aged man uses a flogger on a woman.
That’s too bad, because it’s leaving red welts all over her beautiful tan skin. I have a red silk rope that would look gorgeous against her skin, much better than those wounds. 
Growing bored, I leave the dungeon and go the other way down the hall to the voyeur windows. Nothing there catches my interest either, so I check my phone again and see I’m just 5 minutes short of the twenty I gave the guy to show up.
Back in the lounge, there’s no one new at the bar, so I walk right past and go down a different hallway to the office. When I knock on the doorjamb, Bridget, Victoria’s partner in more than just business, looks up at me.
“Sorry to interrupt. I was supposed to meet Victoria’s guy here so we could talk about the class, but he’s a no-show, so I’m going to head back to Tulsa.”
I miss Scarlet. She is my friend and long-time member of the sex work and lifestyle industry. Not so long ago, she was the manager here. But she found the love of her life, or I should say rediscovered, and now they’ve moved on to greater opportunities.
She was the one who asked me to participate in these classes, and I was eager to help out. Women need to know they can be the ones tying the knot instead of always being the ones tied up and immobilized.
She wouldn’t put up with this kind of shit. Like me, she believes in professionalism.
“I’m so sorry, Miss Wheeler. I’ll make sure Victoria gets in touch with him.”
That’s it. Now I just have to decide whether I’m in or out. Part of me is tempted to go ahead and tell them I don’t want to do the class, but our first session is in a week, and I’ve never been one to bail out on a commitment. Maybe he’ll be a no-show to it, too, and I can just do the thing by myself. Fingers crossed.
“Thanks.”
Outside, I slip behind the wheel of my Mustang and roll down the windows to crank up the KATT radio station. All the men in my family are metalheads, so I developed an affinity for it early on, and it has stuck with me ever since.
The Toadies’ ode to a serial killer is on. Hell, yeah. I love the guitar riffs in this song. Joining in, I sing at the top of my lungs and play percussion on the steering wheel, not giving a damn who sees or hears me.
Halfway home, I make a pit stop at the only place along the turnpike where you don’t have to get off and go into a town. I guess I had too much soda after all. When I step out of the car, the smells of diesel fuel and hot rubber envelop me. 
Out of curiosity, I check my phone again, but it’s still radio silence from Tobias. No notice that he was running late prior to our appointment. And no apology after he kept me waiting.
Maybe he’s been in a car accident or something. You never know, and the last thing I want is to be pouring negative energy into the universe by letting it make me mad. That Karma chick has a bite.
Once I take care of the necessities, I peruse the snack aisle, settling on a bag of seasoned nuts. This late in the evening, I don’t need a bunch of sugar, so it’s protein for the win. When I get back into the car, I roll the tuner dial to KMOD, my regular station in Tulsa.
It’s a gorgeous spring evening, and I wish I’d ridden the bike, but I didn’t because there was a thirty percent chance of rain, and getting drenched while wearing leathers is no fun at all. So, with a sigh, I get back behind the wheel of my car and roll down the windows. Even though I’m driving the cage, I can still have the wind in my hair.
This time, it’s a commercial on the radio, selling men’s vitamins that are supposed to help with stuff his woman will like, too. Gag. I’m all for getting the help that you need, but they make it sound so greasy.
The commercial fades, and the familiar intro to Enter Sandman comes on. That’s more like it.
Cranking up my tunes, I back out and slowly navigate around the parking lot. In places like these, you never know when someone is going to step out from between the cars. But once I’m set up to hit the turnpike again, I punch the gas and fly toward home.






  
  Chapter two
Tobias


Icheck my watch for the millionth time, not sure why, because it’s not going to get any better. Instead of being a few minutes late, I’m going to be a lot late. I should have texted her to let her know, but when I thought it would only be a few minutes, my intent was just to get there as quickly as possible. 
On the way home, I should never have made the comment. Instead, as I got closer, my stupid ass actually said out loud, “Thank God I’m going to get home in time to hang out with Callie for a little while before I have to go to that meeting.”
Never, ever, do that because you’re sure to jinx yourself, just like I did. When I got home, my daughter Calliope wasn’t there. That wasn’t surprising. She often goes next door to my mother-in-law’s house because she doesn’t like being alone in ours.
I bought both sides of this duplex five years ago when Gloria wanted to move closer to help me with Callie. She’s been a godsend. That the place was in an excellent school district was all the better.
