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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every essential worker who busted their asses and put in a shit ton of overtime during the pandemic, thank you.
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      I sniffled, wishing I had a napkin or something I could use to clean my nose. But then again, I was too afraid to take my hands off the wheel. In a rash decision after my mother and father made me feel like useless shit and tried to hook me up with one of their friend’s daughters despite me coming out to them as gay years ago, I took off in my car, needing a drive.

      But now I was going up the mountain, and so far, I couldn’t find a place to turn around. I was a nervous wreck, and the roads were all twisty-turny, and on top of that, it was dark.

      I was scared shitless, trying not to cry again. I just wanted to go back to the resort where I knew I was safe. It was supposed to be a mini vacation for the family, and though it wasn’t much of one for me so far, I at least knew I was safe there.

      My car sputtered. My eyes widened in horror. No, this couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not now. This car was old, but it had been reliable. It couldn’t crap out on me now—not here in the middle of nowhere!

      But it did. I wanted to scream, sob, something to get my fear out. It nearly felt like it was choking me.

      I barely managed to get it to the side of the road before it died completely. And I completely broke down, tears tracking down my cheeks, sobs wracking my chest, hiccups, snot—the whole damn nine yards.

      I was so tired of things always going wrong in my life. The only good thing I had going for me was my degree, but even that came at a price because my parents paid my tuition, which meant I couldn’t just say “screw you” and go on doing whatever I wanted to do, no matter how badly I wanted to sometimes.

      My chest felt like it was caving in. I clutched at my shirt, my breaths sawing in and out of my lungs. Was I dying? I was pretty sure I was dying. It hurt so much. It was like I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs, and my chest hurt. God, it hurt so bad.

      Lights swept across the windshield, lighting up the interior of my car. And instead of driving past me, the massive vehicle came to a stop right in front of my car, dimming its lights as it did so. I gripped the hem of my shirt, wishing I could breathe so I could at least run, but I was frozen with fear and panic and stress.

      If I wasn’t already dying, I was certainly about to.

      A light knock sounded on my driver’s side window, and I screamed, jerking my head over to the person standing there. I jerked my head back to the truck. When had they gotten out? Why hadn’t I seen them? My lips trembled, another sob wracking my chest.

      “Hey, hey, easy,” the man soothed, his voice deep and growly. He opened my door and reached in, gently cupping my cheeks. “Take a deep breath. It’s okay. You’re safe.”

      “Y-you’re a stranger,” I hiccupped.

      A small grin tilted his lips. Why did the stranger have to be so gorgeous? He made my stranger danger alarm quiet. “Yeah, I am, but I promise you’re safe with me, okay?”

      I swiped my sleeve under my nose, hiccuping again. “That’s exactly what a kidnapper would say.”

      He softly chuckled, his dark eyes warm and inviting, which—probably stupidly—made me trust him. He ran his hand over my hair, the thumb of his hand that was still cupping my face brushing over my cheek. “What happened, sweetheart?”

      Oh, he used pet names. My heart melted.

      “My stupid car broke down.” I sniffled. “It’s been a bad day.”

      His expression softened into one of concern. “I can give you a ride back down the mountain to wherever you’re staying at. I was going to head into town for a moment anyway.”

      I immediately shook my head, panicking at the thought of facing my parents so soon after their last stupid idea. “No—no please,” I begged him. I’d take my chances with a stranger any day over dealing with them again so soon. “Please don’t take me back to my parents.”

      He frowned, now looking deeply worried. “How old are you?”

      I grabbed my wallet from the middle console and showed him my ID so he wouldn’t think I was lying. I knew I looked a lot younger than I really was. “Twenty-one.” I hiccuped again.

      He nodded, those thumbs still soothingly brushing over my cheeks. “Alright, baby boy. I won’t take you back to wherever you’re staying. Do you have somewhere else you can go?”

      I whimpered and shook my head, more tears falling now. I’d have to face my parents. That tightness returned back to my chest, and I cried harder.

      “No—baby boy, we’re not doing this,” he said in a gentle, yet stern tone. I stared at him through glassy, watery eyes. “Let’s get you in my truck, okay? We’ll ride into town, I’ll grab what I need, and I’ll just take you back home with me. Is that okay? In the morning, I can call Erik and have him tow your car into town and take a look at it.”

      Sniffling, I nodded. “Okay,” I whispered.

      “Good boy.” My heart swelled in my chest at the praise. “Come on.”

      He helped me up from my seat and then reached in, taking my key out of the ignition and grabbing my wallet and my insurance documents. “Why do we need those?”

      “Always important to take your important documents out of your car when you’ve got to leave it somewhere,” he told me as he shut my door. I craned my neck to look up at him. I was shorter than most other guys—only five foot six—and he was massive. Broad shouldered. Thick arms. Well over six feet.

      His hair was straight and a bit messy, the length of it falling right beneath his ear. But his dark eyes were warm and inviting, making me feel safe and weirdly cared for.

      He grabbed my hand in his, making my heart skip a beat in my chest. But his warm, calloused grip eased my anxiety, and I latched onto him a little tighter as he led me to the passenger seat of his truck. I frowned at the massive beast, wondering how in the hell I was supposed to get in the seat when the truck was on huge lifts and even bigger tires.

      I squeaked when he suddenly dropped my hand and then grabbed my waist, hefting me into the truck like I didn’t weigh an ounce. My cheeks flushed red, and I looked down at him as I grabbed the seatbelt. “Thank you, um…” My voice trailed off. How stupid was I to trust someone I didn’t even know the name of?

      “Bane,” he said, that soft smile tilting his lips again. “Bane Marks.”

      I beamed at him. Bane. The name fit him.

      “Jay Hanson,” I smiled. “Thank you, Bane.”

      “No problem, baby boy.” He gently shut the door.

      If he kept calling me those sweet little names, I was never going to want to leave. That was for sure. I was a sucker for being treated sweetly.
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