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The story so far...


I had to go, that part was true.

When I left New York, my plan was to meet Anya, a dancer I'd fallen for, and start a new life together. That changed after a devastating car accident in southern New Mexico during my race west.

I was stuck, but alive and had every intention of moving on. 

But as each day passed, the dusty horse ranch I found myself at began to feel like the home I’d always wanted.

Farrah was caring and gorgeous and nursed me back to health. Willa, the traveling farrier, who was only supposed to be there temporarily, surprised me with her sly wit and willingness to please. Elle, Farrah’s prickly ward, was growing on me, even though she still despised everything about me. 

The only problem was that my old boss wanted me dead.

I needed to leave to keep them safe, but when a fire threatened the ranch, I suddenly realized that the only life I wanted was there, with them.

I had to decide how much to confess about my past, and how far I’d go to protect them.


Chapter 1


I never killed anyone.

Well, I never pulled the trigger.

Anya wasn’t the first one I fell for. There was another girl — Nastia. She told me exactly what I wanted to hear, that she loved me and that I was the only one she had ever wanted. It sounded so good and she was so beautiful and I was desperate for it to be true. Fortunately, I figured out what she was doing before I destroyed my life to be with her.

These women offered me everything I’d ever wanted — to feel that connection with someone, to be needed and desired. It wasn’t too much to ask, but the universe had different plans and the only women I wanted were the ones who were willing to use me to get what they needed.

I had been steadily rising in the organization. In the grand scheme of things, I was still nothing, but I had a few guys beneath me running the phone scam. The little sliver of power went to my head and I knew that I'd have to get my hands dirty if I wanted to go further.

At that point, I was willing to do whatever it took.

Things were worse with my mom than they were before my dad left. She’d gotten hooked on painkillers and the only time she left the house was when she went to see her dealer. I’d stopped giving her money, but there would always be some missing from the stash I kept in my sock drawer and I knew exactly where it had gone.

It didn’t matter. I had a new family, one that took care of me and I barely went home after a certain point. I kept my ear to the ground, looking for any opportunity to present itself, and after another year of doing my job and bringing in good money, it did. I never considered the possibility that I just didn’t have it in me to be the guy I wanted to be. In my mind I was hard, power hungry and ready to do whatever it took to prove myself.

Lying to yourself is a dangerous thing.

There was this guy, Lev. He was maybe five years older than me, but had worked for Ivan since he was a kid. The two of them were close, but I knew a secret about him, something that he’d been trying to hide.

He was a rat.

I’d duped a lot of the guys’ phones. It was easy. I had this device that I’d place on the screen when they got up to take a leak or get a drink. It seemed like a good idea, just so I could keep up with what was going on. I never got much useful info, most of them were too smart to handle business on the phone, but when Lev left one that I didn’t recognize lying around, I duped it, just to get a peek.

Later that night, I looked at the messages and couldn’t believe what I found. The dumb cocksucker had been talking to the FBI for two years and had given them everything they asked for.

When I told Ivan, he was furious. I mean, understandably so. Lev knew everything about the operation and had killed a few dozen guys for Ivan. He was on a leadership track and I was livid about the betrayal. How could he do something like that to us?

I knew exactly what I was doing when I took the duped phone to Ivan. I told him that I suspected something was off and that’s why I did the dupe. It was a lie, but who cared? The guy was willing to give us all up for what? A house in the Phoenix suburbs and getting off the hook for some minor drug charge. It was bullshit and righteous anger surged through me.

We were supposed to be family. We took care of each other. We weren’t rats.

I’d watched too many shitty movies, romanticized the decisions these guys made. I refused to see the layer of shit underneath it, the people who were suffering and being made to pay for the crimes we committed.

Maybe Lev saw it and couldn’t take it anymore. Most likely he was a coward. It didn’t matter.

“I want you to deal with this,” Ivan finally said, and I’d never been so excited. I’d done some violent shit, beat up a few guys, smashed some cars, but I’d never actually killed anyone before. Ivan had never asked. Maybe he knew I wasn’t cut out for it.

I felt honored; this was a true test of loyalty and I wanted to do it. I wanted to prove that I was like the rest of them, that I was ready to commit to him and the life and become a real member of the organization.

A few of us went to Lev’s apartment one night, and he knew as soon as he saw us at his door. His place was a wreck and his expression, pure terror. I'd never forget it. I could've used the phone as leverage, I could’ve confronted him, gotten him to explain himself. I could've done a lot of things that I didn't do and any of those paths would've led to a better outcome, but I’d made a decision and had to stand by it.

He pissed himself. That stench, mixed with fear, was unforgettable.

“Brother,” he whispered in English, holding up his hands as he stared at me, his bloodshot eyes filled with the knowledge that the end had come. “You don't have to do this.”

That look — I'd always remember it. I didn't believe in God or final judgement or any of that bullshit, but I knew that the memory of what I was about to do would haunt me for the rest of my life. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I killed him, even if what he was doing was fucked in every way.

I turned towards the guys with me.

“Wait downstairs, I’ll deal with him.” I pistol-whipped Lev, sending him to the floor. He touched his head gingerly, pulling away his bloody fingers as he grunted, then started begging and crying. The two guys just stood there, waiting for me to finish. Ivan must’ve told them to make sure it was done. “Look, we were friends, I want this to be clean.”

That was a lie, but enough to get them to go. I almost wished they hadn’t. If they had stayed, everything would’ve been different.

“You’re not like them, Alex,” he said when they were gone. “Let me go. I’ll give you everything I have.”

He didn’t have a lot. I knew that. Everyone knew that. He spent what he earned on women and drugs. He was a piece of shit, but he didn’t deserve to die for doing the right thing, even if it was for the worst reasons.

When that realization hit me it was like my world turned upside down. I felt nauseous. Everything I had believed in was a lie and I was the bad guy. I was the one ruining peoples lives, stealing their money and forcing them into desperate situations. I’d stood by and watched so much shit, but in that second, I had autonomy to do the right thing and I did it. Maybe it made me a coward. I don’t know.

“Get the fuck out of New York.” I said as I motioned towards the fire escape. “If I see you again, I’ll fucking kill you, understand?” He knew that was a lie, but it didn’t matter, he had a second chance, courtesy of my fear.

I watched as he shoved a few things into a bag and thanked me. He gave me a stack of cash and a couple of diamond rings. It wasn’t much for sparing his life, but I didn’t have time to shake him down for more.

“They’re going to kill you for this,” he said as he stood at the window next to the fire escape.

“Yeah, probably.”

“Thanks.” That was the last thing he said, and once I was sure he was gone, I doused the place in booze, shot the gun a few times, then set the cheap furniture and shitty curtains on fire. When I met the guys downstairs, they congratulated me for popping my cherry. We stared at the flames coming out of the windows, then went to the club.

I couldn’t look at Ivan. I’d betrayed him, but didn’t regret it. I felt peace. We drank and sang and he told me he had big plans for me, that things were going to change going forward. The old me would’ve killed for that, but something had shifted and I realized that wasn’t the man I wanted to be.

When I got home, I called Anya, got her a ticket to LA, told her I'd meet her, didn't bother to tell her why. She’d been begging me to get her out since she got beat up and I knew I didn't have much time before Ivan figured out that Lev was still alive. I scrambled to get everything in place so I could meet her in Mexico and we could start our new life together.

I’d been stealing from Ivan the whole time. I wasn’t sure if he knew and looked the other way or had no idea what was going on beneath his nose. I chose to believe the former. He was smart and wouldn’t let it slide forever.

A reckoning was coming, and I knew I’d be leaving one way or the other.

I’d rather go out on my own terms.


Chapter 2


“What are you talking about?” Farrah asked, her dark eyes narrowing as I tried to compose myself. It was so much easier to lie, to keep edging the truth and trying to convince myself that I was someone I wasn’t. That I was a good guy who got caught up in a bad situation and that none of it was my fault. I had been lying to them and to myself and I didn’t know which was worse.

“I’m running from…someone…,” I started, then held up my hand when Willa interrupted me. “I made some mistakes and had to leave New York.” My pulse pounded in my ears and my vision narrowed as I slid a chair away from the table and sat down. They were staring at me and expected the truth, not a watered-down version that turned me into some sort of hero.

I paused, trying to come up with a way to say it that wouldn't sound so bad, but that was impossible.

Tell the fucking truth.

"I worked for a, uh” — oh God — “criminal organization…we stole money, dealt drugs, ran prostitutes…”

“You’re in the mob?” Farrah’s eyes widened, and she grasped Willa’s hand. Suddenly the prospect of a full confession was liberating. My breath slowed, and I nervously licked my lips as I tried to figure out what to tell them next.

“Well, yes, technically, but I wasn’t really a part of it. I ran tech scams and did some, uh, enforcement…” That sounded better than saying that I helped them beat the shit out of people who didn’t make loan repayments on time or fall in line.

The look on Farrah's face shifted from disbelief to shock to anger in a matter of seconds and I hoped like hell that she didn't hate me — I could handle a lot, but that would destroy me. At that point, I couldn't stop, the confession was like a runaway train and I needed to get it all out.

“I'd like to say I didn't have a choice, but I did. I was a shithead and knew exactly what I was doing.”

“Why? Why did you do it?” Farrah crossed her arms and locked her eyes on me. She was inscrutable, but I had to get it out.

“I, uh, stole some money from some people when I was a kid. I got caught, they forced me to work for them,” her expression softened but I didn't want to give her some sort of bastardized half truth. I wanted to let her know who I really was then let her decide how she wanted to move forward. “That…that's not true. Christ.”

I ran my hand through my hair as sweat broke out on my brow. It was all coming out, and I had to deal with the consequences of my actions.

“I made the decision to keep doing it. I want to tell you that I hated it and tried to stop, but I didn't. I liked the life and probably would've kept going until I…”

I went to prison or got killed.

I couldn't say that part even though the words wanted to come out. Those two options were the only possible outcomes for people in my situation. One time, when he’d had too much to drink, Ivan finally told me the truth.

If you're not killing, you're dying.

There was no retirement, only those two states of existence. It sounded so deep at the time, like he was some kind of philosopher, but he was full of shit, I just didn't realize it.

Farrah's eyes were locked on me willing the truth out and I finally understood why guys that the cops caught spilled their guts. So much shit was pent up inside of me and I could finally let it out. I’d deal with the consequences later.

“It’s not like what you see in the movies. It’s dirtier, fucked up. We destroyed a lot of people’s lives,” I paused and took a deep breath, remembering the hacked accounts and stolen data and emptied bank accounts. “I destroyed a lot of people's lives.”

I thought about the money I stole, about Ivan, about what I almost did to Lev, about all of it and for some reason I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The reaction was totally inappropriate, but getting it off my chest was so fucking liberating. It was like an incomprehensible weight had been pressing down on me for years and I was suffocating. I wasn’t aware of it and when it was finally gone, I could breathe at last.

“Sorry, it’s not funny, I always tried to tell myself that it wasn’t that bad, you know, but each time I rationalized it, somehow I made everything worse.” I was rambling, I needed to get on with it. “There was a girl.” I stared at Farrah and she pursed her lips. I had already told her there was someone, but she didn’t know the dirty details. “She worked at one of the clubs. She didn’t choose to be there, it’s a different story. She was the one I was supposed to meet.”

“So you helped her?” Farrah narrowed her eyes.

“Yes and no,” It was confusing, even for me. “I got her out of there, got her away from her situation once I realized I had to leave. These girls…” My breath caught, and I remembered seeing one who was beaten so badly that I didn’t recognize her. “These girls get treated like shit, and I thought I loved her. I wanted to start a new life with her.”

“Jesus,” Willa breathed and folded her arms across her chest. “Where is she?”

“Germany,” I said, shaking my head. “I think. She ratted me out and they let her live and I don’t know what to do now. I may have some leverage, but I don’t know if it’ll be enough to save me.”

Willa glanced at Farrah and was about to say something when Elle emerged from the living room.

“What's going on?” the blonde mumbled as she passed us, rubbing her eyes as she let out an exaggerated yawn.

“Are you feeling better? Do you want to go to the hospital?” Farrah went straight into nurse mode and Elle narrowed her eyes at me, then shook her head.

I wasn't expecting an effusive thank you but when she turned on her heel, then walked down the hall and into her room, I was annoyed.

“She seems ok,” Farrah said and Willa agreed. The entire situation was frustrating, but I didn't want to get into it. Elle didn’t like me — maybe she was right to keep her distance. Maybe she could see through the facade and understood who I actually was.

“I’ll go make sure,” Willa said, giving me one last look before taking off down the hallway. Once she was gone, Farrah crossed her arms and stared at me. There was nothing left to say. I’d confessed everything, and she’d have to decide what to do next. I wouldn’t blame her for whatever choice she made.

“You’re in deep shit.” She didn’t need to tell me, but her words hit hard and made me realize I needed to get out, to move on and take my problems with me. “Do they know where you are?”

“I don’t know. They will eventually and I know I should leave, but this place, it feels like … like home now.” What I really wanted to say was that Farrah felt like home, but it was too much, too soon. She didn’t need an extra burden and if she knew how much I cared about her, she would insist that I stay — she was that type of person and I’d rather die than take advantage of that.

She sighed. I wanted more, but that was all she was going to offer. I deserved less.

“I don’t want to think about it right now.” She ran her shaking hand through her dark hair. “I need to check on the horses. Do you want to come?”

I nodded and stood. I felt dizzy, but followed her through the door, my boots crushing the gravel in the driveway. My gaze locked onto her body, the way her hips swivelled, the quiet confidence she exuded. I realized that no matter what I did, I’d never deserve her. She needed someone who could care for her, care for this place, and I’d only bring trouble.

The air was still heavy with smoke, and we walked to the barn in silence. The water we had sprayed on the roof had already evaporated, but the few horses still in the holding pens shuffled nervously even though the danger had passed.

“Make sure all the gates are closed, then empty the water troughs, clean them and refill them.” I needed to be useful, so I did everything she said, followed her instructions completely. We were mostly silent, and I was fine with that. I already felt so much better from letting it all out, but concern built that she resented me for bringing all of this to her home, her place of refuge.

An hour later, as the sun hovered over the horizon, ready to set, she finally addressed the issue. Her hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and I wanted to wipe away the smudge of dirt on her flawless cheek, but I didn’t deserve to touch her.

“Alex, this is honestly a lot to take in,” she started, and I imagined that her next words would be get the hell out. I started to say something. She held up her hand. “I think you should stay.” Farrah blurted out. I wasn't sure how to respond. I knew that things could end badly for her if I hung around, but leaving would be worse than dying.

Was I selfish enough to risk her?

“It's not a good idea,” I finally said as I returned my attention to spreading the hay in the stalls. I was so distracted that I didn’t notice that Willa had joined us and was listening to our conversation.

“Come with me. I’ll be moving around for the next few weeks and honestly, I won’t even know where I’m at.” It was tempting. Once everything blew over, I could come back and try again; prove that I could be useful. I had no concrete plan on how to deal with my situation. Going with her could give me the opportunity to consider my options before doing something stupid, but it was still too close to the ranch.

“It might be better if I got as far away from here as possible.” I hated the idea, but I couldn’t keep delaying the inevitable.

“Going north is not a bad idea,” Farrah said. “The native communities are incredibly insular and rarely talk to strangers. Staying there for a while would mean that you don’t have to leave us completely, and I can’t imagine a better place to lay low.”

“I don’t know when, or even if, he’s going to come after me.” I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to explain how much of a role fear played in this type of situation. Knowing that his guys were somewhere out there looking for me was almost worse than them actually finding me. “I’m also really worried about what’s going to happen here. What if they show up? What if something happens to you or Elle?”

I was in a no-win situation. If I left, I wouldn't be there to protect Farrah, but if I stayed, I worried that I'd be bringing hell down on the only person who gave a shit about me.

“I can take care of myself, Alex.” Farrah stared at me in the way that told me she was serious, but I didn’t want it to come to that. She had no idea what was waiting out there and didn’t seem to care. She turned her attention to Willa. “Is Elle ok?”

“Yeah, she went to sleep. I think she was more embarrassed than anything else.”

“Having to be rescued by me was a pretty big blow, I'm sure.” I let out a self-deprecating laugh.

“She’s got a lot going on,” Farrah said as she threw a few bales of hay to the side and sat down on one of them. “I don’t want her to know about this, though. She’ll only hold it against you.”

“Fair point,” Willa said as she pulled herself onto the railing and looked at me. “Do these guys know where you are?”

“I don’t think so. Not yet anyway.” I leaned against the railing, coyotes yipping in the distance as they began their evening hunt, and I considered my options. I needed to get away. Ivan wanted me — Farrah, and I weren't associated in any way. He'd only hurt her if he thought I cared about her. Leaving to save my ass would show I didn't.

“I don't want you to leave,” Farrah said softly. I believed her, I did, but she had to be worried too. She had so much more to lose than me. No one would miss a shithead like me, but she was a good person, and that was what the world needed. “But I think you should.”

“He doesn’t have to go for good. I’ll take him north and we’ll come back once this dies down.” Willa said and I couldn’t figure out why she cared one way or the other. We’d fucked, but she’d ultimately acted like it meant nothing. “I need to come back anyway. I’ve been looking at a small place near Engle — I might make an offer.”

“Really?” Farrah asked, and it was nice to have the focus off of me for a few minutes.

“Yeah, I’ve got some cash saved up and I’m ready to open up something more stable.” She laughed. “Sorry, that’s not the issue right now.”

“It’s good to know, though.” Farrah reached out and grabbed her hand, squeezing it and Willa wrapped her arm around the other woman’s waist.

“Alex, I want you to stay," Farrah finally said as Willa rested her head on the shoulder. A cool breeze blew through the barn and my skin pimpled. “But I also need to keep Elle safe. I’m responsible for her."

“I totally understand. I’ll figure something out, I promise.” I wanted to give her some hope, even though Ivan just letting me go was extremely unlikely. It was on me. I needed to protect her, to take control and unfuck the situation myself.


Chapter 3


“So it’s settled? I’ll go north with Willa for now?” I asked, staring at the two of them. Willa nodded, but Farrah shuffled her feet, staring down at the wooden floor as she shifted the hay around. The mood was dour, and I hated that I was the one who caused it. If I was a better person, I wouldn’t be putting her in such an awful place.

But if I was a better person, I never would’ve met her.

What’s done is done.

“I’m leaving early,” Willa finally said. Farrah stayed silent. The situation was bothering her more than I expected and I had to do something. I took a few steps closer, resting my hand on her shoulder, then lifting her chin and forcing her to look at me.

