
  
    [image: Extreme Promise]
  


  
    
      EXTREME PROMISE

      X-TREME LOVE SERIES

    

    
      
        KAY MANIS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      
        If you enjoyed this book

      

      
        Join my email list

      

      
        Also Available by Kay Manis

      

      
        Join my private Facebook Group

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © 2016 by Kay Manis

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my readers.

        Here’s one last Happily Ever After.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      I bolted toward the exit of the dress shop, jaw clenched as I shoved the glass door so hard, the frame bounced back and nearly smashed me in the face. Their exasperating jeers echoed behind me.

      The cool winter air hit my skin but didn’t temper the heat coursing through my body. I jammed my hands deep into my coat pockets and scanned the city sidewalks right and left. Should I scream? Should I run? Maybe both.

      Suddenly, my phone vibrated. Again. Shit.

      I didn’t need to see the phone to know who was calling. The man had been blowing up my phone for days. He’d left several messages, none of which I’d listened to for fear his words would send me spiraling out of control.

      Run, definitely run.

      My heels set a blistering pace as I raced down the street toward Dana’s car.

      “Hindley!” Rory shouted behind me.

      I sprinted down the street and never looked back. I refused to acknowledge his presence. He’d humiliated me.

      “Hindley, wait!” Dana’s voice joined in.

      Their cries didn’t faze me. I was on a mission. Get home, vomit, crawl into bed and hide from the world. I’d developed the pattern years ago.

      I searched up and down the street. Bustling cars jammed the busy thoroughfares of downtown Austin. In my periphery I spotted Rory and Dana gaining on me. I darted out into traffic, narrowly missing a car and two bicycles.

      “Fucking cyclists,” I mumbled.

      “Hindley!” Rory’s frantic cries drifted down the street.

      Good. Be worried. Served him right.

      I leaped onto the sidewalk across the street just as strong, beefy hands grabbed my shoulders.

      I squirmed out of his hold and prepared for an all-out sprint to Dana’s car. I positioned my feet like a runner on the starter block but one massive arm grabbed my waist and lifted me off the ground before I could dash away.

      My body trembled. Oh, God, not again. He’s back. Back for you. Run!

      “Hindley, what the fuck?” Rory grumbled in my ear. His voice wavered with fear and annoyance.

      I beat his hands that were clasped across my stomach and kicked my legs as they dangled in mid-air. “Put me down!” My voice resounded across the street and caught the attention of a few passersby.

      “Not until you tell me what the fuck is going on with you.” He gripped me tighter.

      His deep voice brought me back to the present. It was Rory. My Skater Boy. But I was still pissed at him.

      “What the fuck is going on with me?” I mocked. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Rory’s hold loosened.

      I slid down his chest and whipped around, my eyes darting between his.

      “Hindley, what’s wrong?” Dana scooted up beside Rory and dropped her hands to her knees as she gasped for air. “You nearly got waxed by three cars crossing the road.”

      “Like you care.” I rolled my eyes and folded my arms across my chest.

      Dana straightened and her head jerked back as if I’d taken a swing at her. In reality, my words had. If anyone cared about me, my best friend, Dana Di Grazio did.

      I scanned both their faces. Their expressions mirrored my own. Anger, resentment, but most of all fear.

      “You both told the dress designer that her material looked like baby shit yellow,” I huffed as my fists pounded my hips.

      Rory and Dana glanced at each other but had the decency to stifle a laugh.

      “I’m sorry, baby, but it did.” Rory’s smirk slid up one side of his face.

      His mischievous expression normally warmed my heart, along with other parts of my anatomy, but not today.

      The sting of unshed tears burned my eyes. I refused to cry. Not here. Not now. Not over such a lame excuse.

      “It’s three months before the wedding,” I held up three fingers and shoved them in his face. “Three!” My eyes narrowed and my chest heaved with frustration. “I lost one dress designer already. The other has a wait list well into next year.”

      I gazed along Rory’s lean body, at his legs encased in denim, showing off his muscular form. Not now. I shook my head to clear the sordid thoughts. Sometimes I hated how much he affected me.

      “This woman was my last chance,” I choked out, “my last chance.” My words broke with my statement. But my emotions had nothing to do with a fucking dressmaker. The countless voicemails and phone calls barraging me had created the real fear and anxiety coursing through my mind. The anticipation of listening to the caller’s voice scared the shit out of me.  What could he possibly want?

      “Baby, I’m sorry.” Rory scooted closer.

      I backed up.

      “Hindley?” His brow furrowed.

      Rory was scared and he understood my mood had nothing to do with a dressmaker. I both loved and hated the fact he could read me so well.

      Dana darted between Rory and me. “Hey, why don’t you and I stop at one more store? Regan told me about some awesome chick on the East Side.”

      Regan was a mutual friend who owned a sex shop in Dallas. I’d designed sexy stripper clothes and lingerie for her when I was in college and law school.

      I stared at Dana, my brows furrowed. I didn’t want to wear crotch-less panties with my nipples showcased through teaser holes in my wedding dress when I walked down the aisle.

      “She doesn’t specialize in wedding shit, but her designs are amazing.” Dana shrugged her shoulders. “It’s worth a try.” Sensing I needed distance, Dana grabbed my hand and pulled me further away from Rory.

      “Hindley?” Rory’s usual husky voice broke in a whisper.

      I wanted to reassure him everything was all right, that three months from now we’d be joined in wedded bliss. But the vibration of the phone in my pocket stole my confidence.

      Could Rory endure the inevitable pain with me? For me? Could I even ask him to?

      I gazed at him for answers to my silent questions as one lone tear rolled down my face.

