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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fifteen years thinking Ryker abandoned me when I needed him most, and a night fueled by liquor leads me to his door, ready to tell him off. Instead, he surprises me, claiming I was the one who left, and now he’s got this wild idea to keep me close—to show me I’ve always belonged to him.

      

        

      
        Under his roof, my well-guarded secrets feel perilously close to being unveiled, but his proximity blurs the lines between past pains and the semblance of a homecoming. As buried truths and rekindled sparks threaten to consume us, we're faced with the choice to either embrace the trials of love or to extinguish our last hope for a life together.

      

        

      
        Caught between past hurts and a future uncertain, are we ready for a second chance, or is this where our story ends, once and for all?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          DANITA

        

      

    

    
      Life is bullshit.

      Don’t get me wrong. I know life isn’t fair.

      I’ve never expected anything to be handed to me.

      I ran away from home at age fifteen. The place that was intended as a safe haven from the world, where a child is loved and cared for, didn’t exist for me. I endured unimaginable torture and sadistic abuse in every form imaginable at the hands of those who were supposed to love me.

      After a few traumatizing events, I went from place to place, looking for somewhere I could call home, getting involved in things I shouldn’t have. For a while, I didn’t know what time it was or where I slept. I would wake up in stranger’s beds; sometimes dressed, sometimes not.

      Five years in, a rude awakening in my world of despair had me seeking help.

      I dragged myself out of the trenches with the help of a few friends and finished high school, went to college, got a good job, and finally found stability. For years, I’ve thrived.

      Only to have it ripped away from me with one phone call.

      Now, here I am, sitting in my living room a week later drowning my sorrows in alcohol.

      So drunk I can’t see straight, but what does it matter?

      I didn’t do everything right, I know that. I did shit backward and I paid for it.

      Either way, I didn’t deserve to still pay for it.

      But it wasn’t going away.

      All my hard work down the drain.

      Life is a bitch and if she were a person, I’d smack her so hard she hit the floor.

      Then I’d kick her for good measure.

      Instead, life is kicking me and laughing all the way out the door.

      And now, I’m left wondering what the point was.

      Why did I work so hard to turn shit around if life was just going to keep knocking me down? Am I missing something, and if I am, how the fuck am I supposed to know what the hell it is?

      My chest feels as if it’s going to burst as I sit here staring at the wall.

      With a roar, I throw the glass bottle at the wall; half filled with alcohol, it shatters and I stare at it, mesmerized as the liquid rushes down the walls to the floor.

      Then I rock back and forth as my chest aches with the tears I know won’t flow.

      With the knowledge that nobody is able to rescue me from my fate and I’m going to die alone.

      So I figure what the hell, I may as well finish the job myself.

      Grabbing my keys, I stumble out the door and into my car.

      Tonight, my life as I know it will end.

      And finally, I will have peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          RYKER

        

      

    

    
      God, she looks like shit.

      Fifteen years have passed since I last laid eyes on Danita, but I’d recognize her anywhere.

      It’s a fucking miracle she showed up at my door. I don’t believe in much, but seeing her standing at my door last night made me want to fall to my knees and thank who-the-fuck-ever for delivering her here safely.

      Especially since she’d been so drunk, I don’t know how the hell she hadn’t hurt someone.

      I don’t know how she found me, and I don’t fucking care.

      Fifteen fucking years since she’d disappeared into the night.

      And now, here she is, sleeping in my bed, looking as if she’s had a real hard time.

      Difficult times that never left.

      Watching her is torture, yet I refuse to look away.

      Her hair — pale and blonde — is fanned out on the pillow as she lies on her side. Her skin is dirty, her nails disgusting, her hygiene indescribable.

      Even sitting here in a chair across the room, I smell her; a nasty mix of alcohol, stale cigarettes, and fuck knows what else permeates the goddamned room.

      I’m going to need to sanitize my whole fucking bed, but since she passed out in my arms minutes after her arrival, I didn’t want to chance waking her by dousing her in the bathtub.

      And she doesn’t just need a shower.

      She would probably do well to have an hour soak in a tub filled with disinfectant followed by having every inch of her sickeningly skinny body scrubbed with soap until her skin is red.

      I feel dirty looking at her.

      I should shower since not even two hours earlier she clung to my body, refusing to let go to the point I had to call for assistance from my staff, but I won’t even waste my time.

      I’ve plans to drag her ass into the shower the moment she wakes up and I’ve a feeling I’m going to have to physically keep her in there.

      Tossing a glance at the clock to discover it’s nearly two a.m., I sigh while debating whether or not I want to lay next to her to sleep. My eyes travel down her body, covered by a sheet she’s clenched in her hands — having pulled it up until her bare feet were uncovered —and eye the locked cuff around her ankle.

      A cuff with a chain I’ve attached to the bed so she can’t run off in the morning if she awakens before I do.

      Knowing I’ll need all my strength and wits about me to deal with her, I give in and head toward the bed. Deciding to keep my clothes on, I climb into bed.

      She doesn’t move, so I lean over enough to make sure she’s still breathing, before lying back down on my side and closing my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An ear-splitting shriek wakes me up.

      The chain jingles, the bed jerking a little as she pulls at it. As she growls with frustration, I smile and slowly roll over.

      Only for her body to land on mine, her aquamarine eyes wild and filled with confusion as she stares down at me, her nails digging into my biceps.

      I don’t move as she flicks her eyes down at my chest, then glances around the room before finding my eyes once more, glaring at me.

      “Who are you? Where am I?” She rattles the chain with her foot, hissing into my face, “And why the fuck am I chained to your bed?”

