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	DEDICATION




I dedicate this to those who have loved and lost.




To those who have felt alone in times of need.




And to all those who struggle with the agony that comes with infertility.




We are never alone, even when we think we are. Keep your head up and spread love.




12.22.18 - Miracles do happen! Serafina Gabrielle.




	




	

	TO MY DEAREST READERS 




With every story there’s a




Beginning, Middle, & End.




The Beginning is behind us, so I welcome you to join me for 




The Middle




of the




Shattered Souls Trilogy.




Enjoy!




	




	

	THE MIDDLE






“Someday, this unbearable pain will just be a distant memory, but your scars will remain as a symbol of your survival. Wear them with pride.” - Katerina Bray







Maeson




What defines me as a man? Is it my salary, how fancy my car is, or having the perfect house with a flawless white picket fence?




By my standards, there’s no fucking way those meaningless things will define me ever again. 




Yet our brainwashed society doesn’t have a problem with this injustice. Which is why men doubt their true value. Have women ever appreciated men as they are? Maybe hundreds and thousands of years ago, before the bullshit ideals of today’s civilization invaded their minds. 




What is my problem with life? 




I used to ask myself this question often, until one day, the answer hit me. Women. They’re the damn problem. They need too much shit. Too many unrealistic things.




Growing up poor taught me a thing or two on the extent of work it takes to buy a damn loaf of bread, let alone material things way above your pay grade. 




Although, the struggle never matters to the person requesting those unobtainable items.




The many discussions I had with my father as a five-year-old child stuck with me into adulthood. Thanks to him, I grew up knowing the difference between reality and fantasy.




Not that I didn’t have moments of weakness in my younger years.




Around my eleventh birthday, my dear mother began to meddle. She was the complete opposite of my father. She loved telling me stories of Princesses and Princes falling in love, then living happily ever after. 




Their contrasting opinions on the meaning and purpose of life, left me confused. Who’s point of view was right? Who was I supposed to believe?




As the sweet young man I was, I wanted to make the woman I loved proud, so I took the path leading to false hope.




I followed along that road until it came to a life altering end.




That was the moment I understood the truth in my da’s words. My life would’ve turned out much better if I’d steered clear of the pretend world I’d created in my mind.




I’m sorry mom, but you were wrong. So very wrong. Fairy tales don't exist.
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Maeson




I only tried to end it because I'd let her down. Life wasn’t worth living without her.




It’s dark. The darkness is too thick.




Wake up. Wake. The. Fuck. Up.




✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴




My eyes flicker. My sight, hazy at best. My brain is muddled. The room is spinning.




She was everything. How do I move on?




Her beautiful face. That smile. Her loving heart. The reminders are everywhere. I can’t escape them. For fuck’s sake, let me escape them.




Yes, darkness, we meet again. Take me. Take me back. Please.




✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴




I stare into her big beautiful eyes as I hold her close to my chest. The love I see in them, breaks my soul into tiny pieces. ‘I feel you leaving me,’ I want to say, but don’t.




Why is this happening? What will I do all alone? How will I fix this? Who’ll fix me when she’s gone? The questions hit me at once, and I struggle to breathe. 




Money. I need it to care for her. How will I get that kind of cash with my measly paycheck?




I dismiss the depressing thought from my mind before I peer at her again. She’s fallen fast asleep.




Good. She needs it more than I do.




I pull away and lean against the wall, sliding to the floor as tears I've held back spill down my cheeks. At twenty-three, I’m not supposed to be dealing with this.




Just breathe. It'll be okay. She won’t leave you.




I pledged to be the best man I could be. A promise I made in hopes she'd see my true value, yet how did she repay me?




You can still keep your promise. You’ll just have to do it alone. 




Unrelenting tears flow from my eyes, and for her I allow it. Only for her.




After a few minutes of releasing my pain and fears, I pick myself up and kiss her cheek, then drag my heavy body out of the room.




I head straight for the whiskey in the kitchen cabinet. I need this drink. It’s not a good idea, but I haven’t had one in a while. Plus, she’s sleeping, and I’ll never harm her, no matter how drunk I get tonight.




Ashlie, though, she's another story.




✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴




Wake up.




No.




Stop dwelling in the past. 




It’s what I deserve.




Someone else needs you. Someone in the present.




She doesn’t need me. She deserves better. 




River meet pathetic tears.




What if she’s like…




What if she’s not? Take a chance.




Bloody chances are all I ever take.




Then what’s another one under your belt?




Belts cause pain, and I don’t need any more of that shit. I’ve had enough distress to last me a lifetime.




Then wake up, asshole, and find the happiness you seek. Take the tranquility she can offer you.




	




	

	2




Ruby




I inhale deeply, filling my nostrils with musty unventilated air before joining the devil in his vault of pain.




”You’re my favorite, you know? The rest of them aren't special like you are. They tell on me, but you won’t, will you? No, because you know exactly what’ll happen."




"I pro-prom-promise, I won't. I can keep secrets like you taught me," I look away from his burly face, focusing on the nasty scar on his chest.




"Good girl, Ruby. I'll take it easy on you tonight. Try not to faint this time. Just relax." His voice hurts my ears, but his fingers digging into my arm hurt worse.




 "I’ll try not to." My role when we’re in this room is always the same. Follow the number one rule, listen well and say little to nothing.