      Rory moved to wipe the moisture from my cheek.

      I didn’t stop him. I needed to feel his touch, even if the connection was fleeting.

      “Can we go to dinner tonight? Just the two of us?” He slid closer.

      His scent enveloped me like a warm blanket. I needed time and Rory understood. He was willing to give me the space I needed. But for how long? Long enough for me to sort out my shit and make things right?

      “She’ll call you.” Dana jerked on my hand and pulled me away from my fiancé, the man who’d had my heart for almost a year.

      I stumbled as Dana dragged me down the sidewalk with her not-so-unusual display of strength.

      “Please call me, Hindley.”

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      Rory’s once bright blue eyes grew darker as he beseeched me.

      He needed reassurance that I wouldn’t run away for good. I nodded once. I would call him. I just didn’t know if he’d ever want to see me again after I told him about the calls.

      Was he strong enough to endure this battle with me, possibly for the rest of our lives?

      Dana shoved me into the passenger seat and raced to her side then cranked the engine. As we drove away I glanced back at Rory.

      One hand was shoved deep in his jeans pocket and the other gripped the nape of his neck. He released his hold and gave me a single wave.

      “Mind telling me what the fuck is going on?” Dana asked as she maneuvered through the busy streets.

      I twisted around in my seat and let out a sigh. I hated scaring Rory, but I needed time to think.

      “This.” I held up my phone. The screen illuminated the familiar name along with his title.

      Dana stopped at a red light and glanced at my phone. Her gaze darted from the screen to mine, her eyes growing wide. “Oh, shit,” she whispered.

      “Yeah. Oh, shit.” I repeated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          RORY

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Leif glanced over the back of his leather sofa.

      The voices of some idiotic TV show blared throughout the living room. I pitched my bag in the entryway and scrubbed my hands over my face.

      “What’s up with the bag? You fuck up again, douche bag? Your old lady kicking you out?” Leif chuckled.

      He wasn’t far from the truth.

      Something had spooked Hindley today while we were at the dressmaker’s. I’d never wanted to go to the bridal shop in the first place, but between my schedule and hers, we didn’t get a lot of time together any more.

      Even before the smart-ass words had tumbled out of my mouth, I knew they’d been the wrong thing to say. But seriously, the dress looked like a baby had shit diarrhea all over the thing. And they were charging over six thousand dollars for the piece of crap. I chuckled.

      “Since when is fighting with Hindley so funny?” Leif glared.

      “It’s not.” I plopped down on the sofa.

      “So why are you laughing?” Leif pushed the remote control, silencing the obnoxious voices on the television.

      I shook my head. My racing thoughts refused to slow.

      “Want a cold one?” Leif pushed off the couch.

      Leif knew I didn’t drink. His offer was for water. My water. Well, the water company who sponsored me—Sonora Water. I laughed under my breath as memories of Matt Davis floated through my mind. He was the company’s marketing and promo director, and a complete douche bag when I’d first met him. Matt had tried to make a move on my girl, but Hindley shut him down fast. She’d already fallen hard for me and Matt knew it.

      “You gonna share your joke with me now?” Leif nudged my shoulder with the water.

      “I was just thinking of Matt Davis.” I laughed out loud.

      Leif’s smug smile fell and his body stiffened.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing, man.” He shrugged. “What gives with the laughter?”

      Leif had a way of turning the tables anytime he wanted to escape the scrutiny of his close friends and family. Most times I didn’t let him get away with shit, but not today. Today I needed his help. “Something’s going on with Hindley, man.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “I don’t know. She won’t say.”

      “What makes you think that?” He twisted the top off his water and tossed the cap onto the coffee table.

      I rolled my unopened bottle in my hands. The cool plastic did nothing to ease the fire burning in my gut. Something was wrong with Hindley. She’d shut me out. “I need to call her.” I stood and dug my hand in my pocket.

      “Whoa, Nelly.” Leif grabbed my wrist. “Judging from the look on your face I’d say that’s not a good idea.”

      “Why?” I glared at my best friend. He knew me better than anyone. Well, anyone except the woman I was supposed to marry in a few months.

      “Because you’re a dumbass.” He chuckled.

      I flopped down on the couch and flung an arm over my eyes. I tended to fly off the handle and act rashly. Leif had been my voice of reason for years. Now the daunting task fell into the hands of Hindley Hagen. But she wasn’t here.

      My gut response was to corner Hindley and force her to talk to me but that wouldn’t work with Hindley. I’d have to rely on Leif to help me sort this shit storm out.

      “Where is she now?” Leif asked.

      “She took off with Dana.”

      “Uh oh.” Leif chuckled then guzzled his water.

      “What’s with the ‘uh oh’?”

      Leif and Dana had grown close over the last few months while we prepared for our wedding. Hindley and I had both hoped he and Dana might hook up, I mean how cliché would that be—my best friend and my soon-to-be wife’s best friend falling for one another? Wife. The word rolled around in my head.

      “Do you know something I don’t?” I turned and glared at Leif.

      “Hold up, cowboy.” He held up his hand.

      “Have you talked to Dana? Has she called you?”

      He shook his head. “Just start from the beginning, dude. How bad did you fuck up?”

      “No, not until you tell me what your ‘uh oh’ means.”

      “When chicks go off together in their posse it’s not a good thing.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Hindley just needs a little girl time with her bestie. Don’t sweat it.”

      “You sound like you have an inside track to the female psyche. Are you sure you’re not gay?” I howled at the absurdity of my words.

      Leif choked on his water.

      I scooted closer and pounded his back.

      His face burned bright red and he clutched his throat.

