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            SUMMARY:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “I’ll always be by your side.”

      

        

      
        It was his truth; a vow Talan made to the woman who owned him—held his entire life in her small hands.

      

        

      
        He lived for her smiles. Her happiness.

      

        

      
        And now someone’s dimmed that light in her eyes with their malice. His love for Bitty has taken him past the breaking point, and he’s determined to make those that hurt her pay with their blood.

      

        

      
        It was his fault. A fault that he would right no matter what he had to go through.

      

        

      
        How does a man so completely in love with his female react to seeing her in a hospital bed and broken?

      

        

      
        He fights. He goes against all logic and seeks vengeance.
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      “I swear to God, Bitty.” My voice thundered inside her sterile hospital room. Angry. At the sound, Maya paused mid-step with her hand shakily holding onto the IV machine. She faced the bathroom—only a few feet away from her final goal, stubborn fucking woman. “Get back in that bed—right now.”

      The hospital gown she’d been forced to wear opened a bit with the trembling of her exhausted limbs. Purple, discolored flesh stared back at me, and my ire grew. I knew she was miserable—hated the fact that she, for an undetermined amount of time, depended on her family and friends for the most mundane of things. Tough shit.

      “But—”

      “Now!” Her slender body shook, shoulders sagging while she gripped the IV machine tighter. Her knuckles turned white as she leaned a bit of her weight on her left leg. “You have three minutes to get your ass back in that bed before I make you.”

      Turning her tired face toward me, her eyes met mine. Those lips I loved to kiss trembled. “Help me.”

      My feet carried me toward her before the last syllable passed her lips. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pulled most of her weight on me. The relief was palpable as she sagged against me.

      Exhausted.

      Drained.

      “What were you thinking, Bitty? You could’ve hurt yourself.” Kissing the top of her head, I breathed her in and once again reminded myself that she was okay and in my arms. Safe. “Why didn’t you call the nurse?”

      A tired sigh passed through her pursed lips. “All I wanted was a fucking shower. I feel utterly disgusting, Talan.” Maya took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And no one that works here came to help.”

      With utmost care, I pulled her against me. Closer. Holding her. Trying to give her just a tiny bit of the comfort my girl needed. After a few seconds and a gentle kiss on her lips, I helped her toward the bed and sat her down on the edge. Slowly, keeping in mind that her ribs were very bruised and the gentlest of bumps could bring her enormous amounts of pain, I let her go and stood over her.

      With all the love I possessed for this tiny woman, I caged her face in my hands and opened my mouth to rip her a new one. Her watery eyes met mine—my mouth opened and closed several times, but nothing came out.

      How could I admonish her with the amount of pure sadness and frustration that seeped out of her every pore? This, her being here, was Janice’s fault and she should be the only person to receive my ire.

      “I know I shouldn’t have, but...” A lone tear fell from her eye and she looked away—turned her face toward the wall to my left.  My heart broke for her. “All I wanted to do was to clean up. Get some of that night’s smell off me.”

      Maya was very independent. Prided herself on being able to take care of herself, and before me, she did it all by herself. But now...

      “Hey,” I called out softly, tipping those sad grey eyes back toward my own. “I get it. I’m not mad, baby; I just wish you would’ve called the nurse in to help. You could have been hurt. The doctor told you you’d feel a little dizziness—”

      Another tired sigh, but this time her posture turned stiff. Her frustration was mounting. “Did that, but she told me I had to wait until tonight. ‘Doctor’s orders,’” she hissed from between clenched teeth. “Not even a wet rag to wipe my face!”

      “Why do you have to wait?” Maya had been awake for two days now. Her last scan had come back clean, just some minor swelling at the site, which was to be expected. She was awake and had responded well to all the testing they’d put her through. This bullshit made no sense.

      “Don’t know. Nothing’s being explained to me anymore. Fuck the patient.” Ah. Her anger. Since she’d awoken, it had been a roller coaster ride of emotion: sadness, fear, frustration, and then extreme anger.

      “Maya, it’s not like that.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and her lips thinned out. “Then how the hell is it? Explain it to me?”

      “Bitty, I’m sorry…” And just like that, those hard eyes lost their edge and the woman who stood before me crumbled.

      “Please.”

      “Fuck, baby.” Pulling her into my body, I cradled her shaking form and gave her what she needed. Understanding. Love. Answers.

      “When Janice,” I began, only to stop. Saying her filthy fucking name created a reaction within us that was anything but beneficial to her well-being and my mental state. Maya burrowed her head into my neck, hiding from me.

