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        “And Max, the king of all wild things, was lonely and wanted to be where someone loved him best of all.”

        Where the Wild Things Are

      

        

      
        “You have to die a few times before you can really live.”﻿

        Charles Bukowski

      

        

      
        “Consuming all the air inside my lungs

        Ripping all the skin from off my bones

        I'm prepared to sacrifice my life

        I would gladly do it twice.”

        “Mercy” by Shawn Mendes

      

        

      
        “One day I will find the right words, and they will be simple.”

        Jack Kerouac

      

        

      
        “I look at you and a sense of wonder takes me.”

        The Odyssey
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        “Just Tonight” | The Pretty Reckless

        “Running Up That Hill” | Placebo

        “Colors” | Halsey

        “The War Is Over” | Trust Company

        “Alive” | Sia

        “This Love” | Craig Armstrong ft. Liz Fraser

        “Singing Low” | The Fray

        “Ne Me Quitte Pas” | Édith Piaf

        “Way Down We Go” | Kaleo

        “Again” | Archive

        “Blood Red” | Rose Chronicles

        “One Of These Mornings” | Moby ft. Patti LaBelle

        “Falls On Me” | Fuel

        “Amazing Grace” | Il Divo

        “Dark In My Imagination” | of Verona

        “Change (In The House Of Flies)” | Deftones

        “Ordinary Life” | Kristen Barry

        “This Night” | Black Lab

        “I Know You” | Skylar Grey

        “In My Blood” | The Veronicas

        “Is Jesus Your Pal?” | GusGus

        “Rain” | Patty Griffin

        “Closer” | NIN

        “Too Close” | Alex Clare

        “Beyond The Invisible” | Enigma

        “This Is What It Feels Like” | BANKS

        “In The Name Of Love” | Martin Garrix ft. Bebe Rexha

        “The Trick Is To Keep Breathing” | Garbage

        “Hutterite Mile” | Sixteen Horsepower

        “The Chemicals Between Us” | Bush

        “Flames” | VAST

      

        

      
        Check out the YouTube playlist on my channel!
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      Watching paint dry was more exciting than having sex with her.

      I take a sip of my drink, replaying that sentence in my head for the hundredth time. Being considered bad in bed by an asshole ex is not the end of the world, I suppose, but it’s momentarily killed my libido and any desire to start dating. If ever, to be honest. Currently, while I don’t hate men, they are all on my Shit List.

      Trevor, you fuckwad. Wherever you are… I hope your dick falls off.

      I’m not a mean-spirited person but I won’t turn the other cheek, forgive or forget in certain situations. Like my current one. Fuck that. Morosely, I think back to all the guys I’ve slept with who might have thought the same thing but had been too nice to say anything that blunt to my face.

      I rub the spot on my left forearm and stare into my two fingers of bourbon, neat, searching into its amber depths to find some meaning.

      So far? Nada. That’s probably because I should be drowning in it instead of staring at it. Its surface tension becomes disturbed as the vibrations from the bass crawls up from the floor and up the table. I dip an index finger into it, just the tip, and feel the liquid coat the pad of my finger. I watch one droplet fall in, dive, and then even out until the eddies hit the sides of the glass. With the remainder, I line it over my mouth, like it’s lipstick, and feel the heat seep in and sink into my bloodstream, atom by atom.

      I savor the feel, that delicious burn. It’s high-end bourbon that I can’t afford, another reason to milk it for as long as possible.

      I’m probably destroying the artfully applied liner and lip stain that nearly matches my outfit though a shade brighter. I don’t normally wear lipstick at all because I have big lips and lipstick just makes them even more pronounced but I hadn’t been given a choice when we left Keira’s high-rise condo in Downtown Vegas.

      It’s Chloe that jars me out of my reverie. She’s currently giggling her skinny ass off while trying to, and not that discretely, take pictures of the guys in the far corner next to the bar. Her lyrical laughter breaks my intense staring contest into my drink and I watch as she shows Ren, who’s directly across from me and currently fanning herself like she’s on fire, the pictures Chloe artlessly took.

      Me, Keira, Chloe, and Ren have been sitting in Vegas’ newest posh nightclub, The Embassy, since 10PM, which is quite early. It’s split-level, the higher level is set back, moodier, and meant to sit, drink, and linger one sip at a time. And not one shot every five minutes, which is at the lower level where the hip gyrations and dry humping happens. There are other lounge rooms that are more secluded and away from the dance floor and an upstairs level. The dance floor wraps around under the VIP section and is actually two complete dance floors.

      Our high table is square with matching high-backed tall stools with cushy black leather seats. The music in this area is less upbeat and more mellow, which fits my mood just perfectly but the hard tempo from the dance floor occasionally drifts inward. It doesn’t drown out my shitty thoughts, unfortunately.

      I’ve been nursing my drink all night, putting in zero effort to try to pretend to be having a good time. I know I’m being The Debbie Downer in our group and from the annoyed looks Ren keeps giving me, she’s past annoyed. Chloe’s looks are just godawful pitying. The only one trying to boost my spirits every few seconds is my BFF Keira, who’d bought me about four different drinks, all of them sugary and numb on my tongue. Chloe and Ren ended up pilfering them for themselves, which I hadn’t objected to in the least.

      I look around so it appears like I’m doing something other than sitting in my seat like a zombie. The whole place is packed, from the high tables along the wall, to the row of regular tables down the middle and most of the seats at the bar. Everyone is having a great time and kicking it back. After its January opening on the Strip, it is still the place to be, and it’s mid-September.

      I’m really sort of disgusted with all the drunk happy people while I’m depressed over a breakup that happened over four months ago and it was a good move, on my part.

      Meanwhile, Keira grins, taking a sip before turning to me and I know she’s going to do more of her Trevor bashing. Normally, I like that but I just want to be alone to mope.

      “He’s the world’s biggest dick and you are way too gorgeous, classy, sexy, and smart for that worthless asshole,” my best friend in the whole wide world, Keira Ashford, declares. Again.

      I smile gingerly in response and toss half my bourbon back. I exhale as I feel the alcohol burn my throat, slide into my belly then feel it snake through my veins. It doesn’t burn away my gloomy mood. Much.

      It’s not like I don’t appreciate her support. I do. But Keria’s gorgeous. She’s never been dumped. She does the dumping. She does the heart breaking. She’s the one that always gets to say, Meh, he was okay in bed but nothing to rave about. Hell, her exes would agree and still beg to be with her. Out of the four us, she’s dressed the most conservative in denim dark wash jeans and a simple tank top with beading at the collar and men look at her like she’s wearing the world’s sexiest outfit. Then again, she could wear the world’s ugliest outfit and still be considered the hottest thing alive. Her hazel eyes, blonde hair (all natural), full C-cup (also all natural), and her long legs are a deadly combo.

