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      In memory of Betty White, an animal lover to the very end. We'll miss you and your special brand of fuckery.
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      Fish…

      It was still a little strange for me, sitting at the table, looking around at all the guys and being counted among them. I’d been a brother for something like a year and a half, pushing two years, but it still didn’t feel real. I still thought that I’d wake up and that it would all be a dream or some shit. I’d honestly never thought I would get this far, but here I was, and some other poor sod was where I’d been what felt like only moments before… except where I was uncertain if I would make it, I was damn sure Dipshit wouldn’t make the cut. I mean, damn, this dude was stupid and not in the he-was-just-sort-of-green kind of way, either. He was just plain dumb.

      Listening to D.T. and Rusty bitch about him was something else. Rusty, the old parts puller over at the boneyard, was downright disgusted, and the way D.T. said it, even Little Bird, with the patience of a damn saint, couldn’t even educate his dumb ass.

      “Look on the bright side,” Blackjack said from across the table, flicking some ash off the end of his joint into an ashtray like it was a cigarette… old habit, I guess. “Boy’s so fucking dumb, there’s no way he’s the law trying to infiltrate the big bad biker gang or some shit.”

      We were all a little half-baked and laughed probably a little too hard at that one.

      Our major brush with the law hadn’t been more than six months back. It was heading into a wet and cold winter out there, summer but the dust of fuckin’ memory.

      I rode year round, so it was all Gore-Tex and a can-do attitude, hot showers and hot coffee to warm up.

      With how it’d been pissing down rain for like the last week straight out there, I was feeling like I needed to bust out the goggles and the fuckin’ water wings from my little adventure through that car wash like four or five summers back.

      I said as much when one of the guys commented on the weather and left everyone in stitches.

      “We gonna have to start naming every new recruit things like ‘fish.’” Major said.

      “Duck,” Blackjack declared, staring off into space, mellow in his high.

      “Find a real mean motherfucker? Goose,” Cipher declared to another round of laughter.

      We’d wrapped up business a while ago and were just chilling, none of us in any real hurry to get out in the weather.

      “Y’all are some fuckin’ dumbass losers,” Nine declared over something I’d missed. My mornings started at like four thirty, and it’d been a long day of shoveling ice and slinging crates of frozen fish down at the market. I had barely had the time to get my ass home and shower, change my clothes, before making church.

      “Right, well, it ain’t getting any better out there.” I sighed. “I’m going home and pass out.”

      “Pussy!” Tic called, laughing at me and I shook my head.

      “Man, you try getting your ass up at four thirty every day, slinging fish and shoveling ice and shit.”

      I worked four twelves down at the market, and had Saturday, Sunday, and Monday off. Today was Friday. I usually powered through Saturday and Sunday with the boys and did nothing but fucking sleep and catch up on laundry on Mondays. It was a whole lot of rinse and repeat, but that was just life, I guess.

      I went out to my bike, the night dark, the air cold, the sky pissing rain in a steady fucking miserable nonstop drip to the point I thought we’d all give our left nut for a break.

      I took the tunnel, would pay the toll, just for the chance to be dry for a fuckin’ minute as I headed north to my shitty old hotel room turned studio apartment up on hooker alley, a.k.a. Aurora Ave N. in North Seattle.

      I was riding at a good clip, taking the curve near Green Lake, when something orange and white tumbled out from the Jersey barriers in place and stumbled into the roadway. I knew a cat or kitten when I saw it, and this was a bad stretch. It was pretty calm this time of night, so I pulled off, jumping the curb and stopping on the side there in the soggy grass right beside the sidewalk, the deserted Green Lake looping trail below to my right.

      I waited for a couple cages to pass, a truck, the kitten struggling not to get hit, and finally as soon as there was an opening, I darted out and snatched the little guy up – barely getting my ass back to safety without getting taken out myself. Fuckin’ crazy-ass cage drivers thinking they’re the next Dale Earnhardt or some shit, fuck!

      I got the cat under the light, and he looked up at me. It was bad. Half his little face and one eye were all raw hamburger, his fur wet and sticking up at odd angles, streaked with the rusty color of blood.

      “Oh, shit. Hang on, little man,” I said, and with his pitiful cries echoing in my ears, I thrust him into my jacket against my chest and zipped it up, trapping him.

      He struggled, but there wasn’t anywhere for the little guy to go. He was pretty fuckin’ weak.

      “We gotta get you to a vet,” I said. Straddling my bike, I looked up twenty-four-hour emergency vets near me.

      There was one up past my place, way past my place, that specialized in cats up toward Bothell, shit – a good almost twenty miles north.

      No problem.

      I got back onto 99 and managed to not get taken out. I twisted the throttle, shifting gears smoothly and hauling ass.

      It was slicker than owl shit out here, and I was trying not to get us both killed as the little ball of injured fur squirmed like a motherfucker inside my jacket.

