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      Bella

      I’m in a dark room. My wrists and ankles are shackled to a rough, cold wall. My arms and legs are numb because I haven’t been able to move them for days, weeks maybe. Nothing makes sense in this darkness. Nothing but the fact that I will die soon. I used to think I wanted to die. And then I didn’t. And now I’m not sure. I just want this nightmare to end.

      All my thoughts are focused on the metal door which might or might not open at any moment. He might or might not come in soon. And use the knife he’s been threatening me with since he brought me here. Bottom line, I might be dead at any moment.

      I’ve gone through heroin withdrawal chained to this wall.

      I smell worse than the homeless under the bridge where I’d sometimes get high.

      I will not survive this.

      Through the cold wall I can hear screams.

      The sick man’s—Ghost’s—other victims?

      Or just the neighbors?

      I never should’ve gotten in his car. I know that now.

      But I needed to save Blade. He got beaten up because of me and I needed to get him help. I failed. And he might be dead now. That hurts more than all the other things combined.

      Let me out! You sick asshole, let me out!

      I screamed those words so many times that my voice is just a croak and my throat feels like it’s bleeding.

      No one hears.

      He doesn’t come to let me out. Or kill me. I don’t even know which I’d prefer anymore. If Blade’s gone, I want to be with him.

      It’s the other screams that always wake me up from this nightmare that is actually a true story. Angel’s screams.

      Because it didn’t end with me dying.

      It ended with the sick bastard who chained me to a wall fleeing, going into hiding.

      But not before he killed Angel. My best friend since before I can remember.

      She came looking for me.

      She found him. Ghost. A serial killer preying on prostitutes and good Catholic girls. We were supposed to be the latter. She was. I wasn’t.

      But God wasn’t with Angel when she tried to save me. I don’t think he’s ever been with me. Not before, not then, not since.

      Maybe if I hadn’t been dumb enough to get in his car, Angel would still be alive.

      Maybe if my family weren’t a bunch of mean men with medieval standards, we’d never have met him.

      Maybe…

      Maybes aren't going to change anything and they’re not going to bring anyone back.

      My family shipped me off to live on the East Coast after I was saved and I still wouldn’t marry the guy they picked for me. They washed their hands of me and I let them.

      I didn’t make Angel’s funeral. I didn’t see any of my friends. Not even Blade, the love of my life, the only one I loved more than smack. Almost more.

      But I saved him in the end.

      By going far away from him and telling him not to follow. Demanding that he never speak to me again.

      It was the only way I could save him from my family’s retribution. They didn’t kill him the first time, but they would the next. I’d dishonored them too much.

      And I betrayed the love of my life and all my friends.

      I don’t deserve forgiveness. I don’t deserve to live.

      But here I am anyway.
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      Blade

      Angel is avenged. It’s finished. Rogue Angels MC, of which I am the Vice President, came to exist from our feverish desire to find the psycho serial killer called Ghost who took her from us and kill him. After ten years of trying, we have now done that. It doesn’t feel as good, as satisfying, as fulfilling as I had hoped it would.

      Rogue Angels MC got its name from our quest to get justice for Angel, but in the years of trying to do that, we’ve become more than just a vengeance seeking MC. Or not. Depending on how you look at it. We’re in the business of hunting down criminals that no one else is going after, be it due to lack of leads or the criminals’ connections in high places. Every member of the MC also has a backstory that involves a criminal that got away. Sometimes we’re lucky enough to hunt one of those down too.

      Ghost is just one of many that we’ve hunted down.

      He didn’t die well. He died screaming just as Angel did.

      I wanted that to feel good. Or better than it does.

      And as much as I hate to admit it, I think I know why.

      For me, avenging Angel has always been tied to getting Bella back. She is my the one. I’d gladly have laid down my life for her and almost did. Ghost had abducted her too, but we saved her. She left me anyway. And she’s been gone for ten years.

      Gone in the flesh but not gone from my thoughts. For years now, I’ve been telling myself I’m finally totally and completely over her. But she’s been constantly on my mind ever since we watched the psycho’s hut burn in the desert, with his screams echoing in the growing darkness and rising cold.

