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Watch The Bike
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Sebastian Hayes blew out a long breath as he switched off the engine of the rental truck in the parking lot for the apartment building that would be his new home. The building reminded him of a nondescript travel motel with its plain brick exterior, dark gray shingled roof, and utilitarian, if functional, windows. In its favor was the landscaping, which boasted an array of pine trees, mature and well-kept shrubs, and several picnic style benches and charcoal grills that were set amidst riotous arrays of blooming flowers reminiscent of an English garden. A swimming pool, half Olympic size, with deck chairs rounded out the few outdoor amenities. Also in its favor, at least as far as Sebastian was concerned, was that it was small, with only three dozen units, well-managed, and located off the main arteries leading into town, which had become something of a bedroom community for Denver, Colorado. It was quiet, dull, and out of the way. Just what he needed.

Getting out of the truck, he went to the back and raised the roll-up rear door. He paused a moment, surveying the extent of his worldly possessions. A new queen mattress and simple wooden frame, both still in their boxes, were near the front of the truck. It was an indulgence, as he certainly didn’t need a bed that big. A full-size mattress would have been ample for his trim five foot nine inch frame, and he had no expectation of ever again sharing a bed with anyone, even a dog or cat. But choosing the larger mattress and frame now would save him the torture of having to choose them later if fate ever again deemed him worthy of companionship. 

“Anything is possible,” he said to himself, then snorted. At the age of thirty-three, he likely had many lonely years ahead of him. It was a sad and sobering thought, and he often wondered why he bothered with the meaningless exercise in futility that had become his life.

Because it’s part of the penance for the things you’ve done, he reminded himself.

Beyond the bed, he’d bought a new dining room set that included a table of modest size and two chairs. In sharp contrast to the plain bed frame, the dining set boasted dark wood, leather cushions, and cast iron detailing. It had cost more than he had planned to pay, but as he wandered the furniture store, wracked with indecision, it had caught his eye, which greatly simplified the choice. He had refused the other two chairs of the set, which had confused the saleswoman. He had actually only intended to buy one chair, but she had convinced him he needed at least two, for symmetry, if nothing else. The argument had swayed him. 

He had no use for a bulky sofa or armchairs and had instead chosen a futon to give him more seating options. He planned to spend most of his time inside, and the futon provided superior flexibility for his needs.

The only other major furniture was a plain utility desk, adjustable between seated and standing positions, and a comfortable office style chair, the single most expensive piece of furniture he’d bought, that had taken him three hours to choose in the store.

He had considered getting a chest of drawers, but decided he had no need of one. His wardrobe was small and would easily fit in the built-in shelves and hanging rack in the bedroom closet.

The rest of the truck’s cargo area was taken up by an assortment of roughly two dozen boxes, all stacked with exacting precision to make the most efficient use of the truck’s cargo capacity. Most were medium size, a few were large, and the rest were small. The majority of the boxes contained items for his kitchen, with the balance holding his clothes, some lamps, toiletries, and other odds and ends.

He glanced at two boxes that were marked, in very precise handwriting, “Old Things.” Books filled up most of the space in those two boxes. He sighed, thinking of all the books he’d once owned. Save these very precious few, they were all gone now, as was everything else from the life he had once known.

“Set that aside and get to work,” he chastised himself aloud. He talked to himself all the time, in no small part because he had no one else to talk to, but also because, especially these days, he preferred his own company, preferred to be alone. Everything was easier that way. People were generally complicated and confounding, and he tried to avoid them.

The parking space the truck occupied was bounded on the driver’s side by a median hosting some of the complex’s landscaping. On the passenger side, a motorcycle with Indian Chief on the side of the gas tank, which, along with the front and rear fenders, fell somewhere between a dark brown and gray, with the rest of the bike in glossy black, was parked at an angle between the white lines of the space.

As he began to unload the first batch of boxes from the truck, Sebastian arrayed them carefully within the width of the truck’s parking spot, careful to respect the boundary of his neighbor, whoever it might be.

* * *
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Aria reclined on her couch, her feet on the coffee table, lost in a science fiction novel by one of her favorite authors. It was an edition long out of print, wasn’t available from the library, and when she’d bought it years ago it had taken her nearly six months to find a copy from an online seller that wasn’t absolutely outrageously priced or in dismal shape. A lot of the books she enjoyed were like that: out of print, difficult to find, and expensive to buy. The irony was that most of them had been a couple bucks or even less when they’d originally been published, typically before she’d been born.

She turned the page and continued to read, trying to strike a balance between holding the book open far enough to see the text on the inside margin and fracturing the spine’s binding. She knew she didn’t really need to see all the words, as she had read this particular novel so many times she knew most of it by heart.

Not for the first time, she thought of how she’d been born into both the wrong body and the wrong time. The first she’d largely been able to rectify, albeit not easily. The change hadn’t brought her happiness, but she hadn’t really expected it to, given the mess her life had been back then and how wildly divergent she was from everyone around her now. But at least she felt as if the glove that was her body now fit the hand that was her spirit. That in itself had counted for a great deal.

Being born into the wrong time, of course, was something she was unable to change, no matter how often she fantasized about building a time machine. And, as H.G. Wells had shown in his novel on the subject, the future might not be as bright as one might hope, and she had no desire to travel into the past. Regardless, she often imagined herself in the distant future as one of the characters in the stories she read during much of her free time. 

Her only socializing was to down a few beers every Friday night at a bar. Even then, she spent most of the time there helping out the owners, a man and woman she loved as she might a father and mother, not dicking around with the bar’s patrons unless she had to bounce someone out or twist someone’s hand off who’d been grabbing the servers. The bar owners and a guy where she worked were the only people in the world she really gave a shit about. Past that, she would’ve been perfectly content if everyone else was sucked into a black hole and spaghettified. She had her art, her music, and her books, and thankfully a job that she loved. It was enough for her. It had to be.

She glanced toward the window, which stood open to the mid-summer air, at the sound of an unfamiliar vehicle, obviously a truck to her well-tuned ear, entering the apartment complex parking lot. 

Whatever, she thought. Probably just a delivery.

At the sound of a roll-up door opening, she frowned. It sounded like it was coming from the direction where she’d parked her bike, not near the office where the delivery trucks usually unloaded. Then came the sounds of someone shifting around boxes. 

The one thing she really hated about living here was the parking lot wasn’t big enough for her to park her bike where some asshole wouldn’t somehow manage to bang into it. It was like her motorcycle was an electromagnet that drew in idiots driving cars. One jackass had actually clipped it while going through the lot, not even trying to park beside it. She’d come that close to breaking his jaw.

