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      Blackjack…

      It was late. So late, it was probably getting on toward early, but I’d stayed behind at Mav’s request. It’d taken a long while for him to deal with whatever needed dealing with when it came to Tic.

      None of the rest of the fellas had really been feeling it after church, and most of them had fucked off to do whatever. Any of the guys with women had probably gone off to fuck them.

      Suckers.

      I didn’t play that. The whole having an ol’ lady was overrated. Hell, Dahlia was enough fuckin’ drama for the lot of us as a free fuckin’ agent.

      Anyway, Mav had asked me to hang back and talk with him, and hang back, I did. I had a feeling he wanted to talk to me about my position within the club thanks to us losing our road captain for the foreseeable future.

      Sure enough, that’s what he’d wanted. As soon as Tic was out the back door, he was calling for me up the hallway at the bar to step into his office. Sure enough, he was asking me to step in as a temporary de facto road captain and was asking if he thought I could pull double duty or if I thought someone else would make a good tail gunner or what.

      “I can do both,” I said with a nod. “That’s no problem. But Tic, he’s coming back, right?”

      He heaved a big damn sigh and told me, “That’s up to Tic, but yeah, I think he’ll pull through and he’ll make it. He just needs to sort his shit out.”

      “Am I overstepping if I ask about Dahlia?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Consider my mouth shut.”

      We stared at each other over his desk for a long while and it was like the clubhouse itself held its collective breath before Mav finally let his out in a harsh rush and asked, “You mind keeping my confidence with this one?”

      I’d said, “I always got your back, man. You know that.”

      It’d been a long fuckin’ talk after that, and a bit of an eye-opening one. I think I understood a hell of a lot better Dahlia’s stack of issues. Shit, she had ‘em taller than the Space Needle, but fuck me… didn’t we all?

      I wasn’t so lost in thought that I was the only fool riding out here, even though in all actuality, I was the only fool riding out here. It was cold, it was clear, but there wasn’t but a cage or two out here with me. Still, I was alert, my mental faculties right where they needed to be, and yet still, it had to be some kind of divine intervention that I even fuckin’ saw them.

      Way up ahead, on one of the overpasses, a high one over I-5, someone was climbing over the railing.

      I let off the throttle, whipping my head over my right shoulder and giving the handlebars a twist to skate across several lanes as the figure clad in light jeans and what looked like a gray hoodie with some kind of blue logo on the front straightened up and stood, looking down on the unforgiving pavement below.

      I pulled onto the shoulder and glided up to a stop below and in front of them. I shut off my bike and got off.

      “Hey! Hey, yo!” I cupped my hands around my mouth and fuckin’ did everything I could to project. The figure slipped, their arms going back up and over the railing, barely hanging on.

      I heard sobbing, faintly, on the wind.

      “Go back, man!” I yelled and waved him back. “Go back! I’ll come up there and talk to you!”

      The person sort of let their arms hold them and halfway crouched down. They shook and I could tell they wept, they cried, and they were dead-ass fuckin’ serious right now.

      “Go back! It’s not worth it, man! Alright? Okay?”

      “What do you care?” the person shrieked, and the voice was so shrill with upset that I couldn’t tell you what I was looking at – a he, a she, or one of those neither persons that I couldn’t think of the name for them, but it didn’t matter all that much to me in this very moment.

      Nonbinary.

      It popped into my head unbidden, and I batted it away with my hands in an effort to frantically get the person above me to stop, to wait a minute, and to think.

      “I do care!” I yelled. “I-I’ll take you for a ride on my motorcycle!” I shouted, thinking it was fucking ridiculous, but if it worked… “Just go back over the railing! I’ll come up there, and we’ll go for a ride. It’ll make you feel better!”

      “What?” they shouted down, standing up but turning slightly. I felt a surge of triumph. I think I was getting close.

      “Just go back over the railing! I’ll come up there and I’ll take you for a ride on my motorcycle. We’ll go somewhere and talk, man! Okay?”

      I mean, shit, a ride always made me feel better.

      What the fuck are you doing, man? Are you serious right now? I thought savagely to myself, and the answer was simple. I’d been there before, sitting alone, a half a bottle or more of Jack in my system, ready to suck-start my fuckin’ .45…

      I’d been there more times than I cared to admit, and you know what? Someone had been there for me. Had picked me up, sobered me up, talked me through, and helped me get my shit together. Had been my guide off the battlefield and into the club.

      I owed that motherfucker everything.

      “Just go back, come on! Please! Don’t do this! Don’t make me watch you do this!”

      Yeah, it was dirty, but if it worked…

      “You’ll come get me?” they called down.

      I yelled back, “Yes! I promise, just go back over, and I’ll come get you! We’ll go for a ride!”

      “Okay!”