Everything that needed to be said was already out. The only thing I could do was kiss her. It felt good, like the tension melted away and as her soft lips moved against mine, I knew that I’d get through this, that it would work out.

There was no other option.

Willa’s gaze tore through me, her lips slightly parted as she watched.

“What about me?” I couldn't figure out where she was going with the question but I kissed her too, enjoying the sensation of her warm, sweet lips as they met mine. Farrah took a step back and watched, the hint of a smile teasing her lips and I suddenly felt guilty.

“You're ok with this? I mean, Octavio cheated on you…”

“It wasn’t the cheating that upset me. It was the fact that he lied. This is different,” Farrah murmured as she turned to Willa and the other woman closed the gap, resting her hand against Farrah’s cheek, then kissed her.

I’d seen a lot of lesbian shit in the club, the girls knew it got extra tips and it was fucking hot as hell, but watching Willa kiss Farrah was the single sexiest thing I’d ever experienced in my life. They wanted it and I wanted them to do it, even though it wasn’t the time or the place. There were more important things to deal with, but all of it felt so far away and after the day we’d had, we needed a release.

“That was nice,” Farrah said, her cheeks flushed as she glanced at me and touched her lips.

“That’s nothing,” Willa purred as she brushed Farrah’s dark hair away from her face, then rested her hand on the other woman’s hip. “Do you want me to show you?”

“I don’t know,” Farrah glanced at me and I shrugged. It was her call, I didn’t want to pressure her either way. “I just…it feels strange.”

Willa looped her finger in Farrah’s belt and pulled herself closer, her fingers sliding across Farrah’s breast as she traced her stiff nipple over the thick flannel material. The air was charged, and I worried that any movement would scare them off. A soft moan escaped Farrah’s throat, and she rested her hand on Willa’s ass, unsure what to do next.

“Should we go inside?” Farrah asked and Willa laughed, then kissed her, this time more urgently, not wanting a shift in location to disrupt the proceedings.

“No,” Willa purred, grabbing Farrah’s hand and dragging her towards the back loft. “We’ll go here, it’s where Elle and I go whenever we need some alone time.”

I remembered catching them and wondered how often they’d gone there.

“Coming?” Willa asked as she glanced back at me and I followed, glad that I was being included. By the time I arrived, Willa had Farrah pressed against the wall, her thigh wedged between the other woman’s and her breaths were coming hard and fast. I was stiff as hell and shifted my jeans, trying to relieve the pressure, but it didn’t really help.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Farrah murmured. “I don’t want Elle to walk in on this…” Willa silenced her with another kiss, then frantically unbuttoned Farrah's shirt, pulling the fabric aside and exposing her black cotton bra. Farrah glanced at me, then ran her fingers through Willa’s red hair, moaning as Willa’s hand slid into her jeans.

“I’ve never done this before,” Farrah said, flushing slightly as Willa worked her jeans off, then kissed the damp black cotton covering her pussy.

“There’s not much to it,” Willa whispered, then winked at me. “Besides, Alex is here, so you’re not a lesbian.”

“I don’t care about that,” Farrah laughed, staring at me as Willa pulled down her panties and slid her finger through the other woman’s smooth, slick lips. “What are you doing?”

“Just getting you ready. I want to watch him fuck you.” Hearing Willa say that made my cock twitch, and I crossed my arms, trying to act casual, but it wasn’t easy and as my eyes locked with Farrah’s, I shrugged. There was no way I was going to say no to what she was proposing and Farrah deserved to be taken care of.

“Wha…ohhh,” she moaned loudly, rolling her eyes back into her head as Willa slid her tongue over Farrah’s clit. The air was cool, and Farrah grabbed her breast, pinching her pebbled nipple as Willa’s tongue slid through her slippery folds. Her hips rocked, and she wove her fingers in Willa’s hair.

“I think Alex is enjoying himself,” Farrah laughed as she ground her pussy against Willa’s mouth. I couldn’t hold off any longer and walked towards them, kissing Farrah, then sliding my finger beneath her bra and twisting her thick nipple.

Willa switched her attention to me, unzipping my jeans and pulling out my already rock hard dick. Her lips pressed against the tip, then she slid her tongue around the crown before taking me into her hot mouth. I fumbled with the hooks on Farrah’s bra, as it fell to the floor, I leaned over and sucked one of her tight nipples between my lips.

Willa leaned back on her heels, watching as I spun Farrah around, pressing her into the wall as she arched her back against me and I pushed into her hot, soaked cunt. The first thrust caused a deep moan to escape her throat as she turned her head and Willa kissed her, then lowered her hand, massaging Farrah’s clit as I gripped her hips and thrust.

Farrah was soaking wet and Willa kissed her, then me, then rested her hand against my lower back, controlling my speed as I fucked her friend. Farrah squeezed her thighs together, tightening herself even more, and I shuddered. Willa sat down nearby and shoved her hand into her jeans, pleasuring herself as she watched me take Farrah. Her moans grew louder and as Farrah’s body convulsed and shuddered, I had to pull out, giving myself a few seconds before turning her around and kissing her, still hard, still denying myself.

“I want to watch you with Willa,” Farrah finally said, and the redhead crooked her finger, inviting me to the hay bale where she was perched. They were playing a game, and I didn’t mind, there were no losers. Willa wriggled out of her jeans, then spread her legs, showing me her glistening peach skin as Farrah sat beside her, pinching her soft nipples and whispered something that caused Willa to burst into laughter.

“What?” I asked before leaning over and sliding my tongue through Willa’s salty flesh. She tasted so good and when I reached her clit, biting it lightly, she shuddered.

“I told Willa that this was the perfect situation for us,” she moaned, biting her lip as her hips shifted and she pulled me closer. “We split your care and feeding, but get the full benefits.”

I laughed, it was absolutely ridiculous, but everything about her was so goddamn sexy that she could’ve read the encyclopedia to me and I would’ve gotten hard. I pushed inside of Willa as she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer as her body rocked against mine and Farrah pinched and squeezed her soft nipples. They were so perfect together and I couldn’t believe that this was actually happening, that they were not only cool with it, but enjoying it as much as me.

Farrah positioned herself on Willa’s face, pushing her pussy into the other woman’s mouth, then leaning over to kiss me. Willa pulled her close and Farrah arched her back, thrusting out her big tits as I leaned down to suck her nipple. When she came, her body shook, and I felt Willa clench around me as I pulled out and gave myself a few final strokes.

“Come on my tits,” she said with a wicked gleam in her eyes and I exploded, shooting hot, viscous cum onto her tight, round breasts.

My heart was racing, and I leaned back on my knees, already getting hard again as I watched Farrah delicately clean my cum off Willa’s body, sliding her tongue across Willa’s breasts and focusing on her sensitive nipples.

“Mmm, delicious,” she said and licked her lips as Willa burst into a fit of laughter. It was exactly what I needed after the stress of the day and I joined in, collapsing into the hay as Farrah rested her head on my chest and traced her fingernails across my skin, not saying a word, revelling in each other's company. As my heart slowed and I listened to their idle conversation, I silently cursed the fact that everything was about to change.


Chapter 4


I was in Farrah’s bedroom. She wanted me to stay with her until she fell asleep. Her warm, naked body was pressed against mine and her hot breath drifted across my neck as she sighed.

“Stay for a few more days.” Her voice was low and sultry and saying no was the worst torture I’d ever experienced. I wrapped my arms around her, enjoying the moment, wishing it didn’t have to end.

“I need to leave. You won’t be safe as long as I’m here.”

“We can hide you. There’s no way they’ll find you.” She was nodding off, and the words were slurred. Even if I thought she was lucid, I couldn't change my plans. The thought of leaving her was more than I could handle, but if something happened to her, I couldn't go on living.

“If I stay moving it’ll be harder for them to track me down. If anyone asks, tell them that there was a wreck, but when you went back the car was gone. Do you think Eldon can keep quiet?”

“Yeah, I can trust him. Promise you’ll come back.”

“I promise. I don’t think I could stay away if I wanted to,” I let out a laugh and kissed her, hoping that Ivan didn't make me a liar.

She fell asleep moments later, and I lay in the bed, staring at the ceiling. I desperately wanted to sleep, but was unable to relax as my mind twisted through the possible outcomes, none of them what I wanted.

I got a quick shower, then booted up my laptop, hoping Vadym was online as I glanced at the clock. It was almost 1 a.m., but I couldn’t sleep. Too many things were happening and the stark reality of my situation was finally catching up to me.

Hey cousin. You there?




The cursor blinked, then there was typing. I breathed a sigh of relief.

Always here for you, cuz.



Good, any update?




I have some good news and I have some not so good news.



Fuck.

Good news. I got into his accounts. 



Congratulations, you’re a multimillionaire, if you decide you want it.



That was good news. I had leverage.

Ok, what’s the bad news?




His messages. Where are you now?



New Mexico. 




I trusted Vadym completely and didn’t hesitate to tell him.

He knows you’re there. Somewhere. They’re looking through police reports, but haven’t found your location. What the fuck you do to him? Just taking that girl wouldn’t make him this crazy.



Vadym was right. They didn’t give a shit about Anya. She had been turning into a hassle for them. In the end, she was the tool they needed. The thought made me nauseous.

I let some guy go that I was supposed to kill. 




Fuck. Seriously?



Yeah. I couldn’t do it.




I hesitated before sending that last message, knowing that he had been living in a state of war for the past few years. He knew people who had died unnecessary, violent deaths, and my concerns felt trivial.

It's not easy.



I decided to leave it there. Vadym had never told me what he did in the war but I was well aware of the fact that even sitting behind a keyboard could be deadly.

One more thing, cuz. Do you know a guy named Peter Anosov? 



I’ve heard the name. Why?




He might be able to offer you some help. 



I know that some money is being funneled to my unit through him.



But he’s Russian.




Money’s involved, it doesn’t matter.



The irony didn’t escape me, but I understood that in the criminal underworld, there were no nationalities, no real allegiances, only cold, hard cash. Ivan respected that and I could use it against him.

You think he would help me?




If there's money and territory involved, yes.



I’d love to talk to him. I mean if you don’t mind setting it up.




Yeah, no problem. I want to make sure you get out of this so I can come visit.



Maybe I can be a cowboy or something.



If I get out of this alive, I’ll buy you a first-class ticket.




I meant it. We said our goodbyes and as I logged off, I suddenly felt something dangerously close to hope.

If Ivan and Peter were engaging in some sort of low key turf war, there would be value in the information on that phone. Access to Ivan’s bank accounts wouldn't hurt either. Vadym was smart, and I was glad he was on my side.

I tried to add it all up and fantasies of being freed from the crushing terror of my current situation wove their way through my consciousness as I drifted off.


Chapter 5


My alarm went off at 5 a.m. and I groaned, wishing I had a few more hours to sleep. I shoved my small trove of possessions into my backpack and double checked the tight space I’d been occupying for the past few tumultuous weeks. I didn’t want to leave behind anything that could identify me — Farrah needed to be able to credibly deny that she’d ever met me.

As I tiptoed down the hall, I heard Russ shuffling around in Farrah’s room and intense sadness surged through me. I paused and considered saying goodbye, but decided that it would be too difficult. As I left, I softly closed the front door behind me, worried that I’d never see her or this place again.

Willa was waiting by her van and seeing her caused a surge of nervous energy to ripple through me. She smiled and slid open the van door.

“You shaved!” she squealed as I walked closer. “I like it.”

I touched my face instinctively. The beard had been a nice change of pace, but it felt good to be clean shaven again.

“You said you didn’t like beards, so I delivered,” I said with a shrug as I tossed my bag onto the back seat of the van.

“Ready to go?” Willa was wide awake and her enthusiasm would have to carry me along. I was excited about traveling around with her, but I knew I’d miss Triple O and Farrah and my new life. So much had happened, and I was in a place where everything could go horribly wrong if I didn’t make the right decisions.

“Let’s do it,” I said, leaning down to give her a kiss before climbing into the passenger seat. Even though it was a big van, the bucket seat was extraordinarily uncomfortable and after an hour, I was ready for the trip to be over. It was still dark and I couldn’t see much more than silhouettes of the distant mountains.

“Want to stop for some coffee?” Willa asked. She was being unusually quiet.

“Yeah, I'm still half asleep.” I yawned loudly as we pulled into a rundown gas station and I was reminded of my frantic trip west. It felt like ages ago and so much had changed, but the fear remained. The tank was half empty, so I filled it, then joined Willa inside the convenience store.

The shop inventory was covered in a layer of dust that screamed money laundering operation, but I got myself a cup of coffee and a pre-packaged doughnut that was older than me and paid for everything in cash. I still had some money left over but it wouldn't last and I needed to figure out how to get my hands on more without cracking into my secret accounts.

“Thanks for paying,” Willa said with a wink as she grabbed the styrofoam cup on the counter and we walked into the crisp morning air. “You sure know how to treat a girl.”

I laughed and offered to take over driving duty.

“No way. This is my baby — I’m the only one who knows how to treat her right,” she said as the van roared to life and we merged onto the empty highway. The road was desolate and as the sun rose over the desert landscape, I couldn't help but feel connected to it in a way I never felt in New York.

“Where are we going exactly?” I asked. When she had mentioned a reservation, visions of the Wild West filled my mind. Even though I was excited about the prospect of seeing something new, I was pretty sure my weird twelve-year-old cowboy fantasies were about to be dashed.

“The Red Mountain reservation. It's near Ship Rock. Most of the residents are Apache, with a few Zuni mixed in.” I nodded, but the words meant nothing to me. “They breed a rare type of Spanish mustang for bareback riding. It's been really cool seeing the process unfold over the past few years. I’m hoping they’ll have a foal or two.”

“So no saddles?”

“Nope. The natives mostly rode bareback, which required the horse to have narrower flanks, but those variants have mostly disappeared. These are supposed to be close to the horses they rode a few hundred years ago.”

“That's really cool.” It was, and part of me was starting to get excited, even though I already missed Farrah.

“It is. I also think hanging around there will offer a certain amount of protection. The residents are understandably wary of strangers and if anyone comes looking for you, we'll know.”

“How long will we be there?”

“The itinerary is three weeks, but we'll be in transit most days. I have a friend there, a veterinarian who comes with me to look at the horses.”

“What's his name?” I asked, suddenly jealous. It wasn’t like Willa and I were anything more than fuck buddies, but I didn’t want to hang out with some dude who couldn’t stop thinking about getting into her pants.

“Her name is Michelle and I think you’ll like her.”

“Why's that?” I asked. “I don't like anyone.” That brought a smile to her lips as she merged into the right lane and a semi flew past us. The van was barely pushing sixty-five and rattled like it was about to give out at any moment.

“Just a hunch,” Willa said, and I laughed even though I had no clue why. If there was someone I had to be stuck with for the foreseeable future, I was glad it was her. As much as I’d liked Anya, we’d had absolutely nothing in common and having a conversation with her about anything meaningful was almost impossible.

“So, do you miss your old life?” Willa asked after another few miles and I let the question hang between us, enjoying the comfortable silence as I thought about the best way to answer.

“Parts of it,” I said. That was the truth. I missed the culture and the food and the family, but I didn't miss being forced to rely on Ivan. “I mean, my old boss was an asshole but he knew how to have fun.”

“Like what?” Willa asked and as the road stretched to infinity in front of us, I realized that it would get pretty boring if I didn't tell her something good about my old life.

“We would go to this club that had a Balkan band. After we left the club, Ivan would sometimes pay them to follow him around, like to work or wherever he was eating. It was wild, like he was always in the middle of some crazy party, but no one else was invited.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I think maybe his mom was one Roma or something and he just loved that music.” I remembered him telling me stories about how his mother’s family travelled around the old country, playing music for change and trading horses. New York was so far away from that life and nostalgia could be a hell of a drug.

“I don't think I've ever heard it before. What's it like?”

“Gimme your phone,” I said, and she unlocked her phone and handed it to me. I tried to remember the name of one of the famous bands and after a few minutes it hit me. I typed it in, scrolled around for a few minutes, then found a playlist.

“You ready?”

“Yeah,” she scrunched her nose, then held up her hand. “Hold on a sec, let me turn on the Bluetooth.”

“You're in for a real treat,” I said with a laugh as she got the radio ready and gave me the signal. “Ready?”

“Yes, I'm ready.” I pressed play and a long, solemn trumpet solo started and she wrinkled her nose, then shook her head. “That's it? I'm not impressed.”

“Just give it a minute. It takes a little while to get good.” Just as I said that, the chaos started and a crescendo of clarinets, French horns and tubas, backed by pounding percussion blasted through the speakers. It was like we were being propelled by the music and it felt good, like all the tension drifted away and inescapable joy filled the empty space surrounding us.

She was skeptical at first, but three minutes in, she started tapping her thumb against the steering wheel as the feral rhythm permeated the van.

“This is not bad. Definitely not what I was expecting.” She said, flashing me a brilliant smile as the road disappeared behind us and the miles melted away. It felt weird to be listening to that music in that place, but memories of the good times came rushing back and I had to force myself to remember the bad shit so regret wouldn’t consume me.

Four hours later we turned onto an exit in the middle of nowhere.

“Where the hell are we?” I asked as we sped down a small, two-lane road. Abandoned trailers dotted the landscape, and we were completely alone. It felt like the apocalypse had happened since we left Triple O, and the two of us were the only humans left alive.

A jackrabbit raced by, almost too quickly to see, and I drank in the scrubby greenery and red rocks that surrounded us. It was hard to believe we were in the same state.

“Just outside the reservation. We'll crash at Michelle's place tonight. We’ll start work in the morning once we’ve had a chance to rest.” I nodded, trying to convince myself that going north was the right thing to do, but at that point I wasn't feeling great about my decision.

The road narrowed, then turned to gravel, then dirt and Willa slowed the big van to a crawl. The sun was going down and even though the surrounding landscape was beautiful; I felt uneasy, like we were being watched.

“It's different here,” I said, trying to distract myself. The rocky ground was covered in cedar trees and small trenches ran through the earth. Hills dotted the horizon and I could clearly see a range of snow-tipped mountains in the distance.

“Yeah, I love it,” Willa murmured. “It's also way colder. I hope you brought a coat.”

“I've got a sweatshirt — cold doesn't really bother me.” I was fucking eastern European, I could handle a little cool weather.

“We'll see about that,” Willa said with a smirk and a few minutes later we pulled up to a trailer that was next to a small barn. “We're here”

I was happy to finally get somewhere and stumbled out of the van, then stretched. I’d gotten used to the uncomfortable bucket seat, but readjusting to standing upright was another issue. The air was chilly, and I inhaled deeply, staring at the wide open sky as it darkened around us.