But she wasn’t on Gloria’s side, either, and my mother-in-law didn’t know where she was, because Callie told her she was going home since I’d be there soon. Obviously, that was a lie.
Jumping back in the truck, I head down to the convenience store on the corner. I’ve repeatedly told her she shouldn’t go there alone, and she hasn’t for a long time, but I have a feeling that’s where she is. Something must have happened at school.
Sure enough, when I pull up, I see her, looking much older than her thirteen years, wearing way too much makeup. She’s also got on a crop top that shows too much skin and shorts that are way too short. This is not how I raised her, and it’s sure as hell not how her mother would have wanted her to dress.
She’s talking to a group of boys who are clearly older than her, maybe seventeen or eighteen. My jaw clenches as I watch one of them lean in close to say something that makes her laugh. That fake, too-bright laugh she uses when she’s trying to seem older than she is.
I park and get out, my steel-toed boots hitting the pavement harder than necessary. The boys notice me first, their eyes going wide as they take in my six-foot-four frame and the expression on my face. Smart kids. They scatter like roaches when the lights come on.
“Dad!” Callie’s voice cracks slightly, and she quickly wipes at her eyes, smearing the black stuff she’s got rimmed around them. “I was just…”
“Get in the truck.” My voice comes out rougher than I intended, but I’m tired and worried, and now I’m going to be even later for this meeting I didn’t want to have. 
But this chick from Tulsa, whoever she is, insisted on meeting before we start the classes. I should have just told Victoria no when she asked me to teach a class, but for some reason, at the time, I thought it was a good idea. 
After I’d already said yes, she told me I’d be teaching in tandem with this… Helena, yeah, that’s her name. She gave me some line about a balanced approach between Western and Eastern styles and male and female rope jockeys.
Before I get the truck in park at home, Callie is flinging the door open then slamming it behind her. What reason does she have to be pissed at me?
I turn off the truck and close the garage door, wearily trudging up the steps and into the house. Going through the house, I look for my daughter, determined to figure out what caused her to act out today. Appointment be damned.
She’s not in any of the main areas of the house, and when I check her bedroom, she’s not there. That leaves only one place.
When I try the knob of the bathroom door, it’s locked. “Open up, Cal, we need to talk.”
“Go away, I’m busy.”
That phrase brings back memories, none of them good. A few years ago, Callie used to disappear into the bathroom a lot, and it took some time, but I eventually discovered she was purging. “Go away, I’m busy,” was her standard response when she was inside, curled around the toilet and sticking a finger down her throat. I’d had her in therapy since her mom’s death, but it wasn’t doing her much good. 
I put her in a facility for a short time to deal with the eating disorder, and thankfully, we’d caught it early, and she was able to make progress. Once we got a new therapist, Callie continued to improve. 
Her therapist moved about six months ago and recommended a new person for Callie, and I thought everything was going well, but…
“Callie, open the door. Now.”
There’s a gasp before she tells me no again.
I put a shoulder to the door, and it easily pops open. As much as I believe in allowing her privacy, alarm bells are going off in my brain. Rightfully so, it turns out.
She squeals and slaps a wad of toilet paper over the blood running down her leg. At first, I think maybe she’s gotten her first period, but then I see the razor blade in her other hand.
Fuck.
Keeping my voice calm is an effort, but I manage it because yelling at her has never been productive. “Callie, honey, what are you doing?”
“Nothing! Just go away!” She tries to hide the blade, but I’m across the bathroom in two strides and have her wrist in my hand before she can shove it in her pocket.
“This isn’t nothing.” I take the blade from her fingers and toss it in the sink. The sight of that stream of blood on her pale thigh makes my stomach clench like I’ve been sucker-punched. “Let me see.”
She pulls away, trying to keep the wounds covered with the tissue.
“Let. Me. See.” I wet a washcloth with warm water and crouch down. She reluctantly removes the toilet paper, revealing three shallow cuts. Thank God they’re not deep, but that doesn’t make this okay. Not even close.
These three are fresh, raw, red and oozing, but there are several others. They’re older, already scabbed over and a few that are shiny scars. My heart hammers against my ribs.
“How long has this been going on?” I ask, pressing the cloth against the fresh cuts.
She shrugs, avoiding my eyes. “A while.”
The weight of my failure crashes down on me. How did I miss this? What kind of father am I?
