
        
            
                
            
        

    









Progeny






rebecca rathe




For Anne,
Thank you for being my biggest supporter, my best friend, my person. 
I couldn't have done this without you.




Author’s Note
Progeny is a reverse harem story, which means the female lead will eventually find herself with three or more love interests. It’s a spicy story- be ready for explicit language and sexual situations, including a fair amount of sword crossing because that’s my favorite.
Content warnings for this book are soft- it’s not an especially dark story, but there are mentions of suicide, sexual assault, and domestic violence. None of these are explicitly described or shown in the story, but I think it’s important to know what you’re getting into.
That being said…
Mom- I know you’re reading this, and I fucking love you for it. But I warned you. Good luck looking me in the eye after this.
Enjoy!




Prologue
Hunching down in my hiding spot, I fight to catch my breath. A dirty vinyl barricade surrounding three dumpsters offers me shelter, dampening the sounds and smells of the truck stop. Instead, there is only the sound of my thunderous heartbeat and the smell of rancid garbage. I’ve tucked myself into a small space between two of the dark green dumpsters, trying to steady my heart so I can hear what is happening around me.
Footsteps enter the fenced-off space, the shattered glass and debris causing the steps to crunch against the concrete. Covering my mouth with both of my hands, I try to slow my shallow breaths. I hold my breath entirely as the footsteps get closer and listen as the person does a thankfully feeble check of the area behind the trash cans, missing my hiding spot entirely.
“All clear behind the building,” a deep voice says, followed by the crackling of a radio.
I tuck my head between my knees and take deep shaky breaths. The appearance of these men confirms my fears that the small knot on the side of my head may indeed be a tracking device. I can’t seem to shake them, and I can’t let them keep following me.
A few tears fall, but I maintain my composure. Quietly as possible, in case the guards decide to check the area again, I unzip my backpack.
My hand instinctively reaches for the battered flip phone, opening it to scroll through the blurry pictures of the five men I escaped to save. As far as I’m aware, they don’t even know I exist, but they’re in danger from the very people who are after me.
Knowing there isn’t enough gauze or bandages for what I need, I look through the meager first aid kit. Hitchhiking got me here when it was no longer safe or affordable to take the bus, but it came with its dangers. My arms and face are cut up, but I escaped the overeager truck driver who so kindly picked me up off the highway in the pouring rain so many hours ago. I left him to bleed out on the other side of the truck stop where he parked to “get some privacy”. A shudder passes down my spine at the thought of his body on mine, hands pawing at me. He was big and nearly impossible to fight off, but I did what I had to do.
I palm the pocket knife that saved me. I feel the weight in my hand, dense and heavy, and run my fingers along the rough texture of the letters along the rough gunmetal grey handle. The quick-release of the sharp edge, the jerk of the action as I open and close the blade, helps calm me as I steel myself for what I need to do next. I use my last remaining alcohol pad to clean off the blade - this knife is going to have to save me for a second time today.
I’m being tracked. I can’t keep them safe if I’m leading the threat right to their doorstep. The whole point of me coming here is to warn them.
The relative silence is interrupted by loud beeping. The sounds are too close to be coming from the parking area and get louder as the rumbling sounds of a truck move closer to my hiding place. Gathering my stuff, I back out of the small space and peek out as a garbage truck lowers its arms to lift the farthest dumpster.
I take deep breaths and try to shake off the trembling in my hands. It’s now or never.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I picture each of their faces and whisper their names like a mantra. Bennet. Lukas. Jackson. Luis. Micah. Bennet. Lukas. Jackson. Luis. Micah.
If I could go back in time, I would force myself not to react to the photos I saw in the lab. I’m used to tempering my reactions, understanding that anything that piques the scientists’ interest will ultimately cause me more pain. But I wasn’t expecting to see them - five perfect faces, five perfect sets of eyes that drew me in like missing pieces of myself. Apparently, the scientists weren’t expecting it either, and I overheard their plans to bring them in. I couldn’t allow these men to suffer what I’ve gone through my entire life - to be probed, tested, experimented on, and forced to do the bidding of a group of scientists who don’t even consider you human.
I broke out to warn them, to save them.
Bennet. Lukas. Jackson. Luis. Micah.
Taking a deep breath, I lift the knife to my head where I can feel the knot of the tracker. Pushing the sharp tip of the knife into my scalp, I press down until I reach the implant. The pain is excruciating, blood pouring like a fountain over my hands, down my face, mingling with my tears and soaking into my clothes.
I persist, gritting my teeth to keep myself from crying out, my breaths choked. The searing pain makes me gag as I dig into my skull, attempting to pry the implant from my head. My fingers touch the edge of the small chip and grip it. There’s a thick string that seems to be connected to my skull. As I pull on the string, a wave of dizziness and nausea overtakes me, and black spots mar my vision. Choking back vomit, I breathe deeply and brace myself. I wrap my fingers around the tiny implant and with one final breath, yank it from my head with all the strength I possess.
A terrible tingling sensation crawls over my entire head - like my brain is covered in tiny electrical waves. Moments from passing out, I force myself to move. Avoiding looking at the bits of flesh and hair still attached to it, I toss the little chip into the dumpster in front of me just as the truck lifts the bin. Gingerly, I move to the other side of the vinyl barricade, keeping out of sight. When the dumpsters are all emptied and the truck drives off, I allow myself a few minutes of rest and hope the chip will lead them away from me. Before I know it, the sky is darkening. I need to keep moving.
As exhaustion and dizziness drag me down by the second, I stumble into the wooded area behind the truck stop. I don’t allow myself to stop moving until I am far enough into the trees I can no longer see the lights of the truck stop. Blood is still trickling over my face and matting my long hair. A wave of dizziness hits me so hard that I brace myself against a tree and vomit repeatedly. My vision is fading in and out, and I’m having a hard time focusing.
I stumble around in the dark for what could be minutes or hours for all I know, trying to right myself as I’ve lost all sense of direction. I’m no longer able to go any further, sinking down to rest my back against a tree. Removing the thin sweater that I put on to cover the aftermath of my altercation with the trucker, I wrap it around my head, trying to staunch the flow of blood. Once I get it tied tightly, I allow myself to succumb to the darkness.




Micah
My phone buzzes and I see the unknown number on the display again. It says unknown, but I know. He hasn’t changed his number since high school. He also, apparently, hasn’t given up on me.
Waiting for the notification of a voice message, so I can swiftly delete it, I hear a crash downstairs. Quickly, I make my way down the staircase, hearing commotion in my father’s study. At first I only hear him muttering to himself, but then I hear my mother talking to him in soothing tones.
“Would you please sit down? I’ll help you find what you’re looking for. Relax, we don’t want Micah hearing you. He’s home, remember?” My mother placates him in a low voice.
Pressing my back against the wall, I listen intently. I’ve known something is wrong, but my mother is the queen of sweeping trouble under the rug, insistent on pretending that the Williams family is perfect. Even behind closed doors, everything has to be precise and polished. It’s one reason I haven’t returned in nearly two years, another link in the chain that makes being home stifling.
My father mutters some more, something about “where I kept those files” but his voice keeps trailing off.
“Michael, you don’t need your files. You’re supposed to be taking some time off, dear. Relax, come outside and do some gardening with me.”
“I NEED PROOF GODDAMNIT!” He bellows it so loud I’m sure half the neighborhood heard.
There’s no point in me lurking in the hallway. Walking into the office, I ask, “Is everything okay in here?”
My mother attempts to shoo me from the room with platitudes and assurances, but I ignore her.
“Quit your worrying, Lilah- I’m old, not incompetent.”
He returns her look and then straightens. Focusing on me, he scrutinizes my appearance, no doubt disapproving of my casual workout attire. My thin, sleeveless hoodie and basketball shorts are obviously not up to his standards. To be fair, I was intending on going for a run to work off some nervous energy.
My thoughts stray to the voicemail again, aggravating me with the attention I keep giving it. I need to delete it before it becomes a distraction.
My father clears his throat and I tense, walking over to sit across from him like I know he expects. In his study, I always thought of him like a king on his throne. Probably because his office chair looks like a throne, tufted and ornate and the back comes up higher than my father’s head. As a child he always made me feel small when he sat there, and if I’m being honest, I feel pretty small even now.
“How are your studies progressing?” My father asks me, as if he summoned me here in the first place.
“My classes are going well. I have all of my transcripts if you’d like to review my grades and notes from my professors.” I don’t mind the extra effort of showing him my transcripts and had been expecting him to ask. I’ve managed to secure all A’s despite my concussion last year, not that it will gain me any favors with him. “Biochemistry is proving to be tough, I’m keeping up. I joined a prep course to prepare for the MCAT at the end of next term.”
“And your extracurriculars?”
“I’ve been starting center for every game this year, and we’re likely going to take it to the State Championships next season.”
“Girls?”
I blanch. “No, sir, no time for it.” My heart skips a beat as I add, “A lot of cute girls come to the games though.”
It’s not a lie. If I wanted to, I could have a different girl every night, or multiple girls every night. Getting them to leave me alone is the problem.
He grunts. “Still boxing?”
“Yes, sir. Whenever it doesn’t conflict.”
“What’s your fight record?”
“Undefeated this year, sir. One loss last year during my second semester.”
“Yes, I remember.”
I try not to react to his tone of disappointment, nodding respectfully instead. Last year I got sucker-punched after the bell and ended up having to forfeit in the third round. I was in the hospital with a concussion for almost two days.
At my acknowledgment of my failure, the interrogation stops - thank God, and after a few minutes of tense silence, I ask about how he is doing with his time off. He looks momentarily confused, almost as if he’d forgotten he’s taken time off for the first time in nearly 40 years. He scoffs dismissively, so my mother fills the silence with the usual mundane gossip of running the hospital volunteers, charity galas, and chatting about her garden.
When I finally make my escape and head out the door for my jog, I take off so fast I don’t even have time to catch my breath. I just had to get out. That house, my parents… they make me feel incredibly claustrophobic. The only way to shake off the stifling pressure is to run or fight it out. I don’t feel like talking to anyone at the gym, so I push myself to run faster and harder, until the tension releases and all I can hear is my sneakers beating against the pavement and the sound of my breaths.
Every moment of my day is classes, athletics, or studying. My straight A’s don’t come naturally and I have to work hard constantly to keep up with everything. I didn’t tell my father this, but I’ve been taking several extra tutoring lessons and attending study groups. I’m not sure how I fit it all in, but I live by a strict schedule. It doesn’t give me time to fail, and it doesn’t give me time to think.
As I approach the town center square, I slow my pace to a walk and take deep breaths, refilling my lungs and slowing my heart rate. Not able to distract myself anymore, I remember the voicemail on my phone. There have been two others since I arrived home, but I’d deleted them, too afraid to hear his voice - afraid of how I crave it.
I stare at my phone, at the little notification of a 26 second voicemail. 26 seconds. Surely 26 seconds wouldn’t be enough to tear away everything I’ve built. I’m stronger than that.
“Um, hey Micah, it’s me again... I don’t know if you’re listening to these or just deleting them.” He swears under his breath. “Look, I know you’re in town. I’d like to talk. As a friend. Call me, please?”
Shaking off the familiar feeling that creeps into the pit of my stomach, I quickly hit “delete” and follow the path to our New England small-town version of Central Park. Not paying attention to where my feet are taking me, I walk down a less popular solitary path, remembering walking these same steps almost four years ago.
The sun had set, and the paths were lined with paper luminaries for the town’s autumn festival. Comforted by the shadows around us, Lukas and I walked along, talking and laughing. When we came across a less traveled path that was either forgotten or deemed unworthy of the lights, our conversation faded off and we followed the unlit path. Whether we were exploring or escaping, I don’t know. Neither of us led, following the thin path that jaggedly snaked around unkempt bushes and trees, finding ourselves in a tiny clearing lit only by the moon overhead. It smelled like fresh dirt and the crisp bite of autumn moving in, the light breeze just chilly enough to require a jacket. The sounds of the town festival were a distant backdrop as we found ourselves truly alone for the first time.
I stopped and closed my eyes, soaking in a moment that felt heavy with promise. I’m not sure what I wanted, or if I truly understood what I was feeling. Scared, definitely. Nervous, absolutely. But something else, something akin to excitement or intoxication, buzzed under my skin as I opened my eyes and saw him standing only a few short steps away, staring at me with a look I can’t describe. He looked like I felt. Standing there with his hands in his pockets, stooped at the shoulders slightly, he looked up at me through hooded eyes.
For the first time, I gave myself permission to really look at him, lit by the bright moonlight, and I marveled at how beautiful he was - his pale skin soaking in the pearlescent light. His full lips were pulled up into a slight, awkward smirk. My eyes were drawn to the movement of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed. He removed his dark-framed glasses and moved to clean them with the bottom of his shirt, a nervous habit of his, never taking his eyes off mine. The realization that he was nervous too did something to my heart, making it skip a few beats.
I opened my mouth to say something - but found myself completely without words. Instead, I took a deep breath, realizing with the rush of air that I had momentarily stopped breathing. The action pulled his searching eyes away from mine, his gaze locked on my mouth. In two long strides, he swooped towards me, taking my face in his hands, pressing his mouth to mine. Despite all of the expectations, the feelings and want inside me, I froze for a fraction of a second before I closed my eyes and melted into his kiss.
My mouth opened slightly, and sparks tingled over me, my entire body electrified as Lukas’ tongue swept against mine. A deep moan reverberated between us, both grasping for more, no longer able to hold back. The kiss became less sweet and searching, our lips and tongues growing needier. I found myself pushed against a tree, my arms pulling him closer to my body as my growing erection strained painfully in my jeans. Keeping one hand on the side of my face, he trailed his other hand down my body to grasp my ass, pulling me into his own hardened length.
I held him like I couldn’t get close enough, his kisses sending me into a frenzy as we swallowed each other’s moans like the air we needed to breathe. I ground up into him as he pressed into me in turn, our bodies shuddering with need. My brain completely shut down, my hands moving on their own accord. One hand pulled him closer as another slid down to caress the length of him through his pants. His breathy moan spurred me on, and I tried to release his belt buckle, but struggled, forcing us to break the kiss so I could look down. The spell was broken momentarily as I realized, with surprise, how far I had been willing to go, out here in the park where we could be caught. Lukas rested his forehead against mine and breathed heavily.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I told him.
“Me either,” he chuckled huskily. “Here, let’s sit and cool down for a minute,” he said, leading me over to sit on a low-hanging branch.
“I, uh… I wasn’t expecting that.” He smirked at me, reaching over to take my hand.
It felt foreign to hold his hand the first time, but also right. I don’t think I had ever held anyone’s hand before, never kissed anyone… He was my first everything.
“It was unexpected, but in a good way…” I trailed off, more asking a question than making a statement.
“A very good way,” he said, pulling me in for another kiss, lighter and shorter this time. We remained like that, perched on the branch with our foreheads pressed together, brushing light kisses and touches over each other. It was magical to just breathe the same air this way. I felt truly alive and content for maybe the first time.
“Do you want to go back to my house?” Blanching, he quickly followed with, “we don’t have to do anything, just talk.”
“Yeah, I’d like that.” I was nervous about what could come next, but mostly I felt whole knowing he felt the same way I did. I’d wrestled with my feelings for two years, afraid of my attraction to him, knowing my parents would never approve. Being close to him made me feel brave, and I couldn’t bring myself to care about what they would think.
Once we exited the little copse of trees, however, it was like a bubble popped.
Suddenly I felt the weight of this choice I had made, the weight of the world of opinions around me, the weight of my parent’s expectations. I straightened my spine and rushed out ahead of Lukas, not wanting to give anyone a reason to guess what had happened.
I hit the main trail well ahead of Lukas and noticed everyone was gone. The whole park had cleared, most of the luminaries lining the main trails had long gone out. What had felt like moments - monumental moments to be sure - had been hours. We weren’t in any danger of being found out, and I relaxed knowing my secret was safe.
When Lukas came up behind me, I suddenly felt guilty for my actions, but I also knew I wasn’t ready to “come out”. I wanted to explore this more than anything, but I couldn’t bring myself
to shout it to the world yet.
“I’m sorry, I just…. I’m not ready,” I explained sheepishly. Lukas nodded, understanding the weight that I carried. He knew my parents and their expectations of me, and he could probably guess as well as I could how they would react to any chance I might be gay. Even thinking about how they’d react made my stomach drop.
“It’s okay. This is new and I think it’s fair we get comfortable with each other before we try and take things public.”
His understanding both shamed me more and gave me an enormous sigh of relief.
“Did your parents know?” It hurt to bring up the pain of his parents’ death only months before, but I also knew he wanted to talk about them.
The Andersons had always welcomed me into their home with open arms, inviting me to dinners and family events. They’d even invited me on a family vacation to celebrate Lukas’ graduation, a trip that sadly never happened.
“They always treated me like family.” I’d envied his relationship with his parents, craving the unconditional love and support they gave him. It was a heart-wrenching realization that I’d had it after all.
“Yeah, they knew. They knew from the beginning how I felt about you.” He smiled, but his eyes were blurry with unshed tears. “They really loved you, you know.”
I knew he meant it, and I found myself daydreaming about what it would have been like to go home to them, to be able to show them we’d finally found our way.
“They supported me while I tried to figure out how to tell you, or tried to figure out if you felt the same way.” Lukas chuckled, one tear escaping down his chin. “Mom got a kick out of encouraging me to shamelessly flirt with you just to gauge your reactions. I wish they were here so I could tell them that it finally happened.”
“You finally broke me, huh?”
“I haven’t broken you yet,” he said under his breath.
“Ha!” Wait.
Fuck.
My brain stalled out as his words, and their meaning, shot right through me. All the blood in my body immediately abandoned my brain and limbs, rushing to either my face or my dick. I forgot how to breathe, struggled to swallow as the saliva in my mouth suddenly dried up.
I wasn’t ready for sexy, confident Lukas. By the time I was done processing, he had walked off, leaving me with my mouth open in shock.
Reminiscing, I sit down on that same low-hanging branch, in the clearing that housed the memory of one moment that changed everything. This was where it all started - the most important relationship of my life.
As all of the memories I’ve been pushing down rush through me, I hold my head in my hands and force the tears back. Buck up, Micah.
That isn’t me anymore, it can’t be.




Lukas
Walking into the familiar clearing, I startle at the sight of Micah sitting on the low hanging branch. He’s holding his head in his hands, and I can see the pain coming off him in waves. My heart drops and I want to reach out to him, to hold him, to support him. Instead, I swallow down the rejection of the past two years. Schooling my features to conceal my conflicting emotions, I greet him.
“Well, I didn’t expect to find you here.”
He looks up, a mixture of shock and shame flashing across his face.
He looks the same, but also different. He’s obviously been working out - a lot. His biceps and calves are more defined than ever. His broad chest and arms are bunched with tension, the muscles straining as sweat makes his shirt cling to his body. There’s a vein in his neck, throbbing beneath his smooth brown skin. I miss licking that vein.
I try to redirect my thoughts, even as I subtly check him out. I’m not trying to make him uncomfortable or push him further away, but it’s been over a year since I’ve laid eyes on him. A few months after he left, I drove up to Cambridge to see him and try to get him to talk to me. I had tried to call, text, email - all with no response.
The campus was large and confusing, but I eventually found where the freshman dorms were. I nearly ran right into him, but pulled away into the crowd before he noticed me. It looked like he might be on his way to basketball practice, and there was a pretty girl with her arm wrapped around his.
I left without making the speech I had prepared. Heartbroken, I didn’t try to contact him again and haven’t seen him since that day.
There’s a moment of stunned silence where I see him rake his eyes over my features, but he quickly directs his gaze away from me.
“What are you doing here?” he asks, his gaze shifting to the path behind me as if he is looking to escape.
“No, don’t get up. I’ll leave if you want me to. I come here a lot, to read or think, or get a nap in between classes.” I hold up my portable hammock bag, trying not to be embarrassed.
Pathetically, I’ve been coming here almost daily since he left. It’s one of the places I can remember us being completely happy, and it gives me comfort even if it sometimes makes me angry or sad.
“No. No. It’s fine. I was just taking a breather. I’ll, uh… I’ll leave you to it.”
The silence expands around us and I’m sure it’s obvious I come here because of the memories of us. He still won’t look at me. His eyes dart around, I assume looking for any clear exit other than the one directly behind me.
I almost roll my eyes.
“Micah, look at me.” He acknowledges me, but his eyes don’t meet mine. “I’m not going to stand in your way if you want to leave. I’m not this villain you’ve obviously made me out to be. I’d like it if we could talk, clear the air, but that’s it. I’m not asking you to come back to me.” I almost choke on the words.
My stomach clenches the longer he stands there, his body stiff and eyes shifting, clearly uncomfortable in my presence. Seeing how uncomfortable he is in my presence twists the knife that has been buried in my heart these past two years.
I take a deep breath. “You obviously don’t want to be with me, that’s fine. I just wanted to talk, not make you uncomfortable. I guess I didn’t expect the animosity.”
“That’s not it, Lukas.” He finally shifts his gaze to mine. “I just… you wouldn’t understand.” He moves around the clearing, and I give him space to walk past me, not wanting to box him in.
“Then make me understand, Micah. Tell me anything and I’ll listen, you know I will. The way you left…” I search for the words I need to explain to him how hurt I was. How hurt I still am.
But I don’t get a chance, I’m cut off by him moving through the tree line and out of the clearing. I don’t deserve this.
My limbs are quaking, palms clammy, heat prickling up my spine. My brain is buzzing, overstimulated by memories and longing, pain and pent-up tears. This whole time I never let myself be truly angry, but right now I want to rage. I want to roar and hit things. There’s so much pressure in my head and body I feel like I might explode. I throw the hammock against a tree as hard as I can and look around for something, anything, to throw or hit.
This feeling… isn’t me. I’m not an aggressive macho alpha guy. Usually I’m pretty level-headed, but everything is catching up with me at once and I don’t know what to do with all of this energy. It’s crawling through my veins like ants, making me uncomfortable in my own skin.
Squeezing my trembling fists against my legs, I follow Micah down the trail. He hears me coming and spins around, checking to see if there’s anyone around to hear or see us. Seeing it hurts and pisses me off more.
Straining not to yell, my voice comes out forced and gravely.
“You can’t just pretend to be something you’re not, Micah. It’s going to tear you apart. And the way you left, blocking me out without a word, it tore me apart. I never knew what I did to deserve that.”
I swallow hard, curious about the way Micah tracks the movement with his eyes. He used to have a thing for my Adam’s apple. Will I ever stop thinking of him that way?
“You didn’t do anything to deserve it, I-” he’s cut off by a scream and calls for help. We share a look between us before running towards the commotion as fast as we can.
Micah beats me there, taking stock of the situation before closing the distance between himself and a young woman who has apparently collapsed. A man in a construction vest is holding her, gently guiding her to the ground at Micah’s instruction. She is covered in layers of caked-on dirt and blood and who knows what else, knocked out cold. Micah kneels on the ground next to her to check her pulse.
His initiative snaps me into action. I call out for people to give them space, pulling out my cell phone to call 911. The guy in the construction jacket starts physically moving the crowd back.
As I am talking to the operator, Micah assesses the situation and carefully positions her body to lay flat on the ground. Her hair is matted with blood but there doesn’t seem to be any active bleeding.
“I’m going to start CPR.”
Micah starts the compressions, and I keep the operator updated on what’s happening while we wait for EMS to arrive.
Another person darts out of the crowd and kneels down next to Micah. “I can help, I’m certified.”
The stranger listens to the count of the compressions, holding his fingers to her neck. They alternate giving compressions and checking her pulse like a well-oiled machine while I stay on the line. Just as we hear the sirens pull up to the edge of the park, the girl groans and opens her eyes.
Wow.
The moment she opens them I feel… sucked in. I’ve never met her before, but I feel a familiarity I don’t understand. Who is she?
She looks up at us in confusion as she struggles to sit up.
“Don’t try to move, it looks like you have a head injury.” The stranger tries to calm her, but she looks terrified and tries to scramble back.
Now that she’s awake, two other people have stepped up next to us. Five of us stare back at her with varying levels of care, worry, or astonishment. Do any of these men know her?
As if it could get more hectic, she starts ranting about running - they’re coming for her and they’re coming for us. She’s clearly in shock. There’s a confused jumble of activity as all five of us attempt to soothe her, but she’s insistent on trying to tell us to run.
She’s in a full-out panic by the time the EMTs arrive and load her onto a gurney. They’re taking her vitals and talking to the man that helped Micah do CPR when she starts seizing.
Her whole body is convulsing, strangled sounds coming out of her mouth followed by red-tinged foam. The paramedics hold her steady while one of them stabs a needle into her thigh. It takes a moment for the convulsions to stop before she passes out.
As if in a trance, the five of us follow the EMTs as they load her into the back of the ambulance. I’m overcome with the temptation to ride along with her, but I don’t have any connection to this woman or know anything about her.
The man who helped Micah do CPR is talking to the paramedic climbing into the driver’s seat, straightening his suit as he walks back to us.
“They’re taking her to Barnaby Falls Medical Center, and I’m going to follow. I’m parked over here if anyone wants to ride with me.” He barely pauses before turning on his polished heel and walking over to a sleek black SUV.
My logical brain tries to catch up to the rest of me, every inch of my being ready to chase after the girl in the back of that ambulance. My chest feels tight and I’m processing a rollercoaster of emotions I don’t understand. I take a second to look around at the other three men standing next to me, and it looks like I’m not the only one wanting to follow along and make sure she’s okay.
Micah is still watching the ambulance as it pulls out of the park, lights and sirens blaring. When he finally turns around, we share a concerned look before he looks away. With a sharp nod, he heads towards the SUV.
Despite my hope Micah would end up next to me, he jumps into the passenger seat while I tuck myself into the third row. A heavily tattooed guy wearing a black t-shirt, ripped jeans, and combat boots gets in behind the driver, and the guy in the construction vest sits behind Micah, pulling a dirty backpack onto his lap.
The vehicle rolls forward the second all the doors slam closed. I haven’t been to the hospital since the night my parents died. They were pronounced dead on arrival, and I had to identify them. Micah held my hand the whole time.
“Will they tell us anything, do you think?” I’m mostly thinking out loud, but it’s a possibility that needs to be considered. “We aren’t family or even friends, they’re not likely to let us back or tell us anything.”
As the words come out of my mouth, I come to the concerning realization that I am perfectly willing to stand and wait for as long as it takes to know she’s okay.
Our driver addresses us over his shoulder, “My father owns the hospital, so I think I can get them to make some reasonable exceptions. As long as we’re all respectful of her privacy, I think they’ll let us in to see her once she’s stable.”
“Oh. Okay.”
I can’t think of anything better to say. The suit and the luxury SUV make it pretty obvious that he has money, but I’d never met an Adley in the flesh. Their family basically owns Barnaby Falls, as well as a huge pharmaceuticals company and various other enterprises. This must be Bennet, the sole heir to the Adley empire.
As interesting as it is to find myself tied up with such an interesting person, I’m mostly curious about the girl and what prompted everyone else to follow the ambulance. Even as logic and instinct are competing inside me, I tell myself I’m just being a concerned citizen and nothing more.
Nothing more.




Luis
What am I doing in the back of this stranger’s car?
Technically, I know exactly who he is, but I’ve never officially met Bennet Adley. I might have been following him. A little.
It’s difficult to decide if I’m here because of him or if it’s because of her… the way I felt when I looked into her eyes. Breathless.
Uncomfortable with having my back to anyone, I shift sideways to put my back against the door, making brief eye contact with the lanky, talkative guy behind me. Ugh, I hate awkward eye contact. I sort of hate any kind of contact. So of course, he reaches out for a handshake.
He clears his throat. “I’m Lukas.” Hesitating longer than what is probably socially acceptable, I take his hand and give a tentative but firm handshake.
“Luis”
YMCA next to me decides to join in, dashing my hopes of avoiding conversation.
“I’m Jackson. I’d offer to shake hands, but this caught me in the middle of work.” He holds his hands up and they’re covered with dirt. I make a face. I’m not a huge fan of dirt.
Bennet’s head jerks at the mention of YMCA’s name. He’s staring at Jackson through the rearview mirror with an odd look, but he looks away when he notices me watching him. He covers up his odd behavior with his own introduction. 
“Bennet Adley.” I think it’s a little pretentious that he uses his full name, like he’s making sure everyone knows how important he is, but I’m not a fan of his to begin with.
“Micah.” The guy in the passenger seat holds up his hand in a short wave.
“So did anyone get any information about the girl and what happened to her? She looked pretty banged up.” Lukas apparently cannot have a quiet car ride with strangers.
But I admit I’m curious too. I’d been waiting for Bennet Adley to come out of the bank when I heard the commotion. Then he ran right past me like Superman to go help the girl.
Out of curiosity, I stuck around to see what he would do next. But when she opened her eyes…
All of the breath left me as I stepped forward from the crowd, not realizing I was moving toward her. We must know each other from somewhere. Why else would she look at me like that?
“I saw her enter the park, barely holding herself up. She sounded crazy, man - muttering about someone coming after her and she had to find somebody. I was close enough to catch her when she stumbled, but when she looked up at me she freaked out and fainted.” Jackson holds up a dirty backpack. “She dropped this, I figured I should get it back to her.”
“Did you see who was after her?” She looked so afraid, helpless.
The way her eyes locked on mine will haunt me for the rest of my life. I can’t shake the feeling that I know her, that I should keep her close and protect her.
“Not that I saw. I was pretty focused on her, though.” A chill runs over me when he parrots my thoughts. “Do you think she’s from around here? It seemed like she knew me for a second there.”
There’s silence for a few moments, everyone looks deep in thought. What happened to her? Was she in some sort of accident? The idea that someone might have hurt her makes my blood boil.
“I, uh… I felt like that too.” Micah turns in his seat. “The worst part is that she looked like she knew me, she was terrified about it. Or of me? The whole situation felt weird.”
He glances at Lukas but shifts his gaze away quickly, turning back to face the front.
It occurs to me where I know these guys from. Micah and I graduated high school together. I wouldn’t expect him to recognize me. We didn’t exactly run in the same crowds, although I didn’t really run in any crowd. I mostly kept to myself, trying to make it to graduation.
Micah Williams, however, was the big shot on campus. He was captain of the basketball team, starting line on the football team, advanced placement everything, Valedictorian, and all-around best at everything he did. You’d think that would make him pompous or an asshole, but he seemed like a pretty mellow and genuinely good guy. I remember Lukas too, always hanging around with Micah and his crew. It might have seemed a little out of place for them to hang out so much, but Micah was kind of friends with everyone. Since graduating, I’ve seen Lukas around town here and there, but I was pretty sure Micah left for some Ivy League school.
I’ve never met Jackson before. He seems alright, except he’s talking to everyone here like we’re all best friends and have known each other forever. I don’t trust anyone that friendly. Or, you know, anyone at all. I look into the rearview mirror and catch the familiar deep green eyes of Bennet Adley.
I don’t know Bennet personally, but I know about him. Considering that I’ve been following him for a couple of days, I probably know too much about him.  I’m not interested in him specifically, except I have a suspicion we might be related. More than that, I have major suspicions that his father, Jackson Adley, is not a good guy. And by not a good guy, I mean I think there’s a strong possibility he is a money-laundering, drug pushing, philandering sack of shit and I’m on a mission to prove it.
I’m sure Jackson Adley has every cop, judge, and everyone else on his payroll. He’s richer than God and gives off a very heavy mobster vibe. Thanks to the Adley family, Barnaby Falls is a pretty rich suburb. What used to be a small town has grown exponentially over the last few years, and we have our own hospital and community college. I loathe how much power that man has in this community.
Bennet catches my glare in the rearview mirror, looking back at me with eyes strangely like my own, yet so different. You have to look close to see the similarities.
I just watched this man run into a crowd and help save a battered and dirty stranger’s life, following her to the hospital to make sure she’s okay. Hell, he even invited us all along. But all I feel is mistrust, because I know that all of my mother’s pain and suffering started - and ended - with his father.
And I’m going to bring him down.




Jackson
Barely a week back home and I am already involved in some kind of mess. Mom would laugh so hard. She always said I couldn’t stay out of trouble no matter how hard I tried. I wonder what she’d make of this merry band of misfits I seem to have attached myself to for the day.
For the split second that I held her small, trembling body in my arms and looked into her eyes, I felt an instant connection, or possibly recognition. The world paused, and even though I know it was only fractions of a second, I can recall the exact shape and color of her eyes as though I had been staring into them for a lifetime.
Of course, then she started spouting some crazy nonsense and collapsed on me. Still, I can’t shake this feeling. And even if it’s nothing, I should get this bag back to her, right?
The atmosphere in the car is tense. I look around at the men surrounding me and I think of how you could not find five more different dudes, yet here we all are, thrown together and chasing after a stranger.
Bennet seems like a high-class, corporate kind of guy. He’s “tall, dark, and handsome” personified, with deep green eyes and dark, perfectly coiffed hair. He somehow manages not to look at all disheveled. Dude looks sharp, even after kneeling on the ground performing CPR on a woman covered in gore. I feel like he’s been staring at me ever since I introduced myself, and I’m trying to pretend I don’t notice because… awkward.
Micah is obviously athletic, his muscular arms exposed by his cut-off shirt, his rich brown skin glistening with sweat. He must have been working out, judging by his attire. His sharp fade haircut gives him a clean cut, all-American type look and I get the impression he probably gets along with everyone he meets - although I am sensing tension rolling off both him and Lukas in the back. I caught Lukas trying to make eye contact a time or two and wanted to ask if they knew each other, but I figured it wasn’t my business.
I’m trying not to look back at Lukas at all, ignoring the daggers he’s shooting at Micah. He’s another good-looking guy though. When I stood next to him at the park, I noticed how insanely tall he is. I’m not a short guy at six feet tall, but he towers over me. His outfit and glasses give off a very academic vibe. He has tired eyes behind his thick-rimmed glasses, pale skin, and messy dark blonde hair.
The last guy, Luis, sits quietly lost in thought, observing each of us like he’s waiting for someone to jump out at him. As quiet and sullen as his manner seems, his overall aesthetic is anything but. Colorful tattoos cover most of his olive skin, from his fingers all the way up his arms. More ink peeks up from his black V-neck t-shirt, a black rose and a tattered Puerto Rican flag climbing up his neck. His jaw is covered in a light shadow and his brown hair is closely cropped. When he runs his hands over his hair, I notice he has the word IZZY across his knuckles.
Overall, we’re all pretty different as can be. Yet here we are.
I might be the only working-class guy in the bunch, although I’m not entirely sure about Luis. The two guys in the front have the air of money and are wearing expensive brand stuff. Lukas in the back may or may not have money, but he’s probably not a laborer. He’s wearing a sweater vest for fuck’s sake.
I’m definitely the only one with calloused hands and dirt under my fingernails, but it’s a chosen lifestyle. Instead of running a once lucrative family business, I’ve been living the life of a wanderer, traveling all around the world, picking up odd jobs as I move along. I’m only back in town to catch up with close family friends and make some hard decisions.
My mind wanders, remembering the reason I left Barnaby Falls in the first place. Shortly after my mother passed away, I needed to escape the heaviness left behind by her death. She hadn’t been well for a long time, and after she was gone, I couldn’t bear to return to everything she had left behind, choosing to run away rather than sift through the ruins of her wasted life.
The day she died, I rode with her to the very same hospital we are pulling into now.
“Hey, you good?” Micah asks me.
We’ve parked and the other guys are already climbing out of the vehicle.
“Yeah, sorry, spacing off I guess. This place doesn’t exactly hold a lot of great memories for me,” I try to explain without details.
None of them say anything as we climb out of the black SUV. Luis nods understandingly, and Lukas gives me a quick pat on the shoulder.
A strange group of guys indeed, but they all seem pretty alright so far.
We all enter the automatic doors into the emergency room reception area and walk up to a huge, curved desk. Bennet speaks to a young woman who types some things into her computer as he is talking.
“I can see they’ve brought in a Jane Doe, but it’s too soon to have any updates on her condition. Are you friends or family? It would be helpful to have her name and any personal information.” She looks at us expectantly, batting her eyelashes at Bennet.
“We’re just bystanders who assisted her in the park where she collapsed, but we wanted to make sure she is okay and possibly talk to her when she wakes up?” He lays on the charm, and she picks up the phone again.
A few minutes later, a polished-looking woman in a grey pencil skirt and soft pink blouse emerges from the office behind the desk.
“Micah?”
The woman walks straight to Micah, picking invisible lint off his arm as she greets him. Micah kisses her on the cheek stiffly, murmuring about not knowing she was working today as he leads her toward our group. Her eyes are calculating as she looks around at each of us, focusing first on Bennet.
“Mr. Adley, what a surprise. I didn’t realize you two knew each other.” Bennet responds by reaching out his hand to shake hers, throwing her a charming smile.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you…” He looks to Micah to make the introduction.
“This is my mother, Lilah Williams. She is the volunteer coordinator for the hospital, and my father is a surgeon here.” He quickly introduces all of us - except for Lukas - before explaining why we’re here. “A young woman collapsed in the park. We revived her and took care of her until emergency services came, but she was incredibly scared and disoriented. We wanted to make sure she’s going to be okay. I didn’t realize you were on your way to work when I saw you this morning, otherwise I would have asked for you directly.”
Mrs. Williams purses her lips together. “I know which patient you are referring to. As far as I am aware she is stable, but that is all the information I have, not that I could tell you more if I did know.”
Lukas rakes a hand through his hair as I catch her cutting a disapproving look his way. The tension between them is palpable.  I raise an eyebrow to Lukas. He gives me a small scowl and shakes his head, readjusting his glasses nervously.
“Mr. Adley?” The receptionist calls Bennet back to the large, curved desk.
Mrs. Williams gives Lukas one last disapproving look and follows Bennet to the desk.




Bennet
Straightening myself to my full height, I walk back to the desk where the receptionist is waiting expectantly. I give her my most charming smile and look her directly in the eye, knowing she’s going to give me exactly what I want.
It makes me sick to my stomach - this infamous Adley I own the world attitude - but it works. I always get what I want. And right now, I want to know what happened to that girl. I don’t know why I feel so strongly about it, but from the moment she looked up at me with searching grey eyes, I was done for. She pulled me in so hard I felt empty the moment her eyes left mine.
“Mr. Adley, thank you for being so patient. I’ve talked to the shift manager, and I’m sorry but we cannot allow you and your friends back or give you any information. All I can legally tell you is that she is in stable condition.”
“Thank you…” I check the nametag on her shirt before slowly looking back up to meet her gaze. “Jenny.” She almost preens. “I appreciate your help. If you don’t mind, my friends and I are going to wait for a little while longer.” I give her a little wink as I turn away, pulling out my phone and searching for the contact I need.
I’ll pull every string I need to get back there to her.
Mrs. Williams is standing nearby, pretending not to listen as she straightens up the desk. Making sure I am within hearing distance, I dial the Chief Administrative Officer for the entire hospital. I will be allowed wherever our Jane Doe is being cared for, and I won’t have to do much for the privilege.
“Yes, good afternoon Tori, it’s Bennet Adley. Yes, I’m doing well, I hope you are. Would you mind connecting me with Larry, please?”
Mrs. Williams looks surprised that I am on a first-name basis with her boss’s boss. Good. I’m not in the mood for arguments, and I’m not above subtle threats.
I chat with Larry for a few minutes, giving him a bare-bones explanation of what’s going on. I doubt he actually cares. The call has barely disconnected before the desk phone is ringing. Mrs. William answers it, pursing her lips and giving curt, but polite responses to whatever is being said.
“Mr. Adley, if you would follow me please?” It looks for a moment like she wants to say something about my companions, but she thinks better of it.
“Damn, Adley, I’ve never seen my mom squirm like that.” Micah laughs under his breath. I scoff, cringing a little at being called Adley.
“Just Bennet is fine.” 
We are handed visitor badges and escorted across the ER to the trauma area. A nurse opens a curtain, and we file into a small room where she is lying unconscious. There are tubes and wires stuck all over her for fluids, a blood pressure cuff, and a heart monitor that is beeping steadily.
My nerves are a bit calmer now that she’s in my sight again. They’ve cleaned some of the blood from her face and arms and replaced her bloody clothes with a hospital gown, so she looks a little less terrifying. She looks almost peaceful if you can ignore our current surroundings and the remaining bits of gore.
What can be seen of her hair is matted and dark with blood, but her features are soft. My eyes travel over her high cheekbones and heart-shaped face. She has a delicate, straight nose and full lips. The paleness of her skin is intensified by the dark red cuts that mar her pretty face.
I wish she’d open her eyes again so I can breathe properly.
A trauma doctor joins us, holding a clipboard.
“Good afternoon, gentlemen. I understand that you’ve been given clearance to discuss our Jane Doe here. Can you tell me anything about her?” He looks at us expectantly, receiving only silence in return.
He huffs and hesitates, thumbing through the information in her chart. “She’s been through a lot, if you know anything…” I understand what he’s trying to do, and I appreciate his concern for his patient.
“None of us had met or seen her until today. We each aided her in the park when she collapsed, and we followed the ambulance to make sure she was okay.” I hope our concern will reassure him that we had no part in whatever happened to her.
The machine beeps, filling the silence as the doctor considers us.
“Our Jane Doe here has suffered- a lot. She is dangerously dehydrated. It is clear that she has undergone significant abuse, likely over an extended period of time. She is underweight, and malnourished and has recently been through extensive trauma. There are defensive wounds on her arms. The worst of it, however, is a significant head wound that was sustained recently. There is damage to her skull and some brain swelling, which is the cause of her current coma. The neurosurgeon is going to be down, probably within the next half hour, to take her up to surgery to help relieve the pressure, and then she’ll be taken to a private room to recover.”
He directs the last bit of information to me. When I talked to Larry, I requested that she get the very best accommodations, at my expense.
“Defensive wounds?” Luis can’t quite seem to form the words he needs, but his meaning is clear enough.
Every one of us faces the doctor, our expressions dark. My jaw tightens.
“She has extensive bruising on her body, including on her inner thighs, but the initial trauma exam didn’t tell us much. We won’t know for sure until a thorough sexual assault examination can be done.”
A growl reverberates in my chest at the thought of anyone touching her. Luis’ body is tense, his molars grinding. Jackson’s eyebrows are pulled together in concern. Micah’s arms cross, muscles bulging. Lukas stares at the girl with sad eyes. 
“The surgery should help relieve the swelling in her brain, and eventually bring her out of the coma. Then we can learn more about who she is and what she’s been through. Fair warning, it could take days for her to wake up, depending on how extensive the damage is.” Once it’s clear we don’t have any further questions, he leaves us with her.
We stand around awkwardly, the steady beeping and even release of air from the machines letting us know she’s alive. I look around at each of the men that accompanied me on this trip, and I can see in their eyes the same uncertainty and worry that I feel. Could it be possible that they are also recognizing something special in her?
Jackson unshoulders the backpack. “Maybe there’s something helpful in here?”
I’d forgotten all about it. “Can’t hurt to take a look.”
He shrugs and unzips it, the rest of us gathering around as Jackson tentatively rifles through her meager belongings. There isn’t much inside, no identification or anything with a name. We find some ripped, filthy clothes, a balled-up bus pass, some first aid supplies, and a few toiletries. Nothing interesting, until he opens the front zipper pocket and pulls out a large, very dirty pocket knife with the initials “T.K.” engraved on the handle.
Luis gingerly picks up the knife to take a closer look. The handle is covered in blood. He drops it back into the bag before turning around to find a sink, washing his hands thoroughly. The only other thing in the bag is a dated flip phone with a dead battery.
“Looks like a burner,” says Luis, drying his hands on a paper towel. “Burner phone and a bloody knife… it’s possible our girl might have been up to no good - or running from someone that was up to no good.”
We all let that sink in, and my brain catches on his use of our girl.
“Zip it all back up. I think this should stay between us for now. There’s nothing in there that would help the doctors anyway.” Everyone seems to agree except Lukas, his brow furrowed. “What are you thinking?”
“I’m fine. I think you’re right.” Lukas keeps his eyes focused on the gurney. “I’m just uncomfortable with the whole situation. Honestly, I’m not sure why I’m here.”
“You’re welcome to leave at any point,” Micah quips.
Lukas winces but replies sharply. “No, leaving is your thing. I’ll stay and see it through.”
“Do you two mind putting this away for now?” I gesture to the curtain as steps sound down the hall.
The curtain opens and two orderlies come in to prep the girl for transport. We step out of their way to allow them to do their job and get her to surgery. I have the strong urge to squeeze her hand or touch her in some way, but I pull my hand into my pocket to control myself.
Standing in the hallway to watch as they wheel her through another set of double doors, I overhear commotion in the next trauma room that piques my interest.
Micah’s mother returns, bringing my attention back. “If you would like to follow me, I can take you to the waiting room for surgery, and they’ll direct you to her recovery room from there.”
Micah walks next to her as we follow them to an elevator, trying not to pry as they whisper back and forth in the most bizarrely polite display of an argument I’ve ever witnessed.
The silence in the elevator is supremely awkward. Mrs. Williams is staring daggers into the side of Lukas’ face, while he pretends to find the elevator inspection sign interesting.
Jackson meets my eye and gives me a friendly nod. I can’t quite figure him out, but he shares a name and an uncanny likeness to my father, which I am finding incredibly distracting and worrisome. I try to push it down so I can focus on the here and now, aware that I will need to deal with this problem later. 
The elevator comes to a smooth stop on the third floor. The doors open to an empty, quiet hallway with polished floors and dark bluish grey walls.
Mrs. Williams leads us down a few hallways to a small waiting room that is a lot more comfortable than the emergency room. There are padded chairs that recline, a TV mounted in a corner, a self-serve coffee station, and a vending machine. A large, framed window shows the setting sun over the hospital campus. In a courtyard below, there is a statue of none other than my father, Jackson Adley himself. My lip curls.
Luis is standing next to me, looking down at the courtyard with the same look of disgust and I wonder what his ire is aimed at. He makes brief eye contact with me before he retreats to sit in a far corner of the waiting room, clearly not looking for conversation.
Making myself a strong cup of black coffee, I sit down to check my messages and cringe. My phone shows a few missed calls and texts from my secretary and one message from my father - well over an hour ago. In all the excitement, I missed a lunch meeting with my father and some executives from a company we are buying out. It doesn’t matter that I’ve never been less than twenty minutes early to a meeting before, I know this is not going to go over well.
“You better be dead or close to it to have a good enough excuse for not showing up today. I don’t know who you think you are, but this is not the behavior I expect from the heir to my empire. I’ll be damned if you think I will tolerate this level of disrespect and laziness. Call me, NOW.” My father, the lord of all of Barnaby Falls, demands and we give. His word is law, his expectations to be met with expediency and obedience.
Truth be told, I don’t want his empire. I don’t want to run his local corporate office, and I don’t want to be tolerated or berated. His need to control everything around him is stifling. What’s more, my fear of being like him, of needing control the way he does, terrifies me more than anything he could do to me.
Stepping outside the room, I text excuses to my secretary and take a deep breath before I call my father. He doesn’t answer, and when I call his office, his secretary informs me my father was pulled away on important last-minute business and will be out of town indefinitely. It’s not uncommon for my father to take trips for both business and pleasure, he flies out of state almost weekly in fact.
What kind of “important business” would cause him to leave without notice? I have to assume whatever it is would be related to some of his shadier business dealings. It must be big, it’s certainly unlike him to let me off the hook for anything.
I breathe a sigh of relief and join the others, waiting in silence until a doctor comes in to update us and lead us to the recovery room.




Jane Doe
Blinking, I open my eyes slowly, adjusting to the low lights around me and trying not to make it obvious I’m awake. My head is foggy. I don’t know where I am or who might be around me, but my instincts know enough to be cautious.
I’m in a bed, with a pillow under my head and blankets tucked around me. I’m mostly comfortable except for an aching in my head, which has something wrapped around it, making it feel heavy. There’s a steady beeping sound infiltrating my grogginess. Opening my eyes further, I realize I’m in a medical bed and the beeping is coming from the monitors attached to me.
I want to freak out. I want to yank off the wires and sensors off my body and throw whatever IV meds they’re forcing into my veins across the room. I want to scream and panic. Most of all I want to run. But I force myself to stay calm and I don’t move a muscle. I’m not certain I can move my head.
There are five men in the room, all in various states of sleep or distraction, sitting in chairs surrounding my hospital bed. I don’t know who they are or why they’re here, possibly keeping guard so I don’t escape.
But escape from what, I don’t know. My head is so fuzzy, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be escaping or why, only that I need to run. Now. My fear causes the monitors to beep faster and louder as my eyes dart around the room.
One of the men notices I’m awake. A tattooed hand reaches for me and makes soothing sounds. I recoil from his touch, terror like ice in my veins. He doesn’t try to touch me again, but his low, soothing voice coaxes me to look up. I don’t know why, but his deep green gaze consoles me enough to relax and try to think more clearly.
I recognize this man, and I feel less threatened. Briefly, I allow my eyes to roam around the room, returning my gaze to him.
“How do you feel?” His voice is low and calming. “Is your head okay?”
My head? Bandages. My head is covered in bandages.
“Where am I?” I whisper to him.
“You’re in the hospital. Do you remember how you got here?” He questions me slowly and quietly, either he’s trying not to frighten me, or he doesn’t want to wake the others either. I blink rapidly, trying to process his question.
“I don’t remember…anything.” My chest tightens, my heart working to climb out through my throat. The machine beeps erratically again.
I truly don’t remember anything. I’m like a blank slate. The only thing I can grasp is that I may be in some kind of trouble, but for what I don’t know. I don’t know where I am, or how I got here… or who I am. My heart races even harder and I feel dizzy with panic.
The man shifts forward, closing the distance and tentatively placing his hand on mine.
“Hey, it’s okay, it’s okay. Don’t panic. It’s all going to be alright.” I stare at his hand touching mine for a moment, the dark greens and blues of his tattoos covering his hand down past his knuckles.
Movement from the end of my bed startles me.
“Don’t wake them, please. I won’t try to escape, I promise.” I look at him with pleading eyes. I don’t know why, but I trust this man, this stranger. Maybe he’ll help me escape.
A curious, maybe pitying look crosses his features as he looks over to another one of the men, who has now woken up and is sitting forward. This man has lighter skin and shaggy hair that he rakes his hands through. He reaches out a hand as if he might place it on my leg, but thinks better of it and places it in his lap, offering me a small smile instead.
I track the movement of his hand, afraid of being touched. But his eyes lock on mine, the green so similar to the other man’s, and I feel immediately calmer again. We stare at each other for a few moments, but then I look over at the other men who are all now awake.
My mind starts to clear and I’m questioning if any of them actually are guards. None of them are wearing uniforms of any type, and all of them have tags that say “Visitor, Room 306”. They are all watching me with varying looks of concern or worry.
Why did I think they were guards?
All of them are looking back at me expectantly, while I stare back into each and every one of their eyes and know these men are somehow precious to me.
I know they are precious and important - but I also have no idea who they are, where I am, how I got here… or who I am.
How can I not know who I am?!
They must sense my panic and confusion rising again, because every one of them takes a step closer to me, reaching out to place a hand close to me. Awkwardly, they all realize they’ve moved at the same time, and pull their hands back. There is some shuffling and low muttered apologies before one of them speaks.
“How are you feeling?” One of the men looks over my monitors and back at me. He smiles, although his amber eyes look a little unsure.
“I don’t… I don’t know how I got here and I don’t know who you are, I’m sorry, I… I just don’t know.” My eyes fill with tears. My mind races as I try to work out the depths of my confusion, but it only makes it worse. The monitor beeps loudly as my heart rate increases, dizziness clouds my vision.
“It’s okay, it’ll be okay,” the shaggy-haired white guy reassures me. The tattooed one grabs my hand again, and the sharp-dressed man steps into the hall to find a nurse or doctor.
Moments later, a nurse in green scrubs comes in. She checks all of my vitals, and shines a tiny penlight at my eyes, making me follow her finger. She asks me a few questions, including what my name is, and what day it is. When I don’t know the answers to those questions, she follows up by holding up fingers and asking me to count and identify colors. She makes some notes and tells us she’ll be right back with one of the doctors.
There’s an uncomfortable silence while we wait, but the super tall, pale guy thankfully fills with introductions. He tells me his name is Lukas and gestures to each of the men in turn, and they each introduce themselves.
I try to catalog all of their features and absorb their names, a little fearful of the information slipping away from me again.
Lukas is super tall and has pale skin, with sunken blue eyes behind dark frames, and dirty blonde hair that touches below his ears. The man I first woke up to is Luis. He is covered arm to neck in tattoos, with deep green eyes, olive skin, and rich brown hair. To his right stands Bennet, tall and sharply dressed, with dark hooded eyes, tan skin, and dark hair. Next to him is the second green-eyed man, with dust in his shaggy dark hair and sun-kissed skin, an orange vest folded over his lap. And lastly a broad-shouldered man with dark brown skin, closely cropped black hair, and kind, amber eyes.
I don’t know how to ask the questions I want to ask, but I start with, “Do any of you know how I got here?” and embarrassingly, “Do I know you?”
They give me a short rundown of the day before, about my head injury and embarrassingly erratic behavior. They’ve all apparently been here with me through the night, watching over me until I woke up. I’m grateful and very comforted by their presence, but I wonder why strangers feel so familiar.
When the doctor comes in, he introduces himself as Dr. Franks, the surgeon for the brain surgery I just had. That explains the headache. He then performs all of the same little light tricks and silly questions and also checks the bandages around my head. Moving to the end of the bed, the guys all close ranks around me, looking at him expectantly. He looks around at them and then back at me, but I say nothing.
“Would you like some privacy to discuss your medical findings and treatment?” He asks, bravely I think, because all of these guys are much larger than him and he looks so uncomfortable with their attention bearing down on him. I do my best to keep a straight face, assuring him I would be the most comfortable if they would allow these men to stay. It’s the truth, although I’m not sure why.
“Well, okay. If at any time you need me to slow down, repeat myself, or if you change your mind and feel uncomfortable talking about delicate subjects in front of an audience, feel free to stop me. Is that okay with you?”
I nod my consent, and he starts at the beginning, describing my surgery and other medical findings.
“Aside from your obvious head injury, you were brought in with a significant amount of bodily trauma as well. From what we can tell, some of these wounds were older and some, specifically some defensive wounds, were fresh. Some of these injuries suggest you might have been sexually assaulted. We did perform a basic trauma exam, however, now that you are conscious you might want to consider a more thorough sexual assault exam.” He pauses for me to process his words while I look down at the bandages covering my arms and hands.
“Oh. Okay.” I tell him in a small voice. I don’t make eye contact with anyone.
“Now, I understand you are having some trouble with your memories. This could be temporary, or it could be permanent. Since we don’t quite know the nature of your brain injury, there is no telling how long your amnesia will last.
“That being said, wherever you were before, it looks as though you’ve led a very rough life. You were severely dehydrated when you came in, and overall you are incredibly malnourished and have multiple old injuries. Your arms show evidence of needle marks, which would normally suggest heavy drug use, but your toxicology report showed no signs of drugs in your system. Despite your emaciated state, your heart looks healthy, and we are working on getting your blood iron and vitamin levels up.”
He looks at me with sympathy in his eyes and takes a breath. “It is my professional opinion that you might have escaped from an incredibly abusive or otherwise neglectful situation. As you arrived with no identification or any personal effects, we have no clues to your past other than your current condition.”
Dr. Franks moves his gaze to Bennet.
“If I am correct, the patient was worried about someone chasing or coming after her when she was found, yes?” When Bennet nods affirmatively, he directs his attention back to me. “If there was indeed someone after you, and that someone is responsible for the trauma your body has been through, you may want to put an alert on your records to make sure no one releases any information regarding your treatment here. Would you know, Mr. Adley, if there is some way to seal the records and make sure an outsider would not be able to locate her here? If someone called under the pretense of looking for a missing family member, they could legally be told a Jane Doe was brought in through the ER.”
Bennet is already holding his phone to his ear and stepping outside the door. When he steps back in, he lets us know he is going to the administrative offices and will return as quickly as possible.
Dr. Franks asks me if I have any further questions and suggests that the trauma nurse come do their examination within the next twelve hours. Until then, he orders what he says is a normal workup for any potential assault victim, including a course of antibiotics, anti-virals, and the morning after pill.
“Better safe than sorry,” he says, and I agree with him. I thank him profusely, with tears in my eyes, and each of the guys shakes his hand and thanks him on his way out. He promises to come check in on me before the end of his shift, and tells me to get some rest until the nurse arrives later this morning. After that information and emotional overload, my head is aching worse than before, the exhaustion taking over my limbs.
The nurse comes in to check my vitals once more and administers some medications, including some pain medication that has me sinking into my pillow. The four men surrounding me settle back into their chairs, pulling them closer and each laying a hand on me, making me feel secure.
Luis leans over and puts his mouth close to my ear and whispers to me, “Sleep, pretty girl. We’ll all watch over you. You’re safe with us.”
And so I close my eyes and let sleep take me.