“Fuck.” She slid a bookmark between the pages to mark her spot before putting the book down. Moving to the window, the anger that had been her constant companion since childhood spiked as she saw that some buffoon had parked a rental truck, she figured a fifteen footer, in the space right next to her bike. Granted, that was the only space open on this side of the lot early on this Saturday morning, but she didn’t care. Her anger flared brighter at the stacks of boxes the solitary guy was quickly piling up on the asphalt as he unloaded the truck. She pegged him in his early thirties, about her own age, dressed in khaki pants with a green polo shirt and black shoes. While he wasn’t muscular, he wasn’t a stick figure, either, and certainly didn’t seem to have any trouble hefting the boxes. She could tell from how tall he stood against the truck’s cargo bed that he was shorter than she was. Of course, most people were.

“Dweeb,” she muttered. 

The guy set another box on top of two others on the side adjoining her bike’s spot, and she finally gave voice to her anger. “Hey!” She called from the window.

The guy looked around, and she had to suppress a laugh as his head swiveled, trying to find who’d spoken. “Up here, dude,” she shouted, adding a quieter, “Duh.”

That got his attention. He waved at her. 

About time, genius, she thought. “Watch the bike!”

The guy looked over at her bike for a moment, then back up at her. “What’s it going to do?”

The scene might have been comical to other people, but Aria wasn’t amused. Not at all. “I’ll show you what it’s going to do, motherfucker,” she said through gritted teeth as she turned from the window. Her anger turned to fury as she went to her bedroom. She was only wearing a threadbare white t-shirt and a thong, her normal weekend morning attire. Now she had to put on some clothes to go out and tell this guy off. 

Once she was dressed, she pulled on her boots and quickly tied the laces. Opening the door to her apartment, she stomped out, slamming the door shut behind her as she stormed down the hallway toward the stairwell that led down to the parking lot.

* * *
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With a shake of his head, confused by the warning from the woman on the second floor, which was only three units down the hall from his own, to watch her bike, Sebastian turned back to the job at hand. 

He continued unloading the boxes, arranging them in groups according to where they needed to go in the apartment, then dividing them further into stacked sets that the hand cart could hold. 

“Hey. Asshole.”

Sebastian turned around as the woman from upstairs came toward him, turning the corner of the truck on the passenger side. He was glad he had just set down the last box from the truck and hadn’t been holding it. He was sure he would have dropped it otherwise.

He had to look up to meet her eyes, which were a deep brown and highlighted with black eyeliner and dark eyeshadow. She stood well over six feet tall, boosted a good inch more by the thick-soled gleaming black boots that anchored her goth style. She wore tight leather low-rise pants over her muscular legs, topped by a wide black leather belt boasting two rows of chrome studs along its length and an oversize silver buckle with a skull on it. A low-cut black top covered a full bust, clinging to her torso as it tapered from wide shoulders and lats to end just below her sternum, revealing her midriff and smooth abs. Tattoos adorned both arms and shoulders. Around her neck was a black lace choker that held a silver charm in the shape of a star, and her face was framed by jet black hair cut in a jagged shag. Her lips were done in gloss black lipstick that he found incredibly striking.

He could see from her expression and the fire in her eyes that she was angry. Very angry. 

She stepped right up to him, crowding his space, looming over him. Raising one of her muscular arms, she pointed a long index finger at his face, a hair’s breadth from his nose. “I told you to watch the bike. I don’t want you or your shit touching it.”

Turning to where her bike stood, well away from the nearest boxes, he frowned before turning back to face her. “I’m being quite careful. I respect other people’s things.” He saw a flush of anger quickly creeping up her neck past the choker. He opened his mouth to say, “Why are you so angry?” 

But, as sometimes happened due to the emotional and physical trauma he’d suffered several years before, the words that came out were different than what he’d intended. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

* * *
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Aria blinked in surprise and froze, staring down at him. Of all the responses she’d expected, You’re beautiful hadn’t been among them. No one beyond those who’d helped her transition to this new life and her would-be mother and father at the bar had ever said that, or anything close to it, to her. Beast, Hulk, Gigantor, Godzilla, monster, ogre, troll: she was all too familiar with an entire litany of labels people had slapped on her. But beautiful? That was a new one. 

His words jammed up the angry tongue-lashing she’d been about to serve him. “What did you say?” she said, pulling her finger away from his face and lowering her arm.

“You’re beautiful,” he said again. With a sheepish expression, he went on to explain. “Sometimes the filter between my brain and mouth doesn’t work very well. I can’t help it. I’m sorry if I offended you. I certainly didn’t mean to.” He gestured toward her bike. “The same goes for your bike. I thought it might have a remote start or something and you were just warning me about it. I wasn’t trying to, ah, be a jerk.”

Something told her he was being sincere and not just trolling her. If she’d thought the latter, she would already be smashing his teeth out. She opened her mouth to spout some vitriol at him, just out of spite, but her anger had dissipated. That in itself was a rare enough thing. The guy might be a dork, but saying she was beautiful, even if by accident, had to count for something, especially if he actually might have meant it. He’s obviously fucking mental, she thought. “Look, just stay away from my bike, okay?”

Then she spun on her heel and walked away, heading back to her place.

* * *
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Sebastian stood there, watching as she strode back to the building. He was surprised to have found someone who appeared to be as much or more of a misanthrope as he himself was. 

After a brief moment he turned away from her.

Blowing out a breath, he forced himself to return his attention to the task at hand, the woman’s visage still burned in his mind.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Reconciliation
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After moving everything up to his new apartment and putting the boxes in their appointed locations, Sebastian returned the rental truck, making sure to be extra careful as he backed out to avoid the woman’s motorcycle. He glanced up at her window and saw her there, watching him. Figuring he had nothing to lose, he waved. She didn’t wave back, but shook her head and retreated after he was no longer a threat to her beloved machine.

He returned a short time later in his car, a very practical econobox, painted a dark blue, that would have been unremarkable in any city across half the world. As he returned to his new home, his mind kept turning over the incident with the woman, despite his efforts to focus on something, anything, else. Part of it was lingering guilt over offending her. While he fully realized making mistakes was part of being human and inadvertently offending people was sometimes a result, especially for him, he hated being wrong. Worse, he hated wronging other people, even in a small way. He didn’t consider himself virtuous; it was simply part of what and who he was. 

As he entered the parking lot of the apartment building, he stopped the car just past the entry, frozen with indecision. A few spots were open on the far side of the lot from his apartment. Then there was the spot where he’d parked the truck earlier, which was as close as he could get to the stairs nearest his unit.