“What’s going on? Why would you do this to yourself?”
Her face crumples, and she looks away as streaks of black mascara run down her cheeks. “You wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel as I press the cloth against the cut. The sight of her blood makes me dizzy.
“Everyone hates me at school.” Her voice is small, nothing like the confident facade she was putting on for those boys. “Madison told everyone that I… that I…” She hiccups, unable to finish because she’s crying in earnest now.
“That you what?” I press, trying to keep my voice gentle. 
“That I stuffed my bra.” She sobs harder. “And that my mom killed herself because she couldn’t stand having such a loser for a daughter.”
“And do you?” I gesture at her chest, immediately regretting the question when her face flushes crimson.
“Dad! No! God!” She pulls away, hugging herself. “See? You don’t understand anything!”
I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry. That was stupid of me to ask.”
At the second part, my blood runs cold. “Your mother did not kill herself. She had cancer.” The words come out sharper than I intend, but hearing someone lie to twist Sybil’s death into something cruel makes me want to put my fist through a wall.
“I know that,” Callie whispers. “But everyone believes Madison. They laugh at me in the halls. They send me messages telling me I should… I should just die too.”
I feel sick. “Why didn’t you tell me this was happening?”
“Because you’re always working! And when you’re not working, you’re still gone all the time. Even when you’re here, you might as well not be.”
The bathroom falls silent except for the drip of the faucet and Callie’s sniffling. I grab the first-aid kit from under the sink and start treating the cuts.
I love my daughter and want her to be happy, healthy, and well-adjusted. However, it feels like no matter what I do, she’s still struggling, and just when it seems like she’s on the mend, and moving forward, something drags her back down.
Just the thought of Sybil hits me like a punch to the gut. Five years, and it still feels like yesterday, and I wonder how I can help my daughter deal with her grief when I can’t even deal with my own?






  
  Chapter three
Helena


When I get home, my roommate, Tiffany, is sitting in the dark watching some horror movie. “How’d it go?” 
Inky, my black Maine Coon cat, leaps down from where she’d been curled up on Tiff’s hip and comes to wind around my legs. With a shrug, I bend down to greet her. “It didn’t. He was a no-show.”
“Seriously?”
“Yep. Totally wasted trip.” Not wanting to talk about it anymore because it’s over and done and Tiff’s righteous indignation won’t solve anything, I turn my attention to my cat, scratching her behind her ears where she likes it most. “Hello gorgeous. Did you miss me? I certainly missed you.”
Having received her due, Her Highness, Queen Inky, walks away mid-scratch and returns to her human pillow. “Anyway,” I say. “I’m on the early shift in the morning, so I’m headed to bed.”
“Okay. Good night. Oh, don’t forget practice tomorrow night.”
“Got it.” I’ve never missed a practice, but Tiff is a bit of a mother hen when it comes to her team, and it makes her feel better to know she’s reminded me, so I just take it in stride.
The next morning, after getting through the multiple layers of security, I clock in for my shift, ready to get to work and focus on stuff I can fix. Doug, my crew lead, hikes his chin at me when he sees me pass by, and I wave good morning.
Most of the morning goes by quickly as I lose myself in the job. I finish one project I’ve been working on for a few days and check in with Doug for my next assignment. When he tells me the hangar, I groan inwardly, but simply tell him, “Got it,” before I head over.
Our hangar assignments change from time to time, and as someone who works on the avionics and electrical systems rather than the engines, I often get shuffled around more than most.
As soon as I set foot into the other hangar, it begins. “Lookie, lookie, who we have here! The pampered princess of planes has come to visit.”
Vinnie Koch is the worst. This type of work is very male dominated and I get plenty of harassment. Most of it is good-natured teasing, and after growing up with three older brothers and spending a stint in the military, it’s no big deal.
But Vinnie is another story. Vinnie’s the kind of guy who hates that I’m good at my job, hates that I’m a woman, and really hates that I don’t take his crap. 
Some days I wonder if he’s got a crush on me with how much attention he pays to making my life difficult. He seems the type who would have learned all his male-female interpersonal relations skills in first grade. But most days I just think he’s an asshole.
“Morning, Vinnie,” I say, not breaking stride as I head toward my next project.
“What’s the matter, Wheels? Can’t stop to chat?” he calls after me.