Lukas
The beeping of the heart monitor increases rapidly. Her body is jerking slightly, her eyebrows pulled together, and she’s making frightened moaning sounds. Micah and Luis are standing beside the bed, looking worried. My first thought is whether she might be having another seizure, but as I cross into the room and stand next to her bedside, I realize what’s happening.
“She’s having a nightmare,” I whisper.
Not thinking, I place a hand gingerly on her arm. She calms slightly. Each of the others places a hand on her body. The monitor slows, and she seems to sleep peacefully again.
For a while, we just stand there, each with a physical connection to the enigma laying before us. Her brow is still slightly furrowed, her eyes moving rapidly under her heavy lids. The silence extends as we each take the time to examine the situation.
“So this is…. totally normal.”
There’s a softness behind my words betraying the depth of my feelings. I feel bewildered. And confused. And overwhelmed. And… like I am exactly where I belong. I’ve never felt so sure of anything, and I’m ashamed to say it terrifies the hell out of me. 
Being connected to a strange girl with no name and no past is more than my anxiety wants to take on. I don’t like the uncertainty, and my intuition tells me I’m getting myself into a dangerous situation. Whatever the case, I don’t think I can walk away.
Micah is finally truly acknowledging me, watching me with searching amber eyes. I’d like to tell myself he’s the real reason I’m staying, but that’s not all true. He is certainly part of it, but so is this mystery girl, with light grey eyes that bore into my soul the moment she looked my way.
“It could be PTSD.” Luis interrupts my thoughts with his low, quiet voice. “We’ve been here since she woke up, and she’s been through a lot of trauma, it makes sense that she would respond to the only comforting presence around her.”
We all nod in agreement. That makes sense.
The academic in me needs that explanation, that connection to reality - because my brain and my heart are at war, and this is anything but normal. I don’t want to admit it to myself, much less out loud, but there’s something deeper happening here. My logical, scientific brain rebels against it.
“Feels like more.” Jackson admits to the very thing I was trying to avoid.
I force my features to remain impassive as I try to surreptitiously gauge everyone else’s reaction. Bennet remains professionally aloof, giving no sign he heard Jackson’s admission. Luis’ eyebrows raise as if he’s made some kind of realization. Micah’s eyes widen in a mixture of shock and concern. 
“None of us have slept much and we’ve found ourselves in a stressful situation. It’s natural that we feel affected. She’s obviously scared and helpless, of course we would all feel obligated to care for her. It doesn’t mean anything other than we’re good people.” I reason out loud, forcing a logical sense of the situation. 
The fact that all of them are feeling something similar is somewhat reassuring that this is simply a by-product of the human condition. Well, all obvious except for Bennet, but something about the way he is clenching his jaw makes me think he’s just better at controlling his reactions.
“I’m sorry.” Tilting my head in the direction of the small, sad voice, I’m startled to see that she is awake. And was listening the entire time. “I’m sorry,” she repeats.
“Oh, I didn’t…. I…. You haven’t done anything wrong.” My face heats in embarrassment. I try to assure her, but I know I’ve managed to come across as a complete asshole.
Most of the guys scowl at me as if they had known she was awake the whole time. Luis still hasn’t taken his eyes off her hand, cradled in his own.
“We are all here to support you and do what it takes to keep you safe until we figure this all out.” I try to assure her.
And once she’s safe and healthy we won’t feel this connection, and we can walk away and go back to our normal lives, I tell myself.




Jane Doe
I sleep fitfully, plagued with flashes of indecipherable nightmares. When I wake up, I don’t feel especially rested, but I do feel oddly comfortable. There is warm pressure over various parts of my body.
Blinking, my eyes open to see the guys surrounding my bed, each of them with a hand on me. At first, it feels calming and reassuring. But as my brain catches up, I begin to process the hushed conversation happening over my bed.
My eyes lock on Lukas as he whispers to the others about feeling obligated to help me.
They don’t want to be here.
My face heats as shame washes over me. I’ve been keeping these strangers from their lives. Why did I have to go and attach myself to the first people to treat me kindly? I feel guilty for making them feel like they have to stay. I’d rather face this alone than drag anyone along unwillingly.
“I’m sorry.”
My voice barely registers above a whisper. Forcing myself to swallow, my mouth and throat dry from sleep, I repeat myself. Looking down at me in surprise, their expressions quickly turn to pity, which is worse.
Lukas scrambles to cover for the conversation I wasn’t meant to hear, but I am so deeply embarrassed that I can’t bear to make eye contact. I want to tell them all they are welcome to go with zero guilt involved, but I can’t quite find the words. My eyes are filling up with tears but I don’t want to come off as melodramatic.
Lukas tries to placate me. “We are all here to support you and do what it takes to keep you safe until we figure this all out.”  His words only dig in further.
If I could sink into the covers and drown… Why do I care so much about what these strangers think of me? Of course they’re just being good Samaritans, nothing more.
Pressure on my hand has me turning to look at Luis, who is staring intently down at our joined hands. His expression is unreadable, but I worry he might be considering Lukas’ words and weighing the truth of them.
Lukas and Bennet have both backed away, removing their hands and leaving half of my body cold and ungrounded. Micah hasn’t moved, having a wordless conversation with Lukas. He shakes his head and looks at me with kind eyes, probably just trying to be nice. Jackson is smiling, but I can’t tell if he’s blissfully unaware of the tension in the room or doesn’t care. He meets my eye and gives me a little wink, which helps me feel a tiny bit less awkward.
The door opens. “Oh good, you’re awake! How are you feeling Mrs. Anderson?”
Mrs. Who?
It takes me a moment to realize that the matronly nurse is talking to me. She’s shuffling about the room, checking monitors and fluffing my pillows. Her crisp scrubs are pink and she smells a bit like baby powder. She has fading strawberry blonde hair, pulled into a neat bun at the top of her head, and a kind smile that is accentuated by her heavy pink blush.
Bennet cuts me a look, indicating I should play along. I try to wipe the shell-shocked look off my face.
“She just woke up, actually.” He addresses the nurse, but doesn’t take his eyes off me. “We were asking Mia the same question. She seemed a little out of sorts.”
Did he give me a fake name? Mrs. Mia Anderson? Why Mrs.?
Which one of them am I supposed to be married to exactly?
As if the situation could possibly be more mortifying, I get my answer when I notice Lukas’ flushed face. It had to be him? Really?
I avoid looking anywhere in Lukas’ vicinity and turn my attention to the nurse. “I’m okay, thank you.”
She makes a “tsk tsk” sound and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t you ‘I’m okay’ me, I need and want to hear exactly how you’re feeling. I can’t help you heal if I’m not up to speed. Understand?” She looks down at me kindly but expectantly and starts to change my bandage.
I clear my throat a little, still flustered. “I, um… I’m still a bit disoriented and I have a slight headache. Other than that, I really am okay.”
“That’s a girl,” she praises me. “You’re a tough cookie, aren’t ya? It’s remarkable you’re even awake right now.” She rewraps the bandages around my head, thankfully leaving more of my face free. The air is refreshing on my skin.
Bennet holds a cup in front of me, guiding the straw to my mouth so I can take a few slow sips. “We are incredibly thankful she’s awake and doing well.” He’s so sincere I honestly can’t tell if he’s putting on a show or not. 
“Are you Mr. Anderson?”
“No, ma’am. My name is Bennet Adley.” The nurse looks a bit shell-shocked, obviously recognizing his name, but takes it in stride.
“Well, that does explain the VIP level bubble around this room,” she chuckles, but then gets down to business and looks me right in the eye. “We have a trauma nurse here to do your examination, dear. Would you like some privacy?” She looks at the men crowding the room and suggests they enjoy a cup of coffee in the lounge down the hall.
Inhaling sharply, my hand inadvertently squeezes Luis’.
“I’ll stay with Mia.” Everyone in the room turns to look at him, trying to hide their surprise when he claims he is Mr. Anderson and repeats that he’d like to stay with me. “If you want me to, of course.” His eyes are sincere and captivating.
All I can do is stare into his eyes and nod. “Okay.” I’ll be damned if I don’t feel a huge wave of relief. Despite only just meeting him, I need his support. At this moment, self-preservation is overriding my embarrassment.
Closing my eyes, I swallow another dry lump in my throat. Breathing deeply, in through my nose and out through my mouth, I try to control my nerves. When I open them again, Luis is still staring at me with his deep green eyes. I’m so absorbed by his focus that I flinch when someone knocks lightly on the door.
“You don’t have to stay,” I whisper at him as the door opens. Another nurse enters the room, pulling a tray table behind her. My gaze stays on Luis.
“I’m staying.” His answer is firm. Finally, he breaks eye contact to acknowledge the trauma nurse.
This nurse is tall and thin, with dark hair pulled up into a ponytail. She introduces herself to both of us and goes over what is about to take place. She speaks in a calm voice, like she is afraid of spooking me, as she does her best to give me gentle details about the process.
Luis holds my hand the whole time, nodding and listening to her every word, but it’s like I’m listening through a tunnel. I miss most of what she says, nodding whenever Luis does as if I understand. As she talks, she takes notes of my vital signs.
She takes some swabs of my mouth, and helps me position myself carefully for the rest of the exam. She tells me she has to remove my catheter.
For a moment, there’s silence and the nurse repeats herself, apparently asking permission to continue. Unable to find my voice, I nod and gingerly turn my head to the side, facing Luis.
Mostly I shut it all out, closing my eyes and squeezing Luis’ hand. Instead of the flash of the camera, the touch of her hands, various swabs- I focus on him. Flinching as she plucks hairs, I try to pretend I’m anywhere but here. When she inserts the speculum for the internal part of the examination, a tear slips free unbidden.
Luis lowers his head next to mine and softly whispers words of comfort and praise, but I barely hear him and instead focus on the sensation of his warm breath across my face. When the speculum clicks to open me farther, I can’t suppress a wince. Luis presses his lips against my forehead.
Before I know it, she removes the speculum, cleans me up, and helps me get comfortable on the bed again. I sit myself up before we can go over the results of the exam, needing a less vulnerable position.
The rest of the guys return with Nurse Irene, who helps me adjust the bed properly. One by one, each of the guys lays a hand somewhere on my body, grounding me. Right or wrong, I feel stronger with them around me.
There’s a solemn silence in the room as all five of them look expectantly at the trauma nurse, but she only looks at me. She’s holding a sealed bag labeled “evidence”, which distracts me for a moment. Noticing the silence, I look up to see her watching me, but I don’t sense any judgment. She’s waiting for my consent again.
Given the reason why she is here, it occurs to me that this nurse is exceptionally good at her job. I don’t know how to express my appreciation, still at a loss for words. It’s all I can do to give her a small, watery smile and straighten my spine, focusing on the wall of safety I have around me. I’m ready. I can do this.
Whatever happened before I got here is in the past. I can’t remember it, so it can’t hurt me. This is the mantra that I repeat to myself, but I still hold my breath as she goes through her physical exam findings.
“Evidence from your defensive wounds and external bruising would lead me to believe that an attempt may have been made, but there are no signs of internal trauma. It does not appear you were successfully penetrated, or at least not in a way that caused damage.” Every male in the room lets out a breath.
It’s almost like they were more concerned than I was. Then again, I have been doing my best to detract and minimize the amount of thought I put into it.
“I did also collect all necessary evidence, which will remain in my custody until law enforcement arrives and signs for it. It will be entered into evidence at the police station, and eventually sent to a lab should you decide to pursue it.” I notice how Bennet looks up at those words, making eye contact with the other guys.
“There are a few things of note that aren’t in your chart,” she continues. “For example, it seems you’ve had a partial hysterectomy, which is uncommon at your age. I also noted some older scarring on your cervix, which could be caused by several things, including the surgery you had to remove your uterus, other surgeries, or abuse. None of that should cause you any discomfort but I would consult a gynecologist if you have any issues.”
My hand tightens on Luis’ arm. To hear that my body is missing organs and have no memory of how it happened is more than disconcerting. My throat wants to close up.
“Lastly, we are running some tests. A simple PAP, tests for various STIs, and some basic blood work. Dr. Franks already started you on the appropriate cocktail of medications, so you are all done here.” She hands me a card. “This is the name of a therapist that specializes in sexual assault, specifically assault that happens unconsciously, such as drug or alcohol-induced unconsciousness. I understand that’s not quite the same as your experience, but I believe they would be able to help you process, if you're open to it.”
Finally finished, she smiles at me kindly and looks around at all of the men surrounding my bedside. Jackson is shuffling his feet. Lukas rakes his hands through his hair. Bennet’s arms are folded, a dark look in his eyes. Micah stares at the evidence bag like he could make it burst into flames. Luis calmly holds my hand, his jaw clenched.
The trauma nurse asks me one last time if I have any questions, and hands me a form to sign. I pause for a moment, but shakily sign the name “Mia Anderson”. I stare at the blank space for the date of birth.
Bennet bends down to whisper, “January 19, 1999”.
After the trauma nurse leaves, Dr. Franks comes by to check in on me. He is exceedingly impressed by my progress and suggests I try to stand if I’m feeling up to it. The idea of not needing another catheter has me eyeing the distance to the small ensuite bathroom. Nurse Irene sees what I’m about and warns me that we’ll be taking it one step at a time, but I am determined.
Luis smirks next to me, and it feels like approval.
It might be immature, insane, or just pathetic, but having them here makes me more determined. I don’t want to be seen as weak or an obligation, I need to show them whatever strength I possess.
As much as I don’t want them to leave my side, I want them to know they can walk away if they need to.




Jackson
A big part of me wants to stay behind when the nurse shoos us out of the room to let our girl have some privacy. She looks to be putting on a brave face, but it’s pretty obvious that she was upset by what she overheard. Luis was smart, proclaiming himself to be Mr. Anderson before anyone else could. Not gonna lie, I wish I had thought of it myself.
As we walk out of the room, Micah pulls up an arm and smacks Lukas on the back of his head.
“What the hell would you say that for?” He whisper-yells at Lukas, obviously pissed off about Lukas’ comments. I raise my eyebrows, but give them space to argue. To be honest, I felt like he deserved the smack. Jackass.
“What?” Lukas looks around for support. Bennet ignores him, putting his phone to his ear once again and walking off down the hallway.
“You know what.” I deadpan, walking past them and into the lounge.
Starting a cup of much-needed coffee, I roll my shoulders and try to shake out some tension. Bennet comes in a moment later and says we all need to talk.
I’m not sure how I can tell, because Bennet always has his serious face on, but his facial expression says shit is about to get real. Or real-er. More real?
Everyone takes a seat and looks at Bennet, waiting for him to spill what’s so important.
“We’ll have to catch Luis up later if he’s interested. A lot is going on and we need to make plans.”
I am all ears, noticing how everyone is leaning forward in their seats, giving Bennet their full attention. It sort of makes sense how he’s basically a master of the world. I’d probably buy anything he tried to sell me.
“First of all, I have confirmation that people are in fact after… her. Shortly before she arrived at the ER, three men in uniforms approached the front desk. They were inquiring about a young woman that fits her description - young, white, shoulder-length blonde hair. They had a picture of her.”
Well, shit.
“I was able to make some calls and confirmed that similar inquiries were made at three other hospitals, all within a certain radius of a truck stop roughly 20 miles away from Barnaby Falls. They are definitely searching for her, although we don’t know who they are or why.”
Bennet pauses and holds up a grainy black and white security photo of the three guys who are looking for our girl. My hackles go up immediately. It’s not like they’re wearing police uniforms. The three heavily muscled men are all wearing snug black polos and black fatigue pants, and baseball-style hats pulled low over their eyes. Each of them has a gun holster on their hip. It looks like they have some kind of logo embroidered on their shirts, but it’s impossible to make it out.
“Call me paranoid, but I have a bad feeling about this. Even if I send a memo to redirect all inquiries about a Jane Doe to me, which I have, leaks could happen. I’m worried they’ll find her if she stays here. Some… other factors could lead them to her.”
“You said these guys seem to be searching hospitals surrounding a truck stop? Is there a connection here?” I ask.
Bennet nods. “Yes. When she was being taken to surgery, a trauma was coming in at the same time. I overheard some of what was happening and looked into the file to get more specifics. Yesterday afternoon, a man named Thomas Kapps was found bleeding out in the cab of his truck. He had his pants around his knees and a stab wound to the neck.” He waits for us to put the pieces together.
“The pocket knife.” Micah makes the connection as I do, and my breath catches a little. No way. “The initials were TK.”
“So you think she…”
Everything fits. The bloody pocket knife, her defensive injuries, and the results of the trauma exam. There’s only one thing that doesn’t add up for me-
“So we’re thinking she was at the truck stop, got assaulted by this trucker asshole, was hurt badly but defended herself - and did a damn good job of it - and then somehow made it nearly 20 miles to Barnaby Falls? Isn’t there another town between here and the truck stop? Why wouldn’t she stop there?”
The more I try to wrap my brain around it, the less sense I can make of it. She seemed determined to find someone when she stumbled into the park. Could she have made it that far, alone and injured?
“It’s going to take more digging to be able to put all the pieces together. But if we put it together, someone else could too. The police investigating the incident could easily figure this out, and whoever it is that’s looking for her might hear about the trucker and come looking again.” Bennet makes some good points.
“And you don’t think tampering with her medical records is going to be enough,” Lukas states plainly. It’s not a question.
All of us are silent for a few moments while we absorb all of this information.
“I’m not willing to find out,” replies Bennet. “We need to get her out of here, and we need to cover our tracks.”
“So, what can we do?” I ask, feeling useless.
I’m not an idiot by any means, but I’ve got zero ideas. How do you secretly move someone with a traumatic brain injury, who recently had brain surgery, and doesn’t even know who they are? How do you hide from an enemy you can’t identify?
“I think we might be able to trust Dr. Franks. I plan to ask him some hypothetical questions about moving someone in her condition. He might not like it, but given the severity of her abuse, he might help us. I have some small plans put together that I can execute - transport, appropriate medical supplies, home healthcare, stuff like that.”
I take a moment to appreciate the level of organization and ingenuity that Bennet has displayed in the name of keeping her safe. There’s no way he doesn’t feel at least some of the way I do about her.
Micah chimes in, “You don’t have to hire home healthcare. I can help with dressings, recovery, physical therapy, most anything we need. As long as she’s comfortable with it, of course.”
“That would be best. The fewer people we involve, the safer she will be. I’d recommend we all keep this confidential. I’m doing what I can to wipe as much from official hospital records as possible, and to keep the number of people she comes into contact with minimal. She needs to be a ghost, otherwise, there’s a possibility she could become interesting to the authorities as well as the men looking for her.”
He pauses for a moment. “Right now, our most challenging obstacle is figuring out where we can take her. My local properties are too exposed and public, but if we take her too far it’ll raise questions as to why I’m not around. If you’re all planning to stick close to the situation I imagine that would cause problems for you as well. I’m trying to look for more remote possibilities around town.”
“I might be able to help with that,” I interrupt. “My family owns the Barnaby Falls Bed and Breakfast… or at least we did. I do, that is. It hasn’t been open for business in over five years,  it’ll need a little freshening up, but it’s remote and available. There’s only one family, an older couple that used to help us run the B&B, they live close to the property and they’re trustworthy. They helped raise me, and I trust them.”
Bennet looks lost in thought for a few moments while he considers this before giving me a sharp nod. “That could be perfect. This couple, would they be willing to help get the place ready for guests? I’ll make sure they are paid handsomely for their help and confidentiality. We’ll need the whole place cleaned, top to bottom, and a room readied for medical supplies. Food stocked, of course…” He continues to plan everything out loud as if he is making verbal notes.
I want to recoil at his arrogance but honestly, it’s not like I have the funds to pay them. They received a decent severance from the business savings when I shut everything down, and I signed over the deed to the Groundskeepers Cottage, but I couldn’t afford to keep them on staff if we weren’t actively taking guests.
After my mother’s death, less and less people came. I tried to keep the place going at first, but it became a sad, empty shell. Maybe I could have worked harder to keep it running, but too many memories threatened to pull me down. So I boarded it up and left town, and spent the last five years seeking adventure to help distract me from the pain.
“I’ll call them right away,” I tell him, and pull out my phone. Everyone watches me expectantly, so I go ahead and dial while I’m standing in the room with them. Mrs. Coolson answers on the first ring, automatically so excited to hear from me.
“I hope this isn’t too much to ask, and if it is please feel free to decline. But would you and Mr. Coolson be willing to help with the B&B again, temporarily? I have a group of friends who need somewhere to go without gaining a lot of attention.”
Her acceptance is immediate and I can tell she is excited about the prospect of opening again, however temporarily. “That’s excellent, thank you so much. How long do you think it would take to be ready for guests? We’ll need the Lakefront Suite prepared first for a medically fragile guest, but we can help prepare the other rooms. Six people, including myself, but I’ll stay in the cabin. Yes ma’am. Thank you again, Mrs. Coolson, and send my thanks to Mr. C as well. I will keep you updated about when we’ll be arriving, but we’ll see you soon.”
I hang up the phone and give a thumbs up. “Awesome. They can be ready by this time tomorrow, at least with the kitchen and her room. I put her in the Lakefront Suite, which is the nicest and largest room. We might need to pitch in to ready the other rooms, but it’s mostly removing dust cloths and airing the place out. I wasn’t sure if all of you would want to stay, so I told them there’d be six of us.”
Everyone agrees and Bennet texts furiously, already laying down the groundwork for our second issue. “I’ll let everyone know the finalized plans within the hour, I have a few calls to make.”
He starts to walk away, but Lukas calls out to him.
“Hey, Bennet? Why Mia Anderson?”
Ooh, good question.
Bennet hesitates. “I made it up”. He sighs, and I get the feeling he was hoping we wouldn’t ask. “My mother’s name was Mi-Yeong, but her Americanized name was Mia. And I used Lukas’ last name.”
Okay, hold the phone. He put that much thought into an entire fake name? And Anderson is Lukas’ last name? 
“Why Lukas? He doesn’t even like her.” I snort out, mostly sarcastically.
Lukas starts to protest, but Micah interrupts him first, telling him not to pretend like he wants to be here. Bennet cuts in to avoid another argument.
“I obviously couldn’t use my last name or Micah’s last name, as both of our families are connected to this hospital. I chose Anderson because he has the cleanest record.” He shrugs like this is a reasonable answer.
Excuse me, what?
“And you knew all of this information because…”
“I ran background checks on all of you. Don’t be insulted or flattered, I do background checks on everyone I surround myself with. I ran one on Dr. Franks, and I’m running checks on the Coolsons as we speak.”
Unbelievable. I have never in my life met such an arrogant, pompous asshole.
“So you just… sifted through all of our personal information and made decisions based on our records, not once considering asking us about any of it?”
“Well, yes. It wasn’t as detailed or as casual as that. I have to make sure the people I spend time around are safe-”
“You don’t think that’s kind of paranoid?” I interrupt.
“I have my reasons.” His cryptic answers are grating on my nerves.
I raise my eyebrows and look at the other guys. They’re not exactly backing me here, but they do seem wary of the situation.
Bennet sighs heavily.. “You all know who my father is. The vast majority of people who come into my life do so because of him. They either want to get close to him, because of his business connections or his money, or they want to get close to me on his behalf.” He sighs again at our blank faces, pausing to contemplate how much he wants to tell us.
“You know, for someone who goes out of his way to supposedly make sure everyone else is trustworthy, you aren’t giving us much to go on here,” I reason. “Especially considering it is you that is leading the pack on a growing list of illegal activity at the moment.”
“You’re right.” His admission surprises me.
“My father has hired people to get close to me, to watch me and report back on my personal life. As long as I keep my every move on the straight and narrow and don’t let anyone close to me, I seem to be able to stay off his radar for the most part.”
Damn.
“Well, for the record, that public nudity charge was bullshit. All I did was pee on a bush, but I didn’t realize said bush was in a public park, or that I had unknowingly mooned a whole Tai Chi class.”
Bennet stops texting and looks up at me with confusion, his forehead creasing and mouth turning down. His mouth opens like he wants to say something but closes it, pursing his lips together. The other two guys burst out laughing at his facial expression.
I drain the rest of my now cold coffee and wink at him as we head back to check on Mia. Micah slaps Bennet on the shoulder as they walk by, still laughing as we head back to the room to see how things are going.




Luis
After Lukas made an ass of himself, I feel the need to prove myself and gain her trust. He doesn’t speak for all of us, I certainly don’t feel obligated to be here. But more than anything, I want her to have reassurance and comfort right now. Which is one reason I asked to stay. Mostly I just didn’t want to leave her.
Holding her hand through the rape exam was tough. At first, I felt awkward and worried my presence could be inappropriate or uncomfortable for her. But the moment she angled her head towards me, and I saw even one single tear escape, I knew I was exactly where I needed to be – where she needed me to be.
Hoping I wasn’t invading her personal space too much, I got closer and whispered whatever comfort I could think of. I told her that she was doing so good, that it would be over soon, that she was so strong.
I whispered that I would kill every single motherfucker that had ever hurt her. And I meant it.
When I heard a metallic sort of snapping sound and saw her flinch, I couldn’t help myself. My lips pressed against the exposed part of her forehead between her eyes and tried to lend her all the strength and comfort I possessed.
My focus was on her, but part of me was also thinking about my mother and the last memory I have of her before I got sent to foster care.
I was in my room, reading a comic book I had gotten at the school library. My mother was in the living room, which is where she slept. It was getting late, and I was hungry. I got up and tiptoed past my mother, who was laying on the couch, zoned out.
My mother took no notice of me, which was pretty normal, and I made my way to the little corner kitchenette. The fridge was empty, but I found some peanut butter sandwich crackers and filled a cup of water.
I was still in the kitchen when I heard people outside, talking and laughing loudly. I can’t remember every detail, but one of them was shouting, “WHERE IS THE PARTY?!?!”
It was pretty common for there to be loud commotion in the hallways or to hear partying or fighting through the thin walls, so I didn’t think much of it. Not much phased me, and I could sleep through just about anything.
But then they started beating on the door. “IZZY! Yo, Izzy! It’s ya boy from the corner store! I brought party favors, girl, let us in!”
They continued to beat on the door, but my mother didn’t move. She briefly moved her gaze from the television and looked up at me, still expressionless.
“Go,” she whispered.
But go where? To my room? Out of the apartment? The party guy was still beating at the door, and I could hear more than one man in the hall with him. I was afraid, but I didn’t want to hide, and I didn’t know what to do. We didn’t have a phone to call for help.
The banging became more insistent.
“Go, Luis.” Her accent always came out more when she was high.
My mother sat up and spoke to me. She barely acknowledged my existence, but she was telling me to move. I put down my cup and ran into my room as the door busted open and four men poured in. I rushed to close my door and tucked myself in the corner of my bed, staring at my door and listening.
There was so much noise that I couldn’t figure out what was happening, but I heard what I thought was a slap as the party guy screamed at my mother for not answering the door. I didn’t hear her respond at all, but moments later something heavy crashed against my door, causing it to break open.
No one seemed to notice there was another person in the house, and they continued about their business, whatever it was they were here for. Craning my head, I could see two of the men hanging back and removing their jackets. They were laughing about something, but I could still hear what sounded like a struggle happening in the part of the living room I couldn’t see. I stayed put for a few minutes until I heard what sounded like a choking sound and something snapped inside me.
I grabbed the only weapon I could find, a small pocket knife I kept hidden under my bed, and ran into the living room. At first, I couldn’t see my mother at all, until one of the two men in the kitchen area shifted and I could see my mother bent over our small round table, face down. I wasn’t old enough to understand what was happening, but I knew they were hurting her.
Screaming, I ran at the man holding my mother down and hit him as hard as I could, stabbing him with my blunt pocket knife. I’m not sure I even drew blood, all it seemed to do was enrage him. He threw me against the wall, hitting my head hard enough to make me dizzy. He yelled something to the other men and one of them picked me up off the floor and threw me out into the hallway, slamming our door behind him.
After that, I remember the flashing lights of a police car. I spent that night in the hospital and was taken to my first group home the next morning.
Did she need an exam like this after those men were done with her? Did she even bother getting checked out?
The nurse helping us was a straightforward but kind woman with a calming voice. As she talked us through the process, I did my best to absorb and understand the information. Understandably, the traumatized girl holding my hand seemed to check out. In the end, we were able to get a little relief knowing there were no obvious signs of penetration.
Penetration. Every time she said that word it sounded violent. I hated myself and every man that ever tried to penetrate anything, willingly or otherwise. I’d cut off my dick if it meant no man could ever hurt a woman this way again.
Being present for the whole process broke me a little, but it also helped me feel more connected to her. I was honored that she was trusting me, though I’d done nothing to deserve it.
The need I have to keep her safe, to make her mine, is overwhelming.
Once the exam is over, Dr. Franks checks her bandages and clears her to stand. Nurse Irene secures her hospital gown and manages the wires and IV tubes, while Micah and I help support her as she stands and gets her balance. She’s a little shaky at first, but once she takes one step she is ready to take another, and then another, determined to walk clear across the room to the restroom.
The rest of the guys are in the hall talking to the doctor, who looks through the doorway and flashes an impressed smile, pointing and directing everyone’s attention to our girl before returning to their hushed conversation. Their heads are lowered together almost conspiratorially, and I wonder what could be so important. I raise an eyebrow at Micah, who follows my line of sight.
“It’s all good,” he whispers. “We’ll all get caught up at the first chance.”
I shrug, trying to act like it doesn’t bother me.
Our patient, meanwhile, is looking quite proud of herself, happy to be able to make any visible progress. She looks over her shoulder at Nurse Irene in victory. It doesn’t look like the activity took much out of her, but I get the impression she would hide it well to try and prove herself.
She doesn’t need to prove anything to me, though.
“You’re doing awesome, pretty girl,” I encourage her, and she beams.
The nurse goes into the bathroom with her, pulling the door mostly closed as the IV stand blocks the door. Micah and I turn our backs to give them more privacy. We hear the toilet flush, and the water runs. I guess she must have tried to bend down and splash water on her face, but Nurse Irene is not having it. We can hear her tsking through the door.
Once we make our way back to the bed and get her comfortable, the nurse shows her how to use a remote to control the head and foot of the bed. She can lay down or sit up as she pleases as long as she stops and alerts them if she has any dizziness or pain. She’s been given the go-ahead to be taken off some of the monitors, so now she’s only hooked to the IV. There’s a tray table next to her with a large plastic tumbler full of ice water.
While Nurse Irene bustles around the room, I ask for a washcloth. I wet it down with cool water and bring it to our girl, who lays back against the pillow. Originally, I intended to hand her the washcloth, but I end up gently patting the cool cloth over her exposed forehead and cheeks. When she closes her eyes, I dip the cloth lower to dab the cloth on her neck and collarbone. If I felt a connection to her before, I definitely feel it more now.
“Thank you,” she whispers, as the other guys come back into the room. Nurse Irene passes them on her way out, dimming the lights and instructing us to let her rest.




Bennet
Despite being beaten down and having every bit of control taken from her; her bodily autonomy, her memory, even her name - it’s clear to me the young woman in front of me has an immense amount of tenacity and fight inside her.
I’m still feeling bad about the discussion she overheard this morning, and I hope we all have the chance to clear the air at some point. I’m not sure how I can express to her that those sentiments are not in line with my own. Obligated is not a word I would use, but the pull I feel towards this woman is tangible, and I have an overwhelming need to take care of her. Even the potential of danger has set me on a near obsessive path to ensure her safety.
A therapist would likely tell me what I’m doing is yet another attempt to control the circumstances and people around me, and they would probably be right, but there’s more to it. It’s been less than 24 hours, with maybe a dozen words shared directly between us, but I’m all in.
With everything that needs to be seen to, all the tiny details that have to be perfect for the plan to work, my need for control is feeling satiated. Right or wrong, it calms me. 
My father killed my mother when I was very young. I know he did it - because I saw it. Her death was painful, horrific, and degrading. I witnessed her abuse every day of my life until her death when I was six years old. Those images take up room in my mind and are likely to blame for my compulsion to control the world around me.
Jackson Adley had a violent disposition that would show itself often, and the majority of the time it seemed directed at my mother. He treated her as a subordinate and expected nothing but immediate, blind obedience.
Despite having a young child around, he would often beat or rape her right in front of me. She never fought him, which seemed to enrage him more than the few times she did struggle. And after he was done, he would yell at her to clean up the mess before walking out.
He knew I was there and expected me to watch. I had to learn the hard way not to call out or warn her. If I called out, cried, hid, or reacted in any way he would take it out on her. I had to watch as he hit, kicked, punched, raped, and terrorized her. Some of the trauma I’ve managed to block out, but I feel guilty for not remembering every second of her pain.
Logically, I understand the abuse my father forced me to witness has shaped me in many ways, but I hate it. And more than anything, I hate that I will never have a normal relationship because of it. I’m too afraid that my need for control will scare off any worthwhile relationship, and I don’t want to be like him.
For her, I need to be different. My need for control can only extend to whatever it takes to keep her safe. I refuse to look at her any other way than as a patient, no matter how connected or attracted I feel. She doesn’t deserve any more hardships.
I’m so lost in my thoughts I almost miss Dr. Franks leaving the room.
“Do you have a moment, Doctor?”
He nods affirmatively and we head into the hallway, glancing around to make sure there’s no one to hear our conversation. Lukas and Jackson join us, and we close ranks to discuss our plans.
“We’ve been considering your position that she might not be safe, and I’ve done some digging. I’ve confirmed there are people looking for her at all of the area hospitals, and I’m afraid I’ve also connected another incident that might cause some issues.”
He listens intently as we get him up to date. I give him the abridged version, not including any mention of the bag of bloody clothes or the knife, but even without those crucial pieces of evidence, it seems obvious they are connected.
Dr. Franks thinks for a moment, watching his patient as she successfully takes her first steps and continues to cross the room. “How can I help?”
Shooting one last look towards Jackson and Lukas in the event they have any last-minute objections, I nod affirmatively. This is the right thing to do, and my instincts tell me that including Dr. Franks is the right move.
“Our first priority is to have her moved out of this facility by tomorrow morning and to a private, undisclosed location. To do this as safely as possible, we need a list of medical supplies, equipment, medications, or anything else we might need to see to her condition. Micah is in medical school and has some useful training, but we will bring in a professional if needed.”
Dr. Franks nods thoughtfully. “Transport will not be too difficult. She is doing remarkably well and is much farther along with her healing than I would expect. The largest piece of equipment you’ll need to travel with is a wheelchair. She would benefit from another day or two of IV fluids and medication, but it is not critical. I believe Mr. Williams would be perfectly capable of treating her head wound, and I will personally give him some information and instruction in that regard.”
The tension in my shoulders relaxes. I expected more pushback, but I think he truly cares about the safety and wellbeing of his patient and recognizes that something about her past is not right. The fact that uniformed men are looking for her is extremely suspect - she could be in great danger. Trusting anyone is a risk, but it would be significantly more difficult to make a smooth exit without his help.
Dr. Franks promises he will see us once more before we leave in the morning. We exchange personal numbers so he can text me with a list of whatever supplies he is unable to send with us. He tells us to call anytime we need help.
Jackson watches through the window as the patient gets situated.  “What are we going to do about the trucker?”
“I believe I can have her record wiped from the hospital system. So even if someone did make a connection, they’ll have no official means of putting it together and she’ll be gone.”
Satisfied that everything is going according to plan thus far, we head back into the room as Nurse Irene is lowering the lights and instructing us to make sure she rests. Before she pulls the door shut, she whispers lunch will be delivered at one, which is just under two hours from now. Thanking her, I turn to face everyone, ready to lay out the plan.




Micah
The nurse barely closes the door before Bennet closes the blinds, stepping forward to address the group. I’m anxious to hear about the discussion with Dr. Franks.
“Is everything okay?” The girl we’re all about to risk everything for is sitting up and looking at us expectantly. After everything she’s been through, her grey eyes are alert, waiting for whatever it is we have to throw at her.
“Last night, Dr. Franks mentioned taking precautions in case the person or people that have mistreated you come looking.” Her eyes pass over each of us, settling on me and waiting for me to continue. “While you were sleeping, Bennet here did some digging. His father owns this hospital, so he’s got some access he probably shouldn’t have...”
I hesitate, worried I’m going about this the wrong way.
Bennet chimes in, taking control. “There were people here, looking for you. Men in uniforms, and they were carrying a photo. Luckily, they came in just before you arrived, but I found out they have been checking all of the area hospitals.”
He gives her a moment to process. Her eyes dart around to each of us, concerned.
“There’s more?”
“A good bit more, darlin’.” Jackson rubs her leg sympathetically.
Bennet continues. “While we were in the ER yesterday, another trauma came in. The patient they brought in, a man named Thomas Kapps, was fatally injured at a truck stop about 20 miles away from town. Some of the details I overheard struck me as interesting, specifically that he was found in a curious state of undress.”
“A curious state of undress?” Luis mocks. “What are you getting at, man?”
Luis doesn’t seem to like Bennet much.
Bennet ignores Luis and looks directly at her, and gently but honestly lays it out. “Yesterday when you collapsed, Jackson picked up your backpack. We looked through it, to see if there was anything useful to help identify you, but there was nothing. There was, however, an impressive and very bloody knife with the engraved initials ‘TK’.”
She looks lost, and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s not following or if she’s just shocked.
I try to explain. “The trucker, whose initials match the engraving on the knife in your backpack, was found with his pants down and a knife wound to the throat.”
“So, you’re thinking the trucker was the one that assaulted her, and she fought back.” Luis wraps his arm around her with a menacing smile. “Nice going, babe. I could tell you’re tough.”
Eyes wide and worried, she stares down at her hands, trembling. Taking one of her hands in mine, I try to pull her attention back to us.
“That’s all the pieces of the puzzle we have so far, but all of it leads to a bigger picture, and a plan that we - well, mostly Bennet - have put together.”
I’m trying to ease her into the worst of it, but Bennet rips the bandage.
“We’re worried someone else could potentially make the same connections we have and come looking for you. Even with a false name and changing some of the circumstances on your medical history, I’m not confident that it’s safe for you to stay. We’ve made plans to relocate you and delete any official records that you were ever here. Dr. Franks is on board with the plan and is helping us prepare.”
“You thought it was okay to make all of these crazy plans without consulting her about any of it?” Luis does not seem to trust Bennet.
“I am consulting her, and you, right now. It’s been a long and full 24 hours and it’s not like we could discuss it in front of anyone else. I apologize if any of this is upsetting to you, but I did what I felt was right to protect her.”
Luis bristles. “Which is all well and good, but you’re not even asking if she wants to break out of this joint, you’re just making plans and expecting the rest of us to follow along.”
“To be fair,” I try to pacify Luis, “a good bit of these plans were being made while she was being examined or treated. Bennet got us all up to speed and we planned to fill you both in as soon as we were able. This is the first time we’ve been alone. And without Bennet’s… meddling… we wouldn’t even know she might be in danger.”
Luis has the tact to at least acquiesce, tightening his arm around the poor girl we’ve all been discussing as if she isn’t here.
“Of course, all of this is up to you, we will support and protect you no matter what decision you make. I don’t mean to overstep.” I applaud Bennet’s ability to admit his shortcomings, but I don’t miss the way his jaw clenches.
Her eyes raise to Bennet’s. “You think they’ll come looking for me?”
“They already have, it seems reasonable that they would check again. Until we know who they are and what their intentions are, it seems prudent to make sure they don’t find anything but a dead-end.”
“What about all the DNA evidence,” Luis questions. “Won’t it be obvious she was here at some point?”
“It’s being handled.” At the incredulous look on Luis’ face, Bennet clarifies. “I have some contacts at the police department. My plan was to make the evidence disappear, but not destroyed. We’ll keep it in our possession, so you can decide what we do with it.”
He looks at her with sympathy. She’s just gone through a traumatic ordeal with the exam and not knowing what happened to her. I can’t imagine going through all of that and then having the evidence thrown away.
She silently processes everything we’ve thrown at her. Minutes go by while she stares down at her lap, picking at her blanket.
“Maybe we should take a breather and let you rest.” Jackson smooths out the blanket, pulling her attention back to us.
“We have a little time to decide.” If we don’t back off a little, I’m worried she’ll get too overwhelmed.
Bennet looks like he might want to argue, but we all shoot him a death stare. He holds up his hands in surrender.
Luis fixes the position of the bed so she can lay down more comfortably, but when he tries to sit back in his chair, she pulls back on his arm with a pleading look. Not at all begrudgingly, he lays on the edge of the bed and tucks his arm around her shoulders. Everyone else shuffles, pulling their chairs to the bed, each of us placing a hand somewhere on her body. It happens seamlessly and without a word. Even Lukas, who I know is feeling apprehensive about all of this, places a gentle hand on her ankle at the foot of the bed.
***
She finally drifts off with all of us watching over her. My eyes trace over her features as she sleeps. The last time they changed her bandages they uncovered more of her face, so we can actually see her now. 
Her pale skin is mottled with faint bruising that is already fading from purplish-blue to a brownish tint. She has stitches across her plump bottom lip. The redness from the cut makes her pouty lips look like they’ve been stung.
She’s… appealing. I think about it from as objective of a viewpoint as I can manage. It’s not that I don’t find women attractive at all, I just haven’t met a girl that did it for me.
Her eyes show the stress of the past day, dark circles like light bruising make them look slightly sunken into her face. It doesn’t look bad, though. It gives her an interesting, almost mysterious look that I find oddly attractive, and reminds me a bit of Lukas. He has what I’ve always thought of as “sleepy eyes”, and it’s one of the things I always found especially attractive about him.
With my head resting on one crooked arm, I look over to the end of the bed and peek at Lukas. Every time I’ve looked up at him in the past day, he’s been staring back at me, demanding my attention. He looks lost in thought now, resting his chin in one hand, elbow against the bed. He’s staring at his other hand, brushing tiny circles over the blankets with his long fingers.
A heavy sadness, laced with guilt, settles over me. Not only for the way I left him in the past, but for intentionally fighting with him and putting him off the way I have been since running into him yesterday. Because I’m a coward.
The truth is I still love him, I never stopped. I can’t imagine loving anyone more or instead of him. Not a day has passed where he isn’t constantly on my mind. Seeing him yesterday, and now spending 24 hours in his presence, only compounds how much I’ve missed him. Even if I think he’s being a jackass about the girl.
Lukas catches me watching him. At first, I snap my gaze away from him, but my eyes can’t help but look back. I have a small epiphany the moment our gazes truly lock together, the dark blue depths pulling me in.
It’s the same feeling I got when I first locked eyes with her, too.




Jane Doe
The few hours I manage to sleep are fraught with horrific nightmares.
As soon as I close my eyes all I can see is a faceless man in a trucker hat looming over me, crushing the breath out of me with his huge gut, his breath smelling of stale coffee and chewing tobacco. I can’t move and I can’t breathe as he paws at my thighs like an animal. Everything spins and the scene shifts, and now I’m standing over him with a knife. Gleefully, I stab him over and over, blood spurting and pouring everywhere as I laugh and stab him again and again. My laughter turns into choking and blood pours out of my mouth. I reach into my stringy, matted hair and unzip my scalp the way you would a sweater, pulling out a tiny computer chip that blinks and beeps loudly. I scream and run, the bleeding trucker and shadowy black figures at my heels as I run and run until I can’t breathe. I turn to retch behind a dumpster, vomiting blood until I collapse and my body convulses, helpless as the figures chasing me finally catch up, pawing at me with dirty hands.
I wake up gasping for air and retching. Before I can get my bearings, I panic at the closeness of the body lying next to me and I push him away, desperate to escape the clutches of the faceless trucker. Multiple sets of hands reach out to settle me, trying to comfort me and tell me I’m safe but I’m not. I’m not. And neither is anyone else - because monsters are chasing me and I’m a murderer.
My face is drenched in tears, pouring out of my eyes, hot and fast like blood running down my face. My whole body is shaking, and I can’t pull myself together, unable to look at anyone or focus on anything. The room is closing in around me and I can’t catch my breath.
Someone wraps his arms around me, gently squeezing like he’s going to physically hold me together while I fall apart. My first instinct is to struggle, my heart pounding against my ribs, bile rising in my throat. The bed shifts as he settles closer beside me, hugging me against his body and humming an unfamiliar melody. My mind stills and I relax into the embrace. He smells vaguely like leaves and when I turn my face into his body, the rough scratch of his stubble helps me settle. Burying my face into his neck, I choke out sobs until I’m able to take shaky breaths.
As I come back to myself, I pull myself away from Jackson’s neck, embarrassed at the giant wet spot left from my tears and snot. Five sets of eyes are watching me with fear and concern. I take one more, deep, shaky breath and try to force back the tears that are still falling. I’ve made it this far through this whole ordeal without breaking down only to embarrass myself because of a nightmare.
But it felt so real.
Once my breaths are steady, I sit up and wipe my face. The bandage from my head has come loose. I attempt to tuck the loose end under the edge so it will hold without unraveling.
Luis grabs my left hand, holding it gently while he runs a warm, damp rag over my arm and hand. In my mindless struggle, I ripped out my IV. There is blood splattered over my arm, hand, the sheets, and a little on Luis himself. He doesn’t look bothered by it, but I’m pretty bothered by the whole thing.
I’m too embarrassed, and if I’m being really honest - too traumatized, to speak yet.
Jackson, still sitting on my right, tips my chin up and looks me in my eyes. His bright green eyes twinkle back at me, murmuring words of comfort.
“You are safe. We are going to keep you safe. Do you hear me? We’re not going to let anything happen to you.” I look into each of their faces and the looks in their eyes reflect his words.
Even Lukas is staring back at me with resolve as he tells me earnestly, “You are not a murderer.”
“You defended yourself,” says Micah.
“If anything, you’re a badass.” Of course, Luis is serious, he seems to relish the idea that I killed a man.
“Besides,” adds Bennet, “No one outside of this room will ever know. Not what he did to you, or what you may or may not have done to protect yourself. And if that is what happened, think of how many women you saved from ever having to suffer the same treatment.”
“He’s right.” Jackson and the others are nodding in agreement.
Tears are falling again, but this time with relief.
Micah walks around the bed and bends down next to Luis. “Here, I can fix this.”
Jackson jumps up to check on lunch while Micah fixes my IV. He pulls a small, plastic covered package from a drawer and reinserts a new IV line, this time in the side of my wrist. Luis resumes holding my hand the moment he’s finished.
The nurse carries in a tray table and Jackson follows behind, pushing a cart with about a dozen different sandwiches and bottles of water. The tray table that she sets over my lap has another large tumbler of ice water, a bottle of apple juice, and some lemon slices. There is a covered dish that turns out to be broth, which smells delicious, and there is also some toast and applesauce.
“We’ve got to start you off light, but if you handle this we’ll make sure you get something good for dinner.” She straightens my bandage, only pursing her lips when she sees the blood and IV. Jackson must have told her what happened.
The guys dig into their sandwiches, it occurs to me they likely haven’t eaten anything since before running into me. They’ve been by my side this whole time or waiting outside in the hall, never going far. I’m thankful to have them here with me, but guilt sits heavy in my chest.
Bennet hands me my spoon and I take the hint. I manage to finish the whole bowl of broth and a piece of toast, pushing the rest away for later. It makes sense now why she started me with a light meal first, my stomach is full just from that little bit, and it was mostly liquid.
Now that everyone is fed and bonded over my embarrassing outburst, I figure it is a good time to talk about the plan. Bennet is clearly agitated, his jaw flexing, trying to be patient as he watches each of us finish our lunch.
I clear my throat a little. They all look up and wait patiently for me to consider my words. 
“Could you walk me through the exact plan?”
Bennet nods, happy to take control and lead us through the culmination of 24 hours of stress and planning.
“Tomorrow morning after Dr. Franks has been to give you one last checkup and discuss medical needs with Micah, we will simply put you in a wheelchair and slip out a back door. Your files will be wiped from the computer like you were never here. We’ll drive you to the secure location, a remote property on the edge of Barnaby Falls. There will be two other people there to help us, they’re trustworthy family friends of Jackson’s. We’ll focus on your healing, and then we can decide where to go from there.” He pauses, “… If we are all in agreement, of course.” He gives Luis a look, obviously trying to avoid the awkwardness from earlier.
“Wait, we aren’t transferring to another hospital?” I’m surprised by this development.
He shakes his head. “There’s too much chance you’d be found, especially considering I won’t have the same influence in another medical facility. Jackson is allowing us the use of some family property where we can continue your treatment and healing. And Micah will be your own personal medic, with Dr. Franks on standby to take our calls should we need his help.”
Oh.
“So, you’re going with me?” A little spark of relief and happiness flashes through my chest.
“I think the plan was for all or most of us to stay,” Jackson clarifies. “As long as that’s what you want. There’s plenty of room for anyone who’d like to come.”
Oh.
I’m stunned. “I mean, I can’t think of anything better. I’m just wondering… why? You’re all taking huge risks and going so far out of your way for a complete stranger.”
They all look at each other with similar expressions. Like they have a lot they want to say, but aren’t sure what they should say.
Bennet shrugs. “It’s the right thing to do.”
“I appreciate that you are all good Samaritans, but I sincerely doubt you go this over the top for every charity case you meet in the street.” As much as I really do want to go with them, I don’t feel comfortable allowing anyone to go so far out of their way. What if they get caught? Or, what if I never get my memory back and they get stuck with me?
“I don’t think you’re a charity case,” Lukas says softly. “I just meant…” He trails off and I can’t even look at him, my cheeks flaming.
“It’s fine, Lukas. I’m embarrassed, but I’m so thankful for everything you all have done for me. I am so extremely fortunate to have literally stumbled on five of the most thoughtful and kindhearted strangers. But you don’t have to do this for me. You shouldn’t feel obligated to go through all this trouble.”
There’s a long, awkward pause as everyone tries to put words to what they’re thinking. They’re probably all trying to figure out how to word things, so that I don’t cry again. I’m a mess.
As much as I’m trying to talk them out of this, I’m also reeling at the possibility of not having them with me. I’ve grown too attached, too quickly.
Jackson breaks the ice. “You don’t…. you don’t feel like a stranger.”
His words daze me a little, sending a tiny jolt from the top of my spine to my toes. I honestly don’t know how to react to that, or to the butterflies that have taken residence in my stomach.
Since the moment I woke up to these five men all sitting around my hospital bed, I’ve felt a crazy connection to them. There’s something about each one of them. I assumed it was due to head trauma. It’s too much to hope that it could be more.
They just feel so important to me. If I had woken up from that coma and been told they were all my husbands and we’d been happily bound in polyamorous marriage for years - I would have believed it.
Now here I am sitting in a hospital bed, wrapped in bandages and feeling like I haven’t showered in a decade, blushing at the mental image of our fictional six-way marriage.
How would that even work? No. Stop. Ohmygod.
“He’s right.”
Hmmm?
“I didn’t want to say anything before, because it’s probably kind of weird and I can’t explain it fully. I don’t know what it means, but I’d like to find out.” Micah seems nervous. I want to comfort him, but I’m too busy trying to swallow my heartbeat. Is it possible they might be feeling the same way? I’m obviously still asleep and have traded my nightmare for a happy fantasy dream world.
Luis brings a palm to my cheek, running the pad of his thumb over my cheekbone. He doesn’t say a word, but I can read everything he’s trying to say in his deep green eyes.
Wow.
Ever the pragmatist, Bennet doesn’t have any fluffy declarations to make. But even his stiff response manages to add to the butterflies in my stomach. “It’s important to me that you are safe, and that I am the one to keep you safe… That we are the ones to keep you safe.”
I’m afraid to look at Lukas. I try to peek at him through my lashes without being too obvious. He’s staring at Micah, some unrecognizable emotion deepening the blue of his eyes. It’s like he’s been dumbstruck, but I also see love. I definitely see love.
“I’m okay with the plan as long as everyone promises to honor their boundaries. I don’t want anyone risking anything because they feel obligated, or because it’s the ‘right thing to do’…”
The silence is too heavy, and I want to change the subject. I ask the first thing that comes to mind.
“Is there a reason why everyone acted so weird about my false name? Where did it come from?”
Jackson snickers. What’s so funny?
“I, um…” Bennet clears his throat. Is he nervous? “When I was altering your records, I had to give you a name. We never got around to discussing it, and creativity on the fly isn’t my strongest asset. So, I gave you a name and date of birth that was connected to each of us in some way. Mia was the English version of my mother’s first name. Anderson is Lukas’ last name.” He pauses before mumbling, “The date of birth also belongs to Luis’ mother, with an estimated year of birth.”
Luis’ eyebrows hit his hairline.
“Oh. Well… that’s kind of sweet though.” I don’t understand why the atmosphere in the room has gotten so awkward.
“Ask him how he got all that information.” Jackson is practically dancing in his seat, a shit-stirring grin on his face. He seems to be enjoying Bennet's discomfort.
I lift my eyes to Bennet again, who lets out a frustrated breath. “I ran background checks on everyone in this room, except for you of course.”
“Oh.” I don’t know what to say.
Bennet opens his mouth to explain himself, but Luis is having none of it. He silently gets up, grabs my tray table, and leaves the room.
He’s just left my side for the first time, and I don’t know how to feel about it.
Is he going to come back?
“Let me talk to him.” Bennet follows him out the door.




