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  Warning!



The book you are about to read has been published in two separate editions; an explicit one, and a toned-down one for a more general audience. The one currently in your hands is the explicit version. It is the same story but contains more violence, mature language, and detailed sex scenes. If that’s not what you signed up for now is your last chance to adjust accordingly. Trigger Warnings include: Coarse Language, Kidnapping, Death (processing/grieving, and witnessing), Violence (physical and with weapons), Attempted self harm, Emotional, Physical, and Sexual Abuse (referenced in conversation, and open door) Sex (power dynamics, light bondage, and spanking.) 




A side note:

Do you happen to be reading a pirated copy of this book? I’m flattered you are so eager to read my work that you have chosen to break the law, but as an independent creator, this significantly hurts my business and my ability to publish more books in the future. Just this once, my forgiveness is easily earned with an honest review on any platform. You obviously like this book enough to risk litigious action, so please spread the love! Next time, please try a library, breaking into your piggy bank, or borrowing a copy from a friend.
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The second-hand toaster popped and my fingertips burned as I reached for my pathetic breakfast.

“Ouch! Ow, ow, ow!” Tossing the bread from one hand to another I blew hard, crumbs getting all over my chipped countertop and stained laminate floor. Not even bothering with butter I stuffed it into my mouth as I ran to the door, nearly knocking over my Monstera deliciosa in the process. It’s not like I would get in trouble for being late, but it was disrespectful and I didn’t want anyone annoyed with me. With a full mouth, I balanced on one foot and yanked on a scuffed shoe, only to realize it was on the wrong foot. Seriously?! Things like this never happened when I left on time. Who invented the snooze button anyway? It was a feature I hardly ever used, but I was working last night and got into a groove. Before I knew it, it was two in the morning, and waking up had been harder than I expected.

Hopping in place I managed to get my shoes on correctly before grabbing my bag, and with a quick glance at the bright red flower clock I found in the dumpster last fall, I was filled with hope that I could still make it on time, though not my preferred ten minutes early. My hand closed around the cool door handle and pulled it open almost screaming when instead of an empty hallway, Melissa stood before me with her fist raised to knock. Nearly choking on my bread I coughed, hand on my chest, as she laughed at me.

“You are the definition of a hot mess right now.” She said, brushing crumbs off my shirt. I slapped her hand away.

“I’m the definition of late! What are you doing here?” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

“Yes seriously! Whatever you want, I agree, but I gotta get to the clinic.” She pressed her palms to the rickety doorframe blocking me as I rushed forward. “Melissa!”

“Kachine!” She parroted and laughed again. “It’s Friday.” My jaw dropped and the world seemed to stop spinning for a moment.

“No…no it’s…” Pulling out my phone I stared at the lock screen. Bryce and I were smiling over two cups of hot chocolate, today’s date branded over our foreheads. My shoulders sagged in relief.

“But since you agree to do anything I want…” She hedged.

“I definitely take that back.” Laughing, I stepped aside to let her in. I was already letting her do a practice run on me for her fashion show tomorrow and that was enough favors for today. Melissa was a brilliant makeup artist, but her looks were bold, and I hated the attention they brought when I went out. The only reason I agreed for today was I had no plans to go anywhere or be seen by anyone.

“Oh common, you owe me! I just stopped you from working on your day off.”

“Did not.” I argued. “I would have come back home once I tried to check in.”

She walked passed me into my small apartment, swiping away the hanging vines of a wax plant. “As if. You would have noticed they were busy or understaffed and you would have stayed all day.”

Pursing my lips I started boiling water. She wasn’t wrong, but I hated how predictable I was. She sat at my table and frowned when she realized she was sitting on the broken chair that rocked. When she moved to the next one she froze when it creaked under her weight.

“I miss your old table.” She muttered under her breath. In my old apartment, I had a gorgeous hand carved dining table with matching chairs that I sold when I moved. Most of my furniture now was either thrifted or found on the side of the road.

“It didn’t fit.” I murmured back. Our eyes met. Melissa knew the real reason I had to get rid of it and was seconds away from reminding me, but she must have caught the sadness in my eyes because she sighed and dropped her gaze. No matter how many times I reminded myself that they were just material things that didn’t matter, I missed my old table too. There was a knock at the door and Melissa tensed.

“Are you expecting anyone?” My light brown hair fell over my shoulders as I shook my head. “I’ll get it.” She stood, her hand drifting to her purse where she undoubtedly had a knife, gun, or both.

“Sit down!” Throwing a dishtowel at her as a distraction, I raced for the door. “I don’t need you giving the mailman a heart attack.” Ever since we met in foster care, Melissa had decided it was her job to protect me. She was tough as nails, and I was soft as cashmere. Neither of us had grown out of old habits, but the world was much safer now that we were adults and Melissa could learn to take it down a notch.

“At least check the peephole!” She shouted from around the corner. Ignoring her I swung the door open and butterflies erupted in my stomach.

“Bryce!” 

He opened his arms and I filled the void, squeezing him tight. “Hey, Kay Kay.” Scrunching my nose at my hated nickname I pulled back and looked him over. His blond hair had grown quite a bit since I last saw him. It looked sexy, mind you everything about Bryce was sexy. That’s how he got away with being the only person in the world allowed to call me Kay Kay. “It’s not a bad time, is it?” My stomach dropped, suddenly remembering Melissa was in the next room. Mel pretty much hated everyone, but hate was too soft a word for what she felt toward Bryce. Loath and despise with the fire of all the stars in the solar system was more accurate.

“No.” I swallowed hard, ignoring that It was in fact a bad time, “No, I’ve told you a thousand times you can drop by anytime, come in!”

He glanced at my bag as he walked past me into my small apartment, ducking under a string of hearts. “Going somewhere?”

“Not anymore.” My stomach knotted as I shut the door and locked it. Maybe Melissa would hear his voice and escape via the window and they wouldn’t have to see each other. “I thought I had to be somewhere this morning, but I got my days mixed up.”

“Of course you did, silly goose.” He kissed the top of my head and goosebumps scattered over my arms. I smiled up at him at the same time the water boiled.

“Tea?” 

He nodded. “You treat me so good, Kay, I don’t deserve you.” 

Blushing again I mumbled, “It’s just tea.”

We walked into the kitchen and he stopped dead, standing stiff as a board. Melissa stood, arms crossed leaning on the counter, staring him down with a look so icy one might think we just teleported to Antarctica.

“You didn’t tell me you had company.” He forced a smile. “Good to see you Liss.”

“The feeling is not mutual.” She snapped. “You’re interrupting girl time.”

“Mel!” I hissed. Bryce managed to shake off the ice and walk into the kitchen like he owned it.

“No worries, I just came to share some news with Kay. Give us a minute?”

“Please, please, please?” I mouthed from beside Bryce. The last thing I needed was for her to scare him off after he’d been gone for so long. Her eyes narrowed, but she pushed off the counter and walked down the hall towards my bedroom. My relief was short lived as his fake smile vanished.

“Why didn’t you tell me she was here?” His eyes were dark and I curled in on myself. It was stupid not to tell him. I knew better, but if I told him he might have left, and I missed him so much.

“I…Sorry, I was just excited to see you.”

“Well, warn me next time.” He snapped. Not having a response I started pouring the tea. My phone buzzed and I quickly peeked at my messages. “Friend of yours?” He raised an eyebrow.

“It’s just Jessica. She wants to know if I can pick up an extra shift next week.” 

He frowned as he watched me add cream and sugar. “I see you didn’t take my advice and are still wasting your time at that place.” My breathing shallowed and I handed him his tea slowly, careful not to let any spill.

“Helping people isn’t a waste of time.” I said softly.

He sniffed the cup before putting it back on the counter and crossed his arms. My lungs stopped working. Did he not like citrus tea anymore? He hadn’t been around in ages, I should have been smart enough to ask first! Idiot!

“And where were they when you needed help? That place is beneath you Kay. The least they could do is pay you so you can live in a better neighborhood. I swear I saw blood on the sidewalk on my way in.”

Chewing on my lip I tried to think of a new way to explain it to him that he’d understand. It was a volunteer gig, and I did spend a lot of time there. They had offered me a full-time paid position but I felt bad taking it when I already had a steady stream of income. Sure I could use a little more to get out of debt faster, but I could survive. Jose, the girl who got the job, needed it way more than I did. Not to mention I didn’t think I could handle the mental load of two full time jobs. Bryce was so disappointed in me when I told him and had never quite let it go.

“Besides, I don’t like you spending all that time with Jessica and Marlot.” He stepped close, placing his hands on my waist. “They’re a bad influence.”

My insides melted at his touch, but my spine stiffened. I loved physical touch as much as the next person but it made me a little uneasy when I couldn’t tell his mood. His tone was light and playful, not matching his words or body language which meant one wrong word from me would tip the scale.

“They’re nurses Bryce, all they do is help people.” 

Instead of answering, he stepped back and spun me, looking me up and down. “Do they help you go shopping?” 

My lungs froze again. They didn’t, but they knew at least part of my situation, and Marlot and I were the same size. Half my wardrobe was second hand from her. 

His eyes gleamed in satisfaction, knowing my unspoken answer. “It’s a little short, isn’t it?” 

Blushing, I looked down at my knee-length skirt. “I…I thought it was okay?” I stuttered out. “The fabric is heavier than it looks, it won’t blow up in the wind.”

“The wind isn’t the problem.” He shook his head. “It’s those gorgeous legs of yours. You don’t want to give guys the wrong idea, do you?”

“No.” My face heated even more. 

Leaning forward he kissed my forehead. “So innocent.” He murmured. “I’m just looking out for you, Kay Kay, you know that right?”

The warm gooey sensation won over and my muscles relaxed as I sunk into his arms. The moment didn’t last though as he took the opportunity to grab my phone. My stomach clenched as he started typing.

“Bryce, what are you doing?” 