      If Keira wasn’t the kindest and most loyal person I know, I’d probably hate her guts.

      Well. Okay. I’d be insanely jealous first.

      And then hate her fucking guts but try not to be a complete bitch about it.

      But—she’s both beautiful, inside and out. She’s always had my back, no matter what, since we’ve been neighbors at age fourteen.

      When I’d gotten dumped, she spit fire and venom about my ex-boyfriend, Trevor Travis, while downing glass after glass of wine and eating junk food with me. Anytime I tried to say something stupid, try to spin a ‘lighter’ side to his epic doucheness, she would counter with a reason why I’m better off without him and she hasn’t been wrong yet.

      I mean, having two first names as your full name should have clued me in. Right?

      It’s not like I hadn’t seen it coming.

      We’d been tittering on the brink of The End since winter, not long after I’d quit my full time job to start my new company. He’d told me to not quit and choose the money instead of my lifelong dream. That had been another glaring clue I’d ignored. How many more signs had I ignored?

      Keira nudges me. I give her a look and attempt a smile but she’s grinning at Chloe, who is glancing toward my right again. I don’t get her fascination. A few steps up and toward the back of this level is a cordoned off area. There’s a private entrance to the outside and toward the suspended walkway where the VIP section hovers above the dance floor. I mean, yeah, there are several big-bodied men dressed rather casually in some sort of uniform of jeans, a plain tee, and a leather vest. I vaguely recall that this club is owned by the Desert Demons, a biker gang. It surprises me that a biker gang would own a swanky, popular nightclub like The Embassy. Then again, in Vegas, stranger things are fact.

      I see a flash of movement that draws my attention to my right again. I raise my eyes to the shadowy figure at the right side of the square table he occupies with two others. They’re all drinking from longnecks and in what appears to be a quiet conversation. My eyes dart off him toward the rest of the area, which is also full but only a few women are present.

      Chloe leans into me, her lavender eyes twinkling. I catch a whiff of her perfume: Light and airy, just like her. She’s clad in a short, gold-sequined halter dress. Backless, which makes her milky white skin all but glow alabaster under the lights. The tattoo of a Latin phrase down her spine gives her a surprising edge and guys go gaga over her. Her strawberry blonde hair is in an elegant upsweep that’s staying in place, unlike mine that I’m constantly fidgeting with.

      I arch a brow at her.

      “That one on the right keeps staring at you,” she says, loudly right into my ear. I wince. Then she pokes me in the ribs. I roll my eyes, poking her back. She just laughs, making eyes at the men.

      I don’t think any of those guys are looking at me directly but my gaze is drawn to the man on the far side of the table just to see if Chloe’s right or pulling my leg. Instantly, my skin prickles with awareness. Even from this distance, I can tell he is big. Broad-shouldered, tight, and rough with a badass vibe without even trying. He’s in a long-sleeved, red Henley that fits his frame snugly, though it’s still warm out to be wearing long-sleeves. His face is like granite, unsmiling, unmoving as his eyes scan over our table. Brown hair, that, while not long, needs a good haircut. He’s got dark eyes, a few days’ worth of scruff, and enjoys the sun. Bad Boy doesn’t even cover it. He’s Bad News, all around, every which way.

      The one to the far left, the one Keira keeps eying and whispering about to the other girls, is blonde-haired with a buzz cut, light eyes, and a face meant to grace a magazine. He’s big and built but much leaner, no bulk. The man in the middle also has longish hair, a bit wavy and tucked behind his ears; there is visible gray that indicates he’s a little older but he wears it well. Really well. He’s not as muscular as the younger men but he’s not sloughing it in the fit and nice category either. He’s completely disinterested, scanning the entire room and not settling on any one person or chatting with his buddies.

      Before I can assess if the man on the right is actually looking at me or one of my friends, his attention gets diverted by the younger, blonde-haired one leaning across the table. While it’s dimly lit, it’s not so dark to see wicked, pink and white scars up the left side of his neck that continues past the hinge of his jaw and terminates at his left ear.

      “Jesus H. Christ. Check out that wicked-ass scar,” Keira mutters, leaning forward and saying to Ren, “Odette’s man is one scary looking fucker, huh?”

      Ah, out of the mouth of a super babe. Keira is a gorgeous woman with more unique ways to employ the F-word. Ren is a very, very close second. Chloe purses her lips, then takes a delicate sip of her Cosmo. I smile a little at her Ms. Prim and Proper ways and I know she’s genuine in her gentle disapproval about our language. In other words: We don’t have to talk like jocks to get our point across, is what she’s thinking. However, she still thinks ‘gosh’ is a swear word. If Ren’s conservative, Chinese parents were here, they’d be on Chloe’s side.

      They ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ but I find myself mulling and my attention wanders again. The long, metal bar is across from us, lit up with cool blue lighting and the bartenders are dressed in all black and buttoned up. The entire wall behind the bar is glass with glass shelving showcasing only high-end bottles.

      As our little group starts discussing their high-level and demanding jobs, my attention wanes. They’re all bemoaning the pitfalls of their work life. Probably for my benefit. I used to be like them: Successful, happy, and on top of the world but that woman is gone. I try to be polite and tune in but feel more lost than ever.

      Currently, I’m a lowly receptionist at a company that my brother works at. At the moment, no real career to speak of. I’m not tall and thin like my friends but I clean up all right and I’m okay with that. My olive complexion and light brown eyes tend to put me in different ethnic categories but my best feature is my hair. It is so black that it shines blue and it hits the middle of my back. Tonight, Chloe did some hair magic and managed to put it up in a casual bun but strands keep falling against the sides of my face.

      I want to itch my eyes but I can’t because Keira literally put on a pound of make-up on my face like she’s trying to hide the unhappy that’s been all over it lately. I love make-up but I feel like I’m not even the same person with so much of it on. I re-situate my ass on my leather seat, adjusting the strap to my burgundy dress. It somewhat resembles the outfit Alice, from the first Resident Evil movie, wears but with a few differences. It’s also one of Keira’s creations. She has a degree from Parsons and plans to start a fashion line when she ‘retires’ from modeling at thirty-five, max. At twenty-nine, I am way, way far left from that.

      “Oh my ever fucking god,” Ren bemoans, glaring at me as I feel the tip of her high heel spear my left shin.

      “Ouch!” I snap. “That hurt, Ren!”

      “He doesn’t deserve you lamenting over him,” she says, scowling at me. Ren looks like Maggie Q’s younger sister, and is in a red, semi-slutty number that’ll easily bait any man in the club to come hither. When she’s throwing daggers at you—like now, at me—most people take cover.

