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Chapter One

I started my workout before dawn, in the dark. Moths danced around the RV’s floodlights. Hints of an unusually warm spring morning blew in over the lake but, for now, a slight pre-dawn chill lingered. With a big can of bear mace sitting nearby, I hit two-hundred swings with a heavy kettlebell then did a hundred pull-ups from a low-hanging branch of a cottonwood tree. I finished off the morning routine with a hundred pushups in the grass as dawn broke over the Bighorn Mountains.

Sweating through my undershirt, I stood up straight, an easy smile on my face. I’d seen the sunrise over the Pocono Mountains in Pennsylvania, the Appalachian ranges in Virginia, and even a few out west.

Nothing beat dawn in Central Wyoming, though.

I toweled off and returned to the RV. I opened the rear hatch and cranked on the propane then went inside and fixed myself breakfast, five scrambled eggs, black coffee, unbuttered sourdough toast, same as every morning.

It was a smaller model RV, easy to tow behind my old Chevy S-10, but it wasn’t a bad ride on its own, either. Even by RV standards, my dwelling was sparse. Some workout gear – a pull-up bar, dip bar, free weights – and a small television. I had no cable hookup and allowed myself just thirty minutes of internet access per day. When I did fire up the television, it was mostly to play retro video games. (I had a special place in my heart for my TurboGrafx-16 emulator.)

I owned a lot of books. One large bookshelf was bolted to the RV’s eastern wall. I had two steamer trunks stuffed with books in my bedroom. I had more in storage, over in town.

I downed three cups of black coffee then headed out to the S-10, fired her up, and made the trip into town. It was a rare trip. I tried not to leave the campground if I could help it, but my twice-monthly trip to Billy’s General Store was a needed exception.

The sun glared over the Bighorn slopes as I took Route 14 eastbound, running parallel to the sapphire blue waters of Buffalo Bill Reservoir. Traffic was rare, usually just the odd big rig heading west, though once I neared the Cody town limits, the road got a bit less lonely.

I kept along the town outskirts, heading south along Route 291 before cutting a prompt right on Chugwater Drive.

With a population of just over 10,000 residents, Cody was the closest thing to a city I’d seen in two years.

I wanted to keep it that way.

Billy’s General Store hadn’t opened to the public yet, but I was an exception. Billy was one of Cody’s fifteen black citizens, an ex-Philly cop who retired early after taking a bullet in his lower back.

Billy stood on the store’s front porch, sipping a thermos of coffee. His close-cropped hair was streaked gray. He had a matching beard and an almost permanent scowl. Billy had been a good friend since I moved out here. In that time, I might have seen him smile twice.

“Hey neighbor,” Billy said as I pulled up.

Of course, Billy lived nowhere near the campground. He called me neighbor because I’d grown up in Carbon County, PA. Never mind that Carbon County was three hours north of Philly. (“This far out in the boonies, you’re basically a city boy,” Billy once commented.)

“What’s going on, Bill?” I asked.

He slurped a slug from his thermos, shrugged, and kept one hand thrust into a denim pocket. “Got your order all ready for you, Chris,” he said.

Indeed, it was right there, bundled up in a tidy stack on the porch floorboards. Several pounds of ground beef ordered straight from the slaughterhouse out in Dry Creek. Two sacks of white rice. Four loaves of sourdough bread. Salted butter, five gallons of milk, one jug of rye whiskey and a 24-pack of Coors Light bottles.

“Everything a man needs to survive,” I smiled.

“Oh, and this,” Billy said, then pulled the book out from under his arm. He looked at it, frowning. “Something beatnik hippie book, ain’t it?”

“You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train,” I laughed. “Howard Zinn. The only book of his I haven’t read yet.”

His scowl tightened. “What are you, a Democrat?” Billy asked with particular disdain.

Billy knew I had no political affiliation at all. Having spent a large part of my twenties in prison, I wasn’t eligible to vote, so I couldn’t vote, anyway.

“I just like reading, that’s all.”

He handed over the book then hefted one sack of rice over his shoulder. “How’s the monk life going by the lake, kiddo?”

I grabbed the other sack and followed him to my truck. “Quiet, lonely,” I said. “Just the way I like it.”

Billy tossed the sack into the bed of the S-10 and grunted disapprovingly. “You’re a young man with some cash to spare,” Billy said. “Fella like you should have a lady around. Start work on a family and all that.”

“I’m thirty-eight years old,” I laughed as I tossed the sack on top of the first. “I don’t think that qualifies as young.”

He shot me a side-eye glare, a friendly sort of wrathfulness that only Billy could pull off without looking like a jerk.

“Thirty-eight,” he said, then spat onto the sidewalk. “That’s a spring chicken compared to me, and trust me, if I was your age with your kind of money, I’d be shacked up with a real pretty lady.”

I nodded up toward the porch, at the store’s front entrance. Billy’s wife stood there, hands on her hips, wearing a scowl that put the old man’s to shame. “I think you'd better lower your voice, neighbor,” I said. “Good morning, Lisa.”

She ignored me. “William Brant, when you were thirty-eight you were shacked up with a real pretty lady, and if you don’t stop flapping your gums she’s going to step out there and stick her foot up your rear end.”

“Mmph,” Billy grunted. He saw me grinning and gave me a shot in the ribs with his elbow. “What’s so funny?”

The shot in the ribs just made me laugh harder. Eventually, Billy laughed too (without smiling, somehow), and we loaded the rest of my supplies into the back of my truck. There was no need to pay, I’d done that a week ago when I made the order. Me and Billy shook hands.

“See you in two weeks, lonely man,” he said.

“Hopefully I’ll see you in two weeks,” I laughed. I gestured back toward Lisa. “The way your lady is looking at you, you might not live that long.”

*****

By and large, the laughs I shared with Billy and his wife were the only human contact I had these days. I might pop into the diner outside of town, maybe, but even then I mostly kept to myself.

Some people would think that was strange. I know Billy did. Ditto for my friends back in Carbon County.

But I preferred it this way. Having spent five years in prison rubbing armpits with Pennsylvania’s friendliest violent offenders will give you a taste for solitude, let me tell ya.

I drove back the way I came, up Route 291 then westbound on Route 14, and as I slowed down to make the turn onto the campground trail, I saw fresh tire tracks in the soil.

I depressed the brake pedal slowly, eyeing up the tracks. I didn’t own the campground, of course, I merely rented out a space there, and it wasn’t unheard of for some passer-by on vacation to pull up in their own RV for a week or two…but these weren’t RV tracks.

They weren’t tracks from a pickup or an off-road vehicle, either. Judging by the imprints from the treads, it was a smaller model car, if I had to guess.

And yeah, the tracks were very fresh. The ruts were still moist. Whoever had pulled down toward my campsite had done so probably in the last fifteen to twenty minutes.

I stared down the trail, at the clusters of cottonwood and blue spruce and quaking aspen trees. The quarter-mile trail zigzagged quite a bit, so I couldn’t see straight down to the lakeside.

Quietly, I opened the glove compartment and retrieved my Glock 25. Small, black as sin, fully loaded, and very much illegal.

I’d slept with this exact gun under my pillow for a long time. Still did, sometimes, though things back east had quieted down. More often than not, I left the Glock in the truck.

Today, I was glad I hadn’t left home without it.

I double-checked the magazine and released the safety then slowly made my way down the trail, the gun resting in my lap. I zigged, I zagged, and when I came around the last bend in the trail, I glimpsed a late-model Kia with a bright pink paint job parked outside my RV. It had a New York vanity license plate, bedazzled at the edges with PRINCESS embedded on the plate.

“The hell?” I whispered, cocking my head to the side.

During those dark days when I lived on the run, some of my ‘buddies’ from back east had driven some pretty inconspicuous vehicles when they were running cross-country trying to hunt me down. Contrary to popular belief, biker gangs rarely rode their Harleys when they were out on a hit job.

