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Chapter One


You know that girl in the horror movies, the one who hears noises bumping around in the night when she" s home all alone? The one who decides to go downstairs in her panties and bra-defenseless-instead of sneaking out the bedroom window. You know. You" ve felt the hair rise on the back of your neck as she creeps down the hallway.
When she calls out, “Who" s there?”
You know who" s there. You know there" s a guy with a long knife, and he" s ready, hidden in shadow at the bottom of the stairs. Waiting. Your heart pounds when she reaches that point where just one more step will deliver her into those waiting hands. In one more step you" ll see that blade descend, hear her scream. You scream at her. “Turn around. Run. Get out of the house.” But she doesn" t.
I" m that girl.
I" m hovering in the entrance to an alley. And yeah, I know there is trouble at the other end. An overturned police cruiser a few feet away is on fire, oily black smoke curls upward, fading into a blacker sky. The streetlamps here were broken so long ago there are no fragments of lens glass left under them. If those clues weren" t warning enough, No Escape is emblazoned in red spray paint across the gray cinderblock wall that marks the Quarterz entrance.
This isn" t a place anyone cares enough to fix. I look back at the cop car. Those who try to fix it end up regretting the effort.
I know. I know. This is not a place girls should go alone. It" s not a place girls should go together. It" s no place for a young woman in a denim miniskirt, a translucent white tank top, no bra, no panties. But that" s what I am and that" s what I" m wearing.
Why?
I don" t know. Maybe because I" ve stopped caring. Maybe because when I" m standing here at the opening of this dark alley, that dead, empty feeling I" ve lived with these past months is washed away by a sizzle of nerves, a longing for the challenge of a fight, and a belief that I have a fair shot at winning.
I" m drawn to this place like a moth to a flame. I feel a kinship with the Quarterz-
understand the hopelessness of being too broken to fix. I" ve spent three days arguing with myself, telling myself this is a bad idea, but I knew three days ago the sanest of my selves was outnumbered. I can" t be free from the pull of this place until I know why I want this. Until I" ve looked my darkest desires in the eye and walked through them.
My sandal connects with a shard of glass that grates over concrete, releasing the odor of fresh beer. It stings in my nostrils, along with the scent of urine both stale and fresh. A soft scrabble of small feet behind a trashcan raises gooseflesh on my arms. A breeze lifts my hair, licks at the sweat trickling down my neck. The sharp crackle and whoosh of the wind-fed flames makes me jump. It" s just the death gasps of the burning cruiser I passed at the entrance. All evidence that I" m in the wrong place at the wrong time. Whispered warnings. Telling me to run. If I had sense I" d listen. Ask yourself this-don" t you get tired of being sensible?
I can" t make out more than the sharp angles of crates and barrels lining brick walls as I move deeper into the alley. I hear the distant lap of the river at its shore, the slight moan of the wind and the sound of my sandals scuffling over grit and squishier things I don" t want to think about. My heart thumps like a bass drum as the darkness deepens.
It raps against my breastbone as if trying to get my attention. Sure I" m afraid. Who wouldn" t be? I" m just not willing to let fear make a difference.
No hands reached from the shadows to snatch me. No evil laugh heralded my end before I reached the alley" s other end. I blew out a breath. Of course they wouldn" t make it that easy.
A graffiti-covered bus with a flat tire sat at a bus stop opposite the alley. No sign of life stirred up and down the empty street. A lone street lamp glowed two blocks down.
If there were stars in the sky, a blanket of smog concealed them. I had two choices, right or left. Back had been discarded as an option before I arrived.
I went left, toward the light. If you" re thinking that" s a sign I" m not completely crazy, you" d be wrong. When you" re prey the darkness is your friend. I surveyed the urban wreckage for any sign of life, a shadow with an organic shape. A flicker of movement. I knew I wasn" t alone here. I could feel eyes watching. I turned my head, straining to hear, opened my mouth as if that might amplify the sound. I tasted the sharp tang of danger on the air in the too-quiet quiet of this barren world.
There, just a block up, I thought I saw a flicker of shadow at the edge of a doorway, blue rays at the edges of a shaded window. I froze, worked hard to slow my ragged breath, rein in my racing heart.
I had a story ready. Not that stories were necessary. Not that anyone would bother to listen. A woman here could expect one thing. A woman here, by her very presence, consented to whatever happened without her consent. Those were the rules. I knew them. I was ready. But a story made it all feel less crazy than it was. If it provided distraction-teased the hunter" s mind into fantasy for a moment-it might give me the edge I" d need to win this first round.
I" d say I was lost, snatched from my tribe. Having escaped from the original abductor, I was trying to find my way back. I would finger the wide tear running down the seam below the armpit of my top. It showed enough to confirm I was braless, not that the peaks of my nipples, visibly hard under ribbed fabric, wouldn" t make that obvious. While my would-be abductor was looking where I wanted him to look, I" d whap him with the nearest handy object. Then the chase would be on.
I might be prey, but I didn" t intend to be the sort who kept cowered in shadows.
After all, wasn" t the best defense offensive?
My heart had moved into my throat. I swallowed it and moved toward the doorway that had shown the only flicker of life I" d seen. A couch sat halfway on and off the curb near the stoop. I wondered how many women had been used right there, street side. I was certain I was smart enough not to be the next. A trashcan lid sat propped against the arm closest to me. I stepped over a dirty puddle to reach it, briefly taking my attention from the doorway, and when I looked up it was into the face of a man who" d materialized soundlessly. I froze. Hairs rose on the back of my neck and panic closed my throat. My carefully planned story vanished under his steel-blue stare and my nerve fled like a rabbit from the hounds.
Behind me a bell jangled. He frowned. “What" s that?” he asked in a bone-meltingly sexy baritone.
I sighed. “That" s the sound of time running out,” I said. “Sorry.”

Jolie switched off her mic and logged off the Quarterz game world. The fact that none of it was real was lost on her body. Her heart still raced. Her stomach was still doing somersaults when she left her laptop on the workbench and pushed open the workshop door to greet a customer waiting at the service counter in the retail area of the store. It was an elderly lady wanting a keyboard with larger type that her husband would be able to see without a magnifying glass.
Customers were rare enough that Jolie was glad to have her despite the interruption. While she knew her father" s computer shop was destined for the same obsolescence that had brought the end of movie rental stores, she couldn" t bring herself to give up on it. The faint hope that she could move the transaction along and get back to the game in a minute or so vanished under a nonstop flow of data about the woman" s personal life as well as the personal lives of her children, grandchildren and neighbors.
A half hour later, Jolie was still nodding when she lifted the bag with the purchases from the counter, carried them to the door and out to the car for her customer.
Sometimes leading customers to the door worked. This was one of those times. She held the door, helped the woman into her car and managed to keep nodding pleasantly as she shut the door and waved her off.
She" d just made it back to the workbench when the bells jangled again. Apparently all she had to do to improve cash flow was find something interesting to do with her time. Jolie hurried back to the counter to greet the new customer. This time it was Mack.
Jolie didn" t know him that well, but her father had mentioned him in conversations a time or two-a good guy he liked to go have a beer with now and then. Jolie had expected a man her father" s age. She" d been surprised by his youth when he introduced himself at the funeral. Even so, he had at least ten years on Jolie and it wouldn" t have mattered if he was her age. Jolie had been too numb to care or feel or want.