“Jesus, it's cold,” I said with a shiver.

“Told you.” Willa grabbed her coat from the back and I heard a squeal as a woman from the trailer came racing towards us.

“Willa! How are you honey?” She was gorgeous. Tall and thin, with long, dark hair that was pulled back into a low ponytail. Her dark eyes were wide set and her long straight nose and tanned skin made her look like she’d fallen out of a painting of the old west. Her jeans were tucked into a pair of work boots and as she tightened the heavy parka she was wearing around her body, then turned to look at me, I was speechless.

“Michelle! It’s so good to see you!” They hugged, then stepped apart.

“We haven’t met, have we?” Michelle asked, narrowing her eyes slightly as she tried to decide if she knew me.

“No, I’m…” I started and Willa interrupted.

“Jerome, this is Michelle,” Willa said as she draped her arm around her friend and gave her a kiss on the cheek. I realized it was probably a good idea to use an alias and was happy that Willa was more on the ball than me.

“Nice to meet you.” I extended my hand and Michelle shook it.

“So, are you Willa's assistant?” Michelle's voice was warm and welcoming and I could tell she had some questions for her friend.

“Sorta. He's thinking about getting into the business and I told him to ride along,” Willa said and winked at me. “It always helps having a big, strong man around to handle the stallions.”

“That's cool,” Michelle said with a grin. “Not many people are getting into this line of work these days.”

We stood there in awkward silence for a few beats before Michelle told Willa about something in the barn and the two of them headed off in that direction.

“Do you mind if I use your phone to call home?” I asked. I didn't want to take any chances with my number being traced to Farrah. It was a burner, but any New York area code would look suspicious if her calls were being monitored.

“Here you go.” Willa unlocked her phone, then tossed it to me. “She's in my contacts.”

“Thanks.” The two of them walked arm in arm towards the outbuildings surrounding the trailer, and I grabbed my sweatshirt, tugging it on. It felt like the temperature had dropped twenty degrees since we arrived and my teeth were chattering uncontrollably.

I walked to the other side of the van and scrolled through the contacts until I found Farrah's name. I took a deep breath and dialed, suddenly nervous and unsure about what to say.

“Willa?” She answered on the third ring and it was so good to hear her smooth, sultry voice.

“No, it's me.” Why was I calling? I felt like I should have a reason other than needing to hear her voice. “I just wanted to tell you that I miss you and I'm sorry for leaving without saying goodbye.”

Christ. Why did I go?

There was a long silence, and I was worried that she was pissed, that she’d never talk to me again and that thought alone filled me with sorrow.

“I understand,” she murmured. I waited, not knowing what to say next. Willa's laughter drifted from the barn. “You had to go.”

It was the truth, but her reassurance didn't comfort me.

“If…if they show up, will Elle say anything? You know, about me?” I knew she disliked me but I wasn’t sure how far she'd take it to get even with me over whatever I’d done.

“I'll talk to her about it,” Farrah said, her tone relaxing slightly. “It's amazing how much happier she's been today.”

“I guess me leaving isn’t all bad, then.” I wanted to keep talking to her, but I saw Willa approaching and needed to hang up. “I should probably go…”

“Yeah,” she said, and I waited a few beats, not wanting to be the one to end it. “I love you, Alex.”

The line went dead, and I felt like I had whiplash. Just last week she was ready to break it off, and now she was telling me she loved me.

I hated to admit it, but it felt good. I really liked her too. I wasn’t sure if it was love, but I thought about her all the time and having to leave her behind was one of the toughest things I’d ever done. Then the doubts crept in. I’d been through this before. I always fell too quickly and ended up suffering for it. I needed to make sure it was for real this time.

“Everything ok?” Willa asked as I handed her the phone.

“I think so,” I said as she stood on her toes and gave me a kiss, then grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I needed to relax, but being so far away from Farrah made me tense. She’d been my world for the past month and leaving her had been difficult on so many levels.

“Let's go inside. Michelle made dinner.”

I grabbed my backpack and Willa’s bag and followed them inside

The trailer was bigger than Willa's van, but not by much and the three of us shifted around uncomfortably, trying to get out of each other's way. I offered to help set the table but Willa told me to sit and I did — there wasn't much room to do anything else. I don't know what I was expecting but spaghetti wasn't it. I was ravenous, though, and would’ve eaten anything she put in front of me.

“What time are we leaving tomorrow?” Willa asked.

“Early,” Michelle said, and I cringed. For once, I would've loved to sleep in. “I know you're excited about seeing the mustangs, but I want to check in on a mare that's expecting. The foal was turned around last week and she should be birthing any day now.”

“We can stay in my van. It’s going to be tight with three people, but we can make it work,” Willa offered and I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the small sofa.

“I’ll use my tent. It hasn’t dipped much below freezing at night recently, so it won’t be too terrible.”

This wasn’t what I had in mind and I was already annoyed at not being able to take a hot shower, but I shut up. Willa was doing me a massive favor and the last thing she needed in her life was some asshole bitching about creature comforts.

“Sounds like a plan,” Willa said with a smile.

“So how do you two know each other?” Michelle asked, and I opened my mouth, trying to come up with a plausible lie, but Willa beat me to it.

“We're old friends from Boston,” she lied seamlessly, and I hoped Michelle wasn't an expert on regional accents. “He wanted to come for a visit, then hung around longer than either of us expected. I’m slowly turning him into a country boy.”

Michelle laughed and looked at me, chewing on her full lower lip as her dark eyes teased me. I couldn’t interpret the look, I was genuinely terrible with women, but I could already tell that she didn’t hate me, which was a relief.

“That's good. There's a shortage of farriers. When we finally got Willa, it was legitimately thrilling.” Michelle twisted her hair around her hand and tilted her head, her dark eyes looking through me and I worried that she already knew it was all a lie.

“I don't know if I'd call it thrilling, but at least I get the work done,” Willa said as she pushed her empty plate across the table. “Jerome would have to apprentice for a few years first and I'm not sure if he has that kind of stamina.”

Michelle threw her head back and laughed, and I could feel myself flushing.

“You know that's not true,” I said with a wink and Willa leaned closer to give me a kiss. An old kerosene heater burned in the corner, keeping the inside of the trailer toasty and I tugged off my sweatshirt, suddenly hot.

“I'm just joking. You'd make a great farrier and I've got no complaints about your stamina.” My gaze locked with Michelle's and I had to force myself to look away as her dark eyes drifted over me appreciatively.

“Any plans once you're finished working?”

“Maybe. Jerome wants to stay in the area for a while, but I know you need to get back to your practice.”

“The past few months have been crazy. I could use a break.” Michelle leaned back in her chair, folding her hands in her lap as she thought. “If you like hiking, there’s some amazing scenery about an hour west, near Carson. They rarely allow outsiders, but I know some people.”

She said that with an exaggerated wink and Willa laughed.

“That would be fun. Do you hike?” They both stared at me expectantly and I shrugged, my mind suddenly filling with images of men with huge beards and large backpacks picking their way across craggy outcrops on the side of a mountain.

“I’ve never been hiking,” I said, happy that it was dark enough that they couldn’t see my weird embarrassment.

“What?” Michelle looked like she was going to fall out of her chair and Willa laughed.

“He’s a city boy,” Willa said, biting her lip as she stared at me. “You know they get their nails done and like to keep their shoes nice and clean.”

“I wouldn’t mind hiking. I mean, if you can do it, how hard could it be?” Michelle laughed and Willa rolled her eyes.

“Then it's a plan. We'll work our way through the tribal lands, then pick a spot to set up camp for a few days and enjoy nature.”

They kept talking, but I excused myself and fell asleep on the sofa, listening in on their conversation as I dozed off.


Chapter 6


The roads were terrible and Willa’s van let out a death rattle every time we hit a bump. I was getting used to being itinerant, but I’d have been lying if I said that I wasn’t looking forward to staying somewhere for more than a few days.

We’d been out for almost a week and as we moved from ranch to ranch, I lost track of where we were. I was actually learning a lot and started fantasizing about a life as a farrier if I somehow survived the mess I’d gotten myself into.

I was in the back seat, and Michelle pointed towards a group of horses grazing in a nearby pasture.

“Those guys are descendants of the original Spanish mustangs brought over by the conquistadors. Some locals have been working on reviving and modifying the breed. It’s interesting work even though there's not really much of a financial incentive.”

A few of the horses were black, the rest were dappled, and the entire herd of ten was standing against the dramatic landscape, the scene was absolutely pastoral. We pulled onto another dirt road, my teeth rattling as we got closer to a big house and barn and I was thrilled that we’d finally arrived.

A man approached us, and I turned to face him. He was tall and lean with tanned skin, deep wrinkles in his face and wearing the standard rancher uniform of a flannel shirt and jeans. He had a friendly smile, and I liked him immediately.

“This is Al,” Michelle introduced us and I extended my hand. The man took it, giving me a firm shake.

“Hi, I’m Jerome.”

“Nice to meet you.” He shot me a friendly smile and returned his attention to the girls. “Good to see you again, Willa. They don’t need shoeing, but checkups would be nice.”

The herd was rounded up and moved into a small pasture next to the barn and a younger guy grabbed a dappled gelding and led him inside. They were much more skittish than the horses at Triple O and as I walked to the fence and held out my hand; they eyed me suspiciously.

“They’re not friendly,” Al said with a laugh. “We actually prefer them that way.”

“Why?”

“Their ancestors were originally bred as war horses. If we tried to break them too much, they’d lose their character, turn into something else. We usually say that it’s the rider that needs to be trained with these guys, not the horse.”

“So I wouldn’t be able to throw a saddle on and go for a ride?” I was half joking and let out a self-deprecating laugh so Al would know I wasn’t serious. I thought about Ginger and how chill she was, then stared at the large black stallion in front of me as it pranced around the enclosure with its tail in the air.

“Not unless you want a broken neck. My kids can ride them, but it’s a struggle and they rarely take them out to the more populated trails. They’re beautiful animals but dangerous in their own way.” Michelle called for Al and he excused himself and walked towards the barn. I leaned on the fence, staring at a brown and white dabbled mare as she snorted and stomped. There was a foal near her and it mimicked her as she leaned down to eat a few tender blades of grass that stuck out of the rough terrain.

A cool wind blew, and the chill in the air cut me to the bone. I was glad that Michelle had insisted that I take one of her coats and pulled it tightly around me. Winters in New York were bad, but there were always buildings around you to cut the breeze. The wide open spaces here made it feel like the wind gained momentum before it hit you, then cut straight through your body.

It was sunny, but cold. The Russians called it sunny with teeth and I’d never really understood what that meant until that point. It smelled good though, and I inhaled, allowing the cold clean air to fill my lungs as I leaned against the fence and took it all in. I realized that even though I was worried about what would happen next, the only thing I could do was wait: wait for Ivan to act, wait for Peter to agree to my betrayal, wait for my life to return to some semblance of normalcy.

I hated waiting.

“We’re almost done,” Willa had mostly been trimming hooves and hadn’t really needed my help since Al’s kids were involved in the operation. “Al invited us over for dinner tonight and told us we can spend the night there. His wife is an incredible cook.”

“God, a hot shower sounds amazing.”

“You’re so high maintenance,” she said sarcastically, shoving her elbow into my ribs as she laughed.

“Since when did a shower become high maintenance?” I leaned closer, then looked around to make sure we were alone before leaning down to give her a kiss.

“Get a room, you two. If I have to wake up one more time to that van rocking in the middle of the night, I'm going to lose it.”

“She's just jealous,” Willa said as she narrowed her eyes and shot the other woman a dirty look.

“I'd be lying if I said I wasn't,” she teased with a wink and grabbed a pair of gloves from the trailer. “Anyway, time to shove my arm into some horse vag. Anyone want to join?”

“Ooh, me,” Willa said, grabbing another pair of gloves and joining her friend.

I decided to pass on that particular pleasure and returned my attention to the grazing horses. My mind wandered and before I realized it, Michelle and Willa were back, laughing about something that had happened and Michelle threw her work bag into the van and retrieved her backpack.

“Grab your bag. We’re going inside,” Willa said as she handed me her duffle and I followed them into the large adobe house nearby.

“Welcome,” a plump middle-aged woman with soft eyes and a welcoming grin greeted us at the door, then motioned for us to enter. “I'm Bernie, so nice to meet you.”

“I'm Jerome. Thanks for letting us stay,” I said, shaking her hand and looking around. The house was cozy, with low ceilings and thick concrete walls. I could see the pieces of grass and small stones in the adobe and the wide plank wood floors creaked as we walked down the hallway.

“We have two spare rooms, so figure out where you want to sleep, then come in and get something to eat. The hot water takes some time, so stagger your showers. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.” Bernie gave us a warm smile, and I thanked her for letting us stay.

I followed Willa into one of the small rooms, then tossed my backpack onto the floor. The bed wasn’t much bigger than a double, but it was better than the van and I collapsed onto the chair in the corner, the possibility of a hot shower overwhelming my thoughts.

“You want first shower?”

“We could save water and share,” she purred, straddling me as Michelle walked by with her toiletry bag.

“I'm taking the first shower!” She yelled, and I groaned. Willa was feeling frisky and leaned down to kiss me, her hips rocking softly and not doing me any favors. Her warm breath drifted across my skin and I gripped her hips, trying to get her to stop.

“Don't tease,” I groaned, and she kissed me again.

“It’s not teasing if we actually do it.” Her voice was barely above a whisper and it was so tempting, but the door was wide open and the smell of cooking food drifted down the hallway.

“Let’s wait until after dinner.” It felt like a good compromise, but Willa wasn’t budging and as she slid her finger down my chest and cupped my crotch suggestively, I realized she wasn’t going to let it go.

“Or we could take care of it now.” The thought got me excited, and she kissed me again, pushing her tongue into my mouth. I cupped her ass, encouraging her — the idea of fucking her right there too exciting to ignore.

“Dinner’s ready!” Bernie’s voice drifted down the hall and Willa laughed, resting her forehead against mine as I took a few deep breaths.

“To be continued…” she said as she crawled off my lap. Willa was insatiable, but I was more than willing to indulge her. She raced off with a wink, giving me a few seconds to calm down before I joined everyone in the kitchen.

“It smells incredible,” I said as I pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and sat down. Bernie was still moving dishes around and in the center of the table was some sort of roast.

“Thanks, sweetie. We don’t get that many guests other than the kids, so it’s nice to cook for someone different for a change.” Bernie winked at me, then gave Al a dirty look. “The regular customers don’t bother giving me compliments anymore.”

Al scoffed, annoyed at being called out and grabbed a napkin before smoothing it over his lap.

“There are only so many ways I can tell you what an excellent cook you are,” Al retorted and Willa sat down next to me. She grabbed a piece of steaming fried bread and pulled it onto her plate, blowing on her fingers once it had been relocated successfully.

“Oooh, frybread. You’re going to spoil me.”

“Don’t forget the honey,” Al said and Willa thanked him. He cut the roast in the center of the table and offered me a slice. “It's an elk that I killed a few months ago. Tastes a little gamey, but you’ll like it, I promise.”

“He likes to act like he’s a master hunter, but he only got into it a few years ago,” Bernie said and Al rolled his eyes.

“Better late than never.” He let out a self-deprecating laugh, and I grabbed a piece of the bread, then scooped some squash onto my plate. Farrah made it pretty regularly, but I couldn’t remember what it was called.

“What is this again?” I asked.

“Calabacitas,” Bernie said as Michelle joined us, taking the last seat at the small table and licking her lips. “I like to put some smoked paprika in mine.”

“It all looks amazing,” Michelle said as Al served her a piece of the elk roast.

“How long have you lived here?” I asked Bernie as she took a sip of tea, then poured some honey onto her plate.

“Only about five years. It was Al’s dad’s place and when we retired, we decided to give country life a try. It’s been an adjustment.” I took a bite of the frybread and it melted in my mouth.

“We lived in Santa Fe for thirty years. I was an engineer for the city and Bernie worked in medicine.”

“I was a doctor, pediatrics,” Bernie said. “I still practice on the reservation a few days a week, but being a grandma is almost a full time job.”

“How many grandkids now?” Willa asked.

“Four. I can’t believe it,” Al said and grabbed some more squash. The room was warm and cozy and the food incredible. As we ate and chatted and spent the rest of the evening in thoroughly pleasant company, I was actually sad that we’d be leaving the next morning.


Chapter 7


Days on the road morphed into weeks and I fantasized about a proper bed. The past few days had been slow going, with smaller ranches, so there wasn't much for me to do. We were stopped at a gas station fifty miles south of the Utah state line to fill up and I got out to stretch and top off the tank. When I noticed they had a functional pay phone in the corner of the parking lot, I told Willa I needed to make a call.

“You can use my phone,” she shouted after me and I shook my head. I hadn’t checked in on Mom in a few weeks and I wanted to make sure she was alright. I pumped in a few quarters and dialed the number of the nursing home. She couldn’t talk, but I wanted to get an update on her condition; it made me feel like less of an asshole son.

“Hello, this is Langton Village, Ramona speaking, how can I help you?”

“Hi, this is Daniel Oronov. I’m calling to check on my wife, Lena.” I had been using my father’s name just in case Ivan had someone at the home reporting on visitors. There was some clicking on a keyboard, then I heard her hand cover the receiver and a muted conversation commenced in the background.

“Mr Oronov, could you hold for a minute please.”

“Yeah, no problem.” I waved at Willa and Michelle, then held up my finger. I hoped this wouldn’t take too long, we had a long drive to the next ranch and Michelle wanted to get there before dark.

“Good afternoon, Mr Oronov.” The voice was calm, steady and empathetic, and I felt my stomach sink through my bowels and onto the beat-up gravel beneath my feet. “My name is Hannah Anderson and I’m the head administrator for Langton Village. We’ve been trying to get in touch with you for the past few days.”

Oh God.

“Unfortunately, your wife has passed. I would like to offer my most sincere condolences. If you’re interested, we can offer..”

I hung up the phone. There was nothing I could do, and I didn’t want to think about it. I sorted her into the same slot as Anya, someone I may have cared about, but was now gone and there was no use thinking about it.

I told myself that it was one less problem to worry about, that she wasn’t the same woman who raised me, who kept me fed and clothed and sheltered. The woman who died was a shell of her former self and I had too many other things to worry about. I would send some money for the funeral and if I ever got back to New York, I’d visit the grave.

That was all I could do.

I took another minute, staring across the barren landscape as a few cars sped by. The news wasn’t unexpected, but it still hurt and I had no idea how to process it. My grandparents had died when I was younger, but they were old and it felt inevitable. Mom should’ve been around longer, but every action has consequences and she wasn’t exempt from the laws of nature.