      “Okay?” I almost couldn’t believe it.

      “Okay, come get me!” they shouted.

      “Go back over!” I shouted.

      “I’ll go back over when you come and get me!”

      I was about sixty-five percent certain what I was dealing with was female at this point, but it didn’t matter. Not one iota. What mattered was keeping them alive.

      I got back on my bike and fucking put the hammer down, fucking flying to the next exit and figuring out just what fucking overpass they were on. There were like forty-fucking-six and two over downtown, but this was one of the last ones before the Montlake cut.

      I got myself fucking oriented and kept the corner building that had been behind them as a reference point in my field of vision, looking up, and looking up, and there! There! They were climbing back over!

      Yeah!

      Yeah!

      Fuck yeah!

      They heard the bike, they knew I wasn’t lying, and they climbed the fuck back over. Thank fucking God!

      I pulled up just as they rolled their ass over the big fucking metal tubular railing and fell on their ass onto the sidewalk. I pulled over and jumped off the bike as they broke into fresh heaving, just racking sobs that shook their slim shoulders under the oversized gray hoodie. I dropped to my knees and grabbed them, not caring at the wild scream of fear that barreled out of their chest as I bear hugged them into me and refused to let go.

      “I got yah, buddy. It’s okay, it’s okay. I got you.”

      They wailed, all worked up and stopped pushing against me. They just fucking sobbed into my cut, the bike chugging next to us, the warmth radiating off of the engine and the pipes probably doing them a little good. I mean, it was cold out. Cold as fuck. And all they had on was a pair of jeans and a goddamn hoodie. No telling if they had anything layered on under either of each.

      I pulled back, looked down, and pulled the hood off of glossy black hair pulled into a loose ponytail. They, no she, looked up at me stricken, mascara running down her cheeks in awful black muddy tracks. Her false eyelashes all but cried off, and her brilliant blue-green eyes catching the streetlight overhead made all the more vibrant with their red rims from her crying.

      She may be ugly crying, but it had a weird and fucked-up effect of making her beautiful.

      Like damn beautiful.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s no sense in a permanent solution to a temporary problem. I’ve got you now, girl… and it’s all going to be okay.”

      “Nothing is okay,” she said, and her voice broke. I nodded.

      “Come take a ride with me,” I said. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go, and we’ll talk. I’ll help you figure it out.”

      “Why?” she asked brokenly.

      I gave her a crooked self-deprecating smile and said, “Because more people ‘n I can count did it for me.”

      “I’m a nobody to you,” she tried to argue.

      Without thinking, I said, “Not tonight, you’re not. Tonight, you’re my everything.”

      We sat there on the cold, hard ground, glittering with ground and broken glass like so many of the sidewalks around these overpasses did for whatever reason and she asked me, “Who are you?”

      “You can call me Blackjack. All my friends do. What’s your name?”

      She searched my face and sniffed, tensing, and I realized she was young. I couldn’t tell you how young or old for sure, but she didn’t look like she was much over the age of fuckin’ consent, which made the hair rise on the back of my neck.

      “Angel,” she said. “My name is Angel.”

      “Is that a nickname or like your name, name?” I asked her.

      “What do you think?” she asked, and I smirked.

      “Fair,” I said. “Totally fair.”

      “What do we do now, Blackjack?” she asked, and I took a deep breath and looked this way and that up and down Denny and shook my head.

      “How about we go for that ride?” I asked.

      She nodded, and I helped us both get to our feet.

      “How old are you, Angel?” I asked her and she sighed.

      “I know you won’t believe me, but I’m twenty-nine.”

      “I’ll believe you until you give me a reason not to, fair?”

      She nodded.

      “Fair.”

      “Same goes,” I told her. “You can trust me, only I promise I’ll never give you a reason not to. That’s not how I roll.”

      She didn’t say anything, just searched my face as I whipped my rag outta my back pocket, wiping at her muddy tear tracks.

      “We’ll go for a ride, find some twenty-four-hour place where you can clean yourself up in the bathroom and we can get something to eat and talk,” I said judiciously. I wanted to hear this story – whatever it was.

      “Sounds good,” she agreed, shivering, whether from emotion or cold, I couldn’t tell, and nodded her head.

      “Come on, let’s go.”

      I led her to the bike, got on, and helped her to get on. She huddled against my back and put her arms around me. I stuffed her hands into my coat pockets to cut the wind and try to keep them warm.

      “Hold on to me. Here we go!” I pulled out onto Denny and down. There was a place I knew that was twenty-four hours – high-end as fuck, but they kept it dark, and it would be a hell of a lot quieter than any of the diner places around here on a weekend night. That, and it was close, just down the road.

      I didn’t want to take her far, but I promised her a ride, so we wouldn’t go straight there, just when she felt calmer and like she was ready to talk.