Luis
I didn’t want to leave her like that, but I needed air. I’m afraid of what I might say, or do. I’m fucking pissed.
Dropping the tray table at the nurse’s station, I attempt to walk it off. Grasping my hands behind my head to stretch out my neck, I take long strides towards an open sitting area with huge floor-to-ceiling windows. I rub my eyes roughly.
I’m having a hard time not wanting to hit something.
Maybe I shouldn’t be as pissed as I am, considering how I’ve been following Bennet for the past few days. He’s half the reason I invited myself on this little adventure.
I don’t like that he has all this information on me and all I know about him is he’s a rich pretty boy with a monster for a father. Following him wasn’t even useful, he never came near his father. From what I could tell they barely have a relationship at all, which is only a point in his favor.
But now this asshole knows everything about me? My files from foster care, my hospital records, my criminal record? Is he going to try and use my record against me?
I’m aware that my feelings against Bennet Adley are biased and unfair. Hell, from what I know about his father, possibly our father, I don’t think I’d have wanted him to claim me. But while Bennet Fucking Adley lived his cushy life on top of the world looking down at all the ants, my life was one struggle after another. I grew up hungry and cold and scared every fucking day of my childhood. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to have some silver-spooned motherfucker judge me for anything I had to do to get by.
“Luis,” Bennet calls down the hallway as he walks confidently down the hall. I want to keep moving, not interested in anything he has to say, but I don’t want to look like I’m running from him either. I’m not weak.
“So what, you gonna uninvite me from your little vacation? You can’t keep me from her.” I lash out, not willing to have the conversation I know is coming. It’s the same no matter where I go or how I try to better myself.
“It’s not like that, Luis.”
“What is it like then, Adley? Do you think you’re so much better than me because you haven’t had to struggle? I never hurt anyone, and I didn’t do anything bad enough to deserve time. So why is it that I deserve the judgment of people like you?”
“Don’t call me ‘Adley’. And I’m not judging you, man. Maybe you should think about extending me the same respect.” His calmness infuriates me.
“If you want respect from me you have to earn it. Digging around in my personal life isn’t a good start.”
“Following me is, though?”
Well fuck. That shuts me up.
A silence extends between us, and I decide to face the fire. None of this makes any sense.
“If you knew I was following you, why’d you let me in your car?”
“Mostly curiosity, and you seemed harmless enough.”
I scoff at his reply, but I’m maybe a little surprised. Most people that run in his circles clutch their pearls and do whatever they can not to acknowledge my presence. I’m aware of how my appearance puts people off, and admittedly I lean into it a little, preferring to keep to myself.
“So now you think you know everything there is to know about me, what are you going to do about it?” I try to come across as less defensive, but I’m sure it doesn’t work.
“Well, for starters, I’m going to apologize.”
What? I didn’t expect that.
“As you might have gathered, I have a… tumultuous relationship with my father. I do my best to stay off his radar so I can live my life in peace. I’ve become accustomed to people surrounding me doing so because they’re trying to get to my father, usually to be in his good graces, or they’re feeding information back to my father. I tend to run background checks on anyone I spend any amount of time around. I have my reasons, but it’s been suggested that it might be unhealthy, and uncouth.”
“I could understand that,” I admit warily. I still think it’s fucked though. But then again, he made a good point about me following him, and he’s right that I was trying to get to his father, so I suppose I’m just as fucked…
“Even if it weren’t a habit, I might have done it anyway.” He is honest to a fault, digging himself in deeper. “As soon as I got the impression she might be in danger, I would have needed to eliminate unknown threats.”
I start to open my mouth before he clarifies, “I don’t consider you a threat. Not to her. I would like to know why you were following me, but I get the feeling you aren’t a threat to me either.”
I’m not sure I’m ready to share anything about the research I’ve been doing. It’s not that I don’t find him trustworthy - he might be growing on me a little. But I don’t want him to stop me from digging up the truth if it affects his father. Tumultuous relationship or not, most people will defend their family, especially when they’re already in the public eye.
“I was curious.” I edge the truth, and he knows it. “But I’m no threat to you.”
He nods, accepting that for now. I’m sure he’ll be on his guard around me, but if the last two days taught me anything, it’s that I’m not going to learn much about his father by following him.
“I’m sorry about your mom,” he tells me, surprising me yet again with his compassionate tone. “I was very young when I lost my mother, but I know how much it sucks.”
“I lost my mom when I was young, too. She didn’t raise me.” Bennet’s mouth turns down a little, putting more pieces of my past together. I wonder briefly if he’s digging. He knows about foster care, but I suppose he couldn’t guess about the reasons why or my relationship with my mother.
“I’m sorry about your mom, though,” I add, trying to keep things polite.
“Yeah, thanks.”
As we sit there in companionable silence, I can’t help but run through the last few months. Somehow my mom’s death managed to be a catalyst to my whole life falling apart. I finally had a steady job that I like, and I sort of even like the people I work with. Luckily my boss, whom I jokingly call Uncle Benny, is pretty flexible to work with so when I told him I needed some time off, he didn’t complain much. He gave me the time I needed to deal with my mother’s affairs, which only took me all of ten minutes. There was nothing of value in that apartment, aside from a kitchen drawer full of pills.
I had planned to be in and out, only stopping in to do a quick once over and see if there was anything worth keeping, maybe some old drawings stashed under my mattress. I wasn’t even going to do that, but it felt like something I had to do. I had to stand in that dingy 300 square foot shit hole apartment and stare at the dried pool of vomit she died in. More than once it occurred to me that I had never seen her work, so how she managed to pay rent and keep the lights on was a mystery. I never wanted to think about it too hard, because the reality was that it likely involved some kind of favors, though I never witnessed it myself. I had never seen her with a man aside from the attack. But how else would we even have a place to live, she was always high, and the drugs had to come from somewhere, right?
It was a kitchen drawer that changed everything for me. I opened it, expecting another empty drawer. What I saw instead set me on my current path, the drawer was full of pills. Not just any pills, but bottle after bottle of name-brand prescription pills. There was some of everything; benzos, opioids, things I didn’t even recognize.
There is no good reason that my mother would have a giant stash of name-brand prescription pills. I shoved them all into a bag and walked out with a new resolve. When I turned in the key to the landlord, I asked for any records of who was paying rent. He didn’t have a name, but I did learn that the rent and utilities were being auto drafted from a local bank account.
Benny has been letting me sleep on the sofa at the back of his tattoo shop, where I’ve been working. I sleep there every night, cleaning up the shop and doing odd jobs as payment. When the shop is closed, I’ve been using the computer to try to trace back the bank account that paid the bills and tracking down where the drugs that killed my mother came from.
The bank account is local, which I thought would make things easier. But when I went into the bank to inquire about the account, showing them proof of the payments and explaining that my mother was dead, they wouldn’t help me.
The pill bottles actually gave me the biggest break. When I looked up the name of the prescribing physician, I learned that they weren’t even a practicing doctor. Instead, they were on staff at The Adley Corporation, whose main commerce is pharmaceuticals. This immediately set off alarm bells, because why would a non-practicing employee of a pharmaceutical company be prescribing anything, much less such a hefty and dangerous cocktail of medications. Even more interesting was that they were filled at an on-site employee pharmacy.
That’s how I started looking into The Adley Corporation. At first, I only focused on the pharmacy staff and the prescribing physician, but as I was looking into the employees I came across the bio page for Jackson Adley, Owner and CEO of the whole company. And what set me on an entirely different course of investigation was a picture of the man himself, who happened to have strikingly similar dark green eyes.
Looking at the man sitting across from me, I can see the likeness in our features, but they’re subtle. Bennet’s eyes are green too, but they’re dark enough that you might miss it unless the light hits them the right way. We have the same shaped jaw and the overall same build, but the differences in our race and the way we dress make it difficult to see the similarities. No one would guess we could be related.
Bennet sits across from me, calmly analyzing my silence. I have to admit that I would not be as kind or understanding to someone that had been following me. I almost want to tell him, but I’m not sure I can trust him not to shut my whole investigation down when I’ve only just found leads. He might tell his father, or he might kick me out of this little party. I can’t have that. I feel extremely protective of her, and I’m feeling antsy being away from her for even this short time.
“You ready to head back, then?” The smallest look of disappointment flashes over his features, but he lets it go.
“What are your thoughts on this whole situation?”
“Honestly? I don’t know yet, but I think you came up with a good plan.” I hate admitting when I’m wrong. “I would do a lot to protect her.”
“Yeah, me too, man.”
“There’s something about her…  I don’t know what it is. But it feels…”
“Important.” He finishes my sentence. Yes, that’s exactly it.
We walk in silence for a second before Bennet speaks again. “I keep going over what might have happened to her, where she came from, who she is… why are those men searching for her? There are too many questions. I’d feel better if we knew who we were hiding from and why.”
“Agreed. Do we have any way to look closer at the security footage?”
“I have a digital copy of the footage from our hospital, and a few still photos from other area hospitals. I’m sending it to a contact of mine, but I’m trying to minimize the number of people we bring in on this. I trust my people not to go public, but there’s always the chance my father could catch wind of it, and I don’t want him involved.” I’m pretty surprised by his admission.
“You think he wouldn’t approve?” I’m curious about the depths of their “tumultuous relationship” as he called it.
Bennet eyes me a little warily. I know he’s been trying to decide if he can trust me, the same way I’m trying to decide if I can trust him. It’s a delicate game we’re playing.
“I’m not sure if my father would have the same… care… for a ‘random’ young woman in her position,” he answers carefully. “I don’t want to take any chances, so I think it’s better that I keep him out of it.” That’s understandable, but I feel like there’s something he’s not saying.
I’m looking forward to getting to know Bennet better, if anything.




Bennet
My conversation with Luis doesn’t lead to any real answers, and instead I walk away with more questions. I knew he was following me yesterday, but he didn’t come off as threatening. He kept his distance and wasn’t taking any photos, so I left it for the time being. He seemed oddly familiar to me, but I couldn’t place his face.
Maybe it’s pretentious, but he doesn’t look like someone who would move in the same circles. I figured he might approach me at some point, but the incident in the park kind of made the whole thing obsolete.
I get the feeling he wants to ask me about something, and I’ve noticed he’s been questioning my relationship with my father. My best guess is, he either wants something or my father has done something to slight him or his family in some way. It’s possible he’s not comfortable discussing anything with me because of my father, only time will tell.
When the incident happened yesterday, I assumed he was only there because he was following me. Once we got her revived though, I looked up and noticed him staring at her with a similar look of concern that I was feeling. So, I invited him, and all the other guys who had the same dumbstruck look on their faces, to ride along with me if they wanted to. Call me an idiot if you want, but it felt like the right thing to do.
I’m feeling good about the plan, although we won’t know how well it’s going to work until we pull it off. I’d rather if we were moving ahead now, but there are still a few small loose ends to tie up. I’m having my SUV picked up this afternoon and an unmarked vehicle delivered in its place. Something a little less ostentatious, with license plate blockers and darker tinted windows. I need to go over a few specifics with each of the guys, and we each need to take some time to pack a bag, assuming everyone plans on staying.
It’s probably best to start by running everyone through specifics and get the agenda set in stone. I’ll also give everyone an easy out, in case they aren’t all in. I’m not sure about Lukas yet. He seems level-headed and serious, but I can tell he isn’t all that comfortable with everything that’s been happening. Jackson seems on board for now, but I have an inkling about something and I’m not certain how he’ll take it. I just need to make sure that every loose end is tied, so I can only hope that they take my “control freak” methods in stride.
Luis and I return to the room as Nurse Irene is coming out, having checked on our patient. She returns to the nursing station and sits down, so I’m hoping I can assume it’ll be a little while before she needs to come back in. I close the door and blinds behind us and hope it’s enough to suggest that we need privacy.
“Okay, there are some specifics we need to go over and some things that need to be done before tomorrow. If everyone is okay to discuss, I’d like to go over details so we can start moving on preparations.”
I approach them all like I would a board meeting, it helps me process. They’re all staring at me rather blankly, apart from Luis who has an eyebrow crooked up to his hairline. The serious face he makes when he’s displeased is a little disconcerting, it weirdly reminds me of my father. I shake off their less than enthusiastic response and move on, expecting a little backlash for what I’m about to ask of them.
“First of all, I think we need to establish the importance of confidentiality. I have already gotten any staff that has seen you in this ward to sign an NDA, as well as the Coolsons, who will be on staff at the estate. I think it would be prudent if everyone in this room did as well.”
“An NDA?” She questions.
“A Non-Disclosure Agreement, so we are all legally bound to complete secrecy regarding any activity that concerns you or your interests,” I explain.
“Is this necessary?” Lukas questions.
“There is a possibility it could be overkill, but I think it’s in her best interest to know that everyone here has her safety and confidentiality prioritized. We don’t know what or who we’re dealing with, so any information leaks could lead to trouble. At least until we know what our next steps are, yes, I think it’s necessary.”
“How much of this is to protect your interests?” Luis challenges me, but not angrily.
“It protects all of our interests. But yes, I have Non-Disclosure Agreements with most of the people that I work or otherwise spend time with.”
No one else asks any more questions. Pulling out a folder that was dropped off via courier from my lawyer’s office, I pass out manila envelopes, each with paperwork inside and a pen attached.
Jackson reaches for the envelope, pulls out the paperwork, and signs it right there on the spot without even looking at it. It makes my eye twitch.
A few minutes later, Micah hands me his envelope back. Lukas seems to make his decision based on Micah. Luis takes a few more minutes to go over his paperwork the most thoroughly, and it earns a little more respect from me. I hold up my own paperwork to show them that I also filled out the same forms.
“I don’t need to sign anything?” She seems either surprised or dismayed by not having her own paperwork to sign, which for some reason makes me grin.
“Considering this is all for you, and the fact that it wouldn’t necessarily be legal in your current condition, I did not think to provide a form for you. But I can get you a copy of all our signed forms if you’d like them?”
“No, it's fine, I was just curious.”
Everyone waits expectantly for what I have to say next.
“Okay, now that’s done, we can move on to preparing for tomorrow. None of us has left this hospital since admission yesterday. We have enough time left this afternoon and evening for everyone to run home and shower or whatever you need to do. Jackson has invited us all to stay at the estate for as long as we need, but no one is obligated to stay. I’d appreciate it if everyone could help with the plan to transport her, but past that it won’t be necessary for everyone to stick around unless they want to. Again, you’re all invited, but no one is obligated.”
I notice her eyes blank at the idea of us not all being there.
“Personally, I’ve decided to stay on-site for the time being. I’ll be setting up a remote workspace at the estate so I can be present most of the time.” 
Micah chimes in with a toothy grin that lights up his whole face. “I’ll be there, considering I’ll be your personal twenty-four hour health practitioner.” He adds a ridiculous eyebrow wag and makes her giggle. I haven’t heard her make that sound before - it does something to my insides.
“And I’ll be there. Even if it wasn’t my place, I’d be there.” Jackson bumps her shoulder with a playful smile. She beams.
Luis is next, bending down to place a light kiss on her bandaged temple, speaking in a low voice. “You know I’m not going anywhere.” I don’t miss the shiver that goes through her. Interesting.
Lukas doesn’t say anything, but none of us press him and I move the conversation along as if his silence was unnoticed.
“Okay, so now is the time to leave and do whatever they need to do. Get some sleep, pack, make any preparations needed, and we’ll see you in the morning.” I give her a little bump on the bottom of her foot, getting her attention. “I’ll be staying with you. My secretary is making all of the necessary preparations, so you won’t be alone.”
She looks relieved and I feel weirdly… proud. Like I’ve done something valiant, even though all I did was have someone else do my grunt work.
I continue to address the others. “We’ll need everyone back here by 7 AM sharp, aside from Micah, who we’ll need earlier at 6:15 to go over things with Dr. Franks. Jackson, I’d like you to wait in the parking lot and lead us to the estate. Luis, same with you but follow behind us, staying back a ways to make sure no one else is following.
“Lukas, there will be a vehicle parked in space #66 in the visitor’s section. The keys will be under the seat. You’re going to be driving. You’ll need to drive it to the employee parking entrance, there will be a pass in the dashboard so don’t worry about anything and just drive through. Come around the back of the building where you’ll see there is a short ramp. It’s the old emergency room entrance from before it was renovated. You’ll see us waiting.
“Jackson, keep an eye on the employee entrance for two things. One, when we pull out you’ll pull in front of us to take the lead. And two, keep an eye out for any unusual activity, like our uniformed friends. Luis, same thing for the hospital entrance.
“I’ve called a car to take you back to the park or wherever you need to go, and Micah and Lukas, a car will be available to you each to bring you back here as well.”
I look around and it looks like everyone is absorbing the huge amount of information I’ve thrown at them. I ask again if anyone has any questions or concerns about their part, and we exchange numbers, starting a group text to keep everyone updated.
Before everyone leaves, I say one more thing. “If you decide at any time that you are uncomfortable with your part in the plan, please let me know as soon as possible so I can make changes accordingly.” I’m effectively giving everyone… Lukas, mostly, an easy out.
Everyone says their goodbyes. Luis bends down to whisper something into her ear, Jackson pecks her lightly on the cheek, Micah squeezes her hand, and Lukas gives her an awkward wave. There’s an uncomfortable air of hesitation as they move toward the door, and I can tell she is feeling insecure.




Jackson
I’m not sure how everyone else is feeling, but I’m kind of excited. I feel like a secret agent, assisting witness protection.
I give our girl a little wink and a peck on the cheek before heading out. It might be forward of me, but after I held her and sang to her through a panic attack, we seem to have become more comfortable with one another.
After Luis left the room and Bennet went after him, I thought she might need a distraction, so I sat next to her on the bed and chatted her up a bit.
“What was it that you were singing earlier,” she asked me.
“An old Bob Dylan song,” I answered. “It was a song my mom liked. I used to sing to her when she wasn’t feeling well.”
“She isn’t with you anymore?”
“She died a few years back. I haven’t sang to anyone else in a long time.” I smiled but I’m sure it came across sad. My mother’s death is still, and will likely always be, a sore subject for me.
“You don’t have to talk about it, sorry if I’m being nosey.”
“Nah, it’s okay. I don’t mind. I like talking about her, honestly. I have a lot of good memories and I like to remember her when she was at her best.”
We chatted about some of my favorite memories for a while, and by the time Luis and Bennet walked back in, everyone was all smiles.
Before I knew it, it was time for us to head out and get prepared for tomorrow’s big plan.
I hope she’s not feeling too badly about us leaving. I don’t love leaving her, but I do have some things to get ready. I’m weirdly giddy about having her, and all the guys, at the B&B. It’s really a beautiful place that deserves to be enjoyed. I’ve always wanted to do something meaningful with it, something to honor my mother’s memory. This feels right.
My life has been a little aimless since I returned to Barnaby Falls. I haven’t actually been back to the B&B yet, despite having been back in town for over a week now. I’m a little anxious about going to the property today, but getting it ready for this particular adventure is helping overshadow my feelings about being there.
Micah pulls me out of my thoughts. “You alright?”
I’m sitting between Micah and Lukas in the back of the town car that Bennet hired to take us back to our vehicles.
“Yeah, I’m good. Just ready to get moving. I’m all jazzed up.” I tend to cover my anxiety or restlessness with humor. A byproduct of my childhood, I suppose.
“So, you’re just… all in?” I feel bad that Lukas is struggling so hard with his own indecision.
This is not something I feel anxious or worried about, so I answer truthfully. “Yeah, man… I mean, this feels - right. I can’t explain it... plus, you have to admit it’s kinda exciting.” I flash Lukas a huge grin, laughing out loud at his expression.
“We don’t know where she came from or who she is. She doesn’t even have a name. We keep calling her ‘her’ or ‘she’. When the adrenaline wears off, you could be saddled with all this responsibility and an awkward connection to a complete stranger.”
We all let him rant, it’s obvious he needs to talk this out. His anxiety is palpable. I bet he hates change and wears days-of-the-week underwear. The thought makes me grin.
“I’m more concerned about Bennet than I am the girl.” Luis shifts to talk to us from the front seat. “He seems a little tightly wound. Like if we don’t all follow his instructions to a T he’ll blow.”
“You gotta admit he’s pulled together a pretty solid plan though,” points out Micah.
Luis gives a begrudging shrug. What exactly is his beef with Bennet?
I’m not sure how to reassure Lukas. “I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow, and if the plan does work, I don’t know what to expect afterwards. All I know is it feels like I’m in the right place. I trust my gut.”
Lukas isn’t looking at me to respond, instead he’s locking eyes with Micah. The tension in the back seat is thick, if you know what I mean. Sitting between them is a little awkward and it’s starting to get warm. I lean forward slightly to adjust a vent, cutting my eyes to Luis, who lifts an eyebrow knowingly. There is definitely something going down between those two, and I’m not sure if I should be worried or turned on. Right now, I’m feeling a little of both.
The car pulls into the square and the driver, who has been unsettlingly silent this entire time, asks if we’re all stopping here or if anyone needs a ride anywhere else. We all thank him for the ride and assure him we’re good with being dropped here. Luis is already gone, headed down the sidewalk, but I give the other guys a quick handshake before I head to my truck.
“See you tomorrow,” I say to Micah. “You too, maybe?” I give Lukas a wink and walk off through the middle of the park.
I reach my old grey Bronco, cranking on the engine and heading off. A few miles down the road, I swing into the parking lot of an old, cheap motel to grab my stuff and check out for good. Walking out with my duffel and old guitar case, I turn to give the old, sad building a little salute as I toss my things into the back and drive away. The B&B is only another 15 minutes out of town, so I don’t have too much time to overthink.
My first thought as I pull off the road and onto the long tree lined drive, is that I really missed this place. I’ve been all over the country and plenty of places overseas, but I have yet to see a place as beautiful. The gravel driveway is lined with huge, magnificent live oak trees that reach over the road in a tunnel, the dappled light making it feel like you’re driving into some kind of fairy tale. The drive opens up into a great lawn, un-mowed and absolutely blooming with colorful wildflowers. One side of the lawn extends into the distance where you can see the popular lakefront beach. Behind the huge building, and circling around the right side of the lawn is thick, lush forest. The driveway curves up to the front of the estate and circles back around to the entrance. There is a small parking area to the side of the building, which is where I pull in next to an unfamiliar work van. 
The side door flies open and Mrs. Coolson comes out. A huge grin spreads across my face and I jump out quickly to meet her with a big hug. Her excitement is infectious, and I know it isn’t all because of me. She is overjoyed to have the B&B up and running again.
“Thanks for helping my friends and me with this little adventure. I hope you weren’t too bothered by the paperwork and such, I know my friend Bennet can be a bit much.”
“Are you kidding me? To have this place open, and with guests? To have you back here again? The  paycheck isn’t anything to scoff at either, I’d do this for a whole lot less and you know it.” She is absolutely beaming, and if anything else, this whole experience is worth it to see her so happy.
“I’m glad he’s able to make it more than worth your time. I’m a little worried he’ll be high maintenance.”
“Oh, psshhh. There’s nothing he can throw at me that I can’t handle. And honestly, he’s sent so much help that I’ve barely had to do anything!”
The estate is buzzing with activity, a crew of cleaners and repair people coming in and out of the big double doors.
“Oh, is that what the work van is about?”
“Mmhmm, they got here maybe an hour after you called. They’re so efficient I daresay they’ll be done by early evening. All I’ve had to do was put in a grocery delivery order and point out where all the linens are kept. I feel damn near unhelpful.” She laughs and leads me through the side entrance to the kitchen.
“Where is Mr. C? I didn’t see his truck.”
“He ran out to the Farmer’s Market to pick up some produce and fresh flowers. He should be back real soon. He’ll be glad to see you.”
“I just saw you both a couple of days ago in town! We had coffee at that fancy new place, remember?”
“You know very well what I meant. We’ve seen you a few times since you’ve been back, yes, but you haven’t been home yet. I know this place holds a lot of memories, but think of all the happiness and love that these walls held.”
Guilt hits me like a truck. Not only for abandoning this place, but also because I’ve been giving serious consideration to selling it. I just don’t have it in me to keep it running, and it seems a waste to let it fall to ruin. Distracting myself by looking around the kitchen, I don’t respond to her or even look her in the eye. It has a rustic charm despite the appliances that were considered top of the line a decade ago.
Some of my fondest memories happened in this kitchen. Baking fresh biscuits or rolling pie dough, dancing around while we worked. I look over at the old-style radio in the corner and grin, and I do what I do every time the memories and the feelings get too heavy, I turn it into a party.
I walk over to the radio and switch it on, turning the knob until any kind of music comes through clear. It ends up playing a song I’ve heard recently but don’t really know, something about catching a vibe. But it’s catchy and fun, so I grab Mrs. Coolson and lead her around the kitchen, acting silly and spinning her around. We’re laughing so hard we don’t even notice when Mr. Coolson arrives with his arms full of bags. He has a huge grin on his face but he doesn’t allow me to lead him around our makeshift dance floor. I grab the bags from him instead, turning the radio down once the song is over.
“It’s been a minute since I walked in on any of this kind of silly nonsense,” he says, pretending to find us exasperating.
We catch up while I help unload the Farmer’s Market haul, falling into easy patterns.
“So, tell us more about this mystery girl.”
“Well, ‘mystery girl’ pretty well sums it up.” I tell them the whole story from the beginning when I saw her stumble into the park, all the way up to today when I left the hospital. Bennet had them sign an NDA, knowing they would need to be filled in.
I wasn’t planning on telling them about what I felt when I first looked into her eyes, or how I feel spending time with her, but it slips out and doesn’t stop until I’ve rambled every detail out of my system.
“Oh, that poor girl.” Mrs. Coolson puts a hand to her chest.
“Is it all too crazy, too weird? I’m not entirely sure the other guys feel the same way, but I get the feeling they do… although maybe not quite at the same level.”
Mrs. Coolson pats me gently on the back. “It is pretty crazy, but you’ve got to trust your gut. How weird it is that five young men attach themselves to a traumatized girl with amnesia remains to be seen.”
I tell her more about the guys and their personalities, hoping to prep her. “They’ll be here tomorrow morning, probably by about 7:30. So you’ll be able to meet them for yourself.”
“Well, we’ll be ready for you all. Not much left to do, really. You’re going to stay in the cabin? I’ve got it all cleaned up and ready for you just in case, but you know as well as I do there’s plenty of room here in the big house. You could stay upstairs.”
“I hadn’t given it much thought, but I think I’ll at least start out in the cabin. It’ll be nice to have somewhere to escape to if things get too intense.” It’s not a lie, but the truth of it is that I don’t know if I can sleep under this roof. There are just too many shadows here for me.
“Alright well, you go get settled in and relax a bit. If you come back here in a couple hours, there should be something cooking.”
Grabbing my duffel and guitar case, I start to make for the side door, but I don’t want them to see how hard I’m trying to avoid going through the house. So, I head through the kitchen door and face the ghosts that wait for me. I walk through the dining room, into the sitting room, out into the foyer. This is the room that hurts me the most.
This is the room they found my mother in, her body as broken as her spirit. I stare at the spot for a moment, then walk up to the small round table set in the very center of the room. Over the table lies a delicate lace shawl, a framed photograph, and a small candle. This, too, has been dusted and restored, the light from the lit candle glittering off the silver frame. In the frame is a picture of my mother, her dark blonde hair falling in loose curls, the lace shawl around her shoulders.
“Hi mom,” I whisper, tears clogging my throat.




Lukas
The town car pulls away, Luis and Jackson both headed in opposite directions, leaving me and Micah alone for the first time since this all began. My anxiety has gotten the best of me. The lack of sleep, the tension with Micah, all of this excitement with the girl… everything is weighing on me. I don’t want to get my hopes up, but I’m suddenly faced with the opportunity to spend some time with Micah.
There’s an awkward silence that allows me to find an opening.
“Do you want a ride?” I ask him.
Micah is still dressed in his athletic shorts and cut-off hoodie, having run all the way here the day before. I’m sure he doesn’t want to walk or run all the way back home, but I can tell he’s considering it. I start walking, hoping that by not looking too eager he’ll follow. He jogs a few steps to catch up with me as I head into the parking lot behind the community college where I work.
The end of term was last week, I’ve just been hanging around under the pretense of cleaning up the space. I have the next two months off, which I feel like I’ll need, even if I don’t join everyone at the B&B. I’m still undecided. I know what I want to do, but I’m not sure if it’s the most sensible decision. I don’t know how deep into all this mess I really want to get.
I wonder if Micah would talk it through with me, I could use the advice and thoughts of my best friend. Not to mention, I’m curious about how he’s feeling with all of it. I can’t pretend I’m not jealous of the way he looks at her, but maybe that’s only because he will barely look at me at all. And if I’m not trying to talk about “us”, maybe it’ll get him to talk to me.
We open the doors of my dark red sedan and climb in, and I adjust the vents to allow the air conditioning to hit us both. At first the drive is silent as we pull out of the parking lot and head through the small historic part of town.
Micah blows out a breath.
“Crazy day.” I nod, but don’t say anything. I’m hoping my silence will encourage him to keep talking. Maybe pushing him to talk was making things worse and pushing him farther away.
“It feels like we’ve been at the hospital for a week instead of a day.”
I let out a little laugh of agreement.
The silence stretches out between us, full of so many things left unsaid. It’s almost suffocating, and I struggle not to fill it with my usual anxious chatter.
Right as I’ve given up hope, Micah opens up. “I, uh… I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you. I’m not trying to be mean, I just… I don’t know what to say.”
His pain is evident, and it becomes more obvious that our separation and his avoidance have actually hurt him too. Knowing that flips something inside me. I need to change the subject, for his sake, and mine.
“So, you’re definitely going tomorrow?” I ask, knowing the answer but needing a segue into this other completely different, but also equally intense, conversation we need to have. He responds affirmatively, like I knew he would, but I gently push for more information. “What are your thoughts on the whole thing?”
“I don’t know, man… I feel like it’s something I need to do. There’s something about her, she’s special or something.” He looks at me knowingly. “I know you see it too.”
I’m not going to lie to him. “I see… something. But I don’t know what it is, and that makes me uncomfortable. I don’t like all of the unknowns in the situation-”
He cuts me off with a light laugh, “And you want to analyze it to death, find a scientific answer to help you explain how you’re feeling.” We’ve had this conversation before.
There’s another silence where I think we’re both remembering that night, our talk in the car on the way to my place.
We were sitting next to each other in this same vehicle, our hands on the center console brushing against each other. Our fingers were rubbing gently together, flirting with the idea of holding hands. Even this innocent touch sent little tingles of electricity up my arms and down my spine. Gooseflesh broke out over my arms despite the overwhelming warmth of the car.
“How long have you known?” He asked me. I knew he was asking me about how long I’d known about my feelings for him.
“A while,” I admitted. “Maybe from the first day, but it took me a while to come to terms with it. I might have… overanalyzed it a bit in the beginning.”
He snickered. It was my M.O. to research anything and everything.
“Why are you laughing?” I asked through my own chuckles.
“I’m just imagining what your Google search history looked like.”
We both exploded into a fit of laughter. At some point, our hands linked firmly together, the tension broken, and fear replaced by the realization that we were still the same friends we’d always been, just… more now.
“Yeah, Google isn’t helping much, but I’ve considered hitting up the college library for PTSD research.” I don’t hide my smirk, enjoying our lighter banter.
“You’re not even joking, are you?” He laughs even harder and, much like that night, all the tension releases and we are simply us again.
Realizing that we’ve made it to Micah’s parents’ neighborhood, I pull the car over to the same spot I always used to drop him off at. He never did feel comfortable telling his parents about us, and was terrified they might suspect, so he always had me drop him off or pick him up in this same spot so they wouldn’t see me.
Micah realizes where we are, and his face pulls into a frown. “I know this isn’t fair to you. It never was, and I’m sorry. A lot happened that I never told you, and I just ran. I cut myself off from you completely because I didn’t think I’d be strong enough. That isn’t an excuse for how I treated you.”
I stare at the steering wheel, trying to keep my composure. The backs of my eyes are stinging with tears, and the exhaustion of the past day is making it harder to hold myself together. I’m afraid that if I get too emotional, he’ll shut down again. I’m afraid to speak, or look at him, or breathe too deeply.
“They found out. They’d suspected for a while, but they saw some stuff on my phone that made it pretty clear what was going on. My mother wouldn’t look at me, and my father flipped out.” He takes a deep breath. I tilt my head towards him to indicate that I’m listening, but I still don’t look him in the eye.
He continues, “There had been an incident at the hospital, I still don’t know the specifics of it but I think he made a mistake during surgery. I guess the pressure of what he was going through paired with the reality of what I was – it unhinged him. He made me box him.” He pauses and my heart hurts for him, realizing how traumatic that would have been. “And then they shipped me out the next day. I felt all this weight of responsibility for what they were going through, and I just… I cracked, man. I bowed to what they wanted, and I’ve been walking a thin line every day since.”
Micah’s parents had always put a lot of pressure and responsibility on his shoulders. From a young age, they forced him into multiple sports, taking all the hardest classes, pushing him to work harder, do more, be more. It was like they, most of all his father, expected him to be super-human. It hurt watching it then, and it hurts now seeing how much it affected him.
“He made you box him?” My mind is stuck on this detail, a mixture of rage and fear rushing through my veins, finally looking up to meet his eye. He looks away from me, but I don’t miss the contortion of his features or the pain in his expression.
“So what you’re saying is you stood there in your basement and let him hit you repeatedly - when we both know you could have taken him down in one hit.”
Micah is a fierce fighter, but his father’s anger has always been violent. He never was able to stand up to him, instead taking blow after blow. I had always assumed the blows were just mental and emotional, which was bad enough, but to know it got physical makes me sick.
“I could take the hits, but I couldn’t take his disappointment. It felt like our entire family’s future was on my shoulders. Apparently, the incident at work was likely to bring a huge malpractice suit. There was a chance we’d lose everything. They made me feel that my success was what would hold everything together.”
“You aren’t responsible for the mistakes your parents make, nor are you responsible for their well-being. Aside from the fact that your sexuality,” –I try to ignore his flinch– “has nothing to do with anything, there is no God or devil or person alive that can tell me what we had wasn’t anything other than beautiful.”
I don’t want to chase him away, but I feel like this is my opportunity to say my piece, so I’m taking it, for better or for worse.
“I loved you, and I still do, despite the fact that you left me and moved on without a word. If you had come to me, we could have worked this out together. I know you felt alone and like you didn’t have choices, but I was here. I’ve always been here.”
“You were my weakness,” he almost whispers. “I knew that if I saw you again or heard your voice, I wouldn’t be strong enough to do what I felt like I needed to do.”
“I… understand, or I’m trying to, even if I vehemently disagree with… well, all of that. But look, I’m not trying to force you back into a relationship with me or anything like that. I get it, and I’m not going to chase someone who doesn’t want me back. I might have, for a minute there… but it’s been two years. I accept where we’re at now.”
He looks like he wants to say something but closes his mouth and looks out the window. Tiny raindrops sprinkle the windshield. The drops grow fatter, falling faster as the silence expands.
“I’m here for you.” I have to grip the steering wheel to avoid reaching for his hand. “If you need me, I’m here. As a friend. You shouldn’t have to deal with their pressure on your own. You’ll combust.”
He nods quietly and gets out of the car, closing the door behind him without another glance. Flipping his hood up and tucking his hands into his pockets, he walks off into the rain.
Part of me is relieved we were finally able to get it all out in the open, but most of me still hurts. I’ll always be here for him, whatever he needs, but… I don’t want to be his friend.
Every part of me, mind and body, wants to be wrapped around him so tightly he’d never so much as consider leaving again. I want to own him, possess him, occupy his very soul and keep him tied to me for the rest of our lives and beyond.
Instead, I let him go.




Micah
I leave the car and walk away before I do something foolish, too overwhelmed with feelings and memories that I’m not ready to manage. His words of support and anger on my behalf feel simultaneously heavy and… freeing.
The rain gets heavier as I walk around the block and onto my street. Instead of heading directly inside, I stand on the edge of my parents’ property and give myself a moment to breathe. Pulling off my hood, I look up and allow the rain to wash away the tears that have fallen. I think about the situation I am in – with the mystery girl, my parents, Lukas… And I think, for the first time, about what I truly want.
Not what I should do. Not what my parents would want, or what Lukas would want. Not about what anyone else considers right or wrong. I consider my own feelings, what I
want.
My gut tells me I’m in the right place with the girl. I don’t just feel like helping her is the right thing to do. I want to do it. I want to learn more about her and figure out what this connection is. And if I’m being honest with myself, if I take away all the outside noise of expectations and backlash, I want Lukas too. I don’t know if it’s the same, but why should it be different? It’s not even about sex. While I absolutely find the girl appealing, I’m not trying to think of her that way. And if I take the sex factor away from my relationship with Lukas, I still want him too.
He doesn’t want me that way anymore anyway. The thought twists my insides painfully. I wouldn’t want a relationship with me either, after the way I treated him. If only he knew how much I pined for him, thinking about him, dreaming about him, fantasizing about him every single day that we’ve been apart…. Hell, I started seeing things, almost following a perfect stranger on campus once because I thought I saw him in a crowd.
None of that matters now, considering what I did, and I know I’m lucky he even bothers to talk to me. It’d be nice to have my best friend back. Talking to him about things was freeing. It’s like a weight has lifted off my shoulders, and I can see things in a different light.
I roll my shoulders and steel myself to walk back into my parents’ house. At least it’ll be a few days or possibly weeks before I’ll be back here, depending on her healing time and what she decides to do next. I’m not sure what I’m going to tell my parents to get them off my back since I can’t exactly tell them the truth.
Entering through the garage door, I remove my sopping wet shoes and socks in the utility room before creeping silently up the stairs. I reach my room and pull out a bag to start packing, but the sound of the drawers must have alerted my mother I’m home.
“Where have you been?” She asks, walking right into my room and scolding me as if I’m back in high school and missed curfew.
“I’ve been at the hospital.” I tell her honestly, after all she did see me there yesterday.
“This whole time? And what are you packing for, where do you think you’re going?” I know she’s only digging because Lukas was there. It sets me on edge.
“Bennet Adley has a project he’s working on, and he’s invited me to be part of it. I’m temporarily moving into a room on some property he’s renting to be part of some research.” It’s a pretty far stretch, but it’s as truthful as I can be in this situation.
“What kind of project? I saw that boy there, is this… Is Bennet Adley-” she studders.
She can’t even say the word.
“Gay?” I finish for her, the irritation leaking into my voice. I try my best not to slam drawers as I continue packing. “Are you asking me if Bennet Adley, whose father owns the hospital you both work in, who practically owns this whole town, is gay? Because you think that matters?”
She tilts her chin up in defiance, either refusing or unable to come up with a suitable answer.
“Truth is, Mother, I don’t know if he’s gay. There are a few other guys going, and I didn’t ask them either. It’s not my business.”
“Is he going to be there?” Her inability to even speak his name, and yet coat it in so much disgust and disrespect has me fuming.
I try to breathe- in through the nose, out through the mouth. I ignore her while I finish packing and throw another pair of sneakers on. I can’t stay in this house even one more night. I can’t.
“Answer me, Micah Lyle Williams, so help me God I will-“
“What? You’ll do what? You’ll tell dad so he can beat the shit out of me some more? You’ll cut me off and never speak to me again?”
Anger flashes across her features, her eyes wide, mouth open in shock. I’ve never so much as talked back, much less raised my voice, to my parents. Steeling myself, I grab my bag and move past her. She chases me down the hallway, shrieking over the banister as I walk down the stairs.
“Don’t you walk out of this house like this young man! I won’t stand for this disrespect! You have no idea what your father has done for you-”
I send a quick text. I send another after my father emerges from his office with a look of suppressed fury.
“What is the meaning of this?” He demands, looking up at my mother and back at me. My mother is temporarily lost for words. Straightening my spine, I brace myself for the worst.
“I’m leaving to go work on a project with Bennet Adley and some other guys. Mom is afraid I might be heading into a gay orgy.”
My mother gasps and clutches her pearls. My father looks pissed.
“How dare you use that kind of language in this house-“
“What kind of language dad? The word gay? Gay is the offensive word here, right? I could be walking into an actual orgy, and I don’t think you’d care, considering how many women you’ve tried throwing at me over the years. Well, guess what? I don’t know if I’m gay, I haven’t given myself permission to explore it. But I am in love with Lukas. I have been for a long time, and even two years of complete separation didn’t cure it. Don’t worry though, my ass is safe. He wouldn’t have me if I crawled back to him because of what you made me do.”
I don’t give them the chance to respond, I walk out the door and right into Lukas’ car, waiting for me at the end of the sidewalk.
“Drive,” I tell him, and he does.
There’s complete silence in the car as he all but spins out, accelerating to get me out of there as fast as he can. He slows down to a safer speed once we’re down the street, carefully navigating the roads once more.
Once we’re a good distance away from the huge brick gates that surround my neighborhood, I finally breathe. I think I might be on the verge of a panic attack. I take huge, gasping breaths and try to stop my thundering heart from escaping my chest.
Lukas pulls over into a gas station parking lot and reaches over to me. He places one big hand across the back of my neck, applying just enough pressure for me to know he’s there, but not enough to be intrusive. The feel of his warm hand through my cold, wet shirt is comforting and helps me calm down, little by little.
After a few moments, the heat of his hand becomes almost searing. I think he must feel it too, because he jerks it away.
“Sorry… are you alright?”
“Yeah, no… thanks. I’m sorry,” I say back to him, looking down at myself. “I forgot that I was soaked.”
“I’m not worried about that, I’m worried about you.” He looks at me with concern, but no expectation that I tell him anything.
“I’m good man, I’m good. I just… you know, told off my parents and walked out.” I stare down at my hands in disbelief. I can’t believe I did that. I’ve never so much as talked back or rolled my eyes without the comfort of a door between us, and I just… did that.
“Seriously? That’s… that’s big! You should celebrate.” Without another word, he drives down the street, pulling into the downtown square that surrounds the park. He parallel parks like a pro and tells me to stay put for a moment while he runs out into the still drizzly weather.
I suppress a laugh when I realize where he’s running off to. There’s a little bakery that has the best, and I mean the best desserts. They have these little egg tarts that are my absolute favorite, but I almost never let myself have them because I’ve spent every day of my life trying to accomplish perfection, including managing the lowest body fat percentage possible.
The fact that he remembers how much I love this place gives me a warm, fuzzy feeling. And when he shows back up with a familiar white box with a dark red logo, I can’t help but break out into a wide grin. After he’s seated back in the car, he turns to me with a shit-eating grin and a raised eyebrow, opening the box slightly and then closing it again, like he’s making it talk.
“You know you want one…. or a dozen, because I might have gotten a dozen.”
I roll my eyes, laughing. “You’re terrible.” For some reason he used to absolutely love getting me to eat things that weren’t part of my strict diet.
He shrugs and passes me the box, grabbing one of the delectable little tarts and taking a bite. He practically moans, “Ohmygah, they’re still warm.”
A warm egg tart from my favorite bakery is literally impossible to resist, so I grab one out of the box and take my own bite. It’s rich and sweet and so good. I close my eyes and slowly savor each and every crumb of the little bite of deliciousness.
“I forgot how good these are.” Lukas’ mouth turns up in a bright smile, pleased he’s done something to make me happy.
“Thank you.” I hope he knows that I’m talking about more than the egg tarts. It was him that gave me the push, the strength, to walk out of my parent’s house and try to make my life into what I want it to be.
“My pleasure.” There’s so much fondness in his eyes it could break me.
Will he ever forgive me for the past two years? Even if he never comes around to wanting me like that again, I hope I can make up for the pain I know I’ve put him through. I know because I was in pain too, every minute of every day.
“So, where are we off to?” He breaks the silence and looks at me expectantly.
I look at my bag in the back seat and realize I have not given one thought to what I’m going to do next. Tomorrow I’ll be at Jackson’s family B&B, but for tonight I have no real plans of where I’m staying.
“You know, I hadn’t really thought about it,” I admit.
“Well, you’re welcome to stay with me tonight.” He quickly adds, “I’ve changed things up a bit, but I still have an extra room. You’re welcome to stay there tonight and however long you need to.”
“Uh, yeah, that’d be great. I appreciate it. I’ll only be in your way tonight and I’ll try to get my shit together by the time we leave the B&B, whenever that will be.”
“I don’t think you should get your shit together,” he says, confusing me. “You’ve spent every day of your life living for someone else’s expectations. Maybe you should take this summer to figure out what it is that you want, and then go from there.”
I know what I want, and he’s sitting right next to me, but okay. It probably is a fair assessment, so I agree quietly. We ride the rest of the way to his house in silence,  with me covering my nerves by eating way too many egg tarts.
By the time we pull into his driveway, my stomach is so full that I’m glad I’m wearing basketball shorts. I pull my bag out of the back and follow Lukas to the front door.
This house was always a safe place for me. It was my only experience with a “normal” loving family that supported each other and rooted for each other. They were like a second pair of parents and treated me like part of the family. I miss them, and I know Lukas does too, every day.
The first thing I notice when I walk in is that he truly has changed the place. He’s removed some of his parent’s knickknacks, painted, and he’s moved the furniture around. Overall, there is a sense this house has become his rather than his parents. I like it.
Running my hand over the back of the small sectional, I am hit by a vivid memory of that first night, after we’d left the park and come back to his house. It’s almost as if I am reliving it…
My heart thundered as Lukas closed the front door. The ride here had been silent and awkward at first, but then we found ourselves holding hands, comfortable in our newfound closeness. But now we were in his house, alone, and the change of scenery had my nerves on edge again.
I sat on the couch while Lukas grabbed us drinks. When he joined me, he made sure to leave a full space between us. I took a sip of my water, the pulse in my throat causing me to choke a little on even my small sip.
Laughing slightly at my blunder, my face heated up in embarrassment. I didn’t know what to say, or what to do. I wanted to chase that feeling from back in the clearing, but I didn’t know how to verbalize it. I just sat there silently, my throat tight, watching the way his Adam’s apple bobbed with every swallow of his drink. I don’t know why I found that so sexy…
He must have noticed the heat in my eyes. The look on his face seemed to challenge me- asking me what I was going to do about it. It flustered me more.
“I… I don’t... um,” I stuttered, completely at a loss for words. His head tilted, the same way it would when he thought of something he wanted to figure out. A puzzle.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he said softly.
“Mostly that I feel dumb and awkward and don’t know what to do next.” I answered honestly, with a self-depreciating smirk.
“What do you want to do next?” He asked me, his face neutral.
I didn’t know how to answer. This was new territory. For both of us. But he seemed so sure of himself. Usually, it was Lukas that felt out of place and unsure, but now the roles had been reversed and I was the awkward one.
“Do you want to talk about it, or avoid it? Want to play a game or something?”
I shook my head slowly.
“Do you want me to take you home?” He offered.
My head snapped up to meet his gaze. “No.” I said, quietly but emphatically.
“What do you want, then?” He was going to make me say it.
I hesitated. “Kiss me again?” I said, my heart beating erratically and causing my words to come out more timid than I actually felt.
Lukas wasted no time, closing the distance between us. He breathed in for a split second, like he was savoring my very breath, and then crushed his lips against mine.
If I had thought at all that the atmosphere of the secluded clearing had created the magic between us, I was wrong. A surge of feeling, like the tingly heaviness that happens when you hold your breath for too long, spread over my entire body. Each movement of his mouth, slow and careful at first, and then devouring, set fires across my body.
I opened my mouth, wanting to give him more access, and suppressed a moan when his tongue found mine. He pulled me closer, my body too overwhelmed to do anything more than melt into him. He let go after a while, staring down at my swollen lips, his eyes glazed and hooded.
“Was that, okay?” He asked, sounding as shaky as I was feeling. All I could do was nod.
“Are you sure, because I can pull back or stop or…” he trailed off. I realized that he might be mistaking my lack of words for apprehension.
“No, I just… I feel…” But I couldn’t find the words. Instead, I threw myself at him.
He fell back against the cushions with a groan, and I chased his tongue with my own until I couldn’t tell whose breath belonged to who.
He rolled me beneath him on the couch, separating my legs with his knee and gently grinding into me. Feeling the hard length of him through his pants, my own dick swelled and strained against my jeans. My hands wandered restlessly, caressing and running down his arms, making my way down to his ass. I pulled at him, trying to close any possible distance left between us, lost in my excitement.
Pulling his hips down against mine, I thrusted up, encouraging him to grind against me, moaning when he complied with my needy wordless request. My moan must have spurred something in him because he did it again, thrusting his pelvis against mine and slowly pivoting his hips to slowly push his entire length against my own. I nearly choked and lost it right then, letting out a sound that could only be described as a strangled mewl.
Lukas broke our kiss and rested his head against my shoulder, breathing heavily against my neck. Slowly, he lifted his weight off my body and stared down at me, his hooded sleepy eyes searching mine like he was waiting for something, perhaps checking to make sure I was ready to go farther. Always checking in on my comfort, my consent…
To answer, I reached up and pulled his face back to mine. I kissed him slow and deep, both assuring him I was okay, while also letting him know that this wasn’t something I was taking lightly. I knew he needed to know that I was a willing partner in this, that he wasn’t pressuring me by any means. Holding him close, I pushed with my other arm, turning us sideways so we were facing each other.
I pulled back to gaze at him, giving him a small smile as he laid his head on my arm. For a while we just lay there, catching our breaths while I ran my fingers over his face, up and down his arm, and over his hip. Watching him closely to make sure everything I was doing was okay, I slowly crept my fingers over the solid length of him, feeling him twitch through his pants.
The movement spurred me on, and I dipped a finger below his beltline and slowly ran a finger from his hip to his navel, stopping at his belt buckle. Resting my forehead against his, I glanced down to unbuckle his jeans. Both of our breaths were speeding up again, my heart thrumming wildly as I put the flat of my hand inside the front of his open pants and palmed his hard-on through his underwear. His hips jerked a little, pushing into my hand as he claimed my mouth again.
Emboldened by his response, I slipped my hand under the elastic of his boxers and grasped him. His skin was hot, smooth, and slick with pre-cum. It was a little odd getting the angle right, given that I had only done this to myself before, but I positioned my hand as best I could and gripped him harder, pumping him slowly. His head fell back against the couch, his hips jerking into me. His moans increased as I experimented with how tight to squeeze and how to move, changing my speed accordingly. Settling into a rhythm that seemed the most pleasurable based on his breathing and moans, I watched him come undone.
His head pressed into my shoulder, hips thrusting into my hand as he came in breathless spurts, hot cum coating my hand. I marveled at how it made me feel to make him feel good, and I never wanted to stop. That was the moment I was truly done for, and I hadn’t even experienced my own pleasure.
Lukas took a second to come down, kissing me madly, until he slipped off the couch and pulled me into a sitting position. He removed his shirt, wiping my hand and his stomach clean. Settling himself between my knees, he kissed me hard as he ran his hands up my sides, pushing my shirt up my body. As I finished pulling the shirt over my head, Lukas undid the button on my jeans, slowly pulling the zip down. Once my pants were open, he pulled my throbbing cock out of my boxer briefs.
“Jesus, you’re perfect,” he whispered. I have never, to this day, felt so powerful and sexy and turned the fuck on.
He grabbed my pants at the top and pulled them off my body, taking my boxer briefs with them. By this point I was harder than I’ve ever been in my life, my cock quite literally throbbing with the force of the blood flow and my violently beating heart. I watched him wide-eyed, not daring to move in case I exploded before either of us were ready. He dipped his head and tentatively licked the underside of my cock, following the ridge of a vein to the head.
I made a pained sound that caused him to look up. “Was that… okay? I’ve never…”
“You’re perfect, everything’s perfect,” I whispered breathlessly, “I’m just so close...” 
Assured he wasn’t doing anything wrong, he wrapped his fingers around the shaft and used his thumb to rub across my dripping tip. I laid my head back against the couch, breathing erratically, trying to calm down. Obviously, I’d touched myself countless times, usually imagining a similar scenario, but it was astonishing how foreign, how amazing, it felt to have Lukas touch me in real life. My wildest dreams couldn’t compare.
My body nearly jerked off the couch when I felt his mouth on me. I looked down and watched in awe as Lukas lowered his face, closing his mouth around me and sucking in his cheeks as he came back up. He did it again, going a little farther down, and again, until I felt the back of his throat. As he came back up, his eyes lifted to mine and all the air left me as I felt my body tighten, too close to hold back any longer.
“Lukas, I… I’m going to come.” He bobbed his head a few more times, his eyes on me as he came off my cock, sucking the tip so hard I heard a little popping sound when it released from his mouth. Then he brought his hand back up to grab the base, forming a tight fist and pumping me until I exploded, nearly seeing stars as hot ropes of cum splashed over my lap.
Finally coming down from the most intense pleasure I’d ever felt, I looked around at the mess I’d made. At first, I was a bit embarrassed, but Lukas used his shirt to wipe away the worst of it. When he was done, he climbed back up on the couch to pull me against his chest. We laid there on the couch for who knows how long, just holding and learning about each other.
As the memory flashes through my mind, I hold my bag in front of me to hide the evidence of my arousal. I stand there awkwardly for a moment, afraid to look at Lukas in case he guesses the direction my thoughts have traveled. My eyes dart around the room.
“I like what you’ve done with the place,” I tell him.
“Thanks. It was time for a change.” 
“You, uh… you probably want to get a shower. The guest room is my old room, so you can throw your stuff in there and use the bathroom across the hall. There’s still a closet in there with towels and such. Most everything is in the same place.”
“You switched rooms?” For the longest time after his parents died, Lukas chose to sleep in his childhood bedroom, not wanting to move any of their things.
“Yeah. I felt ready, and I needed to switch things up a little. You know, too many memories.” He says it kindly, but I cringe a little, knowing I might have been responsible.
Trying to keep my self-pity to myself, I start to move across the room. “Well, I’ll just… you sure you don’t want to take a shower first?”
“No, that's okay, go ahead. I’ll jump in after a few, I’m going to put something in the oven for dinner.” He jumps, realizing his words and quickly amending, “The other shower, that is. I’ll jump in the other shower. New water heater… we can both shower. Separately.” He rolls his eyes up to the ceiling in embarrassment, and I can’t help but laugh.
“It’s all good, man. Relax.” Walking off to avoid embarrassing myself by inviting him to join me, and head to the shower to… relieve a little tension.