“Is everything ok?” Willa asked as I got back to the van. I leaned down to give her a kiss and felt Michelle’s gaze rest on me before she returned her attention to her phone.

“Yeah, just had to check in on something,” I said as casually as I could. I would mourn her, but it wasn’t the time. I needed to concentrate on getting out of all of this alive. That’s what she would want.

At least, that’s what I told myself she would want.

“Let’s go.”. Michelle and Willa chatted mindlessly as we sped down the two-lane road. My mind raced as I lay on the sofa in the back and tried to focus on the things that I could change.

I needed money — that was the first thing. I’d contact my banker in Zurich to see what my options were. Since my US account had been compromised, I’d have to transfer it to someone else. Maybe Willa or Farrah would be willing, but could it be traced? I had to be care, every transfer put the account under additional scrutiny and would likely be monitored. 

Memories of my mother intermittently punctuated my thoughts. I wasn’t sure if it was her death or my lack of emotional response that bothered me more. I did love her, and I was sad that she was dead, but was it obligatory or genuine? Did it matter?

The weight of everything pressed down on me and as I reclined on the sofa, I dozed off. My dreams were filled with vague images and faint remembrances and I jolted awake when we slowed and the road turned bumpy. I groaned and sat up, Willa looking at me in the rear view mirror as we crept towards another ranch and I tried to force myself back into the present.

The work was uneventful, and I helped with handling the horses. There were only a dozen and most were well behaved as I led them to Willa to be shod. The repetition relaxed me and I thought about my old apartment, my neighborhood, the places where I’d made so many plans and was finally ready to put it all behind me. My life was no longer there, and I had to move on.

We’d gotten permission to set up camp nearby, and I started a serviceable fire. I was sitting on one of the chairs, staring into the flames and Willa sat down beside me, resting her hand on my thigh as her soft gaze held mine.

“Are you sure you’re alright? You’ve been really quiet since you made that phone call.”

“My mom died,” I said bluntly. I hadn’t really planned on saying anything, the last thing I wanted was pity, but I needed to get it out and I actually felt better once it was off my chest.

“Wow, I’m sorry. I…” Willa didn’t know what to say, and I didn’t expect anything.

“I don’t want to sound like a prick, but it’s fine. Really. She had pretty severe dementia and I knew it was coming.” Willa rested her hand on my back, then leaned over to kiss my cheek. She got up a few seconds later and returned with a half empty bottle of rum and poured me a shot in one of her chipped mugs.

“Sorry, this is all I have,” she said apologetically, and I shrugged as I drank it. I hated rum, but it was better than nothing. “Tell me about her.”

“Mom?” I scoffed. Who else would she be talking about? My mind was wandering, and I tried to dredge up the good memories, the ones from right after my dad left, but they were frustratingly elusive. “I don’t know, she had issues with drugs for years. That’s probably what triggered the dementia, but who knows.” I finished the drink and stared at the empty cup in my hand as I tried to figure out what I wanted to say.

“I want to remember her the way she was when I was a kid, but that wasn’t exactly great either.” The sadness was catching up to me and even though I was glad I said something, I still felt like a piece of shit for not being more upset. “There were a few years when things were good, but the rest of the time sucked. She wasn’t a good mother.”

Willa just sat there, and I was glad she didn’t push it. Friends had always given me shit me about my strained relationship with my family and I hated that. Some people weren’t meant to be parents and mine were prime examples of that. I was lucky that I had grandparents and cousins to rely on, but it didn’t take the place of having parents who gave a shit about you.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m here. We can also just get drunk,” she said. Michelle joined us, grinning until she saw the dour expressions on our faces.

“Who died?” she asked and Willa shushed her frantically. Michelle widened her eyes, unsure what the issue was, but gave up and sat down in the rickety metal and fabric chair on the other side of the fire. The flames were fierce and hungry and the wood crackled as it was consumed, smoke twisting and drifting into the sky.

I stared into the fire, memories coming fast and hard as I closed my eyes and let them wash over me. My mom was dead and there was nothing I could do to change that, the only thing I could do was move on, watch my back and hope like hell that I didn’t end up the same way.

*****

I couldn’t sleep. Willa was curled up next to me in the small bed, but I kept thinking about Mom and Ivan and my situation. I needed to talk to Vadym — to see if there was any progress — so I grabbed my backpack and crept out of the van.

It was freezing outside, and a few of the embers from the fire were glowing. I tossed on a couple of sticks, bringing it back to life and warming my fingers over the small flame. I couldn’t see anything beyond our small campsite and a chill raced through me when a pack of coyotes started yipping in the distance.

I tethered to my phone and connected to OnionShare. The dim light from the screen lit up the surrounding darkness and I hoped that it wouldn’t wake up the girls.

Anything from Peter?




I hesitated before sending the message. Making a decision like this was a huge deal. The only thing worse would be to turn Ivan over to the cops.

There was no way I could do that.

This would be a reset, a way to get out from under the crushing misery of being beholden to Ivan and finally get a fresh start. He had helped me out, but he was a bad person doing bad things and even though I was having a hard time shaking the loyalty I felt, it was time to move on. I could never atone for what I'd done, but getting rid of him would be a step in the right direction, even if the guy taking over was just as awful.

As I sat there, I stared up at the sky, relishing the silence, the darkness, the sensation that I was the last man on Earth. Something primal raced through me and I wished I could redo the last ten years of my life — that I could start over again in this place and become the man I always wanted to be.

“What’s going on?”

I jerked back to reality and realized that Michelle was standing across the fire, staring at me.

“Sorry, did I wake you up?”

“No, well, yes. I saw the fire, but I wasn’t really asleep. I was reading some work stuff.” She sat down in the chair across from me and looked up at the stars. “I don’t get out here as often as I should.”

“It’s not exactly like you’re living in the city,” I said, only half joking.

“I live part of the year in Santa Fe. It’s not Boston or anything, but you definitely don’t get this,” she said as she motioned at our surroundings.

“This place is pretty spectacular. I remember when I first got here, I was bored out of my mind.” I didn’t want to get into the details of my arrival. “But after a while, it just became part of me. I understand why people love it so much.”

“It’s the elevation,” she said with a smirk.

“What do you mean?” I asked as she leaned over and warmed her hands over the dying flames.

“The average elevation here is fifty five hundred feet. You’re getting less oxygen than back east and could be mildly hypoxic. That can lead to feelings of euphoria and well-being temporarily, but in the long term it’s not necessarily a good thing.”

“That’s…interesting.” It was, but I was unsure how to respond to someone telling me that I could be suffering from brain damage.

“It is. I’m used to it but whenever I leave and go visit friends on one of the coasts, it takes a few days to adapt and I feel sluggish,” she said as she leaned forward and poked at the fire. “Sorry, I find this kind of stuff fascinating.”

“It is. I had no idea,” I paused, trying to think of something else to say. “Did you grow up in the area?”

“Yeah. My father’s family lives on the reservation, but my mom’s family is in Albuquerque. I would split time between the two before I went off to college.” She paused and took a sip of water, pushing her dark hair behind her ear. “People here are loyal to where they come from. I have a feeling it’s related to being moved around so much, but I’ve got nothing to back that theory up.”

Something in the fire pit popped, and the noise startled me. Michelle laughed, and I stared at the sky, the stars blinking above me as my insignificance in the universe gave me a strange sense of comfort. The fact that none of what was happening to me mattered settled in and I thought about what Michelle said, and how closely her childhood paralleled my own, even though we’d been thousands of miles apart.

“I grew up in a similar situation,” I said. “We kept to family, you know cousins and shit — I rarely left my neighborhood. We segregated ourselves from outsiders and most of the people I knew were immediately suspicious of anyone that didn’t look like them.”

“Same here. It’s understandable, but holds these types of communities back, you know? Sorry, I’m just talking out of my ass here.” She laughed, then leaned back in her chair, extending her long legs towards the remnants of the fire as she groaned.

“Anyway, it’s something to think about,” she said, then stood up and stretched, letting out a loud groan. “Make sure you put some dirt on the fire before going back to bed. Good night.”

She paused, then looked at me.

“Your name isn’t really Jerome, is it?” She arched her eyebrow as she asked and I involuntarily shook my head. “I won’t ask, but I know I’ve heard Willa call you something else. I’m sure there’s a reason.” She waved, then crossed her arms as she left it at that.

“Good night,” I murmured as I watched her crawl back into the tent and zip it shut behind her. The more I got to know her, the more I liked her. She was smart, but prickly. I could deal with that.

I spent a few more minutes enjoying the silence, then threw some dirt on the fire before heading back inside. It was hard not to bump against the furniture in the tiny space and by the time I climbed back into the small bed, Willa groaned.

“What happened?” Willa asked as I crawled next to her and pulled the blankets over us. I was still cold and tried to warm up my chilled hands, accidentally touching her and she squealed. “You’re freezing!”

“Go back to sleep,” I murmured as I pulled her into my arms.

“I’m awake now,” she whispered as her hand drifted down my chest and into my sweatpants. “Maybe I could help warm you up.”

“Really?” I laughed, exhaling as she gripped me. “Jesus.”

“It’ll help you sleep,” she whispered and I couldn’t argue with her logic. I appreciated that she wanted to make me feel better. Her lips found mine as her warm hand stroked me and I relaxed. She’d been a lifesaver, and I had no clue how I would’ve made it through the past few weeks without her.

The thought of being on my own again was terrifying, and I pushed it away as I unzipped her sweatshirt.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll take care of you,” she whispered and kissed me, her hair brushing against my face as she moved down and took me into her mouth. It felt selfish, but I didn’t want to argue with her.

She always got what she wanted.

Her mouth felt like a vacuum and as she took me deeper, I stroked her hair, giving in to her as she kissed my shaft, then the head, sliding her tongue around my crown, then wrapped her lips tightly around me. I could only see her silhouette and as she stroked my cock, using her spit to keep me lubed, I melted. She wanted me, despite everything, and I was the luckiest man alive.

The realization caused me to spasm, and she laughed, the vibration racing through me as she took me into her throat, the tightness enveloping me and I let go, filling her mouth with my cum as she swallowed every drop. Her eyes were locked onto me, wiping her mouth daintily as she returned to her position next to me and I pulled her close, the silence of the desert surrounding us as she fell asleep in my arms.


Chapter 8


Valles Caldera wasn’t what I expected. The park was about a thirty-minute drive from our final job and when we parked in the flat, gravelly lot, I got out and stretched. Above me, the wide open sky was clear and bright and a series of hills gently wrapped around the ancient crater. Willa was wearing a pair of short cutoffs and a flannel shirt tied around her waist, a white tank top and well-worn hiking boots. Michelle was wearing the same thing, only with jeans and I hoped that my old sneakers wouldn’t fall apart as we picked across the sweeping rock face that I was certain we’d encounter.

“Water?” Michelle called out.

“Check.” Willa threw a big bottle into her backpack, then shoved in a towel and handed the bag to me. “Do me a favor and carry this?” She stood on her toes and gave me a peck and Michelle rolled her dark eyes. Her long hair was loose, and she pulled it into a ponytail before zipping up her backpack and pulling it over her thin shoulders then tugging on a baseball cap.

“Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I said, and we walked on the rocky, unmarked trail that led away from the parking lot. The first hundred feet were straight uphill, and I was embarrassed that I got winded, but after about twenty minutes I was used to it and had no problem keeping up.

“You’re doing a good job.” Willa sounded impressed, and I laughed, unsure why she was surprised.

“What were you expecting? This isn’t that challenging.”

“I know. I just like giving you a hard time,” she winked, then lowered her sunglasses as she turned her attention to Michelle. “How much further?”

“We should be at the hot springs in thirty minutes if we keep up this pace. It looks like we’re alone, too. That’s unusual, this is a popular trail.” I crawled over a pile of rocks, then caught up to Willa.

“Hot springs?”

“Yeah, we’ll go for a quick dip. It’s the main reason people come here.” Willa winked at me, then raced to catch up with Michelle. I fell back, enjoying the scenery as they talked about horses and plans for the next few months. The sound of our feet crunching against the dirt and rocks echoed around us and I paused, taking a deep breath, and staring down into the crater. Getting out into nature was exactly what I needed and the light exertion combined with the intense sunlight was a balm.

The dusty trail wound into a steeper incline and the landscape grew more Alpen. Pine trees surrounded us and by the time we reached our destination, it was like we’d gone through a portal and emerged in a different part of the country entirely. There was a steep, rocky cliff and flush up against it, a steaming pool of water.

“This is amazing,” I breathed as I dropped the backpack and walked around the pool. There was no one else nearby, and it was almost as though the rest of the world had disappeared, leaving us and nothing else. There was a light sulphur smell, but it wasn’t overwhelming and rocks lined the edges, with a natural rock ledge and a drop-off. I’d never been in a natural hot spring, but the water was inviting and I couldn’t wait to try it out.

Willa eagerly peeled off her thin tank top, braless as always and the harsh sunlight kissed her pale skin, caressing her nipples as she slid her shorts down her hips. She bent over seductively, giving me a flash of wet peach flesh as she retrieved her clothes off the ground and tossed them to the side. She knew exactly what she was doing, and I was absolutely there for it.

“I prefer skinny dipping, don't you?”

Michelle shrugged and kicked off her boots, stripping down to her bra and panties as I watched. Her tits were bigger than Willa's and I leaned against one of the larger boulders surrounding the steaming water, waiting to see if she'd actually get naked.

“Fuck it,” she said, giggling as she reached behind her back, releasing the hooks before the flimsy fabric fell to the ground.

“Nice rack,” Willa said with an exaggerated wolf whistle and I had to agree with her assessment. Michelle’s round breasts jutted out from her thin body and she instinctively covered herself as she turned and stepped into the water. She paused before lowering herself into the steaming water completely, then exhaled.

“God, it feels so good,” she said, looking at me as Willa joined her, immersing herself like an impromptu baptism and gasping when she emerged. “Coming?”

I couldn’t imagine saying no as the girls splashed each other and laughed raucously. I hoped no one else was around, but at that point it didn’t matter, I was sure we weren’t the first ones to go skinny dipping there. The cool afternoon air hit me and as I stepped into the shallow pool, the events of the past week melted away and I relaxed, staring up at the bright blue sky.

“So?” Willa asked, chewing her lip as she stared at me.

“So what?”

“Are you going to come over here, or do we have to do all the work?” Michelle squealed, then splashed the other woman again, sending ripples across the still surface of the water.

“Kiss Michelle first,” I said and Willa giggled, then sat next to her friend, sliding her finger across the other woman's cheek before leaning closer. Michelle smiled as Willa made the first move, tilting her head slightly as their lips met and my cock got harder by the second. Michelle pushed her tongue into the other woman’s mouth and what started out as something teasing turned more passionate as they continued.

“I like that.”

I leaned back, extending my arm across the ledge as Willa twisted her body, brushing her soft peachy nipples against Michelle's darker ones and wrapped my other hand around my cock, languidly stroking myself as I watched. The kiss grew more intense and Willa’s hand disappeared beneath the water and Michelle’s eyes flew open and a light gasp escaped her throat.

She leaned back against the rocks, Willa’s fingers exploring her body as Michelle writhed beneath her, parting her thighs beneath the water as Willa pushed her friend closer to the edge. It was as hot as hell and I paused, flexing my hand as Michelle’s groans grew louder and Willa kept teasing her friend.

Michelle’s cheeks were flushed, and she stared at me, her eyes wide as she licked her lips and Willa leaned over to suck on her small rosy nipples. Her back arched against the rocks and her body shuddered as she pushed Willa away.

“This is fun and all, but what about that magic cock I keep hearing about?” Michelle said and Willa snorted with laughter.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, completely surprised.

“I just told her that you had a nice dick. It’s not that big of a deal, girls talk about that kind of thing all the time.”

“I was curious, since you give off that kind of energy.” Michelle added, and I buried my face in my wet palms and groaned. Willa was insane in the best kind of way and I needed to get used to it.

“I hope you didn’t hype it up too much, I don’t want you to be disappointed.” I warned her as the two of them swam towards me. Michelle’s gaze was locked onto me and as she straddled me, I cupped her ass in my hands, holding her up, waiting for her to make the next move.

Her lips met mine and my heart raced as the kiss intensified and I couldn’t take her teasing any more. I moved her closer, then pushed inside her tight cunt, forcing myself deeper as she shifted her hips, adjusting as her movements grew more frantic.

“Oh God,” Michelle moaned, glancing at Willa. “He feels fucking amazing.”

“You're lucky I don't mind sharing.” Willa slid her fingers over the other woman's firm breasts, twisting her nipples and Michelle clenched around me.

“She likes that,” I murmured as Michelle's movements grew more urgent. “Keep doing it.”

Willa leaned down to kiss me, then straddled my lap behind her friend. Willa's gaze pierced me as she brushed Michele's dark hair aside and kissed her neck, cupping her breasts as Michelle leaned against her and Willa’s skilled fingers found her clit, teasing her as she rode me.

Michelle was getting close to coming, her body quivered and her throating groans grew more unhinged as she shifted her body and began riding me faster.

“Jesus,” I moaned as I let go, the sensation of her squeezing my cock too much to handle. I held her in place, thrusting a few more times as I filled her and leaned my head back against the rocks as my pulse pounded in my ears.

“Sorry,” Michelle said to Willa. “It was too good to stop.”

“That’s ok, he can go again,” she said with a challenging wink. “Right?”

“Maybe.” I helped Michelle off, speaking to her as Willa floated to the other side of the spring. “Your friend has very special tastes, you know?” I stood, the hot water spilling over the edges of the rock lined pool and into the surrounding dirt.

“She likes to think she’s in control, but she’s not.” Willa laughed, rolling her eyes as she leaned against the edge.

“You’re putty in my hands, Alex.”

“Oh really?” The water bobbed, swelling and dipping, giving me flashes of her perfect tits as her nipples tightened from the cool air drifting over her pale skin. Her eyes narrowed, and she licked her lips. I was already hard again just from thinking about the way they felt when she sucked me off and as I walked towards her, the warm water of the spring rippling as I got closer, I noticed how flushed she was, how her eyes teased me.

“Willa sucks cock like a champ.” I was only half joking. “Show your friend what I'm talking about.”

Michelle burst into laughter behind me and Willa flushed an even deeper shade of red. She didn't strike me as the type of girl who got embarrassed easily, but when she wrapped her hand around my dick and pulled me closer, I was glad I pushed her.