A pink Kia, though?

I thought things were settled, I thought grimly. Maybe they’re not as settled as I thought.

I quietly cut the truck’s engine then slid out of the driver’s side door, the Glock at my side. From this angle, with the sun beaming down, I couldn’t see anyone through the Kia window, but maybe –

Then the young lady popped up from behind the Kia, her striking blonde hair a shade brighter than the sun itself.

“Excuse me!” she shouted from across the way. “Are you Christopher Nelson?”

Slowly, I slid the Glock into the back of my waistband. Unless the East Coast biker gangs and their Mafia benefactors had started using female co-eds as button men, I didn’t think I’d need it.

“Yeah, I’m Chris Nelson,” I said. “Who’s asking?”

A second young lady popped up from behind the Kia. They must have been sitting in the grass beside it. This one had brown hair done up in a high ponytail. She crossed her arms against her chest and stood almost protectively beside her friend.

“We are!” the one with the brown hair shot back.

The blonde one elbowed her and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

I did, however, hear the brown-haired one when she said, “Shit Belle, that’s gonna leave a mark!”

“My dad sent me,” the blonde hollered.

“And who might that be?” I asked.

“Clay Morrison,” the blonde answered. “He told me you could help me.”

My stomach dropped.

Clay? He’s with the United Nations now. What the hell could he possibly need from me?

“So, are you gonna help her or not!?” the brunette shouted.

I sighed, switched the safety back on the Glock, and climbed back into my S-10. “Hold on, damn it,” I groaned. “Let’s not spend the whole morning shouting at each other.”

I threw the truck into drive and slowly eased forward. This can’t be good, I thought to myself. Not if Clay sent his daughter all the way out here.


Chapter Two

When the blonde told me she was Clay Morrison’s daughter – or, as I’d be more apt to say, Sergeant Morrison – I took her at her word.

The fact that she’d gotten here at all would have been proof enough. Because, to put it mildly, I was not an easy man to find.

Hadn’t been in some time, in fact.

I wasn’t just one man, you see. At least, not on paper. I was born Christopher Nelson, sure, but these days, I kept my legal name off as many documents as possible.

Outside of my criminal record, ‘Christopher Nelson’ from Carbon County, PA hardly existed at all.

My truck and my RV were registered in the name of a man who only existed on paper. He had a social security number, a date of birth, all of that. Otherwise, he was a phantom.

Likewise, the name on the lease to this particular patch of campground real estate also belonged to a phantom. A second phantom, with all the corroborating legal documents as the first, and just as expensive.

My bank accounts were different. They didn’t belong to a phantom. Rather, they belonged to a ghost. A dead man, to be specific.

Believe it or not, claiming the identity of a dead man was cheaper than the identities of men who never existed.

My point is, ‘Christopher Nelson’ didn’t have a paper trail. I kept in contact with some people back home over email (never social media proper, though), yet even my email accounts were filtered through several VPNs.

If you traced my IP address, you’d get a ping for India, or possibly Malaysia. Nothing in the USA, and certainly nothing within a 1,000-mile radius of where I actually lie myself down for bed each night.

One of the very few people who’d known my exact location was, you guessed it, Clay Morrison.

So yeah, I believed her.

Morrison’s daughter and her brunette friend sat on the loveseat. I took the couch. The coffee table sat between us like an arbiter, a keeper of the peace.

They each had a lukewarm glass of water I’d given them.

“You don’t have, like, a Spindrift or something?” the brunette asked, frowning at her glass.

I shook my head. “I’ve got spring water and black coffee,” I said. I raised my glass, one precise shot of whiskey on the rocks. “And booze, but I’m not sure either of you is twenty-one years old yet.”

The brunette frowned sharply. “I turned twenty-one three weeks ago and Belle is four months ahead of me,” she said with her arms crossed.

“Dani, chill,” Belle said. She looked at the little stone figurine sitting in the middle of my coffee table. The starving Siddhartha statue, a miniature depiction of a skeletal young Buddha in a meditative pose. “That little statue is creepy as hell,” she commented.

“It’s not supposed to be,” I said, nodding. “That’s Buddha, actually.”

“I thought Buddha was fat,” Dani said.

I shook my head. “That’s just one depiction.”

“So you’re a Buddhist?” Belle asked.

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t say that. I just respect the guy, that’s all.”

I sipped my whiskey. Dani ran her finger around the rim of her glass. Belle sat there quietly, reluctant to say much.

“I wasn’t expecting visitors,” I said, then turned to the blonde. “Belle, what exactly do you need from me?”
Though Belle seemed like a naturally bright-eyed young woman, a sudden darkness fell over her.

She shrugged, as if to seem casual, but I could tell that whatever was going on had rattled her deeply.

Belle definitely did not look like the daughter of Sergeant Clay Morrison. There was no family resemblance to speak of. Clay had short onyx hair and a severe jawline. Six-foot, five inches of lean muscle chiseled from a lifetime of hard military training. ‘A hundred yard stare’ didn’t even begin to approximate the dark look in his eyes, an efficient, lethal, yet wary gaze a man only achieved after taking enemy fire one too many times.

Belle couldn’t have been more different than her father.

Her hair was blonde and bright, pulled up tight, secured in a tie-dyed boho bandeau headband.

Her dress was equal parts humble, revealing, easygoing, and effortlessly bohemian-chic. It was a small minidress with an asymmetrical floral pattern, all soft whites and gentle emeralds and a slightly frayed hemline with a slit running up her right thigh.

The neckline was a violent slash down between her breasts. The thin shoulder straps rested on otherwise bare shoulders and the backside of the dress was wide open, plummeting down toward the small of her back. Revealing, yes, but not in a look at me, look at me sort of way. Rather than trying to draw attention with her bare skin, Belle merely radiated an aura of a woman who was comfortable with her body.

Though wrapped in the bandeau, her hair had small braids threaded through it, precise yet casual, as if she’d braided it absentmindedly on a lazy Saturday night listening to old hippie records on vinyl.

Her skin was soft, smooth as satin with a lightly browned buttery finish, the kind of tan a woman got sunbathing in meadows or lounging beside a creek in the woods. There was nothing artificial about her skin tone, nothing that could have been squirted out of an overpriced bottle or broiled in a tanning booth.

Belle wore leather sandals decorated with small stones, opal and turquoise, with matching anklets. The anklets were handmade, it looked like, tiny wooden squares with carved Gemini figures, all secured with loose silver thread.

No, Belle did not in any way resemble a woman with a father like Clay Morrison.

She cleared her throat, sipped her spring water, and seemed to close in around herself. The young lady was guarded. Possibly scared.

And if her father sent her all the way to my home for help, she probably had a very good reason to be.

Dani, the brunette, had a similar hippie vibe, albeit with more of a throwback style. She had a similar build to Belle – both of them were slender and soft, narrow hips and tight, flat stomachs – but had a resting body language that hinted at a more outgoing personality.

Dani sat up straighter, with shoulders wide, her hands balled into fists. (Soft fists, I might note. The young lady looked like she’d never thrown a punch in her life, although not because she’d been afraid to.)

She wore a rainbow crochet crop top, bare arms and shoulders and belly, with only the thinnest strings holding it in place, one around her neck, the other midway down her back. Her skin was a shade somewhere between fair and pale, freckles abounded, and she sported naturally tight abs that less fortunate women could only get by pulverizing themselves with pilates and forgoing any and all carbohydrates.

Her high-waisted denim shorts were practically torn to shreds, like a jungle cat had gotten to them, a young woman who wasn’t just confident in her skin, but dared you to look. Her cowgirl boots accentuated every inch of her toned legs, each black leather boot hand-decorated with colorful rhinestones.

Dani scooted closer to Belle. Protectively close.

I took another sip of whiskey and swirled the glass, idly listening to the ice cubes clinking. “I don’t think your dad sent you all the way out here just to enjoy the scenery,” I said when Belle remained silent.