      It didn’t work; I heard her sniffle. Felt the small ripple of fear that coursed through her battered body. Everything she was living through broke me in two; we were one. Her pain was my own.

      “I love you,” I cooed into her hair before placing a tiny kiss at the crown. More than anything, she needed to know that we would get through this. “Look at me, Bitty.” She shook her head. “Please.”

      Still nothing.

      “I...”

      Pulling back enough so I could see her face, I waited patiently for her to gather herself. Just a few minutes at the most before I touched her again. Before I tried to finish having the conversation we needed to have.

      With the tip of my finger, I caressed her cheek before tipping her sad face toward mine. “Please don’t hide from me.” Leaning forward, I rested my forehead against hers—breathed in her every exhale. “I love you,” I repeated once again, this time against her lips. Lips that now pressed themselves against my own with fervor.

      “Love you too,” she mumbled, mouth tightly pressed against mine.

      “Better?”

      “Yeah.” Another kiss. “I’m better, I promise.”

      With a brow raised, I stared her down. “Don’t bullshit me.”

      This time I got an eye roll and an annoyed huff. At the very least, her sass was still there. “Promise, I am. Now, quit being a pain in my injured ass and talk.”

      Women. I bit her lip for the smart-ass remark before talking.

      “Baby, when you were brought in, it was bad. We didn’t know anything, just that you were attacked and had lost a lot of blood at the scene.” I had to pause there and rein in my emotions. The resentment I held for the bitch and the piece of shit rich kid that helped her. Irritation with the lack of answers at that point—the fear I dealt with nearly bowled me over.

      Maya didn’t need to see that.

      “Please continue.”

      Running the tips of my fingers through her loose curls, I found my center again. “It was bad, baby,” I whispered, voice thick with emotion. “You received a hairline fracture on the temporal bone after being hit repeatedly with a wooden—”

      “Baseball bat,” she finished for me. “I remember that. I’d been at my car, on my phone with a friend when…”

      Nodding, I reached up and, with the gentlest of touches, caressed her bandages. “Seeing you lying in that bed, unconscious, was one of the worst moments of my life. Pure fucking torture, not knowing when you’d wake up or what shape you’d be in. Head trauma, no matter how tiny, is dangerous. And you…fuck, Bitty.”

      “Hey,” Maya breathed, wrapping her arms around my neck. The movement caused her to let out a low hiss, but before I could pull her off and check her out, she spoke. “I’m okay.”

      It had the opposite effect. I hated those words with a passion.

      “Stop. Don’t fucking placate me.”

      “I’m not, Talan. Look at me.” Our eyes connected for a few seconds before I looked away and over toward the opposite wall. “I’m not broken. Hurt, yes, but not broken.”

      Ignoring her words, I continued to talk as if on auto pilot. “Then, when you opened those beautiful grey eyes and with fear told me it was Janice—I want her blood on my hands for what she’s done to you.”

      “That’s not a past-tense threat.”

      “For as long as my heart beats inside my chest, I will protect you with every single breath I take.”

      “I’ve never doubted that, but please, let the cops handle it. She’s not worth you dirtying your hands, baby.” While her pleading broke down my resolve for the briefest of seconds, looking at our surroundings brought it back. I wanted those two assholes dead. “I can see it on your face...no, Talan. Let them handle it.”

      “I will.”

      “Promise.”

      “I do.” For now.

      “Love you.”

      “I know,” I replied cockily. “Now…” She let out a tiny giggle when I leaned in close and nipped her chin. “How about that shower?”

      “Are we interrupting something?” A tall man dressed in a stained dress shirt addressed us. Next to him stood another man, dressed just the same, but this one had a badge around his neck. No emotions on their face. Stoic. Almost looked bored.

      Beside me, Maya fisted my shirt and held on. “Who are they?” she whispered low enough so only I heard. With a subtle shake of my head, I answered her before turning my attention back to the two silent observers in the room.

      After laying a kiss on my girl’s forehead, I stood to my full height and appraised them. “Who the hell are you? And why are you in this room?”

      “Sorry,” the Hispanic male began, only to be cut off by his partner’s huff.

      “Does he have an issue?” Two against one wouldn’t be hard to handle. Fuck that. They were both older than I was, and I had at least a foot on the white male.

      Buddy didn’t like my tone and took another step into the room. “Watch the tone.” He glared, but I was unaffected by his type. Yeah, they were cops. Detectives, if I wasn’t wrong. And while I’ve never had an issue with Miami’s finest before, I took offense to his lack of professionalism.