The numbness hadn" t eased in the weeks that followed, or the months beyond that.
Numbness had solidified, turned to the steel that kept her putting one foot in front of the other when all she wanted to do was crawl back into bed and sleep forever.
“Hey there, sunshine, how" s it going today?”
She knew she was no one" s idea of sunshine, but he had a contagiously sunny smile she caught herself mirroring.
“Great,” she said, grabbing his laptop from the closed-repairs shelf and handing it over. “Virus is gone. A new version of antivirus all installed and ready to go.”
“You" re a savior,” he said. His smile deepened to reveal dimples.
One would never know it to look at him, that he liked to hang out in cyber back allies, abduct women and use them how he pleased. At least she assumed he did, because she" d found the Quarterz World while investigating the source of a virus on his computer. She" d seen the viewer required to access the site on his desktop and loaded it on her own laptop to confirm or deny it as the source of the problem.
Knowing what she now knew, she couldn" t look him in the eye for long, so she kept her head down while she studied the bill as if she didn" t already know the total. He held out a credit card and angled his body this way and that until his antics won out.
When she looked up it was straight into worried eyes.
“You okay?”
She frowned to hide her nervousness. “Sure. Sure, just a bit distracted. Sorry.” He was looking at her as if he knew where she" d been. He couldn" t know, couldn" t have been inworld today-she had his computer. He could have a desktop PC. Right, and of all the people in the world with access to that site, she had just happened to run into him the first time she went there. Her own guilty conscience made her nervous. That would teach her to go snooping.
While she" d been prepared to investigate the Quarterz for work-related reasons, she" d actually found the true source of Mack" s virus and attributed it to a different cause while the Quarterz software was still downloading. She could have deleted the download then. Probably should have. But she heard snippets of gossip about virtual worlds at college. Tempting tidbits laced with references to forbidden fantasies.
Curiosity wouldn" t let her turn away without a good look.
When she" d opened the viewer, read the backstory and rules, her first instinct was that no sane woman would walk into the Quarterz. In the end, that she had just gone there must prove something.
Mack flipped out his wallet and passed his credit card to her.
She took the card, almost snatched it-the quickness of her hand an effort to hide the trembling she knew would be obvious if she didn" t move fast.
She tried not to think of Mack in the Quarterz-a world of renegades who didn" t say please, or thank you, or even ask your approval. They took what they wanted.
If they could.
Those last three words were her downfall. Why she" d been unable to stay away.
“Pretty day out,” she said. Lame, but she needed to get her mind out of the Quarterz" s gutters.
He looked over his shoulder and her eyes followed his gaze. It" d still been dark when she came in that morning, so she hadn" t seen the clouds that blanketed the sky in pewter, hadn" t noticed when she" d gone out with her last customer either. It" d been warm, though, she was pretty sure, warm for March. She decided to keep her mouth shut.
He laughed. “Well, yeah. I love a good howling storm and looks like we have one on the way.”
“Me too,” she said. She handed him the ticket. That was that.
He nodded toward the computer she kept up front to teach customers various skills. She" d booted it and opened a graphics editing program earlier that morning when a lady had come in wanting a photo touched up. There were several photos open on the screen.
“What" s that you" re working on? Looks interesting.”
“It" s a side job, a customer wanting a wedding photo, but back when she and her husband were married they couldn" t afford things like a princess gown or a tux. He wore his best suit and she had on her best dress. I" m taking the original and creating a fairy tale photo for her.”
“Really? You can do that?”
“Sure, come on back and I" ll show you.”
He stepped past the swinging gate and stood next to her when she sat at the desk.
He was a big guy, tall and built solid, like a guy who did more than desk work. His size was magnified when she was sitting and he wasn" t. She forced herself to focus on the task.
“Here" s the composite picture. I put her in the fancy dress and matched her skin tone so I could paint in the areas of skin that weren" t showing in her original dress.
Here" s the next composite of her and the groom. This was harder because he was wearing a hat in the first photo and glasses in the second. In this last picture I have them in the setting, with the skin tones right. I just need to antique this final picture so it looks like a photo taken fifty years ago when they were married.”
“That" s incredible. You" re really good at this. How" d you learn? I thought Jim said you were studying software engineering.”
Jolie shrugged. “I did engineering the first two years of college because I knew it would please my dad. I dropped out and did a year and change of art school because that pleased me.”
“And you dropped art school to keep this place going? That sucks.”
“No. I like being here. I" ll stay as long as I can keep it going.” He was close enough that she could feel the heat of his leg an inch from her thigh, or imagined she did. Her mind went blank, all fragments of conversation washed away by his nearness. He" d leaned forward to examine the composite photo, one work-roughened hand on the desk. Her eyes followed over the tracks of raised veins just under the surface of golden skin. A long callus ran from fingertip to the second knuckle along the left side of his right index finger. She wondered what might create such a thick callus there. She wondered about other calluses. Would he have them on the undersides of his hands? On the pads of his fingers? She" d had a guitar-playing boyfriend once and the pads of his fingers did delicious things to a woman" s body when he rolled a nipple or clitoris between them.
“Jolie?”
She jumped. “Oh, sorry. I" m afraid my mind wandered for a minute.” His clear-blue eyes studied her, one corner of his mouth tilted up in a half smile that seemed to make the room tilt with it. “Dare I ask where to?” She frowned and stood, the heat of a blush spreading up her neck. She was grateful her long hair provided a little cover. “Nothing interesting…geek stuff.” He nodded. “Maybe I" d better move on and let you get back to work. Thanks for showing me your project. I like to dabble with the graphics programs myself. Maybe we can swap tricks sometime.”
“Yeah, sure. Drop in anytime.”
He moved back to the other side of the gate, picked up his laptop, fixed her with a sexy grin that had her stomach doing another somersault. “I may take you up on that.” He was gone with a jingle of the bells on the door, and she dropped back into her chair. He was just way too handsome and charming. Why did a guy like that play stalker games online? Was he hiding from a personal reality beyond repair?
A more important question might be why did that set her blood simmering?
Aftereffects of her visit to the Quarterz, she decided. She" d been snatched from the fantasy world at the height of arousal and still primed to respond when he came in with those discerning blue eyes and sexy swagger. That deep shiver-inducing voice made her wish she could be snatched by him. For the third time in as many days, she promised herself she" d stay away from the Quarterz. For the first time she added Mack to the list of things she should stay away from.



Chapter Two


I was back in the Quarterz by the next afternoon-night in their time zone. You probably knew I would be. Even I didn" t believe I could stay away. Rather than look for trouble in the same direction I" d found it last time, I moved away from the light, toward the sound of the river that ran behind the town.
I was aware of my own skin in a way I" d never been. As if each cell were a receiver tuned to the slightest nuances of temperature, moisture, air current. Somewhere down a distant alley, I heard the rattle of what sounded like a garbage can toppling and my skin hummed like a network picking up the data, passing it to veins and bones. From a different direction the sound of breaking glass set off another flurry of reaction.
Adrenaline washed through my veins and I felt so alive I wondered that the air around me didn" t crackle with it.
Most of the street lamps were dark, the light available cast by fires in burning barrels and an occasional burning car. It was creepy that amid so much evidence of rage there could be so few signs of life. It was meant to be creepy.