      I had no idea what I was doing here. I was just winging it. What I did know was either Angel had a guardian angel looking out for her hide, or mine had some shit to say about her situation. Either way, this whole thing smacked of the divine in some way.

      Raven’s mystical witchy woo-woo ass is gonna have a field day with this story if I ever tell it, I thought.

      It was gonna be an even longer night.
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      Angel…

      I wanted to die, but let’s face it… I was too chickenshit to do it myself. With absolutely nothing to lose, getting onto the back of this motorcycle with a strange man was honestly the last thing I had to worry about. I mean, if I was lucky, he would do me a favor and would get the job done where I couldn’t.

      Could he rape me first? Sure. Probably. Would it hurt? Hard to tell. Perversely, I wondered; would I like it?

      I didn’t know… I didn’t know anything anymore. Just that I couldn’t keep doing this push and pull, this back and forth, with Devin anymore.

      I didn’t want to… and shit. If this guy did rape me and somehow let me live and I wound up back on Devin’s doorstep, he would probably accuse me of liking it and that it counted toward cheating on him – which I never did. Which I never would, despite how much and how often he accused me of it. Only to find out he was…

      I didn’t understand why love had to hurt so much.

      “Hey.” I startled and the man tapped my knee twice and I realized – we’d stopped. I shivered, and he tapped my knee twice a third time and said, “That means you need to get down for me, sweetheart – but be careful! The pipes are real hot and I don’t want you to burn yourself.”

      I carefully, and stiffly, got to my feet and stepped back. He got off his motorcycle, leaning it to its side slightly, onto whatever stand held it up, giving the handlebars a twist as he stood up.

      I didn’t even know what he looked like. His helmet was one of those full facemask ones, and though the thick plastic visor wasn’t tinted, you still couldn’t really get a measure of what a man looked like with a helmet like that on his head. Especially in the dark, in the middle of the night, like it was. All I had was his voice, and that was nice enough.

      He pulled off his helmet, and I got a look at something more than just his intense dark brown eyes and I had to say, I was pleasantly surprised.

      He had to be in his thirties, and he was incredibly handsome. Like, incredibly handsome – long brown hair falling around his face in wisps that were coming loose from his ponytail, a trim brown beard surrounding full, lush lips.

      I hadn’t honestly known what to expect, but… but this wasn’t it. This wasn’t it by a longshot.

      “Come on, let’s get you warmed up and something to eat,” he said. He came around his motorcycle and captured my elbow with a firm hand.

      I guess my hoped-for murder wasn’t going to be a thing… although at this point, I was honestly only half disappointed. My curiosity had firmly been engaged now, despite how tired, how hollow, how raw and just… empty I was feeling.

      I wouldn’t wish this kind of hurt on anyone, I thought as he led me to the glass double doors of the tan cinderblock building.

      It didn’t look like much. A windowless building, the paint fresh-ish but covering unsightly blotches where the previous paint layers had chipped and flaked, falling away.

      Inside was dim, barely better than the dimly lit street outside… dare I say, even darker. The light a muted orange-yellow from above the tables.

      Someone came out from behind the bar off to our left and said, “Welcome to Thirteen Coins, just the two of you?”

      “Yeah.” My unlikely savior gave a nod, and I kept looking at the décor in here. It was very posh nineteen-fifties with the light fixtures and waiting area couches.

      A light tug on my arm had me following the biker into the restaurant and to one of the booths across from the bar. He sat me, back to the door, and slid in across from me where he could get a look at me.

      I was afraid I wasn’t much to look at.

      My hair was probably a mess from hanging loose, the hood of my sweatshirt having been blown back. Mousy and a brown darker than his, but otherwise unremarkable. I had some interesting eyes – blue in some light and against some colors I wore, but greener in others and with others… but right now, I bet they were red-rimmed and bloodshot, and I looked as crazy as I felt.

      I don’t know how to describe the feeling, honestly, but I could try. It was like… it was like feeling blasted apart, but at a certain point a freeze frame went into effect, so that I felt like I was trapped. Like everything had just stopped mid-explosion, but though the world and the blast had been stilled, the fire of it? The flames still ravaged the ragged hole left in the center of my chest where my broken heart was still feebly trying to pulse, the shattered bits and edges grinding into each other painfully.

      I flashed back to the night before to the fight with Devin, to me on my knees, begging him to be honest with me, to him screaming at me about how I was crazy, how I was paranoid, how what I thought was happening and what was happening were two different things and how I was living in my own fucked-up reality independent of everyone else and how I needed to stop being a paranoid bitch… but I knew what I’d found and I knew they weren’t mine.

      “Hey.”