He didn’t exactly get along with Jessica and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d say something to offend her while pretending to be me. “They’re big girls Kachine, they can get along for a week without you,” He said with a knowing smirk, and I took the bait like a fish after a worm.

“A week?”

He nodded, swiping through my most recent conversations. It was mostly just Melissa, but she was very outspoken on her opinions of Bryce and I wracked my brain hoping she hadn’t said anything recently that would set him off. “Who’s so grateful for the blender you gave them?” It was an unknown number.

“A woman from the clinic.” I quickly assured him. Bryce went through my phone often, but I didn’t mind. He had trust issues and I had nothing to hide. The more I could reassure him and make him feel safe with me, the better. He nodded slowly and swiped around on my phone for a few more moments before putting it face down on the counter.

“So, do you want your birthday present or not?” 

My stomach fluttered. Bryce never got me presents. “You didn’t need to get me anything!”

“Of course I did!” He smiled, picking up his tea. “I feel like crap for missing it, I had to do something. You’re already too good for me.”

“Bryce,” I started, ready to go on my practiced spiel about how he is a better man than he gives himself credit for.

“How would you like to join me at the Holiday Lodge for a romantic getaway?” 

All I could do was blink for a few moments. “The…The Holiday Lodge? Are you serious?!” A smile crept onto my face as he nodded.

“Dead serious. Only the best for my girl.”

Squealing I hugged him, his masculine body spray encasing me. “Bryce! That’s amazing! How did you pull that off?”

“Trade secret.” He winked. “Start packing, and tell Melissa she’s watering your plants. We leave tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” My stomach sank. “But, the clinic,”

“I took care of it for you.” He tapped on my phone. My gut clenched and I hoped he was nice about it. “I was hoping to help you pack but…” He glanced down the hall pouting. “Guess that plan’s ruined.”

“I’m so sorry. I can ask her to leave?” 

With a humorless laugh, he shook his head. “Yeah, that will make her like me.” He scoffed, “I’ll head out. At least I got to give you the good news in person.”

“Yes, of course! Thank you, Bryce, this is going to be amazing.” I gushed, hugging him again. “What time are you picking me up?”

His spine stiffened slightly. “Meet me at the mall at ten. I have some errands to run and your place is out of my way.” 

My teeth sunk into my lower lip. “Could I just meet you at your place? Where are you living nowadays? You mentioned moving from your last place.” 

He shook his head firmly. “No, there’s no parking. The mall will be much easier, trust me.” There had to be some parking, or he’d have no place for his car, and he loved that thing.

“I’m just worried it will get towed.” 

He rolled his eyes. “Your car’s probably safer in the impound lot.”

“Possibly, but I can’t afford to get it back out.” 

Exasperated, his hands flew up into the air making me flinch. “Jeez, Kay, why do you always complicate the most simple of things? I’m going out of my way to do something nice for you, and you’re already complaining!”

“What? No!” My mind raced wondering how he had gotten that out of what I said. “It’ll be fine. I’ll get Melissa to move it for me.”

“As long as I don’t have to see her.” He frowned, suddenly looking hurt and defeated. “I don’t know why she hates me.” He added quietly, tugging on my heartstrings. I slid my arms around him.

“She’ll come around. You’re amazing Bryce, don’t let her get to you.”

“I’m worried she’ll get to you.” His eyes glistened. “You’re the best thing to ever happen to me Kay, I don’t want to lose you.”

“You won’t!” Using all my strength I hugged him, willing for him to know how much he meant to me. That nothing would change my mind about how much I loved him. We stood still, connected for a few moments before he pulled back.

“I really do gotta go Kay Kay,”

“I know.” Finally, I let go and smiled up at him. “But it’s gotta last until tomorrow morning!” 

He laughed and started to the door, pausing when he saw the bread bag that in my rush I hadn’t put away. “You might want to lay off carbs for the next little bit, babe. Don’t want you feeling bloated in your swimsuit.” He planted a kiss on the top of my head.

“Uh, yeah, of course.” His words punched me in the gut but I forced a smile. Had I gained weight since he last saw me? “I love you!”

“Can’t wait for tomorrow!” He smiled before the door closed.

Immediately I looked up the message he sent to Jessica and sent a new one with the truth, not some story about a family emergency. Jessica would worry and Marlot would probably stop by with food, it wouldn’t be fair to lie to them. With that taken care of, I ran to my room where Melissa was sitting at my small vanity with chipped paint.

“What are you doing?” Melissa had her curly hair up in a bun and was doing her makeup in a leopard inspired style.

“Packing! Ooh, love that look!” 

She paused and watched me perplexed through the mirror. “And why are you packing?” 

Opening the dresser drawer I started pulling out underwear.“You’ll never guess what Bryce did!” My heart was racing and little tingles of joy were floating over my skin. Her face fell and her knuckles turned white as she gripped her small makeup brush.

“I thought you were taking a break?” She said through clenched teeth. Because of Bryce’s insecurities, we were a little bit of an on again off again couple. I never considered the off times breaks though. He always came back, and he would be so heartbroken if he thought I’d given up on him like everyone else in his life.

“No, he was just really sick.”

“For two months?!” She huffed, lowering her brush.

“It happens!” I defended him.

“He wasn’t sick Kachine, he forgot your birthday.”

“You would forget it too if you were spending your days hugging a toilet. Anyway, he’s going to make it up to me.”

“How?” She asked suspiciously.

“He’s taking me to the Holiday Lodge!” Squealing I spun in place with my arms outstretched. Melissa’s eyes narrowed. “Ugh go ahead.” Rolling my eyes I resumed packing.

“Go ahead and what?”

“Go ahead and tell me all the reasons I shouldn’t go. I know you want to.” Without any hesitation she did.

“He always does this Kachine! He disappears for ages, then suddenly shows up and expects you to drop everything to come back to him when he would never do the same for you. Every grand romantic gesture he’s ever done has left you in tears.”

I held up two floor length dresses and she pointed at the one in my left hand before she continued,

“He dangles marriage in front of your face, but runs away every time things start to get serious! You can’t tell me that wasn’t the reason for his mysterious two month sickness.”

Taking the dress off the hanger, I started folding it. Marriage did come up right before he got sick, but it was only a coincidence. Even if it wasn’t, I had all the patience in the world for Bryce. He would be worth the wait.

“He’s human! He makes mistakes, we all do. That doesn’t make him a bad guy.” Placing the dress in the suitcase I added “And what guy doesn’t have a little fear of commitment?”

“A little fear?” She scoffed.

“Okay, maybe a lot,” I admitted. “But he loves me, and I’ll be right here for him when he’s ready.”

“Fine.” She shrugged. “If he loves you so much, call him and say you can’t make it on such short notice. I’m sure he’ll be empathetic and understanding, and reschedule to accommodate you with no problems.”

The thought alone had all my muscles tense. He would think I didn’t appreciate him. That I thought he was being careless, and that he wasn’t good enough for me. Deflecting I said,

“Mel! Do you know how hard it is to get reservations? The Holiday Lodge doesn’t reschedule you, you reschedule yourself for the Lodge.” 

She snorted. “People pleaser.”

“Mel, don’t…”

“Tell me,” She cut me off. “if I told you that it would really upset me if you missed my show for this trip, who would you choose to make happy? Me, or Bryce?”

“It’s not like that, I…”

“I’ll tell you who you’d pick.” She continued on as if I hadn’t said anything. “You’d choose Bryce because you know I’ll still love you even when you piss me off, but you know Bryce won’t, and that in itself is a reason not to go.”

“That’s not true!” My blood started to boil. “Don’t talk about him like that when you’ve never even given him a chance! You don’t know him like I do.”

“But I do know you!” She snapped back. “I know how you care far too much about everyone and everything because you think that if you can keep the people around you happy they’ll accept you. I know you have a ridiculous capacity to love people deeply, but you burn yourself out taking care of everyone except yourself. I know you want the fairy-tale romance, but don’t think you’re worthy. You think love is something you have to fight for and earn, and that’s why you don’t care that Bryce treats you like shit because that’s what you think is normal. It’s not! You deserve so much better than him! Just because he’s the first man to show you attention doesn’t mean he’s deserving of yours.”

Blinking back tears I took a few deep breaths. As usual, when Bryce came up, we were starting our unwinnable argument. I knew I was a bit of a people pleaser, but there was nothing wrong with making people happy. She was dead wrong about love though. Love was worth fighting for. Not that she’d ever understand. Deflecting I said,

“Can you at least pretend to be happy for me? It’s the Holiday Lodge Melissa!” 

She sighed, looking defeated. “If anyone deserves a vacation, it’s you.”

“Thank you.” Smiling I rolled up a swimsuit. “You’ll water my plants?”

“Yeah, just leave a detailed list on your fridge or I might miss a couple.” She picked up her brush again. “Your house is a damn jungle.”

“Hey, find me a nice apartment in an actual jungle that has WiFi and indoor plumbing and you wouldn’t have to worry about it.”

Melissa laughed as she touched up her eye shadow. I loved how no matter how much we fought, we could always bounce back.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah, I’m meeting him at the mall tomorrow. Could you move my car so it doesn’t get towed?” 

She looked up at me slowly with a raised brow. “He’s not picking you up? Such a gentleman.” 

Irritation prickled my skin. “Melissa don’t do that. Really, it doesn’t make sense for him to drive to this side of town when we’re going in the opposite direction.” Contemplating silently, she looked just as fierce as the animal she was portraying.

“Fine, but he makes one more mistake Kachine, just one, and I’ll break his neck.”

For most people that would have been an empty threat, but I knew better. She could probably make it look like an accident too. It wasn’t fair that the two people I cared about most hated each other. It didn’t start that way. Bryce had tried on many occasions to win her over but Melissa was the most stubborn person I’d ever met. The whole ‘three strikes and you’re out’ saying was never really her thing. With her, it was more like if you crossed her you had made an enemy for life. Her unwillingness to forgive and forget kept us safe back when we were in foster care, but we weren’t helpless kids anymore. She always accused me of being too trusting but if the alternative was shutting everyone out like she did, I’d gladly risk the heartache.