      “I’m glad to see you too, Danita,” I mutter. “You fucking smell, by the way.”

      Her eyes widen and she scrambles away with a whimper, and then hugs her legs close to her body as she huddles at the end of the bed.

      I keep my voice low and gentle as I sit up. “Don’t be scared. You were pretty messed up when you arrived; I put the chain on you so you wouldn’t hurt yourself by trying to escape while not in your right mind.”

      “I don’t know you.” Her lips quiver, tears welling in her eyes, her arms clutching her legs tighter. “How do you know my name?”

      “Funny.” I’m amused, yet not surprised, at her lack of memory. “You seemed to know who I was last night since you drove yourself here.”

      She doesn’t respond, but I know she’s studying my face. She pulls her bottom lip into her mouth, biting on it as her eyes flick from my eyes, to my hair, down to my mouth, and further south. And when her eyes find mine once more, they continue to lack recognition.

      “Perhaps you’re the messed up one,” she remarks, her tone timid even though her words aren’t. “You must be to chain up innocent women to your bed. A woman who doesn’t know you!”

      “You sure ‘bout that, Angel?” I see the stuttering breath she takes more than I hear it at my use of her pet name. “Surely fifteen years has changed me, but not so much I’m unrecognizable I hope.”

      I could’ve just told her who I am. But I know she knows; her own damn subconscious led her here, so it will click eventually, if it hasn’t already. It wouldn’t shock me to discover she’s faking ignorance.

      I’m fairly sure she’s buzzed; a quick glance at the clock shows the time as seven a.m. and with how plastered she was when she showed up, I’ve no doubt the alcohol has yet to leave her system completely.

      Her face remains blank though, mouth turning down with displeasure. “People will be looking for me. Let me go.”

      “Nobody who cares.” I give pointed looks to her hair, face, and dirty clothing. “When was the last fucking time you showered? You look like you’ve been rolling in a damn pig sty.”

      She shrugs, turning her face to gaze at the windows, shoulders hunched.

      I stand up, walking over to where she sits and grab her foot, gripping it firmly to stop her instinctive kick from connecting with any part of me. When I lift a hand to pull the string holding the key over my head, her sudden cower pisses me the fuck off. Quickly unlocking the cuff, I toss it aside to deal with later.

      Since Danita continues to refuse to acknowledge my existence, I make a decision. Keeping my grip on her ankle, I wrap my other arm around her waist and lift her.

      Not that it requires much effort. She’s always been a tiny thing, but now she’s so light I’m afraid she’ll break.

      Of course, she’s not pleased with me touching her. She thrashes in my arms, her hands going to my hair and pulling as hard as she can, but my grip is solid. She isn’t breaking away, and too bad for her I like my hair yanked on almost as much as I like doing it to a woman.

      “Put me down!” She yells this as I toss her over my shoulder, where she promptly starts pounding me with her fists on my back. “Right fucking now! You’ve got no right to touch me.”

      “Too fucking bad Angel,” I respond with a chuckle as I head toward the bathroom. “You’ve no right to offend me with your odor, yet here you are, doing that very thing. Time for a scrub.”

      This only makes her wiggle harder.

      Usually, a woman squirming in my arms would have me harder than a rock, but the only desire I have right now is to wash her and then burn her clothing.

      She must be mentally ill, I think as I step into the bathroom and shut the door behind me using my foot. Nobody in their right mind gets this dirty without washing themselves off.

      Reaching in with my free hand and turning on the shower, I set her down, holding onto her upper arms to make sure she doesn’t run.

      “You can undress yourself and get in, or I will do it for you.” When she doesn’t look at me, I cup her chin in my hand and make her, keeping my voice gentle and firm. “You’ve got three-seconds.”

      I hate to say the defiant look in her eyes pleases me, but anything is better than the deadness of them up until this moment. She doesn’t move or even blink.

      “One.”

      Nothing.

      “Two.”

      When she doesn’t react, that’s when it dawns on me. She wants me to take her clothing off, so she can fight me. She likes it rough.

      But, the instant I laid eyes on her, all I saw was how fragile she is. Any other time, I’m all for being rough, but no matter what she wants, she can’t handle being mishandled at this point.

      I won’t tell her that though.

      “Three.”

      She grins then, raising her brows as if to say, ‘bring it’ and I grin right back at her.

      Then lift her into my arms and step into the shower with her, clothes and all.

      And as the hot water pounds down on both of us, she screams, “Fuck you, Ryker! Fuck you, you son of a bitch!”

      Yep.

      Ryker, one. Danita, zero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          DANITA

        

      

    

    
      How the fuck did I end up here?

      If there’s one person I never expected to see again, it’s Ryker.

      Ryker fucking Redding.

      Son of a bitch. How did a mission to die lead to his front door?

      He’s the last person I want to see and the last person I want to explain myself to.

      As I stand in the shower with the hot water pelting down on me, all I can do is stare at him, cursing my own stupidity in my head. I don’t even remember looking up his name and address. I’ve no idea where I am, but waking up in his bed had been a total shock.

      I’m still not sure I can wrap my head around it.

      Ryker.

      My first love.

      My only love.

      We met when I was thirteen. At fifteen, he’d been new to town, and instantly took an interest in me, his next-door neighbor. For a year, he tried to get me to talk to him.

      For a year, I resisted.

      Until one day, he found me by the creek running a bit down from our backyards, and sat beside me in silence.

      And waited.