I slipped into an abandoned warehouse by the docks, clambered up a maze of steel catwalks. The last set of stairs led to a central, windowed room suspended high above the main floor. The meager furnishings included a stained mattress sans sheets, assorted beer bottles and a crate. A hubcap filled with cigarette butts rounded out the decor. A thin curl of smoke rising from the center of the butts had me backing out, looking quickly around. There was nowhere to hide up here. Unless you could float suspended in the darkness. My heart was pounding so loud I couldn" t hear the clack of my sandals on the metal walkway.
I couldn" t see him, but I knew a hunter was there, watching. I kept moving. Back down the stairs, even though a queasy feeling in my stomach warned a trap waited
below. I had more than one stalker. A shadow quivered at the edge of my vision, vanishing when I turned my head. The scent of tobacco rode an air current from the main floor one level below me now.
I stopped, pressed my body against a steel post, blending with shadows. Male voices floated up.
“You sure she came in here?”
“Can" t you smell wet pussy?” came the answer.
Of course he was baiting me. The taunt meant to flush me out.
My pussy didn" t get that. A rush of heat and scent in response to the tease would lead them right to me if I didn" t find a way out.
Again a shadow flicked just to the edge of my vision, but when I turned no one was there. I wasn" t fooled.
Three hunters on the trail then. Below, boots clanged on steel. They were coming up. What now?
There was a C container just below me, close enough that if I hung by my arms from the catwalk my feet could reach. There wasn" t much time. I had to get there before the hunters below had climbed high enough to see me lower to the roof. I slipped off my sandals, sat on the walkway, shimmied over the side and hung by my arms. My feet met only air.
Minor miscalculation.
I wasn" t strong enough to swing myself back up and my hands were sweating so bad I knew I couldn" t hold on long. I let go, hoping for the best. My landing was soft but audible.
I flattened myself against the top of the container. From my perch I could see one shadowy figure move my direction from the back of the warehouse, another moving up the walkway froze.
“You hear that?”
“Yeah. Sounds like good times ahead?”
The first man chuckled. “Here, kitty, kitty.”
I cringed.
They were both moving up the stairs now. I peeked over the edge of the container.
It was farther down from there to the floor than I wanted it to be. There was a hatch on the top of the container, I eased it back and peered inside. It was darker than dark. I looked around for something small to drop. There was a bottle cap close to my elbow.
I extended my arm as far into the container as I could before letting it go. It hit something solid sounding with a soft plink, something solid and fairly close. I lay on my belly and inched backward through the hole, my feet found a perch before I" d dropped hip-deep. I slid into my new hiding place and waited. And yeah, I know I said I wasn" t the sort of prey that shivered in the shadows. When you" re trying to give three hunters the slip, adjustments have to be made.
When I could hear the guys clomping around in that room at the top of the catwalk, I decided it was time to leave. They had to be together, because no way they made it to the top without running into the guy who" d been behind me. Apparently none of the three had noticed the small pair of sandals nestled against the post at the first landing. I inched over the side of the tall crate I" d landed on and felt along the wall toward the door I" d seen up front and to the right. The metal was cold and rough under my hands.
My feet moved over the damp floor. I stepped on something slimy and jerked, banging a knee-high crate and sending an assortment of objects skittering across the floor. I froze, looking upward. The door, right in front of me now, popped open and I had a hand over my mouth and another arm around my waist before I could scream. In the little bit of light cast through the door I could see I" d dropped into some kind of torture chamber, complete with chains and stocks.
“You can make a bunch of noise and I" ll have to share you right here with the guys from upstairs, or you can stay quiet and I" ll beam us out of here to someplace more pleasant. Your choice.”
I went still. He dropped his hand. When I stayed quiet, he took that as assent and we launched into a sickening spin that I thought must be the way it felt to get sucked through a black hole.
We emerged on a dock. Going from solid to vapor and back again has the same effect on your brain as a shot of whiskey. I staggered when he let me go. His hand at my elbow steadied me enough that I could turn to get my first look at the face behind the powerful arms that had snatched me from the container. I recognized those steel-blue eyes, that superhero body instantly. I wondered if he remembered me.
He was between me and the city streets. A boat bobbed on oily, black water behind me.
“New girl,” he said. He said it like it was a chore.
It wasn" t a question so I didn" t answer.
“You know the rules?”
“You caught me. I" m yours to use, in whatever way you choose. When you" re done I" m free to go. Like fishing.”
“Fishing?”
“Catch and release.”
“That" s just about right. You missed one thing.” I waited.
“You can always safe-out. Which means if you don" t want this, you log out for the rest of the day. No questions asked. No honor lost. Sort of like you did yesterday. Only it" s considered better manners if you just say, „I" m safing out" before you disappear.” So he did remember. “I understand.”
He folded those big arms over his chest. He appeared to be waiting for something, but I couldn" t imagine what was left to say. Finally he asked, “Staying put this time?” My mouth was so dry I couldn" t speak. I nodded.
He took a coil of what looked like black cord from his belt. He was shirtless, his shoulder-length black hair whipped back from his face by the wind off the water. He wore tight black pants and black boots. I doubted the black cord was a fashion accessory. I was right.
“This is a leash.” With a flick of his wrist it uncoiled like a thin snake. One end molded itself around my neck, the other around his wrist. The section between us lengthened when I took a step back.
“You don" t have to tie me to you. You won. I won" t run.”
“The leash is as much to prevent other hunters from snatching you away as to keep you tied to me. As long as you" re leashed no one can touch you unless I invite them.
That doesn" t mean game over,” he said with a devil" s grin. “If you get an opening and want to try taking it, go ahead. If you want a little fire in your action, you can fight right up to and through the fucking. It" s always about what you want, sweetheart. And whenever it" s not what you want, safe-out. Okay?” He" d answered my most basic question. His definition of using me any way he wanted included fucking. Fucking was his definition as far as I could tell. And, more important, the game wasn" t over until the fucking was done. I might be down, but I hadn" t lost yet.
“Okay,” I said.
He glanced over his shoulder. Flashlight beams cut through the darkness. “Then let" s get moving before we have company.” He bowed and waved me toward the boat.
“After you.”
I moved ahead of him and the leash lengthened, but the band around my throat compressed.
“Easy,” he cautioned. “The leash gets uncomfortable the farther from me you go.” The compression eased when I stepped closer to him. He held the boat steady with one hand and offered the other to help me down from the dock. I stayed on my feet until he joined me, tilting the boat and toppling me into his lap with a move that suggested it was planned rather than fortuitous. He produced a jacket from the back of the boat to drape over me like a blanket. The boat lurched forward when the motor roared to life, sending up a plume of spray that made me appreciate the thoughtfulness behind the jacket.
Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to be under the total control of a sexy man? To be owned? To be a slave to his desire? I have. I" ve contemplated whether it would be as hot as it sounds.
It was and it wasn" t. My hormones were all over the idea. I was wet, hot, so ready for him I was shaking. But there was this nagging voice at the back of my mind that kept insisting I" d lost my mind. I shouldn" t want him. I suspected the voice was right. I shouldn" t need this, crave it. Problem was, I did.