He shoves me into his preferred position. My face to the wall, hands tied up in the air, and legs spread wide. "Remember, no screaming." His tone is harsher than before. The psychopath has officially entered the building. 




I don't respond to his demand. It would go unheard anyway. He's in the zone, probably imagining the sick things he’ll do to me. Nothing about this night is special or new, same damn weekly routine. The only difference is, I'm older. It's been three long years of being degraded, abused, and thrown away.




Unlike me, most fifteen-year-olds get to enjoy their lives by hanging out with their friends, shopping, and going the movies. My days are spent alone in my room, and when I'm not doing that, I'm in this basement.




Great fucking life. Great job, social services. Great job, asshole teachers. Great fucking job to those people who can help me, but won’t. Everyone seems to be blind, or oblivious, or maybe they just don’t care? My parents would’ve cared. They would’ve made sure this never happened. 




The familiar practice crack snaps me into reality. I squeeze my eyes shut and tighten my muscles as I brace myself for what's to come.




One... Two... Slash.




Pain radiates through my body as warm blood trickles down my back. I clench my fists, preparing for the next.




One... Two... Slash.




My skin burns. Agony sets in. The scent of rusted copper permeates my nostrils.




How are my legs weak after only two lashes? I can do this.




"You’re so beautiful like this. No one compares to you, Princess-Trust-Fund,” He says ‘Princess’ with a sneer.




 He’s ruined one of the last precious things I hold close to my heart. The word used to have a special meaning, but now, it’s the nastiest term I’ve ever heard. Why did I tell him what my dad called me?




Before I have a chance to start my count, the whip crashes against my raw flesh. I bite down on my lip, forcing back the scream my throat begs to release.




His putrid heavy breathing signals what’s coming next. I clear my mind of my parents and anything else causing me to feel, and focus on his intake and exhale. My body, my soul, my insides, and my heart go numb. Emotions in this room are useless. They cause more pain than necessary, so I shut down… completely.




One... two... three... Crack. Pull back. Crack. Pull back. Crack. One after the other, the lashes pound onto my back. He’s unstoppable.




I’m weakening quicker than usual. My knees give out when the whip lands on my side, wrapping around my belly. "Oh God!” My scream echo’s throughout the room. "Please stop." The burn is unbearable, and my only reprieve to the searing fire is the blood sliding down my back, my belly, and my legs. 




”No, it's perfect. Don't. Move."




How can he continue? I'm not even able to stand. Why am I surprised? No matter what state I’m in, he always makes sure to finish.




Bile rises in my throat when his hands touch the new scars. I want to shrivel away from his traveling fingers.




Too late.




He lifts me, forcing me to stand straight. The monster needs to be satisfied. It doesn't matter to him I’m shaking or I’ll throw up while he’s in the middle of feeding his fetish.




Mom, why didn't you tell me there are people like this in the world? I could’ve prepared better.




There’s a familiar jingle of a belt. "It's time, Princess. Be a good girl and tell me who's your king?”




I want to scream. I want to hit him. I want to... die.




"Kill me. Please, kill me." I beg.




Deep breath. Be stronger, Ruby. You can get through this.




"How can I kill my favorite little gem?" He grabs my hips. "I'll never hurt you. I need you." He’s too close. His rotten breath is suffocating.




Panic sets in, gripping my soul. I gag. “Pain. You. Cause. Pain."




His fingers glide up my torso, right on the last mark he left. He squeezes, and my vision turns white. "This kind of pain?" Harder pressure this time, and my legs collapse. "It’ll be a beautiful scar soon. My marks are all over your body, and this one will be my favorite. It wraps around you like I do." He digs in further, gripping tight, and that's when I feel...




Nothing. I feel nothing.




✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴




“Ruby wake up. Please, wake up." 




The voice slurred. Alcohol filled. Dangerous.




Best to keep quiet. He’s worse if interrupted. “No, I don't feel you here. Leave me alone."




"You need to open your eyes, damn it." He shakes my shoulders twice. "What’s happening? Wake up."




He never talks during this part. He always lets me be when I'm in my safe place. What's different today?




“Are you finished? “Only then.”




He’s testing me.




"What the fuck are you saying? Wake the hell up NOW!"




His voice sounds weird. It's not the same. Did he say you or ye? Is this a new game?




"Ruby, open those beautiful amber eyes for me. Please, my Princess. Leave that place you’re in. Come back to reality. You’re safe here." He caresses my hair.




Feels nice. So nice. I miss being touched like this. Doesn't hurt at all.




"It’s safe? Promise?" My eyelids flutter.




A big black shadow hovers over me. "I promise."




Green eyes, dimples, pearly white teeth, and black hair come into view. I recognize this man. He’s not the one in my nightmares of the past. He's the one in my hopes for the present.




"Maeson Lachlan Alexander." I smile and close my eyes again. The shattering pain in my soul eases. "My prince."




His hand freezes in my hair, and a rush of breath escapes his lungs. "Yes, and you, Ruby Bennett, are my Princess."




His words soothe my reopened wound. A sense of peace appeases my broken heart before I drift back to sleep.




I hope I remember this tomorrow. Please let me remember.
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Maeson




How do I bring her back to me? She’s lost somewhere deep in her mind. This is the third time she’s shut down since I arrived three hours ago. 