      I reach down and rub my offended shin, momentarily feeling less pathetic but it doesn’t last. I look around my friends, glad to have them and still marvel at how we all ended up in Vegas a few years after graduating but even more grateful I met Chloe and Ren at NYU. When Keira graduated a year early and went off to Europe to make her mark in the modeling world, they’d been my saving grace. We’d all just clicked even though we’re so different. We’ve always been supportive of each other, no matter what.

      But sometimes, they piss me off when I just want to have a pity party of one, thank-ya-vera-much. I sit back, crossing my arms under my breasts. “I’m not lamenting over him,” I bite back, on the defense.

      She doesn’t look convinced. I’m not, actually. Truthfully, I’m fucking pissed at ever meeting him and letting him hurt me after the fact. It makes me feel weak and vulnerable when I know it’s not worth it.

      We’re all here because after Trevor and I broke up, I ran into him a couple of weeks ago. He was with a new girl. His new fuck toy. I of course only looked half put together while at the Meadows Mall, by myself, and stuffing my pie hole with ice cream from TCBY.

      By ‘ran into’, I mean, literally. And got ice cream all over my favorite top and his fancy suit. Trevor had just made a pained expression. And, without a word to me, had directed themselves away to a nearby area where napkins were located and proceeded to ‘clean’ off his impeccable attire, but not without a hurtful dig in a not-so-loud mutter…

      Fuck Toy: You dated that?

      Trevor: Yeah.

      Fuck Toy: She’s a mess, huh? She at least good in bed?

      Trevor: Watching paint dry was more exciting than having sex with her.

      Thinking about it, again, makes my whole face burn and my body flush with extreme embarrassment. Hence, I’d been munching on that five-second ‘conversation’ ever since. I’d never been called ‘that’, like I’m some swamp monster and while I admit I’m no porn star in the bedroom, I thought I was decent enough. I mean, I’ve had a handful of boyfriends and I’d always tried to do what they liked, even when they’d rarely given a shit about what got me off.

      Such is life and he’s a douchebag. I know this, but it just sucks. So when I told Keira a week ago, who wrestled it out of me after a girls’ night at her condo and I’d had four glasses of wine, she’d been way more pissed off on my behalf than I was then, or currently. I know he was being a dick and he’s not worth it but it still hurts.

      A lot. And I hate that, too. But Trevor didn’t do that to me. I did that to me. Which is worse.

      Even the pulse of the music is at tempo with my grim thoughts. Distracting me, Keira ropes an arm around my shoulders. She plants a wet kiss on my forehead. “You okay, Oddball?” she asks, gently.

      I smile at her endearment and grateful she isn’t wearing lipstick. It was a play on my name and that, well, I was an oddball growing up. “Gettin’ there.”

      After four cocktails, her eyes aren’t even bright. Her tolerance is shockingly high. She points to the drinks that Chloe and Ren have been imbibing with relish. “You should have had those; you’d be feelin’ ahhhh-mazin’, girl.”

      I know if I did have a couple more drinks to loosen up, I wouldn’t give a flying fuck about anything. It’s not just Trevor on my mind but my fledgling online company, Graphic Impact, that I started almost a year ago and barely eking out a profit to cover my rent in the not so great part of NLV. My new job at my brother’s company will help loads financially, but it’s a huge step back for my confidence. Never mind my ex and his bullshit infecting me.

      It’s Saturday night in the City of Sin and everyone else around me is definitely planning to party hard but all I want to do is take a hot bath, pick off where I left off in my latest smut slash literary porn while cuddling with my cat and downing a good merlot.

      I re-think that objectively as soon as that whim passes through my forebrain.

      I refuse to be the weird cat lady with no life.

      Stop being such a drag, I order myself. So I make the effort because my girls did, for me, so I inhale, then exhale, trying to relax and not overthink anything. I take a fortifying gulp of my drink, draining it all, because now I’m just annoying myself.

      “That’s my girl, finally gettin’ the idea,” Keira hoots, laughing. The waitress comes back and takes my empty glass for a fresh one. I shake my head at Keira, who gives the waitress a wink.

      I feel a warm hand on my left forearm and turn toward Chloe, face pink as a carnation and the alcohol is finally hitting her petite frame. I raise a questioning brow at her. “Ren and I are gonna shake our asses on the dance floor,” she says, smiling ear to ear.

      “You don’t have asses,” I tell them as they slip off their seats, adjust their clothes and make their way down. They blow us kisses and wave, disappearing into the depths of the club. Keira, at the same time, declares she needs to go to the girls’ room and doesn’t even wait for my response. Then I understand why when I see her throw a glance at the hot, blonde-haired biker guy, who sits up like he’s about to make his move then glances at his tablemates. Strangely, he does not run after her.

      I turn my new glass of bourbon between my fingers, my eyes drifting to that dark corner. I feel an immediate jolt of alertness as my gaze crashes with his. The man with a hard face and wicked scars. He tilts his head, ever so slightly, like a challenge.

      I quickly look away, my face warm and my whole body clenching. I take a long gulp of my drink, gasping a little at how smooth it goes down then flares inside me. It floods my system and it takes me a few moments to regain my sense of consciousness.

      Now that I’m finally alone, I take that time to regroup. I check my phone, seeing a couple text messages from my various siblings and former co-workers at Explicit Graphic Design Firm. I’d been a senior project manager for four years and making a lot of money doing it but the direction of the firm was going in a way I hadn’t agreed with. So when I’d decided to leave and start my own company, it’d felt like the right timing. Like it was meant to be.

      Then everything had fallen apart.

      Chloe and Ren come back not even ten minutes later, with Keira arriving a few minutes after, appearing somewhat put off but hiding it. I toss my phone back in my purse and shoot back the rest of my bourbon, which makes all the girls shout in favor of me having another. While I’m still not in the mood, why punish myself when I can do that sober?

      Plus, no harm, no foul hangin’ with my girls and letting alcohol do what it’s intended to do… Make you feel good and escape for a night. And not make you feel like shit for being alive.
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      “Jesus Christ,” Jase mutters, taking a pull from his beer and eying the table of women flashing teeth and throwing inviting smiles. All but one.

      He’s been hyperventilating since they came in, knowing tonight wasn’t about picking up pussy but having the club support a fellow brother when his day’s been shot to hell and the man needed a distraction.