The whine of the boat motor dropped an octave, to a steady chug. The wind and spray eased to misty breeze. “Relax,” he said, his breath warm, a soft tickle against my ear. “Enjoy the moment. Deal with what" s coming when it gets here.” I decided to listen to him rather than the voice in my head.
The backs of my thighs rode the tops of his. I could feel his heat, the scrape of denim against bare skin where my skirt rode up. His right hand slipped under my skirt.
Rested against my thigh while his thumb grazed moist lips.
Ahead black cliffs loomed and the boat stayed on a straight course between them.
We passed through to a brighter region of emerald cliffs and blue water. “It" s so beautiful here,” I said, surprised any part of this post-apocalyptic world could be so.
“When I first looked into those deep-green eyes of yours, I thought of these cliffs here in the wasteland. It" s beautiful, but a frozen beauty, nothing grows here. Not even love.”
Was that a warning? Not one I needed, but I kept that to myself and changed the subject.
“How did you know I was in the container?”
“I followed you down right after you slipped through the hatch. Only I didn" t make any noise and I wasn" t afraid to jump off the end.” I let my head rest against his shoulder, angled it to study him.
He lowered his head, lips brushing mine, his tongue parting them as his thumb parted more sensitive lips below. I whimpered into his mouth when his thumb flicked over my clit. Two more fingers slipped inside me. I squirmed, which only forced them deeper.
“You" re hot,” he said. “Scalding hot.” His fingers found the sweet spot, circling with exquisite pressure inside. My breath went ragged. Stopped when he stopped.
Resumed when he did. That simply he" d taken control of me and the life force of my breath. I tried to ignore his fingers, ignore my need, but my breath followed the pleasure his fingers delivered or withheld. He owned me right down to the air I breathed until he decided to break the connection.
When his hand withdrew all the way, I wanted to drag it back, push it even deeper.
With a quick snap of his wrist, the leash around my neck broke away, coiled around his wrist like a snake called home.
I expected relief when the cord fell away. I was hit with a sense of loss. This was it?
He" d decided to throw me back so soon.
“We" ll be alone here, no need to keep you tied.” Something like relief fluttered in my stomach. He did mean to keep me. Before I could digest that reaction, he pointed to the cliff" s edge where an eagle launched, swooping low over the water just in front of us and then veering off to flap lazily above an island that hovered in a veil of lavender mists. Behind that the sun rose, casting long fingers of shadow and light. I didn" t have to ask to know the island was our destination and the leaning shape of a black stone house was where he meant to have me. I shivered.
“You" re cold,” he said, holding me tighter.
The bird settled in the blackened branches of a dead tree near a dock. I tried to think up something to say. I had come expecting a fight in an alley, one he might win in the end, but I hadn" t come prepared for his need to make some sort of connection. I hadn" t come expecting boat rides and beauty to emerge from the bleakness of the Quarterz.
“I" m just nervous. My first abduction.”
The bird settled in the blackened branches of a dead tree near a dock.
He bent his head, slid his fingers in my hair, gripping tight and turning my head, tipping it back to steal a kiss. Our lips met and lust rose like a drug to chase away anxiety. I could tell from the slight maneuvering, from the way he kept one eye on the water, that he was guiding us into the dock and wasn" t surprised when a bump against the shore announced our arrival.
He didn" t let the kiss end there and the hand that I" d been wanting to drag under my skirt found its way back.
“Mmm…” The sound was a low rumble in his chest as his fingertip slid along the cleft of my pussy, parted lips plump with desire and sticky wet. His finger burrowed into my heat. I arched in his arms, adding my own moan to his.
He pulled back, but still held me cradled against his chest. I looked up into his eyes, now as dark and deep as the midnight-blue waters around us. Whatever thoughts plagued him were shaken off with a toss of his head.
“Out you go then.” He was helping me up to the dock when the boat lurched. I missed my footing and hit the water in a graceless splat.
With a laugh he leapt out behind me. Of course he was graceful, looking dashing and gallant when he landed on both feet, knee-deep. He looked like an old-time pirate, wind whipping his dark hair. He wore black jeans and boots that reached his knees.
When he stood above me, legs planted wide, hands on his hips, I wanted him enough to strip off my clothes and have him right there in the shallows of the riverside.
His eyes had a wicked gleam that made me welcome the cold slap of water against my skin.
“Now we" ll have to get you out of those clothes,” he said. “Dry you out by the fire.” He offered me a hand and I took it.
“You did that on purpose.”
“Guilty.” He pulled me to my feet, scooped me up in his arms and carried me toward the stone house. The wind was stronger here, whipping my hair across my face and his. I pushed my tangled locks away from his eyes.
He chuckled. “It" s always nice to snatch up such considerate prey.” I couldn" t help a smile and he stopped, just stood staring at me until I realized the smile must be the reason and dropped my gaze, turning away from those searching eyes. I didn" t come here to find romance. Men didn" t come here for romance either. It was time to get back to the business of making him work for what he wanted.
Inside, timbers creaked and stone walls seemed to shudder against the onslaught of the wind howling like a demon outside. My abductor deposited me on my feet in front of the hearth.
“Get the wet things off,” he said. He lit an oil lamp and set it on the mantel. The light barely penetrated the darkness of the shuttered house. Lighting a fire was his next task.
I wasn" t going to take off my clothes. I hadn" t budged from where he" d dropped me. I was hugging myself, peering at the darkness that felt as if it must have a million eyes in it. The fire cast a weak circle of light that extended no farther than the fur rug I stood on. His back was to me and the door only a few feet away. I inched toward it. I saw the quick scurry of a mouse at the very edge where light melted into darkness between me and the door, and jumped back.
The fire caught with a crackle, he moved behind me. “Don" t worry. They stick to the shadows.”
“That" s a comfort,” I said, striving for a dry tone, but it came out sounding as high-pitched and squeaky as the mouse itself.
“I told you to get naked.” His tone was hard, the harshest I" d hear from him so far.
It marked the opening of the final act.
His fingers threaded through my wet hair. When he squeezed, twisted it around his fist, water ran down my back. There wasn" t time to respond. Holding me by my hair he stripped me, peeled soggy clothes off the way he might peel an apple before he sank his teeth into the sweet flesh beneath. I grabbed at the tatters, tried to press them to me, but he kept going, unfazed. My clothes came apart with the muted shriek of cotton fibers snapping, the sound rippled through my skin and straight down to my pussy. He spun me around to face him, one hand in my hair, one hand on the waistband of a denim skirt so old and threadbare it was almost translucent. We both knew it would be gone with one quick tug.
He let the tension linger, drew it out the way a director might draw out a moment with spooky music and panning the camera in for a close-up. He leaned in, nose two inches from mine, when that last rip came.
I" d imagined how this moment would be so many times. During the days I was working up the nerve to play this game. I" d fantasized about this moment during the hunt and on the boat. I" d thought I" d fight harder when I was skin to skin with a hunter, be immune in some way to the primal beat of passion that immobilized me more effectively than rope, or chain, or the evil little black leash he wore on his belt.
Here in the firelight, I was a woman wanted by a man, wanting him back. We played the game we were supposed to be too civilized to play. The game of catch me if you can. I played because there was something erotic about a man who was smart enough to outwit me. Strong enough to take me. A holdover, I guess, from the days when those were the skills a mate had to have to keep a family safe and fed. Those instincts, our primitive needs, were off the leash now.