      A vision of her visited me in the hospital after I took several bullets for my MC. She stood by my side as I floated in the air, watching as the emergency room doctors worked on my naked, bleeding body. She held my hand. As softly and warmly as only she can.

      She didn’t say anything. She never does when she comes to me like that. Just smiles, her presence filling the whole room.

      The last thing she said to me was, “Don’t come looking for me. It’s over.”

      I didn’t want to hear that and so I didn’t want to hear anything else from her either. That’s why she’s always silent in my visions and dreams. And probably why she’s always on my mind.

      Even my favorite philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre went soft when speaking about love. "In love, one and one are one,” he said.

      As hard as I tried to fight it over the years, it’s remained largely true for Bella and me. At least as far as I’m concerned. I have no idea how she feels. I’ve honored her wishes. I stayed away from her.

      JP also said, “Every existing thing is born without reason, prolongs itself out of weakness, and dies by chance.”

      And of course, “Hell is other people.”

      I agree with all that too.

      As I floated there in the emergency room, watching myself dying, I wondered if I was already in hell. And if my version of it included Bella by my side, silent forever. Touching me softly but never giving me more than that while I could feel her everywhere. It would make sense as far as that being pure hell is concerned.

      “What’s our budget like for traveling these days?” I ask loudly, my deep voice echoing in the nearly empty clubhouse bar.

      Rogue, our MC president and my best friend, looks up from some file he’s been reading, the unfocused look in his eyes suggesting he didn’t even know I was here.

      “Where you thinking of going?” Creed asks, glancing at me over the edge of his newspaper. His inherited millions are the main money source for the MC, and he holds the purse strings very tight.

      “New York City,” I announce.

      Now Creed looks confused, but Rogue knows exactly what I’m talking about. He’s clearly been keeping tabs on Bella’s whereabouts too.

      “Bella needs to be told,” I say. “She deserves to know too.”

      Rogue’s usually very bright green eyes turn black. Clearly, he’s still not forgiven her for bailing on Angel’s funeral and all the rest of us. For bringing Ghost to our doorstep. For abandoning us all.

      “You sure you need to tell her in person?” he asks. “It’s something a simple email can take care of.”

      Creed is pretending to read his newspaper, but there’s no rustling of paper coming from his direction and he hasn’t moved at all since I started talking.

      “Three o'clock is always too late or too early for anything you want to do,” I say sagely, quoting JP again and making Rogue grimace. He hates it when I quote philosophers instead of giving straight answers. But I love doing that.

      “Now what’s that supposed to mean?” he snaps. “I’m not in the mood for this philosophical bullshit right now.”

      Creed folds up his newspaper, tosses it on the table and stands up. “I figure that quote just means it’s always a good time for a drink, since it’s three o’clock somewhere.”

      He heads for the counter. I think he just doesn’t want to hear any more of this conversation than he absolutely needs to be a part of.

      “Hey, don’t knock JP, he knew what he was talking about.”

      “Do you?” Rogue asks.

      “Everyone who latches onto that particular quote just ends up talking about the best time to start dinner if you wanna eat by 7PM, but I think it just means that there’s never a perfect time to do anything. So why not just do it?”

      I could’ve answered his question plainly, but where would be the fun in that? No, I don’t know if going to see Bella is a good idea. I don’t know if it’ll help heal me, or make me worse. I just know that I want to do it and now I can’t stop thinking about it.

      Rogue silently looks at me for a few moments, probably trying to come up with a good and kind retort. He’s been extra attentive to me lately. Mostly because I almost died. But partly also because Zane’s been hanging around more and more, angling to become one of us, and possibly taking my place as the VP. He and Rogue have always been the Ying to each other’s Yang, or however that saying goes. Where Rogue is all about doing good, Zane—or Unholy as he goes by these days—is all about mayhem and blood. They balance each other out perfectly, no one can deny that.

      “She broke your heart once, her family almost killed you, she brought Ghost into our lives and then walked away when the going got rough,” Rogue finally says. “I just don’t want you⁠— “

      “What? To get hurt again?” I ask, trying not to sound mocking. But failing. “I’m a big boy.”

      In stature, sure. But anything to do with Bella, and I regress back to the teenager who’d chop off his own head if she asked for it.

      “What brought this on anyway?” Rogue asks.