Next to the woman’s motorcycle, of course.

He knew that most people never even gave a second thought to such things, or would park next to her bike just out of spite. But every act in his life, even the simplest thing like where to park the car, was rooted in an expansive decision tree. There were times, quite often, when it was agonizing.

After mulling the situation over for several minutes, he finally decided to park in the space he’d vacated earlier. Not out of spite, but because it was the most logical thing to do, considering he had to carry up the last of his worldly possessions to his apartment from the car.

The motorcycle’s owner didn’t make a second appearance. Relief and disappointment warred for dominance in his mind.

Once he’d carried everything up from the car, he began unpacking the boxes containing the items for the kitchen. Everything was brand new, still in retail packaging. In fact, everything he’d brought with him had been purchased within the last two weeks, save for the contents of the two precious boxes from his former existence.

As he carefully unpackaged the new appliances, cookware, and other items, taking the time to clean them all, he reflected on how little any of it truly meant. Six years ago he had died in spirit, if not in body. Now he simply wanted to live a quiet existence until his body followed after his spirit, however long that might take. 

After he’d positioned the last of the small appliances on the counter, he paused a moment, thinking again about what he considered unfinished business with the owner of the motorcycle. Enough things in his life had ended badly, and he didn’t want this new beginning, for what little it might be worth, to be marred without at least attempting to make things right. If he could.

After staring at the floor for a long moment, he turned and left the apartment, heading down the hall.

* * *
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Gritting her teeth, Aria forced her quivering muscles to the limit, determined to finish the last rep of the last set of the last exercise, another round of good old pushups, of her routine for the day. Usually she worked with weights, but Saturdays were reserved for a full body workout using nothing but her own body weight. That didn’t mean it wasn’t brutal. Rivulets of sweat ran down her back and over her chest, funneling into her cleavage to soak her sports bra. Her shorts were soaked, as well, with a sheen of sweat covering her abs and legs. 

“Ah, fuck,” she gasped as she made the last rep. She dropped to her knees on the exercise mat, then moved into the yoga position known as child’s pose. Quickly bringing her breathing under control, she relaxed for a minute before beginning her cooldown routine.

After that was done, she toweled herself off and was heading to the bathroom to take a badly needed shower when someone knocked at the door.

Since no one but delivery drivers and the manager ever came by and she wasn’t expecting any deliveries, she opened the door without bothering to check the peephole, expecting to see the manager. She couldn’t imagine why, as Aria hadn’t called for any repairs and her rent was all caught up.

Instead it was her new neighbor. The nerd.

Oh, for God’s sake, she thought with a grimace.

“Hi,” he said quietly. Then he stood there, his gaze fixed on her face.

She sighed. “You’re staring.”

He averted his eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 

Before she could verbally rip him apart, another word popped out of his mouth.

“Hippolyta.” His expression went into a full-blown grimace.

She shook her head. “What?”

“Hippolyta,” he said, a flush of embarrassment coloring his face. “She’s the—”

“Queen of the Amazons,” Aria finished for him. “I know who she is.” To herself, she thought, What is it with this guy? To him, she said, “Is that another one of your brain-mouth disconnects?”

He heaved a deep sigh. “Yes. Again, I’m sorry. I literally can’t help it. It happens sometimes when I’m stressed.”

“Well, if you’re going to go around saying random shit to people, I guess I could do worse than you saying I’m beautiful and calling me Queen Hippolyta. Now what do you want?” She didn’t care that her tone was rude as hell. 

“I wanted to, um, ask you if I could...” His words ground to a halt as he clearly struggled with what he was trying to say.

To Aria, he looked like a schoolboy, the shy outcast of the class, asking his first crush on a date, knowing he’d be refused and fully expecting to be humiliated by not only her, but his classmates, as well. Her mouth compressed in a hard line, not from anger, but from her own remembered pain. That was something she didn’t need. The sooner she shut this down, the better. “Whatever it is,” she told him, “the answer’s no. Leave me alone.” She stepped back and started to close the door.

“Wait, please!”

Aria closed her eyes. Give me strength, she pleaded with whatever god or gods might be out there. Opening her eyes again, she looked at him through the hand-wide opening remaining between the door and frame. He looked like a goddamn puppy with sad hazel eyes. A part, a very small part, of Aria felt a little guilty. She could’ve sent him on his way without being so harsh, but compassion wasn’t one of her strengths. She’d certainly been shown little enough in her own life. 

At least hear him out, she told herself. It won’t cost you anything, then you can slam the door in his fucking face. “Okay, fine. What do you want?”

“I’m starting a completely new life here,” he told her. “I literally don’t know a single soul in this entire state, and I feel really bad about getting off on the wrong foot with you.” He frowned. “I’m sorry, I know I’m not saying any of this very well. I’m not very good with face to face conversations.” He paused. “I’d just like a chance to make it up to you.”

“I’m not in the market for friends.”

“I’m not, either,” he said with an intensity that surprised her. His voice softened. “But I was hoping not to start things off by offending one of my neighbors.” He bit his lip, and Aria suspected he was winding up for the pitch. “Could...could I make you dinner? I’m a really good cook. Or I could take you wherever you’d like, if you’d prefer.”

And there it is, she thought. She’d had to deal with the Nerd Patrol plenty of times before, especially at the bar. She was like nectar to hummingbirds or shit to flies, depending on how you looked at it. The guys who hit on her thought she’d be easy pickings because she was so different and they figured she’d be desperate to get laid, willing to settle for any cock of the walk who strutted by and gave her a glance. Of course, guys she’d been attracted to hadn’t exactly scored well in the few encounters that got beyond the talking stage, either. That’s why she’d given up on romantic entanglements. They’d brought her nothing but pain and humiliation.

She laughed and took no small enjoyment in watching him wilt. “Are you asking me out on a date? Jesus Christ, dude.” 

“No,” he said emphatically, shaking his head. “I wasn’t trying to...”

She stepped back and slammed the door. Hard.

Looking through the peephole, she expected him to go storming off down the hall to his apartment, cussing her out for being a man-hating bitch. 

Instead, much to her surprise, he stood there a moment, head bowed, radiating an aura of total defeat. The twinge of guilt she’d felt earlier amped up. Slightly. The guy looked like his beloved dog had just died.

Heaving a visible sigh, he turned away, heading back to his place. 