      When I’d started to cry, he hadn’t even asked why. He didn’t question me. He’d simply taken me in his arms and hugged me.

      He isn’t holding me now, but his arms are loose around my upper body. I bring mine up and push on his chest.

      I’m glad when he accepts my silent demand to release me and drops his hold, because he has to quit touching me.

      I can’t handle it.

      I don’t deserve his kindness.

      He has no idea how much I warrant nothing but his disgust.

      Hopefully, I die before he finds out, since I’m sure I couldn’t handle his hatred.

      It would ruin the only happy memories I have, of which there aren’t many.

      I drag my eyes to meet his.

      I’m not sure what to make of him. He was right about one thing though — even in the fifteen intervening years, he hasn’t changed much. His hair is the same medium blond I remember, his eyes green-gold, and his muscular five-eleven height dwarfs my five-three frame.

      “Angel.”

      His beautiful mouth moves and instantly I’m pissed. “Stop calling me that. I’m not a fucking angel.”

      Narrowing his eyes, his lips twist. “No. You’ll always be my Angel. Get used to it.”

      “Not.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I glare at him. “I’m not your anything. I’m not anybody’s anything.”

      Except their nightmare perhaps, that is.

      “Are you going to take your clothes off or do I need to take them off for you?”

      My clothes are drenched now, as are his. It’s stupid for us both to continue standing here in them, and I know the sooner I’m clean, the better the chance I have of getting out of here before he convinces himself us meeting again is divine intervention or some shit.

      “If I shower and make myself smell nice, will that shut you up?”

      “It’s a start.” His disapproving gaze flicks down my body and back up quickly. “After that, breakfast. You’re too skinny. How much do you weigh, or do I not wanna know?”

      I grab the hem of my t-shirt and pull it over my head, dropping it to the shower floor as I unbutton my way too big pants, taking them and my underwear off without answering him. When I stand up straight again, he’s taken off his shirt, but I know the moment he looks at my body because the sharp intake of his breath is unmistakable.

      “What the fuck, Danita?” He wraps his hand around my upper arm. “You’re covered in bruises!”

      I know what he sees.

      Or rather, what he thinks he sees.

      Somebody abusing me. Somebody treating me badly.

      But I asked for those bruises, every single one of them.

      Confusion is written all over his face as I grin at him, lifting my chin as I declare, “It’s not what you think.”

      “I see,” he says, mouth flattening out in a grim line, dropping his hand from my arm as if he’s been burned. “So not only do you like to fight, but you’re a masochist as well.”

      “High pain tolerance. They have to hit me pretty hard to make me feel it, which is exactly what I ask them to do. Looks bad, but I don’t really feel it.”

      He nods, hands going to the button on his pants, and I look away as he strips off the rest of his clothing. He picks up mine and tosses the pile out of the shower, then gently guides me under the water with a shake of his head.

      Before I can say anything, he’s tilting my head back under the water, gliding his hands over my hair. His eyes burn into mine, and unable to handle him looking at me, I close them. He removes his hands from my hair after it’s wet enough, and after the snap of a shampoo bottle top, they’re back in my hair.

      “Turn around.”

      He’s standing so close I feel his breath on my ear as he speaks. Not opening my eyes, not saying a word, I turn so my back faces him. His hands glide through my hair in an instant, soaping the bottom before returning to my scalp, massaging it.

      It’s been so long since someone has touched me this way; I’m not sure what I feel, especially as the scent of the shampoo reaches my nose. I can’t help it; I giggle.

      “Green apple? That’s a bit of a girly scent, isn’t it?”

      His hands slide out of my hair, resting on my shoulders, his mouth near my ear once more as he says, “Well, you’re a female aren’t you? I sent someone out while you were sleeping last night to get some items for your use.”

      “Thank you,” is all I say, the touch of his hands distracting me from anything else, but making me want to clarify my current state. “I’m usually not this dirty.”

      And I’m not. It’s been a rough few days, and I’ve been depressed. But I won’t share that with him; he doesn’t need my burdens. And even if I could, I’m not sure I’m ready to say any of it out loud.

      He stays silent, reaching past me to pull a loofa off the wall and making it soapy with body wash, then proceeding to clean every inch of my body. When he’s done with my backside, he indicates I should turn around without saying a word. I notice him pause as he squats, wrapping a hand around my smooth leg, before sliding it up and down.

      I know what he’s thinking, confirming it moments later with his question, “Laser treatment?”

      “Oh yeah. Everywhere. Well, except my head of course.”

      He keeps his eyes on my legs, surprising me by not looking elsewhere to confirm what I’ve said, and resumes his ministrations.

      I don’t know why I’m letting him continue to touch me. Every stroke of the loofa and every touch of his fingers has me wishing he would just fuck me right in this shower. Which can’t and shouldn’t happen, no matter how much I want it to.

      And when he stands up and holds out the loofa to me, I’m disappointed and relieved at the same time.

      “I’m sure you can finish while I wash up.”

      I take it and move out of the way, holding the loofa clasped between my hands, arms against my chest as I watch him step under the water. He turns the dial, making it so hot the steam thickens between us, then tosses his head back and runs his hands through his hair.

      I’m mesmerized. Taking this chance to examine him, I finish washing myself as I take his delicious form in. He’s got a bit of stubble I want to touch, and his exposed neck has me wanting to lick and nibble on it. I know he’s strong after the way he lifted me and held me, but it’s much more obvious underneath his clothing. He’s not insanely ripped, but he certainly takes care of himself and works out.

      As my eyes go lower, I wonder if he doesn’t find me attractive. He hasn’t reacted at all to my nakedness.