She roughly guided me onto the sandy ledge, spreading my legs but completely ignoring the iron rod jutting out in her direction as she sucked one of my balls into her hot mouth, then the other and I fisted her hair, watching as she moved her attention to my cock.

Her tongue darted out of her mouth and she ran it along my shaft, teasing me with each movement as Michelle joined her on the other side and they took turns, alternating with attention to each other, their languid kisses only heightening the tension. The denial was exquisite, and I didn't mind waiting all day. We were the only people left on earth and with each suck and kiss; I wanted more.

“Nice job,” Willa purred as Michelle slid her tongue around my crown and Willa pushed her further, making her take me. A sly wink told me she knew what she was doing, and I leaned back, letting it happen as I pushed into Michelle, filling her mouth as I fucked her face, then pulled out and did the same to Willa, her full lips wrapping around me and pulling me deeper, each stroke leaving me wanting more.

After a few more rounds I was done holding off and pulled Willa onto her knees in front of me, her pussy hot, wet and needy as I wrapped her damp hair around my fist and pulled her head back. I roughly slammed into her, the sound of slapping flesh the only noise in the otherwise silent clearing.

“Oh God.” Her grunts and moans grew louder as I thrust harder, gripping her hips as the water sloshed around us, a hiss escaping her lips as she clenched around me and I let go, shuddering as I filled her with my seed. I fell back into the warm water, indescribably relaxed and as the girls chatted idly, I stared into the sky and decided that I wanted to do a lot more hiking.


Chapter 9


Peter’s interested.



That message was waiting for me when I logged in and euphoria consumed me. I took a few deep breaths to calm down and read the next message. It was evening, and the sky was streaked with pinks and purples that grew more dramatic as the sun set.

You wouldn't believe the amount of information I found in Ivan's phone. That dumb fuck is still sending all sorts of shit via unencrypted messaging app. You can offer it to Peter along with the account info. There's enough shit in here that you could go to the cops if you wanted. 



I couldn’t do that. As much as I needed to get Ivan off my back, I didn't want to put a bigger target on me. This had to be settled internally.

Thanks, man. You saved my life.




“What are you smiling about?” Willa asked as she sat down beside me and sipped her tea. I shut the lid of the laptop and shoved it into my backpack.

“I can’t tell you right now, but it’s good news, I promise.” She cocked her eyebrow and even though I could tell that it was killing her not to know what was going on, I knew she wouldn’t push it. She didn’t nag, and I really appreciated that.

“Michelle said there are some interesting petroglyphs on one of the trails thirty minutes north. Want to go tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” I said. My phone was charging nearby, and I unplugged it. I needed to access my account info, but still hesitated to turn it on. When I saw a message waiting for me, my vision narrowed and my heart stopped. No one had this number and when I clicked the message icon, my body seized.

It was a photo of Farrah riding Smokey. She was in the large pasture near the highway, heading north and Elle was close behind her on Thumper, inspecting the fence. My hand shook as I stared at the image, fear permeating every cell in my body as I saw that the sender was typing. A few seconds later, a message came through.

She’s a hot piece of ass. I can see why you like her so much.



My head pounded. My vision narrowed. I felt like I was going to pass out.

“I…I have to go,” I said as I turned off the phone and shoved it into my bag with shaking hands.

“We’d planned on staying for another week at least,” Willa said, her expression shifting when she noticed how upset I was. My body was frozen and I couldn’t think, couldn’t rationalize what I had seen.

“Something's happened,” I said and her eyes widened.

“Okay, uh. Let me tell Michelle.”

I was glad she believed me. The last thing I wanted was to have to tell her that Ivan had found Farrah.

“It might be better if you stay here.” I said, not wanting to pull her any deeper into my bullshit. She was in just as much danger as Farrah and putting her in Ivan's crosshairs was terrifying. “I can, uh…rent a car or something.”

“You’re not going back alone.” She was insistent, and I didn't want to argue.

“Drop me off and go somewhere else. Promise me you'll do that.” She kept her eyes locked onto me and the expression on her face told me that she had no intention of doing that.

“I'm a big girl, Alex. Besides, I don't want to miss out on all the excitement.”

“It's not exciting, Willa. It's dangerous. This guy…he's serious. It's not some third-rate Hollywood gangster movie. This is real life.”

She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes and I realized there was no way I was talking her out of it. I couldn’t tell her no and she knew that, knew that I couldn’t deny her anything.

“Fine, but we need to go now. Can I use your phone?”

“Why? Did something happen to Farrah?” I couldn’t explain and I didn’t want to turn my phone back on and see that photo again.

“I need your phone.” I had to call Farrah, to make sure she was alive, but I couldn’t say that to Willa. The idea was too upsetting, and I worried that if I acknowledged it, the worst would happen.

“Yeah, here you go. I'll go talk to Michelle.” She handed me her phone, and I grabbed her arm, then pulled her close and kissed her. She took a step back, then tilted her head, studying me for a few more seconds, staying silent, then turning to go.

I watched her walk away and dialed, my fingers shaking, unsure what to say.

Hey, Farrah. You know those guys who want to kill me? Yeah, well, they’ve found you and they’ll probably want to at least torture you a little to get back at me so just chill for eight hours until I get there, alright?

“Hello?” Her voice shook me out of my mental spiral and I tried to focus, tried not to think about the shit I’d gotten her into.

“Hey, Farrah. It’s me. Something happened…I’m coming back. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, we’re fine. Why?”

“Were you, uh,” I paused. My mouth was so goddamn dry, like it was stuffed full of cotton and I walked towards the van as I saw Willa and Michelle race towards me. “Were you checking the fencing in the south pasture by the road today?”

“Yesterday, why?” Fuck. “What’s wrong, Alex?”

“I…” I didn’t know what to tell her. I was so upset with myself that I couldn’t think. I wanted to fly back to New York and fucking kill that bastard and end it once and for all. “Just stay inside. Lock the doors. Make sure your guns are loaded.”

I didn’t know what else to say.

What else could I say?

Michelle gave me a questioning look, and I shrugged as I tossed our things into the backseat. Willa extinguished the fire and helped Michelle with the tent and I wanted to tell them to hurry up, but I needed to calm down. I needed to be rational.

“I’ll be back soon. If you notice anything, call the sheriff, call everyone, but don’t tell them what’s going on, just that you think you have an intruder. They’re looking for me, not you.” My heart pounded in my chest and I locked eyes with Willa in the rear-view mirror as she backed up and we slowly crept along the pitted dirt road. “I’m sorry.”

“I love you, Alex. See you soon.” I wanted to die as I hung up and each second felt like an hour as we slowly made our way back to the main road.

“What’s going on?” Michelle asked, but I didn’t want to bring her into it, so I lied.

“Nothing, just need to get back to Triple O.” I was useless, unable to protect Farrah and each minute that passed was one minute that whoever Ivan sent would use to torment her. They enjoyed the hunt, the wait, the fear. It was a game to them and I was their prey, but they’d use any means at their disposal to make me suffer and hurting Farrah would be the worst torment possible.

Willa and Michelle chatted casually up front as we sped along and I needed to talk to Vadym, to tell him to give Peter whatever he wanted. There was no time to negotiate. I turned on Willa’s hotspot and grabbed my laptop from my backpack. A few minutes later, I was connected.

You there?




I waited, tapping my finger against the old plastic surrounding the keyboard, hoping he would answer. He was my only way out, there was no way I could track down Peter myself. The cursor blinked, enraging me more with every flash.

Where was he? Why was everything so fucked?

Hey, cousin. Sorry, we’ve had some connectivity issues.



I breathed a sigh of relief. Something was finally going my way.

Did you contact Peter?




Yes. You want me to send him Ivan’s info?



I thought. I wanted to give him everything, but that was the only leverage I had and once Peter was in possession of it, he had no reason to help me. Criminals functioned solely on quid pro quo and handing over everything would mean that he could just walk away.

Can we give him a taste, just to let him know that we have it?




Yeah, sure. I can send over screenshots and info on one of the smaller accounts.



Think that will be enough?




I don’t know, but giving him everything isn’t a good idea.



Ok, let's do it.




We said our goodbyes, and I logged off, feeling slightly better about the situation. I was doing something, and that was better than nothing. I slid my laptop into my backpack and handed Willa’s phone back to her.

“Thanks, and sorry about cutting the trip short.” I gave a stiff laugh, trying to act casual, but nothing about me felt casual.

We dropped Michelle at her trailer and said our goodbyes. I really liked her and hoped I’d see her again. That thought triggered another spiral and as I looked through the side window at the dark landscape speeding past, I wondered who else I'd lose because of my stupidity.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Willa asked flippantly, and I had no idea how to respond. What should I tell her? That I was scared shitless. That I wanted to kill Ivan and his family in the most brutal way possible, to make him suffer the way I was suffering.

What would she think of me?

“Just wishing we could go faster,” I said.

“Yeah,” she tapped the dashboard and laughed. “I love the old girl, but she’s no good for getting somewhere quickly. We have another five or six hours to go.” She turned on the blinker and exited. “Need to get some gas and coffee.”

I hopped out and pumped, staring at the numbers as the amount leisurely ticked up. Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion and as I looked up into the large, star spattered sky, I swore to God that if he would let me win, just this once, I’d finally start going to church or something.

I laughed.

It was an empty promise. The only person I could rely on was myself and I had to end it. There was no other option. Ivan had declared war, but he fucked with the wrong guy. He’d be the one to lose everything, not me.

“Got you some coffee and a hot dog,” Willa said as she approached and handed off a styrofoam cup and a plastic bag.

“Thanks,” I mumbled. She was amazing and I still couldn’t figure out why she was being so good to me. There was nothing I could give her and she still wanted to help me out. It was perplexing, to say the least. I leaned down to kiss her. “For everything.”

“You’re like a lost little boy, Alex,” she murmured softly, narrowing her eyes as she brushed the back of her fingers across my cheek. My skin prickled, and I wasn’t sure if it was from what she said or the cold weather. “I just want to help you.”

“I don’t know how to take that,” I said, and she laughed, then walked back to the driver side and pulled herself into the van. She was wearing a pair of gloves with the fingertips cut out and cupped her hands around her mouth and blew, warming them up before turning the key in the ignition.

“It’s not a bad thing.” She gave the old van some gas, then shifted it into gear before merging back onto the side road. “You’re sweet in your own way. Even though I know you’ve done some fucked up shit, you still seem like a genuinely good person.”

“I wish I could agree with you,” I said, running my fingers through my hair as we pulled back onto the interstate, the old van rumbling up to the minimum speed limit. I wanted to call Farrah again to check in, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. We’d be back in a few hours and I could see her for myself.

Time passed agonizingly slowly, but we pulled off the interstate and I was surprised that I recognized where we were at. We had another twenty minutes to go and the sky was still pitch black. My heart was racing, worried about what we’d find when we got there. I willed her to go faster, but kept it to myself. She was doing her best and me nagging her wouldn’t make time pass any faster.

“We made it,” Willa announced as we pulled into the dirt driveway and inched our way down it, the headlights catching the eyes of a coyote in the distance. It was early morning and even though I hadn’t slept, I felt energized. As we pulled up to the house, I jumped out, running towards the front door and banging on it.

“Farrah! It’s Alex, open up!” I shouted, my concern intensifying with each second I was forced to wait. I heard Russ bark, then the light came on in the kitchen, the deadbolt clicked and when the door opened and I saw her standing there, dark hair streaming over her shoulders, gripping the shotgun in one hand, I pulled her close, kissing her as relief surged through me.


Chapter 10


“We haven’t noticed anything unusual,” Farrah said as we sat around the table, the fabric of her short nightgown brushed against her thighs and she pulled her robe tightly around her body to fend off the frigid morning air. A pot of coffee was brewing on the counter and I was determined to stay up. “What makes you think they found us?”

I retrieved my phone from my bag and turned it on, then opened the message that was sent from the unknown number. When I handed it to her, she held her hand over her mouth, the gravity of the situation finally sinking in. Russ was pacing around the kitchen nervously, stopping every few minutes so I could give him a scratch on his scruffy head.

“Elle and I, we were there yesterday. I didn’t notice anyone.” She grasped the phone, refusing to believe what she was looking at.

“You wouldn’t see them. They do this to scare you, to let you know that they’re always watching. It’s effective.” I didn’t know what else to say. I had no reassurances, no words of comfort to offer. They were nearby and when Ivan gave the word, they would come and kill us. “We need to stay in the house for now.”

“But we’re in the middle of repairing the fencing. There are a few frayed wires on the west side of the eastern pasture.” Farrah handed me the phone.

“I don’t think you understand,” I said. “They know who you are. They know I’m somewhere nearby. Is there anyone who can do it for you?”

“No one I trust to do it right. I can take my shotgun. That pasture is nowhere near the main road.”

I exhaled, frustrated that she couldn’t understand how tenuous everything was. Until I could strike a firm deal with Peter, we were all targets.

“I’ll go with you, but if we see anything unusual, we have to come back, okay?”

“Fine,” she said, her eyes softening suddenly.

“I’m so sorry this is happening to you,” I said, wishing I could rewind time and do it all over again.

“I wouldn’t change anything,” she said as she cupped my cheek in her hand. “You should get some sleep. I’ve made up one of the guest rooms for Willa, it’s probably better if you stay in here with us.” Farrah glanced at the other woman, then grasped her hand firmly.

“Thanks. I’m exhausted. If you don’t mind, I’m going to get some sleep.” She yawned and stood and Russ followed her out of the room as she waved goodbye. Farrah stayed planted across from me, tracing small patterns on the table as she stared at me, chewing on her lip. She had questions, but I had no answers.

“How bad is it?” she finally asked.

“Bad. They won’t do anything without Ivan’s permission,” I paused, unsure how much to tell her. “I’ve been working on something that may help, but it’s still not finalized.”

Silence filled the space, and Farrah wiped at her eye.

“I wouldn’t change it,” she blurted. I was unsure what she meant. Her lower lip quivered and she bit it as she smiled, then looked away.

“What?”

“You coming here,” she finally said, her lips curling into a tragically beautiful smile as a nervous laugh escaped. “Even with all this shit…”

She stood, then moved closer, straddling me. Her short nightgown hitched up, and she leaned down to kiss me, her lips warm and soft and when she started fumbling with my belt, I grabbed her hand.

“What are you doing?”

“I don’t know,” she laughed, then kissed me again, resuming her clumsy movements, and I let her. We both deserved a release, and I wanted it too, I needed it. Her dark hair framed her face as she reached into my jeans, tugging out my cock and giving me a few strokes before pulling down the strap of her nightgown and pushing her thick rosy nipple between my lips.

Her hips shifted against me and I was suddenly desperate to fuck her as I roughly grasped her other breast and squeezed. A moan escaped her throat as I sucked her nipple, and she reached down, pushing her panties to the side as she slid onto me, her wet, warm pussy like home.

“Fuck,” she moaned as she rested her forehead against mine, pausing her movements for a few seconds as she adjusted, taking me deeper. If she said that she wanted to stay like that for eternity, I would’ve agreed. Then she began to move, shifting her hips slowly at first as I wrapped my hands around her waist. Her movements grew more urgent, and I forgot about everything that was happening. We were the only creatures in this stupid fucking world and all we wanted was to get off.

Her full tits bounced in my face and I sucked on her nipple again as she buried her fingers in my hair, her body twisting in frenzied movements as she took what she wanted.

“Don't you fucking dare leave me again,”she breathed as she clenched around me, tightening as I let go, filling her with my cum as I held her against me. I could hear her heart pounding as she kissed me, her tongue cool as she pushed it into my mouth.

“Jesus.” A familiar voice crashed through the moment and Farrah pulled her robe tightly around her as Elle walked into the kitchen and towards the coffeemaker.

“Morning, Elle,” Farrah said, pivoting off of me like nothing had happened. “What, uh, what time is it?” She ran her hand nervously through her dark hair as the blonde grabbed a mug from one of the shelves and poured some coffee. Her tight little nipples pressed against her t-shirt and I forced myself not to stare.

“Six-thirty,” Elle mumbled, and I zipped my jeans, then stood.

“I’ll put my things in my room,” I said awkwardly, then walked into the long hallway, bracing myself for the shitstorm that was brewing behind me. I might have saved Elle’s life, but she still hated me and finding out what was really going on would only make that worse.

I took a few minutes to check my messages for confirmation from Vadym.

Nothing.

By the time I returned to the kitchen, Elle was alone and Farrah had disappeared. I had to stay awake, at least until we finished Farrah's chores. Life had to go on, even though it felt like the fallout from my lifetime of bad decisions was finally catching up to me.

“I never got the chance to thank you.” Elle said, clearly pained at having to admit that she needed help. She was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants and had her long blonde hair pulled into a messy bun. She looked at me, making eye contact for the first time and I realized that it was as difficult for her as it was for me.

She wasn't mean; she was shy.

“I'm glad I was there,” I said, feeling like I finally had a chance to patch things up with her, even though the only thing I did wrong was fall for Farrah. “Elle, I'm not sure what I did to you, but I apologize. I didn't plan on any of this.”

“I know,” she finally said, and I felt some sort of absolution, even though I wasn’t sure why. “Farrah is happy and that’s all that matters.”

She turned to stare at me, narrowing her blue eyes and I could tell she wasn’t finished. “But could the two of you please stop it with the public fucking? It’s really uncomfortable for the other people who live here.”

“Was Russ complaining to you about it?” I couldn’t help but tease her and she actually laughed.

“Yes, he filed a formal complaint and I’m passing it on.” Her blue eyes sparkled as she said that and relief rushed through me. It was better than nothing. I poured myself some coffee and sat back down, ready to leave the taut truce the way it was.

“So, what was it like, you know, in New York…doing what you did?” Her voice was thin, and she leaned against the counter. Farrah must’ve said something to her, but I didn’t know what to tell her about it and buffed off the worst parts, she didn’t need to know and telling the whole truth would only make her hate me again.

“It was just part of my life, you know? Like a job.” That explanation felt sufficient.

“Did you kill anyone?”

“Not directly, no.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I never…pulled the trigger.”

Those were the words I always used. They were like a protective talisman but tasted like ash in my mouth. I wanted to end the conversation, to close the book on the past and focus on my future, but I knew if I lied to her, she’d put up the wall again. She tilted her head and stared at me, wanting to say something, but there was nothing to say, no way to defend what I'd done.

She cleared her throat and crossed her arms. Looking at me again, this time she had a confession.

“I loved Octavio.” That wasn’t what I expected, but I let her continue. “Like a father. After my parents died, he took care of me. I miss the man I thought he was, though — not the man he really was. I think I hated you because Farrah’s putting you in his place.”

Hated you.