His posture as he walked down the hall brought Aria another set of unbidden and unpleasant memories of when she’d been a young child, walking alone from school after another day of relentless struggling and bullying, heading “home” to the latest in a string of foster parents who never gave a shit about her beyond the money they received from the government to keep her under their roof. 

The needle on the Guilt-O-Meter swung past green into the yellow zone. 

“Goddamnit,” she hissed, supremely annoyed with herself. Leaning against the door, she considered his proposition. No, she chastised herself, you’re not considering, you’re rationalizing. At least be honest about it. But in favor of taking him up on his offer, she’d forgotten to go food shopping, which she hated with a passion, before she’d gone on her weekly pilgrimage to the bar yesterday. That meant there wasn’t much left in the fridge that was edible. She had plenty of canned and boxed crap in the pantry and some frozen dinners, but while she didn’t mind eating it, “edible” was about as high on the taste scale as any of it could aspire to. And she’d had enough fucking pizza to last a lifetime.

Fuck it, she thought. What do you have to lose? And if the guy was legit decent and not just another asshole, she could choke off the annoying little voice that was saying she had indeed been a bitch about the whole thing. 

Making up her mind, she opened the door. Leaning out into the hallway, she said, “Hey.” The guy must not have heard her, as he kept on walking like a zombie.

* * *
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“Hey!”

Sebastian stopped and turned around to see the woman standing halfway out her door, looking at him. The woman. He didn’t even know her name, and felt far worse now after she’d rightly called him out for staring and then for calling her Hippolyta. But he had to confess that whatever in his brain was doing this to him wasn’t wrong. When she’d opened the door, dressed only in an exercise bra and shorts, her skin still shimmering from a fine sheen of sweat over the taut and well-defined muscles of her body, he was every bit as captivated, if not more, as he had been when she’d confronted him earlier. The frustrating thing that he knew he’d never have a chance to explain was that it wasn’t sexual on his part, although he certainly found her quite attractive, but was a deep appreciation of beauty. That, however, didn’t save him from feeling like a complete fool and a failure. Well, he told himself, it certainly isn’t the first time, and without doubt it won’t be the last. 

He prepared himself for the further humiliation, deserved or not, that she was about to inflict upon him.

“Yes?” He said in a guarded voice. 

“You’ll take me anywhere I want?”

“Well...sure.” At this point, if he could somehow snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, he wasn’t about to quibble about the price. Money was one thing he certainly wasn’t short on nowadays.

“I might be coaxed into a steak dinner. I’m a meat and potatoes kind of girl. There’s a place down the road that my boss says is good, but I’ve never been there.” She crossed her muscular arms and leaned against the door jamb. “It’s super pricey, though. Supposed to be the best place in town.”

Taking a step back in her direction, Sebastian said, “I’m not worried about the price. But I guarantee you I can cook steak as good or better than you’ll find in any restaurant.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Now there’s a boast!”

He took another step toward her, warming to the subject. “It’s no boast. I told you, I’m a really good cook. In another life I might’ve been a professional chef. A good one. In a restaurant, the cooks are turning out food for dozens or hundreds of people for every meal. I’d be preparing it just for you. There’s a difference.” He shrugged. “I think so, anyway. Either way, it’s up to you.”

She cocked her head. After a moment, she said, “Okay, hotshot, I’ll take you up on that. But be forewarned: if you serve me bologna or some shit, you still have to take me to that steakhouse. Deal?”

He smiled. “Deal. So now for the hard part: figuring out what you like. I’d recommend filet mignon.”

“I won’t argue,” Aria told him. She’d never actually had filet mignon. She had to confess to herself that she was starting to feel good about her decision to take him up on his offer. Even if he turned out to be another grabby fuckwad whose ass she had to kick, it sounded like she’d at least get a good meal out of it. “I like it rare, like super rare, with a lot of steak sauce on it.” Then she told him what her favorite brand was.

Sebastian winced. “Okay, I’ll get some.”

“What’s wrong with steak sauce?”

“I think I can make something you’ll like a lot better, but I’ll get your sauce, anyway. Now, about those potatoes...”

“I usually just get fries, but I suspect you’ll turn your nose up at those.”

“Mademoiselle,” Sebastian said, “have you considered our fine selection of tater tots?”

* * *
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Despite herself, Aria giggled. “Tater tots? Oh my God, I haven’t had those since I was a kid.” After a moment’s consideration, she said, “I’ll try the tots, monsieur.”

“Oui, mademoiselle,” he said. “I’ll also make something a bit more...adventurous for you to try. Now for the tough part: the vegetable accompaniment.”

At that, Aria stuck out her tongue. She forced herself to eat some greens for her general health, but she wasn’t going to waste room on them for a meal like this. “Forget it. Save yourself the effort.”

“Hmmm. You’re one of those anti-vegetable types. I get it. But I’m going to make you something. You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want, but I’d like you to at least try it. Otherwise...” He gave her a mock stern look as he finally came to stand a couple paces from her. “...you can’t have dessert.”

“Chocolate cake,” she said instantly. She’d been craving some for weeks but had never gotten around to getting any, and if she hated cooking, she utterly despised baking. Anything she made, especially when she tried to bake something, reflected her dislike of and incompetence in the culinary arts. The food she made hated her as much as she hated making it.

“Sheet or double-layer?”

“Double-layer, of course,” she told him. She grinned. “What kind of question is that? And chocolate icing.”

“Chocolate...or chocolate fudge?”

“Oh, shit,” she said. “Chocolate fudge. Definitely.”

“À la mode with some vanilla ice cream?”

“Yes, please.” Her mouth was already starting to water. 

“I’ll make some baguettes to go along with dinner, and some salad, too, if that’s okay,” he told her, and she nodded. “Is red wine all right?”

“Sure. I usually drink beer or whiskey, but wine’s okay.” It was then that she realized her nearly constant anger had been replaced with anticipation. She hadn’t had a meal like this in...well, she’d never had a meal like this. The food served at the bar, which was the only place she ever ate out around here, was decent, but could never be considered anything beyond typical greasy spoon fare. When she was growing up, none of the families she’d lived with had ever given her steak. Some had eaten it themselves, but never spared any for her. As an adult, she’d certainly never had a meal like that while she was in the Army or the dark times that had come after, which she tried hard not to think about. It wasn’t that she couldn’t have afforded it; she had just never bothered. What he was laying out for her sounded heavenly, and she could only hope that it wouldn’t turn out to be another fiasco like her previous encounters with men.

“Now that we have the menu sorted out,” he told her, “how about we dig in at seven o’clock tonight at my place?”