      “Look dude, I am not putting my mouth on yours to resuscitate you so you better breathe, asshole,” I said.  “That’s just gross, man.” I laughed. The truth was, I’d do anything to save Leif. He was my brother. We may not be related by blood, but our souls were united.

      He choked then sputtered, gulping for air as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Dude, what was that about?” I asked. My brows furrowed as I scrutinized him.

      “No more talking about me, asswipe.” Leif nudged my shoulder, still coughing. “What gives with your fiancée? What the fuck did you do this time?”

      This time? He wasn’t far off. I was a natural at screwing up a good thing. I rubbed my hands up and down my jeans to dry the sweat. I’d fucked up. I knew it. I just didn’t want to admit to anything.

      “Your first mistake was going dress shopping with them.” Leif chuckled as he shook his head. “I mean, talk about gay.” He stared at the ceiling, and I couldn’t help but feel like he was avoiding my gaze.

      “Yeah, I know,” I sighed, falling back on the couch. “But with our crazy schedules, it’s just…”

      “You must be desperate if your idea of spending quality time with your fiancée is going dress shopping.”

      “This was Dana’s dress,” I said.

      “And…” Leif waved his hand as if presenting me with the winning door on Let’s Make a Deal.

      “And…” I swallowed. “I acted like an asshole.”

      “No surprise there.” He laughed. “Could you be more specific about your assholeyness.”

      I drew in a deep breath and held the air in my lungs as if the action would redeem my “assholeyness”. I’d come to rely on Leif’s ability to help me understand Hindley. For whatever reason, Leif had a good hold on what made chicks tick—which was surprising since he rarely had a girlfriend.

      I drew in a deep breath then exhaled. “I may have commented on the color selection of the dress.”

      Leif spewed water again as he burst into laughter. “Oh, shit. Let me guess, you gave your dumbass opinion to the sales lady? Or worse yet, the owner?”

      I cut my eyes to the large picture window across the room and stared out over the hills of Austin, wishing they would swallow me whole. I was such a shit.

      “Please tell me you did not make a smart ass comment about one of the dresses Hindley chose.”

      My silence answered him.

      “Shit, Rory, what were you thinking? Don’t you know when you’re clothes shopping with a chick you have two answers, ‘Yes, that looks amazing on you, sweetheart’ and ‘No, that doesn’t make you look fat.’ You say those things no matter what she asks you, no matter what she looks like.”

      “Where were you two hours ago, asshole?” I shook my head.

      “So, what did you say that got you on your fiancée’s shit list?”

      “It wasn’t just me, Dana thought it too.”

      “Dana’s her best friend, she gets a pass. She’s allowed to be brutally honest. You,” he looked me up and down, “not so much.”

      “And just how do you know all of this?” I narrowed my gaze.

      “Unlike you, I watch and observe people before I speak.”

      I tossed a throw pillow at his head.

      He batted the cushion away with ease.

      I missed the easy-going times Leif and I shared.

      “Are you going to answer me or not, dill hole?” Leif raised a brow.

      I wanted to punch the smirk off his face. Leif was right though. I hesitated, drawing in a deep breath. Obviously, he knew way more about girly shit than I did. He’d probably be just as appalled at my comment as Hindley was.

      My eyes slammed shut to avoid his gaze. “I may or may not have compared the color of the dress to a dirty diaper worn by a baby with extreme intestinal problems.” I exhaled and slumped against the couch, awaiting the wrath of my best friend.

      The room fell silent. My fingers tapped on the water bottle. I cracked open one eye and turned to find Leif wearing a shit-eating grin and shaking his head.

      “What?” I sat up.

      “Seriously, you have to ask me ‘what?’” He chuckled.

      “Yeah, I know. Major douche maneuver.”

      “Major,” he repeated. “So what did she say after your shit-for-brains comment?”

      “She ran off.”

      “Literally?”

      “Yeah, like she stormed out of the store and ran down the street. Dana and I had to do a full-on sprint to catch her.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “There’s more going on here, Rory.” Leif’s brow creased.

      Shit. If Leif was worried then my situation was bad. “Tell me.” I stared up at the ceiling and scrubbed my face. “This wasn’t just about a dress, man. I mean, it was. But there’s more going on she’s not telling me and that’s what scares me.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “She’s been tight-lipped and jerky since I got in from California two days ago. I head out later this week for a competition in Brazil. Something in my gut says not to go though.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t go.”

      “Dude, this is my profession.”

      “Dude, this is your fiancée!” He lurched forward.

      Leif’s accusatory tone annoyed me. His demeanor was in complete contrast to his usual happy-go-lucky personality. “What the hell does that mean?” I sat up.

      “It means Hindley is now your priority.”

      His words rattled out as if the statement was so simple. But it was. “You’re right, man. Something is going on and I need to find out what.” I stumbled off the couch.

      “Wait,” Leif called out.

      “What?”

      “Give her some time. Let her hang out with Dana and sort this shit out first.”

      I stood in Leif’s living room, paralyzed with the thought of losing Hindley. I had no clue about relationships. Hindley was the first woman I’d ever loved. Obviously, Leif had more insight into the female brain than I did. Maybe I should listen to him.

      “Let me grab my shit and we can go down to the course.” Leif nodded toward the double French doors leading to his back yard.

      He was a skate park designer and had built a state-of-the art course on the property next to his.

      “Let’s run a few laps, get this punchy energy out of your system.” He smiled. “Then you can call your girl.”

      I nodded in agreement. Leif was right, as usual.

      “You got your gear?”

      “It’s in the bag.” I nodded over my shoulder at the duffle I’d dropped inside his entryway.