I ignore him and focus on the job. I’ve got a repair scheduled on the navigation system, and I need to get to it. The plane is scheduled to be back in service by tomorrow morning, and I’ll be lucky if I find, much less have time to fix the issue before my shift is over.
“Hey, I’m talking to you!” Vinnie’s voice is closer now, following me, and of course, the echoing footsteps of his gang of misfits are right behind him.
I ignore him, but apparently, that’s not the reaction he wants. He hurries around and steps in front of me, blocking my path.
“Aw, c’mon, Hell on Wheels. You too good to say hello?”
“Morning, Vinnie,” I repeat with practiced neutrality. “I need to get to work.”
He leans in closer, the smell of his cologne, or whatever it is, overwhelming. It reminds me of the boys in my middle-school who would practically bathe in Axe body spray. A little bit would go a long way and smell nice, but their attitude seemed to be the more the better. 
“You know, I was thinking. Maybe you could help me with something in the storage closet.”
A couple of his buddies snicker nearby. I’ve heard variations of this line before, and I’m not in the mood today.
“I’m sure whatever you need help with can wait until you grow up,” I say, stepping around him.
“Hey, I’m talking to you, Wheeler!” he says, louder this time as he wraps his fingers around my upper arm and pulls.
I narrow my eyes. “And I’m working, Koch. Some of us actually care about our jobs. Let go of my arm now, or I’ll treat this like an assault and lay your ass out. There are plenty of cameras to prove who touched whom first.”
That gets a few chuckles from the other guys in the hangar. Vinnie’s face darkens, and he drops his hand from my arm as his eyes dart to the closest camera overhead. He opens his mouth, but before he can respond, the crew lead for this hangar, Jorge, walks through. Perfect timing.
I spend the rest of my shift with my head in a control panel, tracing wires and running diagnostics. The work is methodical, precise, and exactly what I need. 
It’s one of the things I love most about this job. I’ve never been one for flashy things, well, except on the derby floor. Out there, I totally appreciate a good bit of fireworks.
My shift is almost over, and I’m almost finished with the repair. Knowing their desire for it to be back in service quickly, I go find Jorge to get authorization for staying past my shift. 
Thankfully, I don’t have another run-in with Vinnie. He’s over by the time clock drinking coffee and watching the last few minutes of his shift count down. His eyes flick up to me, and my gaze drifts past him, because I really am looking for someone other than him. 
When I find him, Jorge gives me the approval, and I hurry back to finish up. It takes a bit longer than I expected, and that means rushing home to get ready for practice. 
Thankfully, I make it right on time.






  
  Chapter four
Tobias


The next morning, I drive Callie to school and take time to stop by the administration building. I’m not the kind of parent who shows up at school making demands. At least, I haven’t been before today. But finding my daughter cutting herself last night changed something in me. I can’t ignore this anymore. 
The woman at the front desk frowns as soon as she sees me. I know I look intimidating, my size alone tends to make people nervous, and the scowl I’m wearing probably isn’t helping.
“I need to speak with the principal about my daughter,” I say, trying to soften my tone.
“Do you have an appointment?” She asks, already reaching for the schedule book.
“No, but it’s important.”
She sighs. “Principal Hayward is in meetings all morning. I can schedule you for…”.
“This is about bullying,” I interrupt. “My daughter is being harassed, and I want something done about it.” For a moment, I want to tell everyone in this office just what their negligence is doing to my daughter, but I stop myself. I don’t know them, and am beginning to think I shouldn’t trust them with any specific details about Callie.
That gets her attention. Her eyes widen slightly, and she picks up the phone, murmuring something I can’t quite hear. A moment later, she hangs up and says, “Mrs. Torres, our vice-principal, will see you.”
After talking with the vice-principal, I’m not satisfied with her response. She assures me they have a “zero tolerance policy” for bullying, but when I press for specifics about what will happen to this Madison girl, she gives me vague platitudes about “investigating the situation” and “appropriate measures.”
“My daughter is being impacted because of what’s happening at your school,” I say, my voice low and controlled despite the anger churning inside me. “That’s not acceptable.”
Mrs. Torres adjusts her position in her seat. “Mr. Brown, I understand your concern, but we have procedures.”
“I don’t give a damn about your procedures.” I lean forward. “I want to know what you’re going to do about it. Today.”
She promises to speak with Madison and her parents immediately, and to check in with Callie’s teachers to make sure they are aware of any issues between students.
