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This wasn't supposed to happen. 
I remember thinking that at exactly 2 a.m. as I sped down a lonely stretch of Highway 54 through the middle of nowhere, the map on my phone my only company as I swerved around a slow moving vehicle hogging the road in front of me. As soon as I passed it, I jerked into fifth gear and sped off, looking for a place to pull over and take a piss. The stretch of road I was on was abandoned and as the car I’d just passed faded away in my rearview mirror, I took a deep breath and tried to focus on what I needed to do to make everything right.
The last time I checked, I was somewhere in Texas, headed west but I'd completely lost track of time. My plan was to go south to Mexico, and I felt like I wouldn't be able to relax until I made it through that border. Actually, I didn't feel like I'd ever be able to relax again, but that was my short-term goal and I was sticking to it. 
A truck stop appeared, as though by magic, a few hundred feet ahead. I slammed on the brakes, screeching into the nearly empty lot and pulling up to one of the pumps in front of the sketchy-looking convenience store. 
A few big rigs idled in the parking lot, and their low hum filled the silence around me. I couldn't extract any details from the scenery—it was pitch black and it looked like the moon had decided to take a break for the evening, but the space around me felt flat, empty, deserted. I'd grown up in the city, surrounded by buildings and people and noise and it was almost like a giant bulldozer had swept through here and scooped everything up, leaving only this shithole and the guy eyeing me suspiciously from behind a two-inch thick pane of bulletproof glass.
My tank was half full, so I figured I might as well top it up while I was there. I pulled up my hoodie and threw on a pair of dark glasses, then popped open the lid on the late model Camry that I bought for a few thousand in cash a couple of weeks ago. The VIN was scrubbed and the license plate was from a clean Florida car that was on its way to the scrapyard.
I got out and stretched, then navigated the maze of options to start the flow of gas. After filling up the tank, I glanced in the side view mirror to make sure my face was covered and headed inside.
I noticed the cashier checking me out and I couldn't blame him — I looked rough. He probably thought I was hopped up on something and ready to rob the place, but I didn't want to take any chances with stray CCTVs capturing my image.
I was the good guy — at least I always thought of myself that way — and I never got involved in the worst of what went on around me. I knew I should’ve reported it, done something, but I was a frog in a pot of water with the temperature slowly increasing and no clue what was about to happen.
I took a leak, got a cup of lukewarm coffee, some of that caffeine gum that’s supposed to keep you alert and a shitty ham sandwich that looked like it was older than me. When I slid a hundred to the guy behind the glass, he rolled his eyes.
"I don't have change for this, dude," he said, pointing at a sign that said he only had twenty dollars in the register. The gas was thirty and the food was less than ten. I was on a budget and didn't want to spend more than I planned just because this asshole couldn't give me change.
"Are you fucking kidding me?" I asked and he shook his head, then casually pulled out a Glock and placed it on the counter next to him. Seeing that triggered something in me and I held up my hands and took a step back.
"We take credit cards," he added, pointing at another sign that showed a list of the cards they accepted.
I was starving and needed the coffee, not to mention the fact that I had to pay for the gas. I went back out into the aisles and grabbed some more candy and chips and sodas and threw all of it onto the counter into a messy pile. I left with way more than I wanted, but at least no one got shot. 
Five minutes later, I was back on the road and bit into the sandwich. When the taste of the stale, soggy bread hit my tongue, I felt like I was going to puke. At that moment, I would’ve given anything for a Goldstein’s Deli pastrami on rye, freshly sliced with spicy mustard and a pickle and the grease just oozing out into the paper wrapper that secured the three-inch-thick sandwich, but that part of my life was over. My immediate future consisted of shitty gas station food and I needed to get used to it.
The alternative wasn't something I was willing to think about and I poked at the screen of my phone, hoping to see something, anything. 
Nothing — no messages — no signal. 
At least I had a plan, and it had to work. If it didn't, I was done. The white marks streaked by and a wave of drowsiness hit me. I slapped my cheek and forced myself to focus on the empty two-lane road in front of me. When I mapped out my route a few weeks earlier, I had decided to take back roads. It would make the trip longer but I was less likely to get caught. So far it had worked, but things tended to go tits up for me at exactly the wrong time, every time.
Just as that thought crossed my mind, the yellow engine light flashed on.
Dammit.
I didn't hear anything clanking and there were no other warning lights. Even if there were, I wouldn't know what to do. I was a pinhead, a nerd, the kind of guy who used a butter knife because he didn't have a flat-head screwdriver. If something was broken, I was gonna pay someone to fix it.
Yeah, when it came to hardware I was useless, but software was another story. I could make magic happen with a few lines of code and there was nothing I loved more than sitting in front of a terminal, rawdogging some assembly, and getting deep into the processes that kept the American financial system afloat.
Just thinking about it made me hard and that was how I found myself in the absolute shitstorm that had ruined everything.
I grew up in Brighton Beach — yeah that one, and you can probably guess who my neighbors were. Guys with names like Boris and Ivan. Ninety-nine point nine percent were regular blue-collar stiffs: go to work in the morning, come home at night, eat a steaming hot bowl of borscht, tuck the kids in, go to bed, do it all again the next day.
These weren’t the guys I was hanging out with.
My connections to the criminal underworld started when I began working at a remittance office off Harrison Avenue in Brooklyn. 
Wait, no, it was earlier than that. 
The bad stuff really started with the shitty secondhand Gateway that my baba decided to buy me from the Goodwill down the street from the two-bedroom apartment where my extended family lived. She emigrated from a poverty-stricken village on the border of Poland and Ukraine and didn't know much more than how to make pierogis, but she was aware that the future was digital and she wanted her little myszko to ride the wave of prosperity that it promised.
I did, but not in the way she hoped. 
My crimes started out small — breaking into my school’s database to change my grades, peeking at Nancy Stryzlicki’s messages to see who she was dating — little shit like that. Before long, I was using social engineering to sneak into people’s bank accounts and lifted a few dollars here, a few dollars there. It sounds bad, but my targets were always people who could afford it, I never stole from anyone who was having a tough time. Even the pettiest of thieves needs to have some sense of morality.
I was doing pretty well, but the real money wasn't in nickel-and-dime hacks; it was in learning how computers operated and building my tiny criminal enterprise into something far more profitable. I worked my way down the chain of languages until I landed at assembly. It was me and the code and when I managed to get around a firewall, I almost felt like my physical body was running through the lines that powered the digital infrastructure that surrounded us.
The people in my neighborhood who had money didn't mind showing it off and I didn't mind lifting it from them. Most of them kept their stacks of cash in offshore accounts, away from the prying eyes of the IRS. They couldn't use a bank — I mean come on, the feds would know what was going on before the transfer even started. These scumbags used the local remittance offices to send thick stacks of cash to their money managers in the Bahamas a few times a day. 
I spun up a resume and the fuckers at the shop down the street hired me. They needed a big, dumb looking guy around to scare off the stick-up artists and I wanted the chance to break into their system. It took a while, but I eventually managed to reverse engineer the code of the twenty-year-old software they used to facilitate the transactions. I figured out a way to chip off a fraction of a percent of each transfer for myself and send it to my untraceable bank account that I had opened in my dead grandfather's name in Switzerland.
Before long, my tiny baby bank account was bursting at the seams and I thought that my little scam would last forever.
It didn't.
I was dozing off as the car sped along. I hadn’t slept in almost three days and my body was rebelling, refusing to cooperate with me as my foot cramped up. I turned on the radio. The car was too old for Bluetooth and the only station in range had some guy on it yelling about eternal damnation. I listened to his bullshit for a while, then switched it off, preferring the droning sound of the tires against the road. 
I rolled down the window, a blast of cold air hitting my face as a massive truck barreled by, nearly blinding me with headlights that looked like they were manufactured from the remnants of two dying stars.
God, I was good at what I did.
Well, I thought I was, but the dudes that the wise guys had working for them were better and it didn't take them long to track me down and tell me that if I wanted to live, I was no longer a freelancer. I was theirs and instead of skimming from their bank accounts and sending the money to myself, I'd be skimming from everyone else and sending it to them.
I took their offer and tried to keep my head down, but their demands kept increasing and I didn't have a choice but to go along with what they wanted. They knew my family and had zero scruples. If I even thought about reporting them to the cops, we'd all be dead by the time I hung up the phone.
There were perks — women, drugs, power. It was intoxicating and I took advantage. Don't judge me, you woulda done it too. I fucked so much, like, all the time, and it was with these women who could have been supermodels if they had been born anywhere but the tiny towns in Russia where they were lured from. I didn't know their circumstances. I didn't want to know. We were all my employers’ creatures and we lived and died at his pleasure. 
When I met Anya, everything changed.
She was from the same village in Ukraine as my father’s parents and had gotten caught up in a model scam. Something about her made me feel so good and she seemed to genuinely be into me. She worked as a cam girl and whenever she had free time, she'd hang out at my place and cook and tell me about what she wanted to do with her life once she got away. Everything about her situation was awful and I thought that maybe I could do something to help, but one of the guys higher up in the food chain had his eyes on her too.
He beat the shit out of her, black and blue, eyes swollen shut, all of it, and I couldn’t do anything to stop him. But I got her a new identity, a plane ticket to LA, and gave her a few thousand dollars in cash. I told her I'd meet her once I was out of this hole I'd managed to bury myself in and we’d start a new life together in Baja on the beach with a bunch of babies and fucking all the time like wild animals…yeah…
I was jerked back awake by the rumble strips and managed to yank the car back onto the road. I needed to sleep, but I also needed to get as far away from New York as I could. 
Where the hell was I, anyway?
I zoomed in on the map, but there was nothing, only empty gray squares from the lack of signal and just as I turned my attention back onto the road, I felt the car shoot up into the air, then nothing.
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I hurt so fucking bad. 
Actually, hurt didn’t even begin to describe what I was feeling. The sensation was so pervasive that it was more like a state of existence, like everything had been that way and it would always be that way and I needed to get used to living like that.
Where the hell am I? 
I shifted my body, a searing sensation ripping through me as I tried and failed to open my eyes. Dim light seeped through my eyelids and my head felt like it had been split open. 
"Where did you find him?"
I heard a voice. It was a woman. She had an accent that I didn't recognize and it took me a few seconds to realize that she was speaking English. The floor creaked as she lifted the sheet that was covering me. A cool draft brushed across my naked body as the muddled voice became clear again.
"...car was flipped over in the drainage ditch next to the Halston Ranch. Luckily there was only a foot of water; otherwise he would’ve drowned."
I made an effort to pull myself up, but nothing was functioning the way it should and I was completely at this woman’s mercy. Was she going to turn me into some sort of sex slave? Then a worse thought seeped into my mind: maybe she was gonna turn me in to the guys who were hunting me down.
I think I'd rather be a sex slave.
Fingers wrapped around my flaccid cock. Oh God yeah. A soft hand coated with some sort of gel stroked me slowly and I could feel myself getting numb. Wait, what?!  Seconds later something was shoved into my urethra, and I wanted to scream but couldn't.