Her eyebrows shot up. It was nearly noon. “How are you going to get all your stuff unpacked, put your furniture together, go shopping, and get all that cooked by seven?” A small voice in her head said, Hey, Aria, you asshole, maybe you should ask if he’d like some help? She studiously ignored it, which was reflected by the Guilt-O-Meter needle moving perilously close to the red zone.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” he said. “All you need to do is show up and enjoy yourself.” Biting his lip, he took one final step closer. Holding out his hand, he said, “Ah, since we were never properly introduced, I’m Sebastian.”

Reaching out and taking his hand, she shook it. She wasn’t into playing the bone crushing game and was pleased he wasn’t, either, or he would’ve been sorry. His grip wasn’t weak or overdone, just Goldilocks-perfect firm. “I’m Aria.” It wasn’t the legal name on her driver’s license, but was the only name she answered to.

“That’s a beautiful name,” he said, looking her straight in the eyes. “That’s a conscious compliment, by the way.” He smiled. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
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Following a long hot shower, Aria tried to get back into her book. But after she caught herself reading the same paragraph for the fifth time, she bookmarked her spot and set it on the cluttered end table next to her disreputable looking but incredibly comfortable sofa in the living room. She’d propped herself up so she could look out the window, and had watched as Sebastian headed out in his car, no doubt to do a bunch of shopping to stock up his kitchen and get all the other random things from toilet brushes to floor mats that a move-in seemed to require. She’d been in this place for five years and hoped to never have to move again; she would be happy to live here until the day she died. The management was nice, which meant they were rarely seen unless she needed them for something, and then they acted pretty quickly. She’d fixed up her apartment the way she wanted it and was content to keep it that way. It was mostly quiet and people left her alone, not only because she was so different, but because she scared the shit out of them.

Except for Sebastian. He was one of the only people who hadn’t so much as flinched when she’d confronted him, brimming with anger. He’d just looked at her with those puppy eyes without a trace of fear or concern. You’re beautiful again echoed in her mind. She wondered at how those words had doused her ire like a fire hose.

She looked at the book again and frowned. The Guilt-O-Meter (How did I get stuck with this fucking thing? she wondered) was still reading high, and now she genuinely felt bad that she hadn’t offered to at least give him a hand. She was a total loss in the kitchen preparing meals, but she could’ve at least offered to load the dishwasher, and she vowed to do that this evening. She also could’ve knocked all his furniture together in an hour, at most, even blindfolded. If anything, she was good with her hands. Last but not least, he was picking up a pretty sizable tab for the food and wine, which she suspected wasn’t going to be found in the discount section, all because she’d been an asshole to him that morning. 

He’ll be just like the others, she thought. Squeeze what you can out of him and walk away. She wanted to believe otherwise, but every time she’d given someone a chance, she’d wound up hurt. In two cases, quite badly. Like with most other things in her life, she felt like she was damned if she did and damned if she didn’t.

When she’d told Sebastian she wasn’t interested in making friends, that had been true enough. She had Phil and Roxanne, her would-be parents at the bar, but beyond them and a small circle of friendly acquaintances at the bar and one real friend at work, she had no one and wanted no one. Not anymore. She was content with that, but even the Devil wouldn’t try to convince her she was happy. She’d just accepted she never would be and moved on.

Sebastian. Despite his painful awkwardness during their two conversations, he’d gone out of his way to be nice when he absolutely didn’t have to. Aria knew that she sure as shit wouldn’t have offered not only an olive branch, but an entire fucking tree bursting with olives, to someone who’d treated her like she’d treated him that morning. She had uniformly low expectations of people, men in particular, and acted accordingly. But there were exceptions. Maybe he was one.

“Maybe,” she murmured. 

Getting up, she went to the apartment’s second bedroom, which was her art room. It was a bit more organized than the riotous chaos of the rest of her apartment and was her spiritual temple. She stared at the canvas of her latest work for a moment, thinking about Sebastian. Then she took up her palette and got ready to paint.

* * *
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Returning from his shopping spree, Sebastian opened up the trunk of his Honda sedan, which was now carefully packed from front to back and side to side with a combination of groceries and what he considered a minimum of other move-in essentials he hadn’t brought with him in the truck. He was still unsure if he would even bother with window treatments or any other decorative items; he had no reason to care about such things anymore. Everything he’d bought had a practical purpose and filled a specific need.

As for the food, it was a combination of basic stock items, ingredients for the meals he’d already planned out for himself, and the dinner tonight with Aria. It had been extraordinarily difficult for him to focus on anything else but tonight’s dinner while he’d been shopping. He’d found himself checking three times to make sure he had certain items, then having to go back to get things he missed. It was extremely frustrating, because it was completely unlike him. He never did that.

That said, he had no illusions or lofty expectations about dinner: she would come over, they would hopefully have a nice meal, perhaps exchange a little conversation, then she’d depart and they would go their separate ways, both their ledgers cleared. That would be a perfectly satisfactory outcome. He didn’t expect or want anything more, and he was certain she didn’t, either.

The bulk of his anticipation was rooted in his own enjoyment. If nothing else, it would be nice to cook for someone other than himself. He hadn’t done that for a long time. Even from what little he had seen of her, he suspected Aria would be one of the most interesting people he had ever met. He recalled the words of one of his favorite professors in college, who’d said, “Don’t hang out with people like yourself. Find those who are different, those out of the mainstream. They’re the ones who are the most interesting.”

Aria certainly fit the bill.

With a smile at the thought, he hefted three bags in each hand containing the items that needed to be frozen or refrigerated, as they had to go in first. Leaving the trunk open, he turned and started making his way across the parking lot.

He’d made it precisely six steps when he heard the girl scream and his world exploded into flames.

* * *
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“Daddy!”

Aria looked up as the girl who lived with her mother in unit 12 let out her trademark blood-curdling scream when her dad pulled up. While it was a single word, she made it sound like the Spanish Inquisition was forcing it out of her with a white hot poker and tongs, turning it into a scream that ended with a giggle. The kid, who Aria guessed was maybe six or so, was only around every few weeks now after some sort of furious custody battle. Thank God.

Aria grimaced, glad she hadn’t started painting yet. She’d had to redo sections of more than one painting because she’d flinched at the girl’s caterwauling. “Goddamn that little shit.” 

Moving to the window, a mighty scowl on her face, Aria looked out toward the playground where the mother was giving the girl another tongue-lashing that had absolutely no effect as Daddy got out of the car.

Movement out of the corner of her eye drew Aria’s attention, and she watched as Sebastian, carrying a bunch of groceries in both hands, collapsed to his knees on the asphalt as if every muscle in his body had given out, with his torso then doubling over as if he were doing a horrifying rendition of the child pose in yoga, his face right down on the pavement.