      I ripped my eyes from the coins that were trapped under the lacquer or resin of the tabletop we’d been sat at and met deep set dark brown eyes that were shadowed by his furrowed brow. I put my hands flat on the table and dug fingertips in slightly, leaning back in my seat; flinching away from that angry look which almost immediately softened.

      “You’re okay, Angel,” he murmured.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “I told you, my friends call me Blackjack.”

      “No, I mean your real name,” I said, eyes darting over his face.

      He sniffed, leaned back in his seat, and regarded me for a moment before giving in and saying, “Clint.”

      “Clint what?” I asked. I couldn’t tell you why it was important. I mean, it wasn’t really… nothing was important, but…

      “Clinton Nathan Shumway, okay? US Marine Corps veteran. You’re safe,” he said, and his voice had quieted.

      I slid my hands forward over the table, my palms making a squeaking noise as they rubbed over the high polish on it and he glanced down, his eye movement freezing and his brow furrowing again.

      “Sorry, I’ll stop,” I said and lifted my hands to pull them back into my lap, but his hand whipped out lightning fast. I flinched, but his rough fingers gripped mine from the second joint down with just the lightest touch. I froze and my gaze flickered from where he grasped my fingers to his eyes, which were intently searching my face.

      “Who did this?” he asked and with an equally light and gentle touch, he slid the stretched-out sleeve of my oversized hoodie up my too-thin wrist, revealing a leopard spotting of bruising in a ring around it that climbed up my forearm.

      I stared mutely into this man’s gaze and blinked once, slowly.

      “It was an accident.” The lie slid between my lips with practiced ease and he cocked his head slightly, his mouth turning down at the corners.

      “Oh, no, no, no, baby… it’s too late to put that genie back into the bottle,” he said with a sardonic little half-grin. “I just pulled you off of an overpass about to jump and I may not look it now – but I’ve been there. I know I may have been a little rough reeling you in up there, but these aren’t that fresh.” His tone dropped an octave and he glanced around our table to make sure we weren’t being overheard.

      “Tell me the truth, I can take it… and I promise I’m on your side.”

      I stared at him numbly across the table in disbelief and that was all I could do… simply stare for long moments. A waitperson came to the table and Clint, I mean Blackjack, held up his hand and waved them off, his thumb swiping back and forth gently over the backs of my fingers as he waited me out.

      “My boyfriend and I get into these horrible fights,” I finally said, voice cracking. “He says I’m crazy, that I’m paranoid and being a bitch and all that I want, all that I’m asking for – begging for - is for him to pay attention to me… you know, like he used to.”

      I looked away, staring at the wall, eyes brimming with fresh tears. His grip on my fingers tightened and then his hand slipped away, back across the table and I don’t know… it made me feel all alone, bereft all over again.

      “Stupid, right?” I asked and finally got the courage to look in his direction again, half expecting to see him absently scrolling through his phone or not listening, but he was staring fixedly at me; gaze shuttered and face unreadable.

      “How’d you get the bruises?” he asked.

      I pursed my lips, unsure how much I should tell, how much I should share, but… but he was listening. I just so badly wanted to be heard that it outweighed my hesitation.

      I spilled my guts, everything just pouring out of me in a torrent, and he only stopped me but once to put in a food and drink order when the waiter came back to our table. He looked me over and asked me what I liked. I said I wasn’t hungry because I wasn’t. He told me too bad and ordered something for me anyway.

      I didn’t argue. I didn’t want to argue… I couldn’t honestly remember if I had eaten that day, or even when the last time I’d ate even was.

      When the waiter had gone and I’d been silent too long, he’d prompted me with a gentle, “Keep talkin’, darlin’. I want to hear this.”

      “It’s… it’s distressing, you know?” I asked, and he nodded.

      “I know, but it sounds like you really need to get some shit off your chest, and I’m here for it, so keep on with it. Tell me what else…”

      I told him everything. He would slow me down and tell me to breathe when I started to get too worked up and eventually that was all… there was nothing left to tell. Our plates had been brought, and they sat empty before us both. I thought the steak with a side of spaghetti was a little weird, but by the time it’d been set in front of us, I’d been ravenous and had devoured everything in sight.

      He leaned back at the end of my long tale and harrumphed, “Hmph, seems to me your boyfriend is an abusive prick, and you ought to run.”

      I blinked a long slow blink and kind of turned my head, trying to absorb what he’d said.

      “No…” I disagreed, but a sinking feeling was taking root in my chest. “I’m too much,” I said finally.

      “You’re not,” he said with a sniff. “Your boyfriend’s just a punk ass bitch that doesn’t know how to handle you. You want I should handle him?”

      I recoiled, my shoulders thumping against the high-backed booth.