When she spoke, she said things a terrified little girl would say. One broken to the point of no return. Shattered into multiple parts of herself only to avoid reality. To escape the fucking victimizing prick. To protect her true self from being completely eviscerated.




What brought it on, though? She was fine earlier. Wasn’t she? I might still be drunk, but not inebriated to the point of memory loss. I’m just missing a few pieces to the puzzle named Ruby Bennett.




There’s so much more to learn about her, but I’m not sure I can handle it.




Not true. I can handle her past, present, and future. I just don’t think I can deal with knowing I can’t fix her. I fix everything. Well, except for myself, but that’s beside the point.




How can one person be this traumatized and go on?




How did you do it, dumbass?




Well, I almost didn’t. That’s the point. Ruby’s been dealing with everything that’s happened on her own. When I’d gone too far, the people who cared about me stepped in. Who’s stepping in for her?




Nobody.




My heart aches for her and the terror she’s survived. Maybe it’s too late for anyone to save or to fix her? Although, plenty of people said the same about me, yet it didn’t stop them from standing by my side as I fell apart. She doesn’t need a saving grace. She needs more than that. Ruby needs to know what it feels like to be cared for again. She needs people who are willing to stand by her in times of need, even if it’s just Molly and me.




Two people are better than none at all.




A soft moan escapes her lips.




I stop pacing and rush to her side. “Ruby? You with me?”




She moans again.




“Please wake up. I promise you it’s safe. I’m not the man you think I am. You’re dreaming, Princess.” I stroke her arm, before moving to her mangled curls, twirling them around my fingers.




Her eyes open slightly. “Maeson?”




Hope flourishes in my heart. “Yes. It’s me. I’m right here.” I sit at edge of her bed.




“Sorry. So sorry. I don’t know what happened. All I did was lay down. I must’ve passed out. Didn’t mean to scare you.” She pushes against the pillows, but the attempt to lift herself fails, and she sinks back with a sigh.




“You did nothing wrong to be sorry about.” I cover her shaky hands with mine. “Are you alright?” 




“Yeah. This happens randomly. I’m here but not, you know? It’s weird. I heard you trying to help. I appreciate it.” Ruby’s sad smile makes my chest constrict.




Her lips are puffy from sleep, her hair is more wild than usual, and her eyes are swollen from crying. Even in this state of disarray she beautiful beyond measure. 




“I’ve never seen it happen before, so I wasn’t prepared. Shit, I thought you were dying when I first walked in. Just know that as long as you let me, I’ll always try to help and be there for you.” I squeeze her hand. 




“Nope, not dying. Not yet anyway. You’re stuck with me until you throw me away and replace me with a new woman. Someone less… me.” 




“Don’t say such stupid things! Why assume I'll discard you and not the other way around?”




“Because I’m such a—”




“No excuses. The roles could be reversed, you just won’t admit it. But I digress, so less talk about what could or might happen, and more on what's going on with you.”




“Nothing. Same old. We just found out my best friend, also known as your friend and employee, is having a baby with your best friend who’s more like a brother to you.” She shrugs. “Good times.” 




I almost laugh at the adorable way she summarized the drama of our day. Although, I didn’t miss how she purposely avoided my actual question. “Yeah, unexpected for sure. The lies didn’t help my reaction, but I wasn’t asking about those two.” I lift her chin, forcing her to meet my eyes. She can avoid all she wants with other people, but that shit won’t work with me anymore. 




“Oh, you meant me? I’m fine.” 




“Bullshit. This kind of nightmare wasn’t fine and neither are you.”




“I can handle it.”




“I’m not so sure about that, but since you just woke up, I won’t push any further.” I stand. “Would you like a drink?” 




“Yes, please. Jack and Coke.” She covers her face as a giggle escapes her delectable lips.




“Alcohol already?” I check my watch—five in the morning. “Hell no, to the Jack. How about a Coke instead?” 




“Fine, Dad.” 




When I deepen my smile, she inhales deeply. 




Oh, yeah, I still got it. 




“I’m thirsty. Hurry up with my drink, and quit showing off.”




“Of course, your majesty.” With a laugh, I bend at the hip and lower my head. 




“Oh, and Maeson… when you come back, it’s your turn to fill me in on that scar you’re hiding underneath those tattoos. Think I didn’t notice, did you?”




Yeah, I actually did.




Unable to face her, I stare at the open doorway and straighten. “Not up for discussion.” 




Not today, not tomorrow, and probably never. 
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Ruby




Not up for discussion, my ass. He will disclose more information about himself. I’m not taking no for an answer. The time is now.




I trudge out of my bedroom. I’ve spent enough time in this room with the lingering presence of my haunting past. If I focus on Maeson’s secrets, it’ll help me forget my own. At least for a little while. “You're not getting off that easy, Old Man.” I walk into the kitchen with a smirk.




“I sure am, Child.” He points to a steaming cup of tea on the counter. 




“The request I made was for Jack and Coke. You denied the jack, and now you took away the option of a soda only to swap it with tea? Don’t I have the right to drink what I want?”




“Sure, when I'm not around. I made the tea to soothe you, not because I’d purposely vetoed the other options. Thought it'd help more.” He sets a small round glass container next to the floral tea cup. “Sugar?” 




“Yes. And lemon, please.”