      “Baby, please get them out.” At her whispered plea, I turned to look at her. Her face was ashen. The hands fisted in my shirt were trembling and her knuckles white under the exertion.

      With one hand, I ran my fingertips through her long hair, caressing her scalp. This kind of bullshit wasn’t healthy for her. What kind of asshole shows up at the victim’s hospital room and scares them?

      They eyed our interaction, one with understanding while the other fumed.

      “Get the fuck out, and don’t come back until your partner has learned some fucking manners.”

      “Sir, let’s try this again. I’m Detective Martinez, and this…” he pointed toward his unhappy friend “…is my partner Detective Gulver. I—”

      “We spoke the day of my girlfriend’s attack.” While he hadn’t been a dick to me or us, I wasn’t about to pull out the welcome wagon for either of the two. “Now, mind explaining why the two of you barged in, no knock on the door? Were less than empathetic to what she’s suffered, and how uncomfortable she might feel around people she doesn’t know?”

      “Talan, right?” I nodded at Martinez. “We never meant to make the victim uncomfortable. What she’s been through is something every woman fears, and the last thing I want is to hinder her in any way. All we wanted to do is talk to her about the night in question.”

      Kneeling down, I became eye level with Bitty. “You up to talking, babe? Or would you rather shower, eat, and then deal with those two? Up to you.”

      “That’s not how this works,” Gulver snapped, making my girl squeak.

      “Get the fuck out.”

      “Talan, Ms. Owens…please, forgive my partner. It’s been a very long day—”

      “Get him out.” This time it was Maya that spoke, her voice strong and unwavering. “You, Detective Martinez, are welcomed to come back, but not him. In fact, get someone else to work with you, because I refuse to deal with his kind.”

      An annoyed Martinez ran a hand through his short black hair. “Ms. Owens, it isn’t that simple, ma’am. We aren’t the enemy.”

      “Yet, you come into my room without permission, and he,” she spat while pointing a dainty finger at a now uncomfortable-looking Gulver, “acts as if we are the criminals. And don’t for a moment think that I haven’t noticed the way he looks at my boyfriend.” At the end of her rant, Bitty was clutching her side, her face showing the distress she was in.

      “Enough!” I growled, body partially covering hers from their line of sight. “You’ve upset her.”

      “How do you know he isn’t involved? I’ve seen what his type can do,” Gulver mumbled low, just not low enough to not be heard by the two of us.

      “How do I know you aren’t a crooked cop?” Maya retorted while trying to stand up. This shit was getting out of hand, and quick.

      “Detective Martinez,” I called his name, drawing away his attention from my glaring girlfriend. “Come back in an hour. She needs to shower and eat. Once she is settled, I will call you at whatever number you leave with me.”

      “Done. We—”

      “No.” Martinez was taken aback by the animosity in my tone. Enough of this bullshit. “He isn’t allowed back until he learns a modicum of professionalism. What he is doing is called both antagonizing and profiling…I know my rights.” Nodding, Martinez walked up to me and handed me a small card with his information on it.

      Then, he turned toward my Bitty and smiled down at her. “I’m truly sorry that this is how our first meeting went. I know that I speak for both my partner and myself when I say we are very happy to see you awake and doing well.”

      “I’ll call you once she is done.”

      Nodding, he turned toward his partner and waved him forward. Just as Gulver had put his hand on the handle, it was pushed open by Maya’s flustered daytime nurse, Miranda. She’d been amazing in her care for my girl. Easily in her fifties and with a bit of grey hair, she was a little plump and sassy—funny and a hard-ass at once. Perfect to handle my Bitty.

      “What’s going on in here?” Her eyes traveled from my girl’s angry red face, to mine, and then finally toward the cops who stood to her left. Angry, and with her hand on her hip, she spoke again. “Why’s my patient’s blood pressure through the roof?” The question was directed toward them. “Answer me.”
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      “They were just leaving.”

      Miranda eyed them with annoyance clear on her face. “I believe I told you that she wouldn’t be ready to speak with you until after she was given the all clear. What part of ‘head trauma’ and ‘is under strict orders to not be upset in any way,’ did you not understand?”

      Gulver stepped forward, palms up, while he spoke to her. “It’s important that we speak to the victim of the crime as soon as they are conscious. So much information is still fresh—”

      “Knock it off, Detective. You and I both know the procedure…not my first merry-go-round. If the doctor or I say that you need to wait, you wait until the patient is physically and mentally prepared to do so. Their well-being should be top priority.”