"You need to call the cops or send him to the hospital or something. You can’t keep him here." There were two women. I realized they were talking about me and panicked. I heard a soft skittering nearby and a low whine as a warm tongue licked my outstretched fingers. I'd always been a dog person and the sensation was comforting. My pulse slowed as I tried to force myself to listen to what they were saying even though my mind was drifting in a thousand directions at once.
"…running from something. I'll wait until he wakes up…" The first woman’s sultry voice calmed me as she released my dick from her gentle grip and covered me with a sheet. "I don't know how long he’ll be out, but something about him seems desperate and I don't want to tell anyone he's here until we know who he is."
"You always want to take in the strays, Farrah," the other woman said with a sigh. "He’s gonna be nothing but trouble. Call Rupert, call someone, but we don't need whatever shit he’s dragging along with him."
Silence fell over the room and I hoped that the first woman didn't listen to the second. The minute my photo showed up in a police report, I was a dead man.
"Get some Xylazine from the barn." The first woman said. She sounded authoritative and I hoped to Jesus that she knew what she was doing. "He's staying here."
"Fine, but don't expect me to help you when the shitshow starts." Loud footsteps faded away and the room fell into silence.
When I was working in the remittance office, I read a book about a guy who got into a wreck and some psychopathic woman found him and cut off his foot and Jesus Christ is that what’s happening to me now?
"Sshh, it's gonna be ok," the woman murmured as she softly stroked my cheek and I imagined what it was going to be like living there with my foot cut off and trapped and wondered if I was smart enough to find a way out. Then I thought about Anya, the fact that she'd never know what happened to me and mourned the life that we’d never get to have.
I heard footsteps and a few murmured words as a pair of hands roughly grabbed my arm and searched for a vein. A few seconds later, I felt the cold sting of a needle and passed out again.

      ***I jerked awake, my eyes cracking open slowly as they adjusted to the bright light coming in from a window. Was the whole thing a dream? Was I late for work?
Shit.
Then I remembered. Well, I remembered being in agonizing pain and two women talking about me and getting some sort of injection. Before that, I was driving, then….what? I couldn't remember how I ended up in a tiny bed in a small room with no clue where the hell I was.
I surveyed my surroundings, but nothing looked familiar. The good thing was that my body felt functional even though I still ached stupendously. It was a dull pain and I flexed my arm, realizing that there was a handcuff locked around my wrist. I jerked roughly, but the cuff was fixed to a steel bar that ran the length of the bed and there was no chance of getting away.
I took a few minutes to breathe and assess my situation. 
What’s working? 
I remembered that from somewhere: always check to see what’s injured before trying to do anything else. I twisted my ankles, then bent my legs, my arms, everything seemed fine.
My tongue felt like sandpaper. I'd never been this thirsty before. There was a table next to me with a water bottle and some pills, so I grabbed the bottle and took a deep drink, then immediately spit it out. Maybe it was poisoned. Maybe not. I didn't know what to think anymore. My head was swimming and everything felt surreal, like reality was on some sort of ten-second delay.
The room had a low ceiling and the heavy concrete walls were painted white, but I noticed tiny flecks of straw and stones when I looked closely. There was a small window across from me and intensely bright sunlight shone through. It was quiet. No, wait, there was a truck engine. A door slammed. I panicked.
I was tethered helplessly to the small bed and I jerked at the handcuff, hoping something would happen if I moved it around enough but I remained firmly attached. I knew guys who could pick these things, but I never bothered to ask them to show me, and at that point, I was regretting it.
I was regretting a lot of things.
I froze, suddenly wondering if my old boss had found me. Maybe he was holding me captive? My heart dropped, and I realized that I'd already be dead if that were the case. There’s no way he'd let me live. Even if this woman wasn't working for them, they’d find me; there was no way they wouldn't.
It was a lot of money…
My mind overflowed with memories, random images invading my thoughts: all of my actions, my crimes, my family…oh shit, my family. My mom was the only one left; surely they wouldn't hurt an old lady. Would they? 
The rush of guilt came to a screeching halt when I heard the doorknob twist. The door swung open and a breathtakingly beautiful woman peeked inside, giving me a smile that sent chills racing through my body.
"Oh good, you’re awake."
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I kept my eyes locked on her voluptuous body, drinking her in as she took a few hesitant steps closer. She was worried that I was going to do something to her and I was worried that the thin sheet covering my naked body wouldn't be able to hide the fact that I thought she was one of the sexiest women I'd ever seen. 
Her dark brown hair fell in perfect waves around her shoulders, framing a heart-shaped face that was punctuated by a pair of captivating brown eyes. Her full lips were dark pink with a natural pout, curling up slightly at the edges as she assessed the situation in front of her.
Most of the girls I came into contact with were creatures of the city. They did their nails, went to the salon to get their hair fixed, spent hours on their makeup every day and never wore anything shorter than four-inch heels. They were hot in a fake kind of way but everything about the woman who stood in front of me oozed raw sex appeal and I was speechless. 
She was a few years older than me, and could easily fall into MILF territory, but she looked like she was straight out of one of the nudie mags that my dad used to shove into the bottom of his sock drawer. I remembered looking at them and wondering where women like that came from and why the hell they were naked on a bale of hay in a barn. 
Her torn jeans were painted onto her curvy hips and the worn-out red flannel shirt that she was wearing was tied at the waist, giving me a good look at her toned stomach. When she leaned over to pull away the sheet covering my naked body, I realized that she wasn't wearing a bra. I adjusted my gaze to get a peek at one of her light brown nipples before she glanced at me and I looked away, my gaze drifting down and registering the sawed-off twelve-gauge shotgun gripped tightly in her left hand.
"Whoa, what the fuck!" I shouted, trying and failing to hold up my hands as I leaned away defensively. There was nowhere I could go and I was completely at her mercy. She took a step back, then propped the gun in the far corner of the room and held out her hands.
"Calm down," she said in a measured tone and I realized that I recognized that voice. "I'm not gonna hurt you."
My heart was pounding like a jackhammer into a sewage line and I couldn't stop staring at the gun, even though I was positive she was telling me the truth. I'd spent the previous ten years of my life surrounded by psychopaths and murderers and she definitely wasn't one of them.
She tugged the sheet away from my death grip and I realized that a plastic tube was running out of my cock. I screamed, then remembered what had happened.
"Sorry, I had to do it," she said with a smile as she reached towards me. "I was a nurse, so you’re in relatively good hands, I promise."
I sat there in stunned silence as she bit her lip, gripping my shaft firmly with her right hand and tugging on the plastic tube lightly with her left, the slight discomfort causing me to wince as it slid out. Once she was satisfied, she let go and returned her gaze to me. 
I hated to admit that I was sorry it was over.
"Not bad," she said with a laugh and a wink and I suddenly felt flustered, something that hadn’t happened in years. I realized that I liked it.
"Elle, can you get in here?" she called out as she took a step away and I pulled the sheet back over my naked body. "If I let you go, you'll be cool, right?"
Her dark eyes pierced into me and I nodded, my voice not working and I wasn't sure if it was because there was something wrong with me or I was frozen because she was so fucking hot. The door opened and another woman walked in, this one a contrast to the first.
The other woman’s dark blonde hair was braided loosely and rested over her bare shoulder. I still wasn't all there and was gawking at the way her tank top draped loosely over a pair of pert tits that were pointed directly at me. She looked like one of the angels painted in the church I went to as a kid, but the naked glare of disdain in her blue eyes told me that there was nothing angelic about her. 
"He's awake," the brunette said.
"No shit," replied the blonde. "What do you think we should do with him?"
"Let him go. What the hell do you think I'm going to do with him?" Relief rushed through me when she said that and the sudden realization hit me that everything was going to be alright and that I could possibly be back on the road to Tijuana in the next few hours. 
They turned their attention back to me and the dark-haired one leaned closer, her warm eyes caressing me as she pointed towards the handcuffs, indicating that she was going to unlock them.
"My name’s Farrah, by the way. This is Elle, my uh…"
"Friend," the other woman said curtly. She was a year or two younger than me with an inscrutable expression on her pretty face and blue eyes that cut into me. She crossed her arms, causing her pert tits to swell above her low-cut tank top and I tried not to stare but my current state of discombobulation made that difficult.
"Nice to meet you," I mumbled. "Where am I?"
"This is the Triple O Ranch," Farrah said as she twisted the key in the handcuffs. I heard the light click and pulled my wrist away, resisting the urge to run; I had no idea where I was or what was happening and I didn't want to arouse any suspicion. They seemed nice enough and I needed to get myself straight before I even thought about leaving. "We’re about thirty minutes south of Truth or Consequences."
"Where the hell’s that?" I asked. It sounded like the world’s stupidest question, even to me, and the look on her face confirmed that my suspicion was correct. 
"New Mexico," she answered flatly.
"Oh yeah, sorry, I'm still out of it," I said apologetically. No one wants to think they live in bumfuck nowhere, even if they do. "How long was I out?"
"Three days," she said. I tried to process that piece of information as she continued. "Can you stand?"
I nodded, but realized that I wasn’t sure. I was fairly certain nothing was broken, but as I pulled myself into a standing position, my body screamed out in protest. My legs were able to support me, but each movement was agony and I hoped that once I got moving, the pain would lessen.
A weird sense of pride washed through me as I took a wobbly step and looked at Farrah, who had her arms crossed and was staring at me expectantly. It hit me that I hadn't thanked her yet for rescuing me, but with the trouble I had following me, I wasn't sure I should be too grateful.
"Thanks for saving me," I mumbled and her expression softened when a medium-sized mongrel trotted in and stared at me like he wanted to be introduced. "Hello," I said politely to the dog, then returned my attention to Farrah. "I'm Alex, by the way."
"Nice to meet you.” She pointed at the dog. “That's Russ." 
Russ let out a little whine and sat down next to me. I'd never seen a dog like him before. His fur was short and so dappled that it was almost blue. He was stocky, with a stiff tail and dark eyes and an intensely serious expression. 
"I think he likes you," she said with a surprised expression on her face. "He doesn't like anybody."
I leaned over and held out my hand. He sniffed it then closed his eyes as I scratched him between his ears. When I pulled away, he stood and walked out of the room like his business here was concluded.
"Uh, I’ve really gotta take a leak," I said awkwardly. 
Farrah pointed towards the door.
"Down the hall, on the left," she said and I walked stiffly towards the door with the sheet wrapped around my body like I was a Roman senator. Both of the women's eyes were locked on me and as soon as I left the room, I heard them arguing.
"He needs to go, Farrah. Geomance could’ve sent him." 
I paused in the hallway, listening as they talked about me.
"I don't think so, he doesn't seem like the type." Farrah's voice was defensive and I crept away silently as they changed the subject to the day's chores.
I had no idea who or what Geomance was, but Elle was right, I didn't belong there and it would be better for everyone if I took off as soon as possible. I limped down the hall and into the bathroom, closing the door behind me as I tossed the sheet to the side and took a look at myself in the mirror. My face was bruised to hell, with a couple of small cuts on my cheeks and forehead. The swelling in my eyes had gone down, but I still looked like shit warmed over. 