When Bryce caught on that Melissa wouldn’t change her mind about him, he became paranoid that I would choose her over him. They were both very vocal about how I’d be better off without the other. I could be stubborn too though, and I hadn’t given up yet. One day Bryce would really come through, and Mel would finally see him like I did.

“You can pack later.” She stood up and gestured for me to take her place. “Ready to transform into a mermaid?”

“Born ready! You don’t happen to have some magic fairy dust that’ll actually change me, do you?” 

She stiffened. Mel only had so much patience for me and my antics. “Changing into a fairy-tale creature is overrated. Now hold still.”

Schooling my features I held as still as possible while she started painting my face, her silver charm bracelet glistening in the light. It was unlike any other charm bracelet I’d ever seen, but it was beautiful. Little silver squares with different engravings clung tight to her skin like a tattoo. She’d had that thing as long as I knew her, and she never took it off, even when she fought.

The irony was not lost on me that it was because of Melissa, Bryce and I even met. When I moved into my own place she insisted on a self defense course at her gym. Walking past lean muscled fighters had never made me feel more out of place, but I didn’t even make it to the front desk before Bryce noticed the gazelle in the crowd of lions. We spent the entirety of what should have been my first class, talking and we really hit it off. He had been so sweet and charming, telling me I didn’t need to take classes because he would protect me. He was a dream come true. With my small frame and lack of coordination, fighting had never been my thing, making me an easy target. Melissa had been my bodyguard growing up in the group home. No one dared mess with me when she was around. Having someone around as strong and skilled as Bryce kept me safe now that I lived on my own. At least it would if he stayed around for more than a few months at a time. Despite his trust issues, Bryce was my prince charming, my person, the one. She finished my makeup and took a ton of photos, then started touching up hers while I packed.

“Kachine,” She started slowly as I organized my bathroom bag. “You know I love you, right?”

“Duh.” The thick makeup pulled at my skin as I smiled at her.

“Bryce never told you how we met, did he?”

“No, but it’s not exactly hard to put the pieces together.” Her eyes widened, but before she could interrupt I continued, “You saw each other at the gym and it was hate at first sight.” 

She frowned and put down her brush. “It was not. I don’t just hate people for no reason.”

“Yes, you do.” I stated firmly. Melissa was too tough for her own good, always waiting for someone to pull the rug out from under her. She couldn’t see what a sweet guy Bryce really was. For someone as untrusting as she was, you would think she would be more empathetic to his situation. “Doesn’t matter though. Whatever the reason, it was years ago, and he’s done nothing but try and be your friend since we started dating.”

“I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” She said, uncharacteristically soft.

“Melissa,” I put down my things and walked over to the desk. “Bryce or no Bryce, I’m going to get hurt every once and a while, that’s just life. You can’t protect me from everything.” 

She hardened her features again and focused back on her task. “Watch me.”
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Too excited to eat, at least that’s what I told myself as I ignored my rumbling stomach, I skipped breakfast and texted Bryce instead.

“What do you want me to pack for snacks?” He said no carbs, but carbs were in everything. Maybe I could make some kale chips?

“I have some treats planned for you, don’t worry about it.” 

My heart warmed. Of course, he had a plan. When the thought of marriage wasn’t sending him running, he could take great care of me.

“Can you transfer me some dough? I’m filling up gas for the trip.”

It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten anything since my toast yesterday morning because the way my stomach just plummeted to the floor I might not have been able to keep the contents inside. Hesitantly, I pulled up my banking app. Road trips were not in the budget, technically nothing was. Every cent that didn’t go towards bills went to debt. Cringing, I read through my transactions doing some quick math. Thirty-two dollars and twenty-six cents. I had just thirty-two dollars and twenty-six cents to spare if I stuck to the minimum payments. Bryce would only remind me I should have taken the job at the clinic, I couldn’t tell him I couldn’t afford it without starting a fight. Feeling a little sick I typed,

“Sure. You’ll get it on the way back? 50/50?”

“Of course! 50/50 is what makes relationships work ;)”

The butterflies in my stomach fluttered so hard that I forgot I was hungry.

* * *




The sun warmed my skin through my rolled down window as my long hair twisted in the breeze. Up and down the isles I drove, cheeks aching from the smile I couldn’t shake. Through yelling pedestrians and honking horns, I finally found Bryce’s blue Audi and pulled into the nearest open spot quivering with anticipation. It would have been nicer if he picked me up at home so I could avoid the traffic, but I didn’t mind too much. Anything to keep him happy.

Bryce approached my car. The loose bottoms of his jeans swished against each other as he glided toward me. His plain white t-shirt was stretched to capacity over his broad shoulders and massive biceps. He had cut his hair since I saw him yesterday, it was shaved into a clean fade and styled at the top. Looking absolutely delicious, he leaned down to my open window where my stupid grin still plastered on my face reflected in his sunglasses.

“Hey babe,”

My cheeks flushed as he swooped down to steal a kiss. Butterflies erupted in my stomach as I got lost in his touch. It was over too soon.

“Hey yourself.” I replied dreamily. “You ready?”

“Almost packed.” He took off his sunglasses and eyed me up and down undressing me with his eyes. “I’m just missing a hot brunette, you seen any around here?” Giggling, I hurriedly fumbled with my seat belt and launched myself out of the vehicle.

“Ta-da! Found one.” Spinning on the spot I let my hair flip in the breeze.

“Perfect.” He growled, grabbing me mid spin and pulling me into his chest. His lips found my neck and my spine stiffened.

“Bryce, stop! Not here.” I mumbled, embarrassed from being touched so intimately in such a public place.

“Fine.” He murmured, pinning me against the car “But just wait until I get you all to myself in that fancy room of ours. I’m gonna be turning those stops into don’t stops.”

My stomach dropped. Biting my lip, I leaned back and searched his face. He was being serious.

“Bryce…I…We’ve talked about this.” 

His eyes darkened. “What exactly did you think I meant when I said romantic getaway?” Curling into myself I murmured,

“Romance and sex aren’t synonymous.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Kay!” His hand collided with the roof of my car and I jumped slightly. “After all this time? After everything we’ve been through, after all I’ve done for you, you’re still not ready?”

My breathing became shallow and I wished I could disappear into the car I was pressed up against. I repeated our conversation yesterday with excruciating detail in my mind, trying to figure out how I had led him on.

“It’s not that,” My voice started to shake. “I told you from the start, I want to wait until we’re married.”

“Fuck, and you say I have trust issues?” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I shouldn’t have to put an expensive rock on your hand to prove that I love you!”

“It’s not about the rock Bryce, you know I’d be happy with a ring from a cereal box.” 

He scoffed. “Sure, then I can just be a laughing stock for not being able to get you a nice ring.”

“Can we not do this now?” I whispered dropping my gaze as the back of my eyes burned with unshed tears.

“Fine.” Rolling his shoulders, he stepped back. “I just wish you would have told me before I spent so much on the room.” My eyelids fluttered holding back the impending waterworks. Bryce hated it when I cried. He said it was manipulative. I wanted to talk this through with him properly, but if I opened my mouth I’d lose control. We stood in awkward silence for a couple of seconds before he abruptly announced, “There’s a kid in that car.”

Slightly taken aback by the quick change in subject, I glanced over to the car next to mine. A little girl was sitting in the back reading a book with the windows down. She had probably heard everything but seemed focused on her book.

“So?” Cocking my head, I looked up at him.

“So, that’s neglect. I’m going to go get security.”

Biting my lip I glanced between him and the mall. Bryce was already on edge, I really didn’t want him to get involved in anything right now. Bailing him out of jail would ruin the vacation for sure.

“I was left in the car all the time at that age. She’s fine, her parents probably just had to grab something really quick and it wasn’t worth the hassle of messing with the car seat.” 

Bryce ignored me and turned to the older beige Buick. “Hey, kid! Where are your parents?”

“Leave her alone,” I muttered, reaching out to tug on his shirt as the little girl looked up from her book, studying Bryce.

“I’m not allowed to talk to strangers.” She replied before going back to her reading. Smiling in relief I said,

“See, she’s fine. Let’s go.” I moved to get my stuff out of my car.

“No, give me your notepad. I want to get this guy’s license plate.”

After rummaging through my purse I handed him paper and a pen. He was acting weird. Normally he didn’t stick his nose into other people’s business like this. Plus he didn’t really like kids that much. While it was sweet to see him care, he was overreacting and I wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. Highway driving made me nervous and it was only going to get busier. After he tossed the notepad into the back seat I asked again,

“Okay, can we go now?”

Bryce rolled his eyes and sighed. “I have to pick up something first. That’s why I had you meet me here.” His tone was slightly condescending. As if I should have known the plan that he never told me.

“Okay, let me just grab my purse.” I reached down to grab it again.

“No,” He held my shoulder back before I could lean over. “I’d feel better if you stayed and watched the girl.” 

I raised an eyebrow at him. He really cared about this kid for some reason. “Really, she’s fine.” I insisted.

“Kay, the only reason I’m not calling security is because of you. Do you really want to see this kid wind up on the six o’clock news?” My stomach knotted up and guilt swirled around. He was right, I was being stupid.

“Okay fine, but we should leave soon or we’re gonna hit traffic.” 

He scoffed as he stepped back. “I planned this out, didn’t I? Why do you never trust me? I’ll only be a minute and we’ll be on the highway in plenty of time.”

“Sorry.” More guilt swirled in my gut from questioning him. “Of course I trust you, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Ignoring my apology, he gave the top of my car a couple of taps before walking off to the store. Scrolling on my phone mindlessly, I waited for him to come back. We were off to a rocky start, but I was still thrilled to spend the week with him with no distractions. Wiping a bead of sweat off my brow, I opted to sit back inside my car where at least I could have some shade. Couples massages, afternoons by the pool, it was going to be great.