Maeson grabs one from the fridge and drops a thin slice into my drink. 




I take a tentative sip. “Not the worst I've had. Thanks.” 




“The pleasure is mine.” He smiles as he pours some for himself.




“Why’d you get so mad about Molly being pregnant? Was it because it's with Jax?”




He slices his head downward and to the left. 




“Then why?”




“Because they lied to me. They purposely hid being in a relationship from me. I despise lies.” 




“Who doesn't? Personally, I think you were too harsh. They didn't have to tell you the moment they started dating. Maybe they were afraid of your reaction and that's why they kept it from you. Poor Molly was devastated you stormed out like you did.” 




“I know.” 




“Did you apologize to her then?”




A slice of his head in negation is his answer.




“Why the hell not? Don't look so perturbed. Your reasoning is ridiculous. She looks up to you and sees you as the big brother who’d always defend her. All you managed to do was let her down.” 




“Did you know?” He shoots me a deadly glare.




“What? Are you insane? I was as shocked as you. Besides, if I did, I wouldn't have told you. It wasn't my secret to spill.”




“You're right.” He lowers his eyes. “Ruby?”




The hushed sound of my name spilling from his lips gives me goosebumps. “Yeah?” 




 Maeson hangs his head. “This will sound stupid, but I flipped out because I felt betrayed. Especially, when I tell them everything.” 




“Bullshit you do. You hid your accent from Molly as if she'd change her opinion of you. Then you lied about us being together until it was too obvious to hide. So, don't judge others when you’re no saint.” 




“Fine, fine.” He waves his hand in the air. “Point made, okay? I feel like an asshole as it is. Don't rub it in.”




“Someone has to make you face the facts. You’re not mister high and mighty all the time. People have lives to live whether you like it or not, and you not being privy to every single detail about theirs isn’t a big deal. I barely know shit about you, but you don't see me pissing circles around you, do you?”




“No, you haven't pushed on that. But what can I do about it now? My reaction can’t be taken back.” He rubs a hand over the scruff on his face.




“It can’t, but you can call Molly to tell her you're an asshole for overreacting.”




“I will.”




“You better.” I finish my tea and smile wryly.




“Since you've ripped me a new one, is there anything else on your mind?”




“Nope. I've said my spiel.” 




He smiles, but it doesn't reach his eyes. “I’m such a dick.” He picks up my empty mug and rinses it. 




“Not all the time.” The headache I’ve been ignoring hits me full force, and I press two fingers against my temple before sliding from my seat to lay on the couch. 




Real sleep without a damn nightmare would do me some good. Maybe with Maeson here, it can happen. I close my eyes, searching for some sort of peace within myself. 




“What exactly transpired in that foster home you grew up in?” Maeson’s voice washes over me, his warm breath against my ear. 




“A lot.”




“But what precisely and why?”




What does he want me to do? Spell it out for him? Break it down piece by piece? Deep breath. It’s time.




“You already know about the whip, but what you don’t know is it was part of this fucked-up fetish he liked to take out on his foster kids since his wife wouldn't allow it done to her. Not that I blame the bitch.” I shrug, but don't open my eyes, afraid of the expression I might find on his face.




“What kind of fetish?” He spits the last word out with disgust. 




“You’re going to make me say it out loud?”




“Only if you're ready to.”




Deep breath. 




“Whipping us was his hobby, and if we cried, he did it longer. Once he had his fun, he took us… sex… sexually.” Copper pennies, mildew, rotten breath. The scents of my past… The reminders. I lean over the edge of the couch and gag.




Just breathe, Ruby. Just breathe. 




Maeson pulls me into his arms. “Bloody hell! I thought… I didn’t think he…” The veins in his neck bulge and red blotches appear on his face. “How’d he get away with doing such vile shit to children?”




Deep… breath… 




“The wife protected him at every turn.” I heave once more and Maeson softly brushes my hair back. “We were too scared to tell anyone.” My body trembles as the words tumble from my mouth and the memories invade my mind.




Maeson’s fist clenches and unclenches. “I hope the woman rots in fucking hell for standing by silently while children were... What kind of a bloody fucking mother is that?”




“The worst kind.”




“Such abhorrent creatures. I couldn’t imagine…” He curls his lip. “How'd they get caught?”




How indeed? That was one of the proudest days of my life.




“A few weeks before I moved out for college, I’d had enough and left an anonymous tip on the child and youth services line. I told them to search the basement and to look at the kids’ bodies. Which thankfully they did, and after a long drawn out trial, both were sentenced to life.”




Justice was served that day.




“The bastard lasted a few weeks before the other inmates killed him, but the bitch made it few months longer. The cunning psychopath she found safety from her cell mates in solitary. Until she was released, then they took action.”




“Piece of shit excuses for human beings. I hope they suffered before they got the end they deserved.” Maeson’s eyes shine as he strokes my face. “I'm truly sorry for everything you've been through. How you've managed to continue living is beyond my comprehension, but I'm grateful you did. It’s refreshing to meet someone who knows the agony brought on by real life struggles.” 




“What do you mean?”




“You’re not alone in a painful past, my dear. When you say, ‘I don't understand,’ I do, just not to the same extent you've suffered. I was lucky enough to have my loving parents around until I left home.”




“Then how can you possibly identify?”