I go on to work, and near the end of my workday, my phone rings. Callie’s face pops up on the screen of my phone, so I press the answer button. 
“Hey baby girl. What’s up?”
Her wailing voice fills the cab of my truck. “Dad!” she exclaims, drawing it out with a cry. “Why did you do it?”
Confusion has my eyebrows bunching together. “Do what?”
“Go talk to the principal?”
“Callie, baby, what that girl is doing is wrong.”
“I know, but you just made everything ten times worse. Now Madison is saying I’m a baby who had to get her daddy to fight her battles. I’m humiliated.”
Seems my gut was correct, and I shouldn’t have trusted those assholes at that school. “Baby, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stay quiet about what was happening. It’s wrong, and I won’t tolerate your being bullied.”
“But I’m supposed to tolerate the fallout of you making a scene?”
I grip the steering wheel tighter, trying to control my anger. “Tomorrow morning…”
“You’ll do nothing,” she says, interrupting me. “Dad, please, it’ll just get even worse than the worse it already is.”
“Fine. For now. But I’m calling your therapist today to get you in for an emergency appointment.”
She starts to protest, but I cut her off. “That’s not negotiable. What you did yesterday…” I can’t even finish the sentence.
“Fine,” she snaps just before the phone disconnects.
Just as I turn the truck toward home, I get another phone call. When Victoria’s name scrolls across the screen, I groan.
“Hey Vick,” I answer.
“Tobias! How are you?”
“Good. You?”
“I’m excellent, but have been worried about you since you were unable to make it to the meeting with Helena last night.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I had something come up with Callie.”
“Oh? Is she okay?” 
“Yeah. There’s some bullying going on at school.”
“That’s rough.”
Time to own up to my failures, I guess. “Listen, I’m sorry I didn’t show up yesterday, but it was unavoidable. I meant to message her today to apologize, but time got away from me at work and I didn’t get it done.”
“If you have too much going on right now, we can let Helena handle the class alone.”
She’s throwing me a lifeline, an easy out, and I should grab onto it and let her know I don’t want to do the class. Maybe it’s my imagination, but I can tell she’s disappointed in me. Never in my life have I committed to something and failed to follow through. 
When I don’t respond right away, she continues. “Why don’t you think about it? If you decide it’s not a good fit for you right now, I totally understand. We can always let Helena handle this session alone and maybe have you do another one when things settle down for you.”
“Thanks Vick. I’ll think about it and let you know.”
Her call reminds me that I need to get in touch with Callie’s therapist and get an emergency session set up. I give my phone a verbal command to call her. Thankfully, she answers right away.
I give her the details on what’s going on with Callie, and she agrees that an emergency session is warranted and that she should probably up her visits from twice monthly to every week. Although she doesn’t have any late afternoon appointments, she has one night a week set aside for later slots, so we set Callie up for then.
We disconnect, and it’s only then that I realize it’s on the same night of the week as that damn class. My girl prefers that her grandmother, Gloria, takes her to and picks her up from therapy because she’s able to just let Callie be without asking a million questions, and I am not, according to her.
That means I’ll be free to teach that damn ropes class.






  
  Chapter five
Helena


It’s finally Friday, and I am stoked. Not only because I’m off for the next three days because I work ten-hour days and usually only four days a week. There are lots of weeks I pick up an extra shift here and there, but this time of year, I don’t unless they really need me. 
This time of year is derby season. And I love derby season. There’s nothing quite like the rush of lacing up my skates and stepping onto that track. The crowds, the energy, the controlled chaos of bodies flying around the rink – it is pure adrenaline.
Tonight is a double-header with the A team and B team of a crew from Kansas City. It should be especially good because Kansas City always brings their A-game. 
Last time we played them, I took a hit that left me seeing stars for a good thirty seconds, but I popped right back up and kept jamming. That’s what I love about this sport. You get knocked down, you get back up, and you hit harder the next time.
I slip into my gear in the locker room, pulling on my fishnets and adjusting my knee pads. The energy in here is electric – everyone’s pumped for tonight’s bouts. My derby name is plastered across the back of my jersey in bold letters: Hell on Wheels. It’s a play on my last name and my military background, but after losing my leg, it took on a whole new meaning.
“You ready to crush some Kansas City ass tonight?” Tiffany asks, lacing up her skates. Her derby name is Tiff Raff, and she’s our team captain.