I lifted the seat on the toilet and stood there for what felt like an eternity before the dam broke and I took the most satisfying piss of my life. The shower in the corner looked inviting and I was still pretty filthy; surely she wouldn't mind if I washed myself off.
It took a few minutes for the water to heat up and I began to seriously think about what came next. I needed to see how badly the car was damaged and if there was any hope of fixing it. I also needed to let Anya know I was ok, but as I stuck my hand in the hot water, then submerged my body in the powerful stream, I decided it could all wait until later.
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"Did you happen to see a backpack?" I asked, hoping that the bag containing all of my earthly possessions hadn’t been thrown out of the car during the crash. 
"Over there," Farrah said as she motioned towards the corner of the room. I saw my bag and clothes draped over a chair and breathed a massive sigh of relief when I noticed my phone on the table. 
I carefully inspected the cheap burner phone that was linked to everything — bank accounts, contacts, credit card — if I lost it, I was completely and totally fucked. The screen was shattered into a thousand tiny cracks but closer inspection revealed that it was mostly intact. I pressed the power button, relief pulsating through me when the dead battery icon flashed, then disappeared.
"How was the car?" I asked, hoping that the damage wasn’t too bad. Farrah leaned against the kitchen counter, staring at me, her eyes filled with curiosity but uncertain what to ask first.
"Not much more than a ball of metal. You were lucky that you were almost out of gas," she said ominously as she narrowed her eyes. "It’s still there if you want to take a look at it," she paused and slipped in a question. "Where are you from anyway?"
"Uh, Florida," I answered neutrally as I held up the dead phone. "Do you have a charger I can use?"
I needed to get in touch with Anya, to let her know that I was going to be delayed. The guys who were looking for me would also be looking for her and I didn't know how much longer we had before they tracked both of us down.
"By the door." She pointed towards a nook in the corner of the kitchen and I located the cord, then plugged in the phone, panic surging through me when there was no immediate response. "So what did you do in Florida?"
"I was an IT guy. You know, computers and shit…uh, stuff," I replied as her brown eyes studied me and I tried to figure out what she already knew then work around that. I had tossed my real IDs into a dumpster on the New Jersey turnpike and was desperately trying to remember what the fake ones said. She had probably already been through my things and had a pretty good idea that I wasn’t some tourist out to experience the genteel country life of bumfuck wherever this was.
"Do you want something to eat? You’re probably starving," she offered and I realized that she was right. My stomach was empty and even though I had been sleeping for days, I was suddenly exhausted. My mind was still fuzzy and my head started spinning as I sat in one of the chairs surrounding the kitchen table and tried to focus on one thing at a time.
"I’ll make you some breakfast. After that, we can go see what’s left of your car." It sounded reasonable and I knew she was trying to be helpful, but there was so much to think about and my head was throbbing painfully. I pinched the bridge of my nose and squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for it to pass.

"I need to go," I said, unsure exactly how I was going to make that happen with no car. 
"I can drive you into town to get a rental if you want," she offered, but I absolutely didn't want to use the one credit card I had. I was positive they were already tracking me and the second a charge showed up, there would be a goon squad here like one of those mob movies from the eighties.
The smell of the eggs and bacon frying on the stove was mind-numbing and my head started spinning again and it took me a few minutes to answer. I needed to contact Anya, but I also wanted to wait until we could make firm plans. There was no way I was going anywhere for at least a week and I wouldn't know what to tell her.
"Maybe I could stay here for the rest of the week? At least until I can contact my friend?" I asked hopefully. From what I had seen on TV, people in the country were friendly and Farrah seemed pretty chill so far.
"Can you work? We’re rounding up horses for shoeing today and tomorrow and could use another hand. You look like someone who could pull your weight." Farrah said as she eyed me. I was a big guy, but I'd never done much manual labor before. 
"I’ve honestly never even seen a horse before so I don't know how much help I'd be, but I could give it a try," I replied with a shrug and Farrah laughed as she put a plate on the table in front of me. It smelled divine and I dug in, scarfing down the eggs and bacon and potatoes and wanting more. 
When the food hit my stomach, I suddenly felt nauseous. I pushed the empty plate away, sitting up straight and taking a few deep breaths. Everything slowed and I closed my eyes, then opened them and focused on her and what I could do right now. That helped and the idea of waiting here for another week or so seemed like the ideal solution. 
Russ casually strolled into the kitchen and parked himself in front of me. When I leaned over and gave him a scratch, I immediately felt better. The overwhelming tension melted away as my hand drifted down his neck and buried itself in his bristly fur.
"Are you serious? You’ve never even seen a horse?" She laughed incredulously and I couldn’t understand why it seemed so strange to her. “Take these.” She placed a couple of painkillers on the table in front of me and I swallowed them, hoping they started working fast.
"Yeah, I grew up in the city. The apartments were too small for horses," I joked as I stood up and tried not to wince. My muscles were aching and I was fairly certain that I would be completely useless here, but I needed some time and didn't want her to throw me out yet.
My sneakers were grimy and torn, but I slid them on and followed her outside with Russ hot on our heels. The sun was blinding and I squinted my eyes, shielding them with my hand as I surveyed the area immediately surrounding us.
The landscape was dry; I knew that much without looking around. I'd been drinking water pretty much nonstop since I woke up and still felt thoroughly dehydrated. I think I'd expected cacti and big rocks and that coyote and roadrunner from the cartoons, but the land was flat and covered with low brush. There was a line of green trees in the distance, but other than that, almost everything was brown and dusty.
"It’ll take a few minutes to adjust," Farrah said as she steadied me, clasping her hands around my bicep as I closed my eyes and drank in the intense warmth. The sun felt so good on my skin and I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, the unfamiliar scents assaulting me as the harsh reality of my situation slowly sank in.
I wanted to be happy that I survived, but so much could still go wrong and the longer I stayed in this place, the more likely I was to get caught. I needed to keep moving.
I opened my eyes, still squinting as I gingerly took another step down. Russ was right behind me and stood there staring at me and wagging his tail as I teetered towards the old Chevy, feeling fifty years older than I actually was. Farrah opened the door and helped me in, then lowered the tailgate for Russ and slid into the driver’s seat beside me.
The engine roared to life as she turned the key and I tried to get comfortable, but my body was still an aching mess. A strange scent drifted in through the open window and I inhaled deeply, trying to figure out what the hell it was.
"It’s cedar and desert sage," Farrah said when she noticed my deep breaths and smiled.
"I’ve never smelled anything like it before," I said as the truck lurched forward. 
"It’s a twenty-minute drive; are you sure you’re ok?" she asked when she saw me wince and I nodded, the pain too intense to answer verbally. As we pulled out of the small circular driveway, I tried to concentrate on the surrounding landscape as a way to cope with the lingering pain. As Farrah slowly increased the speed, a cloud of dust bellowed out behind us and I rested my arm on the open window.
When I was a kid, I loved to watch those old sci-fi shows, you know, the ones with the aliens and the spaceships, basically westerns in space. This place looked like all of those alien worlds and I almost felt like I'd been teleported to another planet. 
"Holy shit, is that a tumbleweed?" I shouted and pointed at the dried-up bush rolling across the road in front of us.
"Yeah," Farrah said with a warm laugh. "I keep forgetting that there are people in the world who’ve never seen one before. They get tangled in the fences and cleaning them out is a nightmare."
We rode in silence for another few minutes. A jackrabbit raced next to us and Russ snapped to attention as he stared down the terrified creature and let out a loud bark. The entire place was so magical, almost surreal and I imagined that it would be easy to lose yourself there and forget that the world outside even existed.
"My family’s had this land for almost two hundred years. They settled here before the government started keeping records," Farrah said and I could tell that she was just trying to fill in the silence. Some people felt the need to chatter; I wasn't one of those people. Neither of us spoke for a few more minutes and she tried again.
"We were going to call the cops, Elle really wanted me to, but I decided not to…" she said, her voice trailing off, and I flinched instinctively. I always did that when the police were mentioned, even when I knew I'd done nothing wrong. It was probably indicative of a life not lived within the confines of normal social mores — at least I thought that’s what a shrink would say.
"Thanks," I said, then realized that it may have sounded suspicious. "I mean thanks for helping me and you know…"
I didn’t know how to end it and just left it there as she stared at me for a second and I felt like she knew something, like she was going to tell me that my old boss, Ivan Borsich, was waiting for me at the end of the driveway and that she was sorry but she needed the cash.
I realized that I was being paranoid. There was no way this woman knew who I was or what I was running from or anything about me and I needed to calm the fuck down if I wanted to get out of this whole mess alive. I looked straight ahead and noticed a large chunk of red metal in the distance. It was my car and as we got closer to it, I realized how lucky I was.
It was resting on the driver’s side in a few inches of water, the hood completely smashed in and all of the windows broken out. The trunk was open and it looked like there had been a small fire. The paint around the roof was burned off and there was no way I would be driving this car anywhere.
"You were lucky I was out early checking on one of the fences pretty soon after it happened," she breathed. I had never asked how she managed to get a six foot tall, hundred and eighty pound guy into a vehicle and back to the house. "You were screaming about your backpack and phone, and I managed to grab them before the fire started. I don't know how, but you got yourself into the truck, then into the bed, then passed out."
She bit her lip as she said that, and returned her attention to the vehicle. It was then that I noticed the men standing around on the road above the ditch and realized that I'd need to start answering some difficult questions.
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"Wait here," Farrah murmured as she opened the door of the truck and got out. It was almost 1 p.m. and the sun was searing. I kept my eyes locked on her ass as she walked away, partially because it was spectacular, but more practically I still wasn't all there mentally and needed to focus on something to stay lucid.  
"Morning Eldon, who do you..."
Her voice faded as she walked away and I couldn't hear what she was saying. One of the men standing next to the remains of my car was obviously a cop, the stupid-looking hat perched on top of his head tipping me off to the fact that he was probably a state trooper. He held a walkie-talkie, but slid it back onto his utility belt as Farrah approached. The way he stared at her and licked his lips made me think that they knew each other and that his feelings for her were more than casual. I clenched my fists subconsciously, suddenly feeling protective of her even though I had no claim.
The other guy was about fifty pounds overweight, wearing dirty overalls, a baseball cap and a dumb grin and when Farrah pointed in my direction, they turned their attention to me. I should’ve told her not to say anything, but it was too late so I smiled and waved. The cop walked back towards his car and I had a feeling he was going to run the plate and realize that something was off. Russ was pacing behind me, a low growl coming from his throat and I wondered if he knew these guys.
Farrah shouted at the cop, pointing at the car again, and he stopped just before he reached the driver side door and returned to the little group. I considered getting out and talking to them, but I didn't know what she was telling him and realized that I would make the situation worse by limping over, covered in bruises and cuts and injecting my pushy, thick New York accent into their conversation. I decided to let her sort it out but kept an eye on her as they continued talking.
The cop squinted and looked at me and waved. I waved back, my heart pounding in my chest like a fucking jackhammer into a sewage line. After a few more minutes of talking, Farrah smiled and waved at them, then started back towards the truck, keeping her eyes on the ground as she picked her way over the dirt road. 