      I pulled into the well-lit lot in front of the animal clinic’s doors that were marked with a bold red stripe, big white block letters going through it stating ‘emergency,’ and I hopped off the bike.

      Inside, it was well lit, but a little on the cooler side. A girl my age, maybe a little less, looked up from behind the receptionist wrap in a set of cartoon unicorn pony scrubs.

      “Help you?” she asked, looking at me confused as I dripped water on the non-slip gray mat in front of the wrap.

      “Yeah, he’s hurt bad,” I said, unzipping my coat and dragging the unfortunate little furball out. “I found him just by Green Lake, the sharp curves there.”

      The girl took off her chunky black-framed reading glasses and set them down, holding out her hands and taking him from me.

      “Oh, God,” she declared. “I’m the only one here. Come on back and help me,” she said, and I went with her. She started doing things with swift efficiency.

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Fish,” I answered automatically.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Fish,” I repeated. “Everyone calls me Fish.”

      “I need a legal name for the paperwork?”

      “Oh, Saul Masters.”

      “Okay, Mr. Masters, and what’s his name?”

      “Uh… Nemo?” I thought about the conversation earlier.

      “And how will you be paying?” she asked.

      “Wait, that’s not my cat,” I said. “Is this how you get a cat?” My brow wrinkled in confusion.

      “This is how you get a cat,” she affirmed, and I really looked at her, then.

      She was beautiful, even with her face free of makeup, her nails natural and clipped short, her hair up in a messy sort of loopy bun thing, the ends spiky and at all angles. Her skin was smooth, her eyes calculating and focused and the most astounding shade of gray, an almost silver in her face. I bet if she ever let that tawny golden wheat-blond hair down, that her eyes would be out of this world framed by it.

      “Cash, card, what?” she asked.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said, snapping back with it. “I’ll pay it. Just fix him.”

      “My pleasure. Poor little guy is in really rough shape. He’s going to have to stay overnight, may need surgery. This could get really expensive.”

      “He’s a little scrapper, a fighter. I’ll pay it.”

      “We’re talking maybe a couple thousand dollars here, you sure?”

      “You trying to talk me out of it?” I asked with a half-smile.

      “We can’t take on another clinic cat,” she said. “I’m making sure. I would hate to put all sorts of care into him, call the doctor and wake him up to come down here, just to have you skip out on the bill and little Nemo here ends up in a kill shelter.”

      “Fuck that! This little guy fought way too hard to live. Just look at him.”

      She looked up at me and fixed me with those eyes, and I felt my heart do a barrel roll in my chest. Shit, she was pretty.

      “Let me get him stable, call the doctor, and get the rest of your information. Hand me that thing there.” She pointed at a weird tube looking thing that looked like it went on the end of your finger, but I’m sure that wasn’t what it was for. I obediently handed it over. “Okay, I think that’s all I need you for. Please don’t ditch,” she said.

      “I’ll be right out here in your waiting room,” I vowed.

      I went out and took a seat, tired, and fucked around on my phone just to stay awake. She came out a little while later.

      “Doc is on his way. He’s definitely going to need surgery for that eye. You want to get him neutered at the same time?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Vaccinated against…” She listed off a bunch of shit I couldn’t follow.

      “Yeah, might as well do it all,” I said.

      “Alright.” She nodded and said, “We can take care of some of this upfront and the rest when you pick him up.”

      Five hundred and eighty-nine dollars later, I was damn sure hoping a blow job came with things. Yeah, shitty and douche baggy to say, I know, but all I could picture was her lips wrapped around my cock, her eyes rolled up and looking at me… Down boy.

      “Anything else you want to know?” she asked me.

      Without missing a beat, I shot back, “Your name would be nice.”

      She fixed me with a flat look, those eyes giving away the calculations that she had going on behind them and I waited her out. Finally, she said, “Kinzleigh.”

      “Kinzleigh?” I asked. “Never heard a name like that.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s East Tennessee for I was raised poor white trash,” she said, and her tone was clipped. My eyes went a little wide, and I laughed. She didn’t have a trace of an accent. I wondered if she worked on that.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Kinzleigh,” I said.

      “Nice to meet you too… Fish. Can I get your number?” she asked, and I grinned. “To call about Nemo,” she added, and my grin only grew.

      “Sure thing.” I wrote it down on the pad and paper she handed me.

      She said, “I’ll call you as soon as he’s ready to go home.”

      I nodded, and it was halfway back down Aurora that it hit me, shit, I don’t even know if my apartment will allow a fucking cat… fuck me!

      I was going to have to figure that out, but it looked like I had a little time. What I couldn’t stop thinking about was Kinzleigh of the efficient sharp wit and silvery eyes. I wondered what her story was. Didn’t sound like it was a happy origin story by any means, but at the same time, neither was mine. So many people’s rarely were.

      I barely dragged myself through a hot shower before collapsing into bed, falling asleep to the vision of Kinzleigh looking up over the rim of those smart little glasses at me, naughty librarian style.