      My eyes go to the woman hidden nearly behind the statuesque blonde. I can see the entire right side of her bare, supple leg. She’s not dainty like her other friends, who are all a bit too thin. She has nice curves a man could sink into, and nice tits. Bet she has a nice ass too, I think. But it’s her unusual features that are hard to pin down because she could pass for a lot of different ethnicities. And that mouth. She has full lips but not to the point they look fake. It’s a nice mouth, and with the dark lipstick lining it…yeah. I rub the back of my neck because my hands are itching to do something else. I don’t want to go there because I have no plans on relieving myself with any woman tonight, or until October is come and finally gone. When my thoughts settle and I’m not surrounded by ghosts. But my dick doesn’t want to comply. It’s getting hard as the image of her mouth around my cock occupies every cell in my brain.

      I drain my beer, restless. My eyes crawl back to that goddamn table that’s directly in my line of sight. The corners of her lips lift up, but it’s automatic, a mimic of a smile as she listens to something her friend on the left is saying. The slightest indent in her right cheek appears. A small dimple that makes me stare longer. But she’s back to subdued and distracted, her face smooth and emotionless.

      I look to my left, at the twelve men who are currently lounging around and just talking about whatever. Normal shit. Only Old Ladies were invited, so it’s a rather subdued turnout. For now at least.

      I see Monk, our Road Captain, on the far right, leaning against the rail that separates the VIP area of the second level. He’s got his back to the room, staring ahead where the back entrance is that flows outside behind the club and ways into the other areas without leaving the building but stay hidden. He catches my stare. He’s nearly in shadow but I catch the slight jerk of his head before he resumes his attention on the door. I’m not sure who he’s expecting to storm in but I guess I’m not the only one not in the mood.

      “What the hell, Jase,” I declare, shaking my head when I hear the younger man making desperate noises. “You’re whinier than a dog in heat.”

      “Fuck you, Link,” Jase returns, irritably. “You’ve been watching those women, too. Don’t think any of us missed that, brother.”

      Fuck me. Fuck you.

      That’s how my world feels like some days.

      I don’t deny or admit anything aloud. I like to look. No big fucking deal.

      Beside me, Bomber grins. “Have at it, for Christ’s sake,” he retorts to Jase, flagging one of the bartenders, who gives a nod and waves one of the waitresses over. “Wasn’t my idea to ban pussy tonight.”

      No, it wasn’t, even though I’m perfectly fine to follow it. I’m not even sure why we even tried to enforce it for the other brothers. A gesture, of sorts.

      Jase ignores Bomber, knowing better, and shoots me a look across the table. “Link, you game?”

      Most times, I am; but around this time of the year, I don’t want to be around anyone. Around this time of year, not even sex appeals much to me. But when I look over at Jase, I feel their stares crawl over me. I feel her stare searing me. “Nah. All yours, brother,” I return, keeping my eyes down the middle of the bar and watching the shadowy movement of bodies in the near half-light of the lower level. I focus on that, not the smoke and glass that seems to be dueling it out inside me.

      Incredulous, Jase gets up and shakes his head before sauntering toward the table of women. He makes damn well sure to stand as close as he can to the blonde with legs that go on for a mile.

      Bomber moans, scrubbing his face hard. “Hell, never thought I’d be back to square one at thirty-nine,” he says with a loud sigh while watching Jase work his magic and making all the women laugh. Except for the one who’d been playing with her glass. Her blue-black hair is up in a loose knot at the back of her head and strands of it frame her face. Her face is over done but her lips are this blood-red color that makes my gut go tight.

      I give Bomber a long look as the waitress arrives to drop off more longnecks but my gaze goes back to her.

      Gemma, our waitress and the niece to the president of the Desert Demons MC, Toto, clears her throat. “She’s drinking Pappy Van Winkle. Neat,” she informs me, smirking. Like I give a fuck.

      But, Jesus. A woman with taste and knows how to drink it, unadulterated; and fuck, I think, recalling the way she’d dipped her finger and lined it on her lips. It’d been hard to not watch. And just made me hard.

      I look over at the table again. A male waiter is dropping off another glass and she smiles at him, quick, but incandescent. Again, my body tenses.

      “Her friends are helping her cheer up over some breakup,” Gemma intones. “She’s as free as a bird.”

      I give Gemma a sharp glance. “Why the fuck do I care, babe?”

      Gemma is not stupid even if I wish she were sometimes but growing up in the club, you develop your bullshit meter fast. She rolls her eyes. “You’ve been staring at her since they came in,” she points out.

      Bomber bursts out laughing, something I hadn’t heard for months so I clamp my jaw shut and let him laugh it out. My mood darkens at Gemma’s needling observation and I want to tell her to shut up but I can’t, and I won’t. So I just sit there, put up with her shit, and quickly shut her down. “There’s nothing else to stare at, Gemma,” I state, grinding my teeth. “Plus, everyone is staring at them. Just seein’ what the big fuckin’ deal is.”

      “Uh-huh,” she snickers, and completely unconvinced. “The fact that you actually look at a woman longer than two seconds before you decide to fuck her then fuck her over is a goddamn miracle. I’m pullin’ for you, Link.” She says this with a smug wink and sly smile and, finally, she takes a hike before I decide to push her back to the bar.

      Bomber’s grinning big and wide at me.

      “Shut up,” I grumble, my hand tightening around the cold beer. Shit, I should just put it on my dick.

      “She totally called you out.” Bomber’s shoulders are shaking as he leans back in his chair. He shakes his head, a smile lingering. “Not that you were all that stealthy about it—and I thought you were some hot-shot special forces guy?”

      I shoot him a warning glare, but seeing Bomber actually joking around and laughing was almost a foregone conclusion. So I take the harassment and heckling. For now.

      His eyes glint with amusement. “You lose some edge when you left the Corps?”

      I scowl at him. “I’ll fucking show you edge if you don’t knock it off.”

      Bomber mockingly holds up his hands. “I’m so scared,” he says in a fake, girlie-scared voice.

      Jesus. I laugh because Bomber’s bantering has been a rarity this past year. I’ve missed that from our talks, which stopped being easygoing for some time.

      “Puppy finally scored,” Bomber says, nodding toward the table.

      My eyes dart to Jase, who’s taking the blonde by the hand and leading her down toward the dance floor. So far, none of them seem to have noticed Jase’s cut. Eventually, the strawberry-blonde and Asian woman also take off but hook right, toward the restrooms and another lounge area that sits above the dance floor with a full view below.

      That leaves the woman that, fuck, I really can’t stop staring at and who is once again lost in thought as she rims the edge of her glass with her right index finger. I watch, riveted. I squint, noticing something on the inside of her left arm. I can’t quite make it out but it’s some sort of tattoo.

      “You sure you doin’ all right, brother?” Bomber asks, smirking behind his fresh bottle of Bud. “From the look on your face, I’m startin’ to get worried you’re suffering from a case of extreme blue-balls like Jase was.”