His gaze was a palpable touch, sliding over my body, the skin burned under his stare. My nipples tightened when his eyes lingered there, pussy wept when the gaze dropped lower, focused. I dropped a hand to shield myself from the heat. He pushed it away. I pushed back and the tussle I was craving started. There wasn" t much to be done against a man his size. That should have frightened me. It turned me on. Only a second ago I would have said it was impossible to reach a higher level of turned-on.
His stubbly cheek scraped my skin. His scent, male and spicy, made me want to press my nose to his neck and just breathe him in. It" s hard to fight when your limbs are going to jelly, when your breath is coming so fast it makes you dizzy. When his fingers find your pussy and buckle your knees under a tide of pleasure.
I resorted to the only weapon I had strength enough to wield. He didn" t have much chest hair, a few crisp curls in a tiny patch just below the indentation where his collarbones met.
I caught one in my teeth and yanked.
“Ouch.” He rubbed his chest with one hand and glared. Annoyance gave way to a gleam in his eyes and a demon" s grin. Then a hard slap on my bottom wrung a startled
“Ouch!” from me.
We went down together. At first the feeling of falling terrified me, but I should have known he was in control. I landed on top and was rolled under him.
You know those dreams you have where you want to fight or run and scream, but your limbs won" t move and no sounds will come? That" s what this felt like when his weight pinned me and his hands spread my legs to take his hips between them.
His mouth was over mine, tongue fucking me, while his chest ground against my breasts. My nipples were so hard they hurt. His zipper scraped my pussy, his weight pinning my hips to take the torture. Through it all I wanted more. I wanted that cock of his locked inside my throbbing heat. I wanted to lock him in the thrill of my muscles the way he had me locked in his. I wasn" t going to admit it.
“Pig,” I taunted.
“Slut,” he murmured against my lips.
“Get off me.” I did my best to sound sincere, but when you" re breathless with lust it ruins the effect.
He" d shifted to work his hands between us and dip his fingers into me. I closed my eyes, bit my lip to hold back a whimper.
“That" s not what you want,” he said.
“What?”
“You don" t want me to get off you.”
He pressed fingers soaked in feminine honey to my lips. When I refused to open for him, he licked them clean himself, his eyelids dropping as he savored. He sucked and glanced sideways as he did, his expression reminding me of a mischievous boy who" d gotten away with swiping a fingerful of frosting from a cake.
His hand dipped between us again. This time to undo his pants, uncovering just enough to fuck me without undressing all the way. That was unexpectedly erotic.
There" s vulnerability in being naked. Vulnerability he" d demanded from me and didn" t allow for himself.
The head of his cock bumped impatiently at my pussy as it found the way in.
“Hold tight,” he said. That first thrust ripped a cry from me. So did the second.
He propped himself on his elbows, and I could see in his face the barely leashed animal need to take and take hard. “You want me to go easy?” he panted.
I ripped another hair from his chest with my teeth.
He hammered me. From that point on, it was as if I were outside my body watching a more primitive me take over. My fingers in his hair, pulling. Teeth biting, nails scratching to spur him on.
His body slammed mine so hard my bones vibrated. I wanted that hard, fast battering ram of a man" s cock driving me out of my mind, driving out everything but the hump and bump of two bodies clawing their way toward a climax.
When he finally said, “Beg me, baby. Beg me to fill you with cum,” I did.
I pleaded. When his cock jerked inside me, filled me, I cried out and gave myself up to the mindlessness of my own orgasm. His face was pressed between my breasts. His hand clamped down on my right shoulder. His fingertips so hot his grip was like a brand. I might have paid more attention to that sensation, but I was straining toward that final release, that floating stretch of peace when my mind went silent, that time when there are no thoughts. The thoughtless time never lasts long enough.
The lamp had gone out and the fire was nothing but a patch of glowing coals in the darkness. His weight left my body. I heard him moving around. I don" t know what I thought he was doing, maybe getting a blanket to cover us, or a pillow of some sort before he lay down. Depression was settling in fast on the heels of bliss. I didn" t want to come down, return to earth. Fantasy time was over and reality waited.
It wasn" t until I heard the door latch lift, cringed and turned my back to a cold blast of air that I realized I was being abandoned. Or was he just going outside to get something? The door slammed shut and I scrambled to my knees. Mice in the darkness being my first fear, I fumbled with the fire, the poker and sticks of wood, until I had a good blaze going again. When there was enough light to see a matchbox next to the lamp, I lit the wick too, turning the flame high enough to reach the top of the chimney.
On the floor beside the rug lay his shirt, neatly folded, and a red silk rose he" d placed on top.
Abandoned.
He" d never even asked my name.
I hadn" t asked his.
“What the fuck?” I said to the empty room.
I kicked the pile. The fake flower rolled into shadows and the shirt landed in a rumpled heap.
I left without either.

Jolie was not going to think about it. She would lose herself in work, concentrate on that and the hell with the rest of it. She grabbed a desktop tower from the front shelf.
Wi-Fi problems the service ticket said. She set the tower on the back bench so she could hook up the test station. Her hands were shaking so much she couldn" t get the mouse plugged in. She threw down the mouse and went into the office. Normally, she tried to avoid her father" s room. She worked at a laptop on the workbench or at the computer in the retail space. It made sense to be out where she could hear customers come in, get to them right away. No one could grab something off the retail shelf and run. Truth was this little town might have its thieves, but stealing was rare.
He" d been dead three months now, and it might have been her imagination, but the office still smelled like him. The scents of leather, Old Spice and coffee brought him close enough that she half believed he was here in some way. His battered leather chair wore an aura of him, the seat faded to white right in the dented spot his body had carved out over the years. On a metal shelf, repair manuals for every sort of electronics were arranged in alphabetical order, many coverless from use and age.
A small kitchen of sorts was arranged atop a waist-high wooden file cabinet in the corner. His single-cup coffeemaker, a mini microwave. Instant coffee, instant cocoa, a box of tea. Jolie wanted tea. When she picked up the mug he kept especially for her, she had to bite her lip and pinch her fingers hard on the bridge of her nose to hold back a tide of emotions. She wanted to deal with those even less than she wanted to sort through what had just happened online.
“Really, how could he just leave me like that? Without a goodbye,” she said aloud.
She ripped the top off the teabag box and ripped paper from the bag, filled the cup with water and slapped it in the microwave. She paced the office and fumed.
Fine. He was gone. She was a fighter and she would fight her way through this. She just thought he might have put more fight into staying, at least staying long enough for her to get there and say goodbye.
The microwave beeped. She grabbed her mug and fled to the safety of the front desk. When she set the mug down, she noticed the scene painted on the mug changing.
The eagle that had been sitting on the ground spread its wings above a vast blue lake.
Heat changed the scene-she" d forgotten that. She could almost hear her father" s voice-a lazy drawl, words paced in his peculiar sense of rhythm-the sense of awe conveyed when he" d first shown her the magic. “Watch this now, Jolie girl.” She" d been in high school then, morose over the fickleness of a boyfriend who dumped her for the first cheerleader to bat her eyes at him. Jolie" s father-single dad, sole fixer of broken toys, scraped knees and assorted childhood ills-had been at a loss when it came to broken hearts. Or so he" d thought, but the mug, a simple gift that said I love you when she" d been feeling unlovable, had been the bandage she needed to move on.