      “So you were just coming over to use me and my course, huh?”

      “Among other things.” I chuckled. “Thanks, man.” I slapped Leif’s back then grabbed my bag and headed toward his back door.

      “For what?” He slid on his DC shoes and grabbed his own board.

      “For always being there for me.” I stared at my best friend, the man who’d always protected me and all my secrets. “I’ve fucked up a lot of shit in my life, but you’ve always stood by my side and pulled me out of everything.”

      His eyes snapped wide in surprise. I rarely shared my true feelings with anyone.

      He nodded and chuckled. “All right, Mary Poppins, if you’re done with the gay-ass girly talk, can we get going?” He signaled toward the door with his head.

      I smiled. Leif’s need to be outside and skate was his way of accepting my thanks without getting too deep. “Yeah, I’m ready to wipe your ass all over this course.”

      “Good luck, douche bag.”

      “I don’t need luck, you prick.” I swung the door open and walked out onto his deck. The late afternoon sun warmed me despite the chill in the air.

      “Sounds like you’re gonna need a lot of luck to get your fiancée back.”

      “Fuck you.” I laughed.

      “In your dreams.” We both chuckled.

      In my dreams, Hindley was the only person I wanted to fuck. No, fucking wasn’t the right term, although the kinky shit Hindley and I shared was fun too. I loved Hindley. And besides my sister, Shelly and Leif’s mom, Kara, I’d never loved a woman before.

      I’d give Hindley some time, let her sort through her shit like she always did. But she was not running away from me no matter what demons chased her. I was faster and I would never let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          HINDLEY

        

      

    

    
      “Have you listened to any of his messages?” Dana asked as she pulled the car into an empty parking lot and shoved the gearshift into park.

      I clutched the phone in my hand and shook my head.

      “Are they letting that scumbag out?” Her eyes narrowed.

      My erratic heartbeat silenced me. I feared the same question but had no answer. I had refused to return the phone calls because of my unease. “His parole hearing isn’t for another two months,” I whispered.

      “You can’t keep guessing like this, Hindley. Just listen to his message already. Let’s yank the bandage off your wound and get on with it.” Dana slid her hand over the console and wrapped her fingers around mine. “I’ll be here, every step of the way.”

      I gazed up into her beautiful blue eyes, eyes that had seen more pain in her lifetime than I had. She was my best friend and I loved her more than life.

      “Is that why you had a shit fit all over your boy earlier?” Dana looked behind us in the direction we’d fled.

      I glanced over my shoulder as if Rory would still be standing in the middle of the street. We were miles away from the dress shop now.

      “Kind of,” I answered. “But seriously, Dana, baby shit yellow? Did y’all have to use such a horrible description, to her face?”

      Dana laughed.

      I narrowed my eyes and glared at her, my face tight with silent reprimand.

      Her laughter ceased as she slapped her hand over her mouth. Her blue eyes cast downward.

      At least she had the decency to look contrite.

      A small chuckle escaped my lips.

      She joined in and the car erupted with laughter.

      “It did kind of look like baby poop, didn’t it?” I snorted.

      “Oh my God, you should have seen the sales lady’s face, Hindley.” Dana doubled over, her eyes tearing from laughing.

      “I did!” I shrieked. “She looked like she’d just seen us eat baby poop, she was so offended.”

      “Fuck her.” Dana wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Someone needed to bring that bitch down a notch or two anyway. She was so pretentious, judging us from the moment we came into her high-priced store. She thought we’d wandered in off the street from some homeless shelter, like we didn’t even have enough money to buy a free shopping bag from her.”

      “Right,” I said.

      Our laughter quieted, and I stared down at the phone clutched in my hand.

      “Just listen to the messages, Hindley.” She nudged my arm.

      Dana was the bravest person I knew. And she’d always stood by me through good times and bad. I had no doubt that she would now.

      “Okay.” I released a heavy sigh and swiped the screen, bringing up the voicemail icon that glowed with the familiar name. Dragging in one last deep breath, I pressed the speaker button then played the first message.

      “Hi Hindley, it’s Jorge Montoya from the Dallas County District Attorney’s Office.”

      The hairs on my neck stood on end.

      Jorge Montoya was the assistant district attorney who had tried my original case against Donald Lee Westbank almost six years ago.

      Jorge was a first generation Mexican immigrant. He and his two sisters fled their hometown of Saltillo after members of a notorious drug cartel shot and killed his mother, father and two older brothers then set them and their house on fire.

      Jorge had fought his way not only across the border of the United States to enter legally, but through college and then law school, working and saving money from odd jobs to fund his own education. He claimed his motivation had always been to create a better future for his sisters and combat the gut-wrenching nightmares that haunted them. He approached every case as if he were fighting for his own family. Justice had been his passion and his motivation for years.

      When Jorge had been unable to secure the maximum penalty for Donald Lee Westbank’s crimes against me, he’d been devastated.

      I clutched my purse and rocked in place as I listened to the deep, ominous tone of his voice. His message wouldn’t be good.

      “Your assailant, Mr. Westbank, is scheduled for another parole hearing in three months. New evidence was discovered a few weeks ago which may mean additional charges will be filed against him and brought before the grand jury. There may be another victim. I’d like to speak to you before the case goes public.”

      Another victim? Case goes public?

      Oh, shit.

      “Please call me as soon as possible, Hindley. My number is…”

      Jorge rattled off a litany of phone numbers and contact information, but I didn’t hear them. Four haunting words rang in my ears. Donald. Lee. Westbank. Public.