Belle and Dani exchanged uneasy glances.

“You and my dad are, what, friends?” Belle asked.

“I wouldn’t call your dad a friend, no,” I said. “But we go back a long way.”
“To Afghanistan?” Dani asked curiously.

“Afghanistan and Iraq,” I said, nodding. “We weren’t strangers to Syria or Iran, either, not that many folks are aware we ever stepped foot on Persian soil.”

“Still, my dad must like you a lot,” Belle said, her eyes hovering over her spring water, like she was afraid to look directly at me. “For him to send me here, I mean.”

“Your dad hated my guts and I hated his,” I said. “But we worked well together. More importantly, we’ve always respected each other.”

Belle’s eyes fluttered nervously. She almost looked me in the eye, but not quite. “You hate my dad?”

I nodded. “And trust me, the feeling’s mutual,” I assured her. “All that being said, I’d do absolutely anything for your father, Belle. And he’d do anything for me.”

“I don’t know why anyone would be that loyal to someone they hated,” Dani said.

“That’s because you’ve never been to war,” I told her. “Or prison, for that matter.”

Belle frowned. “My dad was in prison?”

I laughed. “No, but he helped me get a shorter sentence.”

Unlike Belle, Dani wasn’t so nervous about looking me in the eye. Her glare was sharp, fierce, and above all else, protective. “So you’re not just some weirdo who lives in the woods, you’re also a criminal?”

“Dani, chill,” Belle said.

“Former criminal, yup,” I said. “And when Clay Morrison swapped out desert camo for the courtroom and a briefcase, he worked my case pro bono.”

Dani looked to Belle, lowering her voice. “We shouldn’t be here, Belle.”

Finally, Belle met my eye, if only for a moment, then turned back to her friend. “Maybe you’re right…”

“Tell me who’s coming for you,” I said flatly. “If your father saw fit to send you here, it can’t be anyone nice.”

More worried looks, subtle glances.

If I wanted intel on this situation, I’d have to get it from Belle or Dani. Sure, I still had Clay’s contact info, but I wouldn’t risk contacting him. Not if he’d just gone through the trouble of sending his daughter here unannounced.

Clearly, my old sergeant had trouble with some serious bad guys. Serious enough that he was worried about them tailing his only daughter across the country. Serious enough that he didn’t trust her safety with a United Nations security detail, to boot.

Dani wanted to bolt. Belle wasn’t so sure. I couldn’t force them to stay, but I had to hope Clay Morrison instilled his daughter with good sense.

“Me and Dani should step outside and talk amongst ourselves for a few minutes,” Belle said after a moment.

“The door’s right there,” I said, nodding. “I’ve got some nice scenery around here, but if I were you, I wouldn’t wander too far on foot.”

Dani shot me a dirty look, a scowl that could almost match Billy’s back in town. “What, are you trying to say Bigfoot’s wandering around these woods?”

“I’ve never seen Bigfoot,” I told her. “But it’s still springtime and some of the grizzlies out in the woods are still a bit peckish from their long winter fast.”

“Grizzly bears,” Dani snorted. “Yeah, right. Good thing for us we didn’t bring any picnic baskets.”

“I’m telling you,” I insisted. “Don’t go too far.”

“Belle, let’s bolt,” Dani whispered. “This dude’s just some middle-aged whacko.”

“Hey,” I cut in. “I’m not even forty yet.”

That got a smile out of Belle, at least. It nearly got a grin out of Dani, too.

Still, Belle got up from the loveseat. “We just need to talk, that’s all.”
“And that’s fine,” I told her. “But Belle, I think you need to talk to me, too. Really talk. Because I don’t know what’s going on with you and your dad, but if you don’t fill me in, I won’t be able to help you.”

Belle nodded. Dani got up then went to the door. After a moment, Belle followed her.

I leaned back and had another sip of whiskey. Before Belle reached the door, I called out to her.

“Hold on, just one second,” I said, reaching under the couch. I pulled out an old can of bear mace. I tossed it to the blonde. She caught it.

“Seriously?” Dani asked, one eyebrow cocked doubtfully.

“Seriously,” I said.

Dani rolled her eyes and walked out. Belle followed her, the bear mace dangling loose in her hand.

Yeah, this girl is in trouble, I thought to myself. Still, I smiled. Good thing she’s got such a loyal best friend here with her, though. I don’t know what kind of scumbag they’re running from, but if Dani got half a chance, I think she’d stick a shiv in him.

*****

I paced through the RV while they were gone, forcing myself not to watch them through the windows. The young women needed their privacy, without some shut-in mountain wannabe Buddhist peeping at them through the curtains.

I dumped my whiskey, though. Not only was it too early in the day for alcohol, but the cheap bottom-shelf rye was starting to give me an urge to let my eyes, and my mind, wander to places I’d rather keep away from.

Because yeah, I liked that I’d been living alone all this time, but I was still a man.

I was a lonely man, well accustomed to that loneliness, but now I had two jaw-dropping young women at my house.

Over the years, I’d gotten pretty well-versed at avoiding unnecessary temptations. Desire was the root of all suffering, they said. I felt that to be especially true when I was in prison. To keep myself from going nuts, I learned to control my desires, my temptations.

You can’t suffer from desire if you don’t desire anything, right?

Yeah well, it’s easier to remain beholden to that kind of philosophy when you don’t have two half-naked co-eds sitting across from you.

I went to my bedroom, sat on my bed, and tried to meditate. I was usually pretty good at it. Clearing my mind, focusing on my breaths, all that mindfulness stuff.

Not today, though. I didn’t think Siddhartha himself would have been able to sit there without his mind wandering back to those two women, all that bare, smooth flesh. Belle’s lightly bronzed skin sitting so painfully bare next to Dani’s pale, creamy complexion…

I grunted and rolled off the bed then checked my watch. I frowned. Those two had been outside for over an hour. They hadn’t driven off, I’d have heard them start the car. I went to the front door. I didn’t open it, just put my ear to it, listening.

I couldn’t hear them out front. I pulled the door open and looked down toward the lake’s edge. The girls weren’t down there, either.

Then, somewhere across the water, coming faintly over the mid-morning air, I could just barely make out the sound of them screaming.

“Fuckin’ damn it,” I growled. “I warned them about the goddamn bears.”

There was a small coat closet right next to the door. I reached inside, pushed my heavy flannels out of the way, and pulled out my shotgun, already locked and loaded.

I pumped a round and took off as their screams grew louder.


Chapter Three

Dark clouds rolled in as I made my way. Back toward the Bighorn Mountains along the horizon, lightning flashed. Downpours were coming soon. In this part of the country, weather moved fast, like it had a mind of its own.

I followed the girls’ trail as the rain started.

They’d started down at the bank along the lake. I found their tracks, still fresh in the mud. I followed the tracks at a run. The girls had walked along the lake for almost a half-mile before the bear reared its head.

I saw it play out in my mind. The girls near the water, walking aloofly, fully aware of the bear that had come out of the cottonwood cluster just over the ridge. The bear prints were large, still visible in the grass.

After a half-mile, when the bear crept up behind them, the girls had bolted for the trees. Their tracks vanished into the grass. My stomach tightened. I hadn’t heard another scream for some time.

And there was the bear mace, lying discarded in the grass.

“BELLE!?” I shouted. “DANI!?”

A heartbeat later: “CHRIS!” they shouted.

I cut toward the cottonwoods, breathing heavy, my trigger finger tingling. No, I didn’t want to send a slug toward a grizzly. Most likely, it was a female. A mama bear. Territorial gals, mama grizzlies.

Territorial and dangerous.

I broke through the tree line then heard the bear snuffling. I took it slow, counting my breaths, years of practiced meditation helping to keep my cortisol from spiking. It was indeed a mama bear, a real monster of an old gal. Large for an inland bear, I figured she was pushing four hundred pounds, pretty damn hefty considering she’d only woken from her winter slumber lean and hungry a few weeks prior.