      “Very funny,” I mutter, making a point not to look at that table but he’s right. I grit my teeth, adjusting myself and by sheer will, I finally regain some self-control over my body. I don’t usually react to anyone or anything in such a visceral way and frankly, I fucking hate it. After so many years of trying to get free of the ghosts of my past, the rage that had once ruled me has been kicked into the ground, leaving me in a careful state of indifference and emotional distance that I strive to maintain at all costs.

      My eyes flicker to the woman and my body flares with awareness. I haven’t felt that kick in the gut since Bri. And I hate that even more.

      Bomber, still chuckling, pulls me out of my head. He glances at the full tables and seems, on the surface, at peace even when it would be fleeting.

      I contemplate what today signifies because in some ways, I’m one of the few who can relate to the ending of a marriage, of a huge part of your life. It’s different, of course, his divorce and what I had to go through; but the grief of something you don’t want to end ending anyways is a very black pill to swallow.

      Today, Aaron ‘Bomber’ Gallagher parted ways with the love of his life. Worse, he still loves Aaliyah, and she him, but he still ended their fifteen years of marriage, but had been together for twenty. They have four kids, aged seven to fourteen and while the divorce hadn’t been ugly, it was fucking sad as hell because everyone liked Aaliyah and the Gallagher clan was super tight with the Desert Demons MC.

      Since the divorce started, the club hadn’t seen them as often. Bomber didn’t talk about it in complete sentences but we all knew how hard this is for him and we all feel it. See it on his haggard face and his stark silences.

      But I also don’t know why. He’d done everything he could to get himself tossed on his ass, pushing Aaliyah’s buttons. He’d been doing that with everyone, slowly and discretely withdrawing. I’m beginning to wonder if even Bomber knows what he’s doing. However, we don’t speak about it in complete sentences either but I want to. I don’t, because the wrong thing will set him off. I know that feeling. It’s not logical. You just hear what you hear and it sticks. It screams at you from above. Whatever is eating away at him, he won’t let anyone in.

      “Cousin’s got box seats at Chase Field,” I mention, casually, finishing off my warm bottle for an ice cold one. “You and your boys game for that? A bunch of us could go from the club, too.”

      Bomber comes alive, just as I thought he would. Unlike me, Bomber’s a huge fan of the D-backs. They’re doing well this season and would definitely make the playoffs, which starts off in early October.

      “Hugo’s having his best year ever,” Bomber says, with awe on his face. “Always knew he’d shine with the D-backs.”

      I shrug, stretching out my legs. I wouldn’t know. Baseball’s not my thing. Football definitely is. Good thing I have another cousin that was signed by the Cardinals three years ago and is also doing pretty damn well as a nose tackle. Hugo getting drafted by the D-backs was just baseball logistics and money. My football cousin, Beethoven, otherwise known as Ven, had been by design.

      Most of my family live in SoCal but a few have migrated all over the US. To say we're a tight knit family is an understatement but sometimes, it’s suffocating. That had been my biggest struggle since I came off my bender and started communicating with my family five years ago. There was still a lot of damage I’d done that I was still working on but the holes were slowly being filled. I just hated the looks of sympathy, pity, and sadness in their eyes whenever they looked at me. Which is why I avoid most of my family at this time. Their need to comfort me and make me feel better doesn’t help. It just makes me angry.

      I just wanted to remember, on my terms, by myself. Like Bomber, I muse, watching him from the corner of my eye.

      Just then, my iPhone pings and vibrates in my back pocket. I pinch the bridge of my nose at the steady onslaught of contact, my family’s way of making sure I’m not on my way toward another ‘episode’ or punch someone nearly to death. Again.

      All that weighing on me, and looks from my club brothers because they don’t know how to act around me around this time, and now with the distraction of a beautiful woman, I need some air, alone time. I have not had the feeling of walls crowding in on me for some time, and it freaks me out that I am somehow losing control of that interior self that has taken years for me to re-construct and keep intact. Some days, I feel as though I’m held up by string and glue, nothing that will last forever. Filled with nothing but despair, ancient hate, cold fury, and wishing I were dead. And that’s what scares me. I don’t want to be that monster, ever. But I know I have been to many.

      If not for Bomber, I would not have come tonight but I’m closer to him than anyone else in the club. It’s been nice to see him and a little more at ease. He still looks like he’s been drinking too hard, not sleeping enough, and just plain miserable but he seems almost calm. Too calm.

      “Gonna head to the can and take a breather,” I say, getting up. “You still be here when I get back?”

      “Yeah, yeah—order you another beer, brother?” Bomber replies, holding up his nearly empty bottle.

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “You got it, Link,” he says, waving Gemma over.

      I move toward the narrow walkway behind the tables and chairs. Throughout the night, every single member of the club had shown up. Right now, most of the guys left were single, on the hunt for pussy, and seeking nothing but a good time.

      I shake my head, making my way to the restrooms. Once relieved, I go outside taking the employee door, which leads to a dank ally and I make my way to the busy street. Mid-September in Vegas is usually nicely mild but weather records are being constantly blown away with new extremes. I can’t wait for the cooler months ahead, riding my bike along the roads around Arizona, Colorado, and California. The whole club just came back from a long week of partying at Sturgis and I crave solo time on my bike and surrounded by nature. The only law that exists.

      Like a magnet, I immediately see her, outside, rubbing her arms like it’s cold when it isn’t. I don’t feel anything, just her.

      She gets long, appreciative looks that she doesn’t seem to register and runs her hands through her hair, which had been up but is now tumbling down her back in luscious waves. My body stops moving as I take her in.

      With her heels, she’s tall enough to fit against my six-two frame. The clothes she’s got on are skin tight but hardly covering much. She’s not wearing a bra and her tits stand out against the dark fabric of her dress, which is low at the top and I know there is a high slit on her right thigh. Her shape is exactly as I thought, narrow waist, rounded hips, a bit of an ass. She does not deprive herself. But it’s her face, the big eyes, and that mouth. Her expression is sad and contemplative and Gemma’s words crawl back into my head. How can any sane man walk away from a woman like her?

      I realize I’m projecting, assuming. Something else that I never do, and I wish I was drunk, not so sober and cerebral. My skin breaks out in a sweat. I run a hand over my face and through my hair, the sight of her making my dick hard, chest tight, and like the temperature of the entire earth just kicked up another hundred degrees.

      Fuck, but she’s gorgeous. Sultry. Unreal. Exotic. Unearthly. Sensual in a way that’s both subtle yet blatant. I want to tear through the crowd and accost her, make her mine, if only for a night but I don’t go there or think too hard on that dangerous impulse.

      A woman like her would run from me. And I wouldn’t blame her.