"I told them you were Octavio’s cousin, coming for a visit from San Diego and that you flipped the car over when you missed the turnoff to the ranch," she said as she pulled herself into the driver’s seat, then waved at the two men again and twisted the key in the ignition.
"Thanks," I said, unsure why exactly she was covering for me and if she even knew she was covering for me. 
"They’re going to take the car to the scrapyard," she said as she slowly maneuvered the big truck backwards, then shot off down the pitted road. "You should get some money out of it. Eldon will bring the cash over in a day or two."
I had so many questions, like why didn't the cop want to talk to me and who the fuck Octavio was, but I realized that the less I said, the better and just sat there, waiting for her to speak first. She didn't, so we rode in silence as she drove down the dirt road that cut through the heart of the ranch.
"Octavio was my husband," she said after a few minutes. "He died last year."
I didn't know what to say, so I didn't say anything. 
The air was dry and hot and I looked at the fenced in land and saw black smudge in the distance. It was so bright that I had to squint to see whatever it was better, but the thing was definitely walking around.
"What’s that?" I blurted out and stared at Farrah, whose dark eyes widened with amusement.
"It’s a horse," she said like it was the most absurd question she’d ever heard.
"It’s huge."
"They’re a lot bigger once you get close," she laughed again and the sound was like a warm hug on a cold day. "Want to meet one?"
"Uh, sure, yeah," I stuttered, then reconsidered. Just looking at the massive beast on the other side of the fence was terrifying and I didn't want to get kicked in the face or anything. I suddenly felt lightheaded and looked forward, staring at the group of buildings in front of us as I waited for the spell to pass.
The main house, where Farrah lived, was squat and brown, and about half the size of the wooden barn that sat a few hundred feet away from it. There were several other outbuildings scattered around and a couple of fenced-in areas that I assumed were smaller pastures. 
As I moved my head, the dizziness struck again. I took a deep breath, hoping it would go away on its own. I worried that if I mentioned it, Farrah would make me go to the hospital and I didn't want to come into contact with strangers unless it was absolutely necessary.
We pulled back into the yard and I eased myself out of the huge truck, taking a deep breath as my feet touched the ground. Russ jumped out of the back, joining us as I followed Farrah into the massive barn. There were a few dozen stalls and a smell that I couldn't identify permeated the space. I wrinkled my nose as the odor grew more intense and Farrah laughed at me.
"Horse shit," she said. "You get so used to it after a while that you don't even notice it anymore."
"It doesn't smell bad, just different," I said as I looked around and noticed that only a few of the stalls were occupied. A huge black horse near the back snorted and stomped and I hoped that he wasn't the one I was going to meet. When Farrah stopped next to a smaller beige horse that was only a few inches taller than her, relief rushed through me. It wasn't like I was going for a ride, but I really didn't feel like getting kicked in the face by a massive horse that looked extremely pissed.
"This is Ginger, I’ve had her since I was a little girl," Farrah murmured as she stroked the beige mare’s huge head and the creature stomped lightly, clearly enjoying the attention. "Want to give her a treat?"
"Yeah, sure," I said and Farrah fished out something that looked like a tiny granola bar from a sack hanging on the wall nearby.
"Hold out your hand," she ordered and I complied, presenting her with my outstretched hand as she placed the treat on my flat palm. "Now, hold it close to Ginger, but keep your fingers extended. Horses nibble and it can feel weird at first."
I took a step towards the horse, keeping my hand flat and tried not to freak out when the gentle mare nuzzled my hand with her soft nose, politely taking the treat with her huge teeth, then stomping like she wanted more.
"You look so scared. Relax," Farrah said as she let out a laugh. As my shoulders softened, I realized how tense I was. "Ginger’s a sweetheart, she'd never hurt you."
"I know, but she's so big," I said as I reached out and stroked the tan horse’s forehead and she let out a soft whinny.
"She likes that," Farrah murmured and I continued as the large animal snorted and stomped. After a few minutes of petting her soft fur, I was calmer than I'd been in months. "Want to brush her?"
"Yeah." I was feeling more comfortable and Farrah handed me a brush with stiff bristles then leaned against the gate, watching as I dragged it across her fur. Ginger's flank twitched and she stomped and Farrah let out an amused laugh.
"She likes it when you brush her there." 
I continued dragging the brush across her back and stomach, the motion soothing me in a way I couldn't describe. 
Farrah watched intently, resting her hands on one of the posts as her eyes followed my movements. "I don't want to pry, but what’s your story, Alex?"
Her question was deceptively simple. 
Who am I? What am I doing here? 
"I, uh..." The events of the past few months flooded my mind and I tried to force it all out. There was no point in thinking about it now and I was better off forgetting it completely and moving forward. “Nothing interesting. Just on my way out west and had some bad luck.”
It wasn’t the answer she wanted; that much was clear, so I decided to change the subject. "What do you do with the horses? Are they for food?" I was surprised when a look of disgust crossed her face, her mouth and eyes widening further as the seconds ticked by and my words sank in.
"What? No! Are you crazy?"
"What? Polish people eat horses. There’s this sausage my grandmother used to make…"
I stopped when I realized that I needed to shut the hell up. 
Farrah shook her head.
"No, they're not for meat," she said and a visible shiver shook her body as she gave me another look that told me I was on thin ice. "Most of them are for riding; we board some and train others for rodeos and workhorses. Sometimes breeding, but demand hasn’t been great lately…" 
Her voice trailed off and she looked sad, but she shook her head and her brilliant smile returned almost immediately.
"Um, I have to take care of a few things. You should probably go inside and rest. I’ll wake you up for dinner."
Her suggestion was reasonable and I brushed the dust from the biscuit off my hands, then extended one to her. "I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Farrah."
When she grasped my hand in her smaller one and looked at me, I began to wonder if leaving here would be more difficult than I originally thought.
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I jerked awake and it took me a few minutes to figure out where the hell I was. It all came rushing back and a sudden weight pressed against my chest as a wave of anxiety sped through me. My body felt better. I was still sore, but the pain was tolerable. If I could get a painkiller, I'd be able to mostly ignore it.  
My stomach growled insistently, and I realized that I must’ve slept through dinner. I thought about Farrah and the car, and then I remembered the phone and the fact that I needed to talk to Anya. I wanted to tell her that I was ok. I also needed to check my bank accounts, to make sure the money was still there. It was all that I had and there was a lot — but I didn't know when I'd be able to work again so I needed to make it last.
It was still dark outside and I braced myself for the inevitable pain as I sat up, then threw my legs over the edge of the small bed and stood, stretching slowly as the aches worked their way out of my stiff muscles. The house was quiet and I didn't want to wake anyone up, so I opened the door slowly, pausing when it let out a soft creak. The coast was clear, and I crept down the long hallway, doing my best to avoid knocking anything over.
It was unnaturally quiet. 
I was a city guy and no matter the time of day, there was always some sort of noise — bums yelling, ambulances, car alarms — you were never, ever alone. The silence here was like nothing I'd ever experienced and when the refrigerator cycled on, I jumped like I’d heard a gunshot. It took me a second to calm my racing heart and by the time I located my phone, I could see the sun peeking over the distant horizon.
The pink rays were a soft gradient at first, but after a few minutes, the sunrise was like an explosion. I stood at the kitchen window for a few minutes, just staring at the dramatic scene unfolding in front of me. The sky morphed into a dark purple, then a pale lavender and I almost forgot why I was here. I shook my head and pulled the phone off the charger and pressed the power button, hoping the damage was just superficial.
I waited a few seconds, my heart pounding as it powered on. When I saw the operating system logo, I breathed a sigh of relief. After another minute, the home screen appeared and I saw a message waiting for me.
Where r u? I'm scared.
It was a few days old and definitely from Anya. Before I could reply, I heard skittering behind me and turned around.
"Morning," Farrah said, suppressing a yawn, and I couldn't believe that she was already awake. She was wearing a long ratty robe that wasn’t fastened in the front, a thin white tank top that barely covered her full tits and a pair of extremely short shorts that stopped right at the tops of her perfectly shaped thighs. When she noticed me staring, she tied the robe and flushed.
"Wow, you get up early," I said, pointing out the obvious.
"No shit," she grumbled with an eyeroll, and I figured that she wasn't a morning person. Neither was I, so I wasn’t going to judge. She opened the door to let Russ out, then grabbed a cup full of kibble from the large sack in the corner and started a pot of coffee. I could tell that she was on autopilot, so I turned my attention back to the phone in my hand.
I'm ok. Will be in touch in a few days. Had an accident.
I pressed the button to turn off the screen, then carefully set the busted-up device on the wooden counter.
"Everything alright?" Farrah asked with a concerned expression as she opened the door for Russ. He flew inside and immediately buried his snout in the food bowl.
"Yeah, just checking in with someone." I didn't want to get into any details. It wasn’t that I didn't trust her, but the less she knew the better. She nodded and filled up Russ’s water bowl. I knew she was older than me, but it was hard to tell by how much and there was no way I was going to ask. If there was one thing I knew about women, it was that they hated when you asked their age.
"How are you feeling today?" she asked as she pulled a few mugs out of the cabinet, then set them on the counter as the smell of coffee filled the room. 
"Better. Still sore, but I think the worst of it is over."
"I'm honestly amazed that you didn't break anything."
I nodded, crossing my arms across my chest and leaning against the counter. There were so many things I needed to do, but for some inexplicable reason I wasn’t in a rush to do any of them. This place almost felt like a refuge, like no one could find me here, and I appreciated that.
"I am too after seeing the car,” I said.
I stared at Farrah for a few seconds, and when she looked up, her eyes locked with mine. A tingle rushed through my body, and I wondered if she felt it too. I shook my head, remembering that I had someone waiting for me. While Anya and I weren’t technically exclusive, or even really dating, I felt a weird sense of loyalty to her that I didn't want to betray.
I got my answer when she lowered her long, dark lashes and returned my stare. She was so fucking hot and I couldn't help but wonder if there might be some interest on her end as well. It was a shame that I wouldn't be sticking around long enough to find out.
"You know, I hate to admit it, but it’s nice having a man around again." Her voice was low and sexy, and she twirled her dark hair around her finger as she stared at me. Her dark eyes glimmered in the early morning light, and her nipples hardened into sharp peaks beneath her thin t-shirt as she rubbed her thighs together. 
When she realized what she’d said, she shook her head and laughed it off, but the words lingered between us and it was turning me on way more than I wanted to admit.
"I like being here," I said, wondering if I should make a move. The tension between us simmered and I couldn't think of anything I wanted to do more than bend her over the counter, spread her tight ass apart and slide inside that warm, wet pussy.
"Will you be able to give us a hand today? The farrier is coming tomorrow and we need to have the horses rounded up by tonight," she finally said, and I forced myself out of the extremely hot fantasy that was holding my full attention as the coffee maker let out its final gasps and she poured herself a cup. "Want some?"
"Absolutely," I said with a laugh. "For the coffee, and yeah, I can try to help with the horses, but fair warning that I have no idea what to do."