      “We understand, but she has—”

      “She,” Maya sneered at them, hand clutching mine in a tight grip, “is right here, and would appreciate it if you would stop speaking about her as if she has no say in the matter.” The machine beside her beeped, and all eyes inside the room shifted. Her blood pressure was rising, and rapidly.

      Fuck this. “We will speak to you after I get her cleaned up and she has eaten, and not a second sooner. Janice and Brian won’t disappear while she takes care of her needs.”

      “So, you know who attacked her? How?” Again, Gulver with his shit. He’s more than lucky to have that badge protecting him.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Maya growled out in warning, pushing against the hand I had on her shoulder keeping her in place. “I told him the second I woke up…now get out!”

      “Ms. Owens—” This time Martinez stepped forward. Done. They’d pushed my girl too far and I was ready to deck the motherfucker, consequences be damned. His eyes met mine and widened, my ire growing with each second that passed.

      Before I could move or say another word, Maya’s nurse stepped in. “Leave, or I will report you for harassing my patient and her fiancé.”

      “We’re just trying to do our jobs.”

      “I’m sorry,” Martinez interjected, voice contrite. “We never meant for this to escalate or upset Ms. Owens. Talan,” he called out, and I nodded, “please call me when she’s ready. Let’s go.” With that, he turned and pulled a now quiet Gulver toward the door. Without another word the two exited the room, leaving us alone with her nurse.

      “Assholes couldn’t wait a few hours,” Miranda mumbled, and I laughed, breaking a bit of the tension inside the hospital room. Craziness followed me everywhere.

      “Agreed.” Turning toward my girl, I leaned down until we were at eye level. This was the perfect example of a moment where my anger had to be tamed and her needs put first. “Can you try and calm down for me? Breathe in and out. I’m here, and I’m not leaving.” Bitty gifted me one of her pretty smiles. “Good girl.” And then I got an eye roll and a weak slap on the arm.

      “Honey, you are screwed,” came from Miranda over by the two monitors next to the bed, watching as the numbers of Maya’s blood pressure began to drop. My own anxiousness seemed to evaporate as Maya calmed down.

      “Who’s ‘honey’?” I had to ask. Curiosity was a bitch.

      “Applies to the both of you.” She snickered and continued to write her reading on Maya’s chart. Women.

      “Hey, Miranda?” Maya called out after a few minutes of silence, gaining her attention. “Can you unplug me from the machines? I want to get cleaned up.”

      “Maya, I told you—”

      “I won’t let anything happen to her.” At my interjection she huffed, but after a few speculative minutes, she nodded.

      “Get me fired, and you’ll be maintaining me for the rest of my life.”

      I waved her on. “Duly noted.”

      “You two are adorable yet sickeningly sweet. How’s that even possible?”

      “Thank you, Miranda…now unplug me, woman.” Bitty ignored her, choosing instead to focus her attention toward the matter at hand.

      “You heard the patient.” Had to add my two cents.

      “Impatient little…You both better behave.”
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      After her nurse left with a few admonishments about proper hospital etiquette, I pecked my girl’s lips and stood up. Looking down at her, I was once again hit with just how tiny my Bitty was. Sure, she was curvy. Had an amazing ass and the perfect-sized tits, but in stature, she was small. Petite. Delicate.

      The bruising over her temple stood out against her tan skin. Dark and angry. Everything my girl wasn’t. To think that someone would hurt her… Fuck! I needed to stop that train of thought before the anger I fought with daily consumed me.

      She needed me.

      More than ever, Bitty needed me.

      “Give me five minutes to set things up,” I informed her, the tips of my fingers running down her cheek until I cupped her jaw. “Don’t move.”

      At my admonishment, Maya rolled her eyes while holding her pinky up to me. “Promise.” And then, she pushed herself off the bed to reach me. There was that look in her eye, the one that told me just how much pain she was in. Fucking gutted me. Because to her, I was worth it.

      My kisses.

      My touch.

      Our love.

      I met her halfway and pressed my lips to hers. Urgent. Desperation so intense hit me from all angles. She moaned as my fingers wove themselves into her hair and massaged her scalp, soft touches helping to soothe her.

      Maya arched into me, the movement sudden and hurtful. “Fuck,” she whimpered out, and I froze.