      “Hindley, this is good news.” Dana’s voice cut through my thoughts. “If they convict him on new shit, then he won’t be up for parole, maybe never again, depending on what he’s done.”

      My stomach lurched. I threw open the car door and did what I always had when the conversation turned to Donald Lee Westbank. I puked.

      “Oh, sweetie.” Dana crawled over the console behind me. Before I could blink, she dragged my hair back and stuck a bottle of water in front of my face. “Drink this.”

      I grabbed the already opened bottle and sucked in a small mouthful, swishing the water around to wash out the taste of him from my mouth. I spat the contents on the ground with as much disgust as I had for him.

      Dana pulled me back into the car and tugged the door closed. She brushed the damp hair from my face then slid across the car and fell into her seat, taking my hand in hers. “How many times has Jorge called, sweetie?”

      I couldn’t hide from Dana. She’d seen the anxiety and fear in my eyes for the past few days. So had Rory.

      “Enough.” I wiped my mouth with the napkin she gave me.

      “Are you going to call him back?”

      My eyes fluttered closed as my head fell against the seat. I drew in a ragged breath. You are stronger now, Hindley. You’re not a weak little college girl any more.

      “Hey.” Dana’s voice echoed in the interior as her hand squeezed mine.

      I opened my eyes and stared at her.

      “I’m here, you know that.”

      I tilted my head and my shoulders slumped.

      “Rory’s here too. We all are, Hindley. You’re so much stronger now. Things will be different this time.”

      “You’re right.” I nodded.

      “You can’t let this motherfucker get out, Hindley. Especially if he’s done this to another person.”

      “You’re right,” I repeated with more force.

      “I’m not saying you owe anything to anyone, Hindley, because you don’t. You absolutely don’t. But you do owe this to yourself. You need closure with this scumbag. Maybe this is how you’ll find it.”

      Enduring another trial? In public? Could I handle the stress again? You can. With Rory, with Dana, with your family behind you, you can.

      “You’re right,” I sighed.

      “You sound like a broken record.” She smiled.

      My mood lightened. Dana did that for me. She brightened even the darkest of my days.

      “Hindley, during the first trial you never told us that fucker had raped you. You endured the pain of his assaults all by yourself, and…” She choked back a sob.

      Dana was right. During my first trial I’d never told anyone Donald Lee Westbank repeatedly raped me while I was drugged out of my mind. Only after the tapes of his attacks went public did my family and friends find out about his sexual assaults.

      I glanced up at her. Her face looked tortured as tears welled in her blue eyes and her chin quivered. The look was new for Dana. She never lost control.

      “I can’t imagine your pain, Hindley.” She stuttered through her tears. “But I want to. I want to help you this time. Whatever you decide, you know I’ll be here.” She stretched her body across the console and grasped my shoulders.

      I wrapped my long arms around her petite frame. She was small in stature but Dana was the epitome of strength for me. My secret was out. I had nothing to lose. And Dana was right. If another victim existed, I had to stand up and fight.

      “Can you take me back to my place?” I asked.

      Dana released me as she leaned back into her seat. “You’re not going to call the DA back now?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I need to talk to Mom and Dad. And Rory,” I added.

      “Will that make a difference? What they say, I mean?”

      “No. I’ll call Jorge and talk to him. I just don’t want anyone to be surprised when the new trial breaks.”

      “I’m here, Hindley. Always and forever.” Her gaze swept over me, her half-smile hiding her dimples.

      My best friend was worried for me. But she was willing to walk through the fire to put this asshole behind bars for good.

      “I’ll be okay.” I squeezed her hand in reassurance.

      “And if you’re not?”

      “Then I have you. You’ll kick ass and take names. No prisoners, right?”

      “Damn straight.” She laughed. “Don’t fuck with us, the dynamic duo.”

      “Dynamic duo.” I echoed.

      “Just promise me one thing, Hindley.”

      I tipped my head and stared at her, my brows wrinkled.

      “Please let us inside this time.”

      I knew what she meant. After my trial I’d shut everyone out. No one had known my deepest, darkest secrets. They assumed my assailant had been a voyeur, watching me dress and undress. I’d only shared the truth with Rory, but now the entire world knew I was a victim of sexual assault—multiple sexual assaults after videos of my attacks had been spread all over the internet.

      If there was another victim though I couldn’t let her suffer alone. Not like I had.

      “I promise, Dana. I won’t do this alone. I can’t.”

      “You can do this, Hindley. You’re strong and brave. The combination is both a blessing and a curse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were strong enough to keep a secret from all of us, but not strong enough to fight off your mind.”

      I stared at her. She was right. My mind had tortured me for years and almost won.

      Dana swallowed. “I just need to know that when you’re weak, when you’re down, when that darker person inside you takes over your mind, you’ll call me. Please, Hindley. I can’t watch you suffer again.” Dana hiccupped a sob as tears rolled down her face.

      My stubbornness to reach out for help had caused her guilt. “I promise, girl. For real. I won’t go back there. I can’t.”

      She wiped her face. “Let’s get you home then.” Beautiful dimples drilled into her cheeks. Dana twisted the key then her car roared to life.

      “I don’t deserve you,” I whispered.

      “No. You really don’t.” She laughed. “Very few people do, actually.”

      I shook my head. Dana Di Grazio was as self-deprecating as me. We just handled our emotions differently—I self-mutilated, she slept with random men. In the end, neither coping skill had helped us. My biggest wish was one day she’d realize that too.

      Dana was my rock. I would need her strength more than anyone’s if I had to face this asshole again.

      “Dynamic duo?” I stuck out my hand and raised my brow.

      “Always.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed hard. “Dynamic duo here to kick ass and take names.”