“Always,” I grin, sliding my specialized prosthetic into my skate. The mechanics of it still fascinate me – the way it locks into place, the hydraulics that give me the push I need. It’s a beautiful piece of engineering, really.
The familiar weight of my helmet and pads feels like coming home. Out on the track, everything else fades away. Work stress, no-show meetings, all of it disappears when I’m flying around these curves.
“Hell on Wheels!” My teammate Razor calls out as I join the warm-up circle. “You ready to show these KC girls how we do it in Oklahoma?”
“Born ready,” I call back, picking up speed as I weave between the other skaters. The prosthetic responds perfectly, the specialized ankle joint I helped design giving me the control I need for sharp turns and sudden stops.
The crowd is already getting loud, and we haven’t even started the first bout yet. I love this energy, the way the whole arena buzzes with anticipation. 
Derby crowds are the best. They’re here for the sport, not just the spectacle. They understand the athleticism, the strategy, the split-second decisions that can make or break a jam.
As I finish my warm-up laps, I spot a familiar figure in the stands. My brother Logan waves at me from the third row, and I give him a quick salute. Since mustering out, he’s been to every bout, and even before then, he wanted to hear all about them when we talked. 
The whole family has been incredibly supportive, but Logan especially. He was the one who drove me to my first practice after I got my prosthetic, when I was still scared I’d never be able to skate again.
“Five minutes!” Tiff calls out, and we huddle up for our pre-game ritual.
“What do we do when we get knocked down?” she shouts.
“We get back up!” we all respond in unison.
“And what do we do when we get back up?”
“We knock them down harder!”
The whistle blows, and it’s time. I roll out onto the track with my team, the roar of the crowd washing over me like a wave. The Kansas City blockers are lined up across from us, and I can see the determination in their eyes. Good. I like a challenge.
The first jam starts, and I’m not jamming this round. Instead, I’m blocking for our jammer, Atomic Blonde. The KC jammer tries to slip past me on the inside, but I hip-check her into the rail. She recovers quickly, I’ll give her that, but not before Atomic gets a good lead.
“Nice hit, Wheels!” Razor shouts as we reset for the next jam.
This time I’m up as jammer. I pull on the star-covered helmet cover and take my position behind the pack. The whistle blows and we take off. 
I duck low and start weaving through the pack, looking for my opening. The KC blockers are tight, forming a wall that’s hard to penetrate. I fake left, then dart right, using my prosthetic to pivot in a way that would put too much strain on a real ankle, and it catches their blocker off guard. She stumbles slightly, and I’m through.
The track opens up in front of me, and I pour on the speed. My wheels eat up the distance as I lap the pack once, twice. The crowd is on its feet, screaming. I can feel that familiar burn in my thighs, the sweet ache that means I’m pushing my limits.
When I come back around, KC’s blockers have regrouped. They’re waiting for me, and I can see the determination in the lead blocker’s eyes. She’s got at least thirty pounds on me, but I’ve got momentum.
A KC blocker comes in hard from my left, aiming for my shoulder. I see it coming and drop even lower, letting her momentum carry her past me. But her teammate is right there, and this hit I don’t see coming.
She catches me in the ribs, and I go down hard, sliding across the track on my hip. The other jammer zooms around me and makes it around my entire team of blockers, racking up the points. 
Shit.
“You okay?” Tiff asks, and part of me wonders if her concern for me had her distracted enough to lose focus on the block. But that’s just me being pissy for getting knocked on my ass.
“Fine. I want to go again.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely.” What I don’t tell her is that while I was on the floor, I spotted a weakness in the Kansas City team’s defense.
We reset, and as soon as the whistle blows, I’m off like a shot. I elbow my way through and come back around. Heading for the outside in the stretch, they prepare and stack up on the far side. 
Just as we reach the tighter turn at the end of the track, I make my move and swoop to the inside, leaping over the gap they leave to land on the other side. If I had skated it, I would have been knocked out of bounds. 
But my skates never touch the other side of the boundary, and I rack up hella points with that move. 
Razor zooms up to me as I coast around the track. “Fuck yeah, baby! That was awesome!”
We won, but it was a tight match. I skate off the floor toward the gate to find Logan waiting. Despite my being drenched in sweat, he swoops me up into a bear hug and swings me around, making me laugh like a loon. “Great job! That move you made was kick-ass!”
He sets me back on my feet, and I pat his chest. “Thanks, Lo! Thanks for coming.”