“Hi!” The little girl called out pulling me from my fantasy. She looked to be maybe five years old and had very curly brown hair that reminded me of Melissa’s. It was kept off of her tanned face with a pink headband.

“Hi there!” I smiled warmly. Unlike Bryce, I loved kids. “I thought you weren’t supposed to talk to strangers?”

“We both got left, so I think we can be friends.” She reasoned. This kid was absolutely adorable. Laughing I replied,

“Okay, we can be friends. What are you reading?”

“Miss Mouse and her Ballerina Shoes.” Wow! Adorable and smart, those books were for kids a bit older than her.

“Oh, I love that one!”

“You like Miss Mouse books?” Her eyes widened.

“Of course! My favorite one is Miss Mouse Goes to the Beach. What’s yours?”

“Miss Mouse Goes to the Park! Uncle Lex reads it to me every night I’m not with Mommy.”

“That’s sweet. Do you get to stay with your uncle a lot?”

“Lots now. He says I can’t see Mommy for a long time.”

Her friendly demeanor slipped slightly at the mention of not seeing her mother. Something about the way she said it made my skin prick, like maybe her uncle took her away from her mother unwillingly. Maybe her mom was sick? But if that was the case wouldn’t she want her daughter around? I know I would. Tapping the windowsill I reminded myself that Bryce had commented on my wild imagination more than once. He was right. It was great for being an author, but I did tend to make up stories in real life. There was no big conspiracy, she just couldn’t see her mother for a while. That was all there was to it. To keep my imagination from spiraling, I decided to keep talking about books.

“Wow! You’re so lucky. I have no one to read Miss Mouse stories to me. Your uncle is super cool.” 

She laughed and kicked her feet up in excitement. “Uncle Lex, she thinks you’re cool!”

“That’s because I am cool.” A deep voice spoke from beside the car, sending a rush of blood through my system. “I thought I said no talking to strangers?”

My eyes followed the voice to a stunning man in well fitted faded jeans and a grey and red baseball shirt. He was tall, broad shouldered, and muscular. Handsome too, with short dark hair and manicured eyebrows peeking out over his aviators. He stood tall, with a confident, almost cocky air about him. Like he was used to people following his orders, not breaking them as the little girl had just done. Despite his casual tone, His whole body was stiff and his fists were clenched around a bundle of children’s clothes.

“But Uncle Lex she got left too!” She protested when she realized she was in trouble.

“Is that so?” He slid his sunglasses down and raised an eyebrow at me. Damn, he was handsome. Like if I could create a man in a lab, this was who I would create. My heartbeat quickened as blood started to rush to my face, flushing my cheeks. If Bryce came back now I was dead. He was constantly getting jealous, even though I had always been loyal. I even cut off a lot of my guy friends, just to prove to him that he was the only one. As loyal as I was, I still found myself drawn to this man, almost as if it was out of my control. Pulling myself together, I answered.

“My boyfriend was concerned about your niece being out here by herself and asked me to stay and make sure she was safe.” I explained. “For the record, she wouldn’t speak to him, so she did listen to you, sort of.” 

He smiled taking off his sunglasses. “Thank you…?”

“Kachine.” 

His eyes sparkled in the sunlight and it was so beautiful it took my breath away. “That’s an uncommon name.” He commented, his blue eyes scanning over me as if to commit this moment to memory. I’d never felt so self conscious in my life. All I wanted to do was fix my hair and smooth out my clothes, but Bryce would be back any minute and would see that as a sign of flirting. Lex looked strong, but Bryce would still pick a fight. Child present or not.

“So is yours. Lex? As in Lex Luthor?”

“More as in, she can’t say Alexander yet.”

“Ah, I see. Well, it’s a nice name.” I found myself blushing again. What was wrong with me? Bryce was going to flip out and our week would be ruined if I didn’t get a grip. I’d met hot guys before, that’s all he was. A hot guy. No need to lose my head.

“My name is Taya! And Uncle Lex is taking me to the waterslide!” Thankful for the distraction I latched on to the change of subject.

“It’s nice to meet you Taya. That sounds like so much fun!”

“You got that right.” Alexander smiled as he unloaded his armful of things into the back of his rusting car. Despite his smile, he still seemed on edge and my mind started spiraling again at all the possible scenarios. Just then, my phone rang.

“It was nice to meet you Taya!” I waved to the girl before answering my phone.

“Hey Bryce, the girl is fine. I was right, her uncle came back for her right away.”

“Wow, Kay. I was concerned for someone’s well being and all you wanted to be was right?” His voice was cold and quiet, making my stomach drop.

“Sorry. It’s not like that, I just meant she’s safe.”

“Whatever. This is going to take longer than I thought. Why don’t you get a head start and go on without me.” His words were like stones dropping into my stomach.

“Bryce, we were going to drive together, I can wait.” The delay would mean slow traffic and bad weather, but the whole point of road trips was the quality time together. It would be fine.

“No. This is going to take a couple of hours. By then we’ll be stuck in traffic and I’m not going to listen to you bitch the whole way there.” Indignation roared within me but I quickly pressed it down. Getting defensive would not help.

“Bryce, I don’t care about the traffic, I want to spend time with you.”

“Just go ahead, take a nice long bubble bath or whatever, and I’ll be there by morning okay?” 

I sighed as he ignored me. “Bryce, we were going to split the gas, I can’t afford…” I nearly bit off my tongue stopping myself from bringing up my financial situation.

“What?”

“Uh, nothing. I just didn’t budget for filling up my car too, but I can move some things around.”

Alexander paused, making me feel self conscious again. Maybe he forgot something? I hoped he wasn’t listening, although I don’t know why. By the looks of his car, he wasn’t much better off than me. Plus he was a complete stranger. Why on earth did I feel the need to impress him?

“I’m trying to do something nice Kay. Why is nothing ever good enough for you?”

“No, It’s fine, I really appreciate this trip. I’ll meet you there.” I rushed through my words trying to fix whatever I had done to piss him off. The phone clicked, Bryce not even bothering to say goodbye. He could be so distant sometimes.

“Goodbye!” Taya waved as they pulled out of the stall. Waving back at her I smiled, glad I parked there. The little girl had brightened up my day, and did I ever need it. Backing out of my stall I headed to the closest gas station.

* * *




Shifting my weight, I watched the number on the pump climb. I could find a way to make it work, I had to. Maybe I could do some ghostwriting. I didn’t like it, but I was good at it. Melissa would be livid but she wouldn’t hesitate to help me cover a bill. That would be a last resort though. The last thing I needed was to give her another reason to hate Bryce. My stomach rumbled as I walked in to pay. Whatever snacks Bryce had planned were in his car, not mine. The soggy gas station sandwiches never looked so good and I grabbed one without thinking before shaking my head and putting it back. Was the Lodge all inclusive? Either way, I should wait for Bryce and his healthy snacks. Instead, I grabbed some energy drinks. Driving long distances always made me nervous and I needed to stay alert. If only I had Taya’s energy.

My mind wandered as I stood in line. For some reason, I could not get Alexander out of my head. This was so unlike me. I had never cheated on Bryce, not even emotionally. Why was I so drawn to this stranger? We didn’t even speak long enough for me to know anything about him. Just that he was taking his niece to a waterslide, and there was nothing special about that.

“Are you following me?” A familiar deep voice made me jump and I spun around to face my new friends from the mall.

“I could ask you the same question.” I countered, a smile creeping onto my face. I couldn’t help it, something about him just made me so happy. Maybe it was that he had Taya with him. She was the cutest.

“You know I’m on my way to the waterslide with a toddler, I have no time for any side quests.” His voice was rough making my insides squirm. “You on the other hand, who knows what you’re up to.” His twinkling eyes were the only indication that he was joking with me as he stared me down.

“I’ll have you know I have an important quest of my own.” I straightened my spine and adjusted my purse.

“Is that so?”

“I’m on my way to the Holiday Lodge. My boyfriend is treating me for my birthday.” 

The twinkle vanished, and it looked like he was thinking hard about something. “Well, happy birthday then.” He forced a smile and I shrugged.

“It was like a month ago but thanks anyway.” 

Alexander’s eyebrows came together like he was trying to solve a complicated math equation. “He forgot his own girlfriend’s birthday?”

“No,” Shaking my head I laughed at how concerned he was for the emotional well being of a complete stranger. “He just got sick and we couldn’t go out to celebrate. He’s making up for it now.” 

He relaxed and gave a single nod of approval. “Good. Birthdays are important. You’re worth celebrating.” He obviously meant it as a blanket statement and not that I personally was worth celebrating, but that didn’t stop my traitorous heart from fluttering at his words. “Those any good?” He nodded to the cans I was hugging to my chest bringing me back to reality.

“I, uh, I don’t know honestly.” Pushing my hair behind my ear I tried to stay focused. “I don’t like energy drinks.”

“But your boyfriend does?” He concluded.

“No, well, yes he does, but these are for me. Highway driving makes me sleepy which makes me nervous, which makes me consume,” Holding up the can I read out loud “Super Energy Plus Lightning Power with natural blueberry flavor.” He looked at the can like it was a used diaper.

“What sold you? The lightning or the blueberry?”

“The price tag,” I said honestly, having grabbed the cheapest ones I could find. “but the blueberries are a nice touch. I tried growing them this year but they didn’t turn out great.”

“You have a garden? My mother loves gardening.” He smiled fondly and my heart melted. Caring, handsome, and loved his mother?

“I wish! I’m in a small apartment, but I love plants. Pretty sure I have more greenery than furniture.”

Alexander’s tough guy demeanor slowly faded as we chatted in line. He came across as very educated and proper, but not stuffy. He seemed like the kind of guy you could have just as much fun with at an opera as at a football game. He was so sweet too. Taya seemed to mean a lot to him. Seeing him talk so lovingly about her, it was an attractive quality. He definitely didn’t seem like a kidnapper like my wild imagination first suggested. Curiosity finally got the better of me, and while Taya was off oogling the candy stand I had to ask.