      But I give her a long look, longer than I should. With determination, I turn away and go back inside the club, ready to call it a night soon. I take a few minutes before going back to the VIP section to will the hard-on that only gets harder as the image of her courses through me.

      Women are enjoyable. Fun, even. They fulfill a physical need in me but in no way do they ever control me. Not by what they say, not by the sight of them, or how I use their bodies. Or how they use mine. I don’t think about women beyond what we’re giving each other for a few hours. I don’t even want to know their name. For a night, I possess them but they will never touch me, never own me.

      It takes me much too long to regain control over my own goddamn body but when I do, a sense of triumph settles over my burnt nerves and I force myself to think about things that are very unpleasant.

      I look down at my left arm and the hand reaching for the handle of the black door that will lead me back to civilization. Under the long sleeve are scars that criss and cross, the mangled and puckered skin, the whiteness to the edges of some of the deeper scars. That’s just the beginning. There is more underneath, hidden. It does the trick to cool any lingering thoughts about anything remotely pleasant⁠—

      The sound of an IED exploding underneath us, then the RPG hitting our Humvee drowns my eardrums in memory noise. The way the agonized and inhuman wails became interchangeable to the squealing of metal being re-shaped into an ungodly form. My own screams mixed within.

      Thankfully, the memory-moment is over and gone before the rest of my vitals even consider going back to normal. But always, many more of those memories float around inside me and none more so than the call that ended my reason to live. I’m alive only out of habit. I think about Bri, Lucky, and Nina. Their faces haunt me, cry out to me, beg me to be there, demand to know why I’d failed them.

      What I’d give to slip from this skin, be someone else, to not be sinking from under my own weight.

      The feeling of so many losses…imagined, re-defined, acted out…plays back to me in a macabre melody. I still remember the way my soul died along with every one that perished. Down range and on the home front, neither which I could prevent from happening.

      Before I can push the door open, it’s thrown wide and two of my brothers, Richter and Chalk, stumble out with their fuck buddies for the night. Two for Richter. Just one for Chalk. They’re already in states of undress and the girl under Richter’s left arm is adjusting her top to accommodate her fake double-Ds. I can still see a ripe, light brown nipple saying hello and winking at me.

      My eyes go to my brothers’ faces. No way are they riding their bikes tonight. “Need help flagging a ride?”

      “Already taken care of, brother,” Richter slurs, happily.

      It’s Chalk’s taunting look and smile that makes me narrow my eyes at him. “What?”

      “Prez just arrived.”

      The shit-eating grin isn’t about Toto’s arrival but I let it pass. All three women smile up at me but I just move out of the way, signaling my disinterest.

      I go in and immediately realize why Chalk was smirking.

      Duggen, our Treasurer, snickers at me. “Just curious, brother, you blow your load in the bathroom or outside in the alley? Were the shadows your mistress?”

      The entire area erupts with riotous laughter. Toto and Bryce, our VP, both grin at me. Club’s Secretary, Triple Zero, mockingly salutes me while Swag, our Sergeant-at-Arms, checks out my package. “Hundred bucks he couldn’t wait for the alley.”

      Another round of riotous laughter. Only Monk and Rip, two of our more serious and somber full-patched members, decline to hassle me though both are fighting a smile.

      “Fuck,” I ground out. Bomber’s standing by the bar, talking to another waitress. Jase is still MIA. I grit my teeth, bear it all, and make a beeline for Bomber but not before I get more cat calls and howls from my fellow club brothers. I look off to the table before I remember to stop being an idiot; but it’s empty. A part of me doesn’t like that. But it’s for the best. It’s almost a relief. No more distractions.

      I settle on the barstool to the right of Bomber. I give the waitress—whatever her name is—a nod and a request. “Shot of tequila.”

      “Problems, brother?” Bomber shoots at me, chuckling.

      I take the shot from the waitress and take it back in one big gulp. “Everyone should be giving you shit, not me.”

      “Can’t. There’s a moratorium. Heart’s broken and all.”

      I scoff. “You have a heart?” I joke.

      “Not anymore,” Bomber says, with irony and regret.

      Shit, he’s serious. I want to ask him why he pushed her away, made her choose, but he just sighs loudly and goes back to his seat at the table. I give the waitress another look. “Another.” I nod toward Bomber. “Double for that worthless fucker.”

      “Got it,” she says with a smile, reaching for the tequila bottle.

      Another brother, Wake, sits next to me on my right, and hits me on the back. He’s only been a full-patch member for a year. He’s much younger than me, twenty-five, but he’s a good man, loyal, dedicated but likes to stir shit up and mess with people. “So, who’s the chick you’ve been eye-banging all night?” he needles. “You know, the one with black hair and a fuck-me body?”

      My fists clench. “Barkin’ up the wrong tree, Wake.”

      “C’mon, Link,” he returns, still trying to get a rise out of me. “That slit to her dress is just the start.”

      I’m not calm. I’m past annoyed. I look past him, at our audience. Everyone is getting a kick out of me reacting to this bullshit. “You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

      “Really? According to everyone, you’re a fuckin’ liar.”

      I grit my teeth as another shot is set before me and I toss it back, too. He’s egging me but I’m riled. Despite myself, I can’t help but fall into his trap. I’m starting to see red. “Go fuck yourself.”

      “I heard you already did.”

      Christ. I can’t win this one. Denying it just sounds like I’m lying but saying nothing also condemns me. It matters not that they’re wrong. Wake’s brown eyes are lit with a fire to roast someone. Me. I look over at the rest of the club again. It’s even more full now and they’re all watching to see if I deck Wake, probably. I can feel my fists wanting to pummel something. Knocking a puissant on his ass would feel damn good but I am no one’s entertainment.

      “I’m not going to warn you again, kid,” I growl.

      Wake grins. “Pocahontas has some T&A on her, huh?”

      That throws me. I give Wake a blank stare. “Who?”

      “The woman with the nice lips, big doll eyes,” he continues. “If you’re not interested, I might wanna tap that tonight. You wouldn’t mind, would ya?”

      A low hum strums through me. “Why the fuck do I care?”

      “Really?”

      I give him his final warning glare. His lips twitch.

      “So…if I take Pocahontas home tonight, you won’t care?”

      Jesus. Pocahontas? But yeah, she kinda has that look about her, which just makes my balls ache all the more. “Why should I?” I say, but I have to push the words out. From the way he’s grinning, he knows I’m lying through my teeth. The idea of her going home with him pisses me off even more but like hell I’ll ever admit it.