“It’s not my fault, though. I did a lot of stupid shit, but I never wanted to take his place. Sorry if I gave you that impression.”

“No, you didn’t,” she said curtly, and I worried that we were starting from square one again. “I’ve lost a lot and seeing Farrah move on was tough, like she was leaving me behind. I understand why, but it still hurt.” She cleared her throat and put down the mug. “I need to go feed the horses.”

“I’ll go with you.” I grabbed my sweatshirt from the chair. “Where’s the shotgun?”

“In the corner, give me a minute,” she said as she walked towards her room and I was happy that we had a chance to get that conversation out of the way.

I grabbed the gun. It was an old split body double barrel. I made sure it was loaded before flipping off the safety and putting a couple of additional shells in my pocket. It wasn’t ideal, but the old gun was better than nothing.

“Ready?” She emerged from the hallway, bundled up and I nodded, following her through the front door as Russ skittered down the hall from Willa’s room and followed us out. The sun had broken over the horizon and the dry air assaulted my nose as I breathed in the scent of desert sage. I was reminded of the times Ivan asked me to shadow him and as the gravel crunched beneath my feet, I tried not to think about it. My life was here now and everything else was baggage I didn’t need.

“Could you grab one of those bales of hay and bring it over?” she asked as she scattered some chicken feed on the ground and the hens raced towards us, battling over the small kernels. I chose a bale and picked it up by the twine holding it together, then tossed it at her feet.

She fished a knife out of her pocket and cut the strings in silence, then broke apart the sections and distributed them to the stalls. Everything felt so normal that it was easy to forget the menacing threat hanging over all of us.


Chapter 11


“Can you ride out with me now? These repairs shouldn’t take too long.” Farrah’s question snapped me out of staring blankly at a burl in the wood floor and I jumped. I was so tired that I wanted to scream, but I promised her we would go and she couldn’t put her life on hold because of my bullshit.

“Yeah, of course.” I was being sustained by coffee at that point and finished the mug I was holding before grabbing the shotgun. Farrah went back to her room and when she emerged, placed an old Long Colt revolver on the table in front of me.

“It was Octavio’s. You pick which one you want, I’ll take the other.” The revolver was in good shape, but the wood grip was worn to a satin sheen and I wondered how much it had been used.

“I’ll stick with the shotgun,” I decided, and she shoved the Colt into the back of her jeans like it was no big deal. She noticed me staring and shrugged.

“We used to have an issue with drug runners taking a shortcut through the property and I got used to carrying it with me.” She smiled, grabbing her hat before motioning to the door. “Ready?”

“Let’s get it over with.” I followed her to the barn. She grabbed her saddle, then threw it over the railing before bridling Smokey and leading him out of his stall.

“Do you want Thumper or Ginger?” she asked as I lugged my saddle towards the brown mare’s stall.

“I’ll take Ginger.” I stroked her shaggy forehead, and she stomped and snorted. Her flank quivered as I smoothed the blanket over her soft coat, then tossed on the saddle and secured it. By the time I led her out, Farrah was waiting for me. Once the shotgun was secured, I hopped on, then followed her through the pasture and into the open field.

Once we were further out, I noticed singed grass and the memory of the fire came rushing back. It felt like years ago but had only been a few weeks. Clouds drifted in formation across the bright blue sky and it was nice to be riding again, even though my concern about Ivan clouded my enjoyment.

I scanned the landscape, looking for anything out of place, but we were completely alone. After about twenty minutes of hard galloping, we reached the eastern edge of the property and reined in the horses. Farrah dismounted, and I scanned the horizon again, the feeling that we weren’t alone tickling the back of my mind. A few vultures circled overhead, and I wondered what they had found.

“I’ll work over here first, then we’ll go down a few hundred feet and do another repair.” Farrah said, and I nodded, the unease growing as the wind picked up.

“Weird, it looks like the wire was cut.” Her voice drifted on the wind, and when it shifted in our direction, I was suddenly assaulted by a rancid stench.

“What’s that smell?” I asked as I dismounted, grabbing the shotgun from the saddle before walking towards the fencing. The odor drifted on the breeze and I wrinkled my nose.

“Coyotes, probably — they ate their fill, then left the carcass behind.” The stench was persistent and as we repaired the broken wire, then tested it, the odor intensified.

“Christ, it must’ve been huge,” I said and Farrah laughed.

“We get some big horn sheep here, maybe they brought down one of the older ones.” It didn’t seem to bother her, and I followed closely as we walked across the pasture, the sensation that we were being watched was relentless. I hoped it was just my exhaustion combined with the caffeine with a dash of paranoia thrown in for good measure, but when Farrah screamed, then started running towards a mound near the edge of the pasture, I knew something was wrong.

“What is it?” I asked, following her, then almost vomiting when I saw what it was.

“No!” she screamed, covering her eyes and leaning against me. I wasn’t prepared to look and when I finally focused, I realized it was three horses, two laying near each other, another a few dozen feet away, chunks of flesh missing from their bodies.

“What happened?” I asked, pulling her into my arms as her breath caught.

“I don’t know.” Her response was muffled as she buried her face in my chest and I forced myself to look at the rotting carcasses. Maggots burrowed through the rancid meat, and I scanned the bodies, looking for any clue as to what might have happened. When I noticed clean holes dotting their bodies, I realized it could only be one thing.

“Shit,” I mumbled, uncertain whether I should tell her. The odor was unbearable, and I covered my nose with my arm, then led her away. Ginger and Smokey stomped nervously in the distance and I understood that we needed to get away. I knew exactly who had done it and it was a clear warning.

“Let’s go,” I said as I scanned the horizon, holding onto the shotgun with a death grip as I looked for any sign of the bastards who'd used the horses for target practice.

Farrah was upset, and I didn’t want to make it worse, so I kept my concerns to myself as I helped her mount Smokey, then hopped onto Ginger and followed her back to the house. My exhaustion was gone, replaced by rage, and I was wide awake, watching carefully as cars passed in the distance.

“It was them, wasn’t it?” Farrah asked once we were back in the barn. Every movement in the distance triggered my protective instincts, and I was on edge.

“I think so,” I said softly. “Is there anywhere you can go, just temporarily?”

“No Alex, I'm not leaving.” She was so upset and I pulled her into my arms, stroking her hair and promising that I'd take care of it.

As we turned towards the barn door, a car pulled into the driveway and my blood froze.

“Ssshh,” I whispered to Farrah as I stood completely still and listened to the tires crushing the gravel. A door opened, then slammed, and a pair of footsteps approached, then a second pair joined the first. I held out my hand. “Wait here.”

I grabbed the shotgun and crept towards the large barn door, dread replaced with annoyance when I realized who it was.

“Hi, uh, Lorenzo, right?” Curt walked towards me, hand extended, brilliantly veneered teeth reflecting the sunlight as I relaxed slightly, then tensed again. His eyes drifted to the shotgun, and he laughed nervously, then I realized he wasn’t alone. “Is Farrah around by any chance?”

“Hi Curt,” I heard Farrah walk out of the barn and towards us, arms crossed defensively. “It’s not the end of the month yet. What do you want?”

Her eyes were still puffy and red and she sniffled before giving Curt her trademark beauty pageant smile. She extended her hand, and they shook before she shifted her attention to the suited man with blonde hair and an aggressively earnest expression on his pointed face standing next to him.

“I thought I’d bring over Vince. He’s with Geomance and has really been wanting to meet with you, you know, to go over his offer in person.” Farrah’s expression immediately shifted and her gaze filled with fury.

“Really nice to meet you, Ms Fernandez.” Vince cleared his throat, well aware that he wasn’t wanted there, but plowing onward, determined to make a deal. “Curt was nice enough to bring me out here to look at the place a week ago and I think we’ve drafted an extremely competitive offer. This way, you could still make some money out of the sale and get clear from a, quite honestly, crushing amount of debt.”

“Get the fuck off my property, Curt,” Farrah finally said, and I glared, hoisting the shotgun in my hands while keeping it aimed at the ground for plausible deniability.

“Look, Farrah, it’s only a matter of days at this point; we’re going to have to repossess the property and you won’t get anything from the sale. This way, you’ll at least come out of it with something to start over.” Curt pulled on his pants, sucking in his gut so the paunch wasn't so prominent and giving himself another inch in height.

“I don’t want to start over, Curt,” she growled, grinding her teeth together as her eyes shot flames at the nervous banker standing in front of us. “The insurance company said that my claim should be processed soon and I’ll be able to make the payment. I just need another month.”

“You’ve been saying that for six months and we’ve been extremely patient, but I can’t keep going on like this forever.” Curt glanced at me, then wiped a few beads of sweat away from his forehead. I took a step towards the men and Vince instinctively stepped back.

“How much is the payment,” I asked. There was no way she was losing the ranch, even if it meant that I’d have to break open my Swiss accounts to do it.

“If she could give us fifty thousand, I’d back off for a while, but this offer from Geomance is real and good and I don’t see how you’re going to come up with that money on your own.” Curt scoffed and glanced at Vince, who nodded and I took another step closer.

“I want the payment information. I’ll take care of it,” I said and Curt’s eyes darted towards Farrah nervously.

“I don’t think…” he started, and I raised the barrel of the shotgun slightly, emphasizing my point.

“Bring it over this afternoon and I’ll take care of it. If I don’t have that account information today, I'll have to come get it myself, and I'm not in the mood to run errands right now.” I subconsciously gritted my teeth, the last few words barely a growl, but he got the point and relented.

“Ok, fine, fine. I’ll head back to the bank and get it for you,” he stuttered, holding out his hand and Vince decided to get back into the car, realizing that his part in the negotiations was done.

I watched as they sped off, then turned to Farrah, who glared at me.

“What?”

“He’s going to tell everyone that you threatened him.”

“He started it,” I said, feeling suddenly defensive. “Why don’t you want me to help you?”

She exhaled in frustration, then pivoted on her heel to face me, her lower lip twitching as she gathered her thoughts.

“If you do this, everything will change between us. I don’t want anyone to have that kind of power over me.”

“I want to do it. You saved my life. If you hadn’t found me, I could’ve died. Now I’ve dragged you into my own problems, put your life at risk, this is something I can fix.” I ran out of steam and rested the shotgun on my shoulder, unwilling to argue about it. As far as I was concerned, the discussion was over. “Please, just take the money, it’s dirty anyway and deserves to be used for something good.”

“I…I don’t want to think about it,” she groaned, running her fingers through her loose hair as she shuffled her feet in the dirt. “It's too much, Alex.”

“It's not. There's nothing in this world I want more than to help you out.” I put my finger under her chin and forced her to look at me. “Please, I'll pay it all. You losing this place would destroy me.”

“I'll think about it,” she whispered, and I leaned down to kiss her, the taste of her lips setting my body on fire.

“As soon as Curt brings the info, I'll call my banker and make a transfer, ok?”

“I…I'll never be able to pay you back. I can make you part owner, but this is basically a failing concern, it will never be profitable.”

Her eyes were wide and wet with tears and I was tired of talking about it. As far as I was concerned, the issue was settled and I had far bigger problems to deal with.

“Let's go inside.” She wiped her cheeks and turned, her steps slow as she exhaled then turned to face me.

“Thank you, Alex. You don't know how much this means to me.”


Chapter 12


“Do you have any idea how long they've been there?”

“It's hard to say.” We kept our voices low. “We’ll need to take the backhoe to bury them.” Her voice caught, and I realized how upset she was. It had been more than an hour since Curt left and even though I wanted to stay up, I was fading fast.

“I can take care of it.” I said, yawning.

“Really?” She looked surprised, and I was mildly insulted.

“I'm not completely useless,” I said defensively. “I worked construction for a while.” Of course, it was because Ivan had me union busting one summer, but she didn't need to know that part.

Elle walked into the kitchen and the conversation immediately stopped.

“What's with all the whispering?” She asked, and I shrugged.

“We’re trying to figure out what we're having for dinner,” Farrah finally answered and Elle cocked her eyebrow in disbelief.

“Whatever,” she said and went to the fridge to grab a beer.

“If you don't mind, I'm going to get some shut eye. Wake me up when Curt comes back so I can take care of that thing.” Elle was immediately suspicious but didn't bother asking me to clarify. We may have reached detente, but tensions were still running high. “Keep the gun with you.”

I walked out of the kitchen and down the hall. Willa was still in her room and I assumed she was asleep, but heard her voice as I passed by. She was on the phone and I moved on, not wanting to interrupt her.

My room was the same way I left it and I collapsed onto the small bed. Closing my eyes and passing out almost immediately. My dreams were frantic and fractured and meaningless and when I woke up, I was as tired as when I went to sleep.

It was dark, and I stared at the clock on the nightstand.

“Fuck,” I grumbled. It was almost nine.

I rolled out of bed, still fully dressed and headed back to the kitchen. The girls were around the table chatting and three pairs of eyes rested on me when I entered.

“Why didn't you wake me up?” I asked grumpily as I grabbed a cup from the cabinet and got some water. I was so thirsty and was immediately annoyed when I realized that she didn't have the transfer details.

“Curt said he’d be by in the morning with the numbers.” Her voice was hushed, and I was instantly annoyed.

Willa and Elle’s eyes locked onto us and I cleared my throat as Farrah grabbed a bowl from the cabinet and took the lid off the pot that was simmering on the stove, it smelled so good and I realized I was starving.

“You hungry?”

“Yeah, thanks.” I could feel Willa’s eyes boring into me as I grabbed a beer, then sat down at the table across from her. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said as she leaned back in her chair and looked at Elle. “I spoke with Michelle earlier, she said she missed you already.”

“I’m sure,” I mumbled into my chili as Farrah placed it in front of me and I took the first bite.

“Who’s Michelle?” Farrah asked.

“A friend of mine from the reservation who took a liking to our boy here.” Her eyes sparkled mischievously and I couldn’t believe she was bringing up another woman. It was almost like she was trying to start shit, but Farrah was too smart to fall in the trap.

“A friend, huh?” Farrah cocked her eyebrow and I took another bite. “Chile?”

“Red, please.”

“How is the breeding program going?” Farrah masterfully changed the subject as she spooned some peppers into my chili and I thanked her.

“Well, they’re hoping to start selling them in the next year or two to other tribes for parades, exhibitions, you know.”

“Yeah,” Farrah yawned and I could tell she was tired. It had been a crazy day, and she needed some rest. “I’m going to turn in. I’ll see you all in the morning.” I watched as she left and a few minutes later, Willa said good night, followed shortly by Elle.

I was suddenly alone.

It felt strange after being in such close proximity to Willa and Michelle for so long, but the silence was nice. I washed my bowl, then grabbed my beer and walked onto the porch. I sat on one of the old wooden rocking chairs and stared into the distance.

It was cold. I could see my breath and was mesmerized by the way it floated away on the breeze, then disappeared. I shivered, pulling my coat tighter around my shoulders as a pack of coyotes howled in the distance. The moon was full and round and hovered just above the horizon and it suddenly hit me that I didn’t miss New York anymore. My home was at Triple O and I'd do whatever it took to stay.

That train of thought was interrupted when the front door opened and Elle walked out, then sat in the chair directly across from me. I had no clue what she was up to, but I wasn’t happy about it. She had on a thick coat and her blond braids fell over her shoulders as she crossed her long legs and stared at me.

“Hey,” she said. The greeting felt confrontational, and I held up my beer, then took a drink. She stared at me for a few seconds, then cleared her throat and shifted her thin body in the chair.

“I want to lose my v-card,” she said casually, and I did a double take. “I asked Farrah if she was alright with you doing it and she said yes.”

What?

“It's not a big deal, but I've only been with Willa and we haven't really gone that far, and I don't want it to be with some random guy.”

“Well, it can be with whoever you want,” I said. “I don't think too many guys are going to say no to you.”

“But…” She exhaled in frustration and tried again. “I don't want them to laugh at me.”

“Why would someone laugh at you?” She wasn't making any sense, and I wasn't in the mood to deal with her relentless teasing.

“Guys don't want someone like me, you know. Someone who doesn’t know what they’re doing.

“Jesus Christ, Elle. What the fuck do you want?” I said it too harshly and immediately apologized. “Sorry, it's been a rough few days.”

She looked into the distance, deep in thought and I hoped that maybe she’d let it go. But when she turned and locked her brilliant blue eyes directly on me, her pink lips curling into a wicked smile; I knew it wasn’t over.

“I want to see it.”

“See what?”

“Farrah said you're…big and I want to see it.” I laughed. It just came out, like a mix between a snort and a laugh and I tried to figure out a way to politely decline.

“No. I mean, why the hell are you talking about that?”

“She just mentioned it when we were out working in the pasture and I’m curious, that's all.”

“Well you're going to be disappointed. It's not that big.” I had no clue what Willa and Farrah were discussing when I wasn’t around, but I couldn’t believe they were having extended conversations about my dick.

“It's not like I've seen a human one before, so I don't exactly have a frame of reference.” She giggled and rolled her eyes.

“You've never seen a guy's prick before? Now I know you're bullshitting me.” I rested the shotgun against the wall and leaned back in my chair, rubbing my hands together to warm up. It wasn't as cold as up north but I was starting to get a chill. “Besides, you know, Farrah and I are kinda together and I don't think she'd be cool with me doing something like that.”

I thought about what happened in the barn with Willa and revised that assumption.

“What I mean is that I think she'd want you to do better than me, Elle.” It was painful to admit that, but it was true. Elle was cute and smart and needed someone to treat her the way she deserved. She narrowed her eyes at me, determined to get what she wanted.

“What does that have to do with seeing your cock?”

“Jesus.” I exhaled and ran my hand through my hair, ready to give her what she wanted just to get her off my back. “You're sure Farrah's okay with this?”

“Yeah, I think she'd rather I figure it out with you than some loser around here.”

“I mean, I'm a loser too, just not the local variety.” She snorted and I couldn't believe that I was even considering what she was asking. It was a bad idea on every level. “And, for your information, I'm going to tell her about this in the morning, so if you're lying, you'll be the one she's pissed at.”

“That's fine. I'm not lying.” She giggled and chewed on her short fingernail nervously as her eyes locked on me.

“So what? Do you want to see it hard or soft? I'm gonna tell you that this conversation has definitely gotten me about halfway to hard, so I hope that's ok. Also, it's cold out and these things don't fare well in frigid temperatures.”

“Fine, whatever,” she said nervously, and I unzipped my jeans, convinced that a camera crew was going to jump out of the bushes and accuse me of being a pervert. I took a deep breath, feeling absolutely ridiculous and pulled it out.

“That's it?” She asked, and I immediately froze. Those two words were something no guy wanted to hear, and I was extremely irritated. “What? I'm sorry. I was just expecting more.”