“I’ve felt the pain that comes with loving and losing, Ruby. My mother, I lost before I had the chance to say goodbye. Then, while dealing with her loss, I foolishly jumped into a relationship with someone who was vindictive and manipulative. She used me for everything she could get her hands on, and ultimately, broke my trust and faith in women.”




“She ruined you for all others? Like my ex did?”




“You could say that.”




“How?”




“A story for another day.”




“No way! You know my deepest most painful past, yet you can't tell me about a lousy ex-girlfriend? Bullshit! Talk or leave.”




“You think it's that simple?” Maeson’s green eyes darken.




I meet his gaze. “It's not, but you bear no issue nosing in on my life. It's your turn, Maeson Lachlan Alexander.”




“Fine.” He shuts his eyes and takes a deep breath. “I met her shortly after I returned from my mother’s funeral. I was in a rut and my funds were running low. My options for work were slim to none. It was a low point in my life, and she accepted my situation. So, we casually dated until I couldn’t afford to attend college anymore. Then she asked me to move in with her since our relationship was blooming. Bored yet?” He smiles sadly.




“Not at all! You’re not getting off the hook that easy.”




 “I had to try.” There's a glimpse of his dimples before he turns serious again. “I held many odd jobs until I paid her back. I was the man. I was supposed to take care of her, not the other way around. Bloody fuck, I was so disgusted with myself.” He shoves off of the couch and stomps to the windows. “Eventually, I saved enough money for a better place for us. Things were great for a wee bit after the move. I was too blind to see the red flags. I fell too deeply to realize she was lying the first night she didn't come home. The tramp said she was with her girlfriends, and I let it go like a fucking fool.”




I nod. “I know what you mean. Been in that position many times, but it’s not your fault. You placed your trust in someone who didn’t deserve it.”




Maeson doesn’t acknowledge my words, instead, he continues to maniacally pace, lost in his own world as he tugs on his hair. “Nights in a row. Came home drunk. High. Both. Dumbass. Didn’t give up. Why? Loves to blame.” His gaze lands on me. “I digress.” He squeezes his eyes shut. “Can we stop now?”




“If that’s what you want, I won’t push. It’s not like you’re my boyfriend or anything. We just have sex. No emotions involved, so you don’t owe me your life story.”




I’m such a liar. Why pretend? It’s better this way, that’s why. 




“Guilt trip?” He laughs. “No emotions? Bullshit! That’s how you want to play this?”




“I’m only stating facts.”




“Facts? I’ll tell you facts.” He scowls as he slumps onto the couch. “My relationship with that woman fell apart once I found out she slept with older rich men for money. I thought she had a regular desk job. She also slept her way through my so-called friends. Except Jax, he clued me in on her ‘job’ and ‘side activities’. But I was a dumb young man and shoved everyone away, believing in her lies. Ultimately, I got what I deserved. She ended everything we had for a super-rich old guy who promised to provide for her, when I couldn't. I struggled to upkeep the bills let alone buy her fancy shit.” He huffs. “Happy now?”




I slice my head to the left.




He chuckles. “Imitating me?” 




With a sly smile, I jut my head to the right.




“Funny one, aren’t you? What else do you want from me?”




“How did you two end it?”




“One night, when I was drunk and miserable, she dropped a bomb on me. We got into a huge fight, one thing led to another, and I never saw her again. She made her choice to walked out on… on me. The end.”




“Not the end. What happened to you afterward? And don't you dare say ‘a story for another day’.”




“Fine. One of those odd jobs was working for Jax’s dad at the restaurant he owned. And here we are, years later, I'm all better.”




All better my ass.




“Why don't I believe that's the whole story? The way you carry yourself isn’t the way a man acts when he has all his ducks in order.”




“Maybe it took a while for them to find order, but none of it matters in the here and now.”




“I wish I had that kind of attitude toward my past. Some days it runs my life and others it's like nothing ever happened, but that's usually when I drink or I'm fully medicated.”




“It's not easy for me either. I still have those days, lass.”




“Yeah, it’s noticeable. I didn't mention the stink on you earlier, but liquor brims from your breath. What’d you do, dip yourself into the entire bottle?”




“Close to it.” 




“The whole Molly and Jax situation upset you that much?” I scrunch my brow.




“Sure did. Is it so unbelievable a man has emotions and shows them? Can I not be affected by the people around me?” 




“You can, but that's not what I meant.”




“Part of you did, and you know it.”




 I've offended his inner beast. Don’t force him any further. 




“Not at all. I'm the last person to judge. Obviously, your emotional side is a touchy subject and the alcohol running through your veins isn't helping, so let's drop it.”




“Oh, you can get touchy and prickly over the shit I say, but I can't, is that it?” He flails his arms in the air as he stomps to the windows.




What the hell is wrong with him? His body’s trembling. How can I help when I don’t know the root of his problems?




“Damn it. That's not what I am saying at all. Calm down.”




“I’m trying.” 




“What has you so riled up?”




“Everything. My life was alright for a while, Ruby. I played along for everyone’s sake. Made sure I appeared to be fine, but I never truly was.”




Shit. He sounds just like me. He’s lied to himself for far too long, and shit’s hitting the fan.




“Why pretend?”




He places his hands leans his head against the window. “I couldn’t cope with their pity anymore.”




“That’s the worst part, isn’t it?”