“Alexander, Taya said something about not being able to see her mom for a long time. Is she alright?” His calm demeanor instantly changed as he shot an annoyed glance at his niece. My stomach knotted. “I only ask, because I work with a charity that helps families with sick members stay on their feet. If that’s a resource that you might be interested in.” I continued in a rush, trying to make him feel more at ease. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to come across as nosey.” 

He relaxed a little and met my eyes again. “Thank you. Her mother is in a position where she does need help. Too stubborn to accept any though.” With a loving smile, he looked back at Taya. “I told her I wanted quality time with my niece, but it was only to get Taya out of there. She’s not even capable of taking care of herself right now, never mind a child.”

“I’m sorry, that must be hard.” It was easy to see how much he loved his family. It would really suck to watch the people you love struggle.

“You have no idea.” He sighed looking so broken and I felt bad for bringing it up. Suddenly he lit up. “Do you have a card?” He asked with a bit of hope in his voice. I nodded and started digging through my purse.

“I do, but it’s not for the charity. If your sister ever changes her mind about help, you can give me a call and I’ll get you connected.” Our hands brushed as I handed him the card and he shocked me. I jumped a little making him chuckle. “Did I get you too?” I asked. He didn’t answer as he read over my card, eyebrows raised.

“Wait, you write…?”

“Shh!” I cut him off nodding towards Taya. “It’ll ruin the magic.”

He nodded in understanding, a smile coming back to his face as he continued scanning over my card details. I wrote the Miss Mouse series. Actually, I had written lots of children’s books, and been fairly successful at it. My stomach was turning as I watched him pocket the card. If I could help out his sister, I wanted to, but Bryce picked up my phone sometimes, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain a tall dark handsome man calling my personal number instead of the charity. Alexander paid for his things and turned to go back outside.

“It was nice bumping into you again!” I smiled at Taya.

“Yeah! You’re really pretty, do you want to go to the waterslides with us? Uncle Lex isn’t as fun as you are.”

“Ouch,” Alexander feigned getting hit in the heart making me giggle.

“Thanks for inviting me, sweetie, but I have plans.”

She pouted, and I felt like joining in her protest. For some unknown reason, I really enjoyed hanging out with them, more than any of my other friends. We said our goodbyes, and I found myself hoping that he would use my card. Bryce could get over it, I was allowed to have friends. As I turned to the cashier I started pulling out my card.

“That won’t be necessary ma’am.” The cheerful woman at the counter smiled. Had my encounter with Alex really left my brain this scrambled? Glancing around for the sign I must have missed I asked,

“Sorry, was I supposed to pay at the pump?”

“No darling you’re fine. That handsome gentleman took care of everything for you.”

Jaw hanging open I stood frozen. Why? Maybe he did overhear me in the parking lot. If he did, that was incredibly generous of him. Holding up the drinks in my hands, she said,

“Yes Hun, those too. And…” She pushed a sandwich across the counter, and I somehow knew it was the exact one I was holding earlier. “They sure don’t make them like that anymore, I really hope he calls you.” She winked before waving forward to the next customer.
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The muscles in my arms started to get sore as I kept my grip tight on the wheel. The energy drinks seemed to be working but they had my mind spinning at a million miles per hour. Alexander knew I had a boyfriend, right? Bryce had come up more than once, he had to know I wasn’t single, so why did he cover my gas? A gust of wind rocked the car and I clung on even tighter, my forearms screaming in protest. Perhaps he was genuinely a kind soul, paying it forward with no ulterior motive. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t have been more grateful. Especially for the sandwich. I couldn’t imagine what the drinks would have done to my empty stomach when they were already making me nauseous. Too bad he hadn’t given me his card so I could thank him. The image of Bryce finding Alexander’s card in my purse, eyes dark, and jaw set snapped me out of it. On second thought, it was better this way.

All the sports drinks I had consumed to stay awake were finally catching up with me and I couldn’t pull into the gas station fast enough. The sun had long since disappeared behind the clouds and the wind had picked up considerably. The forecast predicted a storm but I hadn’t worried about it because I wasn’t going to be the one driving. The only thing worse than highway driving was driving in the rain, and I hoped I would make it to the Lodge before the clouds spilled. Attempting to escape the harsh wind I sprinted into the building, and froze as a wave of joy flooded through me. Alexander was standing in line at the counter, and Taya was clutching his leg. Looks like I’d get to thank him after all. It definitely looked like I was following them now, but I was so happy to see them that I didn’t care. Forgetting my task at hand, I pushed my wild hair off my face and walked up to them quietly.

“Are you sure you’re not following me?” This time I was the one making him jump.

“Hey, I was here first. Clearly, you’re following me!” He joked back. His whole demeanor was much more laid back than even just a couple of hours ago. He seemed almost happier to see me than I was him.

“Kashy!” Taya exclaimed and hugged my legs, the happiest of all. “You’re coming to the waterslide?”

It was getting harder and harder to say no to this little girl, but it wasn’t like I could invite myself no matter how badly I wanted to go. Especially when I was spending the week with my very jealous boyfriend. Maybe it was close to the Lodge? Maybe Bryce and I could run into them there? No, that was insane. I would have to explain Alexander and Taya to Bryce and that would not go over well. Without warning my brain detached itself from my mouth.

“Which waterslide are you going to?” My eyes widened at my words. Where did that even come from?

“What’s it called Lexy?” She looked up at him expectantly. He froze, and I couldn’t blame him. This crazy lady who was seemingly stalking him now wanted to know where he was going next. Kneeling to be closer to her level I said,

“I’m sorry Taya, I think your waterslide is too far away from where I’m going.”

“But you have a car! You can go wherever you want!” 

I chuckled at her innocence and remembered a simpler time when I thought the same. “I’m meeting someone. Imagine how sad they would be if I didn’t show up. Don’t you think it would hurt their feelings?” She thought about it for a moment and I guess it was a good enough reason because she was soon distracted by the candy rack again.

“Sorry about her.” Alexander sighed rubbing the back of his neck as I stood.

“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have got her hopes up by asking where you were going. It just kinda slipped out.” 

Taya tugged at Alexander’s shirt. “Lexy, I gotta go!”

“I know, I’ll be right there.”

“I can’t hold it, it’s an emergency!” 

Brows furrowed he stared at her for a moment before looking back at me hopefully. “Do you think?”

Suddenly I remembered why I had come inside in the first place and taking Taya to the bathroom sounded like a great idea. “Oh my goodness I need to go to the bathroom so bad! But I hate going by myself, Taya, will you come with me?” 

She looked up at him still dancing on the spot.

“Yes, you can go.” She darted down the hall before the words finished coming out of his mouth, “Thank you.” He mouthed at me before I turned to follow, slightly surprised that he trusted me alone with her.

Taya stood with both hands on the door putting her whole weight into it without it budging. Smiling I pushed the door open and tried to keep my smile walking through the wet scraps of toilet paper on the floor. No wonder I never left home, people were disgusting.

“Do you need help?” I asked, side stepping a puddle of who knows what.

“No, I’m a big girl!” She announced. “Just like Miss Mouse.”

“You’re right, she’s a big kid, just like you.” Using my knee I opened a stall and grabbed Taya’s shoulder before she ran to the unflushed toilet. “Hold on, let’s try a different one.” She raced ahead of me and copied my knee maneuver, looking back over her shoulder hopefully. Thankfully this stall looked alright. “Okay go ahead.” She closed the door and I went into the stall next to her, keeping my elbows tight to my body so I didn’t touch anything.

“Have you read Miss Mouse Cleans A House?” Taya asked, seemingly unperturbed by our surroundings.

“Yes.”

“Do you think she would clean a gas station?” I laughed and started scraping at the giant wheel of toilet paper looking for an edge. Taya was hilarious. Alexander seemed like a really good guy who loved his niece, you would think he would be a little more protective. Then again, maybe he felt the same way I did. Sometimes you just really connect with people.

“Maybe.”

“Have you read Miss Mouse Meets A Dog?”

“Yup.” 

She flushed and I hurried to catch up.

“Miss Mouse Sees a Dinosaur?”

“Mhhm.” I flushed and joined her at the sinks.

“Miss Mouse and her First Day Of School?”

“Yeah, that one too. Hold on, let me wash my hands first. Then I can pick you up, okay?” The counter was covered in water and if she tried to reach she would end up getting soaked. Taya didn’t stop talking the whole time. Mostly about Miss Mouse, a topic I was more than comfortable with. After we washed our hands, we stepped back into the storefront where Alexander was nowhere to be seen. My heart dropped. No, no, no. Maybe he was in the bathroom? Grabbing Taya’s hand I returned to the small hall where the bathrooms were and knocked on the men’s door. Silence. Cracking the door open I called out,

“Alexander?” Still nothing. Taya was sweet, but if he abandoned her with me I was going to be pissed. Just my luck. How was I going to explain a kid to Bryce? His car, he had to be filling up his car. Biting my lip I scanned the parking lot. The trees were swaying heavily and trash was flying down the road, but the old Buick wasn’t at the pumps, or even in the parking lot. My skin started to prick. What in the world was I supposed to do? I couldn’t leave her here. Just then his beat up car pulled up and screeched to a halt putting breath back in my lungs. Alexander jumped out and ran inside. While at first I was relieved to see him, he looked worried, making me tense again.

“Lexy! Kashy has read all the Miss Mouse books!”

“That’s great sweetheart, I need you to go to the car right now.” There was an urgency in his voice that gripped me. Something was wrong. Maybe something happened to her mom? Whatever the reason, he wanted Taya in that car yesterday.

“Race you!” I gave Taya a nudge and all three of us ran out into the storm.

It had started to rain, the wind blowing so hard that the water was like a thousand tiny needles hitting my face. Taya’s car seat was on the passenger’s side, but I decided to buckle her in from the inside on the driver’s side instead of standing exposed in the harsh weather. Both my and Alexander’s cell phones suddenly buzzed loudly. Probably a weather alert, so much for beating the rain. Would Bryce drive in the storm? Maybe there was a place nearby I could wait for him to pick me up on his way down. My body slammed into the backseat of the car jarring me from my thoughts as Alexander raced through the parking lot.