“I thought you said you'd never seen one.” I started tucking myself back into my jeans and she held up her hands.

“It's just, you know, Farrah kept talking about it, so I thought it would be like two feet long or something.”

“I'm not a goddamn horse. It does get bigger though.”

“Really? Let's see.” She gnawed on her lip, shifting in the chair as she put her feet on the ground and faced me.

“Ok. I'm gonna need something from you. Show me your tits.”

“What?” She was flabbergasted, and I felt like I finally had the upper hand. If she was serious, she wouldn’t mind helping me out.

“You heard me. I’m not going to perform for you without getting something in return.” She had a great body, even though she always wore baggy clothes and I knew I wouldn’t be disappointed. For a second, I worried that she would say no, but when I realized she was going to do it, a wave of anticipation rippled through me.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Even in the darkness I could see the flush in her cheeks as she pushed the coat apart, then toyed with the hem of her t-shirt. She pulled it up slowly, giving me a look at her smooth, toned stomach, then pausing as I caught the first swell of her breast. “Jesus.” She bit her lip, then tugged it up completely.

“Only one?” I asked incredulously. One was enough, it was absolutely perfect, tight and round with pink nipples that were barely darker than the color of her skin, but I didn't want her to think I was going to let her off easy. Her nipple tightened in the cool air as I watched and she shielded her breast with her hand for a second, clearly self-conscious, even though it was a crime to cover it up again.

She stared at my cock as it hardened in my hand and smiled wickedly before giving in and showing me the other one. It was slightly bigger, but just as perfect.

“Nice tits," I said and the flush on her cheeks intensified.

“Thanks." A giggle escaped her throat and they bounced enticingly. I stroked myself a few more times as she watched and I wondered how far she wanted to go.

“Is this better?" I asked, wanting to push my dick between those immaculate breasts and ride her until I came all over her face. The fantasy made me stiff and even though the air was cool, I was on fire.

"Much better,” she breathed, biting her lip.

"Pinch your nipples,” I said, surprised when she actually complied. She wanted to fuck me, but it wasn't going to happen so I decided to test the water to see how far I could make her go. She cupped her breast, leaning back in the chair as she rolled the puckered flesh between her fingers.

"Mmmm, it feels good…” Her voice was soft and sensual and she rubbed her thighs together.

“Good girl," I said, stroking myself faster as I watched. “Do you ever touch yourself?"

“No, I've never done that." Her eyes were wide at the suggestion and I believed her.

"Do it now,” I said.

"I don't know what to do.” The way she said that made my body spasm and I swallowed.

"Believe me, you'll know what to do." She stared at me as her fingers slid down her stomach and into her sweatpants. I imagined how wet she was and what she tasted like and took a deep breath as I paused, worried I was going to come just thinking about it.

Her eyes widened, little pants escaping her lips, and I realized that she was stroking her clit.

"Does it feel good?" I asked. She nodded, spreading her thighs further apart as her body tensed and she gripped the arm of the chair.

“Oh God, I feel like I'm going to pee.”

"Good, keep going.” I kept stroking, edging myself into oblivion as I watched her body clench and relax, waves of pleasure causing her expression to shift with each movement.

“Jesus,” she cried out as she pulled her knees closer to her body and covered her tits, her cheeks flushed and rosy. I couldn’t hold off and let go, shooting a thick rope of cum across the porch as she watched and smiled and embarrassment raced through me. I hadn’t planned on that, but she was so sexy and the release was exactly what I needed.

We sat there in silence for a few more minutes, staring at each other and as suddenly as she came, she stood and walked back inside, shutting the door behind her as I tried to figure out what, if anything, it meant. It amazed me that a twenty-one-year-old who wasn’t completely inexperienced could be so naïve, but ultimately it wasn't my problem.


Chapter 13


I sat outside, staring into the distance for the next few hours, waiting, watching, thinking. As the sun rose over the horizon, I heard movement inside and stood, my joints stiff from the lack of movement, and grabbed the shotgun before going back into the kitchen.

I needed to check with Vadym to see if there was any progress with Peter. It was early afternoon in Kyiv and there was no way he was awake, but I decided to try, anyway. Time was running out and the dead horses were a message that I understood completely.

Ivan was fucking with me, but I ultimately had the upper hand. I just needed to hold him off until Peter could get to him. I walked into my small bedroom, grabbing my laptop and booting it up, then logging into the server.

Any update? 




I watched the cursor blink, then realized I wasn't going to get a response. I closed the laptop and put it away, then yawned loudly. The door across the hall opened and Russ skittered out and down the hall and Farrah peeked in.

“You should get some sleep.”

“I can't yet,” I said with another yawn. “What are you telling Elle about us?”

“What did she say?”

“She just walked out onto the porch last night and announced that you’d be cool with me fucking her.”

“What? I never said that…well…I didn’t exactly say that. I just told her that it would be better to experiment with you than some random guy. Did she actually take me up on it?”

“Yes…well, not all the way, but she’s curious. I wanted to make sure it was okay with you before anything else happened.”

“I’m fine, but it does feel a bit strange.” Farrah looked at me, then pulled herself towards the edge of the bed.

There were too many other things going on and Elle’s sudden interest wasn’t at the top of my list of priorities. I had a lot of shit to get done and when my stomach growled, Farrah leaned over to give me a kiss.

“Hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Good, let’s get you something to eat,” she said with a grin as she dragged me off the bed and I followed her into the kitchen, watching her cook.

When breakfast was finally ready, I shovelled the food into my mouth. I wanted to rest for an hour or two before going out and dealing with the dead horses. Thinking about them filled me with unease and I was reminded of what was really going on beneath all the distractions and I cleaned the eggs and sausage off my plate, then walked it over to the sink.

“I’m going to sleep for a few hours,” I said as I placed my finger under Farrah’s chin, tilted it up, then leaned down to kiss her. She tasted like toothpaste and I wished that everything was settled so we could go on with our lives. “Wake me up if anything happens.”

“Sure,” she murmured, and I kissed her again before turning to leave. I was so tired and the thought of sleep was like a balm for my soul. I’d been tired before but the fatigue combined with the stress had me on edge and I needed to rest.

A car pulling into the driveway wrecked my plans, and I glanced at Farrah, hoping it was just one of her friends coming for a visit.

“It's Curt.”

Hearing his name agitated me. He was supposed to bring over the loan information the day before, and I clenched my fists, ready to take out my frustration on him for blowing us off.

“Stay in here,” I said and held out my hand before turning towards the door. I was well aware that he was going to make repayment more difficult than it needed to be and that he was most likely getting a finder’s fee from Geomance for facilitating a sale. If he was pulling this bullshit with her, he was most likely doing it to other ranchers in the community and someone had to put a stop to it.

Crooks were crooks, even when they pretended to be legit.

Farrah pulled her terrycloth robe tightly around her body and nodded as I walked towards the door and swung it open. I’d been in this position before, given threats, followed through and ultimately got what I wanted. This was no different, but doing it for someone I loved felt like it was justified, like I was righteous and beating the shit out of the pinhead in the bad suit with the terrified expression on his face would actually raise my cosmic karma.

“I thought I told you to bring the paperwork yesterday,” I said as I closed the door behind me. No greeting. The guy standing next to the car didn’t deserve it.

“I’d rather speak with Farrah, if you don’t mind,” he said, taking a step back when he realized how upset I was. There was a light breeze and the familiar sounds and smells of early morning filled the crisp air.

“She’s busy. She also doesn’t want to hear your excuses.” I took a step closer, cracking my knuckles and he leaned against the car. “Neither do I.”

“Well, I’m afraid this doesn’t involve you, son,” he said and rage ripped through me as I walked across the wooden porch, my footsteps echoing as his eyes grew wider and he took another step away.

“I’m not your son.” Everything that had happened over the past few months coalesced. The need to take it out on someone was overwhelming and this guy was the perfect target. As I got closer, his eyes widened and he licked his thin lips nervously, clearly not used to being challenged. I knew a lot of guys like him — the ones who reigned from behind a title, who terrorized people just because they could. He’d made a career out of it and the fact that he wouldn’t fulfill a simple request cemented my suspicions about what was really going on.

“Don’t touch me. I’ll call the cops.” He held up his phone as I approached, then gripped the door handle as he tried to work it open, but his hands were shaking and he couldn’t manage it. I finally reached him, and as he flattened his body against the car, I reached out and gripped his tie, tightening it around his neck and forcing him upright as he looked around frantically.

“How much are they paying you?” I growled.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let me go.”

“How much is Geomance going to pay you to foreclose on the ranch?” My face was inches from his and the fact that he wasn’t defending himself made me realize that it was true. I wanted to beat the shit out of him, to turn his face into a bloody pulp, but I thought about Farrah and realized that hurting him would cause more problems than it would solve.

I hoped that the threat of violence would be enough.

“They…they didn’t give me money, uh…” He licked his lips, then looked towards the house. “Farrah! Get the hell out here. He’s gonna kill me.”

“Stay inside!” I shouted as I tightened my grip on the cheap silk. He squirmed uncomfortably beneath me. “What did they promise you?”

He whimpered. I’d heard that sound from dozens of men when fear gripped them. They realized that they had lost every shred of dignity and knew that there was no getting it back. The squirmy fuck in my grasp knew he had been found out, but was going to deny any wrongdoing until his dying breath.

“It was an agreement,” he finally said. “ A percentage of the mineral sales.”

I let go. His shady agreements weren’t my problem. My problem was Farrah’s mortgage and the fact that I needed to pay it off to get out from under the scumbag in front of me who looked like he was about to shit himself.

“This is what you’re going to do, Curt.” I said, straightening his tie as he coughed and tried to catch his breath. “You’re going to go back to your office and email Farrah the repayment information. I honestly never want to see your fucking face again, but if she doesn’t have that document in her inbox in the next hour, I’m going to pay a visit to your office and I can promise that it won’t end as pleasantly as this one.”

I took a step back as his hand finally gripped the handle of his luxury car and he opened the door.

“Of course, yeah, no problem. I’ll get that information to her as soon as possible.” His face was red and sweaty and as he finally got back into the driver’s seat, I took a step back, crossing my arms as I watched him drive away.

The door opened behind me. I heard footsteps as Farrah and Willa rushed out.

“What the fuck happened?” Willa asked, and I turned to go back inside. The stress and anger took the last of my energy and I needed to sleep.

“He’s going to email you the information. Wake me up as soon as you get it,” I said to Farrah as I walked past them, through the kitchen, down the hallway and into my room, collapsing onto my bed and falling into a deep and restless sleep.


Chapter 14


My eyes sprang open. It was later than I planned and I blinked a few times to clear the sleep out of my eyes. I looked at the clock by the bed. It had only been a couple of hours, but there was so much to do.

“Fuck.” I stumbled into the kitchen where Elle and Farrah were sitting and I got myself a glass of water, then stared, trying to clear my head.

“Curt sent the information,” Farrah finally said and picked up a piece of paper from the counter. Russ sat down next to me, then looked up and wagged his tail. I scratched his head, and he collapsed onto the floor with a groan, resting his chin on his paws.

“Why did you let me sleep so long?” I asked as I yawned and stretched, then took the piece of paper from her hand.

“You don’t have to do this, Alex.” Her gaze pierced through me and her voice was low and soft.

“I know,” I said as I looked at the numbers and my heart stopped. She owed almost seven hundred thousand dollars. It was a massive amount of money, but I could cover it and wanted to give her the chance to live her life, free of the worry that she could lose the ranch. It was her world, their world, and if I could give them that, it would make everything I had gone through worth it.

“I only need fifty thousand. If you can cover that, we’ll figure out a repayment plan…” Her voice trailed off and both of us knew that she’d never be able to repay me. “I just need some time.”

I didn’t feel like arguing with her. Out of all the people I’d ever met, she was one of the few who deserved to be helped and there was no way I was going to leave her on her own. I glanced at the clock again and realized that it was almost midnight in Zurich.

“It’s too late to do this today, but I'll take care of it in the morning.” I folded the piece of paper and shoved it into my back pocket. “Let's go deal with that thing in the pasture.”

We still hadn't said anything to Elle or Willa about the dead horses and I wanted to keep it that way. They knew that something was going on, but I preferred it remain an abstract threat in their minds, not something that was right on their doorstep.

There was still nothing from Vadym and I worried Peter had decided not to take the risk of moving against Ivan. I couldn’t blame him, Ivan ran a huge crew and had his claws in most of the criminal activity around southern Brooklyn and parts of Staten Island. If he couldn’t help me, I had no idea what I’d do, but I filed the concern away and pulled on my jacket that was slung over my chair.

“Ready?” I asked Farrah and Elle walked into the kitchen.

“Where are the two of you going?”

“A big horn sheep got tangled up in the fence and we need to bury it,” Farrah lied seamlessly and I was impressed.

“Oh, okay,” Elle said, scrunching her face before flipping her braid over her shoulder and sitting down.

I picked up the shotgun and left, Farrah following me as we walked towards the back of the barn.

“Do you want to drive the backhoe?” she asked.

“Yeah. You can sit on my lap if you want,” I offered, and she laughed.

“I’ll take Smokey. Meet you there.” I watched her walk off, then hopped into the bucket seat of the backhoe and started it up. The heavy machinery rumbled to life, and I jerked into motion as I tried to get used to operating it again. I had the shotgun at my feet and looked around to make sure we were alone before driving through the gate. Farrah shut it behind me and led the way at what felt like a crawl.

We finally arrived thirty minutes later, and I wished we had started earlier. The sun was setting and shadows danced across the scrubby ground as I planted the stabilizers and began digging a hole. Farrah hopped off Smokey and approached, holding a handkerchief over her face as she walked towards the pile of rotting carcasses.

I was relieved that I remembered how to operate the thing as I released the stabilizers, driving towards the horses and pushing them into the deep pit. The stench subsided as I filled the hole with dirt and I hoped that I’d never have to do anything like that again.

“God, I’m glad that’s over with,” Farrah said, visibly shaken as I drove over the mound of dirt, packing it into the ground. The moon had already risen and the familiar evening chill creeped into my bones even though the sun hadn’t set.

“We should probably get back before it’s too late.” I stroked her dark hair, kissing the top of her head as I looked west, towards the setting sun and noticed two figures walking over the rough terrain towards us.

They were still too far to get a good shot, but Farrah needed to leave.

“Get on Smokey and go home,” I murmured, my body frozen as they inched closer. I knew exactly who it was. “Call the sheriff’s office and tell them you saw someone around the house and that they need to come.”

“What?” she said. “I’m staying. There’s no way I’m leaving you here alone.”

“I’d never be able to live with myself if something happened to you,” I said. “There could be someone at the house. What about Elle and Willa?”

“Shit,” she muttered. “I…” She looked down at the ground, then got on her toes to kiss me before running towards Smokey and hopping on, staring at me one last time before digging her heels into the horse and speeding towards the house.

I had the shotgun and six extra shells, but it would be no match for whatever they were carrying. These guys never went into a confrontation with less than two guns and the double-barrel shotgun I held wasn’t exactly a long-range weapon.

“Pryvit!” I shouted, my heart pounding and I looked around me to make sure it was only the two of them.

They were wearing dark jackets and looked completely out of place as they picked their way through the rough terrain. The nearest road was half a mile away so they must’ve been keeping an eye on me to know where I was at. I stood next to the backhoe, took a deep breath and waited.

I shouted at them again, but when there was still no response an uneasy feeling surged through me. The pair was still too far to get an accurate shot, so I rested the gun on the backhoe and watched as they moved closer.

“You don't have to do this,” I yelled, flashing back to what happened with Lev. Maybe the universe would take pity on me and do the same favor for me that I did for him. When a bullet struck the tractor, I was reminded that isn’t how things work.

I crouched back down and realized that I had to kill them. There was no other option. They were close enough now that If I started running, they’d shoot me in the back. Maybe they’d go to the house once I was dead. My head pounded as I thought about what would happen then.

I took a deep breath, my gaze fixed on their hands, waiting, calculating the variables in my mind; what would have to happen for me to come out alive. My mistakes congregated in the forefront of my thoughts, all the things I’d done wrong that led to the deep pile of shit that I found myself in.

What would I change if I could do it again?

Nothing. I was where I wanted to be and if killing the two shitheads in front of me was what I had to do to stay, I wouldn’t hesitate.

The next shot missed my head by inches and I squatted down behind the backhoe, counting the shotgun shells again. I’d never fired that gun, had no clue what it was capable of, but it was all I had and I waited, squatting as raucous laughter ripped through the open desert.

I imagined who the guys would be. Probably Mikal or Sasha, they always got the jobs when Ivan needed someone he knew enjoyed pulling the trigger. I double checked that the shotgun was loaded and started counting, when I hit one hundred, I looked at the pair again. They were a few hundred feet away and moving closer. Another bullet struck the backhoe and bounced off. At least I had a shield.

I popped back up, feeling like one of those moles in the game I used to play when my dad took me to Coney Island. Another bullet whizzed by and my heart pounded furiously in my chest. There was more laughter, then silence as the wind shifted.

They were fucking with me.

I had never been one of those guys with ice in their veins, I couldn’t stay calm to save my life and Ivan never stopped giving me shit about it.

Why so nervous? He’d ask as he casually watched whatever horror was unfolding in front of him. I was ashamed at the moment, but I realized that the guys walking towards me could push aside the doubt and that was why I never really fit in. Another bullet hit the backhoe, and I realized that they’d gotten close. Not close enough to use the shotgun, but they were moving at a good pace.

They most likely assumed that I wasn’t armed and I could use that to my advantage. If I stayed low, crippled them, then finished them off, I’d have a shot at getting out alive. I wished I’d given Farrah my account information. If I died, she’d lose the ranch. I couldn’t let that happen, couldn’t offer her a way out then abandon her. I had to survive, had to figure out a way to make it back.

That thought gave me the push I needed, and I took a few deep breaths, then looked again. They were at the fence, struggling to climb over. These guys were from the city, they were out of shape and exhausted. I only had one chance to take them by surprise and I needed every advantage I could get.

While they were distracted, I snuck closer, then looked down the sights and fired at the one who was currently struggling to get over the fence. The shot hit him in the back. He screamed, collapsed, then cursed, and I squeezed the trigger again, hitting the other one in the leg.

I ducked behind the backhoe, their curses drifting through the air as my heart raced. I pulled out the shells with trembling fingers, then reloaded the shotgun, struggling to push the shells into the barrel. When I clicked it closed, I took a deep breath and looked again. They were close enough that I could identify one of the guys.