      I could evade the question again, give him some mindless answer about needing closure, tying loose ends or some other such new-age bullshit. Or another quote from some long dead philosopher. But we’ve been friends a long time and he deserves a straight answer from me on this.

      “Getting shot and almost dying brought a lot of things into clearer perspective for me,” I say. “And the way I ended things with Bella never sat well with me. She got abducted while trying to save me and I never fought very hard to make her stay after that. Plus, you know, if Zane’s getting a second chance, she should get one too.”

      He gasps and looks shocked for a moment. But I spoke truth and he knows that. It’s just harder for him to see it and accept it, because he loved Angel as much as I loved Bella. But he loves Melody now, and Zane saved her, so things are different.

      “That could be debated, but we’re not gonna do that now,” Rogue says. “Do what you have to do. Take all the time you need. We’ll see what’s what after. She works at some place called⁠—”

      “Sinful Creations, I know,” I interject.

      “Sounds about right where she’s concerned,” Rogue mutters and I choose to pretend not to hear him.

      “You might wanna pack your winter clothes,” Creed says from over by the bar. “New York can be chilly this time of year.”

      I’m sure there’s a hidden meaning in there somewhere, but I choose not to hear that either.

      I’ve been thinking about visiting Bella for weeks. Years even, if I choose to be honest with myself. Lately I have been choosing straight-up honesty and truth more and more.

      But now that the time to go is here, I’m no longer sure it’s the best idea.

      What if she turns out to be as silent in real life as she is in my visions? What if she’s moved on completely? What if I am just setting myself up to hurt some more?

      Good. I’m ready to feel something again. Even if it’s pain. Anything to get over this numbness of wondering whether I survived that hail of bullets at all. And wondering if Bella still thinks we are one like I do.
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      Bella

      Just a few short months ago, I used to love coming to work. Some days my boss Bear would have to kick me out after closing, because I could and did stay there after hours working on my designs. Not so much now that his arthritis got so bad he can’t tattoo a straight line anymore and he retired. He gave the Sinful Creations parlor to his nephew Doug, or Doogie, as he wants to be called. Doodie would suit him better as far as I’m concerned.

      He’s nothing like Bear and he won’t take no for an answer. No matter how many times I say it, he’s always right there, breathing down my neck while I work, or draw, or stare off into space. I almost messed up a tat the other day because he was standing too close and I kept fearing he was gonna grab me at any moment.

      Yesterday was Sunday and he spends those at his Ma’s house on Staten Island. Those visits are damn near sacred to him and he’s always in a foul mood on Mondays. Most likely because he misses his mommy.

      Today’s a Monday and I came in mad early this morning, at four AM, partly to avoid him and partly because the scream dream—or recurring nightmare more like—got me good last night. I don’t know if it’s the rainy, cold weather or the fact that the ten-year anniversary of Angel’s death came and went, and I still haven’t plucked up the courage to even visit her grave.

      All my designs lately feature pretty girls, with crosses, and leafless trees standing over lonely graves. That’s gotta mean something. And I don’t want to even begin unpacking it.

      The front door of the parlor slams open bringing in an entirely different kind of wind that blew on the day Angel was buried. This is the cold and hopeless kind, that was a tingly hot, crazy-making kind. I sat in the garden of my family’s home, not at her grave and not attending her funeral is still one of the biggest regrets of my life.

      “You’re here early again,” Doogie says. “We don’t have anyone coming in until after noon. Or do we? Did you mess up another design?”

      I slam my sketchbook closed without thinking. Now the ink of my drawing will be all smudged up on top of everything else that’s going wrong lately.

      “One time that happened, Doogie,” I snap. “One time. And the customer ended up being more satisfied with the correction than he was with the original design.”

      And it happened because Doodie can’t keep his hands to himself. He’d run them down my hair, groaning loudly.

      He takes off his trendy trucker hat and jacket and tosses them on one of the plush purple and gold armchairs by the door where customers can sit while waiting to get their ink done in the back.

      “I suppose you’re gonna tell me it was all my fault next,” he says, grinning leeringly.

      “If the shoe fits…” I come from around the counter to get my jacket and purse, but he stops me by standing between me and the coat rack.