      “No!” I cried. “I mean, I’m calm now,” I said and swallowed hard. “Devin is probably worried by now. I left my phone, and I should probably just go home…”

      “Tch!” Blackjack made a disgusted noise and shook his head. He looked up and to my left, like he was silently asking for patience or something, which, yeah, I sort of had that effect on people, Devin especially.

      I sighed and deflated. I didn’t honestly know what to do, what else there was. I mean, Devin had all of my stuff, like my important documents and things, hidden away in our apartment.

      “I don’t have anywhere else to go and he has all my things… like my important papers and shit,” I confessed, and the biker raised an eyebrow.

      “So, you do want to leave,” he said and cocked his head. I bit my lips together and felt my eyes well all over again. Finally, I let out a defeated sigh.

      “I’ll be okay,” I lied, and I knew it was a lie. “I’ll get my things somehow and I’ll get out.”

      “Angel,” he said, and I cringed a bit.

      “That’s what he calls me,” I said quickly, and he stopped.

      “You haven’t given me another name to call you, darlin’.” His tone was gentle, soothing, like I was a scared cat in a corner and I couldn’t deny that it fit.

      “Ember,” I blurted. “Ember Richards.”

      He searched my face and nodded slowly. “Nice to meet you, Ember.”

      “Um, nice to meet you, too, Clint. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      He made that scoffing noise of distaste again. “Tch! Blackjack, please,” he said.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, and he shook his head.

      “You’re fine,” he said gently.

      “What should I do?” I asked softly, and I don’t know what I wanted him to say. Probably anything to spare me the decision. My heart plead for him to say ‘well you should probably…’ with an inserted option of anything but going back to Devin or to make the decision on my own, but of course it was the lesser of those two evils that he chose.

      “I can’t tell you that, darlin’. You have to make that decision all on your own. You tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      I nodded solemnly and asked, “Why didn’t you call the cops on me?”

      Again, with that noise!

      “Tch! Cops don’t do shit. They would have called you an ambo and shipped you off to the headshrinkers and social workers. The hospital would have put you on a grippy sock vacay and piled you up with a bunch of mind-control substances, turning you into a fuckin’ zombie.”

      “You sound like you speak from personal experience,” I said, a bit taken aback by the vehemence in his tone.

      “Yeah,” he said with a blasé little shrug. “We all have our demons. Some people let themselves be consumed by them and others learn to play nice with them.”

      “I take it you’re the latter kind of person?” I asked.

      Again, he shrugged and simply looked at me, wordlessly. I realized with a jolt after the silence stretched that it wasn’t that he just wasn’t going to confirm or deny anything either way – it was that he was waiting for me to make some kind of decision.

      “I guess right now I just want to go home,” I said, defeated, shoulders slumping.

      He nodded slowly and said, “I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”

      I nodded and sniffed. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “For?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Pulling me down off that overpass,” I said. “For listening to me?”

      He grunted. “Mm, for all the good any of it did,” he said and ouch…

      “I’ll get out,” I promised. “I just—”

      “Have to try one more time?” he asked.

      More like I had to get my things – my ID, my birth certificate, my social security card – all the things Devin had hidden in a safe place and that I needed to locate – also, I needed to find someplace else to go.

      Leaving wasn’t as easy as just not going back. I knew this wasn’t good, that this wasn’t healthy, but neither was a permanent solution to what should be a temporary problem.

      I knew that now. Now that I had calmed down. Just talking about everything made me feel better. Loads better.

      “Come on,” he said, looking at the check and peeling off a couple bills out of his wallet and laying them down.

      I nodded, warmed up and just ready to go home and start working on an exit strategy.

      “Where am I taking you?” he asked out at his motorcycle, the horizon starting to get light with the first hint of dawn.

      “Summit Ave on Cap Hill,” I said.

      He nodded and got onto his bike, fishing in one of his pockets.

      “Look, you change your mind, or you ever need to get the fuck outta there for a few before shit gets too real or whatever, you call me. My cell number is on that,” he said, handing me a business card.

      I looked at it and all it read was Blackjack, with his phone number and the Sacred Hearts MC logo in the corner.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Can’t get you to change your mind? Let me beat the shit out of him?” he asked, and I shook my head.

      “I think that would just make things worse, don’t you think?”

      He barked a laugh. “Not for me – certainly for him, though.”

      “I meant me,” I said softly with a softer, sadder smile, and he looked me over and nodded.

      “Suppose you’re right,” he mumbled.

      “I’m grateful,” I said, and he nodded and hefted his helmet over his head, putting it down over it and clapping the visor shut. He stood the bike up and fired it up and waved me onto the back. I got on behind him, his card safely stowed in the back pocket of my jeans.