      Sure, I was dirty when we got in, but I’m not dirty now.

      Deciding to see where I stand in a moment of curiosity, I step forward as he finishes washing out the shampoo and then give in to my impulse. Stepping on tiptoes and placing my hands on his shoulders, I press my lips to his neck before he can react to my sudden movement.

      “What are you doing?” He questions me, his arms wrapping around my waist and pulling me close, even as the words fly from his lips. “Angel…where’ve you been? Why did you leave?”

      “Nowhere. Everywhere.” Unable to look at him, I speak into his shoulders while my fingers dig into his shoulders as I continue to press kisses on his neck, tears filling my eyes. “I can’t explain. I’m so sorry…”

      One hand slides up my neck and into my hair. Tugging gently, I let my head fall back, my eyes closing in reaction. His lips hover above mine as he says, “I’ve never been happier than the moment you showed up on my doorstep. You take all the time you need to explain; I’ve got all the time in the world.”

      He doesn’t kiss me. He tucks my head back in the crook of his shoulder, and as I press one more kiss, I close my eyes while another tear falls.

      Because the hardest part of all this is having to tell him I’ve not got all the time in the world.

      That I’m dying.

      And there’s nothing anyone can do to stop it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          RYKER

        

      

    

    
      After leaving her alone to finish her grooming, I ordered breakfast made.

      Now, as we sit eating, her head is bowed while she picks at her food and I try to hide the fact I’m watching her. She occasionally takes a bite, chewing slow and grimacing each time, as if she has to force herself to swallow it.

      No wonder she’s so fucking skinny.

      But now that she’s clean, there’s no denying how gorgeous she is. Her hair is hanging down her back; so thin it’s drying quick. I gave her some clothing I had picked up for her, and even though the clothes hang a little on her frame, the pieces are much better than the nasty shit she was wearing before.

      It took every ounce of control I had not to respond to her in the shower.

      I knew precisely what she wanted as she kissed my neck. She wasn’t sure where she stood and whether or not I found her attractive, but I had to give it to her — it’d been brave to just go for it after all this time.

      And I know my reaction left her even more confused.

      However, it’s helped me make a decision.

      She is going to stay with me, whether she likes it or not. Because something is wrong, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.

      “Do you have a job?”

      She lifts her eyes from her plate in almost slow motion, placing her fork on the edge of the plate with deliberate gentleness, tilting her head to the side while asking, “No. Do you?”

      I raise a brow and lift a hand, gesturing to the house around me as if to ask, ‘what do you think?’ and she blushes as I say, “I own several businesses, yes. Now, if you don’t have a job, how do you live?”

      Her eyes go back to her plate and she shrugs. “I live with whoever will take me in.”

      “And where would that be most recently…?”

      “Friends.” She stabs some eggs with her fork and shoves them in her mouth, glaring at me. “I have quite a few.”

      “Is that right?” Something in the tone of my voice makes her look up as my eyes drop from her head, to her body, and back again. “What type of friends? Drug addicts? Alcoholics? Morons who can’t see you’re starving? People who let you get behind the wheel of a car while totally smashed? Nice friends.”

      Her fork clatters to her plate as she pushes away from the table and stands up, her offense at my words clear in the stiffness of her body. “No, jackass. They weren’t home when I drank.” She holds out her hand. “Like I said, they will be looking for me. Give me my phone and my keys so I can get the fuck out of here.”

      “I don’t think so.” I hold up a hand as she opens her mouth to protest. “I’ve checked your phone; nobody has sent you a single message, so obviously they aren’t too worried. And you’re not getting your keys. Your car is safe and locked up in my garage.”

      “You—!” She stalks over to my seat and pokes me in the chest with an angry stab of her finger. “You can’t keep me here! I’ll call the police.”

      Capturing her hand with mine, I bring her fingers up to my lips and kiss them. “Go ahead, Angel. I’m sure they’d love to see the video of you nearly crashing into the tree in front of my house and stumbling as you walk toward my front door.”

      The moment she realizes she’s trapped, she yanks her hand from mine and like a caged animal, releases her anger. She swipes her arm across the table top before I can even fathom her intentions, sending our plates and cups to the floor in a loud crash.

      In a flash, I pin her against the wall, my hands wrapped around her wrists as I hold her arms immobile between our bodies. She’s like a fucking feral cat, hissing and thrashing as much as possible to get loose, even going so far as to lower her head and try to bite my hands.

      I don’t budge as I hold her in place, restraining her completely. There isn’t a spot we aren’t touching and my cock jumps to life, the response instinctive, especially since I love a little fight.

      I watch her eyes widen, flying to meet my gaze when she feels me against her, and she sucks in a breath. The look on her face is quickly replaced with one of desire and knowing. Her tiny frame softens beneath mine, her lower body moving into mine, rubbing against me in a blatant attempt to get what she wanted in the shower and failed to obtain.

      “I knew you found me attractive. You always did.” She pulls her lip in, biting it for a moment, and then releases it slowly and smiles as she demands, “Kiss me. You know you want to.”

      I won’t lie. I want to take her up on her offer, but all I can focus on is how fragile she feels in my arms, along with the bruising all over her body. And the scars.

      She probably thinks I didn’t look at her in the shower, but I absolutely fucking did.

      I thought I’d seen it all with the bruising, but then there were the tiny sliver of scars on her legs, her thighs, and her arms — especially her wrists. None looked recent, yet those marks told me one thing — at some point in her life since she’d left, Danita had been a cutter.