      “Yep.” We shook hands.

      “Let’s go fry this motherfucker and make sure his sorry ass never sees the light of day again.” She nodded.

      I mimicked her movement of solidarity.

      With Dana’s declaration I released her hand and fell back into my seat. I had people to support me now, people who knew the truth and weren’t afraid to fight for me. With my family and friends on my side, we could face Donald Lee Westbank. I could face him in court again. This time I’d stand strong and I’d win.
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      I tossed my keys on the side table and shut the door to my duplex. Well, our duplex soon. Just the thought of sharing my life and all my personal possessions with Rory sent my heart racing.

      I loved him with every cell in my body, but I’d treated him like crap earlier on the street, running away from him, filling his mind with doubt. My foul mood wasn’t his fault, and taking out my frustration on him wasn’t fair.

      I walked down the hall toward my bedroom. The sound of running water caught my attention. Shower. Yes, I needed my skin on Rory’s, his mouth pressed against mine, kissing me, rubbing me, wiping away my pain like he always had.

      Steam filled the bathroom and the faint sounds of his humming echoed in the air. I stripped off my clothes and swung open the glass door.

      Rory stood in all his glory, naked and unashamed. His body was strong and solid, tanned like sweet cinnamon. His head tilted back and he ran his fingers through the thick hair laden with suds. His eyes were closed and his lips hummed a familiar tune. “I Won’t Give Up” by Jason Mraz. Our song.

      I stood in the doorway of the shower, feeding on the sight of him—his muscular legs, his taut stomach, his broad chest. He was the epitome of strength.

      His shoulders flexed as he massaged his head. The rivulets of water cascaded down his golden body like a waterfall. My eyes fixated on his tattoo. The body art I’d discovered the first morning I’d woken up next to him. Skater Boy. My Skater Boy.

      “Are you going to stand there and stare at me all day,” he growled, “or are you going to get in here so I can rub my hands all over your naked body?”

      My stomach tightened at the sound of his deep voice, his rich tenor sending blistering flames between my legs. I ached for him. I’d never be fully fulfilled without Rory Gregor’s touch.

      “Just admiring the view, Mr. Gregor.” I slid the door shut but stood a few inches away. I wondered how anyone as perfect as Rory Gregor could want someone as damaged as me.

      “So was I.”

      I gazed up and saw Rory’s blue eyes liquid with lust and desire. All for me.

      He stepped away from the downpour of water and slid his hands around my face.

      His intense scrutiny paralyzed me.

      “Do you have any idea how much I love you, Hindley? How much I’d do for you?”

      My thoughts drifted back to the memories of when Rory had taken care of me, protected me, loved me unconditionally. I was indebted to him.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered as my forehead fell against his broad chest.

      “For what, baby?” His hands slid down to my shoulders and he turned my back toward the hot spray of the showerhead. The water beat down on my aching muscles.

      “For earlier,” I said, lifting my head.

      His eyes pierced mine and his grip tightened. He looked bewildered, as if he had no idea what I was talking about.

      “For being mean to you on the street and walking away,” I said.

      He shook his head and water streamed down his face. “No, I’m sorry.” His hands moved up to my neck and slid up into my hair. “Now let’s get you clean, my dirty little Drunk Girl.” He tilted my head back and chuckled.

      The water washed over my hair, but the spray was cold compared to the heat rolling off his body. Water slipped over my scalp and ran down my face. My eyes fluttered closed and I gasped.

      His mouth slipped over my hardened nipple. He sucked the tip to a painful point, his tongue teasing me.

      “Ah,” I moaned, “oh, God, Rory.” Yes, I needed his touch.

      His hands slid down my ribs.

      Goose bumps erupted over my sensitive skin despite the hot water pelting my backside.

      His mouth trailed down to my stomach. One hand wrapped around my back and his fingers caressed my ass.

      My legs wobbled and my insides melted.

      “Perfect,” he murmured against my skin. His other hand cupped my breast and his nimble finger tugged at my nipple. “You’re perfect, Hindley.”

      I blinked, opening my eyes despite the dripping water. Before I could focus on his lips, his mouth covered mine, his tongue devouring me. I matched his primal need, searching inside him, clutching his body as if he were my savior.

      He ground his hardened mid-section against me with a low growl as his mouth took me captive.

      My muted moans echoed over the pounding of the water beating against my heated skin.

      “So perfect.” His lips skimmed over mine with familiar words as his hands moved lower, sinking between my legs.

      So perfect. So perfect.

      Oh, no. No, no. I fought to force down the images racing through my mind.

      Someone pressed me face down against the mattress. The creaking springs deafened me and swallowed my voice. He ground me into the bed with his hips. His stubble-ridden face scratched my bare shoulders and the bed bounced with his thrusting. My stomach lurched with the constant rocking motion. His putrid smell suffocated me and burned my nostrils.

      “So perfect.”

      The voice burned through my senses like acid.

      Rough hands slipped underneath me. “So perfect, and all mine.” His fingers tugged the zipper on my jeans.

      I opened my mouth to scream but was choked by the smell of soured alcohol and cigarettes. I held my breath and pushed down the bile.

      “So perfect.” He whispered in my ear then his tongue licked across my cheek.

      Oh, God, no. No, not again. Please, please wake up. Please let this be a nightmare.

      Nightmare.

      “Hindley!” A voice shouted.

      I shook my head, willing away the memory.

      “Hindley.”

      The voice grew louder, pleading for my attention.

      Fingers closed around my upper arms.

      I clutched at the hands to free myself. “Get off!” I screamed. “Let me go!” I yanked on my arms, but he gripped me tighter.