Jane Doe
Restlessness sets in almost as soon as the rest of the guys leave. Yes, it’s only been a day. And yes, it’s pretty pathetic that I’m so attached to them already. But to be fair, I have zero memories of them not being around me. So now, not having multiple men surrounding my bedside makes me feel empty.
I’m having a hard time figuring out Bennet… Once the other guys left, he started to pull the door shut behind him, but changed his mind and left it ajar. Then he chose a chair at the end of the bed and pulled out his phone. His eyes have been glued to it ever since.
I’ve had more opportunities to interact with the other guys. Luis is intensely attentive, Jackson is funny and sweet, and Micah is gentle and caring. Lukas doesn’t seem to like me as much, and I don’t expect to see him tomorrow or maybe ever again, which makes me incomprehensibly sad. But at least I know where I stand with him.
Bennet though - he’s masterminded this whole plan to keep me safe from an unknown threat, spending who knows how much money and I assume breaking several laws, yet has been completely silent the entire time we’ve been alone. It’s a little unnerving.
Fidgeting to get comfortable, I try to relax enough to maybe take a nap to pass the time. I’m not tired though, I’m ready to get out of here. Brain surgery aside, I don’t feel ill enough to still be in the hospital and I’m looking forward to flying this coop tomorrow.
I look up from my inner musings and find Bennet looking directly at me. Technically he’s looking at my hand that was tapping on my thigh, but when his eyes shift up to mine, he has an expectant look on his face.
He smirks, a sort of half smile like he has a secret. It does something to my insides.
“Bored?”
“I mean… sort of. Restless, I guess.”
I don’t know if I expected him to say something else, but he just looks at me, waiting… for what I have no idea.
“So, uh… whatcha working on?”
He smirks again. Stop that.
“Logistics stuff.”
“Mmm, fascinating.” I put an obviously fake look of interest on my face.
He looks down at his phone again.
“What do you do for fun?”
He looks surprised by my question, and maybe the slightest bit annoyed that I’m interrupting him again. I can’t help it though, I’m getting some kind of sick enjoyment out of bothering him.
“I don’t really do fun,” he deadpans.
“That doesn’t really surprise me.”
He looks at me like he hasn’t noticed me before, narrowing his eyes slightly. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t know, you seem kind of… wound up tight. Like you haven’t let off steam in a while and you’re about to blow.”
His eyes flash with an unrecognizable expression, but he clears his face and resumes his blank perusal of my features again.
“What are you thinking right now?” I ask him, desperate to know what is going on behind those serious eyes.
“That I’m surprised at your level of perceptiveness, I suppose.”
I scoff. “It’s honestly not that perceptive.”
“Oh, really?”
“Yes really,” I mimic his voice. “You’re wound up tighter than a rubber band, the only question is when you’ll snap.”
One side of his mouth turns down a bit, and I’m not sure he likes me picking him apart like this. Not that I mean any offense, but he does seem terribly on edge. Besides, he asked.
“There’s nothing you like to do? For fun or to relax?”  The look that flickers across his face does something to my insides, and my face heats.
“What?” He asks me.
“Hmm?” I don't know why I’m blushing. And worse, I don’t know how to stop.
He lets go of questioning the blush, which I think is him giving me a boon, but then he digs in and makes it so much worse.
Leaning forward, the tone of his voice lowers. “You want to know what I like to do?” I swallow hard, trying my best not to fidget or, god forbid, blush anymore. “What relaxes me?”
Trying to gain my composure, I look down at my hands, over towards the door, anywhere but him. I’m not even sure what’s happening, but I can tell he’s doing it on purpose and that makes me want to not react, or at least not react the way he expects me to.
“Yes, I do.” I look up from under my lashes, lifting my chin to gaze directly into his dark eyes.
I can tell that I’ve affected him somehow, because he’s staring at me so hard, he flinches when his phone rings. Painting on my own smirk, I gesture towards his phone. Are you going to answer that?
He stands up and my eyes go right to his crotch. If I weren’t such a scrawny, beaten, disgustingly dirty invalid, I might actually think that I see the faint outline of a semi. I’m sure it’s my imagination. Doesn’t mean I’m going to stop imagining it though.
After a few minutes of listening to the commanding tone of his voice as he talks on the phone, I gesture to the bathroom. “I’m going to use the restroom,” I mouth.
Still talking, he comes over to help me out of bed. As directed, I give myself a second after standing to make sure I don’t feel dizzy, but shoo his hands away when he tries to help.
“I’ve got this,” I whisper as I take one step, and then another, continuing to the bathroom like nothing ever happened. My steps are much easier than my last attempt. At least my brain remembers how to walk. When I make it across the room, I look over my shoulder to give Bennet a satisfied smirk, but he’s not looking at my face at all.
No, he’s looking straight at my bare naked ass. Because I’m still wearing this damned hospital gown and didn’t consider the fact that Nurse Irene literally covered my behind the last time I got up.
Trying to play it off, I lift an eyebrow at the fact that I just caught him staring at my ass, but I’m sure he doesn’t miss the fact that I’ve turned so red in the face I’m almost purple. Pulling the IV pole in with me, I close the door and spend some time with my back against the door and my face in my hands.
I’m so embarrassed. Mortified, actually. But I’m also extremely turned on, and I’m pretty sure there’s something wrong with me. Maybe it’s the drugs. Or the brain surgery. Or the fact that I’ve been stuck in a room with five incredibly hot strangers and now I’m actually alone with one of them. And he might be flirting with me, or is at the very least teasing me.
Get it together, headcase.
None of these guys see you as anything other than a scrawny, pathetic charity case.
I avoid the mirror as much as possible. I don’t want to see my swollen face, the thick bandages around my head, or the discolored bruises that cover any visible skin not covered by bandages or the frumpy hospital gown. I supposed it could be worse, but there’s certainly nothing attractive about the way I look.
When I make it out of the bathroom, I’ve mostly pulled myself together. I try to walk out like nothing happened, having re-tied the gown properly, but Bennet is there with an extra hospital gown. I’m a little confused, but when he beckons me forward with a crook of his finger, I find myself walking right to him. I must be hearing things because I swear I think I hear him whisper “good girl” under his breath.
Damn, it’s hot in here.
Maybe I should have called the nurse after all.
Bennet carefully and gently helps me put the second gown on backwards, his fingers barely skimming across the back of my neck. He either doesn’t notice or chooses to ignore the slight shiver that runs over my skin, carefully arranging the IV tubes.
He ties the gown loosely and says, “There, now even if the ties come undone, you’ll be covered.” Patting me gently on the bottom, he moves the blankets for me to get back in the bed.
What just happened?
I’m still looking at him a little warily, only slightly miffed that he got the upper hand again, but he pulls up a chair right next to me this time. Then he hands me his prized possession, his phone.
“Wait, what?”
“It’s a game,” he says, gesturing down to the phone, “It’s a puzzle game where you do different types of challenges that relate to math or physics. This level is matching up the tubes to get from one point to another, but it’s pretty hard.” I reach for the phone. “If you want to do some, I can start it over, the puzzles start out easy and then get harder as you go. I’ve been working on this one for days-”
He stops short as I complete the puzzle quickly and move on to the next one. The next puzzle is some kind of math riddle with three upside down triangles and numbers at each point. The challenge is to guess the missing number, but it’s too obvious so I answer and move on to the next. This one is little tubes with different colors in them that you have to pour to get each color in a specific tube. I keep going, glad to have something to occupy my time, but eventually I look up to find Bennet staring at me.
“Oh, I’m sorry, you probably want your phone back. I didn’t mean to take it for so long. Thanks for letting me play your game a bit.” I smile at him, and then open my lips to grin with my teeth, cutting my eyes around the room because he’s just staring at me.
He takes the phone and looks down, “You did twelve levels?”
“I’m sorry? I didn’t mean to mess you up. Can it go back?” I feel bad that I messed up his game, but I wish he would have said something, I would have stopped.
“No, it's fine, that’s not what I meant,” he tries to explain. “These puzzles are quite difficult, and you tore through some of the higher levels like it was nothing.”
“Oh. That’s nice.”
“That’s ‘nice’?”
“Yeah, I mean, it’s kind of reassuring. I just had brain surgery and can’t remember my own name, but I can walk and I can do puzzles. Feels like a win.” I shrug, not sure what else I can say about it.
He’s still eying me weirdly.
I giggle a little. “Did you expect me to be an idiot?”
He shakes his head, “No, that’s not it either. I’m not trying to sound conceited or anything, but I’m quite good at these math puzzles. Even so, these levels sometimes take me multiple tries to complete.”
I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t want to make him feel bad, but those puzzles were insanely easy. Fun, but easy.
“Maybe my brain surgery gave me superpowers.” I make my eyes wide and smile maniacally.
He laughs and rolls his eyes. He types some stuff into his phone and looks up at me with a grin. “Do you know how to play Chess?”
“I don’t think so?” It comes out a question because really, how would I know? But it doesn’t sound familiar.
He types something into his phone, looking back up at me.
“Alright genius, what else would you like to do?”
I shrug, because I honestly have no idea. “I don’t even know my name, Bennet. I have zero idea what I like and don’t like. But I’ll keep you updated as I learn.”
“You do that.” The way he says it kind of gives it a whole other meaning. Am I completely insane or is he actually flirting with me?
There’s a little knock at the door and Luis walks back in. Saved by the hottie!
“Didn’t take you long.” Bennet says.
He might be unimpressed, but I’m so happy to see Luis, I nearly launch myself out of the bed. Not that I haven’t been enjoying Bennet’s company, but with all of them gone I feel like pieces of me are missing. Pathetic, I know.
“I don’t need much,” he replies, coming over to me and kissing me on the cheek. I lean into the press of his lips with a smile, looking up to find Bennet watching me.
“I want to know what you’re thinking again.” I tell him quietly.
Luis looks between us, his brow furrowed in confusion.
“I don’t think you do,” he says cryptically, putting his phone to his ear as he walks out into the hallway.




Luis
I leave the hospital with the other guys, but I don’t plan on staying gone. I don’t want to leave her alone that long for one, and two, I don’t want to be away from her. Technically she’s not alone, but I feel anxious leaving her there with Bennet, although I’m starting to come around that he might not be a complete asshole.
Not spending much time chatting around with the guys, I barely even wave when the driver pulls up to the park. I head straight for my car, pulling out of the square and driving back towards downtown. The tattoo shop is closer to the hospital than the park, but I needed to pick up my car.
Heading directly into the back office, I lock the deadbolt and strip down to take a quick shower. Then I throw a towel around my waist and, after picking out some clean clothes to wear, I quickly throw the rest of my belongings into the duffel bag that I basically live out of. I don’t need much, and I don’t have much, so I travel pretty light. I pack all of my notes and clear the search history on Benny’s computer, which I’ve been using to research Jackson Adley.
Benny is my mom’s cousin, and my only living relative that I’m aware of. He would have happily taken me when I was put into the foster system, but he has a record, and the courts didn’t approve of a child living above a tattoo parlor in the “bad” part of town. I guess they thought I’d be better off with people who beat or otherwise neglected me, but they’re the experts, right?
It wasn’t all bad, honestly. I do sometimes think about all the bullshit I could have skipped had I been allowed to go with Benny, but I have to give credit where it’s due, and say that I learned some really important life lessons from the good and the bad experiences. I learned to be tough, and how to watch out for myself and sometimes others.
I’m about to lock up and go when a text comes in from Bennet.
Bennet: Apparently our patient is a little genius. Does anyone have a chess set they can bring tomorrow?

 
Lukas: I have one.

 
Jackson: Does that mean you’re in?

 
Micah: He’s still deciding, but I’ll bring it if he doesn’t.

 
It only takes me a few minutes before I’m pulling into the hospital parking lot. Scoping out a spot that looks like it’ll be perfect for tomorrow’s plan, I park about a row over from the employee lot, facing it so I have the best vantage point.
I leave my duffel in the floor of the car and head back up to the room, getting a few curious looks as I walk by the reception desk. Some people might say that I invite negative attention with my tattoos or the way I dress, but I feel like that’s bullshit. You can’t tell someone’s character by what they look like. Besides that, when you grow up “trash”, everyone can see or smell it on you no matter what you’re wearing. I could be wearing one of Bennet’s suits and have every bit of ink covered and I’d probably still get questioned or at least eyed. So why not use my skin as a canvas for my own drawings?
I hold up my hand in a short wave towards Nurse Irene, who is sitting at her desk typing away, and she gives me a friendly hello.
Knocking first, I walk in to see Bennet sitting next to the hospital bed, looking amused. He questions me, but I give an evasive answer and turn my attention to the pretty girl with a very flushed face.  I’m curious what I just walked into. I give her a kiss on the cheek, lingering a bit when I feel her push into me.
There’s an odd exchange that feels thick with tension before Bennet leaves the room to make a call.
“What was that about?” I question with an amused smirk, but she just shrugs.
“I think he’s butthurt because I beat his little puzzle game,” she grins, not sorry at all for showing him up.
“Did you now?”
“Yeah, now he thinks I’m some kind of genius, but really, I’m just thinking he isn’t as smart as he thinks he is, and is trying to play it off… I think he might be close to cracking.”
I laugh. “Why do I get the impression you would like to see that?”
“Oh, come on, tell me you don’t want to be there when it inevitably happens.”
“You’re something else,” I tell her, chuckling. How can someone who has been through so much trauma and uncertainty be so damn infallible?
I can’t help but stare at her in wonder.
“Luis?”
Hearing her say my name is intense. I’d like to hear her say it again. I wish I could make her say it over and over again. The unbidden thought shocks me and I push it down.
Off. Limits.
This is neither the time nor the place, and she’s too good for me anyway.
Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I answer her. “Yeah?”
“Why are you here?”
I don’t know exactly what to think about that question, but she is quick to explain herself.
“I don’t mean, like, ‘why are you here?’. What I mean is, why are you here with me? Why have you stayed beside me this whole time, and why did you come back when you had a chance to sleep in your own bed? Why are you just going along with this whole thing, like you have no other cares in the world?”
Ok, wow. I’m trying to think of what to say and how to say it, but I decide to settle on the truth, or at least most of it. I don’t want to scare her off.
“I haven’t left your side because I haven’t wanted to. I came back as quickly as I could because I wanted to be here. Something happened in the park when I saw you, and I don’t really understand it, but…”
I clear my throat. “I know you don’t know who you are or where you came from, but the more I get to know you, the more I don’t care about that. You’re… special.”
She sits wide eyed and stares. The moment becomes heavy, and I find myself leaning in closer to her. I desperately want to kiss her, but I think of all the reasons I shouldn’t. Instead, I pick up her hand and press my lips against her fingers, the top of her hand, and then her palm as she reaches out to cup my jaw.
Her eyes dilate. I watch as her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip, and she leans forward slightly. I’m probably two seconds from losing my resolve, but Bennet chooses that moment to walk back into the room. He doesn’t seem to notice how we jump slightly apart, his eyes lost on his phone as usual.
He holds up a couple of bags and announces we’ve had a delivery. It seems Bennet has taken it upon himself to order a few things, including a brand new tablet that he immediately starts setting up.
“Now you can play as many puzzle games as you like,” he says.
I grin a little at the look she cuts me, and then she avoids my eyes while she tries not to laugh.
He also ordered a few articles of clothing, most of which he says he had delivered to the B&B, but he holds up one bag of clothes that he hopes she’ll be more comfortable to wear tomorrow for the move. As he says this, he gives her a knowing look and a wink, which makes her blush furiously. I look at her curiously, but she shakes her head.
“Please don’t ask,” she mutters.
And lastly, he ordered dinner. I’m surprised at his thoughtfulness when he hands me a container too, and we all eat in companionable silence. She proclaims lo mein noodles as her favorite food and I’m happy to see her eat a good bit before sitting back with a satiated sigh.
Thanking Bennet, I clear up after dinner while he shows her how to use her tablet. He’s sitting on one side of her, downloading and playing different games until she settles on one.
I go to sit in my seat next to her on the opposite side of the bed, but she grabs my arm and pulls me to sit next to her too. I make eye contact with Bennet, who shrugs, and I adjust the IV tubes as we shuffle around a bit to get comfortable. The bed is pretty large, and she is rather small, but we’re not small guys. Luckily, we’re both fairly lean as well, because we’re able to box her in somewhat comfortably and watch her play until she rests her head on Bennet’s chest and links her hand through mine, falling fast asleep.
Bennet looks over at me and it’s my turn to shrug. Neither of us is willing to disturb her, so we both lean back and eventually fall asleep ourselves.




Lukas
This evening was a complete awkward disaster.
All of our firsts are scattered around this house like autumn leaves. Even after all the paint and moving and decorating, I still see him everywhere. It makes it impossible to focus and try to maintain any semblance of normalcy.
Just having him in the house, in that bathroom, in that shower. My thoughts were distracted by how much I wanted nothing more than to go to him and remind him what he left behind. I paused in the hallway, surprised to see the door slightly ajar. I listened to the water run, jealous that it gets to touch him.
I found myself literally leaning against the wall, breathing in the soft scent of his peppery shea body wash as it rolled out on the steam like a sentient being meant to torment me, when I heard a constrained moan.
The tiny guttural but stifled sound caused a wave of heat to enclose over my body, and I stood there, frozen, completely unable to function. I stayed that way until the timer for the oven started beeping and I realized with absolute terror that the shower had stopped.
Not wanting to get caught being a creeper, I quickly and quietly hurried to the kitchen, pulling the chicken out of the oven and setting it on the counter. Then I made a beeline for my own shower.
Shucking my clothes into the hamper, I started the water and stepped into the shower. As the water hit my overheated skin, I closed my eyes and palmed my near painful erection. I wondered what Micah was thinking about as he pleasured himself in that shower. If he too was reliving each sacred memory. Staying up all night, kissing and caressing into the early morning hours. Exploring each other’s bodies as we learned every ridge, dip, and curve.
My mind drifted to the memory of the feel of his skin against mine, slippery with soap and water. The deliberate way he trailed his tongue down my body. The heat of his mouth as he took me deep into his throat. The softness of his short-cropped curls as I ran my fingers through his hair, gripping the back of his head as he bobbed up and down on my cock. The feel of his tight ring the first time I pushed inside him. The smooth hardness of his perfect, thick, veiny cock as I took him in my fist and pumped him while I licked his crack. The taste of his cum as I licked it off my fingers.
Locked in my memories, I shuddered out my own release, shooting hot semen all over the tiles of the shower wall. Remembering the pure lust and how empowered I felt to bring such a man to ruin, and to feel him ruin me. Those first days of our newfound relationship were a whirlwind of hormones and exploration. It was the most amazing time of my life, not just because of the constant sex, we were insatiable - but because of the deep love we felt for each other. 
When I returned to the kitchen, he had taken over and chopped up veggies to make a salad. He filled some large bowls with the salad while I mixed together some dressing and added some extra seasoning to the chicken, slicing it and putting it on top of the dishes. We worked like a well-oiled machine, a team that has carried out these tasks hundreds of times before, falling into easy habits even after so much time. The utter ease of it made me want to cry.
After dinner I excused myself to go to bed, not having gotten much sleep over the past couple of days. I wanted to hear about his life, about school and how he’s been doing. I needed to talk about the girl. But I couldn’t sit there and force anymore small talk, too exhausted to hold all of my emotions in. Of course, I couldn’t sleep, either. I tried reading, but I couldn’t focus. And I’ve just been laying here ever since, staring at the ceiling.
As I lay here processing, obsessing over every tiny detail, I make a decision. I have a chance to be brave rather than sticking my head in the sand. I love Micah, and whether or not I want to admit it there might be something with this girl.
I’m going tomorrow.
Flinging off the covers, I get up and start packing a bag. I must be moving around louder than I think, because as I’m rummaging around in my closet looking for a particular chess set, I hear a soft knock at the door.
Micah walks into my dimly lit room, looking around at my clothes and things all over the bed, a small suitcase open and half full with too many pairs of socks and underwear.
I like to be prepared.
Micah grins, pretending not to notice my tendency to over pack essentials. “You’re coming then?”
I consider my words carefully, still averting my eyes from his lower half. “If you’re going, I’m going.”
He looks surprised, but then crinkles his brow. “I don’t think that’s fair to her. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate having your friendship and support, but this isn’t really about us right now.”
I frown, not understanding. “Oh, well, I mean, if you want your space, I don’t have to go-“
Cutting me off, he explains, “That’s not what I’m saying. I do want you there, for multiple reasons.” I quirk an eyebrow curiously, so he indulges me by answering my unspoken question. “Well obviously I want you there for selfish reasons, but I also think that getting outside your comfort zone would be good for you. And I think you could really help her. Not only that,” he moves his gaze to lock on mine, “but I think you feel more for her than you want to admit, and I think it’s worth exploring, don’t you? You know… for research purposes?” He smirks, blatantly mocking me.
Once upon a time that would have been cause for me to tackle him, but I’m trying to do this friend thing I promised him. It’s everything I have in me not to ask him to elaborate on what his “selfish reasons” are. I don’t want to risk the leeway I’ve made, but honestly, I’m not sure I want to go down the “exploring my relationship with this woman” road, either.
“Do you like women?” I blurt it out before I can think better of it. I look down, a little surprised by my outburst, but also not taking it back. I glance back up at Micah.
He looks a little taken aback by the question, but not angry. I’m relieved, but still a bit embarrassed. I don’t know that we’re ready for such personal questions in our newfound friendship.
“I…. don’t know,” he answers honestly. “Until now it’s just been you, only you. I’ve never really considered anyone else like that.”
“And her?”
“Again, I don’t know. I think there’s something there, at least for me, which could maybe grow into something. But it’s… different. And I don’t know that it’s going to go that way.”
“But you’d like it to?” I’m honestly surprised he’s still entertaining my line of questioning, but he sticks with me.
“Possibly? I… I don’t really know how to explain it.”
I sit down on the chair across from the bed. I give him space to think about his words, hoping that he’ll just be honest. I am always going to keep my promise about being there for him as a friend, but part of me needs to know for sure that the other side of our relationship is dead for good. I need to hear it to truly move on.
He takes a deep breath, and I steel myself for the inevitable pain.
“When I look at her, I feel the same pull that I feel when I look at you. It’s maybe less… carnal, but I’ve only known her for a day, and she’s been laid up in a hospital bed covered in bruises and bandages so that’s not exactly where my thoughts have been.”
My head snaps up as I process his words. Did he mean that in the present tense? Does he mean to say that he still has the same feelings for me, but he’s not willing to act on them as he once did?
I don’t know where to begin to ask any more questions. I’m thoroughly befuddled, lost in a jumble of thoughts and feelings. And anxiety. So much anxiety. I thought hearing him say it out loud would help me, but I didn’t hear anything that I expected to hear, and I’m even more lost than I was before.
Not that my anxious moments aren’t obvious, but Micah has always been able to see through me, almost like he could count my pulse from across the room. He flinches forward like he wants to comfort me but stops himself and stays seated.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said all that. I know we’re doing this friend thing, and I’m all in for that, it’s just hard to redirect those thoughts. Especially being here…”
“I didn’t think you had those feelings anymore,” I say lightly.
He looks me directly in the eyes. “I couldn’t stop those if I tried.”
My heart is beating so hard that I can barely think, and I’m still so confused by what it is that this man wants. His face and his body language, this whole afternoon, have told me something completely different than what I thought he wanted in the car. I thought he only came back with me because I promised to be his friend – only his friend. Is he changing his mind?
“What is it that you want, with me specifically?” I ask him point-blank.
“Anything I can get,” he says boldly.
“And your parents?” I need to know if this is going to be another hidden relationship where he runs away at the end of the summer. I’ll probably still give him everything he wants, but I can’t do this not knowing what to expect.
Micah launches off the bed and drops to his knees in front of me, looking up at me with such earnestness in his amber eyes that it makes me ache.
“I told them, Lukas. I told them that I love you and then I walked out the door. I don’t care about what they think or their expectations anymore. There are only two people I care about now, and you are first on that list.”
There is something so overwhelming about hearing everything you want, everything that you have longed for deep in your bones. Every word you’ve prayed and ached to hear laid out at your feet, but with a caveat. It’s like reaching towards pure joy, but the closer you get the more it burns, so you can only stand so close.
“So, it’s me and her?”
“I know it’s not fair to ask for the room to figure it out. But I’m trying to be explicitly honest about how I’m feeling.”
I think about it for a moment, trying to analyze how I’m feeling about the entire situation. I feel like in a normal situation this should make me upset, but I’m weirdly not. I’m highly uncomfortable with unknowns, this is true, but I don’t feel jealous about him wanting to explore his feelings. I just want to know.
“Okay.”
“Okay?”
“I don’t like unknowns, but I understand the need for further research. I can’t pretend that I’m not a little apprehensive. I’m not sure I can handle losing you again. I want to hold on to every scrap I can get, but I will admit that there’s a part of me that is afraid you’ll leave again or choose her over me.”
“I can respect that. And I’m so sorry that I did that to you, I should have talked to you in the first place.”
“You’re talking to me now. And it means a lot to me, even if the situation is… different.”
He looks up at me, his elbows resting on my knees. His gaze searches mine for a moment.
“Can I kiss you?”
I barely start nodding before he takes my face in his hands and pushes his lips against mine. I relax into his kiss, my knees parting and pulling him closer. I break the kiss just to hold him, to be held by him.
When I pull back, we both have tears in our eyes. I bend down and kiss each of his closed eyelids, and then slowly, sensually pull his bottom lip into my mouth, and when he moans just slightly, I open my mouth and kiss him. I put every bit of longing that I’ve been feeling for the past two years into that kiss. I kiss him until we’re both breathless, lips swollen and raw.
And then I get up, adjust myself, and say, “So are you going to help me pack?”




Bennet
Waking up confused, I look around me and pull my phone out of my back pocket. It’s just after 5 AM. I’m shocked that I actually slept through the night, especially considering the cramped position we’re in.
I’m lying on my back, so close to the edge of the bed that I could have easily fallen off at any second if I had shifted even slightly to the right. My ankles are crossed, my shoes, jacket, and belt all still on. There is a bandaged and bruised, yet beautiful, woman laying against me with her head on my chest, my left arm wrapped around her shoulders.
On the other side of the bed, Luis has his tall, lean, lanky body curved around the same woman that has her head against my chest. He is laying on his right side, facing me, spooning her lower half with his left arm thrown around her waist. He, too, is fully clothed, wearing heavy black boots, black jeans, and an army green V-neck t-shirt that is rumpled from sleep.
It’s definitely not a situation I’ve woken up to before, but they’re both sleeping so peacefully that I just lay there for a while longer, contemplating the day ahead. Jackson confirmed that all my deliveries have arrived, paperwork is in order, and everyone has their instructions. I breathe a sigh of relief that everything is coming together.
I’m really not expecting any trouble on our way out, but I think it’s prudent for us to cover all our bases. Despite me noticing him following me, Luis is incredibly observant and knows what to look for to notice anything out of place. Lukas is clear headed and sensible, almost to a fault. They are the two key components in our quiet exit. Micah’s medical knowledge and amicable nature, paired with Jackson’s hospitality and calming personality, will help her heal. I’m honestly just a facilitator. Once we make it to the house, I’m not sure what my real use will be.
Not that I plan on leaving any time soon. No, I plan to see this through. We’ll take however long we need to get her healed up, and then we’ll find her some answers. I’m already working on the surveillance photos of the guys looking for her, doing everything I can to figure out where the uniforms came from. I also did some damage control with the trucker incident, making sure that it didn’t become a huge media circus to attract more attention. I’m hoping this is enough to keep them off our trail.
When we leave in less than two hours, there will be a campus wide security system glitch, thanks to a resourceful employee of mine. The cameras will all cut out for exactly five minutes, so everyone has to be on their game.
Texting the group to confirm time and details, I ask for check-ins to confirm when they’re on their way and in place. I text Micah to ask what address I should send a car to and send a similar text to Lukas to find out if he’s coming. They all respond quickly.
Jackson: Ready to go here, see you at 7. Will confirm when I’m in place.

 
Micah: 321 Budding Court, I’ll be ready whenever the car arrives.

 
Lukas: Yeah I’m in, I’ll ride over with Micah.

 
Luis: Here ;)

 
I raise an eyebrow at Luis, who I hadn’t realized was awake.
“How long have you been awake,” he asks me, his voice rough with sleep.
“Only about half an hour. Sorry if my text woke you.”
“Nah that’s alright, I’m usually up by now. I’m surprised I slept so well.”
“Me too. Maybe the adrenaline is waning.”
He makes a noncommittal noise, looking down at the woman between us affectionately. Assessing our tangled situation, his gaze traces the way part of her body is tucked into him, the rest snuggled up to me. He raises an eyebrow in my general direction.
“Not every day that you wake up in bed with another man?” I ask.
“Did you…. Did you just tell a joke?” He smirks, mocking me, but I just laugh.
She stretches in her sleep and our laughter stops. Her chest presses into my side, her rear into Luis’ groin. We both freeze.
I don’t want to scare her and wake her up too suddenly, but my surprising physical reaction to her cannot be quelled. It feels wrong, considering she is literally medically and mentally fragile,  not to mention unconscious. There is nothing okay about this situation.
Luis makes a slight choking sound. He has an amusing look of surprise and terror on his face that I’m sure matches my own. He tries to shift away, but his arm is still trapped underneath her.
He’s in a far more precarious situation than I am. I have no choice at this point, I feel like I need to save my teammate here.
“Good morning, Sweetheart,” I murmur next to her ear, trying to wake her gently before we have no choice but to flee the situation.
She stirs more, pressing herself harder into our bodies as she stretches, a pained look crossing Luis’ face. I try not to laugh but end up chuckling as I cradle her face and look down at her.
I blow lightly on her face, while Luis uses his left arm to gently nudge her.
“Hey, pretty girl,” he says, “It’s D-day.”
She blinks her eyes open and stares up at me for a moment. Her first response, before noticing her position, is to look up at me and say, “Oh, your eyes are green too. I didn’t realize.”
My brain switches gears for a split second and I look up at Luis, cataloging his features. Green eyes. I had my suspicions about Jackson, but I never considered Luis. Is that why he was following me? He returns my stare and notices me putting all the pieces together. He gives me a small nod and shrugs.
“The plot thickens,” I say under my breath, but then turn my attention back to the more pressing awkward situation. See, I can make jokes.
In the time it took me to have a minor epiphany and silently confirm a major plot twist with my other bed partner, the woman between us seems to realize her situation and turns an alluring shade of pink.
“Oh my god,” she exclaims. “What the…what time is it?”
“Nearly 6 AM,” I confirm. “Did you sleep well?” I give her a knowing look, teasing her so I can watch her blush some more. God, I love that.
She sits up and holds the blankets up to her chest.
“You didn’t strip or anything,” I assure her, “You’re just very… snuggly. Isn’t she Luis?” I can’t help riling her up, she responds so beautifully.
Luis just shakes his head, standing up to subtly shake out his arm that had apparently fallen asleep. He bends down and murmurs, “You were fine, I promise,” and kisses her on the cheek. I don’t miss the slight twitch of his lips when she blushes just a tad bit harder. Yeah, he likes it too.
Deciding to let her off the hook, I offer her my arm just like I did yesterday for our walk. She grins up at me, carefully getting up off the hospital bed and allowing me to escort her to the restroom so she can freshen up.
“When can I take a real shower?” She pouts a little, and I can’t blame her. I’m dying for a shower, and I wasn’t covered head to toe in blood and muck 36 hours ago.
“We’ll ask Dr. Franks about it when he gets here,” I promise her, and let her have some privacy.
“You like trying to get a rise out of people, don’t you?” Luis asks me, his grin showing his amusement.
“It was either that or let her notice what kind of a rise she got out of you,” I point out with a raised eyebrow. “But yes, I admit that I do truly enjoy watching her skin light up when she’s agitated.”
“You’re sick,” he laughs.
“You have no idea,” I say low enough that he could have missed it.
We take a few minutes to freshen ourselves up, brushing our teeth at the small sink and straightening our clothes. I scroll through my emails when I’m finished, looking up when he clears his throat.
“So, we gonna talk about it or save it for later?” I’m surprised by his outright acknowledgement of the little secret he’s been keeping, but I respect that he’s approaching it head on.
“A little of column A, a little of column B, I suspect.” I pause, trying to decide how I want to address it. “Is it a suspicion or has it been confirmed?”
“A strong suspicion, nothing confirmed,” he says.
I examine his features more thoroughly, and now that I’m looking for it, I do see some likenesses. Much like my own case, his difference in race hides a lot of the inherited features.
“The relation is less obvious than Jackson for sure,” I muse out loud, and Luis’ attention snaps to me again.
“Wait, what? Jackson?”
“You hadn’t caught that yet? He’s the spitting image of a young Jackson Adley.”
“I wouldn’t have known or recognized that. Damn, your dad gets around.”
“My dad?”
“He didn’t claim me, I don’t have to claim him.” He shrugs.
“Is this why you were following me?” I ask him outright.
“Partially, yeah. I’ve been trying to get some information about… an incident that occurred with my family. And some of the clues led back to your dad.”
“You can stop calling him that.”
“What, you don’t enjoy having been born with a silver spoon?”
“You have no idea what that silver spoon was attached to,” I say darkly.
He lets that go, thankfully. “Do you think Jackson knows?”
“I don’t think so. But it seems like his mother did if she named him after him,” I point out.
“Damn. And we all found ourselves here, wrapped up in the same chaos.”
I hadn’t even thought of it that way. What are the chances?
My thoughts are diverted by the bathroom door opening. She is struggling with the IV tubes and nearly trips. I catch her, holding her steady while she gets her bearings. Looking down to ask if she’s alright, I catch her staring up at me with wide eyes. Her mouth is caught in a surprised “o” as she slowly moves her gaze from my face, down to where she is pressed up against my chest, the rest of her body bowing against me.
“I, uh… um… sorry,” she stutters. Normally I would exploit this opportunity to fluster her, but honestly, I’m a little flustered myself.
Tightening my hands on her waist, I lift her off the ground and walk her back to the hospital bed. The years of malnutrition she’s suffered are apparent, she is so light it takes almost zero effort to lift her. It’s a good reminder about why she’s untouchable.
At 6 AM on the dot, Nurse Irene taps on the door and walks in, pulling a breakfast cart with her.
“Perfect timing, good morning Ms. Irene.”
Hopefully she doesn’t mind that I took the liberty of ordering a whole spread. I eye the different offerings on the cart. Fruit, toast, oatmeal - ahh, pancakes.
“Good, I was just thinking we need to feed you more.” I grab the lap tray and set a plate of pancakes in front of her.
At first, she just pushes the fork around a bit. Leaning forward, I give her a soft command.
“Take a bite.”
She tenses, her eyes wide, but then she complies and I swear I have never found eating erotic. But I do now.
“Good girl. Now, finish the plate,” I tell her in a low voice, trying to hide the arousal in my voice. For half a second, I worry that I’ve put her off, but then I notice her clench her thighs together under her hospital dress.
Looking at the nurse and pretending that she wasn’t just watching me flirt with her patient, I ask when they’ll be able to remove her IV. We’ll need to get her dressed, and it’ll be so much easier without the tubes.
“I was about to do just that,” Nurse Irene says kindly.
As the IV and tubing is being removed from one arm, I notice our girl is still eating with the other hand. She notices me watching her and I wink, eliciting a delicious flush in her cheeks. She’s so responsive, and I hate that I love it so much. I shouldn’t be attracted to a bed ridden trauma victim. This is probably more proof that I’m broken inside.
Both mine and Luis’ phones chime, alerting us that we’ve received a message.
Lukas: A minivan?

 
Bennet: It’s inconspicuous.

 
Jackson: Oh, now I see why you wanted Lukas to drive.

 
Lukas: What is that supposed to mean?

 
Jackson: …

 
Jackson: Are you wearing your sweater vest?[1]

 
Luis snorts from across the room, and I shrug, chuckling. From a primarily visual perspective, Lukas does look the most likely of the five of us to drive a minivan. He also happens to have the cleanest driving record. It is what it is.
From the corner of my eye, I see she has finished her pancakes, pushing her plate away like she’s possibly overfull. I should feel guilty that she fed herself to the point of being uncomfortable, but it gives me an undeniably delicious thrill.
Leaning down to grab the tray, I plant a light kiss on top of her bandaged head, leaning down close to her ear. “Good girl,” I praise her in a low whisper.
Gooseflesh spreads across her arms, and I walk away feeling way too pleased with myself.
I take the tray out to set on the nurse’s station just as Micah and Dr. Franks arrive. They are talking as they walk, already going over some of the medical procedures. I reenter the room after them and watch as her face brightens upon seeing Micah.
Micah reaches over to fist bump Luis
“Is he wearing a sweater vest?” Luis asks, a sarcastic grin on his face.
Micah just laughs, but turns his attention to our girl and gives her a quick peck on the cheek.
“Who are we making fun of?” She asks, missing the inside joke.
“Lukas,” we all answer.
When I say that she beams, I mean her entire face lights up and her mouth opens in surprise. “He came?!” And her mouth breaks out into a huge, toothy grin when we all nod. I love seeing her so happy.
“Careful, Doll, you don’t want to split your stitches,” Micah says, touching right beside the cut on her bottom lip with a toothy grin of his own, before walking out to talk to the doctor.
While Dr. Franks and Micah are in the hallway discussing her care plan, I open one of the shopping bags that was delivered yesterday.
I pull out a simple, casual outfit. She looks excited to wear real clothes. Nurse Irene tries to shoo us away from the room so she can get her patient dressed, but she is called away.
“She shouldn’t bend down, so she’ll need a lot of help getting dressed,” she tells us, and we assure her we can handle it. After all, it’ll be all on us once we leave.
I close the door and flip the blinds, approaching the bedside with Luis. She looks a little apprehensive, like she’s being stalked, so I decide to back off a bit and let Luis take charge.
Well, sort of.
“Start with the panties,” I suggest, trying not to make it sound like an order. Luis grabs the white briefs and gives me a look. That eyebrow is inherited, I decide. I shrug innocently.
Tucking the briefs into his hand, Luis first helps her stand up. She is obviously mortified, but her embarrassment quickly turns to something else as Luis lowers to his knees in front of her.
She watches him with a glazed look in her eyes as he helps guide each of her feet through the leg holes and then slowly pulls them up her long legs. He’s trying to be respectful, only the very tips of his fingers are even touching her skin, moving slowly, only looking up at her face instead of where his hands are currently headed. Her wide eyes and heavy breaths betray that his light touch is affecting her.
I lean back against the wall and run my hand over my mouth, settling my fist on my chin as I watch her reactions. Just as he reaches the part of her legs and hips that are under the hospital gown, scrunching it up over her hips as he covers her most intimate parts, she notices me watching and unconsciously bites her bottom lip. She winces slightly, pulling on the wound, but she doesn’t stop. It looks like she’s using the pain to redirect her arousal and that does bad, bad things to my insides.
My cock jumps so hard her eyes notice the movement, tracing the entire length of it through my pants. She slowly brings her heated gaze back up to mine, blowing out a shaky breath as Luis starts to untie the extra hospital gown. I track the piece of clothing as Luis pushes it gently off her shoulders, down her arms, letting it fall to the ground. When he moves behind her to untie the first gown, I straighten up and stalk over to them, picking up the white bra and passing it to Luis.
We work in tandem, taking care of her on the base level, but every movement is slow and sensual. We coordinate every movement perfectly. Undoing the last tie behind her neck, he passes the garment to me on either side of her shoulders. I slowly peel the fabric away from her body, holding it up to shield her and never once looking away from her eyes.
From behind, Luis brings the bra around her body, allowing her to slip her arms through the straps as he pulls it taut against her breasts. He is nearly a full head taller than her, stooping low to let his breath caress the back of her neck as his fingers lightly brush the sides of her breasts, sliding all the way around her back to hook the clasps together.
I am enraptured by her reactions as she wavers between staring back into my eyes and closing them when the light touches or the breath on her neck send shivers all the way down her body. I watch, never taking my eyes off her face, and I nod, as Luis finishes hooking the back together. Luis may be the only one touching her right now, but I’m in control and I know she knows it. It’s a heady feeling.
Safely covered by her new white underwear, she brings a hand up and presses down on the gown I was using for a drape, signaling for me to drop it, giving me permission to look. I drop my eyes over her body, and all of the scars and bruises and marks do nothing to mar her beauty. If not for the bandages wrapped around her head, I might be tempted to forget why we’re here and test her boundaries in a major way.
I have a visceral reaction to seeing her in those white cotton briefs. Her nipples are hard beneath the fabric of her bra, her chest rising with her panting breaths. It would be impossible for me to deny my attraction to this woman.
Shaking myself out of a fog, I refocus on the job at hand, reaching back and handing the sweatpants to Luis. He kneels low again, his face inches from the curve of her ass, to pull her feet into the legs of the pants. She rests her hands on my shoulders to balance herself. A barely audible whimper escapes her when Luis pulls the pants up her legs, his stubble lightly scraping the skin of her side as he ties the drawstring. I pass Luis the shirt, slowly spinning her around to face him, my hands on her hips to help her balance. He smiles down at her as he brings the neck of the shirt over her head, and she puts her arms through the straps.
My hand brushes over her neck as I release the long plait of her hair. She presses into my touch as Luis’ hands brush over her shoulders and down her arms. She sighs. Her pupils are blown, gooseflesh covering her body. She looks blissed out and aroused, and my sick mind wants nothing more than to take advantage, to press her against my body and ravage her mouth. Instead, I guide her forward into Luis’ chest. He folds her into a hug, brushing his fingers over her back and arms.
I grab the socks and shoes from the bag and return to their sides. Bringing one arm around her waist, I lift her up and set her down on the bed, her legs automatically spreading to accommodate my body standing between them. I brush one hand over her face and down her jaw, and then step back to let Luis finish dressing her.
Looking back before I open the door and slip out, I catch her eyes in a heated gaze and watch her take a deep breath. Then I break the spell and let everyone else in so we can get ready to go. Everyone is in place and it’s time to move.




Jane Doe
The very air in the room is thick and heavy. Every brush of Luis’ fingers feels magnified a thousand times, his barely-there touches radiating over my entire body. It’s like I am made of nothing but tiny electric shocks, and I feel like I’m in a fog as these two absolute gods dress me like I’m some kind of doll.
The look in Bennet’s eyes as he watches me, gauging every reaction, causes heat to pour into my core and overwhelm my senses. He looks me directly in my eyes, purposefully not touching or looking at my body. Like he’s allowing this to happen, allowing Luis to touch me, allowing me to feel this way.
The whole process is slow and seductive, these two men working together to make every one of my nerve endings spark to life. Every movement is so deliberate that it almost tricks me into thinking that it’s all in my head, the heat and want in their eyes.
Logically, I am aware that the only reason they are helping me step into my own underwear is because I cannot do it myself. But somehow, they have taken something that felt embarrassing and pathetic and turned it into an entire scene.
But then, in a blink, the bubble pops and the door opens, letting the real world slither into my little fantasy world. I feel like I’ve been underwater and I’m finally coming up for air.
Whew.
What’s it going to be like to live with these people? I’m going to need a lot of new underwear because I am soaked.
Luis finishes up slipping on my lace-less sneakers when Nurse Irene comes in first and hugs me with tears in her eyes, slipping me her phone number in case I ever need anything. Dr. Franks shakes my hand and wishes me well, assuring me that I am in capable hands. I thank him for everything, especially for being so willing to step out of line and risk his own career just for me.
They file out, Dr. Franks shaking hands with each of the guys as he leaves. Micah and Bennet walk back in, Micah tossing a black bundle at Luis. Bennet checks his watch and confirms we have five minutes before we start moving, and then they all start stripping.
No, I really mean it. This isn’t some kind of daydream I’m having. They are actually removing their clothes. I just sit there, dumbstruck and wide-eyed, not sure where to look, or if I should be looking at all.
Micah is directly in front of me, stripped down to a pair of deep blue boxer briefs. His body is perfection, like he was carved out of stone. His dark brown skin is glistening over rippling muscles, I didn’t even know muscles moved like that just doing normal activities. He catches me looking at him and shoots me a saucy wink.
My gaze immediately averts but then catches on Luis. He is standing way too close, considering that he’s almost completely naked. That, and I’ve spent the last ten minutes close to combusting over the way he put some panties on me. His body is lean but surprisingly fit, covered from his chin all the way down his torso in artwork. My eyes follow the ink all the way to the V of his lower torso, a small trail of hair leading down to a very low-cut pair of burgundy boxer briefs. The bulge there is… surprising. Who would have thought? Damn.
I have to look away, not wanting to get caught staring with my mouth wide open and a mixture of desire and intimidation on my face.
Since I’ve looked at everyone else, I allow my eyes to flick up at Bennet, who is staring directly at me as he takes his time pulling up a pair of black scrubs. I don’t miss his toned thighs, but I don’t get a chance to explore much as he pulls the pants up over his black boxer briefs. God I love boxer briefs. Bennet is yet another image of perfection, not as muscular as Micah, but toned, abs flexing as he pulls on the black shirt.
Before I can really process what is happening and enjoy the show, it’s over and I’m surrounded by three devastatingly handsome men all wearing black scrubs. Bennet collects their clothes in a large tote bag that he slings over the handlebars of the wheelchair, while Micah grabs my hand and helps me to sit down, placing my feet on the little stands. Luis comes forward and slides a grey beanie over my head, covering my bandages.
And just like that, Bennet grabs the handles of the wheelchair, and we’re moving. The plan is happening. I know we aren’t expecting any sort of trouble or interference, but it’s still terribly exciting and my heart is pounding.
Before we reach the end of the hall, Bennet announces that the cameras are down, picking up the pace as we board an elevator and ride it three levels down. Luis separates and heads out a different way, brushing my arm as he goes. We follow a labyrinth of hallways until we’re in a section that doesn’t seem to be used anymore. Micah pulls out a badge and runs it through a slot at a large door, and it opens up to blinding sunlight.
Once my eyes adjust, I see that we are headed down a ramp where Lukas is waiting in a dark-tinted black minivan. The doors slide open as we hustle down the ramp, the wheelchair stopping next to the closest door. Micah helps me in the van as the wheelchair is whisked away.
Dizzy from excitement, or from moving too fast, I scoot over to make room as Bennet climbs in the third row and Micah sits next to me. The doors close and Lukas maneuvers the car around, driving through a parking garage and out to a gate where a large arm blocks the entrance. There is a pause where I think my heart is going to come out of my throat, but then the gate arm raises. A large grey 4x4 pulls in front of us, and we turn out onto the main road.
“Is that Jackson?” I ask nervously.
“Yep, and I can see Luis about two cars behind us,” Lukas answers, looking at the rearview mirror.
The drive is silent for a while, my thundering heartbeat surely loud enough for everyone to hear. I startle when Bennet’s phone rings, Luis letting us know over the speaker that there is a white SUV that has been trailing us since leaving the hospital parking lot. The pulse in my throat quickens, and I am nauseous with fear.
Have I put them in danger? Who are these people? Will they hurt me? Will they hurt them? I couldn’t live with myself if any of these men got hurt.
My sweaty hands clench together as my thoughts start to spiral. I’m trying to come up with a plan, one that involves Lukas pulling the van over to let me out. Maybe if I surrender myself they’ll let the guys go, or at least give them a chance to run.
What have I done? What do these people want with me?
My breaths are too shallow, my vision starting to waver.
Micah puts an arm around my shoulders, gently hugging me against his side. “Breathe, baby, breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. That’s right.” He talks me through my panic in soothing tones, but I don’t miss the way his eyes flick up to the rearview mirror.
What feels like hours, but is probably only minutes later, Luis confirms that they’ve turned and are no longer following us. No one speaks for a little while, but once we make it out of the busy part of town and out onto less populated roads, everyone visibly relaxes. I can see Jackson’s truck in front of us, and Luis’ black car behind us, and there are no other cars on this country road.
I lean my head back on the seat for a moment, letting the tension run out of me. Micah squeezes my shoulders, and Bennet brushes his knuckles over the back of my neck. I smile and let out a heavy breath, knowing we’re home free - whatever that means.
Lukas makes eye contact with me in the rearview mirror, and I give him a small smile. I hope that he actually wants to be here, and I plan to get the chance to tell him how much it means to me that he showed up today. For now, I just mouth “thank you” before he focuses back on the road.
Something from earlier finally occurs to me.
“That is a really nice sweater vest,” I tell Lukas. And everyone explodes in laughter.




Jackson
Once it’s clear we’ve made it out of town free and clear, I want to cheer and honk and jump up and down and whoop out the window. Aside from the two minutes of uncertainty with the SUV, everything went off without a hitch and I am absolutely giddy about it.
That was somehow both the most anticlimactic and also the most exciting thing I have ever done. I’ve gone cliff diving before, but this was a bigger rush.
I thought I’d be more nervous about bringing people back to the B&B, but I’m surprisingly not. I spent yesterday evening roaming around and checking to make sure all the rooms were ready, and I feel like I’ve mostly exorcized whatever ghosts I was holding onto. With the upcoming excitement of having these guys and her there, I’ve been able to stop staring at that spot on the floor quite as much.
I’m so pumped and ready to introduce them to Mr. and Mrs. C, and get settled in. I can’t wait to get to know her better. All of them, really.
I signal and turn onto the long gravel driveway, wishing that I could see her face as they enter the property. Driving through the dazzling oak canopy into the clearing of wildflowers, perfectly lit by the morning sun, the big house has never looked more beautiful.
As our caravan pulls up to the main house, Mr. and Mrs. Coolson come out, leaving the doors open wide to welcome our guests. I jump out of the cab, bouncing on the balls of my feet, all but doing cartwheels with all the excited energy running through me.
Rushing over, I greet our precious cargo with a bear hug, lifting her out of the van. She looks around, a wide grin of wonder on her face as she takes it all in.
“Oh Jackson, it’s amazing!” She says in delight, hugging my side as we walk up to the only family I have left in the world.
“This is Mr. and Mrs. Coolson, they helped raise me, and they take care of the B&B.” I gesture to our guest of honor, “This is…” I cringe, “…sorry, we don’t actually know, but she’s pretty fantastic and the reason we’re all here.” I inwardly kick myself at my awkwardness.
Mrs. C moves in for a hug, taking our mystery girl’s hands in hers, “Now don’t you worry about all that, there’s plenty of time to figure things out. Come inside and let us show you around.” She leads our girl to the short set of stone steps that lead to the open double doors.
“Smooth,” Micah jokes as he slaps me on the back, catching up so he can scoop her up and carry her up the steps and over the threshold like a giddy groom. She doesn’t seem to mind, throwing her arms around his neck and looking the happiest that I’ve seen her so far.
“Nice place,” says Lukas, coming up to stand beside me, holding bags. I reach out to grab one from him and Bennet comes up to shake my hand.
“It’s a really impressive estate,” he remarks. Luis is standing next to him, looking around and nodding in approval.
We bring all the bags inside and set them in the foyer. I notice that Micah has finally let her down, and she is standing in front of the little table that holds a photo of my mother.
Walking up beside her, I tell her simply, “That’s my mother.”
“Beautiful,” she whispers, and I look down at her thinking the same thing.
The bustle in the entryway breaks us from our reverie, and I see that Mr. and Mrs. Coolson are introducing themselves. I’m pretty sure that Mrs. C could guess everyone’s names based on everything I’ve told her.
Grabbing our girl’s hand, I lead everyone around for a tour through the formal sitting room, dining room, and kitchen. We walk through the back hallway where I point out a small elevator and then into the more comfortable living room. I point out a hallway with bathrooms, office space, and a basement that used to have a gym with a small exercise pool. The rooms are all on the second level, so we head up there next.
She starts toward the stairs, unsurprisingly determined to try them rather than use the elevator, but squeals when Micah surprises her by swooping her up into his arms again. We all laugh at her girly noises, and it strikes me how natural it feels to have us all centered around her. I do notice that Lukas is subdued, observing them interact. He doesn’t look upset or bothered, more curious if anything, and I am absolutely dying to know what is going on between those two.
The rest of us grab the bags and walk up the right side of the circular staircase that surrounds the foyer. We drop the luggage on the landing at the top of the stairs so I can show off the rooms.
There are five large rooms, which works out perfectly since I plan to stay in the cabin. The largest room, which we call the Lakefront Suite, is at the center of the hall and is where our guest of honor will be staying.
I open the double doors to the room, ushering everyone in and showing them around. The room is quite large, painted dark grey with white trim. An enormous dark grey wood four-poster California King bed is set into a cutout space, surrounded by huge floor-to-ceiling windows covered in gauzy white curtains. The bed is covered in a plush duvet that is so light grey it could be white, pillows in various shades of blue and grey arranged on top. The windows on either side of the bed offer views of the serene, wooded grounds behind the estate. To the left, you can see the sprawling grounds, lush with wildflowers, leading down to the shining surface of Lake Barnaby. My little cabin can be seen out the right side.
The luxurious bed is the focal point of the room, but there is so much more. I show them the closet, which is already filled with the clothes Bennet ordered, a small kitchenette, and a small table to take tea. At the center of the room is a sitting area with a plush white sofa with blue pillows, a dark grey coffee table, and two matching plush chairs. To the right is a door that leads to an ensuite bathroom that rivals a spa.
Luis lets out a low whistle and even Bennet looks impressed, which I count as a major win because I imagine he’s seen some ritzy places. Micah opens the door to the ensuite bathroom and calls out “Holy Shit!”
The bathroom is big enough for all of us to walk into without feeling cramped. The walls are painted to look like a forest of white birch trees on a black background, soft recessed lighting giving the trees a 3D effect. At the center of the room is a stone half wall with a control panel, part of the waterfall-style open shower. To the left of the shower is a large stone-rimmed Jacuzzi tub built into the floor. On the right is a water closet and a long stone countertop with two cutout sinks. Underneath the counter are open shelves stocked with various sizes of fluffy white towels and various bath and body products.
I always felt like the whole thing was excessive, but the spa bathrooms were hugely popular. My mother spent years on these upgrades, and it paid off. I’ve never even used any of these features, but I feel proud as everyone looks obviously impressed.
Our girl is over near the shower wall, looking at the control panel with longing.
“We’ll get you cleaned up soon, I promise,” Micah says to her, and she immediately perks up, but then her face transforms into an odd look of concern.
“You alright?” I ask.
“Yeah,” she says, a blush spreading over her face. “I… um… can’t even get myself dressed, so I was wondering how a shower is going to possibly work.”
Her eyes dart between Luis and Bennet with an expression that I can’t quite read, but the atmosphere in the room turns heavy. She lowers her eyes and walks towards the door, clearly flustered. Both Luis and Bennet take a step back, creating a path to the door, but as she passes I overhear Bennet’s low voice say something about taking care of her.
Okay, I might need a cold shower now. Damn.
My eyebrows lift and I glance over at Micah and Lukas, but both of them look as lost and curious as me.
We head back into the hallway to continue the tour. The two rooms on either side of the suite are our second largest rooms, and at the end of each hall is another, slightly smaller room. All of the rooms are decorated in soft blues and greys, with large comfortable king-sized beds and plush sitting areas. Although none of the other rooms can quite touch the Lakefront Suite in terms of size and luxury, they are all elegant and comfortable. I show them how the entertainment systems work and point out other features, like the pullout couches and trundles under each bed, to accommodate guests who have kids.
The boxes that were delivered for Bennet are already in the room to the right of the suite, so he’ll be in that room. We decide that Micah should take the room on the left of the suite so he can be close for any medical needs. Lukas takes the room next to Micah’s, which leaves Luis on the opposite end next to Bennet.
“You won’t be staying here?” She asks me, a little sadly.
“Of course I am darlin’,” I assure her. “I’m right in that little cabin that I showed you through the window. You’ll be able to see my room from yours.” I give her a smile and a wink, pleased that she clearly cares.
While the guys each head into their rooms to get settled, I head back into the big room with her so she can look around a bit more.
“Think this is going to be okay?” I ask her as she sinks into the comfortable sofa.
“Are you kidding me? I can’t be sure, of course. But this has to be the nicest place I’ve ever been to. I can’t believe you’re letting us all stay here, what about your real customers?”
“This place hasn’t been up and running for about five years now. After my mother died, I tried to keep it going, but the bookings slowed over time. I think the place just didn’t have the same charm without her. Maybe I wasn’t trying hard enough, being here was difficult for a long time.”
“I’m sorry,” she says, reaching for me to sit next to her and then leaning into my shoulder. I take the opportunity to wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her into my chest, using my other hand to playfully tug on her beanie.
“Thank you, but it’s okay. Honestly, I think having you all come here has been good for me. Giving this place purpose is healing in a way. I’m truly happy to have people here that mean something to me.”
I consider my words, wondering if I’m oversharing, but the truth just kind of poured out. “Sorry if that’s weird,” I say to her. “I’m not really one for keeping things inside.”
“No, I’m glad that you’re happy. And I feel the same way about you and the other guys.” She lets out a sarcastic chuckle. “If you want to talk about weird… how about being such a pathetic headcase that you attach yourself to the first five random strangers that show you any sort of kindness. And then move in with them after knowing them for barely a day… I think I’ve got your weird beat.” She gives me a kind of sad smile.
I squeeze her shoulders and then use my free hand to tip her chin up so her eyes meet mine. “I don’t think you’re pathetic,” I say, dropping a kiss on her forehead. “Maybe a little bit of a headcase though.”
Rolling her eyes at my joke, she settles back into the couch and is silent for a while.
“What are you thinking right now?” I ask her. She hesitates, so I nudge her, encouraging her to share. “I promise I won’t judge you. Like I said, I’m not one for keeping things inside. It rots you from inside out. Spill it, darlin’.”
Letting out a breath, she side-eyes me.
“I was wondering how you all feel about each other being involved in this… whatever it is. I know we all just met, and there’s all of this drama … but does it feel like more to you?” I nod in agreement, but don’t say anything, wanting her to continue. “Does it bother you that I have these feelings for… all of you?”
“Honestly? No, it doesn’t. I can’t speak for the others, but I’m not bothered by it in the slightest. I don’t know where this is all going, and there’s a tiny part of me that worries you’re going to get your memory back and come to your senses, but I feel strongly that we should go with it.”
“I wonder what the others think about it.”
“Ask them.” I shrug. “It’s better to be upfront and honest, right? And if a six-way relationship, in any context, is going to work, there’s got to be open communication. Just ask, and I’ll help… if you want me to.”
“I don’t think Lukas wants anything to do with me.”
“Do you want anything to do with Lukas?”
“Maybe. Probably... I feel the same pull to him as I do the rest of you. But it hasn’t had as much chance to develop. When he showed up today, I was so ridiculously happy. But I also don’t want any of you to feel like you have to be here or have to be with me, in any way.”
“I don’t think you have to worry about that. Lukas doesn’t seem the type to do something he doesn’t want to do. And I’ve seen the way he looks at you, like some kind of beautiful puzzle he wants to unravel. Although….” I lean forward conspiratorially. “… I don’t know anything for sure, so it could be nothing. But Micah and Lukas definitely know each other,” she nods, so she’s definitely noticed their dynamic. “I sense some major tension between them.”
“Do you think they might be together, or might have been before?” She asks.
I nod. “That’s exactly the impression I had.”
“You don’t think… Do you think Lukas resents me because of my potential relationship with Micah, even though it’s not like that… or at least isn’t yet. I don’t know if it will be, but...” She babbles a bit, and I find it endearing that she is so worried about our feelings regarding her relationships with each of us.
“I think he’s more logical than that, so I don’t think he would resent you, no. But it could be why he’s holding back.”
Her mouth turns down.
“If we all did want a relationship, all six of us together, would it bother you if any of them were with each other also?” I ask.
“No,” she answers immediately. “No, it doesn’t bother me. If they love each other, they should love each other. I would never want to get in the way of that. And if their love for each other is contingent upon me holding back my feelings for them, I would step back.”
“And if they were to maintain their relationship but not want you to step back?”
She sits up to face me, her grey eyes wide. She opens her mouth to say something, but then promptly closes it again. I nudge her again, prodding for her thoughts.
“I think it’s… kind of hot,” she lets the words out on an exhale.
“So do I.” I agree emphatically.
As if summoned, the door opens and Micah walks in, Lukas following behind him with a tray.
I wag my eyebrows at her before we turn our attention to the dynamic duo themselves.