“Sebastian!” she shouted. “Sebastian! Are you okay? Sebastian!”

He didn’t move.

“Jesus.” She didn’t pause to think. Running to the living room, she quickly slipped on a pair of jeans haphazardly tossed over the back of her armchair and shoved her feet into the ratty sandals she preferred when not done up in her usual goth attire. She didn’t even think about her t-shirt, which was on the transparent side of threadbare, and the fact she wasn’t wearing a bra. Grabbing her keys, she flung the door open then slammed it closed before pounding down the hall at a full run.

* * *
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“Daddy!”

His daughter’s final gasp came only moments after the big man had used deft, economical movements to sever her carotid arteries, letting loose a fountain of blood from the wounds.

Sebastian screamed in impotent rage, in hate, in anguish, in grief. In guilt. Inside, the part of him that was rooted in the current time and place knew that, deep in his soul, he had never stopped screaming in the years that had passed since that day.

Part of him realized that it was a memory, but it was also real. It was real. He could see his daughter writhing, could hear her gasping for breath. He could smell the coppery tang of her blood. He knew what he was seeing had happened years ago, but it was also happening right now before his waking eyes.

His wife, who was now spattered with her own beloved child’s blood, was also zip-tied to a heavy chair and was unable to do more than be witness to her daughter’s murder. 

As the man stepped behind Sebastian’s wife, she focused her attention and her gaze on Sebastian. “I love you,” she whispered before closing her eyes.

Then her blood poured forth, ending her life.

Their deaths were his punishment.

“You should’ve done as we told you,” the big man said. “You could’ve been rich and set for life. But you had to be the hero, and they paid for your stupidity.” Then the man said to a faceless accomplice, “Burn it all down. And him with it.”

* * *
[image: ]


Aria skidded to a stop before dropping to her knees beside Sebastian. No one else seemed to have noticed his collapse. The family with the shrieking kid were the only ones out and about right now, and they didn’t have line of sight to this part of the lot. It appeared that no one in the apartments had been rubber-necking out the window except her.

She could tell he was still alive because he was trembling, shaking, as if he were freezing to death. While his body seemed to have gone limp when he collapsed, it wasn’t now: every muscle was clenched, especially his hands. They were balled into fists so tight that every knuckle had turned white. She thought at first he might be having a seizure, but he was moaning, saying, “No, no, no” over and over.

Oh, boy, she thought. She was pretty sure she knew what was going on.

“Sebastian.” She gently took him by the shoulders and lifted him up on his knees, fighting against the contraction of his abdominal muscles. His face was twisted into a rictus of horror and anguish. His eyes were wide open, but whatever he was seeing wasn’t in the here and now. It was somewhere else. Somewhere in Hell. 

Repositioning herself so she could look straight into his eyes, she put her hands to his tear-streaked face and said, “Listen to me. It’s not real, Sebastian. It’s a memory from a bad time. It seems real, but it’s only a memory. Your brain thinks you’re living through it again, but you’re not. It’s a memory. You’re here. With me. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

His head jerked fractionally in what she took as a nod. 

“Good. Now follow the sound of my voice, okay? Look for me. Look for Aria. Come on out of wherever you are. Come to me.”

After a moment, he stopped moaning and swallowed. “I...I see you,” he whispered.

“Good. That’s it.” She nodded. “Come to me now. Walk out of whatever you’re in, wherever that place is, and come back to me. Leave it behind. Come on.”

Finally, his body started to unclench, the shuddering gradually starting to ease. He put his hands over hers and held them tight. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 

“Don’t ever apologize for anything PTSD does to you,” Aria told him softly. “Not ever.”

Taking in a deep breath, he nodded. “How...how did you know?”

“I’ve got it myself, although not nearly as bad as you do. In another life I knew a lot of others who had it. Some really bad.”

“Service?” Sebastian asked.

“Yeah. Army,” she said. “You?”

“Air Force...but this isn’t from that.” He managed a brief, tortured grin. “Database design and accounting can be challenging...but don’t usually result in psychological trauma.”

Fellow vet, she thought. Go figure. She wasn’t going to press him on what the source of his PTSD might be. That was a dragon best left undisturbed. If he ever decided to share it with her, that was one thing. Otherwise it was his own business.“I sort of pegged you for a pencil pusher.” She smiled. “Fucking nerds, man.”

“Just remember...nerds make the world go ‘round.”

With a good-natured snort, Aria said, “That’s what they tell me. Think you can get on your feet?”

“I think so.” A shudder ran through his entire body. “Maybe.”

“Come on, then. Let’s give it a try.” Aria helped him stand, then guided his arm around her waist before putting an arm around his. She was practically holding him up as they started toward the building, and she had to bite down hard on some of her own memories from when she’d done this before in another place, another time, that had left deep scars on her own body and soul.

He gestured at the bags. “But...”

“Forget that stuff. I’ll come back down and get it. Let’s just get you upstairs.”

Slowly, they made their way to his apartment. His hands were still shaking so much she had to prop him up against the wall and reach into his pocket to get his keys so she could unlock his apartment door. 

She was surprised to find the dining room table, which she thought was quite attractive, had already been put together, as had two chairs. But everything else that was labeled as any type of furniture was still unopened. 

“Sit here,” she said, guiding him to one of the dining room chairs, which were the only places to sit at the moment, other than on the floor or on boxes. “You need water or anything?”

“No...I just need a few minutes to recover a bit.”

She stared at him. “A few minutes, huh? It’s going to be hours, Sebastian, after that sort of train ride through Hell.” She leaned down, putting a hand on his shoulder. She wasn’t normally the touchy-feely type, but she made an exception for him after the shit he was going through. “How about we take a rain check on dinner until you’re feeling better?”

* * *
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“No...please,” Sebastian told her. “I’ve had these episodes before and know how they run. I’ll be fine and...” He bit his lip. “I know it probably seems silly, but this, tonight, is important to me.” In his mind, he was staring at endless decision trees he’d have to reconstruct. On top of that, he was looking forward to tonight and didn’t want to put it off, especially because of this. “It’ll also help take my attention off of...this. Please.”

She gave him a skeptical look punctuated with a raised eyebrow. “Are you sure? You’ve got a lot to do.” She sighed. “I can help you out a bit if you like. I can’t cook worth shit but I can help you put some stuff together or something.”

“No, that’s okay. I appreciate the offer, though.” He paused. “I really do.”