And how, she wondered, was she supposed to get through the rest of all life was going to throw at her, without him there to show her the way.





Chapter Three


Jolie finished the wedding photo and the Wi-Fi repair by midafternoon. She was the boss. She could close up and go home early anytime she wanted. But her dad never closed before five and there wasn" t anything exciting to go home to. She decided to try tackling the accounting end of things. Dad had a meticulous nature that helped him keep things organized. He" d had his pension to help keep the bills paid. Jolie had neither.
When she added up the incoming for last month and then the outgoing for the third time, she gave up hoping to pin the result on an error. The latter was still twice as big as the former.
Paperwork, she decided, was not going to improve her mood. She shoved the calculator, along with the folder full of receipts and bills, back into the desk drawer and slammed it shut. And, masochistic soul that she was today, she latched on to the safest of the unsolvable problems life had tossed her way.
“What was with that rose he left? What was a rose supposed to mean?” Her fingers itched to grab the mouse, log back in, and track him down. But she" d never asked his name.
You hooked up. You played. You went your own way. That was how it was in the Quarterz.
“You don" t leave frickin" roses behind,” she told the empty room. She looked at the clock. Quarter past three.
She was not going to give in to the itch to go back. It wasn" t entirely an itch just to tell what" s-his-name what she thought of him. It was an urge to be there. An urge not to be here. A safe-out of her real life.
She knew how messed up that was.
She got up, dug some cleaning supplies from the closet in back, and waged war on dirt-dusted inventory in the retail area, cleaned windows, vacuumed the floor. She was tackling a stain on the carpet in front of the counter when the bells on the door jangled.
Sienna, her best friend from high school days, took one look at Jolie in her newly shiny shop and asked, “Bad day?”
A lump the size of a basketball took up residence in Jolie" s throat. She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug and got really serious about scrubbing the stain.
Sienna locked the door and sat cross-legged beside Jolie.
“Where are your kids?” Jolie asked.
“Denny" s mom has them. Thank god for Grandma.”
“Tell me about your day,” Jolie said. “Tell me something funny the kids did.” Haul me back to reality, is what she was thinking.
“Why don" t you do yours first? Tell me a funny story about a customer.” She pondered that for a minute. What would Sienna think of the Quarterz? There are some things, she decided, even your best friend shouldn" t know about you.
“I don" t want to do mine at all,” she said.
“It sounds like we" ve both had the same kind of day.” That wasn" t likely.
“Go get in your shorts and sneaks, Jolie. We" ll run away from it all for a while.”
“It" s not closing time yet.”
“It" ll be just about that by the time you change and get back. I" ll watch the shop.”
“You" ve put in a full day already between your kids and your job. I don" t want to pile more work on you.”
“Oh, yeah. The workload here will finish me off.” Jolie winced.
“Sorry. Will you just go change?”

Sienna set a wicked pace. Jolie welcomed the burn, raced after Sienna all the harder in the hope of catching the mindless escape that came from stripping life down to its most basic needs-breathing being uppermost in her mind.
No matter how fast she ran, she couldn" t outrun flashes of the scene at the Quarterz that kept replaying on a mental screen. Elements of the encounter were too disturbing to escape. The turnover of questions chasing through her thoughts outpaced the turnover of her stride on the sidewalk. Why that pure surge of desire when a stranger" s hand covered her mouth, a muscled arm yanked her against him? Why the flare of heat when she" d first realized the leash bound her to him in a way she couldn" t escape? Why was she still thinking about any of it when she didn" t intend to go back?
Jolie ran so hard she managed to whittle Sienna" s three-block lead down to two before Sienna stopped to let her catch up. Jolie staggered through the last two blocks and sagged against a fire hydrant. Slowly cognitive power returned and her vision cleared.
Sienna wasn" t panting, was barely sweating.
“Okay, it" s obvious.”
“What" s obvious?” Sienna asked.
“You talked me into training…” Jolie paused to gulp air. “With you… Because…” Another gulp. “You hate me.” Pant. Pant. “You want me to die sucking up your dust.”
“True.”
They laughed together, which intensified the stitch slicing through Jolie" s side.
“That and I wanted to get you out of that dungeon you work in.”
“Out of the dungeon and into the chain gang?”
“God, I can" t remember the last time I heard you laugh. Senior year maybe? I" m not holding a gun to your head. You can say no if you don" t want to run.”
But Jolie didn" t safe-out-not out of running, not out of the dying business her dad left her, not out of sex with a hunter who" d caught her fair and square.
“Couldn" t you have just told me a good joke?” Jolie tried standing up straight with her arms over her head to release the stitch. That made her so dizzy she sat in the grass of the corner yard and put her head between her knees.
Sienna dropped into the grass beside her. “What, and miss the chance to beat somebody? You are slooow, Jolie girl. Grandma walks faster than you run.”
“Oh, way to pump up my confidence.”
“What, you want me to pat your little head and give you a gold star for effort?”
“Shut up.”
“That was a stellar effort, by the way. I expected to see you quit and start walking when I stopped.”
Jolie flipped Sienna the bird.
Sienna slapped her back. “That" s more like it. You never settled for a good try, Jolie.
I know you. You" ll take a couple of days, do some serious training up and then you" ll call me, begging me to run with you. You" ll keep at it until you can beat me. Which-
it" s only fair to point out-will never happen.”
“Yeah, you just hold your breath waiting for that call.” Sienna gave a little roll of flesh at the top of Jolie" s shorts a pinch and dodged a smack. Then she was off, jogging easily down the block, dark ponytail bouncing. Jolie could only watch her go. It had to be the kids. Chasing after three little boys would keep anyone fit enough to run marathons.
Jolie flopped back in the grass. Fluffy clouds floated like islands in a brilliant blue sky. It occurred to her that a little fresh air once in a while wouldn" t kill her. It occurred that sunshine was a whole lot more pleasant than the blare of fluorescent lights and computer screens.
She" d been on a downhill slide physically since her father died. She probably had ten to fifteen pounds on the sleek avatar she used in the Quarterz. Instead of her avatar" s silver-blonde locks, Jolie" s hair was dirty blonde, darkened almost to brown by too much time inside, while her skin tone had gone from peaches and cream to paste.
Rather than a fantasy to aspire to, her avatar was a representation of who Jolie had been a few months ago. That bugged her. Jolie pushed to her feet and instead of jogging back to the store, she ran three more blocks before turning around.

I said I wouldn" t come back here. Sticking to that resolution is like trying to stick to a diet when you work in a bakery, surrounded by goodies, with no customers to keep you busy.
At midday the light filtering into the allies of the Quarterz is charcoal gray at best.
This being a land of shadows and souls who craved night, I had come when I was sure the streets would be deserted. I could look around with the clear eye of an observer, safe from the lust that warped my judgment last time. If that didn" t cure my craving, at least I" d get a good-enough look around to develop a feel for the place. An edge could keep me out of leash reach the next time a hunter picked up my trail.
My explorations yielded things I expected. A richly decorated bordello was no surprise. Neither was an abundance of stained mattresses in every possible location-
backs of vans, cellars, backrooms in bars, some tucked behind stacks of crates or dumpsters.