“Of course,” he says, and that’s when I notice his eyes sliding over my shoulder. 
The B-team has started hitting the floor, and some of them are standing around chatting during the break. That includes a petite, pretty blond whose tank has Racey Lacey on the back of it. She looks back over her shoulder and gives him a full-wattage smile followed by a cutesy little wave.
Seems like my big bro is killing two birds with one stone. 






  
  Chapter six
Tobias


Dammit, I’m late again. At least I thought to stop by last night and drop off my equipment bag for the class so I didn’t have to worry about forgetting it in my rush to get home, clean up, and get to the club. 
All day, I’ve been going back and forth. Part of me is excited to do something I enjoy that’s just for me. The other part of me feels like I need to stick close to home despite Callie not even being there right now.
As I stride through the club, people clear a path and give me looks of concern. I don’t mean to be intimidating, but sometimes, I can’t help it. 
I enter the dungeon that has been set up as a classroom and pause at the back. The woman up front has already started, and considering I’m fifteen minutes late, I’m not surprised.
Rather than interrupt, I fold my arms over my chest and watch. She’s pretty. Medium height and fit with long dark blond hair, she has pulled back into a braid. 
She’s wearing a tank top that shows off her well-defined arms, as well as a full sleeve of tattoos on one arm and partial on the other. I’m curious to know what kinds of things she cares enough about to ink them onto her skin. Every single one of my tattoos has tremendous meaning.
The way she’s explaining and fielding questions at the same time is nice. She doesn’t treat anyone’s question as silly or stupid. There are even a few jokes tossed in here and there which makes everyone relax.
She seems friendly, not standoffish as I was expecting after ghosting her. I lean against the wall at the back of the room, trying to blend in despite my height making that nearly impossible. The dungeon is dimly lit except for the lights over the demonstration area, which put her in sharp relief against the dark walls.
She’s explaining something about the differences between Western and Eastern rope styles when she finally notices me. Her eyes meet mine for a brief second, but she keeps moving her gaze around as she smoothly continues her explanation without missing a beat.
“As I was saying, Western styles tend to focus more on restraint and immobilization, while Eastern styles, particularly Shibari, which is still about restraint, emphasize the aesthetic beauty of the rope work itself.”
I watch her hands as she demonstrates a basic knot. Her movements are fluid and precise, like she’s done this thousands of times.
The class is well-attended, with maybe twenty or so people sitting on folding chairs, all of them looking engaged. She has a volunteer come up front with her, demonstrating a basic single-column tie on the woman’s wrist. Her fingers move with practiced efficiency, the rope flowing through her hands like water.
I scan the room, noting the mix of people. Some are obviously experienced, nodding along with her demonstration. Others are clearly new to rope. 
She finishes the tie and steps back. “And that’s how you complete a basic single-column tie that’s both secure and comfortable for your partner,” she says, her voice carrying easily through the room. “Notice how I can slide two fingers between the rope and the skin? That’s your safety check.”
That’s when I see it. The rope she’s using is a distinct color of blue that can only be special ordered through one company. Last year, the owner of the company made the offhand comment that I’m the only person he ships to in Oklahoma.
Who the hell does this woman think she is? How dare she go through my supplies and then just help herself?
She unties her volunteer with the same fluid grace she used to create the tie, and I’m stunned as I take in the details of her technique. It’s flawless. Efficient but not rushed, each move purposeful. The way she handles the rope shows years of practice.
When the volunteer returns to her seat, Helena picks up a different coil of rope. “Now, let’s talk about rope selection. This is a hemp rope, which has excellent grip but can be a bit rough on sensitive skin…”.
She continues her lecture, and I find myself impressed despite my irritation about her taking my things. She clearly knows what she’s talking about, and her teaching style is engaging, but that still doesn’t excuse her being a thief. 
That is something I simply cannot abide, and it seems that although my time worked out to participate, I think it’s best I get my shit and let Vick know I won’t be able to do it after all. 
“And that’s all I’m going to cover in this first session,” she says finally. “We’ll pick up next week with actual partner work, so make sure to bring someone you trust if you can. If not, we’ll have practice partners available.”
As people start to gather their things and file out, I push off from the wall and stalk forward.






  
  Chapter seven
Helena


Everything is starting off great. There are more students than I expected, but that’s okay. In a multi-week class like this one, a larger group is fine. If I were trying to pack everything into one session, more than six students at once is difficult to manage. 