Micah
This place is swanky. It’s easy to see why this place used to be so popular, but I can’t imagine why they shut it down. I guess it works to our advantage though.
I carry my bag into the room that will be mine for the foreseeable future. Having packed so quickly, I don’t have much to unpack. Thankfully the bathrooms are stocked with products, I realized too late that I forgot to grab toiletries in my haste to escape my parent’s house. Luckily, Lukas always has extra essentials, so I was able to brush my teeth and shower at his house. He even had my favorite body wash under the sink, probably left from when I used to stay there so often.
Once I’m all settled in with my meager belongings, I head out of the room to get my patient settled. Dr. Franks gave me bottles of medications for her to take in place of the IV meds, and it's nearly time for her first doses.
Opening the door, I smack right into Lukas, who steadies me with his hands on my shoulders. He’s removed his sweater vest, his light blue button-down shirt rolled up to the elbows. There’s a bag over his shoulder.
He’s nearly half a foot taller than my 6-foot self, so I have to look up at him when he’s standing close like this. One side of his mouth quirks into a grin as he pushes me back through the door.
“I know you’ve got to run off and play doctor,” he says winking, “but I have some things for you first.”
I’m glad to see him more relaxed about the situation. After I helped him finish packing, we talked well into the early morning hours. There was some kissing and light touching, but all above the belt. It was healing, and I feel like we’re in a good place right now.
“First, and most importantly.” Pressing my back against the wall, he kisses me so thoroughly that I feel it in my toes. I’m not quite ready when he pulls back and walks over to my little table, placing his bag on top.
“Secondly, I remembered that I still had a stack of your clothes that you left behind. I figured you probably packed in a hurry, so you might be able to use a few extra things.”
“That’s super thoughtful. Thank you.” He has always known exactly what I need. I think it’s because he’s incredibly observant, but also, he actively seeks out ways to show people that he cares for them.
My smile is grateful, not only for the extra clothes, but also to have him back in my life.
“Third, I brought some tea. Do you think she might like tea?”
The fact that he not only thought about me, but also went out of his way to try and do something nice for her, hits me right in the feels. He opened up last night about his feelings, and this is clear proof that he is trying. I’m just… proud? Appreciative?
Fuck, I love him so much. How did I ever walk away from this?
There is only one appropriate response to him in this moment. I pull him to me and capture his mouth in a scorching kiss. We haven’t taken things farther than this, it hasn’t even been twelve hours since we kissed and made up, but I purposefully put a lot of heat behind the kiss. It’s my way of saying that I’ll thank him properly later, because I have never wanted him more.
“I’m about to get her meds together and get her settled, maybe we can make her a tray?”
On our way to the staircase, we notice Bennet’s door is open and we can hear Luis’ voice in there with him. Those two seem an unlikely pair, but ever since their spat over the background checks, they seem to be becoming almost friends.
The bag that Dr. Franks put together is on a table in the foyer. Inside it are bandages, various ointments, tools, bags of IV solution in the event they’re needed, and medications. It looks like all of this will probably be best utilized upstairs, so I take a couple of the medication bottles out and then swing the bag over my shoulder.
We head into the kitchen, knocking lightly first because I’m pretty sure guests don’t usually come back here. Mrs. Coolson is sitting at the island when we walk in, a friendly smile on her face. Lukas asks her where he might find a tea kettle, and the two of them bustle around the kitchen to put together a perfect tea tray.
Soon enough, we have the tray ready with enough supplies for our whole gang in case they want any, we head back upstairs. The door is slightly open, but I knock on our way in, to alert anyone of our entry. She and Jackson are sitting on the sofa in deep conversation.
“Sorry to interrupt,” I say. Lukas brings in the tray and sets it on the coffee table, getting everything situated.
“Nah, you’re not interrupting anything.” Says Jackson with a wink towards the girl. “We were just discussing our feelings about this interesting situation we’ve found ourselves in.”
She narrows her eyes at Jackson. A curious, silent exchange passes between the two of them as I watch with amusement.
“What’s all this?” She says almost over-enthusiastically.
We’re going with avoidance, I see. I chuckle under my breath.
I hand her a tiny plastic cup with a few pills and a glass of water. “There’s two different antibiotics, a blood thinner, and a pain killer there. It’s all basically the same stuff you were getting in your IV.” She takes the pills and the water, swallowing them quickly to cover her flustered behavior.
There’s a long silence as she looks over at Lukas, who is fiddling with the contents of the tray. I clear my throat to get his attention and his head snaps up, like he forgot he was here to do something.
“I like tea,” Lukas says awkwardly.
Jackson snorts lightly, and my mouth twitches. Dipping my head, I gesture for him to keep going.
He takes a breath and starts again. “What I mean to say is that I wanted to ask if you like tea, but then I realized you might not know, I mean, remember… so I brought some for you to try.”
Her eyes well up with surprised emotion. “That’s incredibly kind of you,” she says. “I would like that very much.”
Lukas starts going over the three different types of tea he brought, and I find a cart to stash all her medical supplies in. There are more supplies in the closet, but they will probably never be used. Dr. Franks explained to me just how remarkable her progress has been, said he’d never seen anything like it. Her bandages weren’t even weeping this morning when we changed them, so she won’t even need those for much longer. I’m going to jokingly start calling her Supergirl with these freakish healing abilities.
Bennet comes in a few minutes into our tea party and asks to talk to Jackson. Jackson sets down his tea, kissing the girl on her cheek and patting Lukas on the shoulder as he leaves. The three of us look around at each other, but I shrug. Maybe something to do with the house?
I spend a few minutes organizing pointless medical supplies that we will likely never use. I’m trying to give them space to bond. Once there is no more busy work to distract myself with, I join them in the sitting area. I’m happy to see that Lukas has moved to sit next to her on the couch, engrossed in conversation. Sipping the tea that Lukas wordlessly passes me, made exactly how I like it, I sit there and silently observe them as they get to know each other.
“I’m sorry, by the way,” I hear Lukas say, surprising me.
He continues, “I haven’t been as kind as I could, and I said some things that hurt you. It doesn’t excuse how I acted, but I want you to know that I didn’t mean the things I said unkindly. I sometimes have trouble working things out in the moment.”
“It’s okay, you were right, honestly,” she says a little sadly. “It might be unhealthy that I seem to have latched on to the first people to cross my path. I don’t know what kind of trouble I might have been in, or even if I’m a good person.”
Lukas and I both move to interrupt, but she holds up a hand, asking us to let her continue. “I want you to know that I don’t take any of this lightly, and I am so appreciative of all of you.”
She takes a breath to steady herself before spitting it all out.
“I have all of these… feelings. Towards all of you. And I know that is super weird and doesn’t make any sense. And you’re probably right, it probably is a post-traumatic stress reaction, but that doesn’t mean the feelings aren’t there. And it’s not that I expect anyone to reciprocate or anything…” She pauses to take a breath. “I just… Thank you. Seeing you in the van this morning really meant a lot to me. It made me feel safe. And I realize that you might not only be here for me, but your presence makes me feel whole.”
She is looking everywhere except at either of us. I can’t tell if she’s feeling embarrassed or just overwhelmed, but I can see that she is actively trying not to let any tears fall.
Lukas watches her, listening to her nervous ramble. He glances up at me, locking eyes, and then looks back at her. I can see the wheels turning but I can’t figure out what he’s thinking.
Then he does the very last thing I would expect.
He reaches out and gently grabs her jaw, angling her face so she is looking at him. Then he looks at her deep in her eyes and says, “I feel it too. But… I’m afraid it isn’t real.”
“Does it matter?” She whispers.
His eyes are boring into her, but then they flick up to me, unsure again. I smile and give him a tiny, nearly imperceptible nod.
“Maybe not.”
And then that sly motherfucker kisses her!
At first, it’s a barely-there kiss, gentle and sweet. As their shock wears off, their lips start to move together, wet with the tears that have fallen down her face. I watch, astonished, and almost expect to feel some kind of jealousy, but all I feel is pride and happiness.
When he pulls back, she stares at him in wonder for a moment, but then turns her eyes to me. It’s like she’s making sure I’m okay with it, and I realize that she knows we’re together, or at least that we have a close relationship.
All I can do is smile.




Luis
When everyone breaks away from the tour, I head to my room, but I throw my bag on the bed and go straight to Bennet. We’ve got two mysteries to figure out, one of which may be easier than I thought, considering now Bennet is in on my secret. Or part of it at least.
He knows that I have strong suspicions that he and I are related, that his dad also fathered me and then left us to rot. I haven’t told him that I believe his father fed my mother pills for years until she overdosed. I’m starting to understand the nature of his relationship with Adley, but I still don’t know if he would block my attempts at bringing his father down. Would he defend him or warn him in time to cover his tracks?
For now, we need to confirm the blood relation, and we also need to bring Jackson in and tell him. I looked up some old pictures on my phone this morning while I was waiting for go time, and Bennet is right. Jackson is the spitting image of a young Jackson Adley.
Bennet’s room door is open, so I knock and call out to him as I walk in. He acknowledges me with a finger, on his phone, as usual. He’s busy pulling stuff out of boxes and setting things on the table. This is a pretty big room, but it doesn’t feel big enough for all his office stuff.
It doesn’t help that it looks like he’s had his full wardrobe delivered. Is he going to wear a suit every day?
It’s awkward to stand here while he’s talking on the phone, so I thumb through my phone and peek around the room for a few minutes until I hear Bennet hang up on whoever he’s talking to.
“You settled in already?” He says, still focusing on a box full of files.
“I didn’t bring much,” I shrug. “This is a nice place,” I say, trying to make polite conversation. I’m not good at chitchat, though, and Bennet sees right through it.
He quirks an eyebrow at me.
I get to the point. “How soon do we want to bring Jackson in on this?”
He nods thoughtfully, “Maybe we should do it now, get it over with so we can get to the next step.”
“I think he’s in with her.” I gesture to the room next door. He nods and mutters something along the lines of “stay here” and I try not to balk. We need to have a serious conversation about his compulsive need to order everyone around.
A minute later, he brings Jackson in, moving some stuff around so we can sit. Jackson and I are sitting on the couch, and Bennet pulls up a chair to sit in front of us.
Jackson leans over to me and whispers loudly. “Are we in trouble? Is Daddy mad?”
I can’t help but bark out a laugh. Bennet’s exasperated expression makes it even harder to hold in my laughter.
Jackson pulls a fake cringe and I wipe my eyes, sitting up and waving my hand to get on with it.
“What, if anything, do you know about your biological father?” Bennet digs right in, and Jackson’s face sobers immediately, his forehead creasing in confusion.
“Literally zero, why?”
“We have a theory.” Bennet answers. Jackson stares at him, and then turns his head to look at me. He doesn’t say anything, he just waits for us to keep talking.
“When you got in my car the other day, you struck me as… familiar. Then when you introduced yourself, I figured it would be too big of a coincidence. I got sidetracked, focusing all my efforts on getting her out of the hospital. Every time I talked to you, it was nagging in the back of my head, but I thought I would investigate the possibility once we were here. To be honest, before I had a similar revelation with Luis, I wasn’t planning on saying anything until I knew for sure, but Luis helped me come to the conclusion that we should all explore this situation together.”
Jackson isn’t catching on. “And that situation would be…”
“That we might have the same father.” He says plainly, finally.
Jackson’s head snaps up and he looks at Bennet like he’s out of his mind. “You’re kidding, right?” He laughs, looking at me to back up the joke, but I just shrug. “And what is your part in all this supposed to be?” He asks me, still grinning.
“I probably have the same father too.”
At that, he busts out laughing in earnest. I give Bennet a knowing look, and then pull up one of the pictures I found this morning. I hand my phone to Jackson and his grin immediately falls.
“That is Jackson Adley in his mid-twenties.” I say, allowing him a few moments to process.
He looks up again, his face registering shock. He’s a lot more shocked than I was, even though it’s way more obvious.
“And… you too?” He looks at me confused. He stares at the photo again and then back at me. I make a similar expression as the photo and it becomes a little more obvious, but still not much.
Bennet cuts in, “As Luis and I are biracial, some of the features are not as obvious. But there are signs.”
“So how did you figure out Luis?” He asks Bennet.
“He didn’t,” I say. “That day at the park, I was… following Bennet. I found out about the possibility of Jackson Adley being my biological father and was curious. Kept it to myself until our perceptive girl in there got a good look at Bennet and noticed he has green eyes. Then he put it together and told me about you. This is the first time we’ve had a chance to talk to you about it.”
“Wow.”
“That’s it? Just ‘wow’?” I’m a little addled at how well he’s taking it. “When I found out I threw things.”
Jackson shrugs, “I mean, I’m shocked. And maybe I’m still processing. But I also never put a lot of thought into who my father might be. I don’t remember ever being curious even. I had everything I needed right here until my mother died.”
“My mother’s death is how I found out, actually. I was going through her stuff and some clues led me to him.”
“I haven’t even gone through my mom’s stuff,” he admits.
“I propose that we all do a DNA swab to confirm our suspicions,” Bennet suggests.
“I’m down,” I say.
“That’s fine with me, but why don’t we just ask him?” Jackson asks, and I’m curious what his answer is going to be.
Bennet hesitates. “My father… is not a good man.”
I scoff, an involuntary response to the understatement of the century.
Bennet looks at me curiously. “Did you have something to share?”
I shake my head. “Not yet.”
He sighs, frustration evident on his face. “It would be nice to have all of the pieces of the puzzle when or if we decide to approach him.”
“And why would we do that?”
“Because you deserved better. We all did. And selfishly, I might enjoy seeing him get knocked down a peg. He’ll probably just throw money at you to keep it quiet, but I’d say take it and open an art gallery,” he gestures at me, “or keep this place open” he gestures to Jackson, “or take it and run far away from him.”
“Why do you stay?”
“I’ve never felt like I had a choice. He’s… controlled me… my entire life. He’s been grooming me to take over this business, but I don’t want it. Part of me has just been going along with whatever he wants, waiting for him to die so I can dismantle it all.”
I actually believe him.
“Damn man.” I’m starting to get the feeling that he wasn’t a whole lot better off growing up afterall.
Jackson looks at us both, “I’m a big fan of getting things all out in the open. My mother… she was a really depressed person. She held things in, and then everything she was holding in would bring her farther down. Every once in a while, she would sort of ‘pop’ and spiral. And then she’d be okay for a while. And it would start again, a vicious cycle that kept going until the day she popped so hard she killed herself. She swallowed a bottle full of pills and flung herself off that balcony in the hall.”
My head jerks up at the mention of pills. I barely even hear the rest of what he has to say, my mind is stuck on the pills.
“I don’t want your pity, that’s not my point. My point is, keeping things in just brings you down. You’re brothers now. We are brothers now. Both of you had shit for family until right now, and I think that means something. So, shit or get off the pot. Decide whose side you’re on. Get it all out in the open before it brings you down.”
There’s a brief silence before I blurt, “What kind of pills?”
“What? What does that have to do with anything?”
“What. Kind. Of. Pills?” I repeat slowly.
“I don’t know, I honestly kind of checked out and I’ve never gone through her things or the investigation report.” I feel bad for him, he was obviously close to her and is in a lot of pain still. But the mention of pills sets off alarm bells. I’m still unsure how much I can trust Bennet.
“If you’d like, I can help you go through her things. Despite how it looks currently, I’m well organized and good at categorizing.” Bennet offers, watching me curiously.
“I could help with that,” I say. If I can find out whether the pills are connected, then maybe I could link two deaths to Jackson Adley. Plus, I can use the time to get to know Bennet better and decide if I can trust him.
Jackson thinks for a moment, then agrees. There’s so much else going on, but I want to push for this information. We decide to work on it over the weekend, since Bennet is still waiting for some intel from one of his contacts.
Bennet gets up and rustles around some boxes, finding a bubble envelope and sitting down at the table. He rips open the envelope and pulls out multiple clear bags with tubes inside. I wonder how long it’s going to take me to stop being surprised that Bennet is continuously one step ahead.
We follow the simple directions, each of us swabbing the insides of our cheeks and dropping the swab in a little tube. Bennet packages it all up.
“A courier will be here shortly, and then we should have results in around 24 hours.”
“Wow that fast, huh?” Jackson seems impressed.
Bennet shrugs, “I know a guy.”
“You know a lot of guys.” I laugh sardonically.
“Damn useful though,” exclaims Jackson. He’s right.
I start towards the door. “I’m going to go in and check on our girl. Micah and I were coming up with a plan to help her bathe.”
Bennet gives a nod as if to say, “I’m in”.
They follow behind me as I push open the door to her room and walk into the strangest tea party I’ve ever seen.




“Six”
The moment Lukas’ lips touch mine I freeze, too shocked to react or do anything other than sit here paralyzed as tears stream down my face. I poured my heart out to him, giving him permission to leave, or permission to stay and have nothing to do with me. Instead, he’s kissing me.
I finally break out of my paralysis and find the nerve to kiss him back. His lips are soft and tentative. The floral notes of the tea he was drinking linger, blending with my salty tears. I lean into him, chasing the taste.
My first kiss.
I mean, it might not be my actual first kiss, it’s not like I have any way of knowing for sure. But this… this is my first kiss in my new life. I’ve decided that nothing before matters. Living this life, hopefully with these five men, is what matters. This kiss matters.
He pulls back and I stare at him for a minute, mind blown. Gone is the grumpy cynic, staring and calculating, barely talking to me. Instead, he has been replaced by this beautiful stranger, with piercing blue eyes and soft, pillowy lips.
Then I remember we have an audience. Who may or may not be this man’s boyfriend? Lover? But why would Lukas do that if they were together, or is that allowed? I mean, I’m not judging. I have five boyfriends. Okay maybe not official boyfriends, but a girl can dream.
I look up at Micah, confused and worried. Is he okay with this?
All I get from him is a huge grin.
“So now that we’ve had this breakthrough, does anyone want to clue me in about what else is happening? Because I would never come between you.” Unless you asked me to…
What is wrong with me?
“Lukas and I were together, until a couple of years ago when I made a stupid mistake and moved away. We ran into each other for the first time in two years right before you stumbled into our lives. You brought us back together.”
“It seemed like you were fighting before.”
“It took me a minute to come to my senses,” Micah says with an affectionate look towards Lukas.
I look at Lukas too. “You came for him,” I say simply, not judging or upset in any way.
“I love Micah and I have for a very long time. I’d do anything for him, including involve myself with five other random strangers who are all probably experiencing a post-traumatic stress response.” He grins at me sarcastically. “But he was also right about you and how you make me feel. It’s similar to how I felt when I first met him. I’ve always wished I had been brave enough to dive right in, we could have had so much more time together.”
He glances at Micah before turning his blue eyes back on me. “I’m diving in, following my heart instead of my head. Which is incredibly difficult for me, so please try to be patient with me as I work it all out.”
“We’ll figure it out together.” I smile up at him. If he were the slightest bit closer, I’d probably kiss him again. Even sitting on the floor, he’s over a head taller than me.
“Absolutely we will.”
Micah stands up and reaches out a hand to help me off the ground. “For now though,” he says, “It’s time to start some physical therapy.”
“Physical therapy? Now?”
“Yup, right now. We need a break from all the tension and emotions, and you need to get your mojo back.”
I make a face into my teacup, I’d prefer if Lukas kissed me some more instead.
Micah bends, putting his mouth close to my ear. “The quicker we get you all healed up, the quicker you can start really making out with Lukas.” He says that part loud enough for Lukas to hear, earning a chuckle. But then he drops his voice to a whisper. “And just wait until you find out what else he can do with that tongue.”
I spit my tea out everywhere.
“What just happened?” Lukas looks confused. Micah is rolling with laughter, pulling equipment out of the closet.
Avoiding eye contact, I feel my face heat. “I’m not ready to talk about it.”
And then I slowly walk to where Micah is setting up, narrowing my eyes at him. He waggles his eyebrows like a weirdo, making me laugh. Damn him.
What feels like hours later, I have successfully managed to do all of the exercises. The other guys joined us about halfway through the session, offering encouragement and amusing commentary. I find myself enjoying the way they watch me.
Taking steps up is more of a struggle than I imagined, and my balance is definitely off. I push myself as much as I can, determined to overcome my physical frailty.
Micah says I’m still in impressive shape, given the circumstances, and finally declares us finished for the day. Now I’m sweaty on top of whatever other funk I’ve been coated in for two days. They cleaned me up as best as they could in the hospital, but I feel gross.
“What are the chances for that shower?” I ask hopefully.
Micah gestures for me to sit and starts unwinding the bandage around my head. This time there’s almost nothing on the bandage at all. My other injuries are mostly all closed up as well.
“You’re looking good, but we still have to be careful with these stitches. I don’t think a full shower is a good idea, especially by yourself. But I definitely think we can get you cleaned up.”
I clap my hands in excitement.
Bennet and Jackson announce that they’re going to head downstairs to work on getting an office set up, and Lukas loads up the tray to take back down to the kitchen.
Following Micah and Luis into the bathroom, I walk around the magic waterfall shower that I cannot wait to use eventually.
As I look around at all the features of the fancy bathroom, I catch myself in the mirror and get my first real look at myself now that the bandages are off. My skin is beyond pale, mottled with mostly healed bruises. The cuts are shockingly red, as if all the blood in my face drained through those little slits. My eyes are shadowed and sunken, somehow looking like they belong on my face. My hair is matted to my scalp with blood and gore. The left side of my head has been shaved and the scar is puckered, dark and angry looking. The rest of my long hair is dirty and stringy, matted together in a long plait.
My arms are covered in cuts and bruises. My collarbone is protruding, and when I lift my tank top, I can see a faint outline of my ribs. My entire stomach is covered in dark bruises of varying stages of healing.
I stand there for a few minutes, assessing the stranger in the mirror. I look terrifying, honestly. I can understand why Dr. Franks was so worried about what kind of situation I came from. And I can understand why these guys took pity on me, helpless and pathetic.
A tear rolls down my cheek as I look away from my reflection, no longer excited by the sound of the water filling up the tub. I’m not sure if I’m comfortable undressing now that I’ve truly seen myself. I’m embarrassed that I’ve been flirting with all of these guys, letting my apparently uncontrollable libido trick me into thinking that any of these men would actually be flirting back.
Luis walks over to stand in front of me, pressing a knuckle under my chin to make me look up at him, his eyes searching. More tears fall and it makes me angry. I don’t want to be this weak, or this disgusting.
He pulls me against his chest, his warm skin soaking up my tears as he holds me. One big hand cradles my head, the other wrapping around me to support my weight as I let the grief take me. I fall apart in his embrace, my arms coming around to hug his waist.
It’s right then, in the middle of my tiny breakdown, that I realize I am hugging a shirtless Luis. I back up quickly, taking him in, wiping my arm across my nose. I glance down and notice he’s not wearing pants either, standing in front of me in nothing but his burgundy boxer briefs.
Kill me now.
“Hey,” he says, pulling my face up to his again. His voice drops. “I meant what I said in the hospital. Whoever hurt you, I am going to find them. And I’m going to kill them. Do you hear me?”
I nod, blank faced. Why is that hot?
He starts to lift my tank top up slowly, his eyes on mine to make sure it’s okay. I’m not sure I’m ready after what I just saw, but I trust him, so I raise my hands above my head.
He pulls the shirt over my head. The fabric of my white bra, and my embarrassingly hard nipples, lightly graze his chest. I pretend not to notice, avoiding eye contact as another tear falls.
“Tell me why the tears started, you seemed so happy a minute ago.”
Not trusting myself to speak without crying even more, I vaguely gesture to my whole appearance. My left hand ghosts over the giant bald spot on the side of my head. I turn my head to stare off into the distance, avoiding his eyes. He’s not having it though, palming my cheek and staring me down.
“None of this is permanent, and none of this takes away from how beautiful you are.”
My face crinkles and I close my eyes. I don’t want pity compliments.
He shakes his head and murmurs, “Well, I guess we’re just going to have to prove it to you. But for now, trust us to take care of you, yeah?”
I nod into his palm as he leans forward to kiss my forehead. Lowering himself to kneel in front of me, he removes my shoes and socks, untying the drawstring on my pants and slipping them off my body. It reminds me of the way he dressed me in the hospital. My body heats with warring feelings. Embarrassment, doubt, arousal – embarrassment over my arousal.
Once I’m down to my bra and panties, Luis scoops me up and carries me to the huge tub. He carefully descends the few steps into the tub, where Micah is waiting with a plastic chair. Micah is also stripped down to his underwear. Good Lord the muscles.
Luis lowers me into the chair, and I feel the warm water rising around my legs as the tub fills. Micah looks down at my body and his eyes darken for a moment, some unnamed tension or possibly anger there as he surveys my mottled skin. I try not to take it personally. But as the water reaches the seat his gaze shifts, distracted by something momentarily before he snaps his eyes back up. He looks at Luis with a slightly pained look. Luis nods sympathetically.
I look down at my legs, concerned that there is some terrible bruise or mark on my legs that I haven’t seen yet, but the bruises on my thighs are almost healed. They’re far better off than my abdomen and face, that’s for sure. It takes me a moment to realize that the water is soaking into my white briefs, rendering them almost see-through.
I shift my eyes back up and try to sneak a peek at both guy’s faces through my lashes, and they are both glaring at me slightly fearfully.
“We probably should have realized…” Luis chuckles uncomfortably. Micah coughs.
It might be funny if it weren’t such a tense situation.
The water reaches my navel and Micah reaches over to shut off the faucet.
“We are going to lean this chair back so that your hair can reach the water. Micah will hold the chair steady while I wash your hair. We can’t scrub or shampoo directly over the stitches yet, but we can rinse it well and shampoo the ends of your hair,” Luis explains.
“Okay.”
Micah steps up to the chair. “You might feel a little unsteady, but I’ve got you,” he says, reaching his arms around my body. He holds the chair at my lower back and tips it until my head is almost touching the warm water.
Luis uses a large cup to slowly pour water over my hairline. The warm water rinses away some of my tension, as well as a good bit of the blood and gore that has been matted there for days. Reaching for a couple of bottles, he pours shampoo into his hand and leans over me to massage the shampoo into the back and right side of my hair. It smells like lavender and rosemary. His fingers feel like magic on my scalp. After rinsing the shampoo away, he works the conditioner through my hair and gently detangles it. He rinses again and then nods to Micah to let me back up.
Micah reaches for my hands, helping me to my feet while Luis hoists the chair out of the bathtub. The air in the room feels heavy, the steam of the bath and the closeness of our bodies adding to the intoxicating atmosphere.
Luis stands behind me, close enough that I can feel his breath on the back of my neck, while Micah lathers up a loofa and begins to gently wash my stomach and the exposed part of my hips. He lowers himself into the water, gently lifting one of my knees, and I lean back. Luis supports my weight as Micah holds my leg, scrubbing in gentle circles down my knees, calves, and feet and then back up my thigh. He sets my leg down and switches his attention to do the same on the other side. I watch him through heavy eyes, weak with lust.
Micah stands to pour more body wash on the loofah, passing it behind me. My arms are held out as Luis reaches from behind me to scrub up and down each arm, his chest against my back. A very large bulge is making its presence known in the small of my back.
I blink, clearing my head. It feels like I’ve been hypnotized.
“You know, I can probably do this part myself.” I say, my voice faltering, betraying how much I don’t really mean it.
They know it too, because Micah gives me a knowing look with a quirk of his lips. Luis makes a low sound of acknowledgement that rumbles his chest as he passes the loofah over my shoulders and chest and the top of my breasts, down to my stomach once more. I can’t help but to lean back against his chest to give him more access, suppressing a sigh of pleasure.
As Luis brings the sponge around to my back, I straighten and lock eyes with Micah, who watches me intently. He steps closer, taking my arms in his as Luis scrubs my back, gently moving my hair to rest over one shoulder. He swipes the loofah up and down, up and down, up and down my body, the motion causing me to rock slightly into Micah’s chest. His face leans down close to mine, his lips not quite touching the edge of my mouth.
Luis brings the sponge over my hips and butt, washing my body over the underwear as if they aren’t even there. My skin is buzzing, every nerve ending so stimulated that I’m pretty sure I could combust if someone so much as looked at my vagina. I want desperately for someone to touch me there, to simply press into me and let me detonate.
Once they are done with their slow torture, Micah reaches for the cup again. He fills it and pours it gently over me, watching the suds as they flow over my body. I lift my chin so the water can rinse me from the neck down, and he tracks the path of the water as it pours over my body. His jaw is clenched, eyes dark with what I would think is lust, but it could be my own desire clouding my thoughts.
I turn around slowly so Micah can rinse my back, putting my hands on Luis’ chest. I trace his tattoos with my fingertip until he grabs my hand, pulling me down to sit on the bench along the edge of the tub. Sitting this low, the deliciously warm water comes up to just under my breasts. I try to relax my neck on the edge of the tub, but I’m not quite tall enough.
Luis grunts and pulls me across his lap, my head resting comfortably on his shoulder. Micah pulls my legs into his lap. There is… something… resting against my back, pushed up against Luis’ stomach. I suck in a breath, my eyes widening.
“Ignore that,” he grunts.
“Kind of hard to,” I choke out, and Micah cracks up.
Luis and I laugh too, and it helps to diffuse some of the tension. It doesn’t seem to diffuse the, er… situation at my back though. I try to shift but Luis’ hands come up and lock me in place.
“Don’t. Move.” He grunts, sounding pained.
“I’m worried I’m hurting you.”
Micah laughs again. “Oh, you’re not hurting anything. Except maybe his ego.”
I’m lost.
Micah looks at me with heat in his eyes and a mischievous grin, moving closer to whisper in my ear. I lean forward slightly, a moth to a flame.
He whispers theatrically, loud enough for Luis to hear. “He’s about one right move from losing it.”
To prove his point, he reaches forward and pushes my body, making my hips slide back into Luis’ groin.
Luis growls, snatching me back and locking me against his chest so I can’t move again. I can feel his heartbeat at my back, beating nearly as hard as mine is.
Micah is still looking at me with an evil glint in his eyes, his smirk widening as he mouths, “do it.”
My self-consciousness momentarily forgotten, I feel reckless and emboldened by Micah’s encouragement, my own aching arousal, and the large appendage behind me. I steady my hands on Micah’s arm and push my butt into Luis’ raging erection, rolling my hips.
The sound he makes, a half choke/groan, sends a quaking shiver all the way down my spine.
That sound makes me forget everything about the way I look, and I focus on how I feel. And right now, I feel empowered, in control. Every nerve ending in my body is on fire. He’s been playing with me since this morning when he dressed me.
Luis’ arm locks around my waist, holding me down. He whisper-growls into my ear, “You don’t want to do that, pretty girl.”
And then he makes the mistake of letting me go.
I give Micah a smirk to rival his own. Leaning forward, I roll my hips and press into Luis. Friction hits me in just the right spot, forcing an unexpected gasp.
Either the boldness of my actions despite his warning, or the sound of my gasp, finally breaks Luis’ composure. He spins me around in his lap, settling me down so my core is resting directly on his hard length.
Lifting me slightly, he drags my body up to his abdomen and lets me down again, pushing me down the length of him. The shiver that rocks my body is intense, a breathy, high-pitched moan escaping my throat. With a firm grasp on my hips, Luis slides me up and down his huge erection, grinding it against my aching clit. My hips rock against him, finding a rhythm and gasping in tiny breaths as warmth spreads over me. My body tenses. I can feel the pulsing of Luis’ cock as he comes, the added sensation setting off a bomb inside me. The tiny electric shivers that have been prickling over my body explode and I convulse in his lap, grinding hard as he jerks and holds me tightly against him. I cry out, riding out my orgasm, tiny shivers still wracking my body.
Luis watches me as if he is in awe, pulling me against him. He reaches up to wipe a stray wet curl from my forehead.
“Amazing,” he says so low that I almost miss it, and he pulls my mouth down to his. His kiss is as intense as he is, and I want to drown in it. Before I can attack him again, he pulls back and lifts me, turning to set me on the seat while he gingerly climbs out of the tub.
Once he leaves my orbit, I remember that we did, in fact, have an audience. The instigator himself is sitting on the opposite end of the tub, staring at me with a dazed expression. Through the clear water, his erection is plainly visible, straining against his boxer briefs.
“Damn girl. I didn’t know you had it in you.”
My blush reaches my toes, but I am distracted when I hear the shower cut on behind me. Turning towards the sound, I gape at the sight of Luis standing underneath the stream of water, stark naked. My eyes run over him greedily, suddenly no longer satiated, salivating at the sight of his tight butt and the ink that covers most of his body. When he turns to the side, I get a sight of his semi-hardened length and nearly choke.
Micah comes up behind me, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Looks like you’re lucky he has so much self-control, siren. That thing looks like it could split you in two.” And then before I can react, he scoops me up and carries me out of the water.
“In other news,” Micah says, like he didn’t just threaten me with someone else’s dick, “I think this bath is an excellent physical therapy tool. It seemed like movement was much easier in the water.” His tone is teasing, but also serious.
He drops me on my feet as Luis emerges behind me, a towel wrapped around his waist. He wraps an insanely soft, fluffy white towel around my shoulders that engulfs my entire body. Micah wraps a towel around his own waist and winks at me before exiting the room, leaving me alone with Luis.
The towel firmly settled around my shoulders, he turns me around to face him, reaching behind me to unclasp my soaking wet, and completely transparent, bra. I don’t bother covering myself, something about this man renders me unable to move. He pulls the bra from my body and down my arms, letting it drop to the floor, before kneeling in front of me to remove my underwear. Every time he drops to my feet like that my heartrate bottoms out, and he must realize it because I feel like he’s spent an inordinate amount of time down there. He pulls the wet material down my legs, helping me step out of them as I stand here panting like an idiot.
The other times Luis has dressed or undressed me, he has mostly maintained eye contact, or at least not obviously gawked at my body. But this time, he trails his heated gaze right along my skin, running his hands all the way up my legs, his thumbs skimming dangerously close to the v where my thighs meet in a short mass of blonde curls. He’s so close that I can feel his breath whisper all the way up my body, as he stands and kisses me lightly, pulling the towel snug around me.
Luis then holds up a comb and moves behind me, releasing my hair from under the towel. He slowly and patiently combs the long tresses from the bottom up, and then pulls it back, braiding it into one large plait and laying it over my shoulder. My hair, now clean of the dark blood and mud and whatever else, is a pale shade of blonde, even lighter than my eyebrows.
“What is this?” He murmurs, inches from the tickly spot behind my left ear. For a moment I think he’s flirting again, but then he pushes my ear forward.
“You have a tattoo,” he says plainly. “Just here,” and he touches the space directly behind my ear.
“I do? What is it?”
“It’s just a number 6,” he says. “It’s not a very good one, I’m afraid.”
“I guess it’s a good thing it’s pretty hidden,” I joke.
I can’t even be bothered to worry what it means. Add it to my tally of weird shit.




Lukas
I feel weirdly giddy, and maybe brave. I’ve always been the analytical type and not one to act on impulse, except in the case of close, trusted relationships.
But I thought about what Micah said, about how he feels a similar pull to her that he does to me. It made me think and analyze my own feelings in a different way than I normally would. I thought about how I felt attracted to Micah the first moment I sat down next to him in that class, and about the years I spent overthinking my feelings and holding back due to fear.
I am intensely attracted to her. And I don’t want to make the same mistakes.
When I was listening to her earnest explanation of her feelings, I was blown away by the respect that she offered to both of our feelings and my relationship with Micah. I could see in her eyes that she meant every word, and the closer the tears got to spilling over her light eyelashes, the closer I wanted to be to her. I found myself gravitating toward her, barely noticing that I was moving.
The moment she questioned whether it really mattered if it was real, something clicked. And for once in my life, I just acted.
Mrs. Coolson is looking at me expectantly. She’s probably waiting for me to say something or set down the tray I’ve been standing here holding. I’m feeling a little awkward with small talk without Micah or someone as a buffer, so I set it down with an apology and start moving to clear off the tray.
She tsks at me, shooing me from the kitchen and insisting I allow her to take care of it.
Heading back upstairs, I tap lightly on the open bathroom door before sticking my head in. I don’t want to be intrusive, I only want to check to see if there’s anything I can do to help.
When I peek in, I see Micah and Luis in the huge tub, standing on either side of our girl. She’s wearing a bra and panties, but the white cotton isn’t leaving much to the imagination. Despite her bruises and the gruesome scar on one side of her head, she looks incredibly sexy, all wet with rivulets of soap dripping down her body.
From this vantage point, I can tell that I’m not the only one that thinks so. I can see the evidence in the heat of Micah’s eyes and the hugely telling evidence straining the front of Luis’ boxers. I back out quietly, not wanting to make the situation awkward.
I get comfortable on the sofa and pull out my phone to read on my Kindle app, sticking close in case I’m needed at any point. A couple of chapters in, I hear an unexpected sound emerge from the bathroom. I hesitate, wanting to allow them their privacy, but then I overthink it and start to worry if the sound was pain rather than what I originally thought. I walk over to the door, peeking inside again. 
What I see when I look inside is certainly unexpected. The first thing I notice is that our girl, now scrubbed and rinsed clean, is looking amazingly healthier, and blonder. She is glowing, her cheeks flushed and mouth parted, looking down at Luis with glazed eyes. Luis looks torn between pleasure and pain, holding her hips as he moves her, grinding her into his lap as she rides him.
It’s a pretty shocking development, I hadn’t realized any of us were at this point in our new relationship and I’m pretty surprised either Micah or Luis would take it there. But what overshadows the shock, is arousal.
She looks more beautiful than ever. Aside from the fact that she’s no longer bandaged and covered in gore, the look on her face is mesmerizing. Her climax is a thing of beauty. Her eyes open wide in a sort of dazed astonishment, tilting her head back like she’s facing heaven, as she arches her body into Luis’.
My own body can’t help but respond. I’m all but holding my breath, my pants starting to tent. It’s probably one of the most erotic things I’ve ever watched, but it’s Micah that makes me lose my composure. He’s standing with his back against the opposite side of the tub, his own erection stretching out his wet boxer briefs. His mouth is open in awe, eyes hooded, a hand moving to adjust himself as he slides down to sit against the wall.
The sight of him reacting to her, my own surprising arousal at my voyeurism, is too much. I pull away from the door. It takes me a moment to decide if I should sit back down with my book. I’m a terrible liar, so I can’t pretend I don’t know what was happening in there. Not to mention that I don’t think I could hide my massive erection, nor am I certain I can ignore it. I’m about to leave and head back to my own room when Micah emerges. There’s a towel around his waist, but his own erection is still obvious.
Micah takes one look at me, standing there in my clear excitement, trying to hide my guilty face.
“I didn’t mean to… I heard something and walked in to check if everything was okay, and I saw…” I stutter, flustered beyond belief.
“I’ve never watched anyone else like that before,” he says, ignoring my embarrassment.
“Neither have I,” I admit.
I’d tried watching porn before, both gay and straight, but it never did anything for me. I preferred my own fantasies, almost always involving this man in front of me.
“I’m going back to my room,” he says. I give him space to walk by, but then he reaches out a hand, hooking my belt with his index finger. “Would you want to…”
“Yes,” I blurt out, not skipping a beat. I turn on my heel and lead the way.
The moment he walks in and the door closes behind him, I am pushed against the wall of the small entryway. Micah rips open my shirt to kiss my chest. His towel drops in the tussle, his soaking wet boxer briefs leaving very little to the imagination, his muscled body shimmering with little drops of water.
Leaning down, I lick a drop of water off the top of his shoulder, trailing heated kisses up the corded muscle and over his jaw. I was trying to take it slow, wanting to make sure our first time together after our long separation was perfect, wanting it to last all night. But our kiss quickly turns frantic.
Micah pulls back, breathing heavily. “Is this… okay?”
Is he asking if it’s okay that we’re doing this now, or is it specifically because of the reason why we’re both so worked up? I hadn’t really thought of it from that perspective, but I don’t have any issues with it. This is going to be part of a group relationship, right?
“Does it feel okay?” I ask him, wanting to know how he feels about it.
He nods, his eyes heated, chest rising and falling with his heavy breaths. I’m struck with the desire to bite him.
To answer his question, I stoop to claim his mouth again, pushing off the wall and walking him back into the room, removing the rest of my shirt while Micah extracts my belt and unbuckles my pants. We leave a trail of my clothes all the way across the room.
He braces himself on a chair as I drop to my knees in front of him and swallow his whole length at once. He hits the back of my throat as I bring a hand up to squeeze the base of his throbbing cock. I suck him hard, wanting to consume him, almost begging for him to fuck my face, but he pulls me up and kisses me roughly.
“I don’t think I can last long,” he laughs, almost timidly, and I’m on edge myself. But we’re way past the point of being timid now and I’m not having it. I need to take him now, make him mine again.
“Lube?” I barely choke out.
Micah grabs my hard cock and walks us over to the couch like it’s a leash. He pushes me down and then kneels in front of me, taking me in his mouth. He bobs up and down, spitting and slobbering all over me. When I’m sufficiently dripping, he straddles me and starts to line me up, but I’m worried it will hurt him. Preventing him from impaling himself quite yet, I hold him still and take his thick girth in my hand, pumping him until he starts to drip. Gathering every drop with my fingers, I pull my hand between our bodies and spread the slippery cum over his tight hole, slipping my fingers in and out as I stretch him. I gather more drips and then spit on my hand, spreading it over my tip before I finally allow him to line up and start sinking down.
I control the urge to thrust into him, gently rubbing around his hole as the length of me starts to disappear. The tight ring engulfs me, pulling me deeper inside him, until our thighs meet, and he is fully seated.
We pause and hold there for a moment, savoring the feeling, looking into each other’s eyes. My mouth captures his, our tongues dipping and caressing, as Micah slowly starts to move.
Home.
Micah moves himself, controlling the pace as he acclimates to having my dick back where it belongs. I’m so worked up and overcome with emotions, I know I’m not going to last long. I start pumping his dick in my fist again as his body moves more fervently, grinding down against me and then back up, impaling himself on my throbbing cock, over and over.
Our moans fill the room as we start to move faster and harder. I squeeze Micah’s dick, fisting it all the way over the sensitive head, pumping it hard while I tell him how much I missed him.
“Fuck, you’re perfect. So tight, riding my cock so perfectly. Gods, I missed you so much.” I moan, feeling him start to pulse in my hand, knowing he’s close. So am I, a tingling warmth starting to flush over my already hot skin. “Ride me hard, baby. I want to fill you up so much that you’ll have me dripping out of your ass for the rest of the day.”
“Oh fuck, Lukas. I’m so close.”
“Come on, baby. Give it to me. I want your hot cum spread all over me.” I moan hard as he starts to twitch and pulsate in my hand, cum spurting, as I squeeze every last drop from him. His orgasm sets off mine and I hold him harder against me as I thrust up, sinking my teeth into the top of his muscular peck. My climax explodes and I empty inside him in wave after toe-curling wave of pleasure.
We stay like that for a while, riding out the aftershocks, holding each other like we’ll never let go again.
I sigh contentedly. Home indeed.




Bennet
I’m extremely tempted to help with the bath, but I know my limits. Seeing her naked is going to do two things, and for someone with my personality, turned on and angry are not a good mix. I consider watching, because the torment would be delicious, but I think better of it. She certainly doesn’t need an audience to make her uncomfortable.
I’m probably the only sick bastard twisted enough to be lusting after her like this.
To distract myself, I grab Jackson and suggest we check out the office situation. On our way downstairs, I put the envelope with the DNA swabs on an entryway table next to the front door.
Jackson leads me into a small room down a hallway from the casual sitting room. There is one small window, but other than that it’s a simple, square room with white walls and the same grey oak flooring as the rest of the house. There is an L-shaped desk in the corner and a table with an old fax machine and a phone. It’s a little dusty but it’ll work.
“This will work perfectly.”
Jackson excuses himself for a moment, coming back with a few dust rags and some cleaning spray. I grab a rag and get to work.
Despite what people may think of me, I’m no stranger to doing things myself. I’m not a big fan of people invading my personal space, so I do all my own cleaning. Admittedly, I do typically use a laundry service or dry cleaning and I use a meal delivery service, but it’s rare that anyone comes into my home. The only exception is the few times my secretary has come by to deliver something, and my father has stopped by maybe twice in the past few years since I moved out of his house and into my penthouse.
Thinking about my father… It's odd that he hasn’t called me back yet. I called his office, intending to schedule a lunch meeting to “catch up” and hopefully keep him off my back, but his secretary said that he was still out of town and wasn’t sure when to expect him back. I should be relieved, but something about his sudden silence is giving me a bad feeling. Letting people off the hook like that isn’t in his wheelhouse.
Jackson and I spend a couple hours cleaning up the space and transferring boxes from my room upstairs. Once the room is set up enough, it’s about lunchtime. Feeding our patient is a top priority if we’re to get her well. I’ve already had extensive conversations with Mrs. Coolson about nutrition. It’s become a bit of an obsession, I’m aware.
Jackson checks with Mrs. Coolson about lunch, and I run upstairs to gather the crew. When I get upstairs, Micah and Lukas are coming out of Micah’s room looking freshly showered and serene. Even Lukas’ normally serious countenance is cheerful. I tell them about lunch, and they head downstairs.
Her door is open, so I step in and see that she has fallen asleep on the couch with her head on Luis’ chest, his arm wrapped around her. He’s gazing at the top of her head with a worried look, his brow furrowed.
“How long has she been out?”
“Not long, maybe half an hour,” he whispers.
“I’m awake,” she rouses groggily. She sits up and rubs the sleep from her eyes. Her much cleaner and blonder hair is braided over to one side, the rest of her head covered in another beanie. She was beautiful before, but all those bandages and blood hid how remarkably perfect her features are. Her face is perfectly symmetrical, with big beautiful eyes, a straight nose, and plump pink lips that pull up into a smile when she sees me.
“Sorry if we woke you,” I tell her. “It’s time for some lunch though, so I thought I’d come get you.”
She stands, stretching as she makes her way towards me. “No, that’s great, I am a bit hungry.”
I hold the door open for her to follow me out, contemplating reaching for her hand. I put my hand firmly in my pocket instead.
She attempts to bypass the elevator, heading right for the stairs, but Luis pulls her back. He gives her an eyebrow that seems to convey a message of “yeah right” and swoops her up into his arms.
“I can walk, you know,” she says, but she doesn’t seem too upset.
Luis murmurs something that I can’t hear, making her giggle in an incredibly girly way that makes my cock twitch. There is truly something wrong with me.
We meet the rest of the guys in the dining room where Mrs. Coolson has set out a full spread of salads, fruit, and sandwich ingredients. Luis finally sets the girl down, and we all file around the little buffet, loading up our plates. I notice her swallowing her pills, and it’s a good reminder of why we’re here.
Recovery, Bennet. Recovery. And eventually, figuring out what happened to her.
Putting my plate down, I slip into the kitchen quickly while everyone else is getting situated. I had some special protein shakes delivered to help her gain weight while she’s recovering. Mrs. Coolson seems to know exactly what I’m looking for, taking a bottle out of the fridge and passing it to me with a smile. There’s a glass with ice and a straw on the kitchen island, so she was obviously already working on making sure our girl got what she needs. I thank her profusely, not wanting to offend her with my impatience.
I drop the glass in front of our girl on my way to my own seat at the end of the table. She looks up at me with confusion, so I explain what it is.
“It’s a protein shake to help you gain weight,” I explain plainly.
“Oh.” She looks a little embarrassed, not making eye contact with anyone while she nods.
Luis reaches over and grabs her chin, forcing her eyes to look at him. “You are perfect,” he says to her firmly.
Then he looks over at me with disapproval. I quirk an eyebrow at him, not understanding what the issue is. He gestures at her with his eyes. Looking at her sad countenance, I realize my mistake. You asshole.
“Getting healthier is not a reflection on your personal appearance. You are a beautiful woman.” I assure her, but my words don’t seem to help much. She looks uncomfortable.
“What are you thinking right now?” I ask her.
She considers me for a moment, remembering our conversation yesterday. “That you don’t need to placate me. I know what I look like.” She says it firmly, her chin raised in a defiant show of strength.
“Look at me,” I demand in a low voice. Her eyes snap to mine immediately. So responsive. “You are a beautiful woman. I guarantee you every man in this room finds you alluring.”
She breaks my gaze to look around the room, making timid eye contact with each of the guys around the room. Jackson and Micah are grinning ear to ear, Lukas nods, and Luis just winks at her, which causes her to blush fiercely.
When she makes it back to me, I make sure to hold her gaze, lowering my voice. “Drink it.”
Keeping her eyes locked on me, she raises the straw to her lips and downs half of it in one go.
“Good girl.”
Someone, probably Jackson, clears their throat and then we all get back to eating. I notice as she steadily eats everything on her plate including the protein shake. She catches my eye and I give her an approving nod.
“Probably worked up an appetite with all of that physical therapy you did,” Micah says, putting emphasis on the words. Lukas coughs into his glass, Luis’ head snaps up to glare at Micah, and her face turns almost purple.
Jackson is bouncing his eyes back and forth between everyone in the room, an amused grin on his face, clearly wanting to know what the inside joke is. You and me both, brother.
I try to catch her eye, but she is steadily avoiding eye contact. Instead, she seems to find great interest in rolling a green olive around her plate. 
Luis clears his throat. “This is a good time to mention the new development. We found a small tattoo on the back of her ear. It’s a small number 6.”
Seemingly grateful for the change of subject, she turns in her seat and pulls up her beanie, flattening her ear forward so we can see it.
“Interesting,” I say.
“It doesn’t look professional,” remarks Luis. “But it doesn’t look like it was done with a pen or anything like that, it’s definitely the work of a tattoo gun.”
“Prison tat?” Jackson jokes, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes and smack the back of his head. Micah does it for me. “Ouch! What? I was kidding,” he laughs.
“Well to be honest we don’t really know, do we? It could very well be a prison tat, or some kind of livestock tag even.” She laughs it off, but the laugh doesn’t come across as genuine.
Lukas is surprisingly the one to break everyone’s train of thought.
“Well, come on ‘Six’,” he says, reaching out a hand to her. “A little birdie told me you might enjoy learning to play chess. How about we start now?” She smiles gratefully and allows him to lead her from the room.
“At least I have a name now,” she says, grinning, as they walk out the door.
The rest of the afternoon flies by in a lazy sort of haze. I finish setting up my temporary office, Jackson keeping me company for a while. Micah and Luis watch a boxing match on the TV in the living room. Lukas teaches “Six”, as we are all now calling her, to play chess. And by that I mean he teaches her and then she proceeds to beat him. And me. And Micah. 
The more she plays, the more she wins. She seems to have the uncanny ability to learn what her opponent is most likely to do, and then she uses it against them. It’s honestly amazing.
After dinner- lasagna with buttery garlic bread that Six has now proclaimed is her new favorite food- we all take a walk around the property, sitting on the stairs to watch the sunset. And despite the looming pile of things to figure out, the DNA results, my father, whatever Luis is up to, and the full mystery that is Six - despite it all, I feel relaxed.
Before we all head to our separate rooms for the night, I show Six where her nightclothes are so we can help her into them.
“What is this?” She says, holding up one of the nightgowns I bought her. It’s a soft, grey cotton slip.
“Pajamas.” I state plainly, helping slip it on over her head before she unclips her bra and pulls it through the top of the low hem. Luis helps remove her leggings, and I notice that he’s making short work of it, all business and no flirt. I wonder what that’s about.
“People wear this? It’s… tiny.”
“You’re tiny,” I point out. “And it’s just for sleeping, no one else has to see it. Well, no one other than us.” I wink, clearly goading her.
I’m trying not to stare holes in the damn thing. I thought it would look more modest than this, I suppose. Despite it not being especially skimpy, she looks incredibly… edible. The material is completely opaque, but it’s thin enough to see the shape of her small breasts, the curve of her hip, the length of her legs. It’s maddening. Keep it together.
As a group, we help her climb into bed, all crowding around to say our goodnights and kiss her cheeks and forehead. She’s still wearing that ridiculous beanie that I’m pretty sure belongs to Luis. I assume she’s wearing it to cover the shaved section of her head and the scar that runs across her scalp.
I’m second to last to say goodnight, reminding her that I’m next door if she needs anything. Luis hangs back, waiting for everyone else to finish, clearly wanting to talk to her privately.
Everyone heads to their rooms, clearly ready for a good nights’ rest. Jackson calls out his good nights as he makes his way down the stairs, heading off to his little cabin. Luis emerges from the room last, pulling the door behind him and leaving it cracked.
“Everything okay?”
“Yeah man, all good. You?”
I nod. “Good night.”
I don’t head off to bed like the rest of them, though. I rarely sleep more than four or five hours a night, staying up late into the night to work. If I’m not working for my father’s company, then I’m working on my own plans, mostly stock trading to build up my portfolio and bank accounts. I’ve got enough money saved that I would never have to work a day in my life. But I like to stay busy, and I have to stay one step ahead of my father at all times.
I’ve been doing some digging into his financials lately, after our CFO was caught embezzling. Most everything looked above board, and to an auditor nothing would seem out of place or suspicious. But there were some files and account names that I had never heard before, specifically for a company out of Raleigh, North Carolina called “BioCere, INC”. Looking into them more, it looks to be a shell corporation that my father has been funneling massive quantities of money into. I’ve been investigating where the money leads to for weeks, hoping to find hard proof of my father’s nefarious business dealings. 
Wondering if his sudden absence could be related, I use the business bank accounts to check expenses. Sure enough, all of his recent spending has been in the Raleigh-Durham area. I might be onto something here.
I finally head up to bed well after midnight. After a quick shower, I am pulling on a pair of soft black sleep pants when I am stopped by a thud in the room next door. I listen for any other sounds and don’t hear anything, but I still go out into the hall and listen at her door.
Six is softly moaning and crying in her sleep, clearly having another nightmare. I slowly enter her room and walk across to the bed to check on her, the moon casting her bed in a soft glow. Empty. For a moment I panic, fumbling forward to turn on the light when I trip over a tangled sheet and see her huddled in the corner.
Her arms are wrapped around herself and she’s rocking slightly, murmuring to herself. I gently call out to her but there’s no response, she might still be asleep. My chest clenches with empathy, I’ve suffered from night terrors my entire life. I hate that she’s suffering this way.
Not wanting to cause her any more distress, I reach out to comfort her, to let her know she’s not living in whatever nightmare is flashing through her mind. My fingers barely brush her shoulder. She starts to scream and thrash, fighting to get away from whatever monster is holding her dreams hostage.
The door flies open, and the lights flick on. Luis, Micah, and Lukas all run in with looks of terrified concern, their faces and hair mussed with sleep. They all run forward, but I stop them from getting too close. Crowding her is only going to make it worse.
“Jackson, she needs Jackson.” Lukas says and I nod.
“Call him, get him here now.”
Lukas steps away to get his cell, and through the window I see the lights from Jackson’s cabin turn on. Moments later, we hear the door slam and Jackson bounds up the stairs.
Jackson runs into the room, barefoot and sleep tussled, wearing only a pair of faded blue boxer shorts. He surveys the situation and carefully approaches.
“I tried to comfort her, but she started screaming,” I told him. “I think she’s having a night terror.”
The lights and sudden barrage of people flying through the door seem to have roused her. She’s mostly awake at this point, but she’s still huddled in a corner, trembling like a leaf.
Jackson starts singing in a low and slightly broken voice, moving in close but not quite touching her. He unravels the sheet from her legs and pulls it around her body. By the time he makes it to the chorus of “Soulshine”, he has her wrapped up in his arms, lifting her back towards the bed.
She looks up at him, her eyes glazed and unseeing, yet so full of fear and pain. “I can’t let them find you,” she says in a small voice, a single tear falling down her face.
“It’s okay, darlin’, you’re safe. We’re all safe, and here with you.” He shushes her and gently lays her on the bed. He lays down next to her, still singing softly as he tucks her against his body. She finally relaxes enough to drift back off to sleep and I dim the lights.
I debate staying, and it seems everyone else is hesitating too. None of us want to leave her.
“Trundle,” Jackson says softly, and everyone nods, understanding the assignment.
Micah and Lukas find a latch under the bed. Pulling on it like a drawer, they roll out a queen-size mattress and lay down together. I decide to climb into the bed on her other side. Luis dims the lights completely and lays on the sofa.
No one tries to talk, we all lay there in silence. Eventually I fall asleep, assured that she is safe and sound with all of us here in case she needs us.