      “Don’t move.” Her hands, which had been in my hair, tugged hard, keeping me from pulling away as I should have. Insane, defenseless when it came to her, I nodded against her lips and kissed her slowly. This girl drove me insane, but I understood. We fed off each other. Yearned for the closeness.

      I would never—and could never—deny her.

      “Look at me, baby.” Gorgeous grey eyes opened and met mine. In them I saw her love for me, and my heart raced. “I love you.” Lips parted, and her breath became my own. Fed my lungs what was vital for me to live. “Have since the day you walked into my shop all sass and bark. Fucking bowled me over with your beauty, but it was your heart that stole mine. Please don’t ever return it; it’s yours. Just like you will always fucking be mine.”

      Because that was what I did; I lived for—and because of—her.

      “You own me, Talan. No one will ever take me away.”

      One more peck on the lips, and then I pushed off the bed, walked over to Maya’s bag on the floor, and picked it up.

      Bitty was very particular about which products she used. She’d hate anything the hospital would provide, so like a good boyfriend, and because I refused to leave her side, I had Esther buy her everything she would need.

      Not that she complained. This had meant free access to my credit card and shopping for her best friend. My only request was that she did it quickly, and that she treated herself to something for all the help. Esther had readily agreed, and my Bitty had been thrilled to have things that reminded her of home.

      Our home. The one we would share until we were old and grey. Cranky fuckers fighting over the remote control and which show we’d watch. The same home where she would slap my hand each time I copped a feel of her ass.

      “Growing old will be fun with this chick,” I muttered once inside the bathroom because I was no fool. Maya remembered everything and made me pay for it later.

      Turning the shower on, I adjusted the temperature knob and let the hot water warm the room.

      Shampoo and conditioners—yes, more than one bottle—were placed inside the small shower niche, a tiny alcove that barely contained the three bottles. Not that she could use them due to her stitches, but it made her feel more at ease. To have them just in case.

      Next, I placed her Victoria’s Secret lotion and body mist on the shelf above the toilet, hair brush and comb next to them, and then her toothbrush, toothpaste, and deodorant. Face wash and other crap that I didn’t understand stayed inside the small carry-on Esther bought.

      Christ, do women need a lot of shit.

      Shaking my head, I walked out and gingerly picked her up and off the bed. “Come on, pretty girl, let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “Thank God.” Maya sighed and leaned her head on my chest, nuzzling and taking in a deep inhale of my scent. I kissed the top of her head before placing her on her feet. Too cute.

      “Let’s get you naked.” Giggles rang out of the small room as I lecherously waggled my eyebrows while removing her hospital gown. Warmed my fucking heart to hear her so carefree. Then, that laughter died—gone, just as fast as it had arrived.

      “Bitty, what…” The small mirror above the sink. Motherfuck. “Baby, it’s just bruising. It’ll all go away in time.” No reaction. Instead, her eyes stood transfixed on the small piece-of-shit object that hung on the wall. Linda and Mathew had been dead set on not letting her see the bruising that had developed on over half her face. It was the wrong call. Told them as much.

      Fuck.

      Watery eyes stared back at her reflection. “Oh my God.”  Three words. The pitch in her tone was even and resolute, as if she had no more fight left in her.

      Cupping her jaw, I turned her sad face toward my own. “Stop it.”

      “Talan, look at what she—”

      “You are beautiful.” Her beauty was more than just superficial; my Bitty had a heart of gold.

      A long sigh escaped her, and she looked down. “It’s not the bruising that hurts me, Talan. It’s seeing what she did—reliving it all over again.”

      “Fuck her.”

      “How can I forget? Dammit, look at me!”

      “When did I ever tell you to forget?”

      “It was implied.” An annoyed huff which ended with her hand on her hip followed. Stubborn fucking woman. How could she even think that?

      “I’d never be so insensitive as to say that. Maya, I said fuck her…everything she stands for, not what she did and will pay for with blood.”

      Her face softened at that, and the hand on her hip fell beside her. “You promised me.”

      “Let’s get you cleaned up before the water turns cold.” Maya pursed her lips but didn’t argue. With a soft touch, I pulled her lace panties down and threw them inside the small waste container in the room. Those wouldn’t be needed.

      Nothing she wore inside this place would be coming home with us.
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      “God, I needed this.” Her moan…fuck. Low and sultry, the sound of her pleasure made me hard as fuck. Like granite, smooth and slick against her heated flesh, rubbing itself into her lower back and leaving a trail of pre-come while my hands focused on lathering her front.

      I’d tossed the washcloth Esther had bought for her in the trash the moment we’d stepped inside the small shower. Wasn’t needed. My hands were more than enough to take care of her needs.