I approached quietly. The ladies were up in a quaking aspen tree, nestled in the branches. Mama bear had her snout buried in the grass, munching on something I couldn’t see. Thunder cracked, masking my footfalls, and the bear didn’t hear me coming.

I looked up at Belle and held my forefinger to my lips, signaling to keep quiet. Belle nodded. Dani sat next to her, her arms wrapped tight around Belle’s waist. Belle slowly held up a big bag of beef jerky. She tossed another one down into the grass. Mama bear plodded toward it.

Well now, who would have thought a bag of gas station beef jerky would have saved their lives?

My stomach sank a little. The prospect of offing a grizzly didn’t appeal to me. There weren’t too many of the creatures left these days.

However, this one was hungry, angry, and already seemed to have set her mind on devouring the ladies.

I wasn’t excited about it, but I knew what had to be done.

“Hey, over here, mama!” I shouted.

Mama bear snarled and stood up. The angry old gal stood almost seven feet tall, big for a female, especially in this part of the country.

I stood steady in my boots, breathing easy, and leveled the barrel as mama bear dropped back down to all fours and came at me with a full head of steam.

An angry mama grizzly might as well have been a tank, bigger and faster than you’d expect. I’d only get one shot. I needed to make it count.

I waited until the bear was less than five feet out. I swore I could smell her breakfast on her breath – trout, I thought, which she must have snatched from the lake at some point this morning – and waited until I could spot the grime on her teeth before I pulled the trigger.

BLAM!

A bloody divot appeared right between mama bear’s eyes. The old gal hardly made a sound. I stepped gingerly to the side as the bear’s forward momentum carried her forward, her twitching form crashing in the grass where I’d been standing just a second ago, smoke still rising from the gunshot wound in her skull.

I wasn’t religious. At least, I didn’t believe in one particular religion. I said a quick prayer for the mama grizzly, anyway.

As if to answer me, the sky opened up with a terrifyingly bright crack of lightning. The rain came down in earnest. The girls had gotten pretty high up the tree. Coming down would be dangerous with the rain making the branches slick.

I set the shotgun down and looked at them. They watched me with something akin to quiet reverence, bordering on awe.

“Come down nice and slow, ladies,” I said. “Watch your step, these branches are going to be wet.”

Dani stared down at me, her perma-scowl gradually softening into a jubilant grin.

“Holy shit, Belle!” Dani cried happily. “This old dude just totally took on a grizzly bear for us!”

Though I was sad to see the mama bear die, Dani’s smile was contagious. It infected me and Belle, seemingly at the same time.

“I guess my dad wasn’t joking when he said this guy could protect me,” Belle laughed.

The raindrops were heavy, like a million tiny drums, striking the lake like a million tiny gunshots. The thunder and lightning obliterated the early morning heat. Fresh wind gusts crested down the Bighorn and a chill shot through the air.

Within seconds, Belle and Dani were drenched.

“Are either of you hurt?” I asked, though it didn’t seem like it. If the bear had gotten to either of them, it would have been an ugly scene.

“No, I’m fine,” Belle said.

“Me too,” Dani added. “A few cuts and scrapes from climbing the tree but nothing more than that.”

I nodded. “Good,” I said. “I’ll break out the first aid kit once we’re back at my RV.”

We started back. Belle and Dani both shivered. The rain was relentless. I walked a few feet behind them. The raindrops striking their bare skin was hypnotic. Rivulets of rainwater drenching their hair, trickling down their bare backs. Tiny drops meandering over creases and crevices, weeping from the sagging tip of Dani’s high ponytail, saturating the tie-dyed bandeau wrapped around Belle’s golden hair.

Walking this close to youthful, supple skin awoke something in me. Something that had been dormant for years. It wasn’t just physical desire, like a wandering thought of an ex-girlfriend or a crush, or a glamour shot of a celebrity sexpot.

No, it was the proximity, the intimacy.

From where I stood, I could count the freckles on Dani’s back. I could see the golden strands of Belle’s hair, wet and messy, clinging to the base of her neck. I could see the rainwater sneaking into the trim folds of their skin, slick curves, wet flesh.

And yes, though they’d escaped harm from mama bear, both of them had received some minor scrapes from their climb up the aspen tree. There were tiny cuts and bruises. A scratch on Belle’s lower back. A bright pink scrape across Dani’s right shoulder. A tiny trickle of blood from a small scratch above Belle’s right anklet, a similar scrape just above Dani’s left hip.

Suffering comes from desire, I told myself, counting my breaths, trying to ease my mind into a meditative state. And these two ladies are half your age, old man. Get those dirty thoughts outta your head before you discover the true meaning of suffering.

It was a water-drenched trek back to the RV. Back inside, both the ladies began shivering, their teeth chattering, their wet flesh covered in goosebumps. I got them towels from the bathroom then turned the heat up.

They sat on the couch, directly next to each other, their wet skin touching at the thighs, at the shoulders.

I tried not to notice. With my jaw clenched, I retrieved the first aid kit and dropped it on the coffee table in front of them.

“This kit’s got everything you need to tend to those bumps and bruises,” I said. “I need to go dig a grave for mama bear.”

They paused, glancing at each other uneasily.

“I don’t know how to do first aid,” Belle said.

“Me either,” Dani added.

The two of them sat there, drenched and shivering and sexy as hell.

I glanced at the starving Buddha on my coffee table and thought, Hey man, I’m gonna need some help getting through this one.

More than just the way the two of them looked, there was the troublesome way they were looking at me.

I was no hunk. No muscled-up Chad, not by any means. However, I had taken reasonably good care of myself my entire life. I was in shape and these young ladies were definitely starting to notice.

I wasn’t used to female attention, so it took me a moment to realize the ladies’ eyes, the way their stares lingered for just a little too long.

My T-shirt was soaked, the thin cotton clinging tightly to my torso. Belle’s eyes started wandering first, then Dani’s. The blonde was a bit less overt, but Dani made little effort to hide her gaze.

“Hm,” the brunette grunted, a smirk growing on her lips. She raised an eyebrow. “You, uh, hit the gym a lot, Mr. Nelson?”

“Chris, you can just call me Chris,” I insisted, because the words Mr. Nelson were just too absurdly sexy rolling off Dani’s tongue.

The brunette saw the effect she was having on me. She shifted her lips, the tip of her tongue flashing between her teeth, and giggled quietly. She gave Belle a soft, playful poke on the thigh.

Belle blushed.

As for me, my tongue clicked dryly against the roof of my mouth as I watched Dani’s pale white fingertip press against Belle’s lightly bronzed flesh. My jaw tightened reflexively. I found I was holding my breath. That little playful poke might have lasted half a second, but it was seared into my mind’s eye.

The moisture on their skin, the light pressure of Dani’s fingertip sinking into Belle’s thigh, tiny bits of dirt and grime smeared across their flesh from their dash up into that quaking aspen tree.

Then the ladies leaned against one another, bare shoulder on bare shoulder, bare thigh against bare thigh, the two of them beset by a fresh chill that got them shivering.

“Keep drying off,” I said. “I can, uh, put on some hot coffee. That should warm you up quick.”

“Th-th-th-thanks,” Belle said, her soft pink lips quivering in the cold. I tried mightily not to notice Belle’s stiff nipples pressing through her floral-pattern dress, two deliciously small, hard points simply begging me to steal a glance.

“Goddamn it’s cold,” Dani whispered, then snuggled up more closely to her friend. Dani slid one hand between her thighs, then the other between Belle’s. “Help me warm my hands up, Belle.”

Belle tightened her thighs, her legs pressing inward against Dani’s shivering fingers. It was an easy intimacy, a sign of a deep friendship that might have gone just a little bit deeper than merely platonic.