The library, however… That caught me by surprise. Unlike the heavily looted buildings throughout the city, the contents here had been left undisturbed. The windows of this one building were still intact. No mattresses here. Or beer bottles. It was dirty, cobwebby, but for some reason had avoided the abuse that had been heaped on the city outside its walls. Books were scattered on the floor under a central table. I imagined they" d been swept aside to make room for activities of a non-literary nature.
I stooped to rescue a volume facedown on the grubby floor. A tinkle of glass and the scuff of boot heels over gritty tile spun me around. The light outside was fading. I" d lost track of time, forgotten to keep watch for hunters. Hunters didn" t forget to keep watch.
Now I had a hunter a few feet away and no options for quick escape. More shuffling behind me. He wasn" t alone. My body started preparing for a defeat I wasn" t ready to concede-nipples going taut, pussy going moist.
I" d come armed today. The cold blade of a dagger nestled against my thigh, hidden underneath my newest old denim miniskirt. No way could I take them both down. I decided to save it as a surprise for the one who grabbed me first.
I was between a table and the rows of shelves labeled adult fiction. I might have appreciated the humor in that but when I looked down the row I" d intended to use as an escape route, I could see a human silhouette cast over the floor, bent upward along the shelf of the M section. One there, one behind me, one in front.
The one in front stepped from the shadows. “There" s no way out, sugar. We" ve got you hemmed in. And my very expensive prey meter tells me you want me.” No way out unless I went across the table. I moved a step closer. I was pretty sure he was lying about his meter, because I was pretty sure I didn" t want him. I played along.
“You don" t need a meter to tell you what I want, big guy. Just ask.” While he debated if I was playing him or inviting him, I swung up over the table and launched into the kind of slide you see in detective shows on TV.
The guy behind me was closer than I thought. He was right behind me and then landed on top of me, crushing air from my lungs. A leash locked around my neck while I was still curled on the table with the room doing a tilt and whirl.
Three, I thought. There was a fantasy I didn" t want to admit to-not even to myself-the idea of three guys taking turns, or taking me all at once.
The scanner in the first guy" s hand started beeping and he smiled.
I headed off any possible report on the state of my arousal with a question. “So what happens now?”
He smiled and offered me a hand up. I stood with my back to the table, the three of them in a semicircle around me.
He was still holding my hand. His golden hair fell just past his shoulders, golden skin gleamed over muscles that made my mouth water. This was a world where all the men were hunks. He wore a tattered shirt, sleeves ripped away, unbuttoned. A pair of jeans, just as ratty as the shirt, rode low enough on his hips that if there had been better light I might have seen a few pubic hairs peeking above the waistband. When I realized I was staring overlong and overly low, I yanked my attention away and fixed it firmly on his face. Those sapphire eyes drilled into my wandering thoughts.
“Hi,” I said, my gaze flicking uncertainly from him to the other two guys.
“I haven" t seen you around the Quarterz before. What" s your name?” The username that had seemed flippant when I created my account didn" t seem like such a hot idea now. But then I" d never expected anyone to get close enough to me to take me up on the implied invitation.
He let go of my hand, fingers walking slowly up my arm to trace the line of my collarbone, touch my chin. “Don" t be shy.”
I ducked my head and mumbled, “Snatch Me.”
“Bold name for such a shy girl.”
The guy just to my right spoke up. “I" ve seen her here a few times, out by the front gate. Reading the rules but never coming in.” This one was bald and dressed in biker leather, black vest, pants, lots of chains and tattoos. My mouth was so dry I could barely peel my tongue away from the roof of it to speak.
“I" m not shy and I" ve been inside.”
“Really?” The biker guy cupped my right breast in his hand, his thumb flicking back and forth over the nipple while the interrogation continued. The gleam in his eyes had my stomach doing a flip-flop. I wondered which part of that statement appealed to him. “Who broke you in?”
I had to bite my tongue to keep my jaw from dropping. I" d never heard anyone be so blatant about sex, so politically incorrect. No man had touched me, in a sexual way, while other men looked on. My mind was asking “what" s the matter with you?” while my nipples went harder and every flick of that thumb reverberated through a region much farther down.
“Answer the question. Or this is your first time?” This came from a dark-eyed man with what I thought was an Italian accent. He was tanned so dark I could easily imagine he spent his days naked, taking prey in sundrenched vineyards. He was shirtless now, wearing only black jeans. His straight black hair was cut in a primitive style that had the look of being done with the long knife he wore on his belt. He was the one attached to the other end of the leash around my neck.
Each man, in his own way, had made a physical connection to me. The air seemed to drip testosterone.
“Who broke you in?” the biker repeated.
If I had ever known the answer to the question, I doubted I would remember it now.
“I don" t know his name. But he was tall. Built.” Given the encounters I" d had so far, built might not be a helpful identifying characteristic in this world. “He had a place down the river out where the cliffs are the shade of emeralds.” A grin stretched in triplicate across three faces. It was sexily different on each man.
“Wastelander,” the Italian said.
“She might be a fun ride after all,” the biker said. The hand cupping my breast squeezed.
”Waster breaks them in right,” the blond agreed. He was close enough now that his knee bumped my thigh. My bottom lip started to tremble. I bit down to hide the weakness.
His voice gentled. “I" m Hunt.” He tipped his head left toward the biker. “That" s Urit.” And a nod toward the Italian. “Romero.”
What should I say? Nice to meet you?
I nodded. Waited. We all knew how this would end. I supposed they were deciding how to begin working toward that end. I couldn" t run so the next move was theirs.
“Only the once then, with Waster?” Hunt asked.
“Only the once,” I said. I didn" t want to think about Waster and his role as expert deflowerer of cyber-virgins.
“When did Waster ever use one more than once?” Urit asked.
“Shut up,” said Hunt. “You follow him around and count the times he snatches each prey? The point is, she" s still new.”
Was he trying to spare my feelings? A hot blush crept up my neck. I couldn" t adjust to the idea of chatting with three men about my sexual experience as casually as we might chat about weather. I tried to move things along.
“So you have me. What next?”
Romero and Urit looked at Hunt. Hunt looked at me, curled a lock of my hair around one finger while he considered.
“What" s next? Next you have some choices… One, you get to safe-out and go home.
We don" t do anything here you don" t want. Two-if you aren" t keen on three of us, Romero made the catch and you can go somewhere with him and he can do what he likes with you.”
Romero moved closer then, his lips quirked up in a hopeful half smile.
“Or,” Hunt continued, drawing my attention back to him. “You can join the three of us for a game of lucky librarian.”
Urit grinned and winked.
“What" s lucky about a librarian?” I asked.
“Depends on your definition of lucky,” Urit answered. “Now the way I see it, it" s lucky if you lose the game and all three of us haul you back here to do the deed.” He tipped his head toward the grungy table.
Hunt expanded on the explanation. “Or you might get lucky and win your freedom before any of us has you.”
“If going home unfucked is your definition of lucky,” Urit said.
“There are rules for this librarian game?”
“You pick first, bebe. No rules until pick.” Romero smoothed my tousled hair.
They were focused, intent.
“You think, I won" t safe-out,” I said, stalling for time.
“Girls who come to read rules three days in a row don" t safe-out,” Urit said.
“The smart girls always find the library,” Hunt said. He was still twirling my hair around his finger while he spoke. “Smart girls always think they can win.”