Jackson
Movement in the room makes light flicker against my eyelids, waking me. Blinking, I open my eyes. Bennet is trying to make a quiet escape.
I lift my head slightly and look around the room. Micah and Lukas are sleeping next to each other on the trundle mattress, Lukas’ arm thrown across Micah’s shirtless back. I didn’t realize there were that many back muscles. Maybe I should start working out.
Luis is sprawled out on the sofa, one arm thrown over his eyes, the other resting against his stomach. His white ribbed tank top is pulled up a bit, showing an inch or two of his tan skin and curling tendrils of ink.
“Sorry to wake you,” Bennet whispers.
“It’s fine. Where are you going, what time is it?”
“Nearly seven, I was going to go for a run.” He says “nearly seven” like it’s super late. I manage not to say anything sarcastic about how rigid he is.
She stirs in my arms, and I finally look down at her. Six. It’s nice to have a name for her now, even if it’s just a temporary nickname.
Her head rests on my chest, arms wrapped around my middle. Other than tucking herself around me more throughout the night, she seems to have slept soundly.
At first, every twitch or sound had me awake and alert. But after a while I relaxed, and managed to sleep better than usual. And waking up like this? I could get used to this.
“You know you want to stay,” I taunt him. He does look at the bed, at our girl a little wistfully, but he heads out of the room.
Once he’s gone, I watch her sleep. It’s probably a little creepy. But what else am I going to do right now, and well, look at her. Her bruises are fading quickly, impressively quickly in fact. She is unrecognizable from the way she looked just a few days ago when she stumbled into my arms in the park. My eyes trace her high cheekbones, the thick eyelashes that fan over her cheeks.
She’s perfect. Almost too perfect.
I’m committing the shape of her full lips to memory when she starts to rouse, and I have the deep urge to kiss her awake. I want to kiss her senseless, run my tongue along every inch of her. I want to find out what her arousal smells like, tastes like...
My eyes are raking over her body, imagining doing weird and carnal things to her, when I notice she’s opened her eyes. I’m not sure how long she’s been awake.
She looks amused rather than creeped out, so I’m glad she can’t read minds or anything. I smirk down at her and then decide, ah fuck it, and lean down into her neck and run my nose from the bottom of her neck to the space behind her ear. She giggles at first, but then she sighs and arches her body into mine.
At this moment, I’m feeling incredibly torn. In any other situation, I’d probably make a move. I’d sniff, nip, and lick my way all over her body. I’d live between her legs for hours, breathing in her sweet scent. I’d huff and puff, kiss and lick, taking my sweet time enjoying myself until she begged.
But alas, there are still three other dudes in this room, and she is still recovering. I tell myself to behave and will my dick to keep to himself.
I’m at a half chub already and the way she is currently looking at me is NOT helping.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Control yourself, Jack. Dead puppies. Baseball. Un-medicated vasectomies. That time Mr. Coolson wore short shorts to the beach, and you accidentally saw his nut sack.
“What are you thinking about?” She giggles.
“You don’t want to know.” I laugh, distracting her by leaning down to huff her neck loudly.
Her laughter wakes the rest of the guys, who all come over to kiss her. We lounge on the big bed for a bit, enjoying the morning.
“Not that I’m complaining, because I am certainly not, but why did you all decide to sleep in here last night?”
My face drops, and everyone gets serious. I don’t think any of us had considered that she wouldn’t remember last night, but it makes sense.
“You had a bad nightmare,” I tell her, twirling her messy braid in my fingers.
“Oh. I’m sorry.” Her voice is small. She looks a little upset and maybe embarrassed, but I can’t think what she’d be embarrassed about.
“Why would you be sorry? I’m sorry that whatever happened to you is clearly still haunting your dreams. But don’t you worry about us, if anything we like being here for you. This is certainly my favorite way that I’ve ever woken up.” I wink down at her and lower my head like I’m about to sniff her neck again. She scrunches up her neck and squeals as I lay a light kiss there instead.
“You know…” Lukas starts, but then pauses. His forehead creases as his eyes stare into the distance, clearly processing something. “If you still have memories in your dreams, it seems like there’d be a chance they could come back or could possibly be retrieved.”
“Do you really think so?” She asks, but she looks torn between enthusiasm and trepidation.
There is a huge part of me that would rather protect her from whatever trauma she experienced before. She’s here and she’s happy and she’s safe, that’s good enough for me. Bringing back whatever happened to her will undoubtedly cause her pain. But then again, the pain and fear I saw last night were very real. It’s not as if she’s free of it, and we can’t just ignore her past.
“You said something last night,” I tell her softly. “You said ‘I can’t let them find you’. Does that ring any bells?”
She shakes her head, looking helpless.
“It could have been nothing,” Lukas says. “Sometimes nightmares are nonsense. And sometimes they are confused responses to trauma. Even without your memories, the past few days have been a lot.”
“Yeah,” she says softly, looking down. “I’m ashamed to admit that I keep forgetting why I’m here, why you are all here with me. You have your lives to get back to and I’m over here enjoying myself like I’m on some kind of fantasy vacation.” She eyes our various states of undress.
I chuckle and waggle my eyebrows. “Fantasy, eh?”
Luis speaks up for the first time. “You don’t need to worry about us, pretty girl. We all chose to be here, and we continue to choose to stay. We can come and go as we please, but right now, I’d rather be here with you.”
She doesn’t say anything to that, and I feel like she’s avoiding looking at Luis. I wonder what that’s about.
Micah chimes in with a nod. “Let’s worry about getting healthy, and then we can try to unravel the mystery.”
Her stomach answers with a rumble.
“It’s nearly 8:30, I’m surprised Bennet hasn’t come in with a whip and a funnel for your protein drink,” I joke.
Micah stays to help her get dressed and I run back to my cabin to put some clothes on for the day. It might be best if I move back up to the big house after all.
Everyone is standing around the dining room when I get back, staring at an envelope in Bennet’s hand.
“Is that what I think it is?”
Bennet nods. “Sure is. I wasn’t expecting it so soon, but they expedited the order, and this was delivered via courier a few minutes ago. I intended to open it between the three of us, but I didn’t want the rest of them to think I was keeping secrets.”
“Family style, I like it,” I say approvingly.
“What’s going on?” Asks Six, a worried look on her face.
I suppose there’s no time like the present to break the news. “Bennet, Luis, and I had a conversation yesterday. Long story short, we think that Bennet’s father might also be my biological father. And Luis’ too.”
Six gasps.
“You actually helped us put it together,” Bennet says. “The other day in the hospital when you noticed that I have green eyes. There were some other clues that we had suspicions about, but that moment kind of sealed it. So yesterday morning we sent off for a DNA test, and these are the results.”
As Bennet is about to open the envelope, Mr. and Mrs. Coolson walk in with trays of food, setting it out on the buffet. When we don’t immediately start filling our plates, they give us curious looks.
“Is everything alright?” Mrs. C asks, looking around at how we are all standing there in silence. Eyeing Bennet to make sure he’s okay with me sharing, I let my surrogate grandparents in on the news.
“Well, long story short, we have a sneaking suspicion that we might know who my father is.”
Mrs. C drops the tray she is holding. I think I see something akin to fear flash across her face, but she quickly covers it with apologies about how clumsy she is.
Everyone is still staring at the envelope.
The three of us all have a strong feeling about what the results in that envelope will say. A huge part of me still isn’t that concerned, no matter who he is, he has nothing to do with my life and is therefore inconsequential. But Bennet and Luis both seem to think there’s something more to this. What’s truly in that envelope is the beginning of a whole new mystery. For them, at least. But I’ll be here to help where I can.
“Does anyone want to do the honors? Drumroll?” Everyone else is predictably taking this a lot more seriously than I am. But again, I already know the answer. There’s no way that Jackson Adley isn’t my father or at least related to me in some way- the picture that Luis showed me sealed that fate.
Bennet opens the package and pulls out three smaller envelopes. He passes one to Luis, and one to me.
I rip it open and pull out the paper inside. My results: Confirmed. 25% DNA match suggests a 100% chance that Bennet and I are related by one parent. Same with Luis.
We’re brothers.
The three of us look up at each other. Bennet’s face gives nothing away. Luis looks a little surly, but he kind of always looks like that.
Realizing that no one else can see what we can see, I break the news.
“Well, this relationship just got a little weirder,” I joke and pass my results to Mrs. Coolson, who looks up at her husband with tears and concern in her eyes. There’s no way I’m mistaking that look, and I feel for a moment that she might know something I don’t.
“How is this possible?” Six asks, looking at Bennet’s results.
“My father is an asshole,” Bennet deadpans.
“No, I mean…. None of you knew each other before that day, right? Other than Micah and Lukas, obviously.”
“Not exactly. I knew of Bennet and had suspicions about his… our father. But we’d never met each other,” says Luis.
I shake my head, “I’ve lived here most of my life, so I know about Bennet’s family. But we’d never met.
“Okay, well… What are the chances that the three of you are not only related, but end up wrapped up in my bullshit too?”
We ponder it for a few minutes, no one having a good response.
“Just lucky I guess?” My answer doesn’t seem to help her feel better.
We eat in silence for a while, until Lukas mentions his theory about Six’s dreams and the potential of getting her memory back. He’s planning on doing some research to see what he can dig up about amnesia and brain injuries, and what the likelihood of her regaining those memories is.
Bennet, Luis, and I are going to start going through some of my mom’s things to see if we can find anything related to Jackson Adley - my father - or a record of the pills she took, which Luis is especially concerned about.
Micah mentions that he and Six will likely work on physical therapy some more, talking about some success they had in the bathtub. As he mentions it, Six turns about six shades of red and Luis finds his fruit salad intensely interesting. I’m sensing some tension here and it is delicious. I love a good saucy drama and I am dying to know why Six seems to be avoiding Luis.
Before I can demand everyone spill their secrets, Mrs. Coolson appears to clear the buffet, her eyes puffy and red. “Why don’t you use the lap pool in the basement?”
“The… what?” Everyone is confused. A pool was not part of the tour.
I explain. “There used to be a small lap pool, one of those ‘endless’ pools that’s like a swimming treadmill or whatever. It was in the basement, as well as some gym equipment, but a pipe burst a few years back. The whole room got flooded. None of it is usable, which is why I didn’t mention it.”
“It is now,” says Mrs. Coolson. “The crew Mr. Adley sent fixed everything. There isn’t any equipment left, all of that was unsalvageable, but they fixed the pool.”
“Well, I’ll be damned, Mr. Adley.” I thump him on the back.
“Just Bennet, please.”
Mrs. Coolson nods in understanding. “We’re very appreciative, Bennet,” she says kindly before leaving the room again.
Once breakfast is over, I follow Bennet and Luis to the back office.
“How are you guys feeling about the confirmation?” I ask, because I know no one else is going to voluntarily talk about their feelings.
“It’s really a confirmation of something we already knew, but it does solidify some things for me,” says Bennet.
Luis nods his agreement.
“Well, alrighty then. Where should we get started?” Clearly, we aren’t going to hold hands or hug it out right now.
“Where are your mother’s things, her files, records?” Bennet is ready to get down to business as usual.
“She has an office on the third floor. It’s only accessible with the elevator and we need the key, but I think Mrs. Coolson probably has it.”
“I’d wondered what was up there.”
“Not gonna lie, I didn’t even notice there was a third floor,” admits Luis.
I head back to the kitchen area to ask for the key, but Mrs. C isn’t anywhere to be found. There’s a whole rack of keys under a calendar near the door though, so I dig through them to find what I’m looking for.
One at a time, because the elevator is small, we head into the attic loft space.
Stepping into this space feels like going back in time. If she wasn’t downstairs mingling with guests and fixing things, this was where my mother spent the majority of her time. It still smells faintly of her perfume despite the layers of time and dust. It doesn’t seem like anyone has been up here since we boxed up her possessions and closed down.
I turn on the lights and start pulling out boxes to go through as Luis arrives next, helping me pull them all out into an open space. I specify an area for “keep” and “discard”. My plan is to push each box to the opposite side of the room as they are searched.
Bennet starts with the old desktop computer, finding a list of passwords under the keyboard. He looks appalled.
“I think we should clarify what any of us might be looking for specifically so that nothing is overlooked. It’s important that we are all on the same page and on each other’s sides,” Bennet says pointedly, looking at Luis, who doesn’t look convinced.
“Well, that’s easy on my part, I’m mostly here to sort and clean. I appreciate the help even if there are ulterior motives, I would have probably put this off until I sell the place.”
“You’re selling?” Asks Bennet, momentarily distracted from his mission.
“Probably. It’s the reason I came home. I’m not cut out to run a swanky B&B, and there are too many ghosts here for me. I can’t just let it rot. I feel guilty about it, but I don’t know what else to do.”
“Put a pin in that,” he says. “I’d like to talk more about it later.”
Ooookay.
Once it’s clear that Luis isn’t going to speak up next, Bennet decides to get real honest with us.
“I’m looking for anything that connects your mother to my father, including anything that might have tied him to her death.”
That gets Luis’ attention.
I shake my head. “My mother killed herself,” I explain. “There were witnesses, no one pushed her or anything like that.”
“What about the pills?” Luis cuts in.
Again, with the pills. Bennet and I wait for him to explain.
He takes a deep breath. “My mother was a junkie, but she never had a job to pay rent or buy drugs. Somehow, she had a drawer full of pills- from TAC Pharmacy. You said that your mother swallowed a bottle of pills before she jumped, I thought it could be a connection.”
“TAC Pharmacy?” Asks Bennet, and Luis confirms with a curt nod. They make hard eye contact for a full minute, but I’m still in the dark here.
Bennet thankfully explains. “My father’s company is huge and most of their business is in pharmaceuticals. They have their own cafeteria, gym, health clinic, and pharmacy where employees can get their prescriptions filled. TAC Pharmacy is the on-campus pharmacy for The Adley Corporation.”
“We should also check bank records,” suggests Luis. “I haven’t been able to confirm it, but someone, I’m guessing Jackson Adley, was paying my mom’s bills on top of providing her with a steady stream of drugs. I tracked the rent payments back to the same bank you were at the other day, but they wouldn’t give me any information.”
“Do you have the account number?” Bennet asks him. Luis nods and Bennet tells him that he will cross reference the accounts and find out if they are indeed belonging to or connected to Jackson Adley or any of his business holdings.
For now though, we have an idea of what we’re looking for and can start to wade through all of this mess.
An hour into it, Bennet finds some interesting financial documents. It seems that the estate has been, or at least was, receiving regular payments from an unidentified bank account. These payments stopped when my mother died. The account wasn’t used much. From what we can tell, this is the money that my mother used to purchase and renovate the B&B, and then was dipped into one other time for the bathroom upgrades. Other than that, it has remained untouched and has a truly absurd amount of money in it, sitting there collecting interest for years. I’m apparently listed as a guarantor on the account. Since my mother didn’t leave a will, no one even knew this account existed.
Bennet takes notes on the account information so he can cross-check this account as well as Luis’ mother’s account when he gets back down to his own computer.
After two hours, Luis and I don’t find anything else of interest in the boxes, other than some old photos and insurance paperwork for the estate. The rest of the boxes we pack into the elevator to take downstairs, intending to start a burn pile.
With the boxes gone, we spend another half an hour looking around the room for anything else. I decide to keep her old vinyl record player and music collection, and any pictures I find.
We are almost done when I notice a black metal box mounted under the frame of the ornate daybed. I was running my arm under the bed to check if there was anything under there and it caught on the sleeve of my t-shirt.
Pulling it out, I fiddle with the combination lock before entering my own birthday, the lock pops open. Too easy, Mom. Inside the box I find the proof we are looking for. Pictures of my mother, young and vibrant and happy, next to a man that looks exactly like me. There’s a handful of letters addressed to Jackson Adley, marked “return to sender”, and also some hospital records.
“Jackpot.”




Micah
Things are getting weird.
Luis, Bennet, and Jackson are related? I don’t know how to respond to that. I don’t see how it could be anything other than a fluke, but damn, that’s some coincidence.
It might be a little too coincidental, but what other explanation could there be?
I’m stoked about the existence of a pool for Six’s physical therapy. Not only will it be an effective tool, but it’ll probably be a little less tense than the tub.
Not that I’m complaining about the tub - that was hot as hell. And seeing how it did the same thing to Lukas…
Damn.
But I can’t be drooling and lusting over someone who is supposed to be my patient, at least not while I’m trying to treat her. I have to focus on being more professional so I can help her heal. It’s important to me that I put her wellbeing before my attraction, however hard it may be.
Six and I head downstairs to check out the pool. Instead of taking the elevator or carrying her down the stairs, I have her slowly walk down on her own, expecting her to only make it halfway down at most. I stay close to her for support, but she handles the steep steps with no trouble at all.
We’ve probably been holding her back by carrying her everywhere and doing everything for her.
The basement is huge. I can see where all the exercise equipment used to be, marked by the safety flooring panels. The pool is off to the left side of the room, but it’s otherwise empty down here.
Six heads directly to the edge of the pool, dipping a toe into the water.
“I think it’s heated.” She says as she peels off her shirt.
Be professional. Be professional. Be professional.
Repeating this mantra, I manage to avert my eyes from her body and stay on task. She starts to bend down to remove her leggings. Remembering that she isn’t supposed to bend down, I hurry over to help, still averting my eyes, and we get her stripped down to her underwear. Thankfully, she is a bit more covered today, wearing black boy short type underwear and a black sports bra.
Stripping down to my boxer briefs, I lower myself into the pool first and help her down into the warm water. The pool is on the small side, perfect for two people to swim and only about four feet deep. Under the water, there are two dark stripes running along the length of the pool, likely marking the tracks for the propulsion system.
I don’t bother turning it on, we’ll save that for another session. For now, we’re sticking to easy stuff. I start her with some basic exercises to get warmed up before moving on to something more challenging.
None of the exercises seem to challenge her much. Although water aerobics can still help with toning and balance, I have once again underestimated her. Before long, she’s more than ready for something harder.
“Will you teach me to swim?” She asks.
I check her stitches to make sure they are healed enough to be submerged. Astonishingly, the wound is almost completely closed. It looks like the stitches should have dissolved by this level of healing, but I swear it wasn’t this healed when we were in the tub yesterday. This rate of healing is like nothing I’ve ever seen, but I don’t want to freak her out, so I don’t say anything.
“I’d love to teach you to swim, and your stitches are looking great. Are you feeling up to it now?”
“I feel great. Zero pain and I’m not winded at all.”
“Well let’s do it,” I say, covering my uncertainty with a big grin.
I show her the basics, both of us studiously ignoring my body’s embarrassing reaction to touching her body in any way. She’s very focused.
Once the basics are covered, I turn on one lane of the pool and show her how it’s done. I swim for a minute or two, making my strokes as long and slow as possible, and showing her how I turn my head to breathe. When I stand back up, she’s staring at me with an odd expression.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“It’s nothing. Should I try now?”
I cross my arms.
“Oh well, that’s certainly going to help.”
“What are you talking about?”
She huffs and holds out her hands. “Literally every
inch of you is covered in muscles. The way you moved through the water was like watching machinery. Is there any part of you that isn’t perfect?”
I’m surprised at her outburst and all I can do is laugh and feel my face heat. “Uh… thanks, I guess?”
“No, thank you for the demonstration.” She makes a “carry on” gesture that makes me laugh harder. 
Taking my place in the current, she takes a moment to get used to the pressure of the moving water. It’s definitely more difficult than anything we’ve done so far. She has a little trouble getting started, but once she does, she’s cutting through the water like a pro.
Impressed, I show her three more swimming strokes, each more difficult than the last. For each stroke, she takes a minute to figure it out, but then masters it like an expert.
“You must have been on a swim team or something.”
After about an hour of swimming and floating around, we decide to get dried off and head upstairs. Out of the pool, I toss her a huge fluffy bath blanket and pick up the pile of our clothes.
Despite being obviously tired, she is determined to try and make it up the steps herself. I’m no longer trying to baby her, but I also don’t want her to push herself too much, so I offer a piggyback ride up the stairs.
“I feel like a child when you have to carry me everywhere,” she insists.
“Noted. But just so you know, it doesn’t make you seem childish to us. In fact, I like feeling like cavemen once in a while.” I wink and she laughs.
Despite the long workout and the steepness of the stairs, she makes it all the way up with no difficulties other than some heavy breathing. Any range of motion or balance issues she would be expected to have after brain surgery are clearly not an issue. And I’m happy about it, but I’m also surprised and maybe a little concerned at this rate of healing. I definitely don’t think it’s normal, but I guess I should focus on the positive.
When we make it to the landing outside her room, she is obviously highly pleased with herself. She smiles wide and lifts her fists in the air in triumph like she’s finished a marathon. I’d never ruin such a good mood with my concerns, offering her a high five and a slap on the ass instead.
I’m about to follow Six into her room to help her get dressed, but I stop, reminding myself that she probably doesn’t need help anymore. That, and I’m worried about keeping my composure while we’re still mostly undressed.
“I’ll leave my door open in case you need anything. Be careful when bending your head down or standing up too fast. Call out if you get dizzy.”
She smiles, and I give myself a mental high five for maintaining healthy boundaries like a boss.
A few minutes later I am pulling a dry shirt over my head and waiting outside her door so we can walk down together.
“You can come in, not like it’s anything you haven’t seen before,” she calls from the room, the door slightly ajar.
She has changed into dark green leggings and a loose white sleeveless shirt. She is slipping her feet into a pair of low-cut lace-less sneakers while she combs out her wet hair.
Even watching her doing something as ordinary as putting on shoes, I am marveled by her. Most of her bruises are fading, the cuts are almost healed, and the gnarly gash on her head is looking less angry by the hour.
I walk closer to check on it again. “I think these stitches should dissolve soon, you’re healing incredibly fast.”
“Really? Good. I wish my hair would grow as fast.” Her eyes are downcast. Remembering the way she acted after seeing her reflection yesterday, it’s obvious she’s still feeling self-conscious about the way she looks. As if reminded, her eyes roam the room, searching for something. “Where did Luis’ hat go?”
“The beanie? I might have thrown it in the laundry hamper, I’m sorry.” She looks pretty crestfallen, so I hold up a finger and jog back to my room.
I come back with a faded grey baseball cap with the blue Cambridge College logo and pull it over her head.
“There. I still say you don’t need it, but it looks good on you.” I like seeing her in my clothes, even if it’s just a hat.
When she looks up at me and smiles, I find myself staring at her mouth. She has a wide smile that shows off barely-there dimples and straight white teeth. Her lips are full and pink. I stare, and then without thinking about it, I find myself pressing my lips to hers.
If she’s shocked at all, she doesn’t show it. Instead, she responds to my kiss immediately, melting into my arms and pressing harder into the kiss. My tongue runs along the seam of her mouth, and she opens wider, receiving my tongue and caressing it with her own.
As she presses her body into mine, I deepen the kiss and pull her against me. Her body molds into mine, her arms around my neck. She moans softly. Bending down, I wrap my hands around her thighs and lift. Her legs wrap around my waist and her hands travel down my neck. She explores my back, her hands exploring every ridge of my shoulder blades and biceps. My hands knead her thighs and butt, pressing her into my growing hardness.
Holding her against me, I walk until her back is pressed against a wall. Using my hips to hold her up, my hand wanders over her body, lifting her t-shirt to grip her waist. Her skin is hot in my hands, the air around us growing thick and heady as I lose myself in the feel of her mouth and body.
Her hands pull my shirt up, our stomachs are touching. The skin-to-skin contact sets me off. Rolling my hips into her, I cup her breast. My thumb caresses her nipple, straining against the fabric of her bra. Her body arches, pushing her breast forward into my hand.
Still holding her against the wall, I pull the cup of her bra under her breast and lift her shirt, lowering my head to flick my tongue over her nipple. She sucks in a breath, her legs tightening around my waist. I switch sides so both of her perfect breasts are trussed up for me, sucking one nipple fully into my mouth. Her body spasms and her hips, spread wide and locked around mine, try to roll against me.
Letting out a tiny whimper, her hand lowers between us, palming my hardness over my pants. My hips rock into her hand almost involuntarily. I kiss her harder, my tongue lapping against hers, heated and needy. Cupping her sex, I press my palm against her, feeling dampness through her leggings. A shiver works its way down my spine.
My dick is pulsing with need, but when her hand tries to dip into my waistband, I back off. I groan painfully but set her down, pulling her hand back up to my abs and kissing her gently to slow down. My chin rests against her head, the hat knocked to the floor at some point, and I take a deep breath to control my raging hormones. I feel like a teenager all over again.
She stills in my arms. I look down at her, intending to make a joke about us getting in trouble, but her face stops me. She’s looking at the ground, her expression serious and… hurt? She quickly fixes her disheveled clothing, avoiding my eyes.
Tipping her chin up to look at me, I raise my eyebrows, silently questioning her mood change.
“You don’t want me to touch you?” She says in a small voice.
“I promise you that is not the case, baby girl. I want nothing more than to stay up here for the rest of the afternoon and touch each other in all sorts of ways. But I don’t know if right now is the time.” I chuckle lightly, attempting to diffuse the tension.
“Why not?”
“Well, for starters, you’re still healing from a lot of trauma.” She tries to cut me off but I keep going, “and before you say it, I’m not babying you. I see what you are capable of and how quickly you are healing. But you still have more healing to do, and I’m not just talking about physically. Not one of us wants to take advantage of you in any sort of compromised state.”
“That’s what Luis said, but I don’t feel that way.“ Ahh, now I understand what the tension has been about. 
“There’s also the fact that I haven’t done this before. I’m not entirely certain of what I’m doing or how to do it or if I’m doing it right. As tempting as it is to take you hard and fast against this wall, I’d like to take my time figuring out how to do it right.”
I’ve only ever been with Lukas. Up till now, I’ve only ever even thought about being with Lukas. All of this is new to me.
Her mouth settles into an “o”, her eyebrows raised. “I’m sorry, I hadn’t considered. I didn’t mean to push.”
“You aren’t pushing me into anything I don’t want, I promise you. And I was pushing into you just as much.”
Bending down to retrieve the hat, I place it back on her head and kiss her again.
“We’re good then?” I ask her, and she nods. “Well let’s go get some lunch, everybody’s probably already eaten. I’m surprised Bennet hasn’t come up here to drag you downstairs. Caveman style,” I say with a wink.
She laughs, and all's right with the world.




Six
By the time we get back downstairs, my heart rate has returned to normal. I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but I can’t get my head out of the gutter. I’ve been flustered a LOT the past couple days, but yesterday in the tub a switch flipped and I cannot turn myself off.
To be fair, I don’t remember what I was like before. Maybe I was a big ‘ol dirty slut and this is normal for me. I’m not judging myself, I just wish these guys would get on board… literally.
Don’t get me wrong, I certainly don’t want to climb anyone that doesn’t want me, but I feel like I’m getting the same vibes from them. Except maybe Bennet - I can’t be sure about him. He likes to toy with me and make me think he’s interested, but he hasn’t so much as attempted to touch me. Instead he acts like I'm fragile, or maybe contagious.
But aside from Bennet, I’ve seen some pretty hard evidence they’re into it, so why is everyone holding back?
Because they think I’m an invalid.
“I don’t want to take advantage,” they keep saying. Luis actually apologized for what happened in the tub. I hadn’t even thought to be ashamed or feel like we did something wrong until he came to me with that apology.
If anything, yesterday was an awakening for me. Because despite the monster I saw in the mirror, they could see through all of it and still wanted me. And now that I’m clean and getting stronger by the day, my confidence is growing.
I’d still like to not have a giant bald spot on my head, but the rest of me feels okay. More than okay, I feel alive. Fantastic. Electrified.
Today has been one tease after the other. First, I wake up to Jackson looking down at me with a feral look in his eye like he’s about to eat me up. Um, yes please. Then there’s a literal bed full of sleep tousled testosterone. Next, trying not to get distracted while Micah holds my body in the pool, watching his back muscles ripple more than the water. Not to mention the hottest impromptu make-out session, his hard body pressed against mine…
Parts of my body are throbbing so hard, I’m surprised I can walk straight.
Walking into the dining room and seeing the rest of the guys spread out with papers and laptops sobers me a little, though. How could I possibly get distracted from the mindfuck of those three being brothers? Everyone may think I’m nuts, but how could it possibly be a coincidence? How is it that I find my way into a relationship with three guys who turn out to be related? And the other two are together.
Oh my panties, they’re together. Like, together-together. I wonder if they’ll want me together, or if I can watch…
“Are you alright?” Lukas asks, concerned.
I shake myself out of my mental spasm and pick my jaw up off the floor, wiping drool off my lip. “Yeah, I’m just… hungry.”
“We already ate,” says Jackson. “We heard you come up from the basement, so Mrs. C started bringing lunch out, but it took you a while to make it back down.” He waggles his eyebrows.
I’m determined not to blush or act embarrassed. I’m an adult and I make my own decisions. I’ll never get them to treat me like I know what I want if I’m blushing like a schoolgirl every time one of them makes a suggestive joke.
I wink and give Jackson a defiant smirk. His eyebrows hit his hairline. Win.
Bennet doesn’t look up from his stack of papers, his voice low and uninterested. “There’s plenty left for you both.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lukas and Micah have a silent conversation. I keep getting worried they’re going to be upset about the other being with me, but they seem perfectly okay with it. Lukas is smirking down at his laptop. I want to lick the smirk off his face.
I clear my throat to try and rid my brain of all of the very naughty thoughts that are running through it and pick up a plate.
Ignoring my rampant libido, I pile my plate with Hawaiian rolls and chicken salad. I also grab a few slices of tomatoes and drizzle a little balsamic dressing on them. I saw some on Bennet’s plate and it looked intriguing.
Sitting in the empty spot next to Bennet, I scoot the chair, so I don’t mess up any of his papers. Without a word, he reaches over to move them out of my way before passing me a protein shake and my little cup of pills. It sets me on edge how he can ignore me, to the point of seeming indifferent, while still taking care of my every need.
My food is delicious, and I don’t look up from my plate until it’s gone, sitting back in my chair to enjoy the chocolate shake. I think balsamic tomatoes are my new favorite food.
The silence is too much for me. “What are we working on?”
“It’s complicated,” replies Bennet.
Heat crawls up my neck, surely betraying my embarrassment. How can he be so caring and invested in my well-being, yet dismissive of me as a person?
Thankfully, Lukas chimes in, redirecting my attention. “I’ve learned something interesting that might apply to our situation.”
My heart clenches with appreciation when he refers to it as our situation instead of my situation. I stand up and move to the other side of the table, intending to look over his shoulder at whatever research he is pouring over. Lukas pulls me into his lap.
This is a much better seat. Warmer, for sure.
“I’ve been researching memory loss in relation to brain injuries and trauma. At first, I was reviewing case studies about physical injuries. But I came across an interesting article that led me down a rabbit hole focusing on psychological trauma.”
I love the way his eyes light up as he’s talking about reading medical journals and case studies. Is this particular topic especially interesting to him, or is he always like this?
“Apparently, it is not uncommon for people to have short-term memory loss after brain surgery or physical trauma. This could include things as simple as remembering how to walk or being unable to retain new information. Retrograde amnesia, which is the inability to remember past events or previously familiar information, does happen but it’s extremely uncommon. It’s significantly less common for amnesia to affect a patient’s memory of who they are.”
Confusion sets in. So what the hell is wrong with me?
Lukas continues. “Extreme psychological trauma can cause dissociative amnesia. Basically, your brain shuts down to protect you.”
I frown. “You think I’m doing this to myself?”
“That’s not what I’m saying,” Lukas explains, pushing up his glasses. “I’m not an expert, obviously, but everything I’m reading points to a perfect storm of trauma affecting you both physically and psychologically. On one hand, you are dealing with the physical effects of a traumatic brain injury, swelling, and then surgery. The fact you came out of your coma in less than twelve hours is impressive, medically speaking. You retained most of your mobility and were up walking in a remarkable amount of time.”
“She’s moved well past that now too,” Micah cuts in, with what sounds like pride in his voice. “After a decently strenuous workout, she walked up all the stairs, from the basement all the way to her room like it was nothing.”
Jackson snorts when Micah says, “strenuous workout”. Luis punches his shoulder. I can’t even bring myself to laugh at his antics.
“See?” Lukas remarks, ignoring Jackson. “Physically you are making phenomenal progress, which is what makes me think there could be more to it. Especially because you are clearly reliving some kind of stressful event in your nightmares.”
My lunch sits heavy in my stomach, the last half of my shake abandoned. My thoughts fly in multiple directions, overwhelming me. An hour ago, I felt so strong, but now I feel as though I’ve been knocked down a peg or two.
Lukas cups my face, wiping away a tear I hadn’t noticed. He looks at me pointedly. “Psychological trauma is nothing to scoff at. It can be as traumatic as, or worse, than physical pain. And, it often stays with you longer. Don’t feel deficient because the bulk of your issue may be psychological, the physical trauma is absolutely exacerbating it.”
“So how do I get better?” I hate how small my voice gets. Almost as small as I feel.
“I wish I knew for sure… Time, intensive therapy maybe. There are some studies that suggest reintroducing yourself to places or situations from your past could spark cognitive function, but it can be dangerous as well.”
“Dangerous how?”
“It could be intensely traumatic, potentially causing further dissociation, psychotic break, headaches, and even seizures.”
“So you’re saying that whatever happened to me, combined with the physical trauma of a brain injury and surgery, is shutting my brain down. And this is preventing me from remembering something as integral as who I am or where I come from?”
“That’s the gist of it, yes.”
Jackson has moved near us, his hand on my knee, ready to comfort me if I lose my shit. I hate that they’re all looking at me like I might break. More than that, I hate it’s possible they may be right.
What could possibly be so bad that my mind has reacted this way? There’s only one thing that I can think of, but the thought is almost too terrifying to consider.
“Jackson- you told me that last night, after my nightmare, I said something about ‘them finding you’, right?”
“Yeah...”
“And what was it that you said I was ranting about when you found me?”
He scrunches his forehead. “You were saying they were coming for you, or maybe us, that we needed to run. You were really upset and not making a lot of sense.”
My heart beats hard and fast against my ribcage, a tingling in the back of my head telling me something is wrong. Something is very wrong.
“What if none of this is random? What if whatever I can’t remember has something to do with all of you?”
Lukas’ arm tightens around my waist, and I can see them about to placate me, try to calm me down. I lift my hand the same way Bennet does to indicate that I’m not done.
“What if I wasn’t just a mad ranting woman? What if whatever led me here had something to do with one or more of you? What if the people that are looking for me are also after you?”
What if I’ve put them all in danger?




Luis
Six is calm, or at least her body language is stiff and controlled, but her fear is evident in her eyes. She’s terrified we are all in danger, that she might have led something or someone right to us.
I’m not sure what to think about it, but it seems unlikely. I admit the three of us being unknowingly related is a big twist, but how could it be anything more than a coincidence? While I’d like to believe we’re all truly connected in some bigger way, I think it’s a lot more likely that Lukas is right- we’ve all merely come together as the result of a traumatic accident.
It doesn’t make any of this less real for me. It doesn’t lessen the connection I have with her or the comradery I’ve found with these guys.
I haven’t just gained two brothers, I’ve found four. In the event someone did come for us, I believe we could figure it out. I’d go on the run with them. I’ll fight if it comes down to it. Whatever it takes to keep her safe and keep us all together.
“Whatever comes, we’ll figure it out,” I tell her. Whether or not I think someone is after us doesn’t matter. “We’ll all be okay.”
Micah is rubbing her back in slow circles, Jackson’s hand is squeezing her knee, and Lukas has his arm wrapped securely around her waist. Bennet is silently observing, as usual.
The stiff silence is interrupted by Mrs. Coolson walking in with a tray of blue cupcakes, followed closely behind by her husband. He’s holding a single balloon with blue letters that say, “It’s a boy!” I can’t help but laugh.
“What is this?” Asks Jackson, amused.
“I thought we ought to celebrate.” Her eyes well up with tears as she sets the cupcakes on the table. “Finding out you have brothers is something that deserves to be celebrated, no matter your parentage.”
The way she looks at Jackson is full of love, but there’s something else in her gaze. Sorrow, or guilt?
“That’s really sweet,” gushes Six.
Jackson gets up and hugs Mrs. Coolson, but when he goes to release her, she holds onto his hands. She looks up at him with watery eyes. Mr. Coolson gives her a supportive kiss on the cheek and places something in her hand. It’s a small box, about the size of a novel.
Hands shaking, she passes the box to Jackson but doesn’t let go. She takes a shaky breath.
“First of all, I’m so sorry. We never meant to keep anything from you. Your mother thought this information might hurt you, and we went along with it. This might go against her wishes, but in light of everything that has happened, I think you deserve to know the truth.” She looks heartbroken, tears streaming from her kind old eyes.
Jackson opens the box and rifles through it. Mrs. Coolson watches him while she continues.
“Your mother did know who your father was, and we knew as well. She met Jackson Adley at the Country Club she used to work at. Only nineteen years old, barely out on her own. She was saving up for college, wanted to go into Hospitality and Hotel Management. She had this crazy dream of turning an old, abandoned estate into a luxury Bed and Breakfast. But she was ready to throw away everything to be with him. She was head over heels. And then before long she was pregnant.”
Mrs. Coolson fidgets with the hem of her blouse, tears spilling over her cheeks.
“She was so happy. She lived in a dream world, believing he was going to marry her, and they’d live happily ever after. And he let her believe it. He played the part of doting partner, lavishing her with gifts and taking her to every appointment. He was obsessed with some new vaccine trial. He talked about it incessantly, and so did she. She was convinced that whatever he said was like God’s words through his mouth. The way she loved that man… it wasn’t healthy.”
Mr. Coolson wraps an arm around her shoulders, comforting his wife as she relives years of pain.
“Annette was such a bright, cheerful, loving soul, utterly in love with life. But when he left her, the day after you were born, a light went out inside her. At first, we thought maybe it was baby blues or something like that, but it was more. She was obsessed with the idea that he’d come back to her, to you. She wrote him letters, which all got returned. Then one day she went to his house and saw him there with his wife and another bouncing baby boy. She walked away more torn down than ever.”
Jackson and I both glance at Bennet, stoically listening as Mrs. Coolson continues.
“Shortly after he left, money started pouring in. Eventually, when you were around two years old, I talked her into putting all that money to good use and making her dreams come true. She did it, but only because she thought her success would get his attention. If Jackson Adley ever saw or noticed anything, he didn’t care.”
“He did check in from time to time. He would ask very specific questions about you, even asked to take you for visits. Your mother refused to let you go anywhere without her, but sadly I think it had more to do with wanting to see him than it did protecting you. I’m sure you remember some of her worst depression spells. They often correlated with the times he called. I suspect he called the day she took her life.”
My eyes meet Bennet’s, a silent confirmation we are both thinking the same thing. Is it a coincidence he called that day? Can we get phone records from that far back?
Mrs. Coolson is outright sobbing by this point, Mr. Coolson pulling her to his chest with tears in his own eyes. I imagine it was as painful for them to watch their adopted daughter die as it was to watch my mother die, maybe more since they had such a close relationship.
Jackson is staring at a photo that he passes over to Bennet and me. It’s a picture of a smiling young woman in a hospital gown, proudly passing a newborn baby to a young Jackson Adley. The look in his eyes might pass for pride, but there’s something else there I can’t name. Behind him, not quite caught in the frame, is part of who looks to be a doctor. His face isn’t in frame, but he’s wearing a white coat with a name tag, and he looks to be holding a syringe.
Jackson pulls both Mr. and Mrs. Coolson in for a hug, walking them out and murmuring words of comfort. “Hey, it’s okay. I understand, I promise. I could never love you any less.”
When Jackson returns, he sits down in the chair next to me. I reach over to thump him on the back. “You alright, man?”
“Yeah, it’s just… a lot.”
Bennet is assessing the entire contents of the box Jackson handed him. “So, we have an established timeline of my –our father’s involvement with Jackson’s mother. Now we need to see what information we can gather about Luis’ mother and his involvement with her.”
I run my hands through my hair. “I’m not sure what we’re going to be able to find. Aside from those bank records, there’s no paper trail. My mom didn’t have or keep any pictures or anything. The only reason I found out about the bank account was because I went digging to find out how the rent was being paid. The pills were easy to trace using the labels.”
“I’m still trying to access the rest of my father’s bank records so we can see if they all match up. Until then, we’ll have to see what we can find about the pills. I suggest we look over the police reports from both deaths, to make sure we aren’t missing anything.”
Six’s eyes are wide. “Hold on… you think your father had something to do with Luis and Jackson’s mothers’ deaths?”
“It’s a possibility he could have been at least indirectly involved,” answers Bennet.
“We’re going to need a van if we’re going to have this many mysteries to solve,” jokes Micah.
Six looks confused, so Lukas explains. “It’s from a cartoon most of us probably watched as kids, about a bunch of teenagers and a talking dog that drive around in a van solving mysteries.”
“That sounds… interesting.” She returns her attention to the three of us. “How can the rest of us help? Bennet, I know you want to boss us all around and give us jobs.”
He’s typing something into his phone but doesn’t skip a beat. “Hopefully I’ll have the bank records soon. Someone could go downtown and collect a package for me. It’ll contain the evidence reports for both deaths, as well as the evidence kits from the hospital. Other than that, it’s a waiting game. There’s nothing else we can do until we have those reports.” 
Lukas offers to go pick up the package when it’s ready.
Bennet acknowledges him with a nod. “I called in a favor, so they should be ready in the next couple of hours.”
Pulling her shoulders back and lifting her chin, Six clears her throat, getting our attention. “So next we need a plan to get my memory back. I think we should go to the truck stop.”
Everyone stares back at her. Jackson gets up and leaves the room.
She lets out an exasperated sigh. “I know you all think I’m some traumatized delicate flower, but I need to know what I was running from. I don’t have a good feeling about this.”
“It’s not that I think you’re a delicate flower, and I don’t think anyone else here does either. We don’t want to see you get hurt.” I’m inclined to agree with Lukas, but the fire in her eyes convinces me otherwise.
This is her choice, her life.
“I think she understands the dangers, right Six?”
She meets my eyes. “Yes, I understand the danger. And if I’m being honest, I’d absolutely rather hide away with all of you than find out what the hell could make my brain do this to me. But I think it could be more dangerous not to know.”
“Okay,” I agree, not taking my eyes off hers.
“I’m in,” says Micah.
Lukas playfully rolls his eyes. “You’re always in.” He contemplates Six with an earnest look, tentatively shrugging his shoulders. “But I’m in too if this is what you need.”
All eyes settle on Bennet. There’s a dark look in his eyes as he gazes directly at Six. “We should consider what our first steps need to be.”
Her shoulders visibly relax when she realizes he’s not going to argue.
“This might help us get started.” Jackson walks back into the room holding her beat-up backpack.
Six looks at the bag for a minute and pours the contents onto the table. We had barely gone through them while we were at the hospital, so this is the first time we’re getting a close look.
The clothes smell bad, covered in blood and what looks like oil. The first aid kit looks heavily used, and there are some toiletries you can get anywhere. We’re already pretty well acquainted with the dirty pocket knife and have solved where that came from. Six picks it up, opening and closing it a few times, testing the weight of it in her hand. She holds on to it as she gestures to the phone.
“Is there anything on that?”
Flipping the phone open, I confirm what I already know. “It’s dead. We’ll have to see if we can find a charger, it’s pretty old so none of ours will work.”
“I’ll check with the Coolson’s, I think they might still use an old flip phone.” Jackson heads out through the kitchen to seek out a charger.
“Is that trash?” She asks as I smooth out the ball of paper.
“It’s for a bus ticket…” I squint, trying to read the faded and wrinkled receipt. “…to RDU.”
Bennet looks up. “Raleigh?”
“I think so.” I pull out my phone to confirm RDU is in fact Raleigh-Durham. “Why?”
“My father has been spending a lot of time in Raleigh.”
Well, shit.
Bennet runs his hands over his face, the uncharacteristic movement betraying his level of stress. Returning to the papers in front of him, he shuffles them around, starting from the beginning again.
Six walks over to Bennet’s side. “What are we looking for?”
He shakes his head. “I’m missing something, but I don’t know what.”
“Do you think it’s a coincidence? That your dad is in Raleigh?”
“I think this is an awful lot of coincidences.”
On this, I have to agree. Shit is piling up and not all of it makes sense. Did Six come from Raleigh? Or was it merely a stop on the way here? Is it possible that Jackson Adley is involved in whatever happened to her, too?
Maybe Six is right, and this is deeper than any of us thought.
Jackson bursts back through the door with a cord held high above his head. “Found one!” He plugs the old burner phone in and lays it on a cabinet near the outlet. “It’s probably going to take a while before we can turn it on.”
“Seems like a good time to head into town to pick up the package, any other errands I can run while I’m out?” Lukas closes his laptop and stretches his long-ass body. I’m a pretty tall guy, over six feet. But this dude towers over me.
“I could ride along if that’s cool,” offers Jackson. Micah decides to ride along, saying something about getting Six some egg tarts, whatever those are.
Six watches them leave with a worried expression.
I have something planned that might take her mind off things. Leaving Bennet to stew over his paperwork, I take her hand and lead her upstairs to my room.
“I know you’re mad at me, but do you trust me?”
“I’m not mad at you, I’m… frustrated. I’d rather you all treat me the way you’d treat any other girl.”
“But you’re not any other girl. I feel confident speaking for all of us when I say this - you’re special, Six. Not because you have PTSD or retrograde amnesia or any of those other big words Slenderman threw out at you.”
She snorts. “Slenderman?”
“It’s a horror movie, we’ll watch it later if you want.” I smirk, glad to diffuse the tension in any small way. “We don’t think you’re a delicate flower. We think…. we think you’re ours, and we’ll do anything to make sure you are safe. Even if it means protecting you from ourselves sometimes.”
Leaning down, I kiss her softly, pulling her soft bottom lip into my mouth and deepening the kiss a little. I pull back and give her another soft peck.
“I still think it’s bullshit,” she deadpans.
I chuckle but pull her towards the bathroom. “You didn’t answer the other question,” I remind her. “Do you trust me?”
“Why?”
“Does it matter?”
She eyes me warily. “I suppose not… Yes, I trust you.”
Her expression makes me laugh harder.
Pulling her behind me, I grab a chair and head toward the bathroom. I set the chair facing the mirror and gesture for her to sit.
“What’s this?”
“A chair.”
“You’re an asshole.” Laughing, she side-eyes me but sits anyway. Grabbing a bath towel, I drape it over her shoulders and open a small black bag on the counter. Her eyebrows shoot to her hairline when she sees the clippers.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to shave your head. Not all of it, anyway.” I pull up a picture on my phone of an actress with one side of her head shaved. It looks edgy and cool and sexy. I’m hoping a haircut like this could help with her self-image.
She looks up at me with an excited grin. “You can do that?”
“I think so. It’s definitely not something I’ve ever done before,” I warn her. “But I don’t think we’re likely to visit a salon any time soon.”
“It’s not like you could make it any worse.” She shrugs. “And you guys seem to have plenty of hats.”
“So, yeah? You want to try it?” I wipe my sweaty hands against my jeans.
I’m the tiniest bit nervous, but it doesn’t look too hard. I studied a lot of photos and YouTube videos before I fell asleep last night. That doesn’t make me a pro by any means, but I think I can pull it off. Hopefully I’m not overconfident, I’d hate to screw up and make it worse for her.
“Let’s do it.”
I get everything ready, putting a guard on my clippers and pulling out some scissors. Releasing her hair from the messy bun she has it in, I stand behind her with a comb, working out any tangles and sectioning off her hair the way I saw it done in the tutorials. I spend maybe a little too long pulling the section back to test how it will look and make sure it’s going to work. Her scar and the part the surgeons shaved goes back a little farther than what would be considered “fashionable”, but I still think it’s going to work.
Finally, I think I’ve got the sectioning correct and tie her hair off to the side. Standing in front of her, I hold the section I’ll be shaving and grab the scissors.
“Last chance to chicken out.” I joke.
“Do it.” There isn’t a trace of apprehension on her face as I cut off a large chunk of her hair.  She taps her fingers absentmindedly, watching me move around her with absolute, and probably misguided, trust.
She startles at the sound of the clippers turning on, but laughs it off, gesturing for me to continue. As I’m working, I happen to glance down. Her face is contorted in pain, her eyes closed tightly as possible.
Turning off the clippers, I kneel down in front of her. “What’s wrong? Talk to me, pretty girl.”
My thumbs caress her cheeks, wiping away tears, and I rub my hands over her gooseflesh-covered arms. When she opens her eyes, her pupils are dilated almost to the point that they cover the entirety of her pale irises. She stares, wide-eyed and unseeing, for a few moments before she comes down, her pupils returning to normal as she blinks away tears.
“I’m sorry.” Her words come out breathlessly. “I don’t know what that was about. The sound freaked me out a little when you turned the clippers on, but as soon as they touched my head, it was like I was somewhere else.”
“What did you see?” Could she be remembering something?
She shakes her head. “Nothing really, it was cold and bright, and the sound of the clippers was the same.” She shuts her eyes against the memory. “And I felt fear.”
I pull her forehead against mine. “It’s okay. You’re safe here.”
Six scoffs. “Here I was talking a big game about doing what it takes to get my memory back, and a haircut turns me into a cowering puddle. God, I’m pathetic.” She sniffs and wipes her nose with a corner of the towel.
“Crying isn’t weakness, Six. If anything, it’s proof of how much you’ve been through, and how strong you’ve had to be. Emotions are what make us human. Hiding them is easy. Letting them out and facing them head-on is where the real power is.”
She sniffs a bit more, but steels herself. “I’m ready, we can finish this.”
I gaze into her eyes, marveling at this woman and her ability to keep moving after everything that’s happened to her. To face her fear head-on, seeking out answers, knowing it will likely be painful. She’s the strongest person I’ve ever met.
“We’re almost done with the clippers.”
I even out the shaved area and trim her ends a bit, arranging her hair to the best of my ability. I move out of her way and let her see the finished product.
I’m pretty proud of myself. A professional would have absolutely done better, but I think I managed to do a pretty good job. Her hair is swooped over in a deep side part to show off the shaved side, the rest of her pale blonde hair tumbling in loose waves over her shoulder. The scar is visible, but there is no longer a random bald spot. And instead of looking like she just had brain surgery, she looks edgy and sexy.
When she meets my eyes in the mirror and mouths “Thank You”, I can tell she truly likes it. Her eyes are glassy and she’s looking at herself without cringing for the first time. I want her to see herself as the beautiful, sexy, strong woman I see. And I know it’s corny, but it makes me all fluttery in the pit of my stomach that I was able to do this for her.
Removing the towel from her shoulders, I turn her around so I can look at her straight on.
“You’re so fucking beautiful.”
I press little kisses all over her face, her jaw, her neck. When my mouth reaches hers, our kiss is deep and passionate. I lose myself in it, picking her up and setting her on the bathroom counter, pressing myself between her thighs. Her hands slide up my abdomen, under my shirt, lifting it up to my neck until I take the hint and pull it over my head.
She runs her hands and mouth all over my torso, tracing the lines of my ink with her tongue and the tips of her fingers. My heart thunders like a caged beast. My body trembles, but I do my best to stay still and let her explore, trying to keep myself from losing my cool and ravaging her. When I think I have enough control, I massage her thighs, pulling her closer to me, bending down to kiss her neck.
I’m about to help her remove her shirt and give her a tongue bath when I hear a call from the hallway. We freeze, hearing a knock at my door.
“Six? Luis? You guys in there?!” It’s Micah, they must be back with the evidence package already.
I’d much rather kiss and touch her until her eyes roll back in her head and she comes apart again. Last night I apologized to her, worried I had taken advantage. My apology upset her, and she spent most of the day avoiding me. I was hoping to atone for my mistake…
I groan against her mouth. Seems we’ve made up now though. Maybe it’s for the best, I keep losing control.
She lets out a frustrated sound, like a kitten growling. Did I say that out loud? I can’t help but chuckle at her reaction, amused at her impatience.
Her teeth sink into my pec, and I hiss out a breath. She bit me!
It fucking hurts, but it also sends a jolt right through me, directly to my already hard dick. My erection swells past the point of discomfort, straining my jeans. I’m not laughing anymore.
My response is instant and thoughtless. My answering growl comes out low and menacing as I grab her chin with one hand, pressing the back of her head into the mirror. My other hand tightens on her hip. Pulling her hard against me, I roughly grind my erection right where I know she’ll feel it the most. As I press into her, I bend down and take one of her hardened nipples between my teeth, biting down enough to be painful.
The sound she makes and the way her body twitches beneath mine is enough to make me come apart at the seams. I hold her there for one second, two, three… Breathing deeply to get control of myself before I either cum in my pants or strip them off and impale her right now.
Slowly, I pull myself away, standing her up and adjusting her clothes for her. She licks the little wound she made, and I suck in a breath, giving her a warning look.
“Watch it, little girl,” I growl, pinching the damp fabric where I bit her through her t-shirt.
She bites her lip, her chest rising as she catches her breath. I push her out of the bathroom towards the door- if she doesn’t get out now, she never will. I throw my shirt back on as she steps out into the hallway, taking a moment to adjust myself as I hear Micah appreciating my handiwork.
“Holy shit, Six!”
When I walk out, he is running his hands through the little shaved spot and fingering her long locks. Trimming the ends made her hair look fuller, the waves more pronounced. She looks drop-dead gorgeous, but half of it is her newfound confidence. Her kiss-swollen lips and flushed cheeks only add to her appeal.
Micah takes her hand and walks with her down the stairs, Lukas watching their descent.
“Wow.” Lukas pushes his hair back from his forehead, eyes locked on Six. “Luis, you did this?” I’m assuming his question is rhetorical because he doesn’t take his eyes off her.
“Maybe he can do you next.” Micah teases him, tugging on a section of his chin-length hair.
Six looks over her shoulder, eyes shining as she unsuccessfully suppresses a giggle.
“Head out of the gutter, Six.”