She shrugged. “Okay, then. Let me go get your stuff. I’ll be back in a minute.”

After she disappeared out the door, Sebastian let out a shuddering sigh. He got up and unsteadily made his way to the kitchen, where with shaking hands he began to arrange everything that needed to be cleaned and prepared before he started cooking. Focusing on the task helped him inch away from the horror of his memories.

Aria appeared a few minutes later, carrying everything from the car, including the bags Sebastian had left in the trunk for a second trip. 

“Here you go,” she said as she put all the bags on the counter. 

She glanced in one of the bags and paused a moment before reaching in and extracting a bottle of whiskey he’d bought that was the same brand she’d seen on the top shelf at the bar, nestled among several other bottles of liquor and wine. I wonder if he bought it for himself or for me, she wondered with more than a twinge of guilt. That shit was expensive. Pushing the thought aside, she opened the bottle and brought it over to him. “Here, take a swig of this.”

Not about to argue, he put his hands on the bottle while she held it, taking a swallow of the fiery liquid.

“That enough?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he rasped. “Thanks.”

She capped the bottle and put it on the counter. “Don’t overdo it if you need more,” she warned.

“I won’t,” he promised. “I went down that road some time back. I don’t plan to go there again.”

“Good.” After a moment of consideration, she asked, “You have a pen and paper handy?”

“Yeah,” he said, handing her a pen from a holder he’d already set out and a pad of sticky notes. His hands were still trembling, but not quite as badly.

Aria quickly jotted something down, then handed him the note after setting the pad and pen on the counter. “This is my number. I’m planning on being home all day, so you can just come get me if you need something. But if you can’t or I do go out and you need me, call. Just don’t abuse it or I’ll kick your ass.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

She paused, eyeing him. “You’re sure you don’t want to put off dinner?”

“No...I mean, yes, I’m sure.”

“I’ll see you at seven, then,” she said, turning to leave.

“Aria?”

She stopped and looked over her shoulder at him.

“Thank you. I mean it.”

“Sure. Later.”

Then she was gone.
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Aria's Conundrum
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“Fuck.”

Aria glowered at the clock on the nightstand in her bedroom. It was six o’clock and she was starting to panic. Aside from taking another shower, she’d made zero progress in getting ready for dinner in the previous hour. Well, not quite zero: after fifteen minutes of deliberation and trying on and taking off clothes, she’d finally settled on a fancy black lace thong in a major feat of decision making.

Beyond that, she had absolutely no idea what to wear.

She sat cross-legged on her bed, dressed only in her thong, surrounded by literally half the clothes she owned that she’d yanked out of the dresser’s drawers and her walk-in closet. 

Part of her wanted to call Sebastian and tell him to delay, or even bite his head off so he’d want to just cancel and not have anything more to do with her. Any other time she wouldn’t have hesitated to tell someone to fuck off. But she remembered the look in his eyes as he’d pleaded with her not to take a rain check, and she just couldn’t bring herself to bail on him. You’re getting soft, Aria. Sympathy was another unaccustomed emotion she was grappling with.

With a sigh of frustration, she leaned back against her headboard and rolled her eyes heavenward. She was absolutely hating the way this day’s events had disrupted her routine. Yet she had to admit that helping Sebastian had made her feel good, much like when she helped out Phil and Roxanne at the bar. On top of that, while she barely knew him, she couldn’t escape the sense that he was a decent guy. Not that she trusted her people assessment skills. She’d been spectacularly wrong too many times in the past.

That was really at the core of her struggle. She’d started what should have been a simple process by laying out clothes she thought she might have worn had they gone out to the steakhouse. That would, and should, have been the solution. Hell, she could have just worn what she had on that morning when she’d gotten on his case and been done with it. 

But when she’d laid out the clothes, she just hadn’t been satisfied. While she insisted to herself this wasn’t a date, which she’d sworn off over two years ago after her last disastrous attempt at having a romantic relationship, for once she wanted to feel not comfortable so much as nice. She wanted to feel pretty. She wanted to feel beautiful, but not for Sebastian. 

No. She wanted, just this once, to feel beautiful for her own sake. Because this was the first time she’d be with someone who’d told her, and she believed sincerely, with no ulterior motive, you’re beautiful. Not “sexy” or any of the other “hey, baby, come on let’s fuck” lines. Just...beautiful.

But the trials and tribulations of clothing selection had become a burden worthy of Hercules. Or Queen Hippolyta, she thought. She had no girlfriends or BFFs to sound out for ideas, and she wasn’t about to call Roxanne and ask, even though Aria knew she’d be happy to help. Aria also wasn’t going to call her coworkers or boss at the shop. That almost made her burst out laughing. 

The entire situation was ludicrous. She was a thirty-three-year-old woman who’d done and endured a lot of things in her life that had taken smarts, strength, and guts, things that most other people literally would not have survived. This should be so ridiculously easy by comparison, she scolded herself. 

Yet there she sat, crushed by indecision like an insecure teen on her first date over such a seemingly simple, stupid thing. Tears welled in her eyes, and she angrily brushed them away. 

“You are not going to cry, you stupid bitch,” she scolded herself. 

Then she burst into tears. She’d always been emotive in her previous life, to the point where she’d get teary-eyed even watching certain commercials on the tube, and would outright cry during tearjerker movies. Her former buddies had thought that behavior hilarious, but she had the ability to toss her emotions into a box in her mind and lock them down when it came time to get the job done. 

That emotive aspect of her personality had been amplified by her hormone therapy. Or, perhaps more accurately, the therapy had put her emotions on the trajectory where, for her, they really should have been. 

But goddamnit, she thought. This is fucking ridiculous.

When she’d managed to get herself together, she went into the bathroom to wipe her face and neck clean with a towel. The tracks of her tears had made it as far south as her cleavage. Glaring at herself in the mirror, she muttered, “Fucking emo. At least you didn’t already have your makeup on so you could fuck that up. Jesus.”

As she stared at herself in the mirror, she heard Sebastian saying, You’re beautiful. Those words had replayed in her mind at least a hundred times in the hours since he’d spoken them. She didn’t believe them herself, but he seemed to. He obviously needed to have his eyes checked or be tossed into loony bin. Still...

“Okay. Fine,” she told her reflection. “If we’re going to do this, let’s stop fucking around and get it done.”

The first thing was her hair. Staring into the drawer that was filled with hair products, most of which she hadn’t used in a long time, her panic flared higher when she remembered how long it had taken her to do it up right, back in the days when she cared.