      “I needed you.” Truth. My truth. Maya was the only thing that mattered to me, and the fear that had gripped me that night—seeing her unconscious—nearly killed me. Drove me past what was considered sane by society. Blood and revenge was all I had wanted, and still do, but now I have to be thankful and enjoy our connection.

      A shift, a small swivel of her hips, and her ass ground against me. “Need you now.”

      “Son of a bitch, Maya.” A resounding thwack reverberated inside the bathroom as my palm connected with the all-white tiled wall. “Behave.” It was meant as a warning, one she didn’t adhere to. No, instead she pushed back again. Harder this time. Too much and not enough. She was a goddamned vision standing there beneath the water. Wet. Rivulets of water cascading down her body, tempting me.

      Without preamble, no warning, I cupped her hot little pussy in my hand and added the tiniest bit of pressure.

      “Please, baby. Just help me forget.” Yes, the words were whimpered while my one hand massaged her, but it was the last part spoken that made me pause. Bitty wasn’t ready for the physical more aspect of our relationship. It was the emotional that needed to be nurtured.

      I would not hurt her by being a selfish asshole.

      “Not like this.” She tensed, her body going rigid in my arms. There was a small hiss of discomfort that escaped her lips while she attempted to push me away. I was having none of that, and with both hands wrapped around her midsection, I nestled her body against my own. “Bitty, stop. Listen to me before going off—”

      “Is it because I look like shit?” Now, that right there pissed me off. My cock had been hard—leaking against her back, fucking ready to find his home between her thighs.

      “Don’t.” Thundering, my harsh tone made her stop her persistent attempt to pull herself out of my arms. “Turn around.” My demand was met with defiance and a tiny sniff. And fuck me if my annoyance didn’t evaporate in that instance. “Please, Maya. I need you to look at me.”

      Wiping her hand over her face, Bitty took a moment to compose herself and then turned to look at me. “What?”

      “Enough.” I gave a harsh nip to her bottom lip that caused her to whimper. “If I could fuck you right now, I would.” Pressing up against her, I let her feel all of me. Natural reaction whenever she was near. I burned for her. “You feel that.”

      “Yes.” A hiss. A goddamned plea for more was what I heard in that one word.

      “Don’t ever question my desire for you. You are all I see. All I need to be happy in this crazy, fucked-up world. You…you stubborn, hard-headed, beautiful woman, are my happiness.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that I—”

      “Understand.”

      At my interjection, she gave me a timid smile and then turned back around. “Can you help me wash my back?”

      Nothing else was said while I attended to her needs. Our bodies naked and wet, they brushed against the other. Reconnected with soft, innocent touches—enjoyed the feel of the other.

      We needed that.

      To just be.

      For me, it was knowing that at that moment, she was safe. Healing. That her body and mind would get past this and I’d be there along the way, every step, because I loved her that damned much.

      More than my own life.
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      “Hey, Miranda,” I called out when I reached the nurses’ station. “She’s back in bed and starving. Is it okay for her to eat outside food? Maya’s asking for homemade chicken noodle and a turkey club sandwich.”

      Laughing, she nodded. “Yeah, she’s not on a special diet. And to be honest, that sounds amazing right about now.” Subtle she was not.

      “Are you hungry, Miranda?” I’d be more than happy to get her something too.

      Blushing, she nodded and came to stand next to me. “I could eat.”

      Bumping my shoulder with hers, I smiled down at her. “You got it. Let me call it in and have one of our friends pick it up.”

      “Let me know what I owe—”

      “My treat.” She opened her mouth to argue, but I didn’t let her. “Not up for discussion.”

      With that, I turned around and made my way back to Maya’s room. We were still waiting for her doctor to come speak with her; I was ready to get her the fuck out of this place and back home. Feelings she shared with me.

      I’d just turned the corner toward her room when I was stopped short. What I saw made every molecular cell in my body burn white hot. Anger consumed me. It was overwhelming. Hands shaking, and body coiled tight, I rushed forward and grabbed their hand, pulling them back harshly without a care for their safety. I wanted blood.

      A loud thud reverberated throughout the empty hallway, followed closely by a cry of pain. “Son of a bitch.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Brian’s eyes widened, and his throat bobbed harshly as he swallowed. Ashen, scared, and beat the hell up. Black and blue, his face was swollen, as if he too had met the end of that wooden bat. Not that it would deter me from fucking him up, but he looked like utter crap. “Answer me, you piece of shit.”