Bennet
What are the fucking odds?
Everywhere I turn, Jackson fucking Adley is unsurprisingly making people miserable and ruining lives. But there’s no way he’s connected to this, to her.
There has to be something I’m not catching. It’s staring me right in the face and I’m missing it. My frustration manifests itself in the stiffness of my neck and shoulders, pain blooming at my temples.
This is getting deeper than I could have ever imagined. I knew someone was looking for her and that we should hide her. I knew the moment I met Jackson he was the spitting image of my father, knew without a doubt the DNA results would be positive. I felt the connection, not only with Six, but the other guys as well.
I’ve analyzed every second, every piece of evidence at my disposal, and I never considered that any of these things could be related. The correlations are stacking up and it’s becoming impossible to compartmentalize, which I’m usually quite good at.
Lukas, Micah, and Jackson decided to run into town to pick up the evidence packets and run a few errands. I reminded them to keep a low profile and to keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.
Luis takes Six upstairs, leaving me to weed through my worst nightmare. There’s nothing worse than a puzzle I can’t solve. It’s not like our silly IQ games. There are too many intricacies and loose ends that simply don’t fit.
My computer pings, a welcome distraction.
I’ve asked my secretary, Brenda, to find out more about what my father is doing in Raleigh. She’s managed a friendly relationship with my father’s secretary, not at my bidding, but it has been useful for avoiding him. Now I’m using that connection to get closer to him. I open her email and read:
Bennet,

I have confirmed that Mr. Adley is in the Raleigh area. He is staying at The Umstead Hotel and Spa, which is located between Raleigh and Durham. It seems his business has mostly taken place either in his suite, or in a warehouse in North West Raleigh. I am working on getting the exact address of the warehouse or any information about what business is conducted there, but so far all I know is that it is a large, unmarked building with a barbed fence and armed security. The PI arrived late last night and should have something for us within the hour, I will keep you updated of course.

I will let you know when I learn more. Until then, I have covered all of your meetings and have attached notes below.

Brenda

That woman is a saint, and if she ever betrayed my confidence, I would be legitimately heartbroken. After thorough vetting and many years of working together, I do trust her, but I am on edge with all of the unknowns. I’m not just avoiding my father like usual. I’m trying to keep her safe.
Six.
Will we ever be able to put together the pieces of her past?
Almost an hour later, I’ve given up on staring at all of the photos and papers. I’m pretty sure I have them all memorized at this point. I’m going through Brenda’s notes for the meetings she attended in my stead.
I’m signing off on a few budget reports when I get another ping. This time it’s from Tony, my cybersecurity specialist. There is no message, only an encrypted link. I click it, and I’m in!
I have all of my father’s accounts laid out in front of me- business, personal, off-shore, even accounts he has hidden under various pseudonyms. Well done, Tony.
Tony gets paid a lot of money to help me, usually ensuring the security of my own accounts and devices. The work he’s doing to hack into my father’s accounts could cost him his life, which makes him all the more trustworthy in my book. We’ve been working together for longer than Brenda has been in my employ. I make a mental note to send Tony a bonus and begin combing through the accounts.
My father is beyond rich. However rich I thought he was, the numbers I’m seeing in all these accounts are well over triple his estimated worth. I am positive the majority of it is not through legitimate means, which I may finally be able to prove.
The amount of money going to a company called BioCere, Inc. is staggering. There are multiple accounts funneling into this business. What the hell kind of business are they conducting that goes through that amount of money? Given the name, I’m assuming it’s pharmaceutical or medical in nature. It’s also what my father is most known for.
But in a shitty warehouse in North Carolina? I’ve never noticed him visiting Raleigh before. Sending a quick email to Brenda, I ask if she can get access to my father’s travel records.
The next thing I check are all of the local personal accounts, most of which have another beneficiary. Sure enough, there are accounts for both Annette Boyd and Isabel Posa. The money in the Posa account is available to Luis, as he is her only inheritor. I hurt for him knowing she had about half a million dollars in an account for what looks like his entire life, yet they lived in near squalor.
Does my father monitor these accounts? Technically he would have access to see where, when, or if the money is being used.
The Posa account has mostly been gathering interest over the past twenty something years, the only withdrawals are automatic payments to a cheap apartment community and utilities. The Boyd account was used a lot towards the beginning, I’m assuming for the work done on the estate. What’s different about this account is the payments never stopped. The Posa account was one large deposit and then nothing, but this account was regularly fed into until Annette Boyd’s death five-ish years ago.
I turn my attention to the BioCere, Inc. accounts and search for local transactions, hoping to get a lead on any local involvement. What I find instead are four large transactions to local accounts, and I’m horrified to find two familiar family names amongst them. At some point, around twenty something years ago, my father made generous payments to both the Williams and Anderson families. These were one-time payments, generous but nothing compared to the amounts in the Boyd and Posa accounts. These payments were also wire transactions rather than accounts set up, which I assume is because Jackson Adley was not likely to have fathered any of these children, and these payments were deposited a little before Micah and Lukas would have been born. I write down the other two account names to research later.
When the guys return, I am neck deep in numbers and an ever-deepening conspiracy. The idea of breaking all this news is making me sweat. Jackson comes into the dining room, and checks the phone. He declares it charged and ready, calling to Micah and Lukas to find the others so we can check it out together.
Jackson is definitely my role model for keeping the whole “family” involved, although I’d never admit it. I figure if this relationship dynamic is likely to work, I’m going to need to evolve beyond my solitary nature- which is why I set up a workspace in the dining room instead of my new office. This way we have plenty of space to work together.
While Micah runs upstairs to find Six and Luis, Lukas carries in a cardboard box that I assume contains the evidence for our four cases. As soon as he sets it down, I open the box. Before Six comes down, I want to put aside the evidence packet for the trucker’s death- not because I’m hiding anything from her, but because I think it’s useless to spend any mental or emotional energy on a rapist who, in my mind, got exactly what was coming to him. We have enough to focus on, and this is one mystery we don’t need solved. Lukas and Jackson both nod their understanding and agreement, a silent confirmation that we are putting it away for now. If she’d like to revisit it in the future, it will be there waiting for her.
It takes a little while for the rest of them to make it downstairs. Irritated, I’m about another thirty seconds from going up there myself, when Six walks in looking…. Ravishing. Captivating. Tantalizingly beautiful.
It’s all my mind can do to rifle through my mental thesaurus, trying in vain to come up with a word good enough. The haircut isn’t even half of it, it’s the confidence radiating off of her. She is absolutely beaming.
Jackson approaches her like a moth to a flame, touching her hair and face and planting a hard kiss on her mouth. I’m jealous of his ability to just go with it, to do whatever he feels compelled to do while I struggle to control myself.
“You look stunning,” I declare, barely able to get the words out. She blinks back at me in surprise and I hate that I’ve allowed her to think I’m that indifferent.
The others follow her into the room, and I give an appreciative nod to Luis. Well done, brother.
Brother.
The news I have is going to blow the top off everything we thought we knew so far, but we have a list of potential new information that hasn’t been opened yet. We might as well get it all out in the open first.
“I have a ton of new information to share, but I think we should open the phone first, and the evidence packets second. There may or may not be anything of interest, and I know what I have is going to invoke a lot of conversation.” I try to pose it as an open discussion, and everyone seems to agree.
Micah tries to hand Six the phone, but she waves it off, gesturing for him to look. He flips it open and starts thumbing through it while Lukas and I unpack the evidence box.
“Uh… yeah, here’s something.” Micah looks a little stunned. “There are pictures of all five of us saved. They aren’t very clear, it looks like Six snapped the pictures off a computer screen.” He passes the phone around so we can look. Sure enough, there is a photo of each one of us.
“You know what this means,” says Lukas, concerned. “You definitely at least knew of us before coming here. You came here because of us.”
Everyone takes a moment to absorb the idea, but to be honest I don’t know what to do with it. The deeper into this we get, the stickier the web gets.
Six looks horrified, her worst fears are coming true.
“There’s a couple other photos here,” Micah points out. We all gather in close, but the screen is too small.
“Hold on,” says Lukas, taking the phone. “Jackson, hand me the cord.” He opens his laptop and connects the USB charging cable to his computer and copies over all of the photos. A minute later we can see the photos on his computer screen.
“The pictures are not going to be good quality, but we should at least be able to see them better.”
He flips through the photos of each of us. Lukas’ staff photo, Micah’s basketball profile picture, Jackson taking a selfie while hiking, me giving a speech at some ceremony. Luis’ photo ends up being a mugshot, much to his chagrin.
“I didn’t peg you for the social media type anyway.” Jackson laughs, earning him a punch in the arm. He tries to duck, but Luis clips him right in the shoulder.
Jackson rubs his arm. “Ouch, no judgment, bro. It was a joke.”
“I got caught up in a fight outside the tattoo shop,” Luis explains.
“No one cares man, like he said, we aren’t gonna judge you,” Micah tells him.
Lukas moves on to the next photos. One is a picture of the uniformed guards that were searching for Six at the hospital, taken from what looks like a bus window. The next photo is of a large bald man wearing a black suit, who I instantly recognize.
Fucking shit.
“That is my father’s head of security.”
The last photo is of a North Carolina license plate. I sit behind my laptop again, looking up the plate registration. “Well at this point I can’t say this is much of a surprise. The plate is registered to BioCere, Inc.”
“BioCere, Inc.?” Six questions me, blinking rapidly like she’s trying to remember something.
I tell them all briefly of the pharmaceutical and genetics lab out of Raleigh and the massive amount of money I discovered being funneled into the business.
Her face is scrunched up, and she’s repeating the name BioCere until she pops up with an “Oh!”
“Where are the photos? The baby photo with Adley in it.”
I pull the photo out of the box and hand it to her. She points to the badge hanging off the lab coat of the man behind my father. BioCere, Inc.
“I wonder if BioCere was the company distributing whatever vaccine he was pushing on your mom?” Luis asks Jackson.
“There’s more,” I tell them.




Lukas
Information overload would be an understatement. We’ve stumbled into a legitimate conspiracy, and it keeps getting deeper.
Although, I suppose we didn’t stumble into it, it stumbled into us. In the form of a lost, vulnerable woman who has quickly become an integral part of our lives.
My mind is obsessing over the photos of us on her phone. “What I can’t make sense of is how all five of us are connected. There’s an obvious connection for you three, but why Micah and me?”
“I have an answer for that, too.” Bennet looks exhausted, physically and mentally. His stiff posture gives me the impression he’s about to drop the biggest bomb yet. He’s been eyeing us warily since we got back.
He rolls his shoulders. “I was able to obtain access to all of my father’s accounts today, which is how I knew about the money being funneled into BioCere, Inc. I found a ton of other ‘interesting’ activity, definitely not all legal.”
From what we’ve learned about his father so far, I can’t imagine this is too surprising.
“I did find accounts for Annette Boyd and Isabel Posa. There are some interesting similarities and differences in the accounts. The Boyd account started with a large deposit, with pretty regular subsequent deposits being made. The Posa account, however, was just one large deposit that, other than rent and utility withdrawals, remained untouched.”
Bennet looks at both Luis and Jackson. “You both have legal rights to these accounts, by the way. I can’t tell if they are being monitored, but we might be able to make some strategic maneuvers to move them into safe accounts if you’d like to access them.”
Luis is silent, not reacting at all. Six moves over to him and wraps her arms around his waist, settling her head on his chest. Jackson lets out a low whistle when he looks at the screen.
“But wait, there’s more,” Bennet says in a bitterly sarcastic tone. “I said I found the connection to Lukas and Micah, and that connection is in my father’s financials as well.”
What?
Micah is confused too. “I know for a fact Jackson Adley isn’t my daddy,” he says without his usual cheerful disposition.
“It seems my father, through the BioCere accounts, made one-time transaction wire payments to each of your families. I have yet to figure out what these payments were for.”
BOOM. There it is.
After my parents passed, their accounts were turned over to me as part of my inheritance. The house was paid off and there was an impressive amount in savings. I had always wondered how a school teacher and a part-time nurse had managed to save up so much money.
My brain is working overtime, my thoughts flying everywhere at once. Micah looks shell-shocked and as confused as I feel.
“We need a whiteboard,” I announce. “Writing everything out helps me think. It’ll be the best way to organize all of the information so we can figure out what we need to do next.”
“Great idea,” Bennet agrees. “There’s a whiteboard in the office, but I’m not sure how well it’s attached to the wall.”
Jackson gets up, “I’ll get it down one way or another.” He jogs out of the room, Micah following after in case he needs help.
Pacing, I try to determine where I should begin.
A few minutes later, Micah and Jackson carry in a huge whiteboard. It looks like they ripped it directly off the wall. There are little chunks of paint and drywall still stuck on the back.
“There are tools for that,” Bennet points out.
“Not fast enough, and I had some aggression to release,” says Micah. No one argues.
We set the huge whiteboard on top of the buffet table, leaning it against the wall. I start writing out some notes, getting out everything we know and what we don’t.
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We work on getting everything out on the chart, Bennet filling us in on small details from the accounts. We also open the evidence bags from both Luis’ and Jackson’s mothers’ deaths. Sure enough, there was evidence at both scenes that pills from TAC Pharmacy had been consumed. As it turns out, both cases would have ended in overdose if not for Annette Boyd’s jump.
This is yet another chain of corruption in the Adley line, and I can see Bennet is out for blood. Luis seems strangely numb, and I don’t think Jackson knows what to think or how to act. He is certainly more reserved than I’ve ever seen him.
As we work, Mrs. Coolson brings in a few homemade flatbread pizzas and a tray of drinks. She sets them in the middle of the table instead of on the buffet since we’ve taken it over.
We keep adding and erasing information here and there, making random notes and building onto our chart. By the time we’re done, it’s past midnight. We have a shortlist of action items we can work on tomorrow, which will hopefully help us determine what our next steps should be.
One thing I know is we’re in deep. But we’re also determined… to get to the bottom of what Jackson Adley and BioCere, Inc. have been up to, and what it has to do with all of us.




Jackson
We stay up well into the night talking everything out and making a plan for what to do next. Once it’s all up there, we stare at it for a while, letting it sink in and making sure we aren’t missing anything important.
I’m having trouble moving past the connection with the pills. I knew she had taken something before she jumped, but I had no idea she had taken a whole bottle. And I certainly wouldn’t have expected she might have gotten those pills from my supposed father.
This is what hurts the most. Because she had been doing so well for months. To think she left everything behind because of a disgusting excuse for a man she had been pining over since before I was born? It makes me sick. I’m angry, and I can feel the fog of depression and uncertainty trying to drag me down.
These moments happen to me occasionally, but I’ve always filled them with action. A flight overseas, a rock-climbing adventure, hiking across the Appalachian Mountains.
For the first time in my life, I can’t just get up and leave and run from my problems. But also for the first time, I don’t want to. I look around at the four guys that have become important to me these last few days. My brothers. And Six…
I look down at her perfect face with her perfect eyes and perfect nose and exceptionally perfect mouth. And I know for sure I would never leave her willingly. I love her. Timing and circumstance be damned, I know what I feel.
She’s leaning against my shoulder, starting to doze. We’re all wrecked at this point, and there’s not much more we can do at this time of night.
“I think it’s time for bed, what do you think?”
Although I know she is perfectly capable of walking, I lift her up and hold her against me. The rest of the guys stand up as well, turning off computers and lights as we make our way upstairs.
Bennet makes a suggestion. “I was thinking someone should stay with her at night. We could rotate, make a schedule. Maybe you should take tonight, Jackson. After everything we learned today, it’s possible she might have another night terror. You seem the best at helping her. Of course, we are all nearby so we’ll come running if we hear anything.”
Everyone agrees and heads off to their own rooms. No one shuts their door, making sure they can hear if rescue is needed. I love how we’re all so in tune with whatever she needs.
I’ve always been a kind of “free love” type of guy, but this is different. It’s almost symbiotic, we all feed off each other and give and take. We each offer something different to the relationship. It feels natural, and I’m looking forward to building a new normal together once we get through making sure our girl is safe. Hopefully we bring down Adley in the process.
Six doesn’t bother with nightclothes. She removes her bra through a sleeve, like some kind of magician, and pulls her leggings off. She crawls into the bed in just her t-shirt and panties. I’m hit with another weirdo creep moment where I want to shove my face in her ass, but I try to act cool.
I shuck all of my clothes except for my boxers and shut off the lights, climbing in next to her. I pull the duvet over both of us and pull her close, tucking her body into mine. She falls asleep almost immediately, and I follow her into the darkness.
I’m not sure how long we sleep before she starts jerking and whimpering in her sleep. The moonlight casts a soft glow across the bed, and I watch as her face contorts in fear and pain. Pulling her snuggly into my body, I make soothing sounds, murmuring that she’s safe. I hum a little and she settles at the sound of my voice.
Not much later, I’ve barely started drifting off again when she shoots upright, frantically looking all around her. She makes a movement like she’s grabbing something and holding it to her head, crying softly and intermittently holding her breath. She runs her hands over her eyes and then holds them in front of her face, staring at them in horror.
What is she seeing right now?
Very, very slowly, I reach out and place my hand on her hip. She gasps and swings around. This time she doesn’t panic, only stares at me, a terrified and concerned look in her eyes. I ease forward into the beam of moonlight filtering through the sheer curtains. She reaches for me. I scoot closer to her, allowing her to rest her palm on my face. Her eyes gaze into mine like she’s searching for something.
“What do you remember?” I whisper to her.
“I’m not sure,” she says, fully awake now, “it’s all so fuzzy. But I think I thought there was something on my head.” She reaches up to touch the stitched gash on her head.
I rub my hand over the spot too, brushing over the shaved part of her hair. “I like this.” She smiles shyly.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m sorry I woke you. I guess you pulled the short straw, huh?”
“Are you kidding me? Every single one of those guys would have fought me to be in here with you tonight, but I was already holding you, so I got dibs.”
She pushes against my arm, as if saying “yeah right”.
“I’m serious. Watch, there will be arm wrestling for the honor tomorrow. My money’s on Micah, that dude has more muscles than should be allowed.”
Her mouth breaks into a wide grin, and I reach forward to kiss the little spot below her cheek that is almost a dimple. I kiss her nose, her forehead, and her jaw. Finally, I make it to her soft lips, parting them slightly with my tongue.
The kiss is slow and sensual and even softer than I imagined. I pull back to look at her, running my thumb over her bottom lip before tasting it again. Six turns her body to face mine, leaning into the kiss.
Her hands caress my face, tugging on my hair and running her fingers through the slight scruff of my unshaven face. I haven’t shaved since before the hospital, so the scruff is long enough to be soft instead of prickly. Feeling her nails softly raking through it sends little tingles down the back of my neck.
Sitting up straighter, I pull her against me, parting her knees so she straddles my lap. I lean into her neck and gently kiss and nip from her collar bone to her ear. Burying my face in her hair and breathing deeply, I inhale the floral scent of her shampoo. I love the smell of her, the sound of her soft gasp as I gently press my teeth into the corded muscle on her neck, then lick and kiss down her neck. She squirms in my lap as my lips and tongue lave over her collarbone and across her chest, stretching the neck of her t-shirt to reach more skin.
Six grabs the bottom of the offensive garment and pulls it over her head, her hair falling lightly over her shoulder. Covered only by a thin pair of black cotton panties, her eyes and skin are glowing in the soft moonlight. I lean back to admire the sight of her.
In the dim light, none of her remaining bruises are visible. Her body has started to fill in, ribs replaced by softer curves. The muscles in her abdomen clench at my slow perusal of her body.
I lightly brush my hands up her thighs to her hips, over her stomach, and across her ribs to cup her breasts, savoring the softness of her skin. She presses into my palms, sucking in a breath when I roll her nipples between my fingers.
Closing the distance between our bodies, her hands push against my chest. I lay back against the pillows. Her hair trails over my body, lightly tickling my skin as she presses wet kisses across my shoulder, neck, and chest. Reaching over to my pec, she lightly flicks her tongue against my nipple, sending a little shock through my body.
I gently grab her head and guide her back to my mouth, kissing her deeply. My tongue dips in, caressing her own, twisting them together. Her hips roll, gently grinding into my barely covered erection.
There are two thin strips of cotton between us, but I fear it isn’t enough to keep her safe from me. Or to keep me safe from her, however one wants to look at this.
Her body rolls against mine as she sits up, pushing her hands against my chest and arching her back.
“Gods, you’re perfect.” I whisper in awe. Sitting up, I hug her body against mine, rolling her onto her back and covering her body with mine.
This time it’s my turn to roll my hips into her, grinding and pressing into her center, making her arch and squirm. Her body is so pliant and responsive. I swipe the back of my fingers against her panties and feel how soaked she is.
I can’t stand it anymore. I do exactly what I’ve been wanting to do since this morning, pushing myself low on the bed, I press my face right into her damp panties. Inhaling in one long, deep breath, I groan at her scent filling my lungs. Exhaling with my mouth pressed above her clit, I blow warm air against her core. She pushes up to her elbows and watches me, as I breathe her in and out, high on the smell of her arousal. Her eyes are wide but glazed, her mouth parted, and she shivers hard against my next exhale.
Bringing one hand up to her stomach, I tease the band of her panties from hip to hip, around to the back of her ass. My hand trails around her thigh and up the wet center of her panties. Slipping a finger behind the fabric, I run my finger back and forth, hovering, teasing. When she acclimates to the barely-there touch over her vulva, I bend my knuckle and run it through her slickness. She watches as I lick my finger, falling back onto the pillows with a moan.
Pushing the fabric of her panties to the side, I stare at her beautiful, wet folds, slowly running my thumb up and down and up again, finally circling her clit. The moment my thumb rolls over the sensitive bud, her body spasms, bucking into my face.
Savoring every last second, I slowly lower my head and full-out lick her from bottom to top. I lick my lips, reveling in the sharp, sweet taste of her. Delicious.
Again, but this time I run my tongue over her clit, another little jerk of her hips grinding into my face. Again and again, I slowly torture her until she is gripping the bedsheets for leverage, trying to lift her hips to meet my mouth.
Sliding the soaked panties off her body, I return to my new favorite place to be and stop teasing her. I give in to her silent demands, locking my mouth around her clit. I flick my tongue relentlessly until she writhes beneath me, gripping my hair and moaning quietly.
Slowing, circling her clit with the flat of my tongue and gently sucking intermittently, I slide a finger into her slick heat. She moans again, louder this time, and for a moment I worry she’ll wake the others. Then again, maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing. We all agreed to take it slow, but no one expects to be able to resist her charms forever. Having them watch as I slowly torture a soul-crushing orgasm out of her? Fuck yes.
I add another finger, her tight passage clenching tight at the intrusion. My cock jerks in response. I’m so turned on I could blow at any moment without so much as a touch. Her body is shaking, begging for release.
My tongue resumes its relentless assault as I pump in and out of her with my fingers. Her hips start rocking in earnest, she’s close to tipping over the edge. Bending my fingers inside her, I press into the sensitive wall behind her pelvic bone as I double down on her clit, sucking and flicking hard and fast.
Her walls clamp down around my fingers, pulsing rhythmically. She lets out a choked sob as her body arches off the bed, her hands holding my face against her, riding my face as she comes. I lap up every drop she gives me, but I’m thirsty and determined to tongue fuck her until she squirts.




Six
The moment he sucks my clit hard into his mouth and hooks his fingers, the entire world shatters around me. My orgasm is so intense I can’t even scream, the clenching of my body constricts even my vocal cords.
I lose myself in the moment, shamelessly grinding against his face until I see stars. The all-consuming rush of pleasure lingers as Jackson continues sucking on me, massaging his fingers inside me, coaxing out another wave.
It’s too much. I haven’t caught my breath from the first orgasm, I don’t think I can do this. But Jackson doesn’t relent, holding me down and assaulting my clit with renewed enthusiasm. For a moment I think I might have peed myself, but Jackson laps it all up, sucking and licking every drop of my soul that has leaked out through my vagina.
When the last orgasm releases me from its clutches, I think I might have died. My vision is fuzzy, my body nothing but a mass of jellified nerve endings. Little spasms of electricity still jump over my skin, tiny aftershocks stealing what little brain function I have left.
It’s all I can do to remember how to breathe. My head lolls off to the side, watching as Jackson climbs over my body to lay next to me. He lays on his side, looks me right in my eyes, and slowly licks the runny slickness from his sopping fingers.
What. The. Fuck.
First, the breathing on me, which was super weird but also super weirdly hot. And then this… I’m pretty sure I would die if I came again, but watching him literally eat my cum off his fingers is enough to make me clench.
Once he has sufficiently cleaned himself like some kind of kinky cat, he reaches over and kisses me, dragging his tongue against mine so I can taste myself.
The tang of my juices on his tongue is erotic and heady, and I press closer to him, feeling the hardness between us. His cock, thick and hard, strains against his boxers.
Deciding to take a closer look, I crawl down his body, pulling his shorts off. His cock juts up, tall and proud, a slight curve making it all the more intriguing. I tentatively wrap my hand around the base and squeeze. It gives a little jerk. I caress my hand all over it, feeling the smoothness of the skin, tracing the ridges with my fingertips, experimenting with the way Jackson reacts to different touches.
Without warning, I run the flat of my tongue from the base all the way to the top, flicking over the tip to collect the tiny drop of wetness. I roll the flavor around on my tongue, licking my lips. Jackson sucks in a breath, his hands raking through his hair.
His reaction only spurs me on, wanting him to feel the same tortured oblivion he gave me. I suck the tip into my mouth, rolling my tongue around the head. I like the way it feels on my tongue, smooth like silk over hard granite.
Ready to get down to business, I sit up and arrange myself over him, pulling my hair over my shoulder so Jackson can see me work. I liked watching him as he sniffed and licked and tortured me, I want to repay him in kind.
My mouth engulfs him, slowly working up and down. I take it a little deeper into my throat with each pass, until my nose touches the patch of soft brown curls around the base of his thick cock. My mouth is stretched around him, saliva dripping everywhere as I slowly come back up, lightly dragging my teeth against the underside of his cock.
“God, yes, Six. Fuck.” Jackson murmurs unintelligible words, encouraging me as I bob my head, taking him deep into my throat and out again.
I pick up my pace, slobbering all over his thick, hard cock. Sucking hard, I push him against the back of my throat, my eyes watering.
“Fuck! Six, I’m going to come. I’m going to come.”
He swallowed every drop of my orgasm, and I intend to do the same. I bob on his cock harder and faster, squeezing the base as he starts to pulse. His cum shoots into my mouth, hot and salty. Taking him as far into my throat as I can, I swallow hard. I keep sucking and swallowing until every last drop has been pulled from his body.
When his moans slow down and his cock stops jerking, I climb up his body. Thrusting my tongue into his mouth, I mingle our tastes together before collapsing next to him. I fall into the deepest, most dreamless sleep I think I’ve ever experienced.
***
The next morning, I wake up naked and tangled in a sheet, but alone. I sit up and see Jackson’s clothes are gone from the floor, so he must have woken up and decided to let me sleep. I’m both grateful and a little disappointed. Laying back in the mess of pillows and tangled sheets, warmth pools between my legs as I remember how Jackson made me orgasm so hard I think I left my body.
I’m just lying there starfishing when someone comes in and startles me. Immediately, I jump up onto my knees and cover myself, or try to, but the sheet is still wrapped around one of my legs.
Smooth.
“Good morning, how did you sl- …wait are you naked?” Micah’s expression flashes from alarmed, to confused, to amused, to heated in the span of moments.
My face immediately heats, despite my willing myself not to blush. I’m a mature adult who makes mature adult decisions and I have nothing to be embarrassed about!
But my blood rebels and leaves my vagina to heat my face instead. Damnit.
I try desperately to play it cool. “Maybe… what’s it to ya?”
He narrows his eyes and steps forward. I raise an eyebrow, clearly taunting him. He leans over the end of the bed, supporting himself on heavily muscled arms so his face is nearly level with mine. He gives me a predatory grin, like he is ready to eat me up and laugh while doing it.
Yes please.
Maintaining my bravado, I return his naughty grin and bite my bottom lip.
“Hey Micah, do you want to join me for a run…” Bennet sticks his head in the door and stalls, the rest of his sentence trailing off. “…What’s going on here?”
He walks into the room to stand next to Micah, who has straightened himself up to his full height, his eyes positively twinkling at the trouble I’m in now. Bennet’s eyes rake over my body, his dark green eyes aloof as he assesses the situation.
Maybe a smarter person would be worried about what Bennet is about to say or do. He can be rigid and dismissive, his high standards contributing to his tightly wound asshole demeanor. His attitude in the past few days has had me wavering between compliance and confusion, arousal and rejection.
Chin lifted, I steel myself to push back against whatever surly bullshit or disappointment he throws at me. I stare back at him with defiance in my eyes.
Is it bad that a big part of me wants to watch him snap?
“I’d love to join you for a run later, man, but it seems our little Princess here woke up with a case of the fuck-arounds.”
Bennet raises an eyebrow, clearly intrigued but probably fighting against the stick up his ass. His gaze snaps back to me and his eyes darken. Tell me I didn’t say that out loud.
“What did you have in mind?” He asks in a low voice, staring me down.
I refuse to look away, returning his challenge head on despite the thundering of my heart.
“Hmmmm…Seems to me she might need to know who’s in charge.” Micah can’t help poking the bear.
“I see…” Bennet slowly stalks around the bed like some kind of predator circling its prey.
My eyes never leave his, both because I’m not about to back down and because I want to keep a close eye on him. I don’t even flinch when part of the sheet I’m holding falls, leaving one of my small breasts exposed. I pretend it doesn’t faze me, lifting an eyebrow when I catch Bennet dropping his gaze.
Before I can react or even know what’s happening, Bennet reaches out and snatches my arm, pulling me towards him. He turns me around, tying my arms behind me, using part of the bed sheet that I am still partially tangled in. He doesn’t tie them very tight, but I can’t decide if he's giving me an out or if it’s because bed sheets don’t make the most secure rope. Either way, I’m not interested in going anywhere.
A thrill of excitement, unpredictability tinged with the tiniest amount of fear, sparks low in my stomach.
He holds me with my back against his chest, arms strained behind me. One hand on my bound hands, he uses the other to wrap around my hair, pulling my head back against his shoulder.
He nuzzles my neck before putting his mouth at my ear, murmuring in a low rumble that shoots shivers down my spine. “And just what are we going to do with you?”
I’m already panting. The position is causing my bare breasts to jut out, my chest rising and falling rapidly. Goosebumps break out over my skin, my nipples puckered and hard.
Micah is watching, his eyes glazed and hungry. Bennet turns me to face him, encouraging him to run his eyes over my body.
Bennet whispers in my ear, barely loud enough for Micah to hear him. “Do you want Micah to touch you?”
With a whimper, I try to nod my head, but Bennet tightens his grip on my hair. “Answer me, Six.”
“Yes!” My voice comes out strained, pathetically weak.
Micah hesitates, watching me as he steps closer. Tentatively, he runs his thumb over my nipple. I let out a small gasp.
Bennet forces my body forward, pushing my breast firmly into Micah’s hand.
“Touch her, Micah.”
The domineering tone of his voice makes me throb, my heartbeat taking up residence between my legs. A drop of warmth runs down my leg.
Using my body to pull himself closer, Micah runs one hand down my back and over the curve of my ass. The other follows the trail of wetness, his fingers lightly brushing my sex. My eyes flutter and I groan.
“I think we need to see more,” declares Bennet.
Swiftly, he releases my hair and tugs the part of the sheet still wrapped around one of my legs. The motion forces me to fall forward onto my stomach, hands still tied behind my back.
Grabbing my hips, he pulls me up so my ass is up in the air, pressed against the considerable erection straining his workout shorts. He flattens his palm against the small of my back, stroking lightly up my spine and pressing down between my shoulder blades, holding me into position.
Face down on the bed, ass in the air. I am powerless, exposed, slightly mortified… and incredibly turned on.
Bennet keeps pressure on my shoulder blades, moving to kneel on the bed next to me. He adjusts the sheet so I am completely exposed, the air hitting me in all my most intimate places.
“Take a look at that, Micah. Is that not the most amazing thing you have ever seen?”
Jesus fuck I am so fucking wet.
Micah makes a sound of acknowledgement, almost like he’s in awe. Remembering his confession yesterday, it occurs to me he’s probably never seen a woman like this before. I’m not as embarrassed as maybe I should be. I like that he’s looking at me, seeing what I have to offer him.
Bennet lands a hard smack on my ass that I was not expecting. I yelp in surprise, the sting of it fading to pleasurable tingles.
“Look how her skin lights up for us. Perfection.” His approval hits me harder than his commands.
Can they see how hard I’m clenching? He smacks me again, harder this time, and I groan. Wetness pools and drips down my thighs.
Bennet leans down and whispers in my ear again, “Do you like that, baby?” It’s all I can do to whimper my affirmation, but he smacks me again, demanding his answer.
“Yes!”
“Do you want us to touch you?”
“Yes! …Please.”
“Where?”
I huff out a breath. He’s really going to make me do this?
Smack!
Bennet lowers his voice. “Tell us where you want us to touch you, Six.”
My face heats. I want to cry. I need someone to touch me.
Smack!
I blurt it out, embarrassed but I don’t know how else to say it. “Touch my pussy. God. Please.”
“Mmm, that’s better,” he praises, rubbing my ass where he smacked me. “Micah, would you like to do the honors?”
My heart skips a beat, but my mind backtracks. Would Micah prefer to do this in private? Or maybe with Lukas by his side? Bennet clearly asked for his consent, would Micah say no? I forget my anxiety as soon as he touches me.
Micah’s big, warm hand runs up my inner thigh, bypassing where I need him to touch me. He strokes his hands over my ass, using my hips to pull me against him so I can feel his arousal. His fingers run back up my thigh, finally all the way up to my dripping wet folds. His fingers roam, exploring my wetness. I squirm every time he bypasses putting his fingers inside me, unsure if he is teasing me or hesitating. 
Bennet presses me down harder, a clear warning to stay still. Micah’s fingers are still exploring as another hand, Bennet’s I think, run down the crack of my ass, all the way down to sink inside me, lazily pumping in and out.
My eyes roll back into my head when he takes Micah’s hand in his own, showing him how and where to touch me.
“So wet for us. Feel how tight her pussy squeezes your fingers, Micah. Just imagine what it would feel like gripping your cock.”
I almost die listening to Bennet guide Micah. It would honestly be sweet if it wasn’t so damn dirty.
Micah is working one of his thick fingers in and out of my tight pussy when Bennet instructs him to add a second. Micah’s hands are so big they fill me completely, stretching me. But Bennet is there to ease the slight burn, slowly circling my clit while Micah slowly pumps his fingers.
I am panting and moaning, trying to move my hips to fuck myself on their hands. Bennet presses me further into the bed, holding me still, but otherwise ignoring me.
“Turn your fingers so they are straight and hook them down, like you’re beckoning someone over, but upside down in this position.”
Micah follows the instructions and Bennet presses hard against my clit. The bed muffles my cries. I hear Bennet’s voice giving more instructions, but I am so overwhelmed with feeling I can no longer make out his words. I am only aware of the pleasure coursing through my body.
They work me over as I writhe and moan into the mattress. Bennet’s fingers move faster and harder against my clit, Micah pumping in and out in perfect rhythm until my body seizes. Face in the mattress, I scream out my orgasm, my walls clamping around Micah’s fingers.
“Fuck me,” Micah exclaims, his voice strained.
Bennet releases me, the blood rushing back through my arms as I lay there, limp. He leans down and kisses my sweaty forehead. 
“Good girl.”
Then, as if nothing interesting has happened here, he gets up and walks out, calling over his shoulder. “20 minutes for showers and then we need to get to work!”




Micah
I don’t know what I was expecting, but that was… more.
The way her body clenched around my fingers was so tight and intense. I honestly cannot fathom what that would feel like around my dick. I’m trying not to call too much attention to the raging boner tenting my sleep pants by ignoring its existence entirely.
Six is lying limp on the bed but lifts her head to watch Bennet walk out the door.
“Who the fuck was that?”
I bark out a laugh. “I dunno, but I think he found a way to dislodge that stick.”
“Oh God, I really did say that out loud, didn’t I?” She covers her face for a moment but thinks better of it. She looks up at me with a smirk. “Worth it.”
Laughing, I reach out a hand to help her up. “Come on. We need to get cleaned up and dressed before he comes back with a whip.”
Scooting her way down to climb off the bed, she bursts into a fit of giggles. “I dunno, it might not be so bad.”
She walks towards the bathroom, turning back to me. “Are you coming?” Her tongue wets her lips, eyeing my tented sleep pants like a puzzle she wants to solve.
“Nuh uh, we do not have time for this.” I’m cut off by a soft knock at the door and Lukas peeking in.
“Don’t have time for what?” He asks before noticing Six standing in the middle of the room stark naked.
His eyes trail down her body, over to me, and then down at what we don’t have time for. Of course, him looking at it makes it worse.
Lukas looks at her and she bites her lip, shrugging a little shyly. He looks pensive for a moment before his lips turn up and he gets a familiar gleam in his eye. I know that look. Something is about to go down.
“We have a little time?” Six suggests quietly.
Lukas checks his watch. “I’d say we have fifteen minutes or so before we’re missed.”
Good enough for me. I make a beeline for the bathroom. Lukas ducks out to get something, quickly returning to follow us into the bathroom.
I hear Six whispering to Lukas behind me. “Is this okay?”
My heart clenches a little, knowing she cares so much about our feelings. I thought I’d be worried about Lukas wanting this too, but I know he’s attracted to her. She’s become a common talking point in our foreplay.
“What do you want?”
I’m struck by the memory of him using those exact words the first time we were together. His low tone, dripping in sex, demanding you give him explicit instruction and consent, drives me wild.
Six is a little taken aback, staring in wide-eyed surprise. Lukas comes across so awkward and nerdy, hearing him be so direct and sexy is shocking at first. And it’s not just the tone of his voice that gets you- he stands up straighter, showing his full height, the set of his shoulders conveying calm confidence. Behind closed doors, Lukas Anderson is six-feet-five-and-a-half-inches of pure sex.
“You have to tell him what you want, baby. And be very specific.”
She raises her eyebrows. “Oh, so we have another bossy pants, do we?”
“No.” Lukas is quick to correct her. “You have all the control here. You tell us what to do, how to do it, when or how to touch you, how to touch each other. You’re in charge.”
Her mouth falls open, her pink lips parting in an “Oh” of surprise.
“Will you kiss me?” He wastes no time, swooping down to press his lips against hers.
Bending down, he lifts her up so she can reach to lock her hands around the back of his neck, wrapping her legs around him. Setting her down on the counter, he places more kisses on her lips, waiting patiently for her next instruction.
“I’m the only one naked, I think it’s only fair you both get undressed. If you want to, that is.”
I drop my pants so fast you would have thought they were already off. Lukas pulls his shirt over the back of his head, his lean muscles contracting. You wouldn’t know it by looking at him, because he’s always wearing layers and covering himself up, but Lukas isn’t as thin as he seems. His long body is all lean muscle, and while he might not be bulky like I am, he is well defined.
Six watches me watch Lukas as he finishes undressing. “What do you want?”
She seems unsure of herself, and I get the impression she’s still asking if this is okay with us. Yesterday she mentioned not wanting to get in the way of our relationship. She’s unlikely to get past that until we get more comfortable with each other. I try to think of the best way to break the ice.
“Do you want to watch us together?” Her pupils dilate. She nods, a fog of lust settling thick over the room.
My cock twitches in anticipation as I start the shower, adjusting the temperature so the whole room gets nice and steamy. I grab a chair from the bedroom, setting it near the shower wall. Lukas sets a bottle on the counter before he leads her over to sit in the chair. She looks up at him with hooded eyes, tracing his body.
I remember my first time seeing him this way, marveling at the surprising definition of his body, the perfection of his long, hard length.
Breaking away from her, Lukas walks over to me and pulls me into a hard kiss. Our teeth clash together, tongues twisting around each other, hungry and fierce. He pushes me beneath the water, running his hands over my body as the water cascades around us. Gripping the rounds of my ass, he pulls me against him. Our cocks rub against each other like the longtime lovers they are, and I reach between us to take him in my hand. Pumping him slowly, I lower myself to my knees, my eyes on Six as she watches us open-mouthed. Her chest heaves with her quickening breaths.
I don’t play around, taking him deep into my throat, encouraging his hips to move, showing our girl how it’s done. He holds my head in his hands, thrusting his hips, his long cock hitting the back of my throat in punishing strokes. My hands hold on to his ass, feeling it flex as he fucks my face. My fingers roam, caressing down his crack. He groans when my finger presses into his hole.
Too quickly, Lukas pulls me back to my feet, kissing me and reminding us we don’t have long.
“That’s okay though,” Lukas says huskily, “Micah likes it fast and dirty, don’t you baby?”
“God yes.”
He turns me around and places my hands on the wall. Six is still watching with rapt attention, holding on to the chair with white knuckles.
“Oh my god,” she whimpers, as Lukas spreads my cheeks apart.
He licks me, teasing my ass as the water falls over us. I struggle to keep my eyes open and locked on Six when his tongue pushes inside me. The shocked, glazed look on her face as she watches us makes my body tense. Lukas pushes a finger inside me next, massaging and stretching, the pressure forcing my eyes to roll back into my head.
“Do you want to see?” Lukas beckons her over. I suppose it’s only fair, considering Bennet and I had her ass in the air only minutes ago. “Look how good he takes my fingers, stretching to get ready for me.”
Six draws in a breath and reaches out as if hypnotized, but second guesses herself and lowers her hand. She still thinks she needs an invitation.
“Do you want to touch his dick while I get him ready for mine?”
Six doesn’t just touch me, she drops to her knees and licks me up and down my shaft. I am seconds away from losing myself, the dual sensation of her mouth and his fingers enough to drive me over the edge.
Lukas pours lube over my ass, rubbing it in and around my hole. “Are you ready, baby?”
Six pulls away from me, taking the bottle of lube from Lukas. She pours a handful of the slippery liquid into her hand and spreads it over Lukas’ long, hard cock. His breath hitches.
Fuck, that’s hot.
Steadying me with a hand on my shoulder, Lukas lines himself up and slowly pushes inside me. Six watches with fascination as my ass swallows his length. Her face is flushed, nipples hard, panting just from watching us.
“You like watching me take Lukas’ big, long cock?” My voice wavers with the movement of Lukas’ shaft moving in and out of me.
Biting her bottom lip, she moans her approval.
“Touch yourself, baby girl. Come with us.”
Instead, our brave little minx kneels next to me, fisting my cock with her slippery hand, pumping in time to Lukas’ thrusts. I was already on edge, but my orgasm builds fast, her touch tipping me over the edge.
“Fuuuuucccckkkkkkk!” My orgasm tears through me, every muscle in my body contracting as I shoot rope after rope of hot cum into Six’s hand.
The clenching of my body spurs Lukas on. His fingers dig into my hips as his thrusts come harder and faster. Glancing over at Six, her eyes are locked on us, watching as she spreads my cum between her legs.
Holy. Fucking. Shit.
Never in my life… My cock twitches, still hard. Lukas must have noticed her too, he moans in a way I have never heard.
Lukas pounds into me harder and faster. My senses are on overdrive. The slapping sounds of his body hitting mine mingle with the sounds of our moans, my cock starts pulsing all over again. Another, higher, moan echoes off the bathroom walls. I take one last look at Six, who is pushing my cum inside her, and I lose it. Lukas tips over the edge with me, his thrusts hitting my prostate so hard I nearly blackout with the force of my orgasm.
It takes me a second to come down.
Lukas, however, doesn’t waste a single moment, lifting Six off the ground and pushing his mouth against her in a punishing kiss. Her legs wrap around him, her body writhing.
The moment I can stand without getting dizzy, I press against her back, sandwiching her between us as I reach around her body and between her legs. I find the tight bundle of nerves that Bennet so graciously pointed out to me earlier, tickling my fingers over it as she squirms and gasps into Lukas’ mouth.
Lukas directs us back to the chair, placing Six in my lap with her legs draped over my knees. Leaning back in the chair, I hold her legs open, exposing her dripping pussy for my man. I watch as he gets down on his knees and licks her, lapping up every trace of my cum from her body. He takes his time experimenting with how she tastes and feels, gauging her reactions like he did our first time together.
My hands knead her breasts as her head drops back onto my shoulder. Dropping one hand to spread her open, I expose her already sensitized clit for him to lick and suck. I watch as he uses his skilled tongue to drive her higher, thrusting it inside her. I groan with her, knowing how good it feels. He fucks her with his tongue while I rub her clit in circles until her hips are rocking against us and she arches her back, releasing a scream that echoes across the bathroom.
Satiated and dazed, we clean ourselves and each other, touching and kissing. I always knew I had a good thing with Lukas, and he’s always been enough for me. But the three of us together is perfection.
It takes us much longer than 20 minutes to finally make it downstairs.




Bennet
If Six and the guys don’t make it downstairs soon, I’m going up there to drag them down. It’s been 45 minutes, and I hate being off schedule. It’s my own fault, I know. I should have ignored the temptation and thrown her in the shower- alone - but it was too much. The moment she had the audacity to mutter under her breath that I have a stick up my ass, I lost my composure.
Apparently, her bratty attitude is my kryptonite. I was this close to showing her exactly what my stick could do to her. Instead, I thought Micah might like a brief introduction to the female anatomy. I’m sure he’s seen plenty in medical books, but up close and personal is the only way to learn. He took to it like a pro. We had her screaming in mere minutes.
After that, I made a quick escape, calling over my shoulder for them to meet me down here in 20 minutes. Meanwhile, I made a beeline for my shower to relieve some tension, her juices still on my hand. I suppose it’s a good thing I purposefully am not trying to fuck her, I would have lasted a pathetically short time.
It’s not that I don’t want to fuck her. Lord knows I do. I’m biding my time, waiting for the timing to be right. Once all of this drama is behind us, I plan to tie her to my bed and keep her there, all night and all day. I’m going to take her again and again, in every way possible. Slow and torturous, hard and fast. I’m going to make her beg. I really liked making her beg.
I’m getting hard again just thinking about it. Focus, Bennet.
I’m choosing to think of this morning’s distraction as a morale exercise. We have a lot of work to do, and I feel like we’re finally close to having some genuine answers. Letting off some steam might help us focus. It was… team building.
Jackson and Luis both came downstairs early this morning. After breakfast, they plan on combing through Annette’s records again. This time, they are looking for medical records or documentation regarding the “vaccine.” Unfortunately, the Coolsons remembered very little except that Annette received the vaccine multiple times during her pregnancy.
Last night while we were brainstorming, I sent a message to Tony asking for any CCTV footage from the truck stop 24 hours before Six showed up in Barnaby Falls. I’m expecting to receive the footage soon. I plan to have Six comb through the footage so we can retrace some of her steps.
Lukas and Micah are going to be looking into their family records, trying to find records or information about their births that could lead back to my father or BioCere, Inc.
Meanwhile, I’ll be finding everything I can about the Laikens and the Smyths, the other families who also received BioCere payments. There’s a link here somewhere, and it’s looking like it might be this vaccine. Was it some kind of medical study? Was it legal?
I’m also looking into BioCere more, trying to learn about the warehouse in North Carolina. The private investigator I sent should call today to give me a breakdown of what he’s learned from staking out the facility.
Finally, after nearly 45 minutes, Micah, Lukas, and Six make their appearance. I decide not to mention the time and instead convey my disapproval with a raised eyebrow and silence. Despite being irritated by their tardiness, I am enjoying the new confidence I see in Six.
Jackson reaches out and fondles her ass as she walks by, earning him a saucy grin. I also notice her trail a hand over Luis’ shoulders, which he captures and holds to his lips. She quirks an eyebrow and smirks at me as she passes my chair. Looking away to feign indifference, I file that indiscretion away for later.
Everyone piles their plates with the fruit and homemade cheese pastries that Mrs. Coolson set out.
“Ohmygahd.” Six tries to talk through a mouthful of pastry, washing it down with her protein shake so she can talk. “What are these? This is my new favorite food.”
She has quite the appetite this morning. It pleases me more than I want to admit, my irritation at their lateness forgotten. I watch her eat heartily, stealing grapes from Luis’ plate when he isn’t looking. He catches her, pulling her into his lap and tickling her until she screams. Her laughter fills the room and for one moment, I can believe we have a future together. All of us.
Once everyone finishes eating, we have a last-minute group meeting to confirm everyone’s assigned tasks. Lukas and Micah plan to work together, as will Luis and Jackson.
“Teamwork makes the dream work!” Jackson high-fives Micah.
I mutter under my breath. “Seems to be a theme today.”
My sarcasm doesn’t go unnoticed, earning some snickers from around the room. Micah looks especially pleased with himself. Neither he nor Lukas hold back when they kiss Six goodbye.
Luis watches everyone, ever the observant one, with a raised eyebrow. It seems we’ve all been getting closer to Six as the days pass. No one seems to mind that there are five of us and one of her. I’m pretty possessive, but oddly, I don’t mind sharing with them. She’s perfect for us.
Luis and Jackson head upstairs, leaving the two of us alone for the first time since we arrived at the estate.
“What’s my assignment, Boss Man?”
I briefly entertain a fantasy where I bend her over the table and make her beg some more, but we have work to do. Instead, I gesture to the chair next to me and open a laptop. I open up the link for the CCTV footage, showing her how to speed up, slow down, and freeze the footage whenever she needs to.
She gets to work and I dial my PI. He picks up on the first ring.
“Hello Vince, what have you got for me?”
I don’t waste any time getting to the point, and neither does he.
“This is no warehouse. I think it’s some kind of medical facility. The employees I’ve observed have all been wearing scrubs, and I caught some white coats walking around with my drone footage. This place is locked up pretty tight. I’m sending you all the footage and photos I took, in case you notice something I don’t.”
“What other security features did you notice?”
“Chain-link fence, likely electrified. Barbed wire, armed guards at the entrance, and regular patrols. I timed the patrols and noted any shift changes.”
“Anything else?”
“I spotted your father at the facility. There was a suit waiting for him. They shook hands and went inside. Whatever they were talking about, though, it didn’t look like a happy exchange. Your father looked pissed.”
“Were you able to get a photo of this other guy?”
“Yes, it’s in the package.”
“Thank you, Vince. I’ll look at your footage and let you know if I have any further instructions. Until then, I’d appreciate it if you could camp out for another 24 hours. Let me know if there are any changes or if you get eyes on my father again.”
“Will do, Sir.”
As soon as I disconnect the call, I pull up the photos Vince sent me. Like he said, most of the people coming and going are in scrubs. I scroll through most of the photos pretty quickly, noting the zoomed-in photos that confirm BioCere, Inc. badges.
I keep scrolling until I find the photo of my father. He’s shaking hands with another man who looks to be around my father’s age, wearing an expensive but ill-fitting suit. His too-dark hair is combed back, likely to cover a bald spot, and the skin of his neck is loose. He’s wearing a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and looks troubled, almost afraid.
“He’s not wearing a badge.” I startle, not realizing Six is standing next to me.
“Good catch. Interesting. That might mean he’s someone in a position of power, or he could be visiting like my father.”
“That’s your father?”
I point to the taller of the two men. “That’s him right there.”
“He does not look happy. I wonder what happened.”
A terrible thought occurs to me.
“What if you happened?”
Opening another folder, I find the security footage photo of the uniformed men that were looking for her at the hospital. I pull it up next to the photo of the guards at the facility. The uniforms, the weapons they’re carrying, and the logo on the vests are all identical.
“If those men came from this facility, that could mean I was there, or that I could be connected to BioCere in some way?”
Or maybe you were being held there and escaped. I keep the thought to myself, but considering everything we’ve learned and been through so far, it’s not that far-fetched. We need to find out what’s going on in that building.
If my father is connected to whatever hell she escaped from, that means she isn’t safe here after all. I could lead him right to her if he finds out anything about the past week. I need to figure something out, and fast.
To cover my panic, I nod over at her screen. “Did you find anything?”
“I froze the screen as soon as I saw myself. I thought we could watch it together?” She bites her lip and fiddles with the bottom edge of her t-shirt, obviously nervous about what she might see.
Scooting my chair back, I pull her into my lap and drag her laptop over. Yes, I know she’s an adult and could sit on her own. No, I don’t care. I want her close, for her comfort and mine.
The screen shows a young woman wearing dirty jeans and a thin, grey zip-up sweater. She stands out, not only because she’s wearing a sweater in the heat of a summer day, but because her clothes are incredibly filthy. She’s walking away from something off-screen, looking around her as if worried she’s being followed.
We switch to another camera view and rewind to the same time marker. Towards the back of the camera’s range, we can see her stumbling out of the cab of a semi-truck. At first, she leans against the truck, covering her face with her hands. Then she pulls on a pair of pants, wipes her face and arms with something that she shoves into her backpack, and puts on the sweater. She looks around to check her surroundings before she hurries away, walking closer to the view of the camera. There doesn’t seem to be any sign of head trauma yet.
In another camera view, she looks like she is heading into the truck stop, but she sees something and presses herself against the wall. She inches out of sight.
We flip through multiple camera views until we spot her again, sprinting into a small, fenced area behind the building. We find the camera that points behind the building, and it looks like the fence is surrounding three large dumpsters. She isn’t in view of the camera anymore. We can see only the entrance and tops of the dumpsters. Minutes later, a uniformed guard walks into the fenced area.
I hold my breath, expecting to see signs of an attack or struggle, but the guard leaves after a quick search of the area, talking into a walkie. We speed up the footage, watching a garbage truck come and go. I’m thinking we might have missed something and lost her, but when she finally emerges, there is blood everywhere, pouring down her face and all over her clothes. It's like something out of a horror film. She stumbles off into a wooded area behind the building and doesn’t emerge again.
Six stands up, her eyes closed, pressing her hand against the scar on her head.
When she finally opens her eyes, heavy tears track down her face, her expression full of fear.
“It was a tracker.”