      “You sound a little strained, Link,” Wake notes, his eyes going to the glass mirror then back to me. My hands fist and he sees it but it doesn’t stop him. He keeps his tone low but loud enough for most people to catch wind of most of our conversation, which is the point. “Bet she gives great head with that mouth of hers⁠—”

      That’s it. I’m done with this conversation. I stand up, getting in his face. “How many times do I tell I don’t give a fuck what you do?”

      “You sure?” he taunts. Behind Wake, I see movement heading towards us. I see Bomber, who shakes his head at me. “I think that red dress peels off real nice⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t fuck her if she was the last woman in this room. That a good enough and final answer for you, asshole?” I snarl.

      Wake’s jaw drops just as Bomber puts a hand on the younger man’s shoulder.

      “Christ,” Bomber spits out.

      “What the…” Wakes starts then trails off, his face blank.

      At that same moment, I hear a collective gasp from behind me. I jerk my head around and see her. Pocahontas. Plus her three friends right near the bar, set at enraged. And no one else in the room is wearing a red dress but her. I have no idea how long they have been there but it’s clear they pretty much heard most of the conversation.

      Pocahontas’ eyes meet mine and I freeze. She’s frozen too as our eyes lock, her face as red as her dress. Yeah. She knows I was talking about her. Her right hand pulls the slit together at her leg.

      I can see the hurt flash in her eyes and I’m the world’s biggest asshole.

      She turns on her heels and stalks away, head held high, and I can’t help but respect that. Her friends send hateful glares at me before stalking after her.

      “Fuck,” I whisper.

      “Shit…” Wake exhales, watching the women flee.

      Game. Over.

      “You fucker,” I hiss at him.

      Wake’s jaw flexes and he sits his useless ass on the stool, running a hand over his skull. “Boys just wanted me to heckle you…get you out of your funk. Shit, if I knew that was what you were gonna say…”

      Yeah. Around this time, everyone knows my interest in pussy wanes and I keep more to myself till I feel normal again, less emotional. Few have ever asked. I’ve never divulged. They see the scars on my body and know enough, assume what they want.

      Meanwhile, Jase is coming out from the lower dance level and must have seen the girls leave. The blonde breezes past him as though he doesn’t even exist. “What the hell,” he snaps, when he realizes he’s going to leave the club empty handed. He glares at Wake and me.

      I toss the shot of tequila back and slam it down on the bar. Goddamn it, I seethe, mostly at myself. I don’t make sport of insulting innocent bystanders but I’ve been acting like a blushing high school boy getting teased by his buddies.

      Fuck.

      Fuck me.

      Not likely. Not anytime soon.
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      “Hey, look,” I snarl into the phone, “I’m not his personal assistant for his dating life. If he doesn’t call you back, maybe you need to just move on instead of harassing him at work, yeah?”

      I slam the phone down in its cradle and rub my temples.

      September hadn’t been my month at all. Hopefully, October will be better but it’s still three days away. Until then, I’m still in hell. It’s only Wednesday and I desperately can’t wait for Friday.

      Two weeks after the fact, and my mind still wanders back to that night at The Embassy. Standing as close as I’ll ever get to him, he’d been tall and even bigger in person. His brown hair was more auburn than just plain brown, and his eyes, god, his eyes were this dark gray with hints of blue and gold. The scruff on his jaw didn’t mask the fact that he had nice lips, full, and kissable. My cheeks flame at remembering what Hot Asshole Biker had said.

      I mean, yeah, it was clear his friend had been egging him on so it was a calculated dick move by said friend.

      Still. Why did he have to pick on me?

      From a distance, he hadn’t really blipped on my radar but I’d been down in the dumps. Well, still was, but up close, I can’t deny he’d caught my attention. Partly because he was somewhat terrifying being as big he was, and those scars. Horrific, and yet, it just added to his don’t-fuck-with-me vibe. I hadn’t seen any tattoos. Just noted the two, small black studs in both ears, the thick black cuffs around his wrists, and a necklace around his neck but most of it tucked under his plain, long-sleeved shirt. So, yeah scary, but kind of panty-wet hot, in a really scary type of way.

      So his not so nice comment coupled with Trevor’s unflattering verdict and a pitiful number of hits on my graphic design company’s website, I’m at an all time low.

      Thus, I tried really hard not to bite off everyone’s head but failing miserably.

      Just then, the elevator opens and in walks Seth Lachlan, one of the men that works for my brother. He’s in black cargo pants, black combat shoes, and a black tee that molds to his very fit upper body. His light brown hair is a squared-away crew cut and his clean-shaven jaw is as sharp as the edge of a knife. Light blue eyes cut to me then through me.

      Yeah, I can add the fact that I’m just barely tolerated at work to my growing list.

      I groan inwardly. In all the time my brother has worked here, I’ve only been inside this building twice and both times, I only saw the receptionist and maybe a couple of the commando guys. At the time, they’d been friendly but not anymore.

      I should have made a lot more effort, I guess. Three weeks as the receptionist slash secretary of Titan Security Group and no one liked me except for Frank, a senior member of the company and about as old as my dad. And the very few women that actually work at TSG were nice enough but more focused on being as good as the boys. So no knitting circles or wine clubs are in my future. At least Frank’s a lot of fun and I like talking to him but as one of the few and male friendly faces in the bunch, it’s almost like he’s nice to me out of pity. Which just adds more fodder to my internal ‘pity-me’ fire.

      “Hey,” I call out sharply. “Seth.”

      Seth slows, his unsmiling face directed at me and I almost stutter at how gorgeous he is then keenly remember Naomi. Too clearly. What a vile bitch. “Yeah?” he asks, and like I’m interrupting his mental train of thought.

      I stand up, not adjusting my pencil skirt since no one can see me below my chest. “Naomi called,” I tell him, attempting professionalism. “Again.”

      He smirks. “Oh yeah?” he repeats, lazily.

      I snap. “Can you stop giving your work number to women you have no intention of screwing after the first time and yet think giving this number somehow makes you look badass when it’s just fucking lame?”

      He stares at me and by Jove, I’ve shocked him. I think.

      “What the fuck is going on?” a voice clips.

      I look off to my left. Seth quickly follows my gaze and his expression instantly darkens and shuts down. The middle door closes behind our interloper.

      Oh shit. Joaquin.

      My big brother. The eldest of us six kids and damn domineering and know-it-all. His black brows are furrowed as his dark-eyed gaze slits, swinging between me and Seth, but settling on Seth a lot longer, and frowning. At thirty-six, he’s got Dad’s stare-down to great effect. I sit down in my seat. I can tell he’s in Over Protective Mode.