      I’d also seen a scar on her stomach. Again, barely noticeable, and along her lower stomach, making me wonder what she’d needed surgery for.

      “Touch me.” She wiggles her lower half while tugging her arms toward her chest. “Let my arms go and touch me.”

      “No.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t want me.” I release my grip and step back, freeing her. “You wouldn’t care who was touching you, as long as they did.”

      Her mouth drops open, but she doesn’t respond. Instead, after a moment, she crosses her arms over her chest and lifts her chin in defiance. “If you’re going to keep me here, I’ll need my things.”

      I look down at the mess on the floor, and then back at her. “I’m not keeping you here. You have a choice. It just so happens the choice you’d rather take has consequences.” Turning, I head to the door and open it. “My driver, Kevin, will take you to get anything you need. You will find him outside waiting for you. If you fail to return this evening, you know the consequences.”

      Then, without another word, I exit the room feeling like a gigantic fucking asshole even though I know she’ll be treated better here than she has in her whole life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          DANITA

        

      

    

    
      Kevin pulls the car up in front of the apartment, asking, “Do you need my assistance ma’am?”

      “No, thank you.” I open the door and stare at my apartment building. “I’ll be right back.”

      He nods at me as I exit the vehicle and shut the door behind me.

      For a few moments, I stand there, taking in everything that has happened.

      I know when I head inside my friends won’t even question where I’ve been. They’ll hug me, they’ll ask how I am, and that will be that. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve gone somewhere overnight without saying anything.

      Ryker didn’t know that though.

      My friends were used to me. They understood.

      He would understand if I told him, I’m sure. He seems like a decent man.

      Well, except for the whole blackmailing me to stay thing. I even asked Kevin on the way out if there were really cameras outside and he’d pointed them out.

      Kevin had my purse in the car, handing it to me when we got in, and informed me about the location of my vehicle and why I wasn’t going to be able to drive it.

      Apparently, it was being repaired due to some small damages obtained the prior evening.

      The look of chastisement on his face said it all, but nobody can be angrier at me than I am at myself. I don’t remember driving, but damned if I don’t know how bad what I did was. I’m an idiot. I could’ve killed someone beside myself and wouldn’t that just be fucking grand?

      I told him to keep the keys. I shouldn’t be driving if I can’t keep it together, and after last night, I have no right to do so.

      Destroying other people isn’t something I want — especially now.

      Which is exactly why Ryker is no doubt punishment for my sins.

      I wanted to die without facing him. I don’t want him to see me like this, or how I’ll be, or know where I’ve been and what I’ve done.

      But as always, the world has proven it doesn’t care what I want.

      It wants me on my knees, left with no dignity, no pride, and no wound left unopened.

      Fucking grand.

      With one more glance at the car where Kevin awaits my return, I head inside the building to say goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      “Dani,” Vanessa greets me with a hug as I walk into the living room. “You doing all right?”

      “Yeah.” I pull back and sit on the couch, patting the seat beside me. “Sit for a moment, will you?”

      “You gonna apologize for the mess you left?”

      Tears prick my eyes, as she looks at me with sympathy in her own kind green eyes. “You know I’m sorry. I’m way more sorry than you could possibly know.”

      “Hey.” She pulls me into her side with an arm about my shoulder, hugging me. “I’m just kidding. I can’t even imagine how you feel, truly. But you look all serious, so what’s going on? More bad news?”

      With a self-deprecating laugh, I snuggle into her side. “You could say that.”

      She’s silent, waiting for me to explain, and I try to find the words to tell my best friend my situation without her hauling ass to head to Ryker’s place and threaten him with bodily injury.

      Not that she would win.

      Vanessa is a lovely woman, and a bigger woman, but she’s more cuddly than ferocious, even if she thinks differently. However, she’s the kind of friend anyone would want on their side: she’s loyal, sweet, and honest, yet fair. Over the years, she told me over and over how stupid I was being, but understood she couldn’t save me if I didn’t want to be saved. She let me make mistakes, but made sure she was there when I came crying.

      And even though we were similar in age, she became my mother figure, and everything I aspired to be.

      Aspirations that now don’t matter.

      Sighing, I say, “You remember him, don’t you?”

      “I remember lots of ‘him’s’ but I think I know who you’re talking about. Run in to him, did you? How’d you manage that?”

      I pull away, hugging my knees to my chest as I retreat to a corner of the couch, looking at her as I frown. “Apparently, in my drunken stupor, I showed up on his doorstep last night.”

      “Danita Natalie Barlow, I should whoop your fucking ass. You left here drunk and drove all that way?”

      Her rising voice makes me wince. “It was stupid. There is no excuse, and he confiscated my keys and my car. His driver brought me here to get my things.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” She holds up a hand, face filled with a mix of confusion and interest. “First off, yes, it was stupid, and thank fuck you didn’t hurt anyone. You didn’t hurt anyone did you? Second, what? A driver? Your things? Why? Are you going there to stay? What in the world…?”

      “No, I didn’t hurt anyone. And yes. He says after fifteen years, we should catch up, and he has lots of space.”

      God, I hated lying to her, but like I said, her going there and perhaps finding out he would have me arrested wouldn’t help anything.

      “Does he know?”

      “No, and I don’t really know how to tell him, either.”

      She leans in and takes my hand in hers. “Dani, look at me.” When I do, she smiles even as her eyes shine with her usual warmth and concern. “He should know everything. Everything,” she emphasizes when I open my mouth to object. “You’ve got nothing to lose, darling, and if he loved you like you said he did, then he deserves your honesty.”