“What are you doing?” The open door slammed shut by the momentum of the car.

“I’m sorry Kachine, we have to get out of here now.”

“What are you talking about? My car is right there, just stop and let me out.” My heart raced, but I managed to keep my voice steady. How was I stupid enough to get in the backseat of a stranger’s car?

“No. Trust me, we need to get out of here.” His words dripped with authority but he seemed just as unhappy to be taking me as I was to be taken.

“Sure. Trust the man who is literally kidnapping me.” All my alarm bells were going off. Not being kidnapped so much, but that I was surprisingly calm. It didn’t feel like I was in danger, it actually felt like I was safer with this man than not. That’s what was scaring me. He was a stranger. A stranger who was quite a bit bigger and stronger than I was and I had no weapons. My gut told me I wouldn’t need them which only confused me more. My intuition was usually right but maybe that gas station food got to me because it had to be wrong about this. The smart thing to do would be to jump out and scream for help, but Taya had picked up that something was wrong and I didn’t want to scare her any more than she already ready was.

“I’m serious Alexander, this isn’t cool. Stop the car.” I tried to keep my voice firm enough to not scare Taya but also show I meant business.

“No.” He aggressively peeled out onto the main highway, making it impossible for me to get out without seriously injuring myself. Why didn’t I jump out while we were still in the parking lot? Because I was stupid, that’s why. Common sense should always overrule gut feelings. After Taya was buckled in safely I climbed into the front seat. If this was an actual kidnapping I didn’t want to be where the child locks could have been activated. He didn’t stop me or seem to mind. Maybe he just wanted me closer so stabbing me would be easier.

“Why don’t you want to sit with me?” Taya pouted from the back.

“Maybe later sweetheart.” We sped down the slick highway fast enough that I immediately buckled myself in despite still knowing I should jump ship, then turned to Alexander and gave him my best stare down. “Pull over.”

“I’m not leaving you out in the storm,” He said rather coolly, before softening slightly. “I’m sorry Kachine. Believe me, this is not how I wanted today to go. I know you’re scared but I promise I’m not going to hurt you.”

“You’re scared Kashy?” Taya spoke up from the back seat.

“Uh,” Yes, but I wasn’t about to admit that in front of my kidnapper. Best to act fearless like Melissa. What would she do if she was in this situation? Nothing came to mind because she would never be this careless. “No, Taya, just surprised.”

“I get scared all the time.” She continued. “Lexy told me when I’m scared I can hide in the closet or under the bed and he’ll come to protect me.”

“That’s really nice of him.” I said through gritted teeth. Explaining to her that it was her uncle I wanted to get away from was far too difficult. Even more difficult was that I didn’t want to get away from him. Why wasn’t I more freaked out? Maybe I was drugged. The Sandwich! What drug kept you coherent? I was coherent wasn’t I? Just strangely at peace about an unpeaceful situation.

“The car doesn’t have a bed or a closet but here,” I turned around to her handing me a knitted blanket. “You can hide under here until you feel safe.” With no intention to hinder my sight or mobility, I took the blanket from her.

“Thank you, Taya, but I don’t need to hide right now.”

“You’ll feel better, I promise!”

After multiple refusals she still wouldn’t let it go, asking over and over like kids do. Sighing, I looked over Alexander once again. His eyes were focused on the road, not me. His body was tense but he was focused and calm. He hadn’t said a thing, but Taya was starting to get upset. If I was really being kidnapped I was screwed either way, and if I wasn’t, well what would it hurt? I placed the blanket over my head to humor her, surprised by how comforting it was. No longer feeling the obligation to keep a brave face for Taya, I could let myself sort through all my feelings. The pattern of the blanket made it so that I could see out through the holes just fine, keeping an eye on my surroundings, but Alexander couldn’t see my face anymore. Only now I noticed how tense my body was. Taking some deep breaths I tried to calm down. Okay, let’s figure this out.

Besides driving away with me in his car, Alexander hadn’t given off any bad vibes or shown any red flags. Even now, he was giving me the space I needed and not forcing his side of the story onto me. Maybe we really were in trouble. Who would plan a kidnapping with a child in tow? And he hadn’t been following me. He was at the gas station before I was, if anything I had accidentally been following him. I studied his chiseled face through the netted blanket. The wool was scratchy on my face making me want to look away but I couldn’t take my eyes off Alexander. He genuinely looked worried. He had taken his phone out and was texting furiously with his eyes locked on the road. He was making no moves to touch or hurt me, and it was easy to see something had spooked him. If something scared a man as big as him, perhaps I really was safer in his car than at the gas station by myself.

That left the question being, what had spooked him so badly? Was it the weather alert? Was there a tornado heading our way? The traffic traveling in the opposite direction told me probably not. Deciding to plan for the worst and expect the best, I rummaged in my purse trying to find something that could be used as a weapon. I supposed I could keep my keys between my fingers, and my body spray at close range would hurt his eyes. Adjusting accordingly I slid the blanket off my head and kept my makeshift defense hidden on my lap underneath it just in case. Turning to Alexander I asked,

“Would you care to enlighten me as to why we had to leave the gas station so quickly? More specifically, why I needed to leave so quickly with you?” His eyes shifted to his rearview mirror checking on Taya.

“Could I tell you later?” He muttered under his breath.

“No.” I said firmly, proud of myself for being so bold. “Tell me now. Carefully if you need to, but now.” 

He shifted uneasily and glanced back at Taya again before saying. “There was a dangerous person at the gas station. Staying any longer, or leaving you on your own would have put you both at risk.” His answer only gave me more questions but apparently, the details were too much for Taya, and I didn’t want to scare her either.

“Fine.” Crossing my arms I continued. “But I expect a better answer later.”

“And I will give you one, I promise.” He paused, looking me over. “You know, you’re surprisingly calm.”

“Well, it’s my first kidnapping. There’s really no etiquette for these things.” I quipped. His eyes sparkled as he smiled, putting me at ease. “Thank you by the way,” I said softly. “For paying for me at the gas station earlier. I really appreciated it.”

“It was nothing.” He shrugged it off, then asked, “You were planning on staying at The Holiday Lodge right?”

“Yeah. Bryce booked us a room for this next week.” His grip on the wheel tightened, flexing his exposed forearms. My mouth dried as I pushed away the thought of how those hands would feel while gripping me.

“Tell you what, I’ll make sure you get there, and I’ll cover the cost of everything, but can you do me one little favor?”

“You really don’t have to do all that, just getting me there would be fine.” I answered nervously, ignoring his question.

“I owe you.” He shrugged. “But I really need that favor.”

“Maybe?” I looked at him suspiciously.

“Stay with me until I can make sure you’re safe.”

My eyes widened. Bryce hadn’t been very clear. What did he say? He’d be there by morning, did that mean late tonight? Surely Alexander didn’t mean staying with him overnight. My heartbeat quickened as my mind flashed with images of his forearms flexing as he gripped my thighs, pulling himself between my legs, and I hoped he interpreted the red in my cheeks as anger. What the heck? I didn’t even think about Bryce like that.

“Absolutely not!”

“Kachine, it’s in your best interest to trust me.” He said without batting an eye.

“I don’t know you!” I pointed out. “Besides, I’ll be plenty safe at the hotel.” Bryce could protect me from anything, it was the one thing I could always count on him for.

“Security can’t stop everything.”

I’m sure they could but I felt the need to reiterate that I was seeing someone. A strong and protective someone. “I wasn’t talking about security. I’m sure a place like that has intense protocols, but my boyfriend, Bryce, he’ll make sure I’m safe.”

“This is not something he can protect you from.” 

I almost laughed. “Well you don’t know Bryce, and trust me, you don’t want to know him if he finds us in a room together.”

“You don’t have a choice.” He growled. “If you do not stay with me, I will stay with you, and you’ll have to explain to your boyfriend why I was in your room.”

“I’m not staying in the same room as a complete stranger.”

“We’re not strangers anymore.”

“I’ll call security.”

“And they will not stop me.” His voice was deathly serious and at least an octave lower than when we first met. How he would stop security was a mystery but there wasn’t a shadow of a doubt in my mind that he would. Whoever this dangerous man was, Alexander was determined to keep me from him, and I couldn’t deny It felt nice to feel protected. If Bryce wasn’t on his way already, he would be once I filled him in. That would mean I’d only need to hang out with Alex and Taya for a few hours, not overnight. Telling Bryce I was with a strange man wouldn’t end well, but it would be better than him finding out I spent the night in the same room as said strange man when he got there in the morning.

“Fine, but only until Bryce arrives.”

“Deal.” His whole body relaxed.

“Kashy is sleeping over?!” Taya cried out from the back seat.

“Not all night, just until my boyfriend joins us.” I plastered a smile on my face and turned around. “But we can still have fun!”

“YES! We can have ice cream and Lexy can read us all the Miss Mouse stories!”

“I’ll read you one Miss Mouse story.” He countered.

“Please Lexy?” She begged.

“I’ll stay on one condition,” I smirked at Alexander. “All the Miss Mouse books.”

“Well, I can see I’m outnumbered.” A small smile formed on his lips as he spoke.

“Yes, you are.” I grinned, feeling slightly better about being alone with this man and his niece. Besides, what could he possibly get up to with Taya in the room? Worst case scenario I could tell the staff I was in danger and I’m sure they would help me despite what Alexander thought. “I just gotta make a couple of phone calls.” 

Alexander glanced warily my way as I started digging in my purse for my phone. “Kachine, I…”

“Not to the cops.” Rolling my eyes, I interrupted him, and pulled out my cell. His grip tightened on the steering wheel, probably thinking I was about to report him. He could afford to trust me this little bit though, I was sure trusting him with much more. Opening my recent messages I pulled up my recent texts with Melissa and hit call.