The way they touched, the way they seemed to draw one another close so effortlessly, I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever…

Good Christ, you idiot, put that goddamn coffee on before you drive yourself insane, I thought to myself.

“Coffee, yeah,” I grunted, averting my eyes as quickly as I could. “I’ll get you two warmed up then crack open the first aid kit, okay?”

Dani and Belle exchanged quick glances. Belle giggled.

“Sure thing, Mr. Nelson,” they said together.


Chapter Four

I stepped into my room, changed, then headed to the kitchen. Straining muscles I didn’t even know I had, somehow, I kept my eyes locked on the floor as I walked past Belle and Dani, both still shivering on the couch.

I stood over the kitchen counter as the coffee brewed, counting my breaths, easing my mind, and trying to tap into my own personal inner Buddha.

Yeah, right.

It had been years since I was with a woman. An unfortunate byproduct of my self-imposed exile. I hardly socialized with anyone outside of my trips to Billy’s General Store. (And most of that socializing consisted of Billy scowling at me and disapproving of my taste in books.) No nights out at the bar. When I did venture into a diner, I never flirted with any waitresses.

But I didn’t need a degree in female studies to realize why Belle and Dani were developing such a severe crush on me.

It went beyond physical attraction, I knew that much.

They’re obviously scared. Belle’s dad sent them packing to Wyoming because they’re in danger. On top of that, I just swooped in like a goddamn action hero and saved them from becoming bear food. Yeah, obviously they developed a crush, there’s nothing I can do about that now.

Maybe not, but I just wished I didn’t enjoy their crush.

I was only a man. No amount of deep meditation could change the fact that it felt pretty damn nice to be wanted by two younger women.

“That doesn’t mean you have to act on it, though,” I whispered to myself as I poured three mugs of coffee.

Returning to the girls, I went into full Zen mode. I sat down on the loveseat, opened the first aid kit, and tried to keep my physical impulses muted.

“Who wants to go first?” I asked.

Dani, having done almost a full one-eighty on her attitude toward me, practically leapt across the room.

“Me first, Mr. Nelson,” she purred as she cozied up to me.

My jaw clenched, I tried not to let the delicious scent of her body intoxicate me. She scooted around, her back facing me, and I gently cleaned the wound on her shoulder. A small cut, nothing major, yet I wiped the grime from the scrape then applied disinfectant on a 4x4 piece of gauze.

Her body tensed when the disinfectant hit the cut. She looked back at me, sucking on her bottom lip, wincing in pain.

“Sorry about that,” I told her, trying to ignore the fact that she was staring right at me. “I just need to make sure the cut doesn’t get infected.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “It hurts…but in a good way.”

My stomach tightened. My balls ached. The warmth of her body radiated toward me and my blood rushed precisely where I didn’t want it to go.

And the worst part was, Dani noticed.

It was impossible to ignore the way her eyes shifted downward. She had no doubt spotted the tent growing in my jeans.

Moving as subtly as possible, I shifted away from her and crossed my right leg over the left, hoping to hide my erection.

I applied a bandage to her shoulder then worked my way down. Little scrapes from the tree branches crisscrossed her pale back, a dozen little bright pink kisses across her creamy white flesh.

These were too small to warrant bandages, but I disinfected them all the same. She grew tense again, the disinfectant burning slightly.

“Sorry,” I said again. “These scratches are too small to get infected, but I don’t clean them, they’re going to start itching like crazy.”
Dani cocked her lips into a sensual half-smile. “Find all my little bumps and bruises, Mr. Nelson. Take as long as you want.”

Good Christ, this one was getting to me. As fun as it was to have access to every inch of her skin, I was relieved when we finished.

Dani shot Belle a furtive grin as they switched places. Belle tried to laugh her off. I was thankful for that. Dani’s efforts to wear down my sense of propriety had wreaked havoc on my willpower. If Belle had put the screws to me now, I just might have blown a load in my jeans.

She sat down next to me, but unlike Dani, she left a few inches between us. Fighting desperately to keep my eyes from wandering, I nodded toward her injured ankle.

“That’s a nice cut you got there,” I grumbled. “I should work on that first.”

Belle shifted in her seat, leaned back, and draped her right leg across me. I pulled her anklet up a bit. As my fingertips brushed against her skin, my mouth went dry.

Because just sitting here putting my hands on her flesh was maddening, I decided to get some intel out of her while I mended her wounds.

“Okay Belle, maybe now you’re ready to spill the beans,” I said. “Why is it your dad sent you all the way here?”

Belle glanced over at Dani. Dani met her eye, then nodded.

Belle took a deep breath. “Mr. Nelson, are you familiar with a man named Anton Federov?”

I went still, the disinfectant clenched in my fist, with Belle’s leg resting on my knee.

Anton goddamn Federov. No fucking way.

This wasn’t some stateside Mafioso, some low-key American-born organized crime figure.

Yeah, American crime could be rough. We had mobsters and criminals, corruption and murder…but American crime had suffered over the years, both from the American surveillance state, the prevalence of RICO trials, and the more humdrum reality that most mob endeavors – extortion, loansharking, gambling – had been absorbed into the ‘legal’ corporate world.

Men like Anton Federov operated on a different level.

I’d never met the man, obviously, but I heard his name. Mostly in whispers. The Russian Rattlesnake, who’d spent his formative years in a Kamchatka prison. The son of a former KGB agent turned mobster, he inherited his father’s shoestring drug-dealing operation and turned it into one of Russia’s most powerful crime families.

The international law enforcement community had been after him for years. I heard rumors that even Vladimir Putin was afraid to piss him off.

Clay Morrison, however, wasn’t afraid of anyone. Belle didn’t need to elaborate. I knew what was happening.

Clay and his UN buddies were finally going to bring charges against Federov. Clay must have been one of the lead prosecutors.

And, thus, Federov would put a target on Clay…and his family.

Belle studied me. “You’ve heard of him,” she said. “This Federov guy.”

“Some Russian,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Nothing to worry about.”

“If it’s nothing to worry about then why’d Mr. Morrison send Belle halfway across the country?” Dani asked.

“I’d just as soon know why you’re here with her,” I said, smirking.

Dani sat up straight and defiant. “Because if anybody messes with Belle, they’re messing with me,” she said. “We’re a package deal.”

“I can see that,” I laughed.

That got a smile out of Dani. Belle, however, just sat there, with her leg balanced on my knee and a dark look forming in her eyes.

“Let me take care of your scrapes,” I told her. “Then I’ll fix us something to eat for lunch.”

“I snooped in your kitchen a little bit,” Dani said. “All I saw was ground beef and rice, mostly.”

I shrugged. “I’m a simple guy.”

“Is there anywhere around here where we could get something to eat?” she asked.

I paused. Belle glanced at me. She knew more than she let on.

“You two can just hang out around here for now,” I said as I applied the disinfectant to the cut on Belle’s ankle. “I’ll head into town and grab us something interesting.”

“You mean it’s not safe for us to leave,” Belle said.

Perceptive, yeah. She was a smart chick.

“That pink Kia you arrived in,” I said. “Is that car registered in your name? Your father’s name?”

“It’s a rental,” Belle said.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Belle’s eyes sharpened. She had more fight in her than she let on. “My dad made sure to rent it using a dummy name,” she said. “The UN has those, you know, for people in protective custody. Totally untraceable.”

“Nothing’s totally untraceable,” I corrected her. “But still, that’s good. You two didn’t get pulled over on the way here, did you?”

“We stayed five miles under the speed limit the whole way,” she said. “I made sure Dani left her lead foot back in New York.”

“Hey!” Dani said. “I’m perfectly capable of driving safely.”

“Yeah, when I’m watching the speedometer for you,” Belle smirked.

I liked their playful back-and-forth. It boded well for their nerves.