"You won’t need to do much," she said as she handed me a mug and grabbed the creamer from the fridge. "Just another body to make sure that they go in the right direction."
"I can probably handle that," I said, taking the creamer from her, but my thoughts still lingered on what she said earlier. It wasn’t what she said, exactly, but the way she said it and how she looked at me like an animal in heat. I realized that I was wearing nothing but my boxers and even though she’d seen me in less, I suddenly felt self-conscious. 
"Morning." 
I looked up to see an annoyed Elle barge into the kitchen and mumble something incomprehensible under her breath. She glanced in my direction, cutting her blue eyes at me before pouring her coffee into a travel mug. She looked like she was on the war path and my presence was only making her day worse.
Russ got a head scratch before she turned towards the door and barreled through, slamming it loudly on the way out and making her feelings about me painfully apparent.
"Sorry," Farrah said and shrugged. "It’s only been the two of us since Octavio died, and I think she's jealous."
"Why? I’ll be leaving in a few days," I said defensively, unable to understand why she would be jealous of me.
"I know, but she can be really temperamental if she feels like someone is invading her territory," Farrah said apologetically and took a sip of coffee. I still had no idea who they were to each other but didn't feel like prying; there were things about myself that I had no intention of sharing, and it wouldn't be fair to expect something from them when I couldn't give the same.
"This coffee is really good," I said, changing the subject. I was telling the truth; it had a nutty, sweet flavor and was like nothing I’d ever tasted before. 
"Because it’s got piñon nuts in it," she said with a smile and clarified when she realized I didn't know what she was talking about. "Pine nut coffee is a local specialty. Go ahead and get dressed. I’ll make some breakfast to take with us, and we’ll head out."
I finished the coffee before heading back to my room and searching through the backpack for some clothes that weren't too offensively dirty and found a t-shirt. The phone buzzed again and I looked at the new messages from Anya.
I'm worried about you. 
Tell me where you are. I can come help.
They didn’t look like something she would write. Her English was basic at best and she always had grammatical mistakes in her texts. Concern that something was terribly wrong began creeping into the corners of my mind. 
Had the guys found her? Were they forcing her to message me? Maybe she was already dead and they had the phone. I wouldn't know unless I called her, but I was worried they’d be able to trace me.
Every possible scenario raced through my mind as my shaking finger opened the app for one of my bank accounts. An error message flashed onto the screen as the phone froze and I cursed, plugged it in again, and nervously waited for it to reboot. 
I hoped that it only needed a restart, and as the prompt to update flashed onto the screen, I breathed a sigh of relief. I set the phone down and grabbed my jeans, pulling them over my bruised thighs as I watched the frozen download and heard Farrah calling out that it was time to go.
"Just a minute," I yelled. The status bar wasn't moving at all. Fuck.
I figured that by the time I got back from whatever she had planned, the update would be installed and I would be able to confirm that everything was fine. Just sitting around waiting would drive me crazy and I needed to distract myself from the various worst-case scenarios that were flitting through my mind. I took one last look at the screen before heading down the hall and back into the kitchen.
Farrah had gotten dressed and was frying some eggs on the stove.
"I'm making breakfast burritos. You want one, right?" 
"Yeah, definitely." I was starving and the smell of the food only intensified the growling in my stomach. 
She walked to the fridge and looked inside.
"Red or green?"
"What?" 
"Chiles. We put them on everything here. I like the green ones, they’re a little less spicy than the red, but it’s your call. How hot do you like your food?" I thought about her question for a minute. My family was Eastern European and besides paprika, we generally kept things pretty mild.
"Green, I guess."
"Good choice," she replied with a wink and a smile, and I liked the way she said that. I watched as she dumped the scrambled eggs on three tortillas, then added some hashbrowns from the oven, sprinkled on some cheese, and then covered the entire thing with green chiles before rolling each one up into a neat tube. "Hand me that aluminum foil, will you?"
I grabbed one of the sheets and gave it to her, watching as she wrapped the foil around the burritos, then placed them into the oven and turned to face me. I barely knew her, but something about her presence was so comforting that I melted into her warm gaze, realizing how much I enjoyed being with her. She made me feel safe, like nothing could touch me, and I'd never be able to tell her how much that meant.
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"Elle's already out on Thumper, rounding up the horses that hang out in the north side of the pasture. That’s the largest herd, but it’s still only a few dozen head. I’ll saddle Ginger and get you comfortable, then we’ll meet her there. Sound good?" 
It was like Farrah was speaking a foreign language, so I just nodded and decided to go with it. My body was still aching, but they didn't call it getting back in the saddle for nothing. She was wearing an old denim shirt and a pair of tight blue jeans that were tucked into work boots. The cowboy hat perched on top of her head really sealed the ensemble and I couldn’t believe that I was in a place where people actually wore shit like that.
"What?" I asked as her gaze drifted over me. I felt like there was something she wanted to say.
"Nothing." A chuckle escaped her throat and she opened the closet by the front door. "Put these on." She tossed a pair of work boots onto the ground in front of me and I slid off my sneakers and shoved my feet inside. They fit perfectly and I hoped that was everything in terms of the uniform.
"So you’ve really never ridden before?" she asked as she shoved the burritos into a bag, then motioned for me to follow her outside.
"I mean, I grew up in the city." I was starting to feel defensive and annoyed. "Just show me what to do and I’ll pick it up; I'm a fast learner."
"Ok, sorry, I didn't mean to make you feel bad," she said apologetically and I stared at her as she hung her saddle bag on the fence. I realized that she didn’t mean anything by it and shook off my irritation.
“Do I get a hat too?” I asked and she jumped onto the metal railing inside the front door of the barn and bent over, giving me an eyeful of her luscious ass, before popping up and throwing me an old straw hat.
“That should work,” she said with a laugh and I wedged it onto my head, feeling absolutely ridiculous.
Farrah retrieved a strappy leather bridle from a peg on the wall, fitting it over Ginger’s head as the horse stomped in anticipation. She tightened the straps, then slid her fingers beneath them to make sure it wasn’t too snug. "I'm going to saddle Ginger now. First, I put on the blanket that goes under the saddle. The blanket keeps the saddle from rubbing and provides cushioning for both of you."
She grabbed a colorful blanket from a nearby rack and threw it on Ginger’s back, smoothing it over the mare’s haunches. The horse stomped and snorted and I wondered how the hell I was going to ride this thing. 
She might be as gentle as a lamb, but she was still fucking huge.
"Now I put on the saddle. It needs to go in the center of her back or else she’ll be uncomfortable and more likely to throw you. This saddle has a wider seat so you won’t smash your balls." None of what she said sounded appealing, so I paid close attention as Farrah tossed the large leather saddle onto the animal’s back. "Now I fasten it around her belly."
My eyes followed her movements as she grabbed the leather strap and inserted it into the large buckle, then jerked a few times to make sure it was secure.
"I’ll get Smokey ready, then we’ll head out. I promise you'll be an expert in no time," she said as her lips curled into a warm smile. I wanted to believe her but as I stared into Ginger's brown eyes and tried to make a connection with the huge beast, I suddenly regretted not getting the hell out of here when I had the chance. Farrah repeated the same process with the big black horse in the back of the stable and I tried to pay attention as she expertly prepared the animal to be ridden.
"Ok, let’s get you on," Farrah said with a grin as she led Smokey towards the door and tossed his lead over the fence, then came back to walk Ginger out of her stall. "We don't have a stool, so you'll need to put your foot in the stirrup, then swing your leg over. Grip the horn with your left hand and pull yourself into the saddle. I’ll make sure she doesn't move too much."
I could see the concern in Farrah's eyes and tried to psych myself up. The ibuprofen I took earlier hadn’t kicked in yet and my muscles were aching, but I shoved my foot into the stirrup, then managed to awkwardly tug myself into the saddle. Ginger took a few nervous steps and I was terrified, but tried to act like I did this every day.
I think I failed pretty miserably.
"Just relax. If you’re nervous, she’ll respond to that and assume something’s wrong. Horses are prey animals and naturally skittish," Farrah said and I took a few deep breaths as she grabbed Ginger’s reins and walked us out of the barn. "She knows to follow Smokey, so just keep your feet in the saddle and try not to squeeze your knees. That makes her slow down. If you kick your heels into her side, she’ll speed up, so for now, try to sit neutrally. Ok?"
I wanted to do this the right way and nodded as I swallowed, reminding myself that I would be out of here in a day or two and that this would all be nothing but a distant memory when I was lounging on a towel on a beach in Baja.
Farrah pulled herself onto Smokey in one smooth motion and I marveled at how lithe and natural she looked straddling the huge animal. When she shifted her hips and arched her back, I began thinking about something else I'd like her to mount and started to get flushed.
Farrah was a few steps in front of me and as she urged Smokey to go faster, Ginger sped up too. My ass slapped against the hard leather as I bounced around and I let out a yelp as one of my balls hit the front edge of the saddle.
"Are you ok?" Farrah asked as she slowed down, holding her hands over her mouth as she tried not to laugh and I adjusted my seat, intense pain radiating through every part of my body.
"Yeah," I mumbled and I thought of the westerns I'd seen and wondered if John Wayne regularly got his testicles crushed when he was out with the guys herding dogies on the range.
"Use the stirrups to support yourself," she said. "You'll get used to her rhythm and figure out where her body is in relation to yours. Also, don't lean forward while you’re seated and try to keep your back straight." It was a lot to remember, but once the throbbing pain went away, I exhaled and nodded my head. 
"Lightly tug the reins in the direction you want to go and pull back if you want her to slow down." Farrah demonstrated with Smokey, causing him to snort and stomp in annoyance. I could tell he was ready to go and for some insane reason, so was I. "If you want her to speed up, give her a light kick. Like this." Farrah lightly tapped Smokey’s sides with the heels of her boots and he started moving forward, but she pulled him back. "Ginger is well-trained and doesn't get spooked easily, so keep calm and everything will be fine."
"Let’s go." 
I was rewarded with a warm smile as Farrah spun Smokey around and shot off. I took a deep breath and kicked my heels lightly against Ginger’s flanks and we lurched forward.
Farrah was right about getting the rhythm and after a few minutes, the motion of the huge animal moving beneath me felt almost natural. I responded involuntarily to the horse’s movements and adjusted my position on the saddle as we sped through the endless expanse of scrub and dirt. 
Something about the experience was so satisfying and as the hot wind blew across my face, unadulterated bliss lit my body on fire. I still felt awkward as hell, but I was getting the hang of it as we continued onwards and Farrah looked back every few minutes to make sure I was still in one piece. The sky was a deep blue and so incredibly large that it made me feel absolutely tiny in comparison. The landscape was empty and serene and I felt as though we could ride forever in one direction and never see another human.
The sound of Ginger’s hooves echoed around me as Farrah once again checked on me and smiled, the wind blowing her hair around her face as she leaned forward, holding herself an inch or so off the saddle and urging Smokey to go faster. Ginger kept pace and before long, I saw a herd of horses in the distance and Elle waving as we got closer.