      I sidestep him, trying very hard not to let the laser-hot surge of fear show anywhere on my face or my body. I don’t do well with overly alpha men. Too much psychological baggage, not enough love. I don’t go there either.

      “I’m getting some coffee and breakfast,” I say. “Want me to bring you something?”

      He finally steps aside so I can pass him, but he’s still all up in my personal space as I put on my leather jacket and zip it up tight.

      “Or I could just come with you,” he says, looking me up and down, the leering not just in his voice but in his eyes now too.

      “Someone has to mind the shop,” I say. “And I have a design to finish.”

      I move towards the door, but don’t get far. He grabs my arm, the space between us suddenly non-existent. And there’s no hiding the fear gripping me now.

      “Why you gotta always play hard to get like this?” he asks. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      “We’re co-workers,” I manage to say without my voice shaking to badly.

      He uses his other hand to brush a strand of hair from my face. “I’d like to be so much more than that. Come on. Just one kiss. I promise I won’t bite.”

      “Let me go!” I scream just as the door opens, bringing in more cold air. It’s the best thing I ever felt.

      But Doogie is still holding me and leaning down like he expects that kiss he asked for.

      “I think you need to do like she said,” the guy who walked in says in a voice I haven’t heard in over ten years. A voice that’s both as cold as the worst winter wind and as warm as the sweetest summer breeze.

      Doogie turns to him without letting me go. “Yeah, what’s it to you?”

      “Everything.” Blade could always be counted on to say exactly the right thing at exactly the right time.

      Somehow even the memory of my nightmare isn’t as sharp anymore after hearing him say that, let alone Doogie’s crazy pass at me.

      “Or do I have to make you?” Blade adds.

      He was always a big guy, but he’s somehow gotten even bigger in the last decade. He dwarfs Doogie and me both. And makes the reception area of the parlor look tiny besides.

      “Me and my girlfriend are just having a little chat,” Doogie says. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

      “I’m not your girlfriend and I never will be,” I say and finally manage to rip my arm from his grasp.

      The words were more for Blade and he heard them loud and clear. We haven’t been able to take our eyes off each other since he walked in. His are still the sweetest chocolate brown they always were. Soft. Betraying the core of him which is loving, gentle and kind. And nothing like the hardness he projects outward. I didn’t just break his heart. I smashed it. And told him it was for his own good.

      But that doesn’t stop me from going up to him and wrapping my arms around him in the tightest hug I’ve given anyone in a very long time.

      “I missed you, Blade,” I say.

      “Yeah,” he mutters back.

      So maybe he doesn’t have the right thing to say for every occasion anymore. Or maybe this is it.

      “What’s going on?” Doogie asks. “You know him or something? Or are you just a total slut?”

      “Let’s just go for a coffee,” I tell Blade before he reacts.

      “Yeah, I know him,” I say to Doogie. “And you don’t wanna mess with him.”

      I think even Doogie caught on to that by now. It’s why he’s only talking to me and why he doesn’t say anything more, as I slide my arm under Blade’s and lead him out into the biting cold. He doesn’t resist.

      “And don’t bother coming back if you’re gonna be such a bitch,” Doogie yells after us.

      Blade stops and turns, the air around him electric with pent up rage. I grip his arm tighter. “Leave it. He’s an asshole and he’s shit in a fight. You’d just kill him and where would that leave us?”

      I smile at him, but his face remains completely still and unreadable. “Exactly where we’ve been for the last ten years?”

      It’s a valid point. We’ve had absolutely no contact. But now that I have him back, I’m not letting him go again easily. Because I meant what I said completely. I have missed him. Every single day that we’ve been apart. The only reason I stayed away was to protect him. But by the looks of things, he doesn’t need anyone’s protection anymore.

      He also looks a little like maybe he missed me every day too.
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      Blade

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t imagine running into Bella over the years and how that would go. The way it actually went never occurred to me. Saving her from an overzealous boss in a small tattoo place in Brooklyn was never on the list.

      She always liked drawing, ever since I first met her back in third grade. But she was never big on tattoos. I guess that’s changed. Her hands are covered with them and I suppose the rest of her milky pale skin might be too. I’m not complaining.