      “I’m afraid.” I close my eyes as a wave of pain hits me, emotionally and physically, causing me to grit out between clenched teeth, “I’m afraid he won’t understand. And pills. I need my pills.”

      She gets up and rushes off immediately, coming back seconds later with my pills in hand and a bottle of water, watching as I gulp them down before saying, “This is one example of why he needs to know. And you don’t need to be afraid he won’t understand if you tell him everything. It will make sense then.”

      “I’m not sure. I woke up chained to his bed, after all.”

      “What?”

      The shocked look on her face is so comical a little laugh escapes me. “He said I was so out of it, he didn’t want me trying to leave and hurting myself.”

      “Okay, so he’s thoughtful, at least?”

      I shake my head and fill her in on the rest of the morning, including the way he thrust me into the shower, and she clucks her tongue. “Sounds like he won’t take your bullshit. Good for him. And you did smell, to be honest.”

      Yes, I did.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

      “I am when it counts,” she says, chuckling. “Is there anything I need to know that would change my opinion right now?”

      I think about telling her, but then decide against it.

      After all, I guess I need to face the music at some point.

      It’s now or never.

      Ah, the irony.

      I shake my head. “Help me pack, please?”

      Just then, the horn honks, and I realize I’ve been up here for thirty minutes, keeping Kevin waiting.

      Great, I think. He probably thinks I’m so fucking inconsiderate.

      And in some ways, I have been in the last twenty-four hours, so Vanessa helps me get everything together, and after making me promise to contact her every day with how I am, she helps me take my stuff outside.

      Minutes later, along with one huge apology to Kevin, I’m physically on my way back to Ryker’s.

      Mentally, a memory from the past catches up to me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sixteen years ago

      

      

      “Ryker,” I whisper after I lift his window as quietly as possible. “Are you awake?”

      It’s three a.m. but I can’t sleep and he told me I could come over any time. I’m guessing he didn’t mean middle of the night, but I need him. I can’t breathe without him.

      “Angel?” His voice drifts from the bed to the window, nearly as quiet as my own. “What’re you doin’? Come inside before you get us both in trouble.”

      He sits up as I climb inside, and as I close the window I say, “Don’t get up. I just don’t wanna be alone. Will you hold me?”

      “Sure,” he mumbles, sliding back under the blankets and holding them open for me. “Just can’t stay for long.”

      Unlike what my mother and stepdad think, Ryker and I aren’t boyfriend and girlfriend. I don’t even think he likes me like that; pretty sure he’s interested in this cheerleading chick, Fay. She’s always making googly eyes at him, and he seems to enjoy it. I also know she’s jealous that Ryker hangs out with me and hasn’t asked her out yet.

      Not to mention, at fourteen, I’m not allowed to have a boyfriend. My parents forbid it.

      Although I shouldn’t care what they think, but I’m too afraid to disobey them.

      Well, kind of. I think if Ryker asked me out, I’d say yes but I wouldn’t tell them. I wouldn’t tell anyone.

      I slip into the bed, his arm coming around and resting on my waist as I snuggle up to him, his breath on my neck.

      I keep my voice low as I cover his hand with my own, and his arm tightens as he pulls me as close he can get me. “You’re the best, Ry.”

      “I know.”

      It’s silent for a while after that, but I know he’s awake. He shifts behind me, alternating between slightly pulling away and snuggling me, and my eyes widen when I realize why.

      I’m only fourteen, but I’m not stupid. I’m a girl, he’s a boy, and even if he doesn’t like me like that, his body does.

      I’m not afraid he’ll do anything. He’s trying really hard to move and hide it.

      I giggle as he shifts again, and he says, “Shh. Why’re you laughin’?”

      “Do you think I’m pretty Ry?”

      He stiffens, his arm loosening for a moment, before pulling it away. “You know I do. You and that hair…you’re like an angel.”

      “Yeah, I know you think I’m an angel.” I roll over to face him, although it’s almost too dark to see anything except his outline. “How ‘bout Fay? You think she’s pretty, right?”

      I hear him swallow before answering, “Yeah, but she’s not as pretty as you. Or as nice.”

      “You’re just sayin’ that ‘cuz you’re my best friend. My only friend.”

      “No.” He puts his hand on my face, cupping my cheek, and I can’t breathe now for a different reason. “I’m saying it because it’s true. Some people are good to look at, but ugly on the inside. You’re not. You’re pretty inside and out.”

      “Is that why you let me climb in your window and lay in bed with you?”

      “I’ll do anything to make you smile, Angel, even if it means risking my own ass with my parents.” I don’t know what to say, but he doesn’t give me time to say anything. “You don’t smile enough. Only with me.”

      His thumb moves, stroking my cheek, and I wish for things I shouldn’t as I whisper, “You’re the only thing that makes me happy enough to smile.”

      I wish he knew. I wish I could tell him why I always seem sad. But I can’t. In my fear, I keep it locked on the inside because I’m afraid if I let it out, nobody will listen. Nobody would protect me, that’s what I’ve learned.

      Not even Ryker, my best friend, could save me.

      “Angel…”

      “Yeah?”

      My response comes out squeaky, and he laughs softly. “I’ve been wanting to ask you somethin’ but I don’t wanna freak you out.”

      “You won’t.”

      He moves closer to me in the dark, hand sliding off my face, down my neck, and onto my shoulder before he stops. His lips brush against my cheek as he asks, “Will you…be my girlfriend?”

      “I’m not allowed to have a boyfriend.”

      “You don’t gotta call me your boyfriend. Just let me call you my girlfriend. You can deny it if you want; we’ll know the truth.”