Farrah slowed Smokey and Ginger followed his lead as I pulled up beside them and stared at the impossibly large herd of horses in front of us. I glanced over at her, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do now.
"Elle and Russ have gotten the herd in rough formation, but we need to keep them together and move them back towards the barn as one group. The stallions are already penned, so this herd is mares and geldings. It should go smoothly. You'll keep an eye on the north side, where the fence is, and Russ and I will go after any strays. Our life will be easier if we can do this in one push." She sounded confident and looked so unbelievably sexy on the back of the huge black horse and I just nodded, hoping to God that I didn't screw up this entire thing.
Farrah pointed in the direction she wanted me to go. I took off, the awkward feeling coming back as my ass slapped against the saddle and I tried to remember what she said about keeping my back straight. I sped towards Elle and noticed the sour expression on her face as I got closer.
I didn't have time to give her personal issues too much thought as I rode to the outer flank and figured out what I had to do. There were a few dozen horses and it felt like the earth was rumbling as they moved in the direction of the barn. Whenever one would start to break off from the rest, I'd shout or clap and pull Ginger closer and it would fall back in with the rest of the herd. I looked over and saw Farrah on the far side, going after one that had run off. Smokey shot across the terrain after it and a few minutes later, they were heading back in our direction.
We were a few miles away from the barn and going at a fairly slow clip, but it felt like things were moving along, so I grabbed my burrito from my saddle bag. Just then, Elle looked in my direction and rolled her eyes.
"What, I'm hungry." I shouted as I took my first bite. It was the best thing I’d ever tasted and I inhaled the rest of it. I could’ve easily eaten a dozen more, but when I saw another horse straying off, I crumpled up the empty foil and shoved it back into the bag, steering Ginger in the straggler’s direction and nudging it back towards the group. 
The rest of the round-up went smoothly and I felt like I’d actually contributed. By the time we reached the barn, the sun was starting to sink, but Farrah said that we still needed to get the horses sorted. Some would be shod, others wouldn't. I wasn’t much help there, so I hung around the edge of the small pasture near the barn to make sure no one tried to run off. Once they were finished, Farrah walked back towards me, covered in grime but beaming.
"Good job today," she said with a grin as she reached out and squeezed my shoulder. 
My body was aching, but I felt an intense sense of accomplishment as we slowly walked the horses back towards the barn. Elle was already inside, spraying Thumper down with a hose and gave me only the most cursory of glances.
"I’ll go inside and start dinner. You two can finish up here," Farrah said as she gave me a warm smile and squeezed my arm. When she leaned closer and brushed her lips against my cheek, a shockwave raced through me, and I watched as she walked out of the big barn and back towards the house.
I could feel Elle’s sharp blue eyes cut into me, but I wanted to try to make things right. I had no idea why this chick disliked me so much, but I realized that it didn't matter; I'd be gone in a few days anyway. 
"You'll have to tell me what to do," I said, hoping she could at least be polite. She rolled her eyes and slammed down the brush she was holding and walked over to remove Ginger's bridle.
"I can take care of it." I felt like I was repeating myself but genuinely wanted to help out. "You just need to tell me what to do."
"Don't worry about it," she mumbled as I watched her undo the strap on the bridle and gently pull the bit out of Ginger's mouth, then toss it over the railing. "It’s easier just to do it myself."
I took a few steps back as she removed Ginger's saddle in one smooth motion, then turned around and glared at me. "I’ve got it. You can go inside now." Her tone was acid and the glare from her blue eyes felt like they could cut me in half.
"Are you sure? I don't mind helping." The sun had gone down and the large barn was bathed in shadows as she shook her head and exhaled sharply.
"Do you think you’re the first loser that she's brought around here?" 
Elle's words were like a slap in the face and I couldn't believe she’d said that. Farrah didn't seem like the kind of woman who would bring random guys home and I figured that I should probably take whatever the blonde said with a grain of salt.
“Look, I'll be gone in a few days. There’s no need to get so defensive.” I said, hoping to clear up whatever the issue was with her. “She's been so nice to me and I just want to help out where I can.”
“I don't care.” The words were dismissive and final and as I turned to leave, I felt her hot gaze follow me as I walked out of the barn and towards the house.
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The scent wafting from the kitchen was mouthwatering and my stomach growled, alerting me to the fact that I was ravenously hungry. I was pretty sure that I'd never worked that hard in my life. I felt good and sore and even though I wanted to crawl into bed and pass out, I couldn’t wait to do it again. 
"Just in time," Farrah said with a smile as she set a stack of plates on the table. She was freshly showered, her long dark hair wet and cascading over her bare shoulders, wearing nothing but a thin tank top and a pair of pink shorts that made her long, tan legs look like they went on forever. "Get the horses settled?"
"Yeah," I replied, still thinking about what Elle said. "Is there a reason why Elle hates me?"
“Why do you think she hates you?” 
The way she said that made me wonder if I was going crazy and I shook my head, brushing it off. I needed to remind myself that it didn’t matter. None of it mattered and this whole experience would be something that I'd tell friends about over a drink when we shared weird details about our lives.
"Never mind," I mumbled as I checked myself out in a mirror by the door and wondered if I should go wash off. My baba was insane about cleaning up before eating and I felt like my body was caked in a thick layer of dust.
"Dinner should be ready in about twenty minutes if you want to change or whatever,” she said with a smile and I decided that I would feel better once I washed off the remnants of the day.
“I think I’ll do that." I also desperately wanted to check my phone. Working had gotten me out of my doom spiral, but I needed to know that the money was still there. My mind always drifted to the worst-case scenario — it was just my nature — and so many things could go wrong right now.
"If you need some clean clothes, there’s some stuff in the closet in your room. Just grab whatever," Farrah's voice followed me down the hall and as I turned into my room and flipped on the dim overhead light.
There was so much I needed to take care of to move my plan along and I didn't want to do any of it. I figured that I'd get a shower first, then force myself to go through the various bank accounts and take another look at Anya’s messages.
But that could wait another ten minutes.
The hot shower was exactly what I needed and as the water poured over my aching muscles, I thought I heard the door open. But when I peeked through the shower curtain, it was firmly shut. Now that the shock from the crash was receding, paranoia was creeping in. I watched the dirty water swirl down the drain and let out a groan as I cranked up the heat and let the hot water scald my skin. It almost felt like a baptism and I rested my hands against the far wall of the shower, letting everything go except the burning sensation as it scorched my flesh.
When I first started working for Ivan Borsich, he asked to meet me in a banya. I’d gone to the sauna a few times with my dad when I was a kid, but it was always a family thing — guys just hanging out in the steam, talking business and shooting the shit. For Ivan, it was a purification ritual. He would turn up the heat as high as it would go and determine your worth based on how long it took you to pass out.
I didn’t. That’s why he liked me.
The small bathroom was filled with a thick cloud of steam and I wiped the fog off the mirror. I hadn’t shaved in almost a week and my dark scruff was getting out of control, but I figured I could wait until tomorrow to deal with it. Besides, I kind of liked the way it looked. I'd always gone clean-shaven, but my skin was tanned from working outside today, and as I ran my hand across the prickly growth, I figured that this could be a new look for a new life.
I dried my hair and my skin and brushed my teeth and wrapped the towel around my waist before opening the door and walking back into my room. I fished a pair of gray sweatpants that weren’t too filthy out of my bag and pulled them on. Maybe I could wash the rest of my clothes tonight. My t-shirts were all disgusting so I grabbed a random one from the closet and tugged it on. It was snug but at least it didn't stink.
My phone was sitting on the nightstand and I turned it on. It was updated and the unread texts taunted me. I clicked on the icon, opening the messaging app and forcing myself to read the recent messages Anya had sent. They were all so innocuous — asking how I was, where I was, if I needed help — but I knew her. Something about them was off, but I didn’t want to think the worst. I squeezed my eyes shut as I imagined the various scenarios, but I needed to do something and I was running out of time.
My bank accounts were still flush. I breathed a sigh of relief as I decided to deal with the Anya problem tomorrow. She was probably fine and I was jumping to unwarranted conclusions. I’d be better off focusing my attention elsewhere.
I glanced at the dresser on the other end of the room and noticed a photo in a silver frame. It was Farrah, but not the woman I knew. She was younger, maybe in her late teens, and dressed in a bright pink shirt with fringe and sparkles, a denim skirt, cowboy boots and a pink hat. Her smile was electric, and she had a sash wrapped diagonally around her torso that said Rodeo Queen. I chuckled as I put down the frame and stared at the other people in the various pictures scattered across the dresser.
There was another one of her in a beautiful white wedding dress, the sun setting in the background as she stood next to a handsome man only slightly taller than her. He had his arm draped possessively around her waist and pulled her close as he kissed the top of her head and she beamed.
That had to be Octavio and it looked like they were genuinely in love. I'd never felt that way about anyone before and immediately felt guilty, like I was an unwanted stranger invading her life. I shook my head and grabbed my pile of dirty clothes before turning off the light and leaving the room.
When I returned to the kitchen, Elle was there, chatting casually with Farrah about the day’s events. I stood in the doorway, waiting for them to finish and listening as they talked. It was mostly about which horses went where and I let myself zone out, my eyes following Farrah's movements as she stirred the large pot on the stove, then looked into the oven.
I wondered how many times this exact scene had played out. The only difference is that I was there. When Farrah noticed me, she smiled and I thought about the woman I saw in the wedding photo. I wondered how awful it must’ve been to lose someone that she loved so much.
"The washer’s over there. Just toss your clothes inside and I’ll start a load once I get done with dinner," Farrah said with a wink. "Grab a beer from the fridge. Elle was just telling me about a horse from a few farms over that I'm considering taking in."
I glanced at Elle, who rolled her eyes and scratched Russ’s head idly as the air slowly seeped out of the room. 
"Do you buy a lot of horses?" I asked, not really sure what the protocol was for horse acquisition. Was it like buying a car? Did you get a title or something?
"Sometimes," Farrah said pointedly to Elle. "But this one’s a rescue. The guy’s selling his land and has a few horses left that he hasn’t been able to get rid of. This one’s older, but has a good temperament. I think we could find someone to take him as a companion horse."
"Wow, that’s nice," I said.
The room went silent as Farrah stirred the pot again and tasted a spoonful of whatever she was cooking.
“We can’t take in any more, Farrah. We’re bursting at the seams as it is,” Elle finally said as she stood up and shoved her hands into the pockets of her dirty jeans. She looked slightly less annoyed as she glanced through the front door like she was waiting for something.
“It’s just one more and I know that Ed Compton’s been looking for a gelding to stable with Sally,” Farrah said defensively. "Dinner’s done. Hope you’re hungry." She grabbed some bowls from the cabinet and spooned a huge helping of the soup into three of them.
Suddenly, a door slammed outside and Elle jumped up from her seat, a smile curling her lips as her expression brightened and she bolted outside with Russ right on her heels. The heavy door slammed shut behind her and Farrah let out an amused chuckle.
"I guess it’ll just be the two of us. Sounds like Willa’s here," Farrah said like that meant something to me. "She and Elle are…close."