      I pointed, he turned, and we roared up Denny onto Capitol Hill. I pointed, and he made elegant sweeping turns down roads and up streets, winding our way sideways across the hill face above I-5 until I tapped him on the back of the shoulder and pointed out my old brick building. It was a small block of apartments called Summit Inn and they were far overpriced for what they were… but it was home. Sort of…

      He killed the motor, let me off, and called out through his helmet, “Sure I can’t get you to change your mind?” I shook my head sadly.

      “Can I call you?” I asked before he went to start the bike.

      “That’s what the card’s for,” he said, and I took a step back onto the sidewalk and halfway to the steps leading up into the old building.

      He fired up the bike and I sighed, watching him ride away… my unlikely savior.
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      Blackjack…

      I thought a lot about Ember and while I’d told the guys about her in passing, I kept it well out of earshot of the club’s women. I didn’t want them descending on the incident like a bunch of gossip mongering… well… women. I don’t honestly know why it was even important to me.

      It was colder than a fuckin’ witches’ tit out there as the seasons changed from fall to winter, and the winter was only getting deeper when I got the call from an unknown number. Usually, I just ignored that shit. They were usually just fuckin’ robo calls – but something in my gut told me to answer this one, and so I did.

      “Hello?”

      There was a long enough pause that I thought sure I’d duped myself and this was just another robo call when her voice came over the line.

      “Blackjack?”

      “Yeah? Who’s this?” I asked, needing to be sure.

      “I-it’s Ember,” she breathed. She was silly enough to ask me, “Do you remember me?”

      “I remember,” I said quietly, and I couldn’t really keep the disappointment out of my voice when I said, “I didn’t think I would ever hear from you again. It’s been a couple of months.”

      “Yeah, well, it um took me that long to get away,” she murmured and she sounded… wounded, somehow.

      “Where are you?” I asked. “Someplace safe?”

      “Um, yeah, now… I’m at Harborview. I’m supposed to go to a domestic violence shelter, but they said I shouldn’t call anybody once I got there and… and I’m scared.”

      “Scared of what?” I asked, clenching the phone and knowing that the bastard was on law enforcement’s radar and outta my reach – at least for now. There would come a day when he wasn’t, and I’d carpe fucking diem when that shit happened. For now, I was zeroed in on what Ember was saying.

      “…they believe me now, but I don’t… I don’t know. I don’t feel like I should be taking up resources that someone who really needs it but I don’t have any place else to go or anyone to talk to that isn’t really one of Devin’s friends and…” she took a breath, and I could tell by the soft warble in her voice she was getting worked up again.

      I made a few calculations in my head before finally sniffing and asking her, “Do you want me to come get you?”

      She couldn’t get the phone away from her mouth fast enough for me to miss the sob that got out of her, and I felt a hot, fierce well of anger. I leaned back in my seat at my desk at home and said, “Take your time, darlin’. You just say the word and I’m on my way.”

      “Yes, please,” she finally said. “Yes, please come get me. I don’t want to go to that place.”

      “Okay, I’m on my way. You got a social worker or anyone else sitting near you that I need to talk to?”

      She took the phone away from her face and I heard soft conversation, her lilting question to someone unknown in the background. The phone was passed and the unknown person got on the line. “Hello, Mr. Shumway?”

      “Yeah,” I said, gritting my teeth against my given name.

      She introduced herself as a social worker with the city of Seattle and University of Washington Medicine and ran through a bunch of shit that basically boiled down to Ember being good to go as long as she was released to someone who she felt safe with who was willing to provide a safe place for her to stay and an address or what the fuck ever.

      I bobbed my head, remaining polite when what I really wanted to do was snap at the bitch to get to the point.

      When she put Ember back on the phone, I told her, “Hang tight. I’m on my way to come get you. When I do, we’ll get you all taken care of.”

      “Okay,” she murmured, and I got off the damn phone and shot a text to Mav, dictating it into my phone for expediency’s sake while I divested of my cut and hung it off the hook on the inside of the door of my hall closet. I hated that, but I didn’t want any suspicious looks from any hospital staff or whatever.

      I wanted to ride, but I took my work truck instead, figuring if she was in the hospital about to be released to a domestic violence shelter, then she might be hurt enough that riding wouldn’t be in the cards for her.

      It wasn’t too late, but it was dark as fuck outside as was customary, being this far north in the dead of winter. We were past the Solstice, but not by much. The only reason I knew about it was because Mace’s pagan ol’ lady wouldn’t shut the fuck up about it and its significance the other night when she got herself lit up like a Christmas – I mean, Yule tree.

      It was raining, the drive from where I lived over in Kenmore kind of fuckin’ miserable and I was glad I’d made the right call with my work truck, dingy and beat up as it was – it afforded protection from the cold-ass rain. Plus, I didn’t know how much she had with her or if we would need to go pick anything up or what.