I’m a little over ten minutes in and my co-teacher still hasn’t shown up. To be honest, I’m relieved. Teaching in tandem takes communication and respect. Not to mention knowing something about him besides his name.
Other than his name and knowing he’s into Western-style rope tying, I know zilch about him. Trying to teach together now would be disastrous.
“Would anyone like to volunteer to be my model?” A very pretty redhead with gorgeous pale skin raises her hand.
“Perfect,” I say. “Come on up here and have a seat on this stool.”
She does as I ask. As she gets comfortable, I go to my bag and automatically reach for a plain rope. But then I see the blue. It’s my favorite, and I think it will look fantastic against her skin, so I grab that instead.
As I move back toward her, I uncoil the rope and ask, “What’s your name, gorgeous?”
“Monica.”
“All right, Monica. I’m going to do a demonstration and tie a few knots. Do you have any hard limits when it comes to being restrained?”
“No,” her partner says with a laugh. “She’s been wanting to be trussed up for ages.”
I raise my eyebrows comically. “Is that so, Monica?”
Her neck turns a glorious shade of red, but she nods enthusiastically.
“Excellent.” I position her arms and tell her to hold that position as I begin to tie.
The door at the back of the room opens a few minutes later, and a big guy steps in. For a moment, I wonder if it’s that Tobias guy, but he crosses his arms and leans against the wall. Maybe just a late student.
As I work, I keep talking, fielding questions, and even wise-cracking a little. I keep looking around, wanting to be sure everyone is comfortable and trying to discern unasked questions that someone might be too shy to call out. 
My eyes momentarily lock with the man in the back of the room. He’s gone from looking a little grumpy to taking on an almost gargoyle-like look with a full-on scowl on a face that looks as if it has turned to stone.
Even with the big guy at the back of the room, I stay focused on my demonstration. When I finish the single-column tie on Monica, I move to discussing different types of rope.
“Eastern style rope work focuses on the aesthetics as much as the restraint,” I explain, running my fingers along the blue hemp rope. “The pattern created by the rope against the skin becomes part of the art.”
As I finish untying Monica, I thank her and help her back to her seat. The class wraps up smoothly, and I’m actually pleased with how it went, despite being abandoned by my supposed co-teacher.
“Any questions before we break for today?” I ask, scanning the room. A few hands go up, and I field their questions about rope types, safety considerations, and what to expect next week.
Once everyone seems satisfied, I dismiss the class. “Remember to bring a partner next week if you can. Otherwise, we’ll have volunteers to help out.”
As the students gather their things and file out, I notice the tall guy at the back isn’t leaving. Instead, he stalks toward me, his face morphed from stone to a thunderstorm. 
“That’s my rope,” he says without preamble when he reaches me. His voice is deep and gravelly, like he doesn’t use it much.
I blink, taken aback. “Excuse me?”
“That blue rope. It’s mine. No one else in Oklahoma has that particular shade because it’s specially dyed.” He points to the coil I’ve just finished demonstrating with.
He’s so angry. People are coming through the door to use the dungeon for other reasons since the class has let out. So, not wanting to make a scene, when he holds out his hand, I slap the coil into his palm. Shaking my head, I turn to my bag. 
“You really shouldn’t use other people’s stuff without permission.”
I’m not going to argue. “Whatever, dude. And, since it seems you’re oblivious to the possibility, people move to Oklahoma from other places all the time.” Zipping up my bag, I turn and head toward the door. I’ve got more of that rope at home, and if he’s that hard up, he can have it.
When I first came into the room, I saw the other bag of supplies on the table, but I didn’t even look into it. I figured it must have belonged to Tobias, but when he no-showed again, I thought it must be stuff the club supplied. 
However, I only ever use my own rope and equipment because I know what I’ve got. In one class I was in when I first started, the instructor used an unfamiliar rope, and it turns out it was some cheap crap with a toxic dye that made the model break out in hives.
My only thought is that the asshole gargoyle must be Tobias, and that was his bag of stuff. For some reason, he has it in his head that I took his rope, which I did not. And instead of showing up on time or even being civil over what is clearly a misunderstanding, he chose the path of being an asshat.
I walk straight through the club, out the front door, and to my car. This gig is bullshit, and if they’re so intent on having that gargoyle teach, they can have him do the whole thing.
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