      Having been adopted by a Caucasian couple with three kids already in the fold and just weeks old in Pensacola, Florida, I’ve always been aware of how odd my features are. At how different I am and have never fit in with my own family. Growing up with my siblings, all naturally born to my parents, my ethnically ambiguous features have always made me stick out. Even in a city like Vegas. But Joaquin had always been there, always protecting me from the adolescent jerks, and being a shoulder to cry on when I got made fun of, which was a lot. Sometimes, however, he goes way above and beyond.

      He’s in navy blue cargo pants, black boots, and a black, short-sleeved tee with the company’s logo over his heart. Big, bad-ass, and bossy is his first, middle, and last name. His dark brown hair isn’t at regulation but it’s short and neatly combed. He has the attention span of a four-year-old with ADD and a need to be constantly busy, so when he stops and notices you, it’s not always a good thing. Like now.

      Cheeks warm, I slink further down into my pricey, ergonomic chair and try to disappear. Usually, that’s not difficult. I duck my head a little and pretend to be reading my screen, which is set to Al Jazeera America. I’m staring at a picture of dead bodies found in Downtown Vegas that I’d rather not be looking at. I stare at the grotesque image. Eight bodies, in a neat row, feet facing a building, hands clasped over the stomach, a black cloth over the faces, and a wood cross on their foreheads. Some are smaller in size and I realize that those ones are women and children. A shiver goes through me. The heading is lovely: The Mark of the Mishiev Bratva—And Death Was His Name.

      What the hell’s a ‘Bratva’? I’d been hearing a lot about them lately⁠—

      “Ettie?”

      I jump a little. Fuck. He’s still there. I click out of the website and sit up straight in my chair. Slowly. I’m being immature but I want to avoid getting a talk-to by my own brother. In front of Seth, who is, I have to admit, an innocent bystander. Even if he does flout his parade of lovers ruthlessly before me but also at his general male puerile antics. “What?” I semi-squeak out.

      “Seth bothering you?”

      Huh. Interesting. Not what I’m expecting so I sit up a little straighter. Seth’s jaw clenches and he curses under his breath, dragging a hand over his scalp. But he doesn’t say anything…such as me acting like a bitch.

      “No, everything’s fine,” I say, trying to sound casual but Joaquin is way too sharp for that. His expression flattens, his gaze on me but when he speaks, it’s to Seth.

      “Tamar wants to talk to you,” he says, low and calm, his eyes cutting to Seth. “Now. Preferably.”

      “Yeah, on it, Walk,” Seth grumbles, giving me a quick glare before disappearing behind the door Joaquin appeared out of.

      Said brother goes to me, leaning against the counter. His jaw is set, eyes narrow, and his lips pursed. That’s his ‘I’m mad’ face.

      “Are you mad at me?” I ask, a wee bit of guilt floating through.

      A pause. “Only if you’re lying about Seth not bothering you.”

      “Actually, I snapped at him. He’s innocent…for the most part.”

      My answer does not appease him but he schools his face well enough. “Fine. I’m not mad at you.”

      “And yet, why do you have on your ‘I’m mad’ face?”

      He sighs, his expression a mix of concern, suspicion, and annoyance. That’s my brother in a nutshell. “It’s my ‘what happened?’ face,” he corrects, raising his brows.

      “I dunno know ‘bout that,” I mutter.

      “Ettie—”

      “It’s nothing,” I almost shout. I calm down. “Really.”

      Just having a bad year, bad life, bad everything—that’s all.

      “I’m serious,” he says, very seriously, “if any of the guys hassle or harass you, I want you to tell me.”

      I roll my eyes. “None of them even talk to me other than Frank and the three women that actually work here,” I point out, which is unfortunate since TSG employs a lot of hunky employees. “I’m just feeling snarky today.”

      He gives me a hard look. That look lost its effectiveness years ago.

      Kinda. I give in. A teeny-weeny bit.

      “I’m on my period,” I lie, hoping he’ll gag and run away to avoid the Period Talk.

      He just stares at me.

      “Um, we women are unpredictable with the red river is goin’ strong. Throws every hormone off the charts.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Oh-kay then; so Period Talk doesn’t phase him. Not surprising. He was raised with a bunch of women and he’s a manwhore. But there was no harm in trying. Actually, he probably has more experience with the female menstruation cycle than I do. In reality, he’s no better than Seth, who fucks everything with a vagina and can marginally respond to stimuli. And I realize that he does know the ins and outs of the female race by his next words.

      “You’re on birth control. So no red river, or much of one unless you’re one of those unlucky ones.”

      My eyes bug. Jesus, the fact that he actually knows the nitty-gritty details is really disturbing. “How do you even know I’m on The Pill?” I demand in a shrill hush.

      “Farrah,” he says, mentioning our sister. Traitorous little turd. And she only knew because she’d ‘borrowed’ my last nearly full set after she ran out and was too lazy to get a refill. That had been almost two months ago. Not that I’d needed it. No dick. No need for The Pill. No need to horde, I guess. I’m shocked she didn’t send an email to our family plus extended relatives about which brand I use.

      “Well…you still get the symptoms,” I hedge because I don’t want to reveal I’m due to get my actual period. Which reminds me that I’m out of supplies. God. Damn. It. “Like…cramps. Aches. Bitchiness and bloat. Extreme munchies—that kind of thing.” I glare at him, hard.

      Again, he’s not grossed out or wanting to retreat. Figures. “You’ve been off for a while, which has nothing to do with your period, or the ghost of one,” he notes. Hmm, he has me there. “So, what gives?”

      He is so pushy sometimes. I say nothing, staring at my computer screen and pretending to read through emails that I have to filter to the various Big Wigs of TSG and other personnel.

      “Nothing,” I insist, stubbornly. “Nothing is wrong.”

      I feel Joaquin’s gaze zeroing in on me. “Ettie⁠—”

      “What!” I say, throwing up my hands. “What?”

      For once, Joaquin doesn’t go there. “You coming this Saturday?” he asks, his voice clearly displeased but controlled and brotherly polite. Eek!

      Ugh. Every Saturday we all get together for Family Night. Mom and Dad settled in Henderson to stay close to all of us kids when Dad retired from the Air Force. The only one that’s exempt is Clive, who is also in the military—US Army Corps of Engineers—but is stationed in Germany for the next three years. To be honest, I have no freaking idea what he does, even when he dumbs it down for me. Only ten months older than me is Farrah, a social worker with DPS and practically lives a block away from our parents. Up until a few years ago, we couldn’t stand each other but we had a Hallmark Movie of the Month Moment, hugged it out, and finally let old high school shit lay where they should have fallen. Yolanda, nineteen, is attending Rosamund University of Health Sciences to become a RN, and the baby, Shannon, is sixteen. Enough said.

      I love my family. I have amazing siblings. For the most part, we’re supportive of each other and super close. However
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