“Get a grip, Aria,” she told herself. “Improvise and overcome.” She’d already dried her hair, which was a step in the right direction. She looked up a video of a young woman who’d been an inspiration for the goth look Aria had adopted. Aria didn’t really take to most of the cultural aspects of the goth world and its many subgenres, but liked the look and the notoriety it gave her when she had to appear in public. Almost everyone thought she was a freak to begin with, and wearing what most other women would consider sensible attire would never fix that perception, nor had doing so ever appealed to her. Being the misanthrope she’d become, the goth adaptation for her was a way of giving the rest of the callous world around her the finger in a very visual way.

“Five minutes, you say,” Aria murmured as she watched the young woman demonstrate the process for the hair style that Aria wanted. She made it look so easy. “Right.” 

In ten minutes, however, Aria had what she qualified as a passable variant of the bat’s nest, with bangs hanging down on either side to frame her face and hair piled up on the crown of her head to form the base of the nest, with a riot of teased hair sprouting from it.

Then...makeup. Just as with her hair, she used her video inspiration to guide her in what to do. Aria had been blessed with good skin and normally didn’t worry much about makeup except for eyeliner, eyeshadow, and lipstick, but tonight was different. Fortunately, she still had all the stuff she’d bought, although she worried that some of it might be so old it had petrified like a dinosaur’s bones. Luckily that wasn’t the case.

As she got into it, her hands started remembering what to do, a bit of muscle memory kicking in as she applied her makeup. She started doing her own thing more and following along with the video less as she went. 

Her eyes were where she spent the most time and effort. She didn’t think her face was anything to write home about, but she knew she had pretty eyes and she spent the time to really show them off. When she was done, her eyes gave the impression of those of a bird of prey, long wings stretching from the outside corners and shorter wings on the inside, long, thick lashes, sharp black eyeliner, and gradated black eyeshadow with a hint of silver shimmer. Her brows, which she didn’t keep trimmed the way she should, were now blackened and sharply defined.

Finally, her lips. She debated what look she should go for, from basic lipstick to a more complex look. Finally she decided to go with what she was comfortable with, a gloss black. After considering a moment as she eyed her lips in the mirror, she added a very light coat of silver glitter gloss, giving her lips a night sky look.

Blowing out a breath, she surveyed her handiwork and had to admit she was pleased. She smiled. “You clean up good, girl.” 

Finally satisfied with her face, she remembered that she’d done nothing with her nails yet and cringed. She usually didn’t bother with nail polish because her nails took such a beating at work in the shop, but she sure as hell didn’t want to show up at Sebastian’s with the ten miniature protein disasters currently adorning the ends of her fingers. Digging around in one of the bathroom’s drawers, she unearthed a pack of glossy black coffin style press-on nails and set them aside until she got dressed. “Otherwise, sure as hell, I’ll tear at least one of them off,” she muttered.

She was about to go back to the bedroom to start getting dressed, but paused as she saw the solitary bottle of perfume that she owned poking its little head out of the junk in the drawer where she’d found the nails. She couldn’t even remember when or where she’d gotten it, or the last time she’d used it. Picking it up, she took a sniff. It had a lemony scent, but was tempered with sweetness. At least she knew why she got it, if not when or where. She’d always loved that scent.

She debated where to apply it. She remembered that one perfume oracle had recommended that perfume should be applied to any part of your body that you wanted someone to notice. Aria giggled. “Then I should just shower in it, right?”

She finally decided to spritz the nape of her neck, her cleavage, and her wrists. She was careful to use a very modest amount, as she absolutely hated when men or women doused themselves with perfume or cologne and asphyxiated everyone around them. 

After a moment’s consideration, she set the bottle down on the counter, peeled her thong down a bit, then gave herself a light spritz “down there.” Why the fuck not? she thought. 

Returning to the bedroom, she rummaged around in one of the dresser drawers, pulling out a package containing a garter belt and a set of black thigh high fishnet stockings that she’d never even opened. She had some other stockings, but these were nice ones, a relic of the time when she was foolish enough to believe that romance might be part of her life. Now she was just going to wear them for herself.

She put the garter on around her waist, then got out the stockings. She had an anxious moment when she started pulling the first one on; since she’d never worn them before, she wasn’t sure they’d fit her long, muscular legs. But they did, and quite nicely. Then she attached the garter’s clasps to the thigh highs. 

She took a look in the full-length mirror mounted on the back of the bedroom door as if she were back in the Army, preparing for inspection. Some asshole had told her once that she could’ve been a professional wrestler. She was certainly big and powerful enough, and she would’ve let it go if he’d kept his mouth shut beyond that. But he felt compelled to add, “I mean, you could’ve been a professional male wrestler.” His laughter was cut off by her right fist breaking his jaw.

But right now, for herself, she was more concerned with how her ass looked.

“Not too bad,” she grudgingly admitted. The time she spent every week staying in shape was paying dividends. Turning around, she checked out her front. Her breasts were full, well proportioned to her body, which narrowed from wide shoulders and lats to her waist, with a nice curved flare of her hips. Her belly was smooth, with just a trace of a six pack showing through. The powerful muscles of her legs weren’t cut like a bodybuilder’s, but were still clearly defined. What lay between her thighs would get a good workout when she returned after dinner. She wasn’t about to go to this much trouble and not give herself at least one good orgasm as a reward for the effort she was putting in.

The rest of her preparations, by comparison, were easy. She pulled on a black leather miniskirt that exposed the tops of her thigh highs and didn’t leave a whole hell of a lot else to the imagination. She’d been worried it might not fit, as she hadn’t worn it in over two years. But it still did, and she didn’t have to fight with the zipper to close it up. It was tight, but not too tight. She added a wide black leather steampunk-style belt that rode on her hips, then dropped a few inches into a V shape where the big metal buckle fastened together in front, pointing toward the sweet spot between her legs.

She decided to take care of her footwear before she tackled the rest. Digging around in the back of her closet, she grabbed a pair of gloss black boots that looked like distant cousins of her old combat boots. They had an inch and a half-thick sole and came halfway up her shapely calves, with chrome chains looped across the vamp and instep. She had another pair of boots that came up higher and had raised heels, but she’d never actually worn them outside the apartment. She was already taller than almost everyone else around her and wearing heels, the few times she’d done it, had made even her feel uncomfortably conspicuous. 

While the boots were lace-ups, thankfully they had zippers on the inside that were covered by a leather flap. She pulled them on, glad to hide her feet, which were the only parts of her body she really hated, then zipped up the boots. She made sure the stockings didn’t bunch up, which could easily lead
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