      My headlights, dim as they were, swept the inside of the Harborview Medical Center garage as I went to the top to find someplace to park the bigger than a compact truck. I found a spot, threw it into ‘park’ and sat for a minute and listened to the rain patter on the rusting metal roof of the old pickup.

      I stared sightlessly at the glowing windows of the hospital across from me, the view of the harbor and Puget Sound at my back, and how the hospital had gotten its name. I worried vaguely about this woman I didn’t even fuckin’ know.

      I didn’t know how bad it was, and I was tearing myself up on the inside that I hadn’t left a better impression. I mean, if I had, she would have called me before now.

      She hadn’t left my thoughts hardly at all over the last couple of months. I wondered about her through the holidays. Through Thanksgiving and Christmas, her red-rimmed blue-green eyes haunting me as the fireworks went off on New Year’s Eve as I pickled myself in alcohol to numb the painful memories the booms brought with them.

      Just one more casualty of war you couldn’t protect, I thought bitterly to myself.

      I sighed, a frustrated sound more than anything, and got out of my truck. A beastly 1990 Chevy 3500 crew cab that looked like a fuckin’ rusting tank – dented, fucked up, but still serviceable – just like me.

      It was a steady plod through the rain to the nearest stairwell, then another dash across a couple of lanes of traffic to the doors leading into the main lobby of the hospital.

      Harborview was massive. The biggest la-de-da trauma center in the region, and when I said region, I meant it. They flew motherfuckers over here to Harborview from as far as Montana, the other side of fuckin’ Idaho, and down from Alaska, depending on whatever shit happened to ‘em.

      I followed the directional signs to where I needed to go and found Ember’s bay in the emergency department fairly easily – after I stopped and got my authorization sticker that I was allowed to be there.

      She was lying on the gurney, eyes closed. One was ringed in red, her cheekbone swollen, and she was sure to have a fuckin’ shiner in the morning. One of her wrists was splinted and resting on a pillow across her lap.

      I let my eyes rove her from head to toe and back again and tried to decide how I was going to put a hurt on the motherfuckin’ boyfriend… not even questioning why I was going to do it when I probably should have.

      I mean, why?

      What was it about her that was so fuckin’ special?

      I sighed and her brilliant blue-green eyes flickered open, the muscles around them and in her jaw tightening ever so slightly.

      “Don’t,” she said softly.

      I raised my eyebrows and asked, “Don’t what, darlin’?”

      “Don’t judge me,” she said.

      “About what?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      “Let me tell you what happened first,” she said, and I gave a sort of little half-smile.

      “You don’t owe me any explanation,” I said. She raised her eyebrows then.

      “Don’t I?”

      “Nope, not a fuckin’ one,” I said with a shrug, my hands buried in my rugged construction jacket.

      “It took me a while to get all my things,” she said. “When I finally had them all and tried to leave, he went ballistic,” she said, and she’d been right. I had been judging, I guess, the question of ‘why didn’t you leave sooner?’ echoing in my mind.

      “What happened exactly?” I asked, coming closer and dropping into the chair at her bedside.

      She told me, said she’d gotten all her shit gathered in a backpack and a couple of totes. That she’d finally cracked where he’d been hiding her documents, that she had them in hand, and was ready to fucking skate a full two hours before his dumbass was slated to return from work. That it was just her bad fucking luck the son of a bitch had gotten his ass fired and he walked in just as she’d been shouldering shit to leave.

      That he’d given her the sob story of getting axed at his job – which was totally his own damn fault, by the way – and she guessed she’d not been sympathetic enough and had stated her intentions of still leaving and he’d fuckin’ lost it. Punched her in the face, the front door of their place still standing open. He’d grabbed her by the wrist to haul her up from where she’d fallen against the couch, intending to wallop her again when one of the neighbors dragged him off her and basically sat on him until the cops arrived.

      Seattle PD had him in custody. So at least there was that – the fuckin’ pigs weren’t usually that helpful when it came to these types of things. Too much fuckin’ paperwork.

      “My stuff is still back at the apartment,” she said. “I have keys. At least the cops were nice enough to give me a ride here, so I didn’t have to pay for an ambulance.”

      “Shit,” I said with a scoff. “Useful twice in the same fuckin’ day? That’s a miracle.”

      The curtain whisked aside, and I jumped to my feet, resisting the urge to draw down on the nurse standing there, a woman with a clipboard behind her.

      “Mr. Shumway?” the clipboard carrier asked.

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Okay,” she said with a nod.

      We talked, signed paperwork and discharge papers, and they let Ember walk outta the ER on her own. Used to be you couldn’t leave the hospital any other way than in a wheelchair. I guess they didn’t do that anymore. Probably cost extra and Ember sure didn’t have any money. One of the pieces of paperwork she’d done with the social worker was to declare financial indigence, so she didn’t have to pay the full bill walking outta here.