“What about social media?” I asked. “Have either of you posted where you’re going or –”
“God, we’re not that dumb, Mr. Nelson,” Dani shot back. “We ditched our cell phones before we left.” She pulled a flip phone from her pocket. “We got these from a bodega in Harlem right before we hit the road. Burner phones. Paid for in cash, before you ask.”

“Heh,” I laughed. “I didn’t mean to offend you. Obviously, you two both have good heads on your shoulders.” I nodded toward Dani. “You’ve got a good heart, too. The way you’re sticking by Belle through this.”

“My first day at NYU, I was nervous,” Dani said. “Like, crapping my pants nervous.” She gestured to Belle. “She was the first person to come up and say hello to me. The first person to make any effort at all to be my friend. We’ve been inseparable ever since. That won’t change for some Russian mobster jerk.”

Anton Federov had resources. Resources that bordered on the capabilities of a small nation-state. Federov’s criminal enterprise had integrated into the Russian government, had access to corporations both Russian and international.

On top of that, he was known to be a vindictive, vengeful, petty, and above all, murderous son of a bitch.

If she knew half the rumors about Anton Federov that I’ve heard about, she might be singing a different tune, I thought.

Then again, maybe not.

These two had a bond. I’d only known them for a short while, but that much was clear already.

If you’re going to be on the run from one of the most dangerous mobsters in the world, I guess it’s good to have a friend at your side.

Yeah, a good friend…and a guy with a shit ton of guns stashed in his RV.

“You two hang tight,” I said when I finished with Belle’s cuts. “I’ll shoot into town, grab us some decent grub, and then we can figure out what comes next.”

Belle, still studying me, leaned forward. “And what should we expect to come next, Mr. Nelson?” she asked.

“You should expect to spend a lot of time right here, in my RV, at this campground,” I smiled. “Because Federov is a dangerous asshole. And the safest place you can possibly be, outside of Fort Knox, is right here with me.”


Chapter Five

I hurried into town, scored a few pizzas, then shot back in less than an hour. Now that I knew who, precisely, Belle and Dani were running from, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving them alone for any longer than that.

When I got back, Dani let out a jubilant little shout – “PIZZA!” – and snatched an entire pepperoni pie to herself. Belle, however, was less excited.

She lingered in the kitchen with me while Dani collapsed onto the couch, the pizza resting on her lap.

“I’m in a shit load of trouble, ain’t I?” Belle asked.

I saw the fear in her eyes. I didn’t want to add to it, but I also wasn’t much of a liar, either.

“You’re in trouble, yes,” I said. “And I guess your dad didn’t trust the UN security detail they were going to give you.”

Belle shook her head. “No, he didn’t,” she said. “He’s going to be overseas a lot, so the United Nations gave him some top-tier security, but for me…”

“What about your mother?” I asked.

Her face darkened. “She’s…not in the picture.”

She didn’t elaborate, but she didn’t need to. Clay Morrison had been through a hell of a lot during his deployment. He’d seen things that would have made me blush, and Lord knows I saw a lot myself.

“It’s a shitty thing that happens to a lot of us who serve,” I said. “We come back home, but we’re not who we used to be. Things change. People change.”

Belle had changed her clothes since I left. She’d ditched her drenched hippie clothes. Now she wore a simple pair of tiny drawstring shorts and a sleeveless undershirt, plain white cotton against her butterscotch flesh. She’d brushed the kinks and wet knots out of her hair, letting it flow down her shoulders. It was longer than I realized.

“I just wish this would all blow over,” she said. “Me and Dani were just about to finish our senior year…”

“And you will,” I said. “Trust me. Anton Federov is an asshole, but if your father is prosecuting him, then he might as well already be in some Interpol prison cell.”

She took a plain slice and nibbled at it. She chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, then set the pizza down. “This is really good, but we’ve been driving nonstop,” she said, yawning. “I know it’s still early in the day, but I think I should get some sleep.”

“No worries,” I said. “We can heat this up later, or I can grab you girls something else to eat, if you want.”

She watched me closely, idly wiping the pizza grease off her hands with a paper towel. “You don’t want to leave us here alone, though.”

Again, I didn’t want to scare her, but Belle deserved nothing less than the truth.

“No, I don’t want to leave you two alone,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong. I honestly don’t think Federov will be able to trace you here, but…”

“Better safe than sorry, I guess,” she said.

“Yeah, better safe than sorry,” I echoed. We stood there a moment, looking into one another’s eyes. Belle barely knew me, but I was a comfort to her. She didn’t have to say it, but I could read it in her eyes.

She felt safe with me. I was glad for that.

“You two can sleep in my bedroom if you’d like,” I said. “For as long as you two are here, that bed is yours.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Nelson. I don’t want to impose.”

“It’s fine, I won’t have it any other way,” I said. “Now you should probably get to bed. Dani, too.”

“She tends to be more energetic than I am,” Belle said.

“You sure about that?” I asked, then nodded toward the living room.

Belle turned around. She saw Dani, splayed across the couch, a slice of pizza cooling on her chest, sound asleep.

Belle giggled. “She’s been on high alert since we hit the road,” Belle said. “Dani can be a little goofy, but she won’t leave my side. I tried to warn her she might be in danger, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“She’s a good friend,” I told her. “It’s rare to find a friend as loyal as her.”

Belle looked up at me. “Kind of how you’re loyal to my dad.”

“Well, like I said, I don’t know if I’d go as far as to say that me and your pop are friends,” I answered. “But yes, I’d consider myself a pretty loyal guy.”

Belle lingered for a moment, like she wanted to say more. Instead, she smiled quietly. “Thanks again for taking us in, Mr. Nelson.”

“Stop making me feel old,” I chuckled. “Please, call me Chris.”

Belle shrugged, smirking. “I dunno,” she said. “I kind of like calling you Mr. Nelson. It’s…” she trailed off, blushing.

“It’s what?” I asked.

She shook her head, her cheeks red as blooming roses. “Let me see if I can get Dani into bed before she starts snoring.”

*****

Yeah, the ladies were tired, alright. They slept through the morning then straight through the afternoon. I indulged in a few slices of pizza while they were snoozing. It had been years since I gave myself free rein to binge eat, and boy oh boy, I got my money’s worth.

I sat in the kitchen, staring out the window, crushing slice after slice as I studied the area around the lake as the sun began to set.

No, I didn’t think Anton Federov would find the ladies here. Though Clay was getting up there in years, I was sure he was as sharp as ever. No way he’d send his only daughter packing without making sure she understood the situation.

No cell phones. A car registered to a dummy name. That all made for a good start, but I’d have to make sure the ladies would lie low for the time being.

Anton Federov had resources, alright. Once you reached the heights of Russian organized crime, the world got a lot smaller for you.

Federov almost certainly had access to hackers. Top-of-the-line code crackers who could sneak into government databases and hack traffic cameras. If the ladies got pulled over in New Jersey and gave the cops their real names, Federov’s guys could sniff that out within hours.

Mental note: The ladies need new identities.

I’d drop that on them in due time. I didn’t want to spook them just yet, but I had a feeling Belle and Dani would be staying with me much longer than either of them had first anticipated.

I sat in the kitchen, digesting my cheat meal, then decided to treat myself to a beer. Just one, no more than that. I wouldn’t be doing much drinking as long as the ladies were here. I’d have to keep myself sharp, just in case.

The evening wore on into the night and still the girls didn’t stir. Yawning, I decided to pack it in early.

I fixed the pull-out bed as I finished my beer. I kicked off my shoes but, before lying my head down, I double-checked my Glock to make sure it was loaded.

Once I was certain, I brought it into bed with me.

God, it’s been years since I slept like this.

To be honest, I slept better with a gun under my pillow.

“That can’t be good for my mental health,” I chuckled quietly to myself as I spread out on the mattress and wiggled my toes.

I was more exhausted than I thought. I blinked and passed out. I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but when I opened my eyes again, it was the middle of the night…and I wasn’t alone.

Belle lay on my left side.