      She still looks amazing, her ass perfectly round in those tight skinny jeans she’s wearing, and that leather jacket does nothing to hide the rest of her curves. She’s holding onto my arm like her life depends on it and we’re walking in perfect sync down the crowded sidewalk, somehow managing not to jostle against anyone. I think it’s because she’s leading me. I didn’t do this well in the sidewalk crowd on my way to find her. But I’m not ready to start thinking of all the ways we’re perfect for each other yet.

      New York’s a strange city. It seems that no one sees anyone else, yet they flow seamlessly by each other on the sidewalks like rivers of varying currents, free and un-bridled, un-concerned with anything but their own path. I could do without the cold though.

      “Here,” she says and leads us into a Starbucks that’s somehow noisier than the street outside. But at least it’s warm.

      She’s winded from the pace she set to get us here, her cheeks slightly rosy. Her hazel eyes, big enough to suck you right in, are fixed on mine.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that,” she adds.

      “I’m sorry you had to live it. You should’ve let me teach that guy a lesson.”

      She shakes her head. “He’s pudgy and weak and I wasn’t kidding, you probably would’ve killed him.”

      “I have more control than that,” I say, eyeing the menu above the counter. “But maybe he’d deserve it. He came across as a sketchy rapist type to me.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him,” she says then orders the largest latte they offer.

      I’ve given up caffeine a while back, and I’ve grown partial to the green drinks they serve back home, but those don’t seem to have made it all the way out east yet. So I opt for a green tea.

      “This is nice,” she says as we move to wait for the drinks. “Just like old times.”

      She’s talking breezily enough but there’s an edge to her tone. Finally. Because from the way she’s been talking, smiling and touching me, I was beginning to think the last ten years never happened. Or that we’d been together this whole time. Like nothing had changed.

      “We found Ghost,” I tell her and watch her pretty face and eyes flip through a bunch of emotions. Most of them sad and ugly.

      “And we killed him.”

      More emotions follow, not all of them dark. There’s something very close to joy amid them.

      “So it’s over?” she finally breathes. “Angel is finally avenged?”

      The barista is calling our names, but she doesn’t seem to hear it. I collect our drinks and lead the way to a table for two in a window nook. Outside the currents of people are still flowing by relentlessly.

      Her cheeks are even rosier and she’s still breathing hard, but it’s all just from hearing my news now. I’m gonna let her have a moment. Mostly because I don’t know what to follow up my news with.

      “Who caught him?” she asks.

      “We did.”

      There’s an incredulous tone to my voice until I realize she probably has no idea what we have become in the years that I haven’t spoken to her. Back when Angel died and Bella was still the love of my life we were just a bunch of kids riding motorcycles and occasionally scaring off a drug dealer or pedophile. But mostly we rode motorcycles and partied.

      “By we you mean Rogue and Zane and them?” There’s bitterness in her tone.

      “Yeah, among others. We’ve established a real motorcycle club and our sole purpose is hunting down criminals,” I explain.

      “And what’s it called, this motorcycle club of yours?”

      She smiles, but it’s a sad, wispy little thing.

      “Rogue Angels MC.”

      She nods. “Nice. Figures Rogue would want to honor her. And get his name in there too.”

      “Rogue likes the fame and attention, I’m not gonna lie,” I say. “But he’s still the most selfless man I know.”

      She smiles again and touches my hand lightly. It feels like a butterfly landed on it. “You’re the most selfless man I know.”

      “How do you figure that?” We knew each other well once upon a time. But that time is long gone.

      “I mean, look at you, coming to tell me this news when everyone else has long since given up on me,” she says.

      She’s not wrong. We have all written her off. Myself included. And the longer I spend with her, that is fast starting to seem like the biggest mistake I ever made. It always had seemed that way, but I could rationalize it before. Those rationalizations have no power to stand up to her pretty face and the sweet sound of her voice, which I’ve missed even more than I realized. Or her touch. Or her smile. Or the way her eyes glow like brushed gold, making everything right, and good, and nice.

      “So, what have you been up to?” I ask, because I really want to know.

      Her eyes widen again, but then she
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/blade-ebook-cover.jpg






OEBPS/images/wsd-logo-final.jpg
Watersideé Dreams
17 SEOLETGS PLOUbsES

==