      I had some fucking dreams that night, I tell you what…
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      Fish…

      A few days later, I got the call from the vet’s office while I was shoveling ice in the freezer at work.

      “Hello?” I answered the unknown but local number, sniffing, and starting to shiver pretty quick despite my warm gear and waterproof shit over it. Didn’t matter wearing the shit to avoid the ice water. I was soaked anyway, from the inside with sweat.

      “Mr. Masters?” the terse but feminine voice asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “Kinzleigh at the clinic. Little Nemo is ready to go home.”

      “Aw, yeah? Sweet. Uh, what time do you guys close?”

      “We don’t, we’re twenty-four hours, remember?”

      “Right!” I felt like a dumbass.

      “If you’re asking how late you can pick him up without an added after-hours fee, the answer is six o’clock.”

      “Right, right, that is what I was asking, but also… when are you off?”

      “You picking me up or the cat?” she asked.

      “Uh, both? Both is good. I’ll see you just before six. Have my cat and yourself ready,” I said.

      “Wait, what? But—” I didn’t let her finish. I hung up the phone and grinned. This could either go really well or really bad, depending. Guess we would just have to see.

      I stuck my phone back into my back pocket and heaving a breath got back to shoveling giant shovels full of ice into waiting bins while Dirk shook his head and said, “Rich catches you on the phone like that, he’ll be up your ass.”

      “Rich didn’t see it. It didn’t happen unless you’re fixin’ to narc me out.”

      Dirk shook his head quickly. “No way, man.”

      “Right answer,” I told him.

      “What was that about anyway?” he asked.

      “None of your fucking business,” I shot back, and he looked offended.

      “Okay, geez!”

      I turned and smiled to myself. Dirk was a good kid. A high school dropout that we were all just a little bit determined to make his life miserable enough to get him to go back to fuckin’ school.

      I got off at two, which was only an hour away and I was determined to finish my shift strong, go home and get the stink off me, and maybe get a cat nap in so I was fresh and ready in case I managed to score an actual date with Kinzleigh with my high-handedness.

      I gave myself fifty-fifty odds, which, in the grand scheme of things, weren’t great, but it was better than striking out completely.

      I guess we would just have to see.
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      Kinzleigh…

      Was I attracted to this?

      No…

      Wait!

      No…

      Maybe...?

      Really?

      Fuck!

      I hung up the handset on its cradle and shook my head, mystified at my non-response to his request – no heavy-handed demand for – for what? A date?

      Usually, I told a motherfucker to fuck right off if he pulled that kind of shit with me, but then I flashed back on him standing there in dripping leather, extracting this tiny half-murdered kitten out of his coat and how he hadn’t hesitated to throw down the cash to take care of the little guy.

      The wet hair, the clinging leather, and the lean physique under it all, in combination with those piercing steely blue eyes of his as they’d looked me over.

      Ugh… I needed to get laid.

      “Kinzleigh, the doctor needs you back there for a blood draw.” I turned around to Kirsten holding her hand wrapped in a bloody paper towel.

      “Better get some Betadine on that,” I said dryly, fighting not to roll my eyes. She was horrible with cats, and I never really trusted anyone that wasn’t liked by either a dog or a cat, maybe especially a cat. Unlike dogs, they had more discerning tastes.

      I forgot all about Saul Masters and his little Nemo until Jake stuck his head in the back and said, “Uh, Kinz… there’s a biker out here says he’s here to pick up his cat but won’t leave until he talks to you. You want me to call the cops?”

      “What? No! Good God, Jake. We don’t get to pick what the clients look like – don’t be a bigot!”

      The man was a nervous boy at heart, and I did roll my eyes at him. He was being utterly ridiculous.

      I went out front and found Saul Masters, hands in his jean’s pockets, hair mussed from his helmet, waiting expectantly. He looked up at me, his head stooped, and fixed me with a smoldering look that set butterflies off in my stomach.

      “Jake, go get Nemo. Orange cat, one eye, giant cone of shame – can’t miss him.”

      “He come with a carrier?” Jake asked in that tone of voice that said he was more than a little miffed at me, but spoiler alert – I didn’t give a flying fuck about what Jake thought or felt. Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.

      “No.”

      “Okay, he really should have a carrier—”

      “Jake!” I snapped, cutting him off before he could go full-blown raging Karen queen on either me or Mr. Masters.

      “Sorry, Kinzleigh.” He ducked his head, tucked tail, and went in the back. That’s right, you little bitch, I thought and yeah, it was surly and again no fucks given. Jake annoyed the fuck out of just about all of us at the clinic.

      “You don’t look ready,” the biker said, eyeing me up and down.

      I decided I was definitely attracted to him and made the leap of faith.

      “Need to run home and shower first. I’m not about to go out in scrubs that have been peed on.”

      “Fair,” he said.

      “Meet me at the brewery over at the Northlake Mall in an hour?”