“Aye. The worst.” With a heartbreaking sigh, bangs his head on the glass.




Why are we so alike, yet utterly opposite? Our similarity draws me to him like no one before which is why I want to run as far away as possible from this man. ‘Be there for him’, my heart screams, but can I do that without destroying myself in the process? 




Yes. I can and will. I’m stronger than Ray and my foster father thought. 




I walk over to him and place a finger on his shoulder. When he doesn’t shove me away, I lay both of my hands on his body, massaging his arms. “Just breathe. It'll be okay. You’ll never see pity in my eyes because I couldn't pity the strongest man I’ve ever met.” I whisper. 




He sighs and the muscles in his back relax beneath my palms. 




“I don’t know the extent of what you’ve gone through, but your pain is visible.” I lay my head on him and wrap my arms around his waist. “One day, Maeson, you’ll trust me—like I’ve trusted you—and you’ll tell me about it. On that special day, you’ll see the true emotions I hide from you.”
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Maeson




Did I hear her right? All along, she’s been bullshitting about her nonexistent feelings.




Air rushes from my lungs and my shoulders sag. Ruby isn’t the only one, is she? I’m a class-A coward.




She doesn’t know the half of it.




I expected her to run from the nonsense spilling from my mouth, but she’s still wrapped around me. How can I explain it to her? Will I? Not today, I’ve said enough for now. It’s time I turn this conversation around and soothe her worries. She has enough on her plate as is it. “Lass?” I whisper.




“Yes?”




“It’s not you I don’t trust. I'm the issue.”




“Okay.” She places a soft kiss on my back before unraveling her arms from my body.




“What no argument?” I face Ruby, instantly freezing.




Tears cascade down her face, and she bows her head.




“Princess, why are you crying?” I reach for her, but she places a hand on my chest.




“We have too many problems. I wanted this to be easy, carefree, and emotionless, but it's not possible for people like us. Your past is as raw as mine. How can a relationship flourish when we're worried about who will take care of who?”




“That’s not true. I’m fine, and you’ll be soon, lass. I’ll help you. I’ll fix everything to make sure you move on.”




“People can’t be ‘fixed’ that easy. You’re proof of that. The longer we deny it, the worse it’ll be for us. I meant what I said before—when we're ready for the fluffy stuff, I’ll let you know. Until then, our emotions can’t be involved. We run a business together and the less we feel, the better off we'll be.” Her beautiful amber eyes meet mine.




An ache surfaces in my chest.




She’s leaving me before we even started. My runner is making lame excuses to dig the knife further into my heart. 




Where's my beast when I need him? He’s hiding in a fucking corner like the weaklings we are. Instinct tells me to pull her into me, kiss her, and show her she’s so fucking wrong, but the pussy in me stays put.




Coward.




“Does that mean we can’t open up to each other, spend time together, or have sex again? You want to go back to a strictly professional level?”




She shakes her head. “I… I don’t… know. My head is a mess right now. I enjoy our time together, but it seems useless…”




“I see.” With a stiff nod, I brush past her, stomping to the kitchen counter where my keys await. “For the record, I don’t see what we could have as useless, and that coming from a man like me, speaks volumes. Get some rest. Call me when you grow up.” 




“Wait.” Ruby grips my arm.




“I’d wait forever, but you won’t let me.”




“Don’t say that kind of shit! How can I believe simplistic words? Actions, Maeson, actions.” 




“That’s what I’m trying to show you! Bloody fucking hell, woman! Why do you think I’m here?”




“I don’t know. I’m confused. I’m lost.”




“Me too.” With a sigh, I reach for her hand, entwining her fingers with mine.




“Didn’t expect to meet someone like you.” A single tear slides down her cheek and she quickly wipes it away with her free hand.




“You took me by surprise as well, Princess.”




“So, what now?”




“The ball’s in your court, sweetheart.”




“Then, can you stay? Please?”




I place a kiss on her hand. “Your wish, my command.”




She tugs at my arm with a smile. “We need sleep.”




“That we do.” I deepen my smile to its fullest extent.




“You’re so bad.” She giggles as she dashes to her bedroom.




I follow her step for step and lift her in my arms.




“Oh, my God! Put me down! I’m too heavy!”




“Are you insane? Have you seen my muscles?” I chuckle and toss her onto the mattress.




“Sure have. I wouldn’t mind seeing them again.”




“Not happening. Sleep remember?”




“You suck. But you’re right.” Ruby slides under the covers and pats the empty space beside her.




I’m tempted to sleep in my usual attire—butt ass naked—but that’s too much temptation. The adorable pout on Ruby’s face isn’t helping either, but I hold steady and join her fully dressed—jeans and all.




She scoots closer, laying her head on my chest and sighs. “I’m sorry I’m such a mess.”




I kiss the top of her head. “I’m sorry I’m not any better, lass.” I wrap my arm around her, listening to her breathing slow and deepen as she drifts into sleep.




Once I'm sure she's in dreamland, I’m ready to say the words I’ve been holding back. “Please don’t leave me. I need you more than I’ll ever admit.”




The only way she’ll believe me is if I prove it, but how can I do that? Make promises?




I despise promises. They're too easy to break. Maybe for her I can keep them? The thought of shattered promises breaks me into a sweat, and I struggle to breathe.




Just breathe. Take a deep breath. Just… breathe…




“Ruby?”