      “Hindley! Open your eyes, it’s me, it’s Rory.”

      My body stiffened and blood roared in my ears. I could barely hear his voice.

      “Hindley, baby.” The man pulled me close to his body.

      I shoved him away. The once warm water pounded cold against my body—like the man who’d attacked me.

      “Hindley, please. It’s Rory. Come back, baby. I won’t hurt you. You’re safe with me.”

      Rory? Rory. My Skater Boy.

      The water stopped and a warm towel enveloped me. He had come for me. My eyes fluttered open.

      Rory’s blue eyes darted between mine, worry etched across his face. “Oh, baby.” He lifted me then walked into the bedroom, lowering us onto the comforter. “Talk to me, Hindley. Tell me what happened. What did I do?”

      “Rory,” I whispered.

      “Yeah, baby, it’s me. Are you all right?”

      I turned into his chest and burrowed in to him like a wounded animal.

      He tightened his grip and held me close. He knew I needed his warmth and protection.

      “You’re shivering, baby. Let’s get under the covers.”

      “No!” I clutched at his chest. “Just hold me. Okay?”

      “Okay.” He pressed a soft kiss against my head and moved us lower in the bed then dragged the comforter over our bodies. He rubbed his hand over my shoulders and down my arm, his fingers skimming my skin. He remained silent, never asking a single question.

      He knew me. In time I would open up.

      I nestled my face into his bare chest, savoring the familiar scent of the man I loved. I wondered how anyone could love me, love this shell of a woman Donald Lee Westbank had left behind.

      You’re not a shell. Not any more. You’re strong, brave, fearless.

      “The district attorney’s office called me,” I whispered.

      Rory’s body stiffened but he held me tight. “What? When?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “You’ve known for two days and you haven’t told me.” Concern and aggravation resounded in the deep vibrato of his voice. “I knew it. I knew this motherfucker was in your head.” He pushed up further in the bed. “What did the district attorney say?”

      “I haven’t talked to him.”

      Rory leaned over me and stared, his jaw clenched. “You still haven’t talked to him?”

      I shook my head. “He left messages. I listened to them today. But I haven’t called him back.”

      “What did he say? What does he want? I thought fuck face wasn’t due for parole for several more months.”

      I exhaled into Rory’s chest. “He’s not.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Rory’s thumb caressed my hairline. The light brown flakes in the center of his blue eyes darkened.

      “What does the DA want, baby?”

      The worry and concern in his voice broke my heart. I paused, mustering the strength to talk about the phone call. My breathing grew shallow. “He said they have new evidence against Donald and they may bring on new charges.” I punched out the words.

      “What kind of evidence?” Rory turned me to face him. “What has he done, Hindley?” His eyes darted between mine.

      My gaze slipped to the towel still wrapped around me as I fiddled with the edge.

      “Hindley?” Rory’s finger slid under my chin and raised my head to meet his gaze.

      He was beautiful, and worried, which worried me. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

      “He didn’t say?”

      “I didn’t call him back. He just said he wants to talk to me before the case goes public.” I jerked from Rory’s hold. If he couldn’t deal with the public scrutiny that a new case may bring, I would be devastated.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      Protector Rory reared his head, but I wasn’t sure who he was defending.

      “Hindley,” he said, “please look at me.”

      His voice was softer now, pleading with me. My eyes rolled up to meet his.

      “I’m here, for the long haul,” he said. “I’m going to be your husband. Don’t ever forget that.” He smiled and caressed my lips with a chaste kiss. “I know you’re strong and you’ve done this before, on your own. But you don’t have to any more. Not this time. I’m here for you.”

      “I know.” But did I? I reached out to rub his face.

      He leaned into my embrace and cupped my hand with his own.

      His eyes shimmered with love and adoration and he squeezed me tight, infusing me with his strength. I did know. Every ounce of my being filled with the assurance of Rory’s presence. He was here with me, for me, for the long haul.

      “Nothing will ever change how I feel about you, Hindley. Nothing.”

      His eyes pierced me. His love permeated every cell of my being. His affection was the sustenance for life I craved. And tonight I was starving. “I love you, Rory.”

      “I love you too, baby.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “You need to call the DA though and find out what the fuck is going on.”

      “I will,” I sighed. My hands skimmed up his chest, over his broad shoulders and into his hair. “But I need to do something else first.” I leaned in closer, my towel dropping away as my lips connected with the skin on his neck. I dug my fingers into his hair, pulling his head back to reveal more of his throat for my partaking.

      “Are you sure?” He pulled back, his forehead wrinkled.

      He was uncertain because of my earlier freak out in the shower. With Rory, actions always spoke louder than words.

      I sat up, straddling his massive thighs. I towered over him in my power position and stared at his beautiful face. My wet hair skirted across his cheeks. I lowered my mouth onto his and prepared for a feast. Passion and fire consumed our kiss.

      Rory’s hands slid over my shoulders and skated down the heated skin of my back. His fingers gripped my ass and he rolled me on top of his already thickened cock. He filled me, completely, body and soul.

      I moaned into his mouth as his hips pushed deeper into me. I rose up on my knees and lowered onto him again, riding him fast and hard. “Rory,” I sighed, his name like a reverent prayer with each downward motion.

      Rory growled.

      The vibrations from his deep tenor skimmed over every nerve ending. Our movements sparked a fire deep within and I pulsated with need.

      Rory pulled his lips from mine and moved to my puckered nipples, sucking one taut in his mouth.

      “Oh, Rory, God I need you.”