“What did he do?” Melissa’s accusatory tone shot through the speaker the second she answered. Anger flushed through me, already on edge from everything going on. Now wasn’t the time to argue with her about Bryce. It wasn’t even his fault this time…Well not really.

“Nothing, I just need a favor,” I explained trying to stay calm.

“Maybe, what’s up?” She asked suspiciously.

“My car is at the ‘Just fill me up’ gas station, the one just a couple hours south of town. Could you pick it up for me?”

“He made you meet him that far away?”

“No,” My stomach twisted. “Just, it’s a lot to explain right now. Can you move it?”

“Of course, but why is it there? I thought Bryce was meeting you at the mall?” She spat Bryce’s name with venom.

“Change of plans. I’ll tell you about it later. I just don’t want it to get towed.” I didn’t really feel like getting a lecture on poor life choices. Not that I had really chosen this. Maybe I did. I could have gotten out of the car when we were still in the parking lot. Why did I stay?

“Sure thing, Babe. Anything else?” Finally, she started to sound a little more relaxed.

“There’s some stuff in my bag that will melt when the sun comes back out. Could you bring it inside if it’s not too much trouble?”

“Yeah, but don’t you need your stuff with you?”

“I told you, change of plans. I’ll explain everything when I get home.” There was silence on the line for a few moments before she asked,

“You’re okay, right?”

“Yeah, everything is fine, just not planned.”

“Okay. Talk to you later. Have a great vacation, Hun! You deserve it.”

“Thanks, Mel. Love you.”

Hearing her voice made me feel a little bit better. Melissa was always looking out for me, and I knew if anything happened she would be the first one to track me down. Alexander, on the other hand, hadn’t relaxed at all. Every so often shooting me a nervous glance, looking like he really wanted to say something but kept changing his mind.

Bryce didn’t answer when I called, but I was slightly relieved. He was going to be so angry I was with another guy. Maybe he didn’t need to know. If I was back in our room, and Alex was gone by tomorrow morning, what reason would I even have to tell him? Honesty and trust, those were my reasons. I shook my head snapping out of it. He needed to know. I was doing nothing wrong, but keeping it a secret? That would be making it seem like I had done something to hide and I didn’t. Still nervous about the whole situation I shot him a text asking him to call me. With that out of the way, I let my mind wander again.

What had spooked Alexander so badly? Human traffickers maybe? That’s the only thing I could think of that would affect both Taya and myself, but how would he even know? Kidnappers generally looked non-threatening, like anyone else in the crowd. Going to dismiss the weather notification, I saw it was actually an amber alert and opened it quickly. Losing a child, I imagined nothing would be more terrifying. My blood turned to ice as it pumped through my veins, freezing my lungs. My vision blurred as I read, only picking out a few words at a time.

Five year old girl,

Last seen with her uncle,

Curly hair,

Taya.
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Like a school of fish around a shark, the sea of people parted around me as I made my way out of the mall, not wanting to be anywhere near the heat of my rage. It would be tangible to most, though they wouldn’t be able to understand it. They would write it off as wanting to stay away from someone so visibly angry when really it was a deep primal instinct meant to keep them alive. Many glanced my way nervously before scurrying to the outer edges of the hall, parents holding their children close and women drawing near to their men. My knuckles were white, clutching the clothing I had grabbed for my niece Taya. The pink and purple floral drawing even more curious glances.

Thankfully, no one recognized me. People often only saw what they wanted to see, and no one would expect to see me here in a rage, with cute children’s clothes swallowed up in my arms. The cashier had been so terrified she’d forgotten to get me a bag and I didn’t have time to wait when she realized her mistake. Enough evil had happened today, and we wouldn’t be safe until we were home. Even coming here was a huge risk, but if I didn’t get some space to calm down I might have shifted while I was driving and gotten in an accident. Taya needed stability right now. Unfortunately, I was all she had and I was far from stable.

My sister, Rose, had reached a new low today. It was common knowledge that your mate rejecting you was painful, but others had persevered and gone on with their lives. Not spiraled into the pits of hell like she had. It had taken everything in me to not shift and rip them all apart. Focusing on getting Taya to safety was the only thing keeping my head on straight, and even now, the drive to kill was dangerously close to the surface. Hopefully, no one would cross my path until we were both safe at home and I had calmed down. As I approached the exit, there was a young couple making out, so caught up in each other they remained unaware of my presence. Their hands wandered over every inch of each other and I wondered why security hadn’t broken them up yet.

“I’m not doing it in a public bathroom.” She muttered amused. “Cancel your meeting and come back to my place.”

He kissed her deeper and I knew that meeting was not happening. With my emotions so high, jealousy easily snuck its way in. Not for the woman but for the relationship. A large part of me yearned to find my mate, but after seeing what had happened with Rose, maybe I was better off for a while. Besides, right now keeping Taya safe was my number one priority. My mate could walk right up to me in the parking lot and I would ignore her.

“You would not!” Kaleo my wolf snorted. The thought of finding our mate slightly distracted him from our anger, but we were still on edge.

“Would too.” I grumbled. “We can’t afford a distraction right now.” The conversation was moot anyway. If she existed at all, the moon goddess had been keeping her hidden from me, as I had yet to prove myself worthy. At least that’s what I assumed, though my father disagreed.

“I wouldn’t let you.” He insisted. “We’ve been waiting for years, Alex. When we find her I’m marking her on the spot.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I said dismissively. When I stepped out of the air conditioned building I clenched my teeth willing myself not to shift. The scorching sun was aggravating as it beat down from the sky and reflected heat from the pavement. Home seemed farther away than usual, and my body a prison. I needed to shift. To go for a run, and get as far away from humans as possible before I accidentally snapped someone’s neck for breathing around me the wrong way. With each step my body tensed, winding up for the inevitable release. Five more cars, three, two. Taya’s sweet voice floated through the summer air and my simmering anger finally started to boil over. I told her not to talk to anyone! Kaleo growled. My heartbeat drummed in my ears drowning out the sound of passing cars and I rounded the corner ready to rip to shreds any human that dared get near her.

A glorious smell hit me like a brick wall stopping me in my tracks. Earthy, and savoury. It soothed my anger and melted the tension from my muscles. My rage was replaced with longing and need. No. Fucking. Way. Taya saw me and broke out into a fit of giggles.

“Uncle Lex, she thinks you’re cool!” The woman in the next car gasped, turning in surprise. Could today get any crazier?

“MATE!” Kaleo went wild in my head. “We found her! She’s here! Don’t you dare walk away.” His excitement, his relief of finally finding our soulmate, and his determination to not let me ignore her as I had promised only minutes ago, it was all too much right now as he skipped around in my mind chattering away about the best day of our lives.

“Shut up!” I snapped at him. “I can’t concentrate. If I scare her, it’ll be your fault.” 

He stilled himself, not wanting anything to come between us and her.

“That’s because I am cool.” I said, attempting to come across as aloof. If I gave her too much attention I may lose control. She was human, which meant she wouldn’t know we were destined for each other. Something that would complicate our future, but was great for a quick getaway which is what I needed. With her not feeling anything except an initial attraction, I could pretend to be unaffected. Any onlookers would never know, keeping her out of harm’s way. Turning my attention back to Taya I scolded,

“I thought I said no talking to strangers?” She was smart and knew better, but I couldn’t be too mad at her. Taya had an excellent judge of character and would naturally feel safe around my destined mate.

“But Uncle Lex she got left too!”

My heart melted as she justified her actions. “Is that so?” I raised an eyebrow at the woman in the car, finally letting myself take her in. Wow, she was beautiful. Her long hair was windswept and had gotten tangled in her seat belt. She was wearing a mustard tank top with a lightweight flowy cardigan over top. Minimal makeup on her pink skin. Just enough to really make her hazel eyes pop. Those eyes would be my undoing if I looked for too long. Eyes were known for being the windows into the soul, and hers was pure, good, and calling to mine.

“She’s too good for you,” Kaleo remarked.

“Too good for us.” I corrected. With flushed cheeks, my shocked mate finally pulled herself together enough to answer me.

“My boyfriend was concerned about your niece being out here by herself and asked me to stay to make sure she was safe. For the record, she wouldn’t speak to him.”

Boyfriend. The word sent a sharp pain through my heart. She was taken. My anger spiked again, but this time it was directed towards myself. The moon goddess was dangling my future just out of reach. I always served my pack well, I worked hard. I was strong and could keep her safe, I was successful and could provide for her, and still wasn’t worthy enough to call her mine. What had I done wrong?

“We can kill him. He’s probably human like she is.” Kaleo offered up his solution.

“We will not be killing anyone today Kaleo. Now please shut up!” Despite how I felt, I smiled and needed to know her name.

“Thank you…?”

“Kachine.”

As she spoke her name, it filled me with life, confirming what I already knew. We were destined to be. Kachine. A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. Something about it felt familiar, but it was probably just the bond. If I’d met her before, I wouldn’t have forgotten. She was absolutely perfect. The timing, far from it.

As I loaded my things into the car, her phone rang and she bid us goodbye. It was the perfect opportunity to pull out my phone and snap a shot of her license plate. With that and her first name, I was sure I could find her again when the timing was right.

“See, you do want our mate!” Kaleo insisted.

“I never said I didn’t want one, I just don’t want one right now this very second. Taya is in danger, and Kachine will be too if we stay any longer.” Memories of why we were here came flooding back as I remembered the task at hand.

“Hey Bryce, the girl is fine.” Her melodious voice reached my ears. Calming me down from my disastrous morning.

“Bryce.” Kaleo spat. “I hate him.”

Not wanting to come across as nosey, or worse, creepy, I kept my eyes on my work, folding and refolding the clothes as an excuse to stay close to her for as long as possible. Her voice was a terrible combination of sadness and fear. We hated him even more.

“Bryce, you know I can’t afford that. We were going to split the gas.” Idiot. Leaving her with a bill she couldn’t pay.