      Jake came back out with a little squalling Nemo against his chest.

      “Hey, buddy! How you doing?” The biker lit up, looking relieved as he reached for his new cat, and I couldn’t help it. My resting bitch face cracked, and I smiled.

      “Lost the eye, came through surgery like a champ. He’s hungry. Gonna need meds daily a couple times a day for pain and to ward off infection. Other than that, he should make a full recovery,” I said.

      Jake didn’t stick around, choosing instead to scamper back through the swinging doors into the back. No doubt to whine at Doc Collins that I’d been mean to him, which I would hear about in some capacity. Which would then be immediately dismissed when I told the Doc that Jakey-poo wanted to call the cops on the whale of a customer that was actually both willing and able to pay his full bill… likely all because Jake was afraid of said customer’s coat.

      “How much do I owe you?” the tall, slender, yet muscled biker asked me.

      I went around to the back of the receptionist desk and pulled up his bill and told him. He gave a low whistle.

      “You weren’t lying when you said this shit was expensive.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s a cat and if you keep him indoors, or at the very least on a leash, you won’t have this problem again. Get him on a good diet and his shots and all that on the regular, this little guy could live up to twenty years.”

      He handed over his plastic and tucked the squirming ball of fur into the front of his jacket and zipped it up. I was only a little bit jealous of the little orange kitten.

      I ran his card, handed it back, and had him sign while I printed up Nemo’s records for his stay and Mr. Master’s receipt. I handed everything over and he paused when taking them from me, saying, “An hour, the brewery at Northlake.”

      “I’ll be there,” I said.

      He winked at me again and it nearly melted me into my socks.

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      He folded the papers in half lengthwise and tucked them into the inside breast pocket of his vest, snapping it closed in front over his zipped jacket to trap the paperwork between the layers of leather.

      “Taking Nemo home in the meantime?” I asked. I was gauging if he lived close by or not.

      “Gonna try,” he said. “Already picked up litter and shit. Not sure the best food, but I got him some kitten chow in a green bag.”

      “Purrfectly Natural?” I asked.

      “I think that was it.”

      I nodded. “That’s a good brand.”

      He nodded back. “Good deal.” I couldn’t keep my smile down as he peered into his jacket and said, “Ready to go home, buddy?”

      He looked up and grinned. “I think he’s ready.”

      I laughed slightly and shook my head. “See you in a bit – let me get out of here.”

      “See you soon,” he agreed and went out the door.

      “Kinzleigh, can I speak to you a minute?” Doc Collins sounded annoyed, from the swinging doors leading into the back. Well, that made two of us.

      “If it’s a quick one,” I answered. “I have someplace to be…” I said, staring at the patch on Saul Masters’ back as he pulled his motorcycle out of the lot under the leaden-gray sky outside.

      At least it had finally stopped raining.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Fish…

      She was fifteen minutes or so late. I was just getting that sinking feeling in my gut that she wasn’t going to show when she walked through the doors and damn… she was hot in jeans and a sweater with this wine-red leather jacket over it, her boots a matching red and laced up to the knee.

      Her jeans clung to her like a second skin, hugging the curve of her ass, but they weren’t those ridiculous jeggings or anything like that.

      She wiped her palms on the hips of her jeans as she scanned the restaurant and bar looking for me, those lovely eyes of hers falling on me and her body language relaxing slightly once she spotted me. I held up my glass at the little two-seater table I’d snagged on arrival in the bar area. She lifted her chin, spoke to the hostess who approached her, and then made her way over to me.

      I smiled as she slid her purse off her shoulder, and I recognized the type. Black and blinged out with a rhinestone cross on it, it was one of those purses that a lot of the biker chicks and ol’ ladies attached to the club liked to carry… one that was meant to conceal carry.

      Kinzleigh had said she was from East Tennessee. That was a region that was more comfortable with the pew pews, for sure. Seemed the girl had extricated herself from the country, but you couldn’t take the country out of the girl.

      That or she was afraid to meet me… which left me feeling some type of way, but it wasn’t like I could blame her. I chose this life. I knew what I signed up for, and the pros of being a part of something like the club far outweighed the cons.

      I mean, she was here – so at least that was something.

      “Hi,” she said and took the seat across from me, hanging her purse on the back of her chair.

      It was illegal to carry in a bar in Washington. I half wondered if Kinzleigh gave a fuck about that, though.

      She settled in across from me and I leaned back in my seat and just drank her in twice as thirsty as I’d downed the first half of my beer that was still sitting in front of me.

      “Hi,” I said back. “What can I get you?”

      “Um, they got a list?” she asked, reaching for the beer list tucked in among the rack of condiments at the table side.

      “Sure do. Take your time.” I smiled and let my eyes rove her face. She’d put on makeup, but it wasn’t heavy. Her lips were dark, but her eye makeup was light as was her foundation. She had this natural dewy look going on and her lips were a wine red to match the jacket and boots.