      “I came to talk to Maya.” Voice low, he pushed himself off the opposite wall and made to move away from me. Dumbass. Before he could take three steps, I’d pushed him up against the wall again, this time with my forearm pressing down on his neck. Hard. Made it impossible for him to move or breathe.

      Weak, his hands pushed against my body in desperation. Nails dug into my skin. I didn’t flinch or move; instead, I pulled him off a bit and with my hand now on his throat, slammed him. His head snapped back and cracked the drywall.

      “Help—” he tried to scream, but I tightened my hold on his throat, cutting off his cry for help. For a moment, a singular second, I felt remorse as his eyes rolled back into his head. But, just as it came, it went. My eyes looked toward Maya’s door, and the picture of her unconscious form lying on that hospital bed flashed before my eyes.

      Her injuries.

      Her pain.

      Her fear.

      Brian could die for all I cared.

      “You have balls showing up here.” Nose to nose, I spoke low. Tone deadly.

      He visibly paled, but like the idiot he was, he continued to push my buttons. “She let you touch her. Maya was mine.”

      I laughed, hard—a maniacal sound that reverberated throughout the empty hall. He flinched. “Maya will never be yours, you dumb son of a bitch. Even if I wasn’t in the picture, she wouldn’t look at you. You aren’t man enough to handle her. Give her what she needs.”

      “Money is all I need.”

      Still chuckling, I pulled the arm not around his neck back and then forward quickly. Dead on his nose, it broke. Blood gushed and splattered us both. Brian’s mouth opened to scream, but only managed a weak whimper.

      “Keep your money and put it toward your medical bills.”

      “I’ll sue you.” A broken whisper that caused me to snort.

      “Be my guest…” I taunted while adding pressure “…but first, let me help you with your case.”

      Without another word, I fisted his shirt in my hands and pulled him toward the stairs. He tripped, but I kept on walking, dragging him behind me.

      “Let me go,” Brian begged while trying to hold onto the small rail on the wall. Feet digging into the floor, he pulled back and for a second broke free. Shit only pissed me off.

      Brian turned around to make a run for it, but the one thing he didn’t count on happened: he tripped over his untied shoe laces. I didn’t move a muscle as I watched him go down onto the cold linoleum floor. Hands out to break his fall, he hit the floor like dead weight. Didn’t move. Just lay there.

      Fucking waste of space.

      “Get the fuck up.” At my command he turned over and lay on his back, cradling his right hand, the same who one that took the brunt of impact. He’d get no sympathy from me.

      Looking up at me, he bared his teeth and spat, “I can’t…fuck!”

      “Then let me help you.” With both hands, I yanked him up by his outstretched shirt. His body was unstable, as if one more solid blow would knock him the fuck out. Still, I felt nothing while I watched him stumble forward and hit the wall right inside the stairwell, his shoulder cushioning the impact.

      “Please stop,” Brian pled while holding the uninjured hand up. “I’ll leave.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I all but snarled, teeth bared. “Did you stop harassing her all the times she told you no? That she wasn’t fucking interested?” With each word that left my lips I walked forward, forcing Brian to walk down those steps on his own. I didn’t want to have to carry his ass down these stairs and out of the hospital. “Did you and Janice stop when Maya lay on that ground…unconscious?”

      “It’s because of me she didn’t kill her!” he suddenly roared, and rushed forward. His body crashed into mine. I stumbled back out of surprise, and my back hit the railing behind me. “Janice was crazed. Lost her touch with reality, but I realized this a moment too late. I tried to drive off before she could attack Maya, but the bitch hit me with the bottom of the bat…” Brian used the momentum to try and take a swing at me, his good arm cocked back, but before he could release, I’d countered and sent him flying down the first flight. The impact of his body landing on the cold concrete floor knocked the wind out of him.

      My foot hit the next step, and the door on the next floor down opened with a loud bang. “That’s enough, Talan.” What the fuck was this prick doing here? Just what I needed; the asshole that had it out for me finding me beating the snot out of Brian—more than enough reason to arrest me without giving a shit that the real criminal laid by his feet.

      “No offense, Detective Gulver,” I spoke as calmly as I could, “but it will never be enough. He—”

      “I know.”

      My eyes snapped to his and glared. “What do you mean you know?”

      Instead of answering my question, Gulver bent down and checked Brian’s pulse. The silence stretched. It was only after a minute or two that he looked back up toward me, and with his eyes on mine, he called out on his radio for help.