I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but Farrah dumped one of the bowls of soup back into the pot, then brought the other two to the table and sat one down in front of me. 
“It’s posole. White corn with some sausage and chiles,” she said and I inhaled it, then got seconds and thirds. Once I was full, I leaned back in the chair across from her and took a sip of my beer, listening as the seconds ticked by on the clock in the corner.
Awkward silence permeated the space between us; there was so much to say, but neither of us knew where to start. She stared at me for a few seconds, turning her beer bottle around in little circles as she gnawed on her full lower lip.
"How long do you plan on staying?" Farrah’s voice was clipped. It was late, and I was suddenly exhausted and didn't know how to respond. 
The sky was pitch black and the windows were open with a cool breeze blowing through. The only sound was a coyote howling in the distance. I fiddled with the label on my bottle as I thought about Farrah’s deceptively simple question. 
"I don't know," I said honestly and left it at that. There was so much happening at that moment that I felt paralyzed. 
"You can stay here as long as you need," she said as she stood up and opened a cabinet, grabbing a bottle, then two small glasses. "Do you like mezcal?"
"I don't think I’ve ever had it. We mostly drink vodka where I come from," I said with a laugh and a shrug. "But I'll give it a try."
"It’s like tequila, but smoky." She smiled and gave me a sexy wink as she popped the cork out of the glass bottle and poured some into the waiting glasses. "My abuelito used to make it every year and would send a case back here with us."
I picked up the small glass and sniffed the yellowish liquid inside as she sat down next to me and held up hers. "Arriba, abajo, al centro, y pa’ dentro!"
I'd never heard that before, but followed her lead and tilted my head back, letting the alcohol burn down my throat and into my stomach. It tasted fruity but not sweet and the finish was smoky and warm.
"Jesus," I said as I coughed and set the small glass down on the table. "That’s good."
"Yeah, my grandfather died a few years ago, and I'm still working on the last few bottles. He always liked to share it with strangers, and you’re the strangest person I’ve met in a while." 
As she said that, her eyes sparkled and I was definitely getting a vibe, but wasn't sure if it was coming from the booze and decided to let her take the lead. 
"Want another shot?"
"Sure." My head was spinning pleasantly and I felt good. I hated to admit it, but maybe better than I’d ever felt before. The entire day had been incredible and everything about all of it felt so right. I couldn't explain. I wasn’t one of those guys who waxed poetic. But I did like to drink, so I held up my glass.
"Budmo," I said and took a drink and Farrah burst into a fit of giggles.
"What’s that?"
"It’s how Ukrainians say cheers. It’s like, you know, just like, let us be," I said, giving her a rough translation as she snorted and she rolled her eyes. "Hey, it’s way easier than whatever the hell you said."
"Yeah, but…" She paused as she poured two more shots, and I wondered how far she was going to take this. I barely knew her, but I wouldn't mind sitting here with her all night. She was hot, but there was something else about her, too. Something I needed, and it wasn’t entirely sexual. "It’s too short. There’s no passion or, I don’t know, feeling to it. Who wants to just be?"
Her voice caught as she said that and the mood in the room shifted suddenly. I wished I had toasted to love or friends or health or any of the million other things that there were stupid toasts for, but I couldn’t rewind time and needed to fix this.
"Sorry, you’re right. What was yours again?" 
I reached for the bottle and she leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. I wasn't ready and she missed the target but only slightly. The smoky scent of the mezcal wafted off of her, and her lips felt incredible. I wanted more, so I tilted my head and cupped her soft cheek in my hand. The electricity between us was relentless, and I didn’t want it to end.
"Shit," she muttered as she leaned back in her chair and ran her fingers through her dark hair. "Sorry." She gnawed on her lip and forced herself to stare at a tiny piece of paper on the table that she nervously toyed with before her gaze drifted back to me. "It’s, you know, been a while."
She didn't need to tell me what she meant and a low laugh escaped my throat. I had a hard time imagining that a woman like her had difficulty finding men, but thinking about the tow truck guy and the cop she was talking to yesterday, I realized that maybe it was more of a quality issue than a quantity one.
"I didn’t want this life," she finally said, collecting her thoughts as I sat there and listened like her confessor. It was an odd admission considering the fact that she fit into this world so perfectly. I thought about the photo I saw of her with the sash; she was smiling and happy, and I wondered where it all went wrong.
"I was an ER nurse and loved my job," she said with a sniffle as she poured two more shots, then pushed the cork into the bottle and wiped her eyes. "But when Octavio got sick, I had to quit to take care of him and run the ranch. Elle was a huge help, but…Jesus, I don't know why I'm telling you this." She drank the shot and stood up, grabbing the bottle by its long neck and walking to the cabinet to put it away.
"I don't mind," I said. I was generally terrible with people, especially women. Honestly, the only reason I ever got laid was because of who I knew. She needed someone, but I was probably the worst person to confide in. "Something like that happened to my mom. She wanted to be a teacher, but then she met my dad and got pregnant with me and had to start working in a textile factory in Brooklyn. She never blamed me, but I always felt like the fact that she never got to live out the life she had planned for herself made her bitter."
"I don't want that to happen to me," Farrah said with a sad smile as she turned to face me. I stood and took a step closer, keeping my eyes locked onto hers as I approached. "Are you close with your mom?"
"Not really." I didn’t want to get into it. Besides, we were talking about Farrah's life, not mine. "Look, I know you love this place, but have you ever considered just letting it go? I mean, if it makes you so miserable, it’s not worth holding onto it."
“I know you’re right,” she murmured.
I don’t know why I did it. I was drunk and horny and she looked so fucking sexy, but when I leaned over to kiss her, it was so perfect, better than before and she didn’t push me away.
Her lips were like fire and I could taste the mezcal as she pushed her tongue into my mouth. I ground against her, wanting her to understand how she made me feel and hoping like hell that she felt the same.
I had been a late bloomer. I didn’t have sex for the first time until I was almost twenty. It was a revenge fuck with some girl who wanted to get back at her boyfriend. She kept calling me by his name and was a sobbing mess by the end of it. The whole experience sucked and scared me off sex for years. Then I started working for Ivan, and fucking the women who worked for him was not only encouraged but expected.
He didn’t trust guys who weren’t willing to partake of the girls in his orbit, and I went above and beyond to earn his trust. I had a solid work ethic and was committed to improvement but the women weren’t exactly excited about being there. It always felt…cold. 
Obligatory.
Even though I always thought Anya and I were close, she was just as distant sexually as the rest, and I began to assume that was the way all women were. They fucked me because it was expected, and any fantasies I had about feeling some sort of connection would stay that way: a fantasy. 
I suddenly realized that my assumption had been wrong. That revelation was earth-shattering.






  
  9

The way Farrah looked at me, the intense hunger filling her eyes, was like nothing I’d ever experienced and I wanted her so badly that it physically hurt. I needed her and I could tell she felt the same way. I lifted her onto the counter and she fisted my t-shirt, pulling me closer as her lips parted and my heart pounded in my chest. 
“Alex,” she said, her voice soft. She wrapped her long legs around my hips, pulling me close as her hands slid under my shirt and over my muscles. “Oh God,” she murmured. I let her take the lead as she smiled and helped me pull off my old t-shirt. My cock was so hard that it hurt, but the anticipation was staggering.
Her movements were frantic as she peeled her shirt over her head and leaned back against the cabinets. Her breasts were large, perfectly round and tightly formed. I reached out to caress one, sliding my thumb over her dark, puckered nipple as it sharpened into a point and I leaned down to kiss one, sucking the tight nub between my lips as she watched, her eyes wide with lust.
A gasp escaped her throat as I pressed my body against hers, enjoying the feeling of her bare skin against mine as she pulled me closer, her tongue invading my mouth. Her head tilted and I cupped her ass in my hands, melting into her touch as her fingers drifted down my chest and towards my rock hard cock.
We were so wrapped up in each other that we didn't hear the door open.
“Oh my God! What the fuck?” A familiar voice shouted and I froze as Farrah's eyes widened and she frantically looked around for her shirt. I swore under my breath and spun around, my eyes meeting Elle’s as she glared at me, clearly not pleased with what she’d interrupted.
She wasn't alone.
“Hi, I'm Willa,” the woman standing next to her said with an awkward wave. As her eyes drifted down to my crotch, they widened appreciatively. “Sorry to…intrude.”
Her pouty pink lips curled into a smile and she ran her fingers through her unnaturally red hair as my cheeks burned with embarrassment and annoyance. 
I had been so ready to fuck Farrah. She was into it, too, and of course Elle just had to ruin it. A thick layer of tension expanded to fill the space and I narrowed my eyes at Elle, wondering if she’d somehow known what was going on and did this on purpose.
“Willa,” Farrah said as she clasped the thin fabric over her tits and smiled awkwardly. “Good to see you again.”
“Hi Farrah. Hi…,” Willa took a few steps closer and extended her hand. She was around my age and had a beautiful smile and friendly eyes. As my gaze drifted down her body, Elle cleared her throat and I shook Willa’s hand awkwardly.
“I’m Alex. I’m here for a few days…” My big brain definitely wasn’t working right, but I recognized the way Willa was looking at me and Elle wasn’t happy about it. Something weird was going on there, but I didn’t have the mental capacity right now to put too much thought into it.
“I’ll be staying with Willa tonight,” Elle said pointedly. “But she wanted to say hello.”
“Hello,” Willa said with a laugh and a wave and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Farrah turn around and pull on her shirt. Annoyance wasn’t a word that could accurately convey how I was feeling at that point. It was more like intense burning hatred and I needed them out of the house now.
‘Uh, what time do you want to get started tomorrow?’ Farrah asked once she was dressed and ran her hand through her dark hair as she tried to pull herself back together. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked so fucking sexy and I knew that whatever had been about to happen wouldn’t, and I’d end up in bed alone.
“I was thinking 6 a.m. if that’s ok with you guys?” Willa looked at me and gave me a little smile and I noticed the tattoos peeking out of the rolled up sleeves of her shirt and realized that she seemed cool, unlike Elle who had spent the last five minutes chewing me out with her eyes.
“Yeah, that works. How long do you think it’ll take?” Farrah asked as she cleared her throat and grabbed a glass of water from the table.
“I’ve slotted ten days. That should be plenty, with some time to spare, but you know this is my favorite stop on the circuit,” Willa said with a laugh and I noticed a slight accent caressing her words. I liked her, but just as that thought hit me, Elle’s glare intensified and I wondered if she was somehow reading my mind.
“Well, it’s good to have you back and I know the horses will be happy to see you. You’re parked out by the barn and everything’s ok?” Farrah asked.
“Yeah, Elle helped get me plugged in and I should be good to go.” Willa grabbed Elle’s hand and squeezed it and the realization about what was going on between them hit me like a ton of bricks. “But, unless there’s something else, I’ll see you bright and early.”
She gave me a slight wink that confused the hell out of me and we all said our goodbyes as she and Elle walked out, leaving the awkwardness behind as Farrah turned to face me.