      She was put together and looked sharp, her natural fiber sweater clinging in all the right places, a firm departure from the shapeless scrubs she’d been in before.

      “I almost didn’t think you were going to show,” I said when she flicked her eyes to mine.

      They were just as stunning as the first time I’d seen them, this silvery and ethereal gray, and with her hair down around her face, the tawny golden wheat of it did just what I thought it would. Made her eyes so bright they damn near took my breath away.

      “Yeah, I got a talking to from the Doc about being nicer to Jacob…” she rolled her eyes. “I set her straight.”

      I barked a bit of a laugh and asked, “You know what you’d like?”

      “Uh, yeah… they have a grapefruit Pilsner. I’ll give that a try.”

      “Sounds good. Wait right here.” I got up and went to the bar and put in her beer order and asked for a pair of food menus.

      The bartender drew her orange beer from the tap and handed it over, then held out a couple of menus. I returned to the table where she was firing off a text and shutting off her screen. She set her phone aside. I set down her beer and held out one of the menus.

      “Thanks,” she murmured, and we both perused our menus in silence for a moment.

      Well, she did… I couldn’t help but peruse her some more.

      She was gorgeous in this strange dichotomy of both earthly and ethereal. I didn’t know what to make of that, but I couldn’t deny there were some parallels, however faint, between the woman sitting in front of me and the woman who had arguably become my best friend… Raven.

      I would take the love I had for Raven as a secret to my grave. She was all in with my now club brother, Mace, and Mace was a good guy. I was happy for him – happy for them both – but I had been sorta sad for me for a long time now. Ever since Raven had come into our lives, really; but some of that heavy weight abated looking at Kinzleigh, which made me smile.

      “What?” she asked, looking up and catching me smiling like a dope.

      “Just glad you took me up on this is all,” I said, and half hid behind the swallow of my beer that I took.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t have much else to do and I hear the food is pretty good at this place.”

      I nodded. “It’s pretty alright. You decide what you want?” I asked.

      “Yeah.”

      She asked for the wagyu beef burger, and I nodded, glad she wasn’t going to do the whole salad and eat like a bird thing. I low key hated that.

      “Oh!” she called before I got too far from the table. “And ranch for the fries?”

      “You got it,” I said with a smile.

      I ordered two since I hadn’t bothered to really look at the menu and on glancing at what she’d ordered, it sounded good.

      “Sure thing, man. We’ll get that right out to your table.” The bartender gave me a stand with a number for our table and asked, “Bring you anything else?”

      “Fresh beers?”

      “You got it. Are you going to participate in tonight’s trivia?” he asked.

      “Is there a buy-in?” I asked.

      “Ten bucks a head.”

      “You know what? Sounds fun.” I peeled off a twenty and handed it to him and he nodded and passed me a sheet and one of those stubby little pencils to keep score.

      “Thanks,” I said, and I returned to Kinzleigh.

      “What’s that?” she asked of the page in my hands.

      “Guess it’s trivia night,” I answered with a shrug.

      “Oh, shit. I’m bad at that kind of thing,” she said, laughing.

      “So am I, so let’s just have some fun with it,” I said.

      “When’s it start?”

      “Fucked if I know.” I shrugged and she laughed.

      “Why’d you ask me out anyway?” she asked after a moment of silence.

      I didn’t get to answer because the piped-in bar music cut and some taps came on a mic as the trivia night Master of Ceremony or MC got started.

      “Hello, hello, hello! Welcome to trivia night, I’ll be you MC…” his voice sort of droned and blurred as the screens in the bar switched from sports channels to an electric blue screensaver on a black background.

      I turned my attention back to Kinzleigh’s eerie silver gaze and could tell she wasn’t going to back down. She wanted an answer. I smiled a little lazily and told her, “You’re gorgeous, you care about animals, and I like your sass.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “My sass?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Interesting,” she said, and it sounded like her interest was piqued.

      We listened to the MC’s instruction on coming up with a team name – apparently it was supposed to be something goofy and Kinzleigh and I both looked at each other and blurted out “Finding Nemo” together at the same time. We laughed, and she wrote it down, which I was fine with, my printing and handwriting sucked.

      Our food arrived and damn, I was starving. She was too, as we both dug in at the same time as the categories and questions started to roll out.

      “I have no fucks to give about sports ball, so that shit is all you,” she declared, and I laughed and tried not to choke on my burger.

      “Looks like that category is going to be a washout, then. I don’t fucking care either.”

      She smiled around the rim of her pint glass and the sparkle it lent to her eyes was… wow. Just wow.

      “So, what do you give a fuck about?” she asked, and I grinned. Goddamn, I loved the strength and the sass on this woman. Jesus!

      “My bike, my club, my job, and now I guess you and little Nemo.”

      “Me?” Her cute little nose wrinkled impishly. “Why me?”

      “You caught my attention,” I said with a shrug. “Not many are capable of that.”