      It’s probably ‘cuz I want to be his girlfriend that his idea seems fine with me. “Okay, I guess I can do that.”

      His lips slide my cheek and to the corner of my mouth where I feel his mouth curve into a smile. “I want to kiss you. Can I kiss you, Angel?”

      “Ain’t that what a girlfriend is for? Kissing?”

      “Only if she says so.”

      I don’t respond with words. I should be nervous but he’s done asked me to be his girlfriend which means he wants me to kiss him, so I put my hands on his face, and slide my lips to meet his. I think he stops breathing as much as I do, and I don’t know why he does, but for me it’s ‘cuz something like a thrill shoots through me. I’ve never kissed before, but I do what I’ve seen on TV and part my lips a little.

      He overtakes me, but not in a bad way. He moves so he can roll me on to my back, his tongue sweeping inside my mouth as he has our bodies touching all over, resting on his elbows over me as he uses one hand to angle my head and I dunno, kiss me better.

      Whatever he’s doing, it feels nice, and he doesn’t touch me anywhere else.

      We kiss and kiss for ages, but nothing more happens.

      And soon, soon he’s telling me goodbye.

      For once making me look forward to tomorrow and loving him more in the only way a fourteen-year-old girl can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          RYKER

        

      

    

    
      She doesn’t speak to me when she returns except to ask where her room is located.

      Kevin carries her stuff up to her room, and several hours later, I head up to let her know dinner is ready.

      I could send someone to do it for me — after all, that’s what I employ them for — but I want her to know I’m around, and I’m here for her.

      I know she’s pissed at me.

      But I’m glad she made the right choice.

      She doesn’t know I wouldn’t really turn her in to the cops, but since she hasn’t seen me in fifteen years, she wouldn’t know that about me.

      We were nothing more than kids when she knew me before, which in the real world, after this long means fucking nothing. Neither of us are the same. I don’t know her and she doesn’t know me.

      Something I plan on changing a-s-a-fucking-p.

      It’s hard to see when I go to enter her room, as she hadn’t bothered to open the drapes, leaving me to pause at the door to let my eyes adjust. A quick glance around inside tells me she’d put her things away, and although snooping while she’s sleeping might tell me what I want to know, I’ve no intention of invading her privacy.

      I approach the bed, grateful for the thick carpet that silences my steps, and sit on the edge beside her sleeping body.

      The sheet is drawn up under her arms, and she rests with her hands under her cheek, her mouth slightly open, her hair fanned out behind her on the pillow. Looking like the angel I nicknamed her, as always.

      Even now, I can’t get over how thin her wrists are, but she does look healthy. Her hair is shiny, her nails aren’t brittle, and her skin is flawless. Her layer of dirt had been deceptive, but I’ve not figured out why she ended up that way.

      I hover between wanting to wake her up to eat and leaving her sleep because she obviously needs it, but before I can make up my mind, her eyes flutter open.

      “Now who’s sneaking into whose room?” Her tongue darts out to lick her lips as her mouth curves up, her words mumbled.

      Reining in my intense desire to use my mouth and tongue on her, I shrug, trying to seem nonchalant at the mention of her long ago visits to my room even though I’m pleased she remembers. “It’s dinner time. I came to wake you up.”

      Clutching the blanket to her chest, she uses her other hand to sit up, then shoves it through her hair. “So late? I only meant to nap…”

      “Guess you needed it.”

      “Guess so.”

      What follows is one of those silences where you both say nothing, yet something is being said even if you don’t know what. She’s staring at me, and I’m staring at her, and it’s fucking maddening.

      I want so many things as I imagine her naked beneath the covers, even as I want to protect her and her obvious frailty, which makes my build work against me because next to her, I’m a giant.

      But then I remember those bruises, and the look of absolute pleasure on her face when she talked about how she liked to be hurt deliberately, and on the one hand I want to be the one to do it, while on the other I wanna beat the last fucker who gave her what she wanted to a bloody pulp.

      I can’t touch her though, not yet. So with a cough, I stand up and walk away, tossing her a look over my shoulders. “I’ll see you downstairs.”

      “Okay. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      Her voice is filled with disappointment as I leave the room.

      Or maybe it’s just my imagination.

      Either way, something in her voice reminds me of a day so many years ago when she revealed something I’ll never forget.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sixteen Years Ago

      

      

      I’m closing my locker when Angel approaches.

      I don’t even think of her as Danita, and I think she likes it that I don’t call her by name.

      We’ve been dating a month now.

      She seems to have given up on pretending I’m not her boyfriend, as she closes in on me and jumps up, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Ry,” she says with a kiss on my neck as I embrace her. “Let’s skip today. I wanna be alone with you.”

      I love when she has her lips on me and when I can put mine on her. Ever since I asked her out, it’s what we spend the majority of our time together doing. She doesn’t ask for anything more, and I don’t dare ask.

      After all, I’m sixteen and she’s fourteen. We’ve got a lot of time to do that, but it doesn’t mean I don’t think about it.

      A lot.

      “We shouldn’t, Angel. I’ve got a test coming up, and they’ll call my parents if they notice⁠—”

      “Please?”

      It’s hard to ignore a plea like that, because she never asks me for anything. I think it’s hard for her to ask anyone for something, and there’s something in her voice that begs me to give in to her. So, I do.

      Within minutes we’re sneaking out of the school to my car, then driving to this little place we found in the woods by our houses. We’d discovered it when we crossed over the creek one night as I chased her in a bit of fun shortly after we began dating. Now, instead of her sneaking in my window, we met there when both our parents went to sleep, and so far, nobody seemed the wiser.