She stirs but doesn’t respond.




Keep your mouth shut damn it.




“I promise to stand by you for as long as you’ll have me, to protect you like no one ever has, and to show you what it’s like to be cherished by a real man.”




“Hmmm?”




I don't move a muscle and hold my breath. 




Did she hear me? Fuck.




Ruby shifts, turning on her side.




Panic sets in, and I have an urge to wake her to find out for sure, but I stop myself. Even if she did hear me it doesn't matter. I’m a man of my word.




Just breathe. I can and will keep these promises.




✴ ✴ ✴ ✴ ✴




I’m one lucky son of a bitch. Ruby shows no sign of hearing what I divulged yesterday.




Are you sure you don’t want her to know how you really feel?




Right now, it’s best if she doesn’t, especially when a shattered woman’s heart is involved.




“Old man.” Ruby appears in the doorway of her bedroom with her hands on her voluptuous hips. “Quit staring in the mirror and get dressed already. Molly and Jax are almost here.”




I cross my arms against my naked chest, flexing and smile as Ruby exaggerates an eye roll. “You don’t like what you see, Princess? That’s not what you said this morning, but I’ll cover up if that’s what you want.” I grab my crumpled t-shirt from the corner of the room and slowly lift it over my head, stalling before I slide it down.




“Hmmm. Maybe you should keep it off for a little longer. We have a few minutes…” She glides a warm hand across my abs, inching south. 




“Oh, no you don’t!” I grab her wandering fingers, stopping her insistent fondling before Maeson Junior gets too excited to stop.




Ruby pouts. “Fun killer.”




I laugh and kiss the top of her head. “Later, love. We’ve been at it for a day and a half, you should be tired of me by now.”




“Not tired at all, but then again, I’m wayyyy younger than you.”




“We’re going back to the old man shit? After Mo and Jax leave, I’ll prove how very wrong you are.”




“Bring it on, but if you break any bones, it’s your fault.” She giggles and dashes for the kitchen. 




With her gone, I finish dressing and take one last look in the mirror.




I’m not that old, am I?




No bloody fucking way. I’m in my prime at almost thirty-eight years old. And with Ruby by my side, I feel young. She makes me smile again. She reminds me there’s still a chance for some sort of happiness.




Is her affect on me the difference between her and the other women I’ve been with? It has to be. And unlike everyone else, including Ashlie, Ruby isn't using me.




Shit, I thought Ashlie loved me only to realize she’d expertly weaved a facade to get what she wanted. 




But what did she want? Money? I didn’t have any at the time.




No, she needed a pathetic foreign man to depend on her so she could shove it in his face later. ‘Get a better fucking job. You’re a loser. You’ll never amount to anything,’ she’d say.




“Maeson. Help me set the table, please.” Ruby’s sweet voice flows from the kitchen.




I inhale and exhale, removing myself from the past and push my unruly hair back before I face Ruby.




I’m not sure what she’s making, but the onion and garlic smell amazing. “What’s for dinner, lass?”




“Meatloaf.” She giggles. 




“What’s so funny about a classic American dish?”




“I was thinking of my dad’s expression the first time my mom made it for him. It was hilarious.” She hands me four plates and the utensils to go with. 




I grab them, setting them around the table. “Tell me about it? It sounds like a happy memory.”




“It sure is.” A huge smile graces her lips as she drops a wooden spoon on the counter and leans against the granite. “My mom’s mission in life was to make traditional Greek dishes for my dad so he wouldn’t miss being home as much. She literally printed every possible recipe she found. Sometimes I wished we’d just have a cheese pizza, but nooo, everything was Greek. She didn't concede to something else, until one day, I begged for her mom’s special meatloaf. When my dad came home from work, he knew something was off right away. He didn’t even get to the kitchen before he goes, ‘What's that smell, Natasha? It’s no Greek’. What was even funnier, was when he saw it. The way his face contorted, he looked like he was dying just from looking at the meal. Watching him take his first bite, made me and mom laugh so hard, we almost peed in our pants. But once he got over the initial shock, he devoured the entire plate.” She laughs.




“Sounds like something my Da would do with an American dish too.” I chuckle along with her. “Those are memories you should never let go of.”




“I’ll never forget that night. We’d tease him about it all the time, and before he passed away, he actually admitted meatloaf became one of his favorites.” Ruby closes her eyes and a tear slides down her face. “I miss them every day…”




“How can you not? They were taken away from you at such a young age. I miss my mom too, but reminiscing about the good times helps ease the pain. You’ll have to tell me more about your parents, and I'll do the same. That’s how we’ll help each other.”




“You’re right. It’ll be a good place for us to start. The other day, I pushed too much too soon.”




“No, you didn't. How could I expect you to bare your soul, yet I don’t reciprocate? It’s my fault. I was too drunk and what came out of my mouth didn’t make any sense. Next time it will.” I set the last place setting on the table and fold the fancy napkins Ruby bought for my apology to my best friends. 




“We both had a lot on our minds…”




“Aye, lass.”




The elevator chimes, ending our conversation. Ruby leaves to welcome our guests as I stay put, too embarrassed to face them. Can we say, weakling? Aye, perfect word for a dick head like me.




“Mae Mae.” My southern belle, Molly enters the kitchen.




“Mo…” I lower my eyes. 