      “First up in our Fantasy Edition trivia night we have What are the four houses of the American school of Witchcraft and Wizardry?”

      Kinzleigh and I looked at each other and both shrugged in unison.

      “I have no idea,” she said, and I shook my head.

      “Me either. I never got into the new-school stuff. I’m more of an old-school Tolkien fan.”

      She nodded, half listening to me and half listening to the MC as she marked down our answer.

      I took another drink of my beer as he gave everyone enough time to write down theirs.

      “Getting a little deep with this one,” the announcer said. “The riders of Rohan in J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy needed to keep their horses fit for riding, tell me – what part of a horse’s foot is this?” An image of the underside of a horse’s hoof went up on the screen with a yellow arrow pointing at a piece. I looked to Kinzleigh and raised an eyebrow and she said low for only me to hear, “A frog.”

      I nodded as she wrote it down.

      “What HBO fantasy series ended its run in 2019?”

      “Easy,” I said, and rattled it off. She wrote it down with a faint smile and a chuckle.

      “So, what kinds of things do you do for fun?” I asked her when there was a chance.

      “I like to ride when I can,” she said.

      “Motorcycles?” I asked, grinning.

      “Men and horses,” she replied mildly.

      I laughed at her brazen reply but had to wonder…

      “There aren’t any horses around here, are they?” I asked, my brow wrinkling.

      “There are, more out toward the east side, which is where mine is quartered and stabled. I get out there on the weekends to spend time with him, but he’s getting older, so I don’t get to ride as much.”

      “That’s got to be expensive as hell,” I said with a low whistle.

      “It is, but the Ramen and shitty apartment is worth it.”

      I laughed, and she smiled at me and winked as she answered the next question. There would be 100 in all, and it was moving along pretty briskly.

      We laughed about how stupid some of the questions were and were surprised at what each of us knew versus what we didn’t. All in all, our little two-person team didn’t do completely awful. We got more than half the questions right, but we were nowhere near the winner’s circle.

      That was alright. It was already dark out and I was fucking tired as shit. I had to be up in the morning. All of that went right out the window when after I paid and walked her to her car, she whirled, pulled me down by the front of my jacket and cut and kissed me.

      The globe stopped its spin the moment her lips touched mine, warm and inviting, and the bottom of the fuckin’ world dropped out. Holy shit, her kiss was divine.

      “Thanks for dinner,” she purred against my lips, and I smiled, slow and easy. Before I could stop myself, I rose to the edge of a challenge in her voice and asked, “You gonna take me back to your place for dessert?”

      “Mm, I thought about it,” she said. “How about your place instead?”

      “It’s not much to write home about,” I told her. “Just a studio down by Green Lake.”

      “I don’t care.” Her voice was seductive and sincere as she tucked herself into the front of my body. I smiled down at her.

      “Worried about little Nemo?” I asked.

      “He’s been all alone for a while,” she said, slightly defensively.

      “You comfortable coming to my place?” I wanted to be sure.

      She drew back and searched my face. There was a hint of vulnerability in her eyes when she said honestly, “More comfortable with that than having you at mine just yet.”

      I opened her car door for her and said, “Get inside, it’s cold out here. I’ll pull around and you can follow me.”

      She nodded and before I shut her door, I added, “And if you change your mind, you can turn off whenever you’d like. I get it, and no hard feelings.” I shut her into her car, and she hollered out her window, her breath pluming the crisp late fall air.

      “Hey!” I turned, and she called out, “Gimme your phone!”

      I went back to her as she started her car to get the heat going and she reached out the window for the phone I’d pulled out of my cut. I unlocked it with my fingerprint and handed it over to her.

      She tapped through some screens and let her thumbs fly over the screen and handed it back. I smiled… she’d added me to her contacts and gave me a strange look.

      “Even if I do change my mind about tonight en route… do me a favor,” she said. I raised an eyebrow in a silent go on… She bit her bottom lip, looked like she was about to say ‘never mind,’ then thought better of it and blurted out, “Don’t give up on me.”

      I cocked my head and regarded her, letting my gaze rove her lovely face and pinched expression and finally, I nodded.

      “I won’t,” I told her, and she gave me a ghost of a smile and a slight nod.

      I hustled my ass across the parking lot to my bike and climbed on, getting my lid on, and firing it up. I plucked my phone from between my legs and affixed it to its cradle, thinking about the odd little exchange of just a moment before and half expecting her and her little Mazda or Toyota or whatever it was to be gone when I pulled around for her to follow me… but nope.

      She’d left the space, but she was waiting.

      I pulled up past her and in front of her and she fell in behind me. She did a good job of keeping up, and I went easy to make sure I didn’t lose her. When we got to my place – which was once an old motel converted into studio apartments – I pulled into the very top of my allotted space and turned my bike sideways so she could squeeze her little car in behind me.

      “Cozy,” she remarked with a sardonic grin when she got out of her car.