It was Sasha. He’d always hated me, gave me shit like no one else. I definitely wouldn’t mind killing him. I didn’t recognize the other guy, though and as I squeezed the trigger I realized I didn’t care who it was. They were there to kill me and the people I loved and I couldn't allow that to happen. I reloaded. They were still alive, but badly hurt. I aimed again and pulled the trigger. This time, the shot hit Sasha in the chest. I’d never forget the look in his eyes as he collapsed onto the ground, struggling for a few seconds before going still.

The other guy stared. Ivan had probably told them I’d be an easy target, that I always just rolled over. They’d underestimated me — underestimated how far I was willing to go.

I stood, my legs shaking as I aimed at the other guy’s head and pulled the trigger. He was looking directly at me as his face exploded and he collapsed onto the dusty ground. My stomach lurched. I felt sick, but I held it in as I walked towards the two bodies on the ground. I needed to make sure they were dead, so I loaded the shotgun again and aimed it at Sasha, filling him full of buckshot before moving to the other guy and doing the same.

Then panic set in.

I’d killed them, and I needed to hide the bodies. The sun was dipping below the horizon and I rushed towards the backhoe, hopping in and turning it on. I had to bury them with the horses, there couldn’t be two holes.

I dug into the freshly disturbed dirt — the stench released was intolerable as I scooped up Sasha’s body and dropped it into its final resting place. I did the same for the other guy, then spit on them before filling it back in and running it over a few times.

I grabbed the spent shells from the ground, making sure they were all accounted for before starting the slow journey back to the house.

The sheriff’s SUV was parked outside. I could see him in the kitchen when I finally returned, well after the sun had set. I left the shotgun in the cab of the tractor and tossed the spent casings into the burn barrel beside the barn before taking a deep breath and walking through the front door.

Tension filled the space and I forced myself to act casual.

“How are you doing, son?” The sheriff asked as he extended his hand for a shake. I gripped it firmly, hoping my body wouldn't give out from the terror that pervaded every cell. He was wearing that stupid cowboy hat and the utility belt strained to stay on as his generous stomach spilled over the waist of his jeans. He was the kind of guy who was respected only because of who he was, not because of anything he had done.

It didn’t matter. I smiled casually, washing the dirt off my hands as Farrah explained what happened.

“We were in the western pasture dealing with a sheep carcass we found yesterday. While we were burying it, I saw a small group of people running towards the main road.”

“Well, it's that time of the year,” the sheriff said with a laugh and we all joined him.

I shrugged, staying silent, hoping he couldn't see through me.

Yes sir, you are right. That time of the year. Nothing to see. Time to move on.

I felt like he knew what I’d done, like he was biding his time, waiting for backups. Then he'd go dig up the bodies and drag me off to jail for what I’d done. It would all be for nothing, Farrah would lose the ranch and I’d die a mysterious death in prison, courtesy of Ivan, and it would all be over, my presence missed by no one, almost as if I never existed.

“Well, thanks for letting me know.” He turned towards the door, then looked back. “It's a good thing Farrah has you around. You look like you'd be able to handle any trouble that might come out this way.”

“I hope so,” I said. My mouth was so dry, but I didn't want to make a wrong move, so I waited until the door was closed behind him, then walked to the sink and filled a glass, drinking the entire contents before doing it again.

“Was it…” Farrah started, and I shook my head. I didn't want to talk about it, didn't want to think about what I'd done. I had to do it, but I knew I'd never be able to forget the sound Sasha made as he stared at me and took his last breath.

“I'm going to sleep.”

Willa was staring at me, her eyes wide and I wasn't sure how much Farrah had told her, but I knew the bodies buried in the pasture would never be recovered. We were safe, at least temporarily, and I needed to sleep, then transfer the money, then talk to Vadym, but that could wait.

I shivered as I got undressed, but I was certain it had nothing to do with the temperature. As I waited for the water to heat, I stared at myself in the mirror, noting the new lines, the bags under my eyes that weren’t there before. The glass fogged and I shook my head, the realization that I was safe for now helping to soften the misery that I felt about what had happened.

As the scalding hot water flowed over me, washing the dirt from my hair and face, I felt numb. I scrubbed my skin until it was red and raw, then shampooed a few extra times for good measure. I worried I’d never be able to wash off what I’d done and even though it was necessary, I’d have to live with it for the rest of my life.


Chapter 15


My dreams were filled with waves of men, sent by Ivan to kill me. They never reached us, some dropped dead in the fields, some made it to the house, but I had to bury them all. I had to dig holes with nothing but a shovel and bury each one of them in unmarked graves that would never be found. The landscape was dotted with piles of dirt and as I buried the last body; I realized it was me.

I awoke with a gasp. Bright sunlight streamed through the windows. How long had I slept? It felt like days. Ivan would send someone else soon, and the next time they would be less inclined to avoid the house.

I booted up my laptop, trying to decide what to do first. Vadym didn’t answer and his silence was concerning. He’d gone MIA before, but not when he was helping me out. He’d always found a way to get online. I hoped he hadn’t been killed, or worse, captured. The thought made my stomach churn, and I shook my head as I looked up the number for my banker in Zurich.

The account wasn’t under my name — they didn’t work with Americans — so I gave the receptionist the relevant info for my grandfather, then chatted nervously with the stern Swiss gentleman on the other end of the line. We’d spoken several times, and he asked how I was doing.

“Well,” I said, sharpening my accent and deepening my voice. “I need to make a transfer for a piece of property that I’m purchasing in the US.”

They would want to know what it was for, even if it was a lie. There were always reviews and the memo line couldn’t be empty. They were Swiss; they didn’t do anything half-ass.

“When would you like the transfer to be made?” he asked, and I saw that Vadym was responding. Things were finally working out. I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Immediately.” I rattled off the account and routing numbers on the piece of paper, then had him read them back. When I was satisfied that it sounded right, I thanked the man and hung up, then read the message.

Sorry, we had some internet issues.



My body melted into the bed as relief surged through me. If something happened to Vadym, I had no clue what I’d do. Even though we’d never met, he was my best friend, and I had to figure out a way to pay him back for everything he’d done for me.

I was getting worried. Everything ok?




Yeah, we had to move and set up again. It was a nightmare. Anyway, I heard from Peter.



My heart pounded in my chest. Everything was riding on what Vadym said next.

He’s going to do it. 



My body melted, and my mind cleared.

Send him half of the accounts and half of the contacts, then send the rest once Ivan is dead. I can’t take any chances, we had some visitors here.




The cursor blinked, and I waited.

Sure. Are you ok?



Yeah, I’ll tell you about it later.




Stay safe, I’m still planning to come visit and I need somewhere to stay.



I laughed.

I’ve always got a sofa for my favorite cousin.




Lol, ok, I’ve sent him a few things that should get him going. Let me know when you want me to release the rest.



Thanks. I mean it.




Anytime, cuz. I’d better go, but will be in touch.



Later.




I closed the laptop, amazed that everything seemed to actually be falling into place. My heart was pounding and when Russ nosed the door open, I patted the empty space on the bed next to me. I needed to get up, but I felt like I was made of liquid and my limbs refused to move, so I enjoyed the silence as I buried my fingers in his soft fur.

After a few more minutes, I pulled myself out of the bed, stumbling down the hall. When I saw Farrah, I wasn’t sure what to tell her first. There was still a chance that Ivan would send someone else before Peter could get to him, but it wasn’t likely. Power exchanges were quick and brutal and usually happened out of the public eye.

“I made the transfer. Tell Curt to let you know when it arrives.”

“Oh my God, thank you.” She wrapped her arms around my torso and kissed me. I felt so relieved and excited and happy that I could help her after everything she’d done for me. She took a step back, tears filling her eyes, and she sniffled, then laughed. “I’ll pay you back, I promise.”

“Don’t,” I said. “It was dirty money. I’m glad I could use it for something good.”

Elle and Willa walked into the kitchen a few minutes later and I could tell that Farrah wanted to say something to them, but stared at me to make sure I was cool with it.

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Alex paid off my loans. We’ll get to keep the ranch.” Willa squealed and Elle threw her arms around me, standing on her toes to give me a kiss. Helping Farrah felt absolutely amazing and Elle dragged me into the living room, pushing me onto the sofa and sitting next to me. I marveled at how things had changed and even though the shit with Peter wasn’t completely sorted, I could see the light at the end of the tunnel.

“So what happens now?” Willa asked as she sat in the chair across from us and folded her legs beneath her. Farrah rested her head on my shoulder and I felt like I needed to say something, to let her know I expected nothing from her.

“We go back to the way things were,” I said, placing my finger beneath her chin and lifting it so she was staring at me. “Nothing has changed, okay? I don’t want you to feel like you owe me. If you want me to leave, I will. I understand I lied to you and if you can’t live with that, just tell me to go. I’ll be upset, but I’ll do it.”

“Never,” she breathed, and I leaned down to kiss her. As I stared at her and Willa and Elle and Russ, contentment filled me. I was exactly where I was supposed to be.


Chapter 16


It was a minor footnote in the news.

Five Fatalities in Gang Related Shootout at Brooklyn Club

I had already told Vadym to send over the rest of the account and contact information and breathed a sigh of relief. It was over.

We were safe.

I turned off the screen and put down my phone.

A fire roared in the hearth in the living room. I was tired, but content. Manual labor agreed with me and as I leaned back on the sofa, my feet resting on the coffee table, Elle sat down beside me. She’d been standoffish for a few days and I wasn’t surprised. She was a private person and didn’t like talking about personal issues.

“What are you doing?” she asked, curling her legs beneath her thin body as she leaned against the back of the sofa and played with one of her blonde braids.

“Sitting here. What about you?” I laughed, and she smiled.

“Same.” Farrah and Willa had driven into town to pick up some feed and Elle had told them she wanted to stay behind. “So, I was thinking…”

I rolled my eyes. Usually that was the way she started requests for moving some heavy shit and it was too late to think about it.

“Ask me in the morning and we’ll figure it out, ok?”

“God, you’re impossible,” she rolled her eyes, but stayed planted in her seat. I suspected that something else was going on. She chewed on her lip, closely inspecting the elastic around her braid as silence permeated the room. I picked up my phone and clicked into the story, my thoughts centering on the club and wondering who else had been shot.

It didn’t matter. That part of my life was behind me. I put the phone down again and leaned back, closing my eyes and listening to the crackling of the fire. Elle shifted on the sofa next to me and I was shocked when a pair of moist wet lips met mine.

I sat up and Elle leaned back, staring at me as her blue eyes sparkled enticingly.

“What was that for?”

“I thought that maybe we could finish what we started.”

“Now?”

“Yeah, why not,” she said casually, and I laughed. “Farrah and Willa will be gone for another hour and I have you all to myself.”

“So you figured that now was the best time?” I paused, narrowing my eyes.

“Yes, now,” she said with a brilliant smile, pulling herself onto my lap as she leaned down to kiss me again. She cupped my face in her hands and pushed her tongue between my lips. It felt awkward and I could tell that she was nervous.

“We don’t have to do this now,” I said as she pulled away.

“No, I want to get it over with,” she replied.

“That’s not exactly what I want to hear. Fucking me isn’t some chore you have to cross off your list. You should want to do it, not feel some sort of obligation. I don’t care one way or the other,” I said, caressing her cheek as she rolled her eyes.

“That’s not exactly what I want to hear.” Elle murmured.

“Did Willa put you up to this?”

“No…” Elle finally said and shook her head as I pushed a few strands of blonde hair behind her ear. “I want to find out what I’m missing.”

“Tell me if you want to stop, ok?” She nodded, then leaned down to kiss me again. Her lips tasted like cherries and her movements were more assured, her confidence growing as her mouth lingered against mine.

“I like your beard,” she breathed as she pulled away, then rubbed the scruff on my cheek. Despite Willa’s objections, I’d been letting it grow back out. “It feels nice…” She kissed me again, then pressed her body against mine, spreading her legs further apart as she got closer. The movement was intensely erotic, but I didn’t want to scare her off, so I stayed still. She was like a skittish colt and the second I made the wrong move she’d run away.

She rested her hands against my chest as she kissed me again, her hips rocking softly. Carefully, I wrapped my hands around her thin waist, over her flannel shirt and she murmured something that I couldn’t hear.

Suddenly, she leaned back, and I worried that I did something wrong, but when she began unbuttoning her shirt, I realized things were going fine. She moved the fabric away, pulling my hands to her tits as her hips continued to thrust. I was so hard that it was getting uncomfortable, so I shifted beneath her as I pinched her small nipples and a gasp escaped her pink lips and her eyes flew open.

“Oh God.” She looked surprised when she felt how hard I was and I laughed. “What now?”

“It’s up to you,” I said. She chewed on her lower lip, considering her options and when she leaned forward to kiss me again, I realized she wanted it as badly as me. Her fingers frantically fumbled with my zipper, then she reached into my jeans, roughly pulling me out before working hers off. She was wearing a pair of white cotton panties and when she slid them over her slim hips, exposing her plump lips covered in a downy dusting of blonde hair, excitement surged through me.

I stood, taking a step towards her and cupping her face in my hands, then leaning down to kiss her. At that point there was only one thing to do, and I picked her up, gripping her tightly as I lay her down on the carpet in front of the fire. She stared at me as I peeled off my shirt, rubbing her thighs together impatiently.

“I apologize in advance if it’s bad,” she said, covering her eyes as I spread her thighs and leaned over.

“Don’t apologize,” I said. “Never apologize.”

That was one thing I’d learned over the past month. If you wanted something, you had to take it and worrying about the consequences would only lead to regret.

I looked at the sticky pink flesh between her thighs, then kissed it softly before diving in. Her body quivered when I made contact and her back arched against the floor as her tits jutted out and she stretched her arms over her head. I was already so fucking hard that it hurt, but I held back, just in case she wanted me to stop.

Her juices coated my chin, and I slid a finger inside her, then another, curling them as I kissed her tiny clit, and her body writhed beneath me.

“You good?” I asked. She nodded, then gasped and clenched around my fingers. I pushed her thighs further apart, then dragged my lips up her taut stomach, then kissed her breasts, then her neck and her lips before shifting my body between her thighs and positioning myself at her entrance. I had to keep reminding myself to take it slow even though I wanted fuck her like a goddamn feral animal.

I pushed inside, going slowly, letting her adjust as her mouth formed into a perfect O and her eyes widened. It took a few minutes, but once I was fully sheathed, I thrust slowly, taking my time, enjoying every second and wishing that it didn’t have to end.

The weeks spent at Triple O had led up to what was happening and I still couldn’t believe that I was there, about to fuck her. We’d had a rough beginning, but it was the perfect ending, the best way to start on the next phase of our lives together.

“I remember when we found you,” she murmured. “I told Farrah to leave you, that you’d be nothing but trouble. I was right, but I’m glad she didn’t listen.”

“Me too,” I said with a laugh and she rolled me over, pushing me onto my back and leaning down to kiss me before mounting me. Her braids fell over her breasts and I cupped one in my hand, squeezing her pink nipple between my thumb and forefinger as she moaned, then rode me faster.

I was so close to coming and when she leaned over to kiss me again, her nipples brushing against my chest, I lifted her off of me then pushed her onto her knees and bent her over the seat of the sofa. Pale pink skin jutted out from between her thighs and I slid my finger through it before slapping her ass and pushing inside of her.

She was so sexy and I couldn’t hold back, drilling into her tight, wet pussy as her moans grew more intense and I could feel how close she was to the edge. I leaned over, kissing her neck as I pushed her legs apart and rubbed her clit. Seconds later, her body spasmed, and I pulled out, coming on her arched back in waves, watching as my cum dripped over her puckered asshole and through her pussy as I leaned back on my heels and took a few deep breaths.

When she turned to look at me, her cheeks were flushed and a smile curled her lips as she collapsed onto the soft rug and I pulled her into my arms. There was nothing to say, and I heard the truck door slam as I kissed her head, but she stayed put, wrapping her arms around me as the front door opened.

“We’re home!” Farrah shouted and Elle curled into a tight ball next to me, giggling as Willa walked into the living room and squealed with excitement.

“Well, it finally happened.” Willa flopped onto the sofa, and Farrah laughed, then joined us in the living room. It was a new beginning and as I pulled Elle close, Farrah rested her head on Willa’s lap and we began making plans for the next day.


Epilogue


The four of us were at the Sunport in Albuquerque. The drive had taken five hours, and we left at the crack of dawn. I told the girls that I was fine going alone, but they insisted on joining me.

They were dying to meet Vadym.

“How old is he?” Willa asked as she opened the back door and stepped out. The parking garage smelled like gas and I wrinkled my nose. I'd been breathing fresh air for almost six months and the harsh odor was jarring.

“Twenty-five,” I said, clicking the lock once we were all out. Willa had offered to drive her van, but the trip would've taken twice as long, so we rented a big SUV.

“How long is he staying?” Elle wrinkled her nose, not happy about someone else invading her territory.

“Two weeks. He has to get back home by the end of the month.” The war was still raging, but he'd gotten a few weeks of leave and I made good on my promise to get him a first-class ticket to New Mexico. It had cost me a fortune, but he had saved my life so it felt like a fairly even trade.

“You've never met him before, right?” Farrah asked as she rested her hand on her swollen belly and smiled contentedly. The doors to the interior of the airport slid open and our small group filed through.

“No, I've never even heard his voice. We've always just chatted.” It was weird. Even though we barely knew each other, my cousin was the closest family I had left. I'd do anything for him.

He told me that Peter had taken over Ivan's old territory and that I had nothing left to worry about, but I still felt uneasy whenever I encountered a stranger in my limited outings to town. Everything had fallen into place and I was happier than I’d ever been.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Farrah.

“Better,” she said with a smile. The baby had been a complete surprise, and she was still cautious, even at five months. “The morning sickness is almost gone and now I'm stressing about actually having a baby.”

Willa and Elle were excited. I was too, even though I worried about what kind of father I'd be. I still had some time to figure it out.

We waited in the arrival hall and I glanced at the clock. I had a bunch of shit to take care of when we got back. Farrah wasn’t happy about being told to rest, but reluctantly gave in more times than not. She rubbed her belly, and I leaned over to kiss the top of her head, inhaling her scent as I stared at Willa.

She had decided to stay and start her new business at Triple O. Her schedule for the next six months was packed and that meant that Elle and I were handling most of the day-to-day operations. Vadym said he didn't mind helping out, but I wanted him to relax, not spend his vacation working as a day laborer.

I looked at the girls and warmth rushed through me as I pulled Farrah closer. I'd found my home, my family, and as I glanced at the arrivals, waving at a guy who looked vaguely familiar, I knew that things were only going to get better.
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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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