      It’s accessible from an entrance on the other side, so I safely park my car where it won’t be noticed.

      When we step inside, that’s when I notice it’s been cleaned, and Angel is smiling from ear to ear.

      “I cleaned it last night.” She takes my hand and drags me to the area with the small bed we lay on. “I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t get you up.”

      “I’m sorry. I was tired.” I don’t even remember her trying to wake me, so I must’ve been out cold. “You know I’d never ignore you Angel.”

      “I know, but I can’t sleep without you.”

      “Is that what you wanna do right now?” I sit on the bed and pull her on to my lap. “You want to sleep?”

      “Kinda.” She moves off my lap and pushes me on the shoulder until I lay back, then straddles my lap and bites her lip. “Have you…you ever been with a girl, Ry?”

      Her question makes me nervous and horny all at once, because I think I know where she’s going with this, so I answer honestly. “No. Have you?”

      She giggles. “I don’t like girls.”

      I laugh because we both know that’s not what I meant, but before I can say anything else, she’s leaning forward, which puts her boobs right on my chest. Her lips are on mine, her hands gripping my shoulders, and all intentions of questioning her go out the window.

      “Do you want to touch me Ry?” She moves her hands up my neck and into my hair, keeping her lips real close to mine. “I want you to.”

      “Yeah, but…” Even as I pause while talking, my hands are finding the hem of her shirt, and I’m slipping my hands underneath it, one heading to her back as the other slides up the front of her body she’s lifted just enough to give me access. “Are you sure? We don’t have to; we can wait.”

      She’s moved her head to rest in my shoulder, and I feel her shake her head. “I don’t want to wait, Ry. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Angel, but⁠—”

      All of a sudden, she sits up and pulls her top over her head, only to have her bravado fail her as she covers her boobs with her hands. They are in a bra, and I register the rattiness of it for only a moment before I look up into her eyes. This is the first time I’ve seen her without her shirt, but I don’t want to disrespect her and she’s obviously embarrassed since she’s covering herself.

      There are tears in her eyes, though, and I put my hands on her waist because I’m not sure where else to put them. “What’s wrong?”

      “Promise me you won’t be mad.”

      “Mad about what?” She holds my gaze, and I’m afraid to look away, so I tell her, “I’d never be mad at you Angel. Ain’t nothing you could do right now that would make me mad at you.”

      She reaches behind her back, pulling the straps around after a few seconds, then stops, holding the bra against her body. “Promise me you won’t say anything, Ry, no matter what it is. You’re the only person I trust.”

      That’s when I realize this is about so much more than sex with me, and feeling sick to my stomach, I make a promise I know I shouldn’t. “I swear, Angel.”

      She nods, sliding the straps down her arms and off: first the left, then the right, then drops her arms straight, the bra falling on to my body, but I don’t notice. Instead, I suck in a breath at the bruises.

      They’re on the underside of her boobs, just under the nipples and around the edges, where they can’t be seen when covered by her bra. Varying shades of them, which I know means some are newer than others, and by the fact she has looked off to the side once her bra dropped indicates her shame — and instantly, I’m pissed, even though I told her I wouldn’t be mad.

      “Who?” I spit the words out between clenched teeth. “Who did this?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      It mostly certainly fucking does matter, but I won’t press her. I can’t imagine how much it took for her to show me this.

      I move my gaze from her chest to her face, watching her lip wobble following her whispered words, slamming my eyes shut as I ask a question I don’t want to, but need to. “Is there anything else you wanna tell me?”

      “Nobody else would believe me if I told them,” is what she says next. “I can’t…I don’t dare say anything.” She chokes up and I open my eyes to find her staring into mine. “If they didn’t believe me, I’m afraid of what might happen.”

      I see the fear in her eyes and on her face, but she didn’t answer my question, and I have a sick feeling I know exactly who is abusing her. “I’ll kill him.”

      She leans in, a hand on my chest, and shakes her head. “No. You promised.”

      “Angel, this is different, he’s hurting you⁠—”

      “No, please.” She kisses my lips. “Just make me forget. I know you love me. I want someone who loves me to touch me. Please?”

      “I can’t touch you there. Look at you; doesn’t it hurt?”

      “A little. I—once I met you, I try to think about how happy you make me and I barely notice he’s there. I…I need you to give me the real thing, Ry, please.”

      I must hesitate a moment too long, because she hops off me and grabs her bra, tears streaming down her face as she puts it on. “It’s okay, you don’t have to, I know I’m ugly, I know⁠—”

      “Angel!” I raise my voice, interrupting her self-loathing speech, and her wide eyes jump to mine as she freezes in place. “Tell me one thing.” I swallow past the lump in my throat, tamping down my disgust at knowing she imagines me as her boobs are being mauled by an asshole, and ask the most important thing. “Has he…?”

      She shakes her head, face flaming as she glances away from me, holding the cups of her bra against her chest. “He…he touches m-me, though, down th-there…and h-himself. He m-makes me hold a p-pillow over m-my f-face and⁠—”

      “Oh god, baby, stop. Please stop.”

      In that moment, I want to touch her and give her exactly what she wants because I love her. I can’t stand the pain on her face, knowing that even if I explain why I don’t want to touch her when someone else is violating her body against her will, she won’t understand. She already thinks I’m rejecting her because of the bruises, and I can’t let her go home thinking I don’t love her enough to do what she asks me to.

      I stand up and pull my shirt
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