      His hands gripped my hips and he drew me into his body as his legs thrust him deeper inside me. “I need you, baby.” His body accentuated every syllable.

      I arched my back and pushed my chest further against his mouth, bracing myself on his thighs behind me. My legs burned as I rode on top of him, up then down, in then out. He grew thicker inside me, warning me of his release.

      “Fuck, Hindley, you feel so goddamn good, I can’t last.”

      “I want you, I want all of you,” I mumbled. “Tell me what I do for you, Rory.”

      “You fuckin’ undo me, Hindley.” His mouth moved to the other nipple, sucking and biting down hard.

      “Awwe!” I screamed. “More!” I needed Rory. I needed him to exorcise the demons inside me. “Fuck me, Rory.”

      “Oh, hell yeah, I will.” Rory flipped us over, his body now on top of mine, hovering over me. Suddenly his movements stopped.

      My eyes flew open and I stared at his beautiful face. Trepidation filled his expression and his forehead wrinkled with concern. I understood. He was afraid his new power-position would set me off.

      “I need this, Rory. I need you. I need you to fuck him out of my mind.”

      His eyes darted between mine like a wild animal unsure of his next move.

      “Now!” I slapped his ass hard.

      His eyes popped wide then narrowed. “Oh, Miss Hagen, you naughty girl.” He smirked, his sideways smile lighting all my girlie parts on fire. “So this is what you want, huh?”

      “Yes, sir.” I nodded.

      He latched under my knee with one hand and lofted my leg onto his shoulder while he braced himself next to my head with his other.

      “I’m going to thoroughly fuck you now, Miss Hagen.” His hips pulled back as he slid out of me.

      “Good.” I tilted my head and smirked. “I wasn’t sure you still had it in you, Mr. Gregor.” Yes, I was poking the lion, but I needed to be devoured.

      He slammed into me, balls deep.

      “Awwe!” I screamed. Before I could breathe again, he crushed me, harder.

      “Oh, God.” I moaned.

      With the next thrust, he sent us sliding up on the bed.

      “Put your arms over your head,” he growled. “Push your hands against the headboard.” His eyes flashed with primal need and carnal lust.  I didn’t dare disobey him.

      “Yes, sir.” I grinned and slid my hands over my head like a good submissive. I pressed my palms against the slats in the bed.

      He crooked his arm around my other knee and brought it over his shoulder. Both legs dangled against his back. The new angle drove him so far inside me I almost asked for mercy. But I wanted, no I needed to be completely filled with Rory Gregor.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Hindley because that’s what you asked for, right?”

      I nodded.

      “You know it’s me, right?”

      I nodded again and bit down on my lower lip.

      “Say the words out loud, Hindley. I need to hear you.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “It’s you.” My eyes fluttered closed.

      “Eyes, Hindley.”

      My lids popped open. Protector Rory stared down at me, master Rory, the man who wiped away all doubt.

      “It’s me with you,” he repeated. “It will only be me with you from now own, got it?”

      I nodded a third time.

      “Say it.”

      “Only you,” I whimpered.

      He pounded into me again, his rhythm and angle sparking a fire deep within me. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead as the tendons in his neck strained from supporting himself.

      “Only you,” I repeated. The burning need within my belly spiraled up my chest and through my heart as my orgasm built.

      “Damn right,” Rory proclaimed. “Only.” He slammed harder. “Me.” He pulled out, staring down with his dark blue eyes before hitting me hard in my core.

      This angle catapulted me to a new world, a place where nothing or no one existed but the two of us. “Rory!” I screamed out his name as my climax shot me into another stratosphere.

      He pounded against me several more times then stilled as he released deep inside me. His body shook in my arms, his orgasm thundering through him. He released my legs and collapsed on top of me, gasping for air, his chest rising and falling against me.

      Being blanketed with Rory’s body calmed me.

      “I’m hurting you.” He pushed up and balanced on his hands.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, drawing him back down. “Stay here. Stay here, inside me.” I clung to his arms. “Please.”

      “Okay.”

      His hungry gaze drove me mad. I tightened my inner muscles.

      “Hindley.” He shook his head and laughed.

      The vibrations of his voice sparked my need. “What?” I giggled, feigning innocence.

      “There it is.” He balanced on one hand, wiping away the damp hair from my face with his other.

      “There’s what?”

      “The sound of your laughter.” He paused. “It always leads me home.”

      “Ooo, how poetic, Mr. Gregor.”

      “I’ll show you poetic, my soon-to-be Mrs. Gregor.”

      “I like the sound of that.” I sighed into his neck as I peppered him with kisses.

      “We can do this, Hindley. You can do this.”

      He didn’t need to explain. I knew what he meant. I wasn’t so sure I could face Donald Lee Westbank again, but Rory’s confidence gave me strength.

      He drew back from my embrace, his brow creased with a deep V. “You need to call the district attorney back, sweetie.”

      “I know.” I dropped my hands from his shoulders and twisted to look at the bedside table.

      “Hey.” Rory’s fingers caught my chin and tilted my head. “Forever.” He stared at me. “That’s how long I told you I would be here. And I meant it. Nothing or no one will ever change that, Hindley. Especially not this fuck face.”

      I nodded once as a tear rolled down the side of my face.

      Rory leaned down and kissed my eyelids. “No tears, baby. You’re strong. We’re strong. We can do this.”

      “Okay,” I sighed. “I’ll call.” My hands wound into his light brown hair. My thumbs skirted across the blond highlights created by hours in the sun. “But can I stay here like this a little longer.” I squeezed my inner walls again. “Just you, inside me?”

      “Baby, we can stay like this forever as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Forever.” I smiled.
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