“We’ve got an early start tomorrow, I’d better go to bed,” she said, motioning towards her room and I waved as she walked down the hall, my eyes following her, willing her to change her mind and come rushing back into my arms, begging me to fuck her.
“Goodnight,” I said as she shut the door firmly behind her and I looked around for something to aid me in getting rid of the worst case of blue balls I'd ever had.
I found some hand lotion on the counter by the stove and walked stiffly towards my room, thinking about how I was now going to be forced to watch some shitty porn on my phone’s tiny, cracked-to-hell screen. 
I cursed Elle with something really dirty that I remembered my grandmother saying and crawled into my tiny bed alone. Instead of getting my dick wet with Farrah, I was stuck with my hand and lotion that smelled like pine cones.
Just as I was about to get down to business, the door cracked open and Farrah peeked inside. I hoped that she was coming to finish what we started, but I worried that she was just checking to make sure I was up for work tomorrow.
“Are you sleeping?”
“No…” I mumbled and wedged the lotion into the space between the bed and the wall as she tiptoed into the small room. The dim light cast a shadow on her and I leaned back on my elbows, hoping that she had changed her mind.
“Uh, I’m…” I couldn’t see her face, but her hesitation was clear in her posture. “I can’t stop thinking about what happened and…”
“Come here,” I finally said and when she did, I was shocked. She slowly crawled on top of me, then leaned down to kiss me, the electricity came rushing back and my body was on fire. Her lips were soft and warm and I could tell that she'd just brushed her teeth from the minty taste of her tongue as she forced it between my lips. 
Her hips twisted slowly as she ground her pussy against me and the way she was breathing and rubbing against me, I was terrified that I was going to shoot my load before I even got inside her. Suddenly, the tiny bed groaned loudly under our weight and she let out an exasperated laugh.
“Want to go to my room? There’s more space.”
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I was worried that something else would happen and that we would get interrupted again, but I nodded and she grabbed my hand and dragged me into her large bedroom. She pushed me onto her big, plush bed and closed the door, twisting the lock as she bit her lip and stared at me with a gleam in her eyes. 
“I hate to admit it, but I've been fantasizing about this since you got here,” her voice was soft and sultry and she peeled off her shirt, giving me another look at her luscious tits. They were more perfect than the fake ones that I'd been pawing at for the past five years and I wanted to take one of her thick, light brown nipples between my lips and suck like my life depended on it.
Her waist curved in sharply, and her abs were toned from her work around her ranch. She slid off the shorts she was wearing and her full hips flared into a perfectly round ass that she’d come by honestly — I doubted that she’d ever even been to a gym. Her skin was lightly tanned and looked so soft. I wanted to touch her, to slide my lips over every inch of her perfect body and make her scream out my name.
“Me too,” I replied and it sounded so dumb that I laughed. “I mean…”
“I know what you mean. I noticed the way you looked at me and it felt so good.” She took a step closer, sliding her fingernail over her nipple as she stared at my cock and licked her lips. “So good.”
She crawled onto the bed and forced my sweatpants over my hips, my cock popping out at full attention as she reached out and traced her finger over the slick tip. Her thighs were parted slightly and I could see the soft, dusky pink skin peeking out from between her lips. I wanted to touch her, but she was so fascinated with my dick that I didn’t dare distract her.
She lowered her face towards it and slid her tongue over the sensitive flesh, then took me into her hot mouth, lowering her head as she stared at me and I fisted the sheets like I was holding on for dear life. Her mouth was like a hot bath and when she started sucking, I almost lost it.
As I went deeper, I hit the back of her mouth and ran my fingers through her silky dark hair. Her head bobbed up and down, and her tongue wrapped around me as her hand lightly squeezed my balls. This was the most incredible blow job I’d ever had and she actually looked like she was enjoying it as much as me. She hummed slightly, the vibration racing through my cock as I penetrated her throat and felt the tightness increase.
It took everything I had not to come and as she pulled away, I sat up, pushing her back onto the mattress and covering her lips with mine. I wanted to fuck her now, to shove myself inside of her and take what I wanted, but the anticipation was so much better. I forced her legs apart with my knees as my lips found her thick nipple and bit it softly and I slid my fingers between her legs and into her slick slit.
She arched her back against the mattress as I ran my fingers through the soft, wet skin, pushing one inside of her as my thumb found her clit and she let out a feral moan. Her body writhed beneath me as I kissed her again, then pushed another finger inside of her, stroking her as her eyes widened and she laughed softly.
“What?” I asked. I’d never heard a woman laugh during sex before and was worried I was doing something wrong.
“Nothing,” she purred as I stroked her clit again and she gasped. “I just thought I’d be spending the rest of my life alone with my vibrator. This is much…oooh….better…”
“That’s good to hear,” I said as I kissed her lips again, then laid a trail of kisses down her taut stomach and towards her pussy. I wanted to taste her so badly and as her scent wafted towards me, I stiffened even more. She smelled so good and I buried my face inside of her, wanting to show her how much this meant to me. She spread her muscular thighs further apart and tangled her fingers in my hair, pulling me closer as I licked and teased her.
As she moved closer to the edge, her hips began to jerk and I held her down as she grasped the sheets and my tongue flicked over her tiny clit. Her moans came louder and I was rewarded with a slick stream of fluid as her body convulsed and she relaxed, letting out a loud gasp as she cupped her breasts and pinched her stiff nipples.
“Jesus, that was so fucking amazing,” she breathed and I could tell she meant it. A rush of pride washed through me as I returned to her lips, kissing her softly as she pulled me on top of her, spreading her thighs apart as she wrapped her hand around my cock and guided me into her.
She was so wet and tight and warm and she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer as her hands gripped my ass and I could barely move. I would’ve been fine just laying here like this for the rest of my life if she wanted it, but I could tell by the look in her eyes that wasn’t what she had in mind.
Her hot kisses were like fire and I thrust slowly, her grip loosening as I began moving faster and she arched her back against the mattress, moaning as I kissed her long neck and returned my attention to her full breasts. It was too much and I needed to change positions or I was going to lose it.
I pulled out and pushed her onto her knees. She gave me a sly smile as she arched her back and I slid my cock over her engorged clit before sliding inside. Her tight ass was so perfect and I cupped my hands over the fleshy mounds as I pounded into her, trying to think about anything else besides how fucking hot she was.
It felt so goddamned good and she was so into it that it was hard to hold back as she begged me to go harder and faster. I wrapped my hands around her hips, as she arched her back downwards and pushed against me. 
Her throaty moans filled the room as she clenched around me and I realized that I couldn’t hold off any longer. I had to come and I pulled out, giving myself a few strokes before releasing onto her back and exhaling sharply as I watched my thick, creamy cum slide through the dark pink skin of her pussy and drip onto the mattress.
She collapsed onto the bed and gave me a satisfied smile as I lay down next to her and took a few deep breaths to calm down. My pulse was pounding in my ears and I realized that was by far the best sex I’d ever had. I thought about Anya and immediately felt guilty, but nothing we ever did felt that way and I hated myself for making the comparison.
I thought that would be it, that we would go to sleep and wake up and act like it never happened, but when Farrah rolled onto her side, then stared at me and lowered her lips to mine, I realized that she wasn’t finished.
“How are you feeling?” She murmured and just the sensation of her breath drifting across my neck was enough to get me hard again. I shrugged as she stared at my cock, then wrapped her fingers around it, stroking me again and I couldn’t believe that she wanted more.
“Pretty fucking good,” I responded as she crawled over me, leaning down to kiss me as she reached into her bedside table and pulled out a tiny, bullet shaped device.
“Think you could go again?” She asked as she sat up, straddling my thighs as she pressed the button, turning it on and sliding it across her stiff nipple. "I want to take full advantage of you while you're here."
“I don’t see why not,” I replied with a laugh. There was actually nothing else in this world I would rather do right now than fuck her again and I was honestly shocked that she wanted more. She slid the device across my balls and up the seam of my cock and I couldn’t help but laugh.
“What does it feel like?” she asked and I wasn’t sure I could explain it.
“It tickles,” I finally said and she cocked her eyebrow as she grabbed my hand and formed it over her breast.
“That’s interesting,” she murmured before mounting me, encasing me in her hot wet channel as her eyes rolled back in her head and she groaned. “Goddammit.”
She shifted her hips, moving slowly at first, then pushing the vibrator against her clit as she began moving faster. The sensation was mind numbing and as she rode me, I cupped her breasts in my hands, roughly twisting her peaked nipples between my fingers as she writhed on top of me, her pleasure her only concern and it was so fucking hot. I felt like a human dildo, but if that’s what she wanted, I was totally happy to go along with it.
She began moving faster, her tits bouncing furiously as the vibrations raced through her and she leaned back, bracing herself against my legs as her body tensed and I wrapped my hands around her hips, guiding her. 
“Come inside of me,” she moaned and I panicked. 
I wanted to, fuck, I wanted to fill her to the brim with my seed, but I didn’t want any complications. That had always been a concern for me and I had never come inside anyone. Having a kid was not something I wanted or needed and I held back, waiting for her to finish.
“It’s ok,” she murmured. “I can’t, oh God…” I felt her clench around me as her body convulsed and I couldn’t hold back. I exploded again pumping a full load inside of her as she collapsed on top of me and rested her head on my chest.
She was covered in sweat and I could feel her heart beating as she took a few deep breaths and I softened inside of her. I stroked her back and kissed her head, allowing myself to briefly fantasize about a life with her in it. She was so fucking perfect in every way and I never wanted to let her go.
I immediately pushed the thought out of my head. I couldn’t stay here. It was too dangerous and I wouldn’t put her, or even Elle, through the hell that was waiting for them if Ivan found me. It wouldn’t be fair. I needed to enjoy my time with her, then leave. 
Period.
The window was open and I glanced outside, staring at the dark sky with the thousands of stars that I never knew existed as my breath returned to normal and I felt myself drifting off.
“Alex,” Farrah murmured as she traced her finger across my right pectoral muscle. The hesitation in her voice was terrifying and I held my breath, bracing myself for the worst. “I'm on the verge of losing everything.”

      ***Get more at tate-bull.com or follow me on Amazon.
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Deep Dive: The Complete Series
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The only way to move forward was to leave my world behind...

My existence was dull and predictable. I got up every morning to go to work and came home every night to my house in the suburbs. Everything turned upside down when my wife told me that she wanted a divorce and was ready to move on from our marriage and the life we had built together.

I decided to sell everything and take my chances on a tiny island on the other side of the world. That's how I met Kelly and Naomi, the gorgeous owners of a small resort that's struggling to survive. After a rough start, I realize that Naomi is interested in being more than friends and Kelly is eager to watch our new relationship unfold. When Celeste comes into my life, I almost make a disastrous decision, but manage to keep it together long enough to meet Evie and complete our circle.

Life as a diving instructor on a small island isn't what I imagined, but it's getting more incredible every single day.
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Enjoy this high steam collection of shorts featuring five previously published stories including: The Convert, The Hike, FIT, Family Business &The Favor.

Get up close and personal with hikers, personal trainers, film stars and more in this collection of high heat short stories.
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