Dani on my right.

I’d fallen asleep on my back, with my arms folded behind my head. The ladies were curled up next to me.

Watching me.

I grunted as I blinked the sleep away. “Ladies, is everything okay?”

Belle scooted closer. She lay her head on my bicep, her cheek warm and smooth against me. “I had a bad dream,” she said.

“She woke me, too,” Dani said, then nestled onto my arm, the same as Belle had. “And I can’t even lie, Mr. Nelson…I’m scared, just like Belle.”


Chapter Six

I froze, keeping my hands folded behind my head. The light was still on over the stove. Yellow-gold light spilled into the living room, framing the girls in halos, deep shadows and golden hues.

Belle wore the same outfit as before, that sinfully tight sleeveless tank top and her cloth drawstring shorts. Dani must have changed before going to bed. She wore a plain black T-shirt, normal length but tied off at the waist, showing off her porcelain abdomen from her waistline up to her ribcage. Her bedtime shorts were as tiny as Belle’s, tighter even, skintight on her hips and upper thighs.

Belle kicked the blanket away from me. She rubbed her foot against my lower leg. Her hand rested on the side of my chest, my upper pectoral near my shoulder. She lightly scratched her fingernails across my shirt, the tips scraping pleasantly across my flesh beneath the fabric.

Dani’s hand fell on my stomach, halfway down to my waist. My shirt had ridden up my abdomen. She extended her fingers. The tips of her pinky and ring fingers grazed my bare skin.

My stomach went tight. Blood rushed down between my legs. I was half-loaded, the beginnings of an erection showing through my shorts.

“Girls, what are you doing?” I asked, my voice deep and gravelly from sleep.

I felt like I should have been drunk. Or dreaming. Some vivid lucid hallucination, perhaps.

Except I was dead sober and wide awake and these two young ladies had crawled into bed with me.

I met Belle’s eye, then Dani’s. Despite her attempts at being a badass, Dani immediately looked away, curious but deferential, her confidence wavering.

Belle, however, didn’t look away at all.

“We just want you to make us feel safe, Mr. Nelson,” Belle whispered.

Dani nodded, studying the movement of her fingers as she slipped her hand up my T-shirt, moving across my abdomen, up toward my chest. “We’re tired of being afraid, Mr. Nelson…”

“Belle, Dani, I can’t,” I whispered. “Clay sent you here.”

Belle inched closer, her chin resting on my chest. When she exhaled, I could feel her breath against my face. When she spoke, I closely watched the shifting texture of her soft lips, the subtle movements of her tongue.

“We’re here now,” Belle said. “And it’s just us. Me and Dani and you, Mr. Nelson.”

Dani crept closer, too. She hooked her leg around mine, grinding her heel against my inner thigh. “Just us,” she whispered.

I could sense their warmth, their desire for safety…and their desire for something more.

These two were my responsibility. My priority. I’d have been lying if I said I didn’t want them. I did. In fact, I wanted them so badly it hurt. My every muscle was tense, straining, and my cock had gotten so stiff that it ached.

I looked down at them, curled up beside me. Belle’s skin seemed to drink in the golden light from the kitchen. Those very same golden hues danced upon Dani’s flesh, accentuating every soft curve, every freckle.

They just want to feel safe, I thought to myself, then slowly extended my arms. I slid one down around Belle, the other around Dani. My palms moved down their backs, slipping slowly from T-shirt fabric to bare skin. I cupped the bases of their spines. Belle went a little stiff with anticipation, while Dani further melted against me.

“What do you two specifically want from me?” I asked as I massaged their lower backs, my cock pulsing with want for every painful second I let my fingertips linger on their tender, exposed skin. “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do, but I also won’t go planting ideas in your heads.”

Belle and Dani exchanged glances. They turned back to me. Belle kissed me first, those soft pink lips pressing against my throat. My heart shuddered at the sensation. I wondered if she could feel my pulse quickening as her lips slid across my neck, my artery pumping wildly nearby.

Dani crept up a little higher. She brushed her hand down the side of my face, over the thick stubble on my chin. Her eyes were wide and eager.

She kissed me. Her mouth tasted sweet, almost flowery. The kiss was tentative, like she was testing the waters. I cupped her lower back tighter and turned toward her and reciprocated. She exhaled sharply as I slipped my tongue past her teeth. Her hand tightened on my face, her thumb pressing tight against my jaw.

Belle kissed her way up to my ear. She caught my earlobe, sucked on it, causing my cock to ache further. I broke my kiss with Dani. She seemed dazed by the force of it. I turned to Belle, my palm still cupping her lower back, and pulled her closer.

Belle’s fingers danced along my upper chest, brushing against my neck. She tilted her head forward, a soft wisp of a moan reverberating against my lips. I slid my hands lower. My fingers breached Belle’s waistband first, pushing beneath her shorts, and my balls tightened when I felt the fabric of her panties.

Dani, however, gave me a surprise. As my fingers crept beneath her shorts, I found nothing but bare skin, her tight ass clenching in anticipation as my fingertips crested over her cheeks, down the narrow valley between.

“I just want to feel good for a little while,” Belle panted as we kissed.

“We’re tired of being scared,” Dani whispered, her lips pressed against my cheek, against my neck.

“Make us forget what’s out there waiting for us,” Belle went on.

Belle’s hand dropped to my lower abdomen. Dani’s joined it a moment later. They tugged my T-shirt up, slid their fingers down. Belle pulled at my shorts. Dani’s fingers brushed against the tent raging underneath.

Years of self-imposed suppression simmered within me. Desires I’d tampered down through solitude and deep meditation percolated and boiled, pulsed and threatened to burst.

I was lost in the touch of their mouths, their lips, their tongues. We kissed, Belle and me, then me and Dani, though I nearly lost my mind when they crawled upon my chest, toward each other, and the blonde and the brunette kissed one another.

Dani ran her fingers through Belle’s hair. Belle’s fingers fell gently upon Dani’s throat, squeezing lightly. Their lips parted. Their tongues shifted back and forth, and the light sheen of their saliva glistening on their mouths sent a buzz of electricity straight down to my aching erection.

I kept a hand on their asses, watching them kiss. I wiggled down Dani’s shorts a touch and the light from the kitchen illuminated her backside, turning it into golden perfection. When Belle realized Dani wasn’t wearing panties, and that I had my palm on Dani’s bare skin, she caught me by the wrist and thrust my hand deeper, down into her panties.

Their lips smacked, their tongues clicked, and I sat up hungrily, eager to join. I kissed Belle on the neck, slowly working my way down toward her shoulder, worrying at her skin, the scent of her sex drawing me closer.

Belle broke her kiss with Dani. She pulled her shirt off, leaving herself topless, no bra, her perky, hard nipples like exclamation points. I buried my face in those firm pillows, sucking and tugging, pinching, toying.

And my reward was Belle’s clipped breath, the vibrating tone of her voice when she said, “Fuck, Mr. Nelson…”

I didn’t dare leave Dani unattended, however. I pulled the brunette in closer, shifted my hand down between her thighs, and found her sex bare and dripping. An eager young woman, Dani pulled my forefinger into her, gasping at my entry.

When I began working my thumb around her clit, the brunette’s chest heaved, her body trembled, her thighs tightened around my hand.

“Nobody’s ever touched me like this,” Dani panted.

Yes, well, I wasn’t finished yet.

I pulled my face free from Belle’s tits and pushed Dani onto her back. The brunette propped herself up on her elbows, watching me, and I slowly spread her thighs. I leaned down, kissing the insides of her thighs, slowly making my way deeper, where a dark strip of pubic hair awaited me.

Belle curled up beside us, her eyes wide and attentive, her hand moving between her thighs as I pressed my lips to Dani’s, as I slid my tongue into her breach and nuzzled the tip of my nose gently against her clitoris.