      I knew the place was a piece of shit – I wasn’t overly sensitive about it. I gave a one-shouldered shrug and said, “Cheap.”

      She stood apart from me, my bike between us, and I held out a hand over it. She twisted her lips back and forth and finally reached out and took my hand. I guided her around the bike and up onto the cracked walkway with me.

      I sort of hustled her up the steps to my second-floor doorway and let her in. She paused in the slightly bigger-than-expected apartment and I shut the door behind us.

      It used to be two motel rooms that’d been turned into one apartment, and sort of poorly at that. Half the second room had been converted into a kitchen, the second bathroom into a big closet. I had my bed pushed off into a corner and just enough room to have a nightstand and lamp between the bed and the futon I had up into a couch position across from the entertainment center with my console and my television setup.

      It wasn’t really anything to write home about, everything pretty much shabby yet serviceable, but I was alright living that bachelor’s life – on the cheap, skads of cash sitting in a fat savings account to start my life if and when I could ever get with the right woman.

      That was the whole point, having enough set aside to make it with the right one. To have something to offer other than what my dad gave my mom, which had been alcoholism and broken dreams.

      There would be no struggle here. My struggle would be just to maintain and be the best husband and maybe father that I could be. I craved to not only break the cycle but fuckin’ obliterate it. It just took finding the right one, which hadn’t happened yet.

      No one I’d met or gotten with had wanted to put in the work and that was something I needed. Someone to be as invested as me.

      Something about the way Kinzleigh had asked me to not give up on her had struck a chord… an echo of something I’d longed for but hadn’t quite been able to put a name to for a lot of years. Something that club life had half satisfied but didn’t quite do the trick.

      I was hoping that fulfillment on that front was standing in front of me, taking in my crappy apartment, but I didn’t want to get too ahead of myself.

      “Take your jacket?” I asked, slipping mine off my shoulders and hanging it on the coat tree by the door.

      I fucking loved that thing – big, old, and heavy; made of brass and wood. It looked like something out of an old ‘30s film. Like something that stood in the corner of a PI’s office or whatever. Very film noir and I secretly loved that shit.

      There were a lot of things the club brothers didn’t know about me. Things that meant a lot to me that I was afraid to speak on or let them know about. I mean, sure, getting razzed was part of the deal but… fuck. There were some things that I just didn’t want to take a ration of shit over.

      Things that Raven knew. Things that I was hoping to confide in a future girlfriend or lover.

      Kinzleigh let me take the deep, wine-colored leather from her shoulders and hang it on the coat tree next to my own jacket and cut. I had to confess; I liked the look of her daintier jacket hanging close to mine. It looked right.

      I turned back to her, facing me now as she looked up at me with silver eyes that were just a bit too wide. I smiled down at her, liking how close she was to me.

      “Kiss me,” she all but demanded, and I smiled, pulling her gently into my arms by her denim-clad hips.

      “Thought you’d never ask.”

      I grinned and lowered my mouth to hers, eagerly.
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      Kinzleigh…

      My heart was in my throat, my pulse point in the side of my neck throbbing and the vein in my temple pounding as he smiled down at me and his lips rushed nearer to mine. I closed my eyes at the last possible second and then his lips touched mine.

      Soft… so soft.

      I couldn’t help myself, I melted into him, capturing his face between my hands and leaning, his hands sliding around from my hips to my lower back, arms a steel bar at my back, holding me close and oh, God, how I missed this feeling.

      His touch was magnetic, drawing me to him with a force that was pure nature just doing its thing and I could feel myself come alive, come crawling out of that close dark place and awaken as his tongue slipped past my lips and teeth to stroke against mine.

      He hummed into my mouth a satisfied sound that was simultaneously full of promise that we were just getting started, and damned if my sweater didn’t just become oppressively hot.

      I wanted everything off and to be skin on skin with this man like nobody’s business – mostly because it’d been a while and damn if I just needed the comfort of getting with someone. The feel of hands on my skin, and lips on mine. The feel of a man inside me was something I craved, and I hadn’t even realized how much until I’d seen the spark of desire in his eyes over dinner. I was absolutely starving to be touched and here he was, all hot and bothered like me and wholeheartedly willing to help me out. So damn right, I was going to take advantage of it.

      I sighed out, half laughing in self-deprecation and half begging moaning for more when all he did was slide his hands under my sweater to touch my body.

      I shoved down all the intrusive thoughts of my ultra-religious upbringing calling me all sorts of damn names for indulging in this and let my hands do some walking of their own, lifting the hem of his tee and the long-sleeved waffle-pattern black thermal he wore underneath it to put my hands against his flesh.

      He groaned into my mouth, one hand slipping out from beneath my sweater to bury itself in the back of my hair, which damn, that turned me on. He threaded his fingers into the strands and made a fist, and gently pulled back, tearing his mouth from mine, fixing me with an impassive look from those steely blue eyes of his as he searched my face for… what? Consent?