Lukas
Micah and I head out of the estate hand in hand. Despite everything we are currently dealing with, and the mystery ahead of us, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. Micah is back in my life and now we have Six, who only brings us closer.
Micah is silent. We’re on our way to his parent’s house first, and I know he’s worried about how they’ll receive us or if they’ll tell him anything. He’s convinced they’ll turn him away without so much as a look in his direction. I told him I would hang back, my presence will likely make it worse for him, but he declined.
“I’m with you. I love you. They’re going to have to deal with it.” Gone is the little boy afraid of his parent’s judgment and his father’s temper. In his place stands a strong, proud, devastatingly beautiful man.
“At least now you can tell them you’ve been with a woman.” I do my best Jackson eye-waggle impression.
“I’m not sure they’ll consider today’s events a step in the right direction.” We both crack up, imagining his mother’s reaction to our newfound relationship dynamic.
But the laughter dies off when we pull into their neighborhood. I stop the car in our old spot, out of view from their house.
“Are you sure?” I ask him. “I won’t be upset if you choose to make it easier, and no one would think any less of you.”
“I’d think less of me. And uh… I don’t want to go in there alone.” His admission is full of pain and fear.
Nothing could make me leave his side.
I park on the street in front of their house in case we need to make a quick escape. Micah rolls his shoulders back, straightening his spine, the picture of strength and confidence. He rings the bell, but there’s no answer, so he tries his key. The door opens.
Micah’s eyebrows raise. “I thought they would have changed the locks already.” He calls out for his parents, but no one is home. “There’s a calendar in my father’s office, we can see how long they’ll be gone. If my father has an appointment, we might want to go check your house and come back.”
According to the calendar, they’re out of town. The schedule suggests they left yesterday for a three-day trip to “The Shapiro Center, BU”. There’s an address listed, so I look it up. 
Passing the phone to Micah, I tell him, “It’s an Alzheimer’s research facility associated with Boston University.”
“That makes sense, actually. He took an extended sabbatical from work after some kind of incident in a surgery.” Micah rubs the back of his neck, his brow furrowed as he puts it all together. “He’s been acting strange, getting confused, angrier than usual. I definitely noticed something different about him when I got home.”
“What do you want to do?”
Without another word, he picks up a letter opener from Dr. Williams’ desk and sits in the tufted chair. Micah used to say his father was most intimidating when he was sitting in that chair.
He’s tense, his shoulders stiff, jaw locked. I can only imagine the amount of inner turmoil he’s feeling right now. Micah had never so much as talked back to his parents until the other day. And now here he is, breaking into his father’s desk.
Micah shoves the letter opener into the top of the drawer, jimmying it around. He leans into it, prying the drawer open with a crash. There is no hesitation as he rifles through the drawers, looking for anything that might help us find answers.
“What can I do?” I want to help, but I’m afraid of overstepping.
“Maybe try the bookcases, pull out anything that could be related. My mother keeps photos and some of her files in those cabinets.”
I jump into action, searching everything, even fanning through books for anything hidden. Micah finds a ton of files in the bottom drawer of the desk. He meticulously thumbs through each folder.
We search in silence for what feels like an hour. I find some photos of Micah’s birth, but nothing to suggest anything out of the ordinary. Finally, Micah shouts out to me.
“I found something!”
Micah pulls a stack of files out of the drawer and carries them over to a coffee table. I join him, sitting close to him on the leather couch. We take everything out of the folders, discarding anything unrelated. There are at least half a dozen documents with the BioCere, Inc. logo. They are all signed by Micah’s father, Bennet’s father, and someone by the name of Dr. Ronald Johnson, who is listed as the program director.
The first document is a standard NDA, guaranteeing mutual discretion between the parties. Secrecy was apparently highly important to both parties involved.
The next documents are agreements for treatment. It seems Micah’s father was being treated for infertility. There are notes about a series of injections, which they refer to as “Hyposerum 256”, which were intended to help Dr. Williams impregnate his wife. I also notice some worrisome fine print alluding to “unknown side effects”- for both the patient and offspring.
There are more documents regarding the financial exchange and legalities. The legal jargon seems intentionally complicated and hard to decipher. One of these forms suggests Dr. Williams waived his right to seek legal counsel “if or when” he or his child experienced medical issues. He is contractually forbidden to mention being part of the study, no matter the outcome. That strikes me as highly unusual and worrisome, but Dr. Williams signed and initialed every page.
We find records that “the offspring” was also injected with the same “Hyposerum 256”. There are also pages of intermittent reports- check-ins where it seems Micah’s father was recording his growth and development. There is an entire folder dedicated to Micah’s achievements, physically and academically. Worst of all, there are copies of emails between Dr. Williams and the program director regarding Micah’s “defects”. Anything he considered subpar, including his son’s possible sexuality- would be examined at an upcoming meeting where Micah would be present.
Heat creeps up my neck. I have never in my life hated someone as much as I hate Michael Williams right now. “Did you know anything about this?”
“Nothing. I don’t remember any kind of injections, exams, or meetings ever being mentioned. He’s always been… invested in my accomplishments, but I don’t know what this is about.” Micah stands to retrieve the calendar from his father’s desk.
Why would Dr. Williams discuss his son’s accomplishments with a medical company? Especially considering the Williams’ are particularly private people, it doesn’t make any sense.
The calendar lands on the table in front of me, open to September. Nearly the whole first week is blocked off. Micah: BioCere Testing is all it says.
“What the hell kind of testing takes a week?” An ominous shiver runs down my spine.
I’m struck by the need to get Micah far away. There are still more documents, packets, and records here.
“Let’s take it all.” Micah starts stacking files. “Leave the rest of this mess here. I want him to know what we have.”
Gathering everything of interest, we head back to the car. The drive to my house is silent. My mind is working overtime while Micah thumbs through more documents.
“This is some conspiracy shit,” he mutters.
As soon as we arrive, I head straight for the attic. I grab every box I can find that might have papers or photos and pass them down to Micah. He sets them in the living room, seven boxes in total.
It’s a testament to what a mindfuck this all is that we don’t talk. We are both totally focused on the task at hand, sifting through all that remains of my parents’ legacy. The sadness I feel for their loss is overshadowed by my fear of what we might find. The anxiety of not knowing is stifling.
I’m about three boxes in when I see the BioCere logo. “Here it is.”
Sure enough, there is a folder full of paperwork, similar to what we found in Micah’s father’s office. My mother apparently signed up for a trial marketed as an infertility study, agreeing to all manner of unintelligible medical nonsense just to be able to get pregnant.
There are no notes about meetings with BioCere, medical check-ins, or anything like that, but just because they didn’t save it didn’t mean records weren’t sent in. I had no idea about any of it.
Although I was expecting to find something, the reality is overwhelming. The room feels too confined, too warm. I take a moment to stack all of the boxes that aren’t needed, crack open a few windows, and switch on the ceiling fan. I go to the kitchen to splash some cool water on my face.
“Hey, Luk…” Micah looks unsure if he wants to continue. “There are some more medical records here for your mom. This says she had some aggressive form of brain cancer?”
“What? No, she never-”
I plop down on the couch, looking through the folder Micah found. There are brain scans, records from four different specialists.
A while before their car accident, my mother had been suffering from some bad headaches. I remember her going to the doctor about it. She had issues with dizziness and fatigue, but she said it was because they put her on medicine to prevent migraines. She never gave any indications she was seriously ill.
That can’t be true. Surely I would know, right? How could they keep so much from me? My mind spirals while I stare at the records.
“Hey, look at this.” Micah pulls out pamphlets for an all-inclusive cruise. “Oh damn, the tickets are still in here.” He holds them up, four tickets because my parents had insisted Micah come with us.
My eyes sting and fill with tears. That trip was meant to celebrate graduation. Was she planning on telling us the truth then? I feel like I missed so much, like I didn’t know my parents at all.
Micah puts his box aside and scoots closer to me, taking my hands in his. He doesn’t speak or push me to talk, he just sits with me while I try to process. I’m not sure how much time goes by. Eventually, Micah notices something on one of the documents laying on the table. 
He scoots forward, picking up the file.  “The drug they got- ‘Hyposerum 256’- they both had the same one, around the same time.”
“Yeah, looks like it.”
“Do you think it’s possible it’s all connected? Their medical problems, I mean. Your mom’s tumor, my dad’s dementia?”
My gaze snaps to his, my mind spinning. “Jackson’s mom’s depression maybe, too. A friend of mine did their thesis on the connection between dementia and depression. It’s possible they could all be linked.”
“So… your mom, my dad, Jackson’s mom…”
“We need to get all of this back to the house and show them what we found.”
Everything is starting to come together, and it isn’t pretty.




Luis
After hours of rifling through every sheet of paper, old receipt, and photo in this house, we have found nothing useful. There is nothing here about BioCere, a vaccine, or anything that could be related.
Nada.
Jackson is going through the same boxes- again. Meanwhile, I need to try and get information about my mom if I can. My “Uncle Benny” is the only family I have, and the only person who knew my mom. I dial his number and he answers, but it sounds like his mouth is full of food.
“Hey man, I catch you at a bad time?”
“Nah, you’re good. Just having some breakfast.”
“It’s after noon.”
“You gonna keep judging me or you gonna tell me what you need? The last time you called me out of the blue was when you got arrested. What’s up, Luis?”
“I wanted to ask you about my mom, actually. Did she ever mention getting me vaccinated or anything?”
“I mean… probably not, man. You were lucky if she took you to the doctor when you were sick, I doubt she did any of that ‘regular checkups’ stuff. I wouldn’t really know though, I got locked up right after you were born.” His voice breaks a little, and he clears his throat. “I would have taken care of you, you know.”
“I know you would’ve, but it’s not about that. I found some stuff, and it’s looking like she might have gotten paid to do some kind of vaccine trial. I was wondering if you knew anything about it.”
“It’s possible. I’m not trying to speak ill of the dead, and like, she was your mom… but Izzy was a junkie, dude. She did a lot of things for money, if you know what I mean. She cleaned up her act a little after you were born since she stopped hookin’ and stuff, but in some ways, she was worse after.”
“What do you mean, worse?”
“I don’t know, like, even when she was high back then she was happy and lively, she liked to party. But around the time she got pregnant with you, she changed. After you were born, she was too high on the wrong stuff. I think that john set her up with some bad stuff maybe.”
“What john?”
“She had a lot of… you know, customers. But there was this one guy, she said he was real rich and was gonna take care of her. She started acting weird though, didn’t want to go nowhere anymore, she just laid around, too high to move. Then she ended up pregnant and it all went downhill from there. If you want me to be real honest man, I’m surprised she lived as long as she did. She was wasting away.”
“You know anything about the guy? The john?”
“Nah, never met the guy. All I know is he was rich and she was fucked up after she messed with whatever he had.”
“Alright. Thanks, man.”
We talk for a few more minutes, catching up. He teases me about finding a girl, I tease him about being a lazy piece of shit. He tells me to bring my girl to visit, and I tell him I wouldn’t let her near his shithole of a shop. It’s all jokes, of course. Someday when this is all over, I’d love to bring her to meet the only family I have. Plus, I’m not gonna lie, the idea of inking her perfect skin gets me hard.
Downstairs, Jackson has told Bennet and Six we didn’t find anything. I fill them in on my conversation, which doesn’t help much. It’s pretty likely the john was Adley, but we can’t prove it. There’s no real proof of anything other than the bank account. Nothing we learned today will get us any further than we were before.
Six has been quiet since I came down. “What about you, did you guys find anything?”
“A lot.” Bennet’s body language is stiffer than usual, which is saying something. “The other guys are on their way back, so let’s wait until we’re all here so we only have to go through it once.”
The troubled look on Six’s face worries me. I pull her into a big bear hug because she looks like she needs it, and then I sit down and pull her into my lap.
Leaning forward, I whisper in her ear. “My turn in the big bed tonight, pretty girl. I get you all to myself.” The way she shivers is delicious.
I think about all the different ways I want to touch her. Our little tub episode broke the unspoken “hands-off” agreement. We’ve all kind of given up on keeping our hands off her, she’s too damn hard to resist. And when I apologized for my lack of control, she made it clear that we weren’t doing her any favors. I agree it should be her choice. But of course I would agree, I’m one of the people that would benefit from it! As she continues to get healthier and stronger, I have less worries about succumbing to her charms.
I’m still not planning on having sex with her, though. What if she has an episode in the middle of it like she did with the clippers? I would never forgive myself for scaring or hurting her.
I also think it might be better if one of the other guys is the first one to go “all the way”. Not just because I’m afraid of an episode, I wouldn’t wish that on any of these guys, but it might be more comfortable for her. I’m a bit large. You’d think that would always be a good thing, but I’m legitimately afraid of hurting her.
It doesn’t stop me from wanting her, of course. Ever since she rode me in the tub, water splashing everywhere as she rubbed herself on me until we both came. I can’t get it out of my head. The way her face flushed, her lips parted almost in surprise as she shuddered against me. I’d give anything to see her make that face again. 
I want to impale her, bury myself to the hilt, and see my huge cock sliding in and out of her. But I’m not about to hurt her.
Not ten minutes later, Micah and Lukas bust through the door, ready to get down to business. I’ve never seen Micah look so serious, and Lukas’ eyes are red and puffy like he’s been crying. I can’t imagine what could have them so worked up.
Micah doesn’t wait. “We found confirmation that Lukas’ mom and my dad were both part of an infertility trial conducted by none other than BioCere, Inc. It’s all here.”
Lukas sets a box of files on the table. “It’s possible the “vaccine” that Jackson Adley was pitching might be the same drug our parents were given during the trial. It’s the same “Hyposerum 256” that both of us were given after birth.” 
Micah fills us in on the rest of what they found, including the meeting his father had planned. To think I used to be jealous that I didn’t grow up with a father. Between Jackson Adley and Micah’s dad, I’m starting to think I was better off.
Once Micah gets through the whole thing, he and Lukas share a look. Bennet makes an impatient gesture, waving his hand for them to continue.
Lukas clears his throat. “That’s everything we know for sure, but we have a theory. It’s… a little wild, but considering everything we’ve learned recently…”
“Dude. Whatever you have to say can’t be that wackadoodle. Everything about this situation has been one crazy “coincidence” after another. Out with it.” Jackson straddles his chair backwards with a sandwich in his hand.
“We found medical records that indicate Micah’s father has been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, as well as records that my mother had been diagnosed with an aggressive form of brain cancer shortly before their car accident.”
“You didn’t know?” Lukas acknowledges my question with a sad shake of his head. It has to hurt to know your mom would have died no matter what.
“I’m sorry, man, that’s terrible.” All of us add our condolences to Jackson’s.
Six gets up to hug them both. They wrap her in their arms between them, holding her close as they continue.
“What if these treatments from BioCere, Inc. caused all of their conditions?” Lukas makes brief eye contact with each of us. “Alzheimer’s, depression, brain cancer- they’ve all been linked by various medical studies. The majority of our parents are suffering, or did suffer, from one or more of these conditions.”
“That, combined with whatever the hell is going on here,” Micah gestures to the whiteboard, “is too great a coincidence to ignore.”
“When I talked to Benny, he mentioned that my mom basically became another person after she met some rich john and got pregnant with me.” I relay my only useful information for the day. “It’s possible she could have gotten this shot too, and that’s why she changed, checked out.”
“Mrs. C said your mother’s depression started after she had you.” Six reaches for Jackson, briefly pulling him into their group embrace.
“The only exception is Bennet’s mom, but we don’t know much about her.” I give Bennet an apologetic look for bringing her up, but we need all cards on the table at this point.
If it upsets him, he doesn’t show it. “She died when I was quite young. I have zero memories of her happy, but she lived a hard life. My father… hurt her, a lot. I’m not sure I would trust any of my memories to say anything for sure, but it’s probably safe to assume my mother and I would not have been exceptions to whatever medical studies my father was conducting.”
Six breaks away to comfort Bennet next, tentatively wrapping her arms around his waist. She’s more reserved in her affections with him, but this is probably the first time I’ve seen an attempt. Bennet returns her embrace, kissing the top of her head, but breaks away to pass her a protein shake. Six rolls her eyes, earning her a dark, calculating look. I turn away to hide my smirk. She’s lucky she has me tonight.
There are a few moments of silence while we consider the sandwich tray that Mrs. C snuck in while we were talking. Aside from Jackson, no one seems to have an appetite.
“What about what you found?” I’m ready to get the rest out in the open.
Bennet fills us in on what his PI told him, shows us the pictures, and tells us about the tight security. He also mentions the PI saw his father. He shows us pictures of a heated-looking handshake and Adley being escorted into the building.
“That’s all we’ve learned about the facility so far. We also reviewed the CCTV footage of the truck stop.” He makes surprisingly soft, caring eye contact with Six. “We clipped together all of the relevant footage so it’s easy to watch.”
Bennet turns his laptop around and plays the footage. The first frames are of Six nearly falling out of that monster’s cab, with no pants. My breath catches, and when I’m able to release it, it feels hot, like the fury inside me has set it on fire. My only consolation is that it’s his blood she’s cleaning off herself.
I swear to fucking Christ, I will meet that bastard in hell and make him pay. I’ll rip his dick off his body and shove it down his throat, then make him watch as I tear him limb from limb.
My body is shaking. I try to focus on the footage.
On the screen, Six has hidden in a cordoned-off area around some dumpsters. My heart thunders watching as the guard misses her and a truck comes to retrieve the trash. Someone, Micah I think, gasps when Six stumbles out of her hiding place, blood pouring down her face.
“Holy shit, babe.” Micah voices my sentiments exactly.
She takes a deep, steadying breath. “I think my head wound was self-inflicted. There was a tracker in my head. I don’t remember it, I just know it. They were tracking me.”
“And they…” Bennet adds, opening a different folder on his laptop. “They came from BioCere.”
On his screen are two photos, side by side. One was taken from the hospital security footage here in Barnaby Falls. The other, taken by Bennet’s PI at the warehouse in Raleigh. Armed guards, clearly working for the same company. BioCere.
Shit. Things just keep getting deeper.
We spend the rest of the evening going over every detail of what we know, trying to decide what to do next. Most of us, and by this I mean all of the guys, are inclined to pack it up and move somewhere remote.
Six is on the fence. She doesn’t think they’ll stop coming after us, but she isn’t sure why. Maybe Lukas is right, and her brain is starting to catch up to her body. Between the reaction with the clippers and remembering there was a tracker in her head, there are good signs her memory is coming back piece by piece. As much as I can’t help but want to shield her from those traumatic memories, it’s looking more and more like she isn’t safe without them.
Right now, the plan is to continue gathering information and seeing what we can do to build a case against BioCere and Jackson Adley, eventually getting the feds involved. Apparently, Bennet has been working to build a case against him for years and has a specific contact at the FBI he trusts.
We talk and plan well into the night, and even Jackson and Micah are one hundred percent serious. Bennet is firmly insisting we hire security and move somewhere else for a while. He’s worried he might end up leading his father right to us.
As we are discussing all of this, a startling thought occurs to me. Six cut that tracker out of her skull. Herself. And she did it to protect us. Because she had been coming to find us, to warn us about something.
Not bothering to excuse myself, I stand up and pull Six out of the room.




Six
Ahem.
“Well… goodnight I guess.”
Each of the other guys stand to kiss me goodnight with varying levels of knowing smirks. Jackson gives my ass a little smack on the way out. For a moment, it looks as if he is about to try the same thing with Luis, but the glare he gets helps him make a better decision.
I take Luis’ outstretched hand and let him lead me up the stairs and into my room, where he closes the door behind me.
He closed the door! My chest flutters.
That door has not been fully closed since we arrived. Everyone has been too worried I’ll have some kind of episode or fall and not be able to get up. To be fair I have had my fair share of issues. And it’s honestly sweet how concerned they all are.
But right now… that door is closed. Which can only mean one thing…
The moment the door latches and Luis turns around, I launch myself at him. If he’s surprised, he doesn’t show it. He catches me smoothly, crushing his mouth to mine.
He kisses me deep and slow, a promise of what’s to come. My whole body is buzzing with anticipation. I can’t help but moan into his mouth, breaking away to strip my t-shirt off, dropping it on the ground.
As much fun as we’ve been having, these boys are still treating me like porcelain. All of the touching and sucking and caressing have been… well, fucking amazing. But I want more. I’m going to break one of them down eventually. And then I’ll tick them off my list, one by one.
I almost laugh out loud at the thought. They’ve all been so worried about taking advantage of me, but it’s actually quite the opposite.
I’ll admit choosing Luis for the job is a bit …daunting, but we have a special connection. I’ve been lusting after him since the moment I opened my eyes. He was the first one to accept me, flirt with me, make me feel like more than a pathetic headcase. Over the days, they’ve all become that person for me. Each of them gives me something different, rounding out the fantasy that is my life currently. Aside from, you know, the huge conspiracy and people hunting me for whatever my unknown role in said conspiracy is.
But Luis, he was the first.
Luis bends his head down to nip the swell of my breast, the pinch of his teeth shooting sparks of pleasure right down to my core. He flicks off the light and carries me across the room, gently lowering me to stand at the end of the bed. The bright light of the moon filters through the windows, casting the room in a dreamy glow. He stares at me like I’m something precious, his eyes burning into me as he lowers himself to kneel in front of me.
His face at my navel, he starts to undo the buttons of my high-waisted skinny jeans. He pops each of the buttons slowly-
One.
Two.
Three.
Four.
Five.
With each button pop, my heart rate increases, my breaths becoming shorter.
Luis leans forward to plant searing kisses across my lower belly, trailing over my hip bones as he peels the jeans down past my thighs. My hands are trembling when I place them on his shoulders to steady myself as he releases each of my legs from the snug fabric, placing a kiss on each calf as he goes.
Down to just my underwear, Luis drags his hands up the sides of my legs, nuzzling his face into the front of my lace panties. His fingers trail up and down the backs of my thighs, sending chills over my body before cupping my ass in both of his big hands.
“Remind me to thank Bennet for these,” he murmurs, running the tips of his fingers underneath the edge of the dark lace.
Luis turns me around to face the bed, his face level with my ass. I flush, warmth pooling between my legs as I remember how Lukas kissed and licked Micah’s ass this morning. The eroticism of that moment has haunted me all day.
Lost in my lust and the memories of earlier today, I startle when Luis sinks his teeth into the swell of my ass cheek. His hand runs up the inside of my thigh to brush against the wetness of my panties, following the cleft of my ass as he stands. Breath escapes me.
Luis trails his mouth and tongue over the back of my shoulder and up my neck. My head turns to kiss him, turning around in his arms to face his body. My hands roam under the bottom of his shirt, pushing it up his body and over his head. Running my fingers along the V of his abs, I lower myself to my knees to unbutton his jeans, undressing him as he has done for me so many times. Trailing feather-light touches over his calves, thighs, and ass, my chest rubs along his hardening erection as I stand. My hands and mouth worship every line of his chest and back, gripping his shoulders to pull him down to kiss me again.
Our tongues and lips work in perfect synchronicity, tongues dancing against each other, every caress sending sparks down my body. Lifting me, he wraps my legs around him as he lays me down at the center of the bed, covering my body with his.
My legs tighten around him, my hips lifting off the bed in search of delicious friction. He abides, rolling his hips and dragging his hard length against my core. My arms wrap around his back, one hand running down underneath the fabric of his tight boxer briefs to grip his bare ass, pulling him harder against me as I shudder.
I’m panting, the aching between my legs begging for more friction, but this isn’t how I want to come this time. I push off his boxer briefs, and he adjusts to pull them the rest of the way off his body.
Reaching to take him in my hand, he gives me almost no time to explore before pulling away from me. Luis scoots himself lower on the bed, laying between my legs with his elbows resting on either side of my waist. He kisses and nips at my breast, running his hands up the sides of my body to push my bra over my head. He licks a delicious line from my belly button, all the way up my sternum, to my throat. My panting becomes moaning as he takes each of my nipples in his mouth in turn, rolling his tongue around the stiff peaks and giving them each a sharp bite that has me calling out.
Luis kisses along the same path he licked, this time from my neck to my navel, continuing all the way down. His hot breath and the tiniest bit of pressure from his kisses have my clit throbbing. Reaching for the edge of my panties, he slowly peels them off my body, sitting back on his knees to appreciate the view.
In the light of the moon, every line of his cut body, every swirl of ink, seems more detailed and intensified. His hooded eyes are so dark they look black, and his mouth is rubbed raw and pink from kissing. My eyes trace the ink designs on his neck, down his chest where I can still see the tiny bite mark from earlier. I don’t know why it turns me on so much to see him marked like that.
The paint on his body curls over his abs and over one hip, one of his thighs covered in dark designs. I try to admire every part of his body and not just the glaringly obvious, but eventually I can’t look away.
He is huge. The shaft is long and so thick my fingers didn’t touch when I held it in my hand. I’ve seen peeks of it before, and felt it through layers of clothing, but nothing could have prepared me to see it in all its glory.
Unable to look away, I can’t even blink as I gape at it open mouthed. I swallow harshly, worried for a moment. That thing is not going to fit inside me. I’m determined though, we’ll make it work somehow.
My thoughts must be too obvious, because he chuckles. “Don’t worry about it, pretty girl. It’s just for show today.”
Wait.
“What?!” I whisper-yell at him, because I don’t want anyone to think there’s anything wrong and come running to my rescue.
He laughs, covering my body with his again. The low rumble of his laugh vibrates through my body.
This isn’t fair.
He lets me roll him over so I’m on top, his circus freak dick pressed against his stomach between my thighs.
“Look at me, Luis Posa.” I use his full name, so he knows I mean business. “I’m not afraid of your monster cock.”
It’s a lie and he knows it, but we also both know he would never hurt me.
I lower my voice to an almost whisper, dropping light kisses over his neck and chest between words. “I know you’ll be gentle.” Hoping to appeal to his baser instincts, I grind my wetness along the length of his shaft, showing him how ready I am.
He doesn’t answer me with anything other than a pained groan. Sitting up, he grabs my body, flinging me down on the bed so he is on top again. His hips press against my pelvis, spreading and widening my legs almost painfully, kissing me wildly.
Releasing my mouth swiftly, he pushes himself down the bed, grabbing my open thighs and pulling me to his face. He doesn’t waste time teasing me, going in for the kill immediately so I am writhing and panting in mere seconds, heat building up in my stomach as my orgasm builds.
My breaths are short and fast, my body arching. I want to squeeze my thighs together to lessen the intensity, but Luis is relentless as he holds me down, wide open and frozen in place as he ravages me.
Without warning, he shoves two fingers inside my slick heat. I wince at the intrusion, but it sets off fireworks along my spine, an orgasm tearing through me violently. Luis releases my clit from his mouth but doesn’t lessen his assault. His fingers work me, pumping and spreading me, adding yet another finger as my walls are still pulsing. The stretch draws out my orgasm longer until my limbs are about as useless as jelly and I’m having trouble catching my breath.
The sounds coming from his hand working me over are aggressively pornographic- wet, squelchy, sloppy sounds. I think the amount of wetness between my thighs right now could fill a cup, momentarily reminding me of Jackson slurping up every bit of me like a drink. A warm tingling spreads through my lower stomach, another orgasm slowly building.
I’m interrupted from my dirty thoughts by Luis changing the position of my boneless body. He pulls a pillow down and lifts me, situating the pillow under my hips and pushing my thighs back so I am open wide and exposed. He rests one hand over my mound, his thumb rubbing tiny circles over my sensitive clit.
My hips rock, seeking more friction as tiny shocks of electricity fizzle over my clit and down to my toes. He keeps his thumb moving as he runs the smooth, hard, dripping head of his cock up and down my folds.
Lining himself up, he barely pushes inside me, slowly pulsing in and out. He plays this titillating “just the tip” game until I can’t take it anymore, rocking my hips against him harder, begging for more.
He gives me another inch or two, my body stretching to accommodate his wide girth. Another minute, another inch. Once he’s maybe halfway in, the stretch becomes intense. I wince at the pain, but I love it. He continues to circle my clit, the delicious sparks of my building orgasm easing the pain. He eases in a tiny bit more and I groan, partly in pain but also because it’s so good.
“Are you alright, pretty girl?” His voice is strained. I almost laugh because I think he might be in more pain than I am.
“We’re almost there,” he soothes. I’m too delirious and overwhelmed to respond.
The pain recedes as my body acclimates to the already impressive amount of his cock slowly driving in and out of me, his thumb still working my clit. My orgasm grows from tiny sparks to a waterfall of electricity. Luis grips my hips and thrusts himself all the way in, burying himself to the hilt as I come. I yell, loud, at the overwhelming fullness, choking on my breath.
Mouth lowering to mine, he kisses me, swallowing my cries. His hands brush the hair from my sweaty forehead as he whispers soothing words, licking a tear from my cheek. He holds himself still until my body can accommodate the intrusion. The stretching pain fades away, but the fullness, like I can feel him deep in my stomach, is intense.
A mewl escapes me as he moves, gently thrusting into me and rolling his hips. Slowly at first, my hips raise up to meet his. I start to match his thrusts, losing myself to the sensation of his cock filling me up. Sweat covers us and drips off our bodies as we move together. My nails dig into his back, and I moan loudly, letting him hear how good he makes me feel, encouraging him to let go. He thrusts harder and faster, pulling unrestrained cries from my body as I hold on for dear life.
“Oh God, Luis, oh God, yes. Ahhhh….” Loud, unintelligible noises are erupting from my throat as my body seizes. A wave of heat engulfs my body and I clench around him, crying his name, tears falling from my eyes.
Luis makes a guttural, strangled noise, his thrusts unrelenting as he pounds through the vise grip I have clamped around him.
“Jesus, Six, I can barely… so, fucking tight…” His words are shaky as his thrusts become shorter. He lets out a jagged breath, his body shuddering violently. His hips keep rolling, riding out his climax as the aftershocks of my orgasm milk him for every drop.
Still inside me, Luis keeps himself propped on his elbows, looking down at me with an unreadable expression. Tears are falling from my eyes, only because I am so overwhelmed with the depth of my feelings in this moment. 
He kisses my tears and wipes them away with his thumbs, cradling the back of my head. “Did I hurt you?”
“Fuck no.” My words come out breathless and throaty. “It was just so intense. But, intense in a good way.” An amazing way. I had no idea it would be like this.
We finally catch our breaths, and I come down from my emotional rollercoaster. I’m embarrassed about my outburst, but the way he’s looking down at me like something miraculous, is likely to open the floodgates again.
“Did I hurt you?”
He kisses me, his low, rumbly laugh on his lips. “You’re amazing, Six. The absolute most remarkable person I’ve ever met.”
Nope. Don’t start. No more crying.
I wiggle, our position starting to get slightly uncomfortable. Luis sits back up on his knees and pulls out of me slowly. A gush of hot liquid, like a literal river of fluids, pours out of my body.
“Fuuuccckkk that’s hot, pretty girl.”
It didn’t feel very sexy, but I do like the look on his face as he watches his cum spill out of me.
“I wonder if Jackson would drink that.”
Luis looks up at me, shocked and confused. “What?”
“Fuck. Nothing. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. I’m delirious.”
Laughing, he shakes his head and holds out a hand to help me up.
“Excuse me? No. I live here now. I have no bones. You broke every bone in my body with your monster cock and I’m paralyzed now.”
His body shaking with laughter, he leans over and picks me up, carrying me to the bathroom. Turning the shower knobs, he sets me down beneath the stream of warm water and gently washes me. After wrapping me in a towel, he carries me out of the room and down the hall to his own bed, slipping a t-shirt over my head before lying down and pulling me against his body.
My eyes close, drifting almost immediately, but as I am falling asleep, I hear a whisper at the back of my neck.
“I love you.”




Jackson
I’m rummaging around the giant walk-in freezer when Mrs. Coolson walks in on me.
“Can I help you find something?”
“I’m looking for an ice pack, do we have any?”
Pointing to a basket on the top shelf, she looks me over for injuries. “Are you feeling alright, did you hurt yourself?”
“Oh, no. I’m alright. It’s for Six.”
“Oh, the poor dear. I imagine she’s pretty sore from her ordeal, and all that physical therapy. She’s quite the little fighter, you’re all lucky to have her.”
Shocked, I raise my eyebrow.
“I’m not blind, I see the way you all act with her. And I can tell how you feel about her, I’ve taken care of you since you were born, Jackie, I can tell when my boy is head over heels.”
My face heats. “I didn’t think you’d approve.”
“It isn’t really my business to approve or not. And as long as there is love and understanding between consenting adults, I don’t see why anyone would have room to judge.”
I have no response. Wrapping her in a tight hug, I kiss the top of her head. “I love you, Mrs. C.”
“I love you too. Now, get out of my kitchen so I can make breakfast. No one ate much yesterday, so I want to make sure everyone eats well.”
I make a sound of agreement. “I have a feeling Six will have a big appetite this morning.”
Snickering, I leave the kitchen, on my way to embarrass the hell out of her and see if I can get a rise out of Luis. What’s the point of having brothers if you can’t tease them?
I run up the stairs two at a time and walk into her room, the door is wide open. There’s no one in the bed, and the bathroom is also empty.
Where did they go?
“He took her back to his room.” Bennet walks in behind me. “I heard them walk by.”
He eyes the state of the bed. Sheets, pillows, and all of their clothes are scattered on the floor. There is an impressive amount of what I can only assume are bodily fluids soaked into the pillow and bedsheets in the center of the bed. And I mean a lot of fluids. I let out a low whistle when I see just how much, the bed is still damp despite being exposed to the air all night. There’s definitely some blood in the mix, which makes me cringe.
“Definitely looks like she might need this.” I hold up the ice pack. “I brought it as a joke, but now I’m thinking it’ll be necessary. Jesus.”
Bennet doesn’t respond, his eyes dark and haunted.
“What’s up, brother? I’m just kidding, Luis wouldn’t hurt her. It sure didn’t sound like she was hurting anyway.” No one in the house could have missed what was happening in here last night, but I’m 99% sure those were screams of pleasure and not pain.
After the other night, I decided I should move into the main house. Micah and Lukas offered to room together so I could bunk down here with everyone else.
“It’s not that, although if he did hurt her I’ll kill him.”
“I’ll hold him down for you,” I offer jokingly. “What’s wrong though?”
“We need to have a meeting. I’ll wake up Micah and Lukas if you could wake Luis and Six, and get them to come downstairs. Let’s meet in the living room in… ten minutes?”
“Yeah man, I can do that. Are you okay though?” Bennet is always pretty stoic, but he looks downright dangerous right now.
“My father called.”
Shit.
I hesitate at Luis’ door, not wanting to interrupt anything, but there are no obvious sounds coming from the room. Knocking gently, I wait for an answer but only get silence.  
After a few seconds, I knock again. They’re obviously still asleep, but this is important. I try the handle and it’s unlocked, so I poke my head in. Luis is sitting up, a sheet barely covering the anaconda he calls a dick, rubbing a hand over his face. I’m actually distracted by it for a moment.
“You want to tell me what’s so important you gotta be knocking on the door incessantly before 7 AM? Or are you just here to stare at my dick?”
“Sorry, I wasn’t expecting…. I mean… How exactly did you fit that in her little body?” I’m legitimately curious.
He’s super annoyed now. “Very carefully. Now, what do you want?”
“Bennet called an emergency meeting. His dad called.”
Luis swears under his breath. Six stirs.
“Bennet’s dad called?” She sleepily pushes the hair out of her face and sits up, looking concerned. 
I make an honest attempt to avert my eyes as she stretches. She is clearly not wearing underwear. “Yeah. He wants us all to meet him in the living room in ten minutes. Sounds important, so let’s not keep Daddy waiting.” I think I’m funny. And Six cracks a smile, at least.
“Alright man, we’ll be right down.”
Luis looks at me pointedly, waiting for me to leave. He starts to move the sheet, a clear warning.
Tossing the ice pack in Six’s direction, I bolt out of the room, yelling over my shoulder and giggling maniacally. “Thought you might need this!”
Downstairs, I help Mrs. C make a coffee tray. I add a couple of sports drinks and Six’s protein shake and carry it all to the living room as everyone is walking in.
Everyone sits down and I do not miss the way Six sits down a little gingerly. Just to be an asshole, I toss her and Luis the sports drinks, winking before I look pointedly away from them. Making a show of ignoring Luis’ glare and Six’s embarrassment, I try not to laugh. I do notice, however, that they both down the sports drinks pretty quickly. Victory. 
As everyone gets comfortable, I notice everyone except for Bennet is still in pajamas. He’s never particularly casual unless he’s working out, but he’s wearing a full suit and tie. He’s clearly planning to go somewhere.
We’re all silently waiting for him to let us in on the emergency.
“It seems I’ve been summoned.” The muscle in his jaw ticks. “I have a meeting with my father in less than an hour.”
Everyone talks at once.
“I thought he was in Raleigh?”
“Are we sure it’s safe?”
“Do you think he knows about Six?”
“Do you want some of us to go with you?”
Six whimpers. “No.”
“I have to go, it’ll be suspicious if I don’t.” Bennet gives Six a sympathetic look. “He’s an asshole but it’s not like he’s going to hurt me, at least not in public. There are hundreds of employees in that building. He can’t do anything to me, and I’m not going to give him any information.”
“I’m scared. Something doesn’t feel right.”
I agree with Six, this whole thing feels off. Bennet hasn’t heard from his father since the first day in the hospital. He was off doing shady shit in Raleigh and was seen there yesterday. So why is he here now?
“I don’t have a choice. If I don’t go, it’ll give him a reason to come looking”
Six is still shaking her head. “No, I don’t like it. We need to stay together.”
“I’m not leading him right to you if there’s any chance he knows about you or is looking for you. Keeping you safe is the most important thing. We don’t know what they want you for. For now, whatever it takes to keep you hidden is what we’re doing. Which leads me to plan B.”
“What plan B?” We discussed a lot of possibilities last night, but never locked down any official plans.
“You all need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice. Pack a bag and load it in the van now. If I send you a signal, go. Don’t tell me where you’re going, leave immediately.” He pulls out a manila envelope and tosses it to Lukas. “There are some fake IDs and enough cash to get you wherever you need to go.”
“What!? No, Bennet! This isn’t happening, we’re not leaving you!” Six is starting to panic, standing up and moving over to him.
“It’s just a precaution,” he assures her. “In the event I find out you aren’t safe here, you’ll need to move immediately before they realize what’s happening. I will catch up with you, I promise. Nothing in this world could keep me from you.” He looks down at her reverently, smoothing her hair back.
“We can hide out somewhere nearby. Camp in the woods or something.” Six tries to think of another plan, but Bennet holds her chin, looking into her eyes.
“You will go. You will get far away from here and go somewhere safe, and I will catch up to you. It’s not only your safety at stake, it’s all of us as well. You cut a tracker out of your own skull so you could come here to warn us about something, remember?” He stares her down, challenging her to argue, but it’s clear when she realizes he’s right. He’s used all of us as leverage to get her to comply, and I don’t blame him.
“You. Will. Go.” He says darkly, leveling her with a gaze that is both terrifying and arousing.
Damn.
Six finally agrees, tears streaming down her face.
Bennet addresses me next. “Tell Mr. and Mrs. Coolson to take a vacation. I don’t think anyone will chase them down, but if someone finds out we were here, they could get hurt if they are questioned. Everything they need is in their email.” I nod curtly.
He makes eye contact with each of the guys in turn. “Keep her safe, whatever it takes. I’m sure everything will be fine, but be ready just in case... You don’t know what he’s capable of.”
The way he says those last words is chilling. We all agree we’ll do whatever it takes. He nods and turns out of the room, taking Six by the hand and pulling her into the foyer.
As soon as he steps out, I turn to the guys, whispering so I can’t be overheard.
“I know where we can go. There’s a cabin in Asheville, North Carolina. I found it when I was thru hiking and was planning to move there. It’s small and pretty basic, but it’s remote and livable.” Writing down the address, I pass it to Luis, who is sitting closest to me.
“Why are you giving me this?”
“My bag is still unpacked. I’m going to run upstairs to grab it and throw some actual pants on. And then I’m going to follow Bennet. I’ll stay back and watch the building, but I think one of us should be there in case he needs backup. I don’t like him going in alone.”
In the foyer, Bennet is kissing Six with everything he’s got, so I’m able to sneak past them and up the stairs. As I’m throwing on my shoes, I hear the door close, followed by a sob from Six.  Grabbing my bag and guitar case, I head back down to the living room. Six is crying into Micah’s shoulder.
Bending down, I kiss her on the cheek. “It’s going to be alright, babe.”
“Wait. Where are you going?”
“Do you really think we’d let anyone in this family go off alone? Big Daddy doesn’t scare me.”
She smiles gently, but she’s obviously worried. “Please stay safe. I don’t know what I’d do if…”
“Don’t do that,” I interrupt her. “Don’t. We’re all going to be fine. This is all just precaution, okay?” I look up at the guys. “Get ready, but I’m sure we’ll all be back in a few hours.”
Kissing her one last time, I head out the door, dialing Mrs. Coolson. There’s no time to run down to their house and explain, a phone call will have to do.
“Jackson? Did you all need something? I’ll be right over-“
I cut her off. “Mrs. C, I need you to listen to me. Something’s come up and we’re going to be leaving the B&B for a little while. Bennet said to check your email, you got a bonus, and he wants to send you on a vacation.”
“Jack-“
“Mrs. C, please don’t argue. It’s probably nothing, but we might be in some trouble. Bennet wants us all out, just as a precaution. You deserve a little vacay anyway. Please do this for me- for all of us.”
“But…”
“It’ll be fine. It’s all just a precaution. I’m sure Bennet has something great planned for you. Just please, follow through. I don’t want to have to worry about you if something does happen.” I hear some clicking on the other end.
“Oh! We’re being sent on a cruise?! I… it leaves TODAY!? Jackson!”
“Well, you better get packing then, Mrs. C.” I keep my voice light, not wanting her to worry. “Have fun. I love you.”
The truth is, I’m worried as hell. The look in Bennet’s eyes this morning told me he’s very aware of how much danger he is in. I know he’ll do whatever it takes to protect all of us, especially Six. But he needs to know we’ll do whatever it takes to protect him, too.
One big happy family.
I have a vague idea where The Adley Corporation building is, but I don’t know where the entrance to Adley’s office will be. Thankfully, Bennet’s SUV isn’t too far ahead of me, so I’m able to follow him from as far away as I can.
The parking lot is mostly empty, which makes my truck stand out like a sore thumb, but I pull into the back of the lot and watch as Bennet parks. He buttons his jacket and smoothes it down as he steps out of his vehicle, the picture of professional confidence. His eyes briefly lift in my direction, but he looks away without reacting or acknowledging me.
There are two suits waiting for him on either side of the entrance to the building. Watching Bennet closely, I notice his jaw tense, but he walks towards the door confidently. One of the guards opens the door, both following Bennet into the building.
The longer I sit there, my eyes trained on the door, the more I feel the prickles of worry. I’m waiting for Bennet to walk out, to get into his fancy SUV, to call and yell at me for not following his instructions. But nothing happens.
I wait for half an hour. Forty-five minutes. An hour. No one comes or goes from the building. Nothing happens.
The longer I wait, the more I worry. I’m seconds from giving up and going inside, Adley be damned, when a limo pulls up to the entrance. A familiar face climbs out of the limo to open the door- it’s the same guy from the photo on Six’s burner phone. Adley’s head of security.
I lean forward as one of the door guards walks out, looking around and holding the door open as Jackson Adley himself walks out, ducking into the limo. The trunk pops open.
The meeting must be over. I almost let out a breath of relief, but the other guard emerges with a limp Bennet thrown over his shoulder. He drops Bennet heavily into the trunk, closing it before hitting the side of the vehicle, signaling for the car to drive. He gets into a black Hummer, following behind the limo.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.
No. This isn’t happening. Was he dead? Bennet can’t be dead. This can’t be happening.
I open our group text, sending a text message as I crank the ignition and follow them out of the parking lot and onto the highway.
Jackson: GO. NOW.
My old Bronco isn’t exactly inconspicuous, so I stay back as far as I can. Still, I doubt they could miss they’re being followed. There are barely any other cars out.
My phone is pinging and ringing like crazy, but I don’t answer. I need to focus on where the cars ahead of me are going, staying as far behind as possible while still keeping them in sight.
We only drive for maybe ten minutes before they turn into a small, private airport. There is a small jet waiting in the middle of the tarmac, the stairs lowered and a staff member waiting diligently at the bottom of the steps.
The limo pulls up close to the stairs. The steward opens the door, ushering Adley into the plane. Halfway up the stairs, Adley turns around and gestures, possibly talking to someone in or near the limo. One of his guards passes the steward a briefcase and then lifts Bennet’s limp body from the trunk, throwing him over his shoulder like a well-dressed sack of potatoes.
I’m too far away to see Bennet’s features or be able to tell if he’s breathing. They wouldn’t take him with them if he were dead, would they?
Adley ascends the steps and disappears into the jet, the guard following behind with Bennet. The door closes and after a few short minutes, the jet starts rolling forward for takeoff, gathering speed before it lifts off the ground and disappears into the horizon.
I’m so focused on watching the movements of the plane I almost don’t notice the limo as it leaves the gate and pulls up next to my truck. For a moment I think I’m dead too, but the driver only lowers the tinted window and holds out a card.
“Mr. Adley suggests you give him a call. He also requested I give you this warning: Turn over the Progeny, or every single one of you will die, and so will every person you know and love.”
He pauses, still holding the card and looking at me expectantly. In a stunned daze, I take the card. The window rolls shut as the car drives away as I stand there dumbstruck.
Progeny?
Is he talking about Six?




Epilogue
Bennet
Trying to maintain my usual aloofness, I stare down the two guards waiting to escort me into the building. Considering these are the guys my father uses to do all his dirty work, I know I’m in trouble here. I steel myself and make a point not to look towards Jackson, who followed me here like an idiot. Acknowledging him will only put him in more danger.
Head raised, I address them like it was any other day, as if I didn’t know they were here to fuck me over and make my life hell.
“Gentlemen.” They don’t respond to my curt greeting, opening the door to escort me inside.
I don’t bother making small talk as we walk down the marble hallway to the elevator. Staring straight ahead, I try to maintain a relaxed pose, my heart beating uncontrollably as the elevator reaches the top level.
The elevator doors open into a lavish sitting area, with more marble and glass and uncomfortably fashionable modern furniture. The receptionist is nowhere to be seen, the whole building suspiciously empty. The guards escort me into my father’s office, where he is sitting behind his pretentiously large desk.
Before I have a chance to sit, I’m relieved of my phone, keys, and wallet. I won’t be able to warn them! I cover my panic with feigned incredulity.
“Why is all of this necessary?” 
My father doesn’t address me until the two guards position themselves on either end of the room.
His eyes narrow. “Where is she?”
“I’m not sure who you mean.” There is zero doubt in my mind he knows I’m lying.
He sneers. “Don’t fuck around, Bennet. You have no idea what a headache that girl has caused me, how much money she has cost me, because she got smart enough to break free.”
There’s no point in responding, he clearly has proof I was with her. Beyond that, he has nothing. He hasn’t figured out where I took her yet. His growing anger is proof his goons are neither smart nor capable enough to trace my activity or whereabouts.
He tosses something heavy into my lap. A long-range camera, splattered with blood.
Fuck. Vince.
I don’t allow my face to show any sign of being affected by this new development, shrugging.
“I noticed some financial discrepancies in our records, so I followed up on them. There’s nothing official in our books about the warehouse operation, and you never told me about it. It’s part of my job to protect your company from embezzlement. I only figured out you were involved yesterday, when Vince informed me that he saw you there.”
“Then why was he still there last night, sneaking around with his damn camera?”
“He must have seen something worth interest. It’s not like I can ask him now, can I?” My tone suggests I don’t give a damn about the man that lost his life, but Vince was a good guy and a damn good asset.
“Enough about the PI, tell me where she is.” His temper is hanging on by a thread, his hands clenched on top of the desk.
I stare directly in his poisonous green eyes, challenging him. “Maybe try telling me who exactly you are referring to.”
He loses it.
“TELL ME WHERE THE FUCKING PROGENY IS OR SO HELP ME GOD, I’LL BLOW YOUR BRAINS OUT AND LEAVE YOUR BODY FOR THE CLEANERS!”
His face is so red it’s almost purple, his chin quivering, bottom lip wet with spit. The man is vibrating with fury. I’ve never seen him this angry, not even when I watched him beat my mother to death. At this moment, I know exactly how much danger I am in.
“Progeny?” I question, legitimately confused.
A thick file lands on the desk in front of me. Clipped to the front is a picture of Six, only much younger, with her head completely shaved. Inside, there are records of medical studies and experimentations on a subject they refer to as “ProGen6” or “the Progeny”.
My stomach rolls as I read about all the torture she was subjected to. They used her like a lab animal in the name of some horrific scientific discovery. Reproductive studies, medical trials, pain tolerance, endurance. They used a chip in her skull to record her brain activity for the various tests.
I pause when I find photos of myself, Jackson, Luis, Micah, and Lukas included in notes regarding an experimental serum named “HypoSerum 256”. It seems we were all part of an experiment meant to enhance our genetics to develop stronger, smarter, more “superior” offspring. The infants in the study all presented above average intelligence or physical abilities throughout their development, but apparently not enough to warrant further study. The experiment seems to have officially ended roughly five years ago. The Williams file is the only one that continued to track developmental milestones where the others lacked information. It is also noted that all of the adults/parents who received the serum experienced life-altering or fatal side effects.
Why would our test records be included in her file? How are they related?
Flipping back through the pages, I’m trying to find the connection, but I don’t find our names mentioned again. At the beginning of the file, however, my eyes catch on some notes regarding the “HypoSerum 256”. I had barely skimmed these pages to avoid reading the details of the reproductive tests.
The notes suggest the injections were made from her DNA.
The last photos in the file must be from after she escaped the facility. There are photos of her at a bus station, walking through a convenience store, sitting inside a diner, at the truck stop, and a few photos from her arrival at the hospital. Including a security photo of us standing outside the trauma room as she is wheeled up to surgery.
“I know she was in my hospital, and you were there with her. You covered your tracks well, I’ll admit, but there were enough loose ends to follow, and they all pointed to you. WHERE. IS. SHE.” Spit sprays the air as he stands, looming over me with unbridled rage.
“I. Don’t. Know.” Jackson is outside waiting. If I don’t come out of this building alive, he’ll warn the others to get on the road.
My father cuts his eyes to one of his goons and a gun is shoved against my temple.
“That little bitch is no more than a lab monkey, son- an overgrown science experiment that cost me an obscene amount of money to engineer and maintain. She already failed her first purpose, but we managed to salvage the experiment by switching gears. I am not going to lose my investment in this project because you’re drooling over her perky little tits.”
“What are you using her for?” I try to act interested, like I actually give a fuck about the experiment instead of the girl they’ve kept in captivity for her entire life.
He indulges me, probably hoping he can convince me she isn’t worthy of my protection.
“It started as an experiment to produce genetically superior offspring. The “Progeny”, as we’ve called her, is one of eight similar genetically engineered females. Her model is the only one we’ve had any success with, but only marginally so. We used her DNA to develop genetic advantages, but there were mixed results. We tried to breed her, but she was insufficient for that too. Finally, we found a use for her, and we were finally getting somewhere when she fucking broke out.”
My fists clench when he mentions trying to breed her, and I fight off gagging. He’s sicker than I thought. I try to keep him talking, biding my time, but also trying to understand why they want her so bad. Maybe I can throw them off her trail or find a way to make them lose interest.
“What’s so special about her?” As if I don’t know everything about her is special.
“Through some trial and error, we found a way to… enhance her. She was showing remarkable pain tolerance and healing abilities, but then she started to learn as well. We tested her on everything from recall to mathematics and languages, she soaked everything up like a sponge. We tracked her brain activity with a chip, but the worthless bitch figured that out too.”
It’s a fight to keep my face neutral. Never in my life have I wanted to end someone’s life, and violently. I’d give down to my last penny to watch him be skinned alive while being subjected to every single experiment they’d tortured Six with.
I’ve heard enough, but I need him to keep talking. Luckily, there’s nothing he loves more than the sound of his own self-important bullshit.
“Exactly how does this have anything to do with me?”
“Over the years, I did my own little experiments on the side. None of them were particularly successful and I had all but abandoned them, but I’ve recently made some interesting correlations. On a lark, we decided to put our Progeny’s intellect to the test by introducing her to some of our genetics research. She showed a remarkable interest in one particular study, coincidentally the very one we used her DNA for.”
I seize the opportunity for more information on the study that ties us all together, hoping he bites. “What was the study about?”
Skeptically, he indulges me. “Athleticism, intelligence, physical and mental health, appearance- these are all genetic traits that have the potential to be enhanced. Her genetically engineered DNA is innately perfect, and therefore could theoretically be used to create an ‘elite vaccine’ if you will- a wonder drug to guarantee the best and most successful offspring. Unfortunately, we hit some difficulties in the testing stage, so we had to get creative with how we approached test subjects. The results were promising but inconclusive, and the study went on a back burner.”
“Until now.” I’m doing everything I can to draw this out, to give myself time to think of something. To give them time to escape.
“Correct. Until now. Because when we saw how interested she was, we decided to do a little follow-up with our subjects and bring them in for some tests. Her escape distracted us for a bit, but after reviewing every frame of security footage, test notes, and brain activity readings leading up to the breakout, we figured something out. She wasn’t interested in the study itself, she was interested in the subjects. So much so that she broke out to track them down. You, and your little group of friends, who all happened to be at the hospital with her. All of whom have coincidentally disappeared, hiding MY Progeny from me.”
Taking the file from my hands, he leans on the edge of the desk. He’s trying to intimidate me, but it’s not going to work. After everything I’ve learned here today, there is even less of a chance I would turn her over to him.
“What is it, son? Do you think you love her? Do you think she loves you? I’ll admit it’s a highly interesting, and unforeseen, connection. But it’s all just genetically engineered bullshit. She’s a lab rat, nothing more. And you are just collateral damage.”




What’s Next?
I know, I know… a cliffhanger?! Becca, you bitch!
Don’t worry, RETRIBUTION is just around the corner. We’ll get to find out what happens to Bennet, and what Six and the rest of the guys are going to do about it. Book two is full of answers and action- in more ways than one, the spice level gets turned way up!
For release news, teasers, giveaways, and all kinds of ratchet fun- join me in my reader’s group! Look for Rathe’s Risque Readers on Facebook, or find the link to this and all my social media (hello TT thirst traps) here:
Linktr.ee/RebeccaRathe
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VOTE!


There is an unprecedented attack happening in the United States against women and LGBTQ+ people. If you believe that trans lives and trans children matter, that you CAN and SHOULD say GAY, that people with uteruses should have autonomy over their own bodies-- VOTE. There is no election too big or too small. Your vote matters!


Check your voter registration at: Vote.gov
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