      The satisfied look in his eyes told me everything I needed to know; I was fucked.

      Taking another step down, I took a seat on the landing above me while Gulver instructed the operator through his radio that he had a suspect in custody and an injured man. Since we were at the hospital an ambulance wouldn’t be needed, but ER personnel needed to be sent to this stairwell.

      Brian moaned suddenly and turned on his side. “Motherfuck.”

      “You are fucked,” Gulver added before turning to me with a small smile on his face. “It’s time you and I took a small drive over to my precinct.”
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      “Were you following me?” I had to ask; the entire situation reeked of foul play. Wrong. How did he find us in that stairwell in such a huge hospital? And why the fuck hadn’t he tried to stop me before I’d fucked up Brian?

      Slumping back against my seat I waited, all the while holding back the small smile that wanted to break out. Brian had to be pulled out of the hospital stairwell by some EMS guys that had just left another patient in the ER a few minutes prior. Delirious and groaning, he complained while the men lifted and placed him on a stretcher that awaited him just outside the door. The man was a pussy.

      He watched me from the corner of his eye, his right hand tightening on the wheel. “I was wrong about you.”

      “Okay.” Then silence overtook the cab of the patrol car. I waited with patience, but Gulver continued to remain quiet, almost pensive. Problem was that I didn’t have the desire in me to wait him out. Adrenaline still circled throughout my nervous system, body coiled tight and ready to explode at the drop of a hat.

      “You’re still amped up.” It wasn’t a question, more like an accurate observation. In return, I gave him a quick nod and looked back out of the passenger side window. Every few minutes I’d open and close my fists, stretching the fingers out in hopes of expelling some of the pent-up energy.

      Gulver waited me out. Still silent.

      I’d give the prick beside me one thing; he didn’t make me sit in the back like a common criminal. No. This time around there was respect and trust, though he was still tight-lipped on the why.

      “Are you going to answer my question?” I prodded after another few minutes of silence. We were still about ten minutes away from the police station, and I needed more than an I was wrong.

      He took in a long breath and let it out slowly. “To be honest with you, Talan, I didn’t trust you—won’t deny that I judged the man before I understood the dynamics inside of your girlfriend’s hospital room.” With the hand not holding the steering wheel, Gulver lowered the volume on his radio until it crackled in the background on a low hum. “Day in and day out over the years, I’ve seen it all.” His tone of voice was void of all emotion. Cold. In a way I understood, the things they saw and dealt with would make anyone immune. It was the only way that they could be efficient and think logically; emotions held no place in his line of work. “Sadly, more than once, I’ve witnessed the victim’s spouse or boyfriend be the cause of their physical pain.”

      “What changed?”

      He let out a low sigh. “The stairwell changed everything.”

      “Explain.” Yes, my tone was terse, but I had a feeling he’d been following me and that didn’t sit well with me.

      This time he snorted while making a right turn. “Are you always so direct?” I just watched him with a raised brow. “Something about the way you hovered…protected Ms. Owens from us had me on edge. Like you were forbidding her from talking.”

      “That wasn’t it at all,” I hissed out, hand coming down on the vinyl of his dashboard. “You and Martinez waltzed into her room demanding and giving me shit. And you are damn right I protect my girl. Look at what happened…if I would’ve driven her to school that morning as I wanted, none of this would’ve happened. They could have…”

      “Hey,” Gulver called out, pulling me back to the present. “She’s okay, and we have a suspect now in custody. We have the video from the crime scene and an ID on both involved. After we speak to Maya, and of course you will be in the room—”

      “Wait,” I interrupted. “If you had a positive ID, then why did it seem in that hospital room as if you were ready to arrest me? Did you think I had something to do with this?”

      “We have to rule out every possible lead. Nothing personal, but on the video’s audio the woman who attacked Maya—”

      “Janice.”

      “Janice?” he asked, while stopping at the light before the precinct. Gulver turned toward me with a calculating look in his eyes. I’m sure this was his “don’t fuck with me” face, but it didn’t faze me. “Why are you so sure that she’s the woman on tape?”

      “That’s her name, and clearly you have selective memory.” My tone was now harsh, anger rising within me again. “Maya explained to the both of you that she’d told me, or did you forget?”

      “No, I didn’t.” His radio crackled, and then a call from an operator came in asking for available units needed in a case of hit and run. Gulver spoke into his end and explained he was at the station and nowhere near the scene before turning back to me. “I’ll need all this information recorded for the investigation when we get in.”
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