      I’d had her put down my home address to receive any further paperwork. I’d take care of the rest when it came in, probably in a few months. That seemed to be how long it took for this shit to get through billing. Goddamned ridiculous if you asked me.

      When we got to the top of the garage, I opened the passenger door of my truck for her and helped her up onto the bench seat.

      “We’ll go by your place and get your shit,” I told her.

      “Thank you,” she said and when I went to pull back my hand, hers tightened around it. I stopped and looked up at her. She was staring down at me with a grim pallor to her face and something in her eyes – a sincerity that said that she was saying thank you for a lot more than just helping her up into my truck.

      I pulled my hand free of hers and grunted, “Don’t mention it,” and shut the door on whatever she was going to try and say next.

      I honestly didn’t want to hear it. I wasn’t and didn’t do anything all that special.

      I got into the driver’s seat and fired up the truck, glad it was still warm-ish from the drive down here. I didn’t expect it, to be honest. It was fuckin’ cold out there and the shit with the social worker and discharge or whatever took longer than I’d liked, even though I guess in retrospect, it probably could have taken a lot fucking longer.

      We were both silent as I drove her back over to what was soon going to be her old place. Yeah, I remembered where it was. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t dipped off the fuckin’ freeway a fair few times and ridden by just hoping I’d see her and know she was doing okay. I hadn’t though, seen her that is. I’d also be lying if I said I hadn’t felt disappointed every time. I guess some people, some experiences, they just left an indelible mark on your soul after having them. A sort of spiritual tattoo.

      I went upstairs with her. The likelihood of him being out of jail already was pretty much slim and none but when it came to perps walking, they seemed to let the scum of the fuckin’ earth, meaning assholes like this guy, out within what felt like fuckin’ minutes.

      She was having a hard time unlocking her front door with her dominant hand all splinted up and shit, so I took her keys from her and got the job done.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, and I shook my head with a down-turned mouth and gave a shrug. No-big-deal like, because it wasn’t.

      Inside the apartment was a bit of a mess. Her bags toppled, papers strewn, and more papers and the like sloshing out of another.

      She went to her knees a little stiffly and gathered things up. I took up her bags as she finished them and hated that it wouldn’t be a fast draw on my gun if we needed it, but I couldn’t and wouldn’t expect her to carry anything.

      Now that we were out of the hospital, the adrenaline had completely worn off, and she was almost out the door for the final time. The girl just looked exhausted.

      “You doin’ okay?” I asked, measuring her response when she raised her eyebrows, staring a little sightlessly while giving me a nod.

      “We got time, darlin’. Anything else you want to take outta here?”

      She shook herself as if waking from an unpleasant dream and turned her head in my direction slowly, her eyes taking a moment to track as they seemed fixed on that indeterminable point in space.

      “Do we have time?” she asked.

      “We have all the time in the world,” I told her. Although there didn’t look like there was going to be much else we needed to haul outta here. There wasn’t much to begin with.

      She looked thoughtful and said, “I almost left my jewelry. Some of it was family—”

      “Go get it,” I ordered firmly, but not unkindly. I wasn’t trying to be short with her and regardless, she seemed sensitive, jolting slightly and apologizing before dashing off to get her jewelry box.

      When she came back, she had this look on her face that could only mean one thing.

      “Everything okay?” I asked anyway.

      “Some of it’s missing,” she murmured, and her face screwed up like she was going to cry.

      “We’ll get it back,” I assured her, and she just sort of looked at me.

      “He probably gave it to the girl he was with,” she said and shook her head.

      “Probably,” I said. “And we’ll get it back.”

      “I don’t see how,” she said.

      “We’ll deal with that later,” I told her.

      We both managed to carry all of her shit down to my truck in one trip between the both of us, me carrying the bulk of it. She’d added a couple of paintings that she’d put in a trash bag to go with us, and I didn’t argue or complain. I mean, her belongings fit in like four reusable grocery totes, a small carryon suitcase, and the trash bag. That was it. That was all she was taking, even though I asked her what else. She just shook her head and wouldn’t look at me and said, “Let’s just go.”

      Getting her out of the depressing little apartment suddenly became my pleasure – not that my dusty old house was a million times better or anything. I was a bachelor living alone, prone to bouts of paranoia and depression. My place was what it was, and I guess it would have to do, but it certainly wasn’t any place I was proud to really bring a girl into.

      Most of the time if I did, it was just to fuck her and kick her out. I didn’t honestly know what I was going to do with Ember when we got to my place.

      Did I have rooms? Plenty. Did I have any with the furniture actually assembled or in a usable state? I had to think about that one, honestly… probably not?

      Hell, what was I getting myself into?
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