“We could pay for her? You have lots of money!” The drive to provide for her was overwhelming, but if anyone was watching…No. Too dangerous.

“No, that would be completely inappropriate. Taya, we need to get Taya out of town.” Putting the car in reverse, I pulled out of the parking stall fighting Kaleo every moment of it.

“We can’t leave her! We’ll never find her again!”

“You’re being dramatic. I took down her license plate. Finding her now will be easy.”

Kaleo raged, trying to take control, but I held firm. So much for stopping to get some space and calm down. Finding Kachine though, was nothing short of a miracle. This Bryce character whoever he was, even if he was charming, had nothing on the bond. I wanted to make her mine so badly, but it was better this way. Keeping my distance would keep her safe. At least that’s what I kept telling myself over and over as we drove. It may have been different if she was a wolf. She would have understood, but humans? They took time. Not only would I have to explain my kind to her without freaking her out, she needed to be educated and know exactly what she was committing to. Wolves who marked human mates without showing them the full picture were assholes, and their mates were likely to become resentful.

My car dinged and my gas light lit up. Today had been such a whirlwind I hadn’t even noticed how low on fuel I was. Luckily there was a gas station right before the highway.

“Uncle Lexy are you mad at me?” Taya piped up from the back seat. Swallowing hard I pushed down my raging emotions, determined to make her feel safe.

“No, Taya. I was just worried about you. Talking to strangers is dangerous.” 

Looking out the window she swung her legs. “Kashy wasn’t dangerous, she was sad.”

“Sad?” Kaleo and I perked up. What made her sad? She seemed fine when we got there. “Why do you think she was sad?”

“A man was yelling at her. I wouldn’t talk to him though, he was mean.”

My grip tightened on the wheel. Was that Bryce? When she spoke with him on the phone she was so tense. Was she scared of him? Was he hurting her?

“Go back!” Kaleo urged.

“We can’t” I grumbled. “She’s probably gone by now.”

“You lost her!” Kaleo roared, pushing forward to shift.

“I. Did. Not. Loose. Her.” I gritted out as I pulled into the gas station. “Right now, keeping her safe means staying away.”

“That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” He huffed.

Out in the heat again I rolled my shoulders as I pumped my car full of gas. What I wouldn’t give for a freak snowstorm.

“Uncle Lexy, I’m hungry.” Taya wined. My stomach dropped. Shit, how had I not thought about that earlier? This was why I didn’t deserve Kachine, I couldn’t even take care of a five year old.

“Alright, give me a minute and we can go pick out some snacks, okay?”

“Okay!” She lit up. We normally didn’t eat a lot of junk food, so the gas station was a special treat for her. When the tank was full I opened the backseat and stared at all the buckles keeping her in place. When I was doing my research for the safest car seat I neglected to take into account how user friendly it was. It had taken me ten minutes to get her strapped in this morning.

“That one Uncle Lexy.” Taya pointed to a silver buckle to her right.

“I knew that.” I teased. “I was just testing you.”

“Just hurry! We need to get the snacks!” She squirmed as if the snacks would disappear if we didn’t walk inside right this instant.

“The snacks aren’t going anywhere” I chuckled as I brought a strap over her head. “There, you’re free, common.” 

She hopped down and grabbed my hand before dragging me inside. When the door opened her eyes widened and she started bouncing on the balls of her feet. Seeing her happy put me at ease. She was safe.

“Our mate would be safe too if she were here.” Kaleo grumbled. Ignoring him I handed Taya a shopping basket.

“If it fits inside here, I’ll buy it okay?”

Her eyes got even wider as she nodded excitedly pulling the basket from my hands. It was a small store, so it was easy to keep an eye on her as I made my way to the back to grab myself a slushie. If I couldn’t go for a run to cool off, this would have to do. The bell at the door jingled and I froze as Kachine’s beautiful scent hit me once again, bringing me joy and despair at the same time. Stupid moon goddess. Didn’t she realize there were more important things going on? Why was she torturing me like this?

“It’s a sign! Go talk to her.”

I was more likely to hide in the bathroom until she left, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she wandered down an aisle. She was holding a sandwich with a look of desperate longing as if she hadn’t eaten in days. With her shoulders slumped in defeat she put it back and walked away. Instinctively I strode forward and sniffed out the package with her scent still lingering on it. She was hungry, and I’d be damned if I was going to let my mate go without food when she obviously needed it. She mentioned she couldn’t afford gas, so it was an easy conclusion to assume she couldn’t afford food either. She was standing in line now and hadn’t seen me yet. It would be easy to avoid her but the desire to talk to her was almost painful.

“You win Kaleo.” I sighed as I strode to the line. Taya joined me with her basketful of snacks. It was more than I expected but she had a rough day, and could eat as much junk food as she wanted if it gave her comfort.

“See! The moon goddess gave us a second chance! Mark her!”

“Sure Kaleo, let’s mark a human in the middle of a crowded gas station. That will go over well.” Finally, he shut up. Keeping our kind a secret was our most important law. Slowly we stalked up to our prey.

“Are you following me?” 

She jumped, spinning around to face me. When she registered who I was her eyes lit up and my heart swelled. “I could ask you the same question.” Her smile was absolutely dazzling.

“You know I’m on my way to the waterslide with a toddler, I have no time for any side quests. You on the other hand, who knows what you’re up to.” I teased.

“I’ll have you know I have an important quest of my own.” She shot back with a smile.

“Is that so?” The stupid bond made it impossible to mind my own business.

“I’m on my way to the Holiday Lodge. My boyfriend is treating me for my birthday.” Stupid boyfriend. I already hated him for existing. More for leaving her with a gas bill she couldn’t afford, and now for doing this on her birthday. She deserved better.

“We would never treat her like that.” Kaleo growled in agreement. When I realized I had been silent for too long I said,

“Well, happy birthday then.”

“It was like a month ago but thanks anyway.” She shrugged.

“So, he missed her birthday, and is making her spend money she doesn’t have?” Kaleo clarified.

“So it would seem.”

Pushing past my anger towards Bryce, I enjoyed being close to her as we chatted in line. Her mesmerizing voice almost put me in a trance as we went through the obligatory small talk. It wasn’t small with her though, and I filed away every detail. How she hated energy drinks, but highway driving made her sleepy. Rainy days were her favorite because she could imagine she lived in a rainforest, apparently, she had a lot of plants that her best friend teased her about. The first thing I’d do when I got home was build her a hidden garden, just for the two of us. A sacred place where we can get away from it all. There would be a reading bench under the shade of a large tree. Images of her bent over the bench filled my mind. Stray twigs and leaves tangled in her hair from when I had her pressed up against the tree moments before, her flushed face dazed in ecstasy. Shit. I needed to get my head screwed on straight. Moving my items in front of me I hid my growing arousal. Taya was strategically stacking more treats in her basket as we waited and I realized I would have to take some away during the drive or she’d get sick. Shifting on her feet, Kachine looked up at me with those big doe eyes now filled with concern. Fuck! Did she see my boner? She’d think I was a creep.

“Alexander,” She hesitated, “Taya said something about not being able to see her mom for a long time. Is she alright?” 

My jaw ticked. Could not one thing go right today? It’s not like I could blame Taya. She didn’t know any better, but how was I going to explain what was going on with her mother? Kachine must have noticed I was uncomfortable because she jumped back in. 

“I only ask, because I work for a charity that helps families with sick members stay on their feet, if that’s a resource that you might be interested in. Sorry, I didn’t mean to come across as nosey.” She bit her lip as she looked up at me nervously and my defenses melted. How about that?

“What?” Kaleo barged into the conversation.

“She doesn’t know who I am.” At the mall, with my sunglasses and people avoiding me, I expected to fly under the radar. She had seen me close up though, and I assumed…

“How do you know?”

“Because anyone who knows who I am knows I run charities, I don’t need them.”

Impressed with her caring nature, I relaxed again and explained that my sister did in fact need help but wouldn’t accept it. She was sympathetic but didn’t pity me which was much appreciated. It was nice to have the freedom to be myself around her. My public persona was exhausting at times. Kachine was growing on me quickly which was bad. She needed more time. Would she dump her boyfriend for me without understanding the bond? It’s not exactly something I could go over in a crowded place. Suddenly, I had a great idea.

“Do you have a card?” 

She nodded happily as she opened her purse. “I do, but it’s not for the charity. If she ever changes her mind about help, you can give me a call and I’ll get you connected.”

Yes! Her personal number. This was even better! Kaleo did a happy dance to celebrate. I didn’t know how I was going to justify calling her, but I would figure that out later. Our hands touched when she handed me her card causing the sparks from our bond to make her jump and I couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction.

“Did I get you too?” She asked. Distracted by her card, I didn’t answer her.

Kachine Kendra Johnson - Children’s Author

“Wait, you write…?”

“Shh! It’ll ruin the magic!” She muttered nervously as she glanced over at Taya.

This couldn’t be a coincidence. Kachine was the author of my niece’s favorite books under the name Kendra J. That’s why her name was so familiar, I had looked her up hoping to find a book signing. If anything, this gave me a better reason to call her. I had friends in publishing, maybe I could get her a better contract. Obviously, the one she had now was subpar. Again my anger flared at Bryce knowing that she didn’t have the money budgeted out for this. If he wouldn’t take care of her, I would. Kachine was distracted with Taya as I approached the counter. Smiling at the older woman, I whispered while nodding my head toward Kachine.

“Hers too.”

“You just told me buying her gas would be inappropriate!” Kaleo exclaimed.

“Giving her money in the parking lot when we had just met, it would have been. It’s less creepy right now.” I explained.

“I’ll never understand humans.” He grunted.

Taya invited her to come with us and I was both relieved and sad when she graciously declined. Why wouldn’t she? We were still basically strangers. She would feel the bond strengthen the more time I spent with her which meant for her own good, we needed space. Thankfully this would be the last I would see her in a while. It would be better next time when I had time to plan and meet in a more controlled environment. One without a five year old cock blocking me.
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