It took me perhaps two minutes to realize no one had ever devoured Dani properly. I assumed Dani and Belle had fooled around a bit. However, Dani’s rapturous, near-instant release told me she’d never had a truly experienced lover, not until now.

Her pale thighs closed tight around my face. Her hips swayed from left to right, though I wasn’t sure if this was a conscious movement or mere reflex. Her slit was gushing, soaking me, and I felt a deep, sharp, but altogether satisfying pain at the base of my neck where Dani reflexively dug in her heels, her toes curling, her voice breaking like shattered glass as I devoured her until she climaxed.

I came up for air, wiping my lips with the back of my hand, but Belle had lost her patience. She practically crashed into me. I rolled onto my back as she straddled my chest, her bare, naked, hairless pussy coming down straight at my face.

“Please,” Belle whispered, a sound like a distant windchime as she lowered herself onto my mouth, grinding, thrusting, smearing her dew across my lips.

I lay back and let her ride me. I buried my tongue in her slit. She lurched forward when she felt the tip of my nose against her cherry. Her body swiveled from her hips up to her shoulders, back and forth half-rotations, her fertile form twisting as if in a trance.

Her arms jerked downward, her hands twisting my hair in her fists, and her blonde hair bounced along her shoulders as she grimaced in what looked to be unbearable pleasure.

“I’m cumming,” she whispered, her voice little more than a high-pitched squeak, one palm raised to her lips, as if to stifle her own voice, and a heartbeat later her discharge was running down my chin.

My whole world shrank down to the space between Belle’s thighs. I couldn’t see, I couldn’t hear, hell, I could barely move.

That was why it was such a jarring surprise when I felt Dani take me inside of her.

She’d straddled my hips without me realizing it. The brunette kept one hand at the base of my cock as she lowered herself, with her other hand gripping Belle’s shoulder for balance.

“Mr. Nelson, you’re bigger than I thought,” Dani whispered as she took me, her tightness spreading for me like a blooming flower.

Belle moved aside, curling up next to me, allowing me a full view as my cock vanished into Dani’s treasure. The brunette’s pale body clenched when she fully trapped me, leaving my cock buried in her completely, her nectar dripping down the length of my balls.

Good Christ, it had been so long. The walls of Dani’s cunt felt as though they were covered in silk. She rocked forward, grinding me inside of her.

I held her by the hips, my fingers leaving bright pink pressure marks on her alabaster skin. I clenched my teeth, writhing beneath her, and my long years of exile turned my cock into a raw, pulsing nerve ending.

“Dani, Jesus,” I whispered as I held her tight. “It’s been…it’s been a long time for me…”

She just kept grinding. I was powerless in the face of her lust. Her bright pink cleft engulfed me. She ran one hand down to her clitoris and pulled on her hood. That ripe cherry nearly drove me to madness. I had to touch it, had to experience it, and when I brushed the pad of my thumb across her sensitivity, Dani’s mouth wrenched open wide, a pleasure masquerading as pain.

Dani’s cunt tightened, smothering me. Her knees shot inward, clamping down on my hips. She pressed her hands to her chest, between her breasts, like her heart might come bouncing out.

My cock was on the brink. I knew I didn’t have much time left. Carefully, I took Dani by the hips once more. I grit my teeth as I shifted her off of me, to the empty side of the bed, then I set my sights on Belle.

Dani had her release. It was only fair that Belle got the same before I ran out of gas.

The butterscotch blonde lay on her back, her spine arched, her legs opening for me. Her bare pussy wept, her labia like a foreign fruit, and she wrapped her arms tight around my neck as I mounted her.

“Make me feel good, Mr. Nelson,” she whispered, pressing her lips to my ear, her tongue probing in and out.

“I won’t be able to last long,” I admitted. “Like I said, it’s been years…”

“And I won’t need long,” she promised, her voice rippling in my ear, her legs wrapping around my hips, her anklets tickling my waist.

I settled between her thighs, my tip poking against her entry. Belle ran her hands down my shoulders, along my arms. She sank her fingertips into my triceps, her thumbs into the meat of my arms.

“Go slow,” she whispered.

I nodded and entered her. Her silken walls spread for me, a tight inner lust that fit like a glove.

She was already wet, yet she was downright soaked once I entered her. Belle parted her lips, her breath hot on my face, but when I slid my hand down to her clit, that warm exhalation turned into a sharp gasp.

I rocked my hips slowly, as she asked, yet even this slow rhythm had me on the brink. The two of them together were just too much for a man in exile, a man who’d only known solitude and loneliness.

Belle shifted her arms, digging her fingernails into my spine, and she held me so tightly against her that I could feel her heart pattering beneath her sternum.

Sweat broke out across my brow. A drop tumbled onto her chest, my sweat mixing with hers, soaking into her pores, and I grunted, pushing deeper, wanting every inch of her sweat-damp skin to press against mine.

A light screech whistled from her lips. Belle arched her back, causing her hips to thrust up to meet my rhythm, and her sudden moment of pleasure came not a moment too soon.

I was going to pull out. I had no plans on spending myself inside her. Yet when I attempted to remove myself, Belle wrapped every limb around me, a reflexive trap. She shook her head, “No, don’t pull it out,” and tightened herself against me, her legs squeezing my hips, her fingernails scraping into my flesh.

I gave myself over to her, indulging in this one irresponsible act. Though she’d already had her moment of release, when Belle felt the warm burst inside of her, she moaned and bit down hard on my shoulder.

When I came, it was like my entire life force had been spent. I went limp, rolling to the side, and Belle and Dani both snuggled under my arms.

Belle just purred, running the tip of her forefinger in circles around my chest.

Dani kissed my neck, her leg draped over my hip.

“Thanks for letting us into your home,” Belle whispered.

“Thanks for making us safe,” Dani added.

“I used to think this was just a place for me,” I yawned, pulling them closer. “But now I know what it really is.”

They both looked at me.

“This is a place for us,” I said.


Chapter Seven

The next morning, I drove into town while they were still sleeping. No, I didn’t like leaving Belle and Danie alone – especially now, after we shared a bed – but I wasn’t comfortable bringing them out with me just yet.

I cracked the windows of my pickup as I sped along the highway. I found a good classic rock station and cranked the music up. AC/DC blared over the old speakers. I sang along with Brian Johnson, belting out the lyrics to "You Shook Me All Night Long."

I laughed, realizing I couldn’t remember the last time I sang along to one of my favorite songs.

Billy watched me curiously as I pulled up to the general store. I rarely showed up unannounced. Usually, I called a week in advance to put my order in.

He scowled and looked at me over the rim of his coffee thermos.

“Hey neighbor, little odd for you to show up without calling ahead,” the old ex-cop said.

“I just like to see the smile on your face, Billy, that’s all,” I laughed.

“Mph,” he grunted. An unpleasant sound to the uninitiated, that ‘mph’ indicated laughter. “Well, I don’t have any of your Democrat hippie books stocked on the regular, so don’t expect any commie crap on my shelves, neighbor.”

“I wouldn’t know what to do without you, Billy,” I laughed as I stepped inside.

Billy followed me in. Lisa waved to me from behind the cash register. I took a shopping basket and walked up and down the aisles.

Frozen pizza. Ramen noodles. Microwavable mac ‘n cheese. Low-calorie sodas. All the staples of a healthy American college diet.

“This doesn’t seem like you,” Billy commented as I pulled a pint of ice cream out of the frozen food section.

“It doesn’t, does it?” I laughed.

For maybe the first time since I met him, Billy cracked a smile.

A small smile, but a smile regardless.

“You seem happy, though,” Billy said. “I can’t quite tell why, or how, but I can see it in your eyes.”

“You know what, Billy?” I said. “You’re right. I am feeling pretty good this morning.”

His smile vanished, replaced by his customary scowl.

“Whatever it is, make sure you keep doing it, neighbor,” Billy said.

“Heh, yeah,” I said. “I think I will.”
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