She pounces on me, hugging me with all her might. “Mae Mae. It’s okay. I’m not mad. Don’t look so sad.”




“I fucked up. I let you down. I…”




“Shut your pretty face. Everything is fine. I love you. Your reaction was shit, but you’re my big brother, and I forgive you.” Molly’s blue eyes bore into me. “Show me those dimples.”




I can’t help the smile from forming on my face. “Love you too, Mo Money. I’m so sorry.” I pull her into my arms and kiss her cheek. “I’ll never let you down again. I promise.” 




“Shush. I said it’s fine. Ya’ll worried for nothin’. I surprised everyone, and I shouldn’t have lied to you. I’m sorry, too.” She plants a kiss on my cheek before dashing to Jax’s side.




“Feeling better now?” Jax shakes my hand as he smirks from ear to ear. 




“Aye. Much. How are you doing?”




“Excited as fuck. Me, a dad? Can you believe that shit?”




“Sure can. It’s about time, gramps.”




Jax shakes his head, and we both laugh. 




“Dinner’s ready.” Ruby calls out. “Take your seats.”




Poor Ruby’s been nervous about this dinner for two days. Tonight isn’t just an apology dinner, it’s her first official get together since she moved here. 




Ruby places three glass filled with a familiar red liquid next to each of our place settings and winks at Molly as she hands her a glass of water. “Sorry, mommy to be, no liquor for you.” 




“That’s alright,” Molly drawls. “This mama’s gonna to do right by her baby.”




“I got a good woman here, don’t I?” Jax grins. 




“Sure do.” Ruby smiles and takes her seat at the table. “I’d like to make a toast.” She raises her drink. “To Molly and Jax, congrats on starting the family you both deserve. You’ll be amazing parents to that little pumpkin. Cheers!” 




We clink our glasses together.




“I second that.” I sip on the Ruby Apple before setting it down. “Also, I need to add an apology to both of you. My reaction was terrible and undeserved. I’m truly sorry.” I focus on the empty plate in front of me.




“We both forgive ya, so please quit worryin’ so much.” Molly pats my hand. “And once our baby is born, you can really make it up to us by babysittin’.”




“I’d love to see that.” Ruby snorts. “Maeson taking care of a baby? That’d be a sight or more like a disaster.”




My gut clenches from the verbal punch she landed. I peer at Jax who's frowning—he felt it too. 




Don’t make a scene. She doesn’t kn—




“Right? But he’s gonna be an amazing uncle.” Molly squeals.




I force myself to smile. “Aye, I’ll be the best. The wee one will like me better than his or her Da.”




Pretend… Just breathe...




Jax clears his throat. “You wish.”




Molly leans into her man. “Don’t worry, babe, we’ll make sure you’re always number one.”




Jax pouts like a fucking lost puppy as Molly plants kisses on his face. 




“You two are so pathetically in love, it makes me sick.” I deepen my smile as I tilt toward Ruby, whispering in her ear. “We could be like them, if you’d let it happen.”




She frowns and elbows me. “You guys ready for dinner? It’s getting cold.” When everyone nods, she literally runs into the kitchen. 




So easily spooked, little lassie.




Imagine how spooked she’d be if she heard my promises a few nights ago. 
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Ruby




Maeson. That bastard. It’s been over a week since I held the ‘apology dinner,’ and I’ve avoided the man since. Why does he have to say things involving so much emotion? I know we could be as happy and in lo—Gah!




It’s too soon for that kind of crap. After the messy conversations we had last weekend, I can confidently confirm, it’s too freaking soon. He’s disorder, and I’m chaos. The combination certainly doesn’t equal lo—




Deep breath. Don’t think about it. Just breathe.




There are plenty of other things to worry about, so why I am stressing over him?




Focus.




Molly’s thirtieth birthday is right around the corner, and I should be frying my brain on ideas for her party. Her special day needs to be perfect. I failed as a friend once, and I’m not doing it again.




What kind of bash does one throw a pregnant thirty-year-old? I can call Sam, she might have some ideas.




After three rings, she picks up. “Ruby, to what do I owe this honor?”




“Well, I’m planning Molly’s special b-day and need help with it.”




“It’s simple. Have it at Crossroads. I’ll shutdown for the night.”




“Can’t. Molly’s uhh…. Pregnant.”




Sam clears her throat. “Mo is—” 




“Prego.”




“Seriously? This isn’t like an April fool’s joke in November?”




“Dead serious. Maeson and I recently found out.”




“Wow. That’s amazing, but who’s the father? Didn't know she had a boyfriend.”




I laugh. “You ready for this?”




“No, but go ahead.”




“Jax.”




Sam shrieks, and I jerk the phone away from my ear. “Jax as in Maeson’s best friend?”




“That’s the one.” 




“Holy shit. That must’ve been a scene when ya’ll found out.”




“Sure was, but things calmed down since, and everyone is beyond excited. That’s why I want to make this day super special for Mo. She deserves it.”




“Agreed. Having it at the bar isn’t the best idea. What about Maeson’s place? I heard he has a paradise on his rooftop.”




He does? How come I’ve never seen it? Probably because we spend most of our time in his bed versus taking a tour of his place. I guess I’ve been so self-involved, nothing else mattered. But that’s changing, from now on, I’ll be more attentive.
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