      “I won’t break,” I muttered, giving it to him, and he cracked a smile.

      “Okay,” he said, and his mouth crashed over mine, the intensity of his kiss the difference from a 40-watt lightbulb just the moment before and the brightness of the full sun on a hot summer day.

      Oh, yeah… I like, I thought to myself as he gathered the hem of my sweater and lifted. I raised my arms obediently above my head – shocker, I know – and let him drop the garment to his apartment’s carpeted floor.

      A tiny mew and a bump against my ankle startled me out of the intensity of the exchange with the man in front of me and we both stopped to look down.

      “There you are,” he muttered and picked the kitten up, his little cone of shame dragging his little head down into a bow.

      I smiled and loved on his little fuzzy orange head for a second.

      “Here you go, buddy. Stay out of the way and just try to get comfortable.”

      Fish set the little kitten on the love seat among the couch pillows on one end and the baby sort of flopped down and tried to groom himself, only managing to lick the inside of the cone like a little goober.

      I stifled a laugh and Fish turned to me with a sort of charmed little smile but with dismay on his face and just that one look, I felt my own smile vanish and my throat begin to close. He shook his head at me lightly and drew me to him. I felt myself lean away just a little bit, and he had to work slightly to tow me into his arms as he said, “Don’t you ever dull your sparkle around me, baby.”

      I felt my breath still in my lungs and my muscles go slack, as he pulled me now boneless into his embrace.

      I was speechless, then breathless as he kissed me again and man, oh man, he felt good. His hands calloused and rough with work where they slid against my skin; a delicious contrast. They felt capable, and steady, and I wanted to see what else he could do with them.

      His kiss left my mouth and trailed along my jaw and down my neck, his lips and teeth attacking that sweet spot that sent cascading shivers down my back and arm, in a sweep along my ribs and making the heat curled in my belly unfurl.

      I threw back my head and gasped, tangling my fingers in his short hair that was perhaps a little too long for the style he was going for and was in need of a cut… but I liked it this way. Thick and silky between my fingers and the perfect hand hold as he hooked fingers into the lace cup of my bra and drew it down so that my nipple could pop free and right into his waiting mouth.

      Sensation bloomed in my right breast and fizzled along my nerves in a pleasant blush of warmth that defied sense, rippling out into the rest of my body, and curling like vines trying to reach the sun.

      “Hmm,” he hummed in appreciation, kneading my breasts for a moment before letting his hands rove around to the back of my body; pulling me into him, letting his fingers do the walking and unclasping my bra with practiced ease. I leaned into him and pulled his mouth tighter to my breast as he dropped the obstructive piece of clothing to the floor.

      He went to his knees in front of me, his mouth still latched to my tit, his hands leaving me to pull at the back of his layered shirts. I untangled my fingers from his hair as he hauled the offending pieces of cotton over his head and let them fall to the floor. He grabbed me by my ass and pulled me back in, his mouth going to my other nipple to lavish its achingly hard little nub with the same attention he’d paid to its predecessor.

      Fuck yes… this man was warm. I loved how warm his skin felt against mine. I was also thoroughly enchanted by the smattering of freckles across his shoulders and the top of his back that I could see as I looked down at the top of his head and the back of his neck where he teased me so wonderfully with his tongue.

      Bright ink blurred at the edges of my vision over the swell of one shoulder and down his arm, but I couldn’t tell you what the tattoo depicted. I was too far gone in the desire ramping up into a fervor to pick out any more details other than those freckles and how very nicely lean and muscled his back and shoulders were.

      I couldn’t keep my hands off him. Smoothing them over his soft skin and biting my nails gently into it to give some of what I was getting with the sharp sensation of his teeth setting into my tender flesh.

      He sucked in a breath through his teeth and muttered, “Fuck!”

      “Yes, please. God, yes please,” I breathed. I was so wet, aching to have his length inside me, and hoping against hope that his cock was as nice as the rest of him.

      He lowered the zipper on the inside ankle of first one of my boots and then the other and I let him, steadying myself on his shoulders to step out of them and relishing the feel of his strong hands trailing up the denim of my jeans-clad legs. He massaged my pussy through the heavy material, causing a delicious friction between my soaking wet panties and my clit. I all but dry humped his hand with my enthusiasm.

      I looked down into his steely blue eyes as he looked up at me from between my tits and he made this breathy noise like I was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. I about died and went to heaven from that alone but then his hands were at my belt, undoing it, slipping the tongue of leather free, the button from its loop.

      I bit my bottom lip, and he hesitated at my zipper, fingertips gripping it, but stopped just before lowering it.

      “You need to stop?” he asked me, and I blinked and shook my head.

      “What?” I asked, then blurted out, “No! God no. I want you to fuck me so bad it’s ridiculous.”

      He grinned and lowered my zipper, burying his face against my stomach and nuzzling me there, kissing his way from my belly button to the low waistband of my panties which matched my bra.
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