“And they make for the best fucking when they find out they" re wrong,” Urit added. “All that thinking makes them hot.” He had a gleam in his eye. I knew he was baiting me. I still couldn" t let it slide.
“If you" re so good why does it take three hunters to catch one prey?”
“Because prey are smart,” Hunt said with a shrug.
“And you don" t have to have three,” Romero reminded her. “Not unless you want.” He wiggled his eyebrows in an endearing way.
Urit" s thumb was flicking my nipple again. “So what do you think, girl?” I had to be out of my mind. This whole thing smacked of a trick, sounded too easy, but they were charming. Yeah, even Urit in his own scruffy way. I knew I could outwit him. He knew I thought I could.
“I always wanted to be a librarian,” I said. I was rewarded with whoops. And pinches.
“These are the rules,” Romero began. “You get one hour. You still have clothes in one hour, you free.”
“Still have clothes?”
Urit walked to the checkout desk and grabbed a box from behind it. He tossed. I caught.
“You put on the costume,” Hunt said. “We give you five minutes head start. You hide where you want. We find you and take one item, then let you go.”
“Same guy can" t strip a trophy twice in the row,” Romero said.
“Get dressed,” Hunt said. Now that I had committed, he was all business. “Unleash her.”
Romero yanked his dagger from his belt, eyed me hopefully. “One last chance to change your mind, bebe?” It was tempting. I could imagine being pinned by those dark eyes, tied to a bed somewhere in a row house while Romero fucked me senseless. My sensible side threw water on the fantasy. I could beat these guys at this game. I knew it.
“Cut me loose.” He did, then slipped a hand under my skirt and relieved me of my dagger. “Librarians don" t carry knife.”
The costume was prim, proper and pink. Ugh. There were plenty of layers-skirt, jacket, blouse, chemise, stockings, garters, panties, bra, slip. No way they could win this! When I was dressed, Urit put my clothes in the box. Since I was a “noob” they dropped their prey scanners in with my clothes. The box was taped shut and returned to its place under the admission desk.
Hunt called out the time and said, “Go.”
I went.
At first I ran crisscrossing the allies, up one street, down the next, until even I didn" t know where I was. I ducked into a cellar to give myself time to think up a plan. I didn" t have a watch, so I couldn" t tell how much time I had left. The Quarterz was a big place.
It would take a lot of searching to find me.
To stay ahead of a hunter you have to know where the hunter is. I listened for the sound of pursuit. Beyond the sound of my ragged breath and my pounding heart was the sound of the river. A river ran along the backside of the Quarterz, ran just behind the library. I only had to make my way to the river and then follow it back to the library. They" d never think to look for me in the place I was fleeing. I was willing to bet that was where they" d go to pass information to each other.
I crawled out of the cellar, smearing my skirt and suit jacket. I scanned the first street I came to and darted across, headed toward the sound of the river. I ran past a Dumpster, nothing, and hands snatched me from the street. He wasn" t one of the guys I was running from.
“Well fuck me if it ain" t the lucky librarian. Who you playing with, girl?” I struggled. “Let me go. I don" t have time to talk.” He shrugged and flipped open his cell phone. “Suit yourself. I" ll broadcast rather than call direct.” I ran but hadn" t gone far when he connected. I knew this because the message blasted from speakers across the Quarterz. One on a lamppost above my head. It looked like part of an emergency warning system-a pre-apocalyptic relic.
“Got your librarian here, boys. She" s on the corner of east Muskine and Third.” I turned and shouted back. “Hey. That" s not fair.” He laughed. “Who told you it" d be fair?”
Urit appeared at the end of the street. I dodged through a back door and into what turned out to be an old grocery, ravaged by looters. I stepped over broken jars and smashed cans, the contents of which had long since rotted and hardened into a brittle black crud that coated the floor. Glass crunched behind me. I slipped through a door that said employees only and hid in the men" s room.
Moments later I heard them circling. “I cover the back,” Romero said. “Urit, you watch she don" t slip under the front.”
“You mean through the front.”
“Whatever.”
I wondered where Hunt was. Then I heard the stealthy shuffle of feet just outside the door. “I got her, boys,” he shouted, popping open the door and snatching me out.
“Her panties are mine.” He reached under my skirt and rubbed his fingers over the dampest part of the silk. I stared up at him, thought this is how it feels to be prey caught in a hunter" s predatory stare.
One finger slipped under the edge, just at the crotch, twirled the soft curls there, the way he" d twirled my hair earlier. I couldn" t breathe. For a moment I thought he might abandon the game and have me right there against the wall. He did in a way-fucking me with his finger while I pressed my palms flat against the tile wall, dug my fingers into crumbling grout. I was pinned by his stare and one talented finger, so lost in the hypnotic power of the moment I heard the ripping more than felt it. He waved the panties like a trophy. “The guy who gets the panties gets you first.” I couldn" t think of anything to say to that. I was teetering just short of what I thought would be a refreshing release. Something to take the edge off. He confirmed my suspicion that he wasn" t going to take me the rest of the way. “Don" t just stand there looking all big eyed and sugar sweet. Run.”
I did.
Again an announcement blasted across the Quarterz. “She" s pantiless. Hunt claims the first fuck.” Whoops and whistles, while embarrassing, were clues as to where I shouldn" t go. I hadn" t thought I" d be so outnumbered. I hadn" t thought this would be a public stripping. I ran on unsteady legs, the effects of my brush with Hunt still singing in my blood.
I had wondered once or twice why I never saw other women in the Quarterz. I supposed they had to stay hidden but thought surely I" d run into one today with all the ground I was covering. Naturally when I saw the first, she was in a Hunter" s hands, draped over the same red couch I" d seen that first day. He was too busy to call in my position.
I was looking over my shoulder at them when I rounded a corner and slammed into Urit. I wasn" t sorry to lose my pink suit jacket. He tossed it in a Dumpster and backed me against a wall. He held my hands against the bricks, over my head. His hot mouth closed over one nipple and then the next-his tongue dampened the cotton blouse, teased the lace bra, and his teeth clamped down with enough pressure to make me squirm but not enough to hurt. His fingers found my slick pussy. His thumb flicked back and forth over my clit with that same steady beat he" d used on my nipple in the library. It made me think of a thumb flicking the button on a lighter-raising the flame and then letting it go out. Repeating and repeating again. He played with me just like that. But not long enough.
“Run,” he said when he was done.
I did, but not as fast as before.



Chapter Four


We were down to the last five minutes. I still had my bra.
I was in the library basement, under a shelf, behind a crate. I knew the time because hunters were reporting in across the speaker system as the time ticked down.
Someone unaware, who" d walked in and discovered me curled up in that corner of the basement, might have mistaken me for an addict undergoing withdrawal. I had all the symptoms-agitation, tremors, confusion. Tingling. I tingled from the roots of my hair to my toenails. I tingled as if a million buzzing bees were trapped in the marrow of my bones.
Extreme sensitivity to light, sound, smell, taste, touch. I had that too. I think it would have taken no more than the soft sigh of a hunter" s breath against the lips of my pussy to unleash an orgasm that would go on, and on, and on.
And on.
Three minutes was called. Then two. I was going to beat them. I didn" t want to.
I wanted the drug they" d spent the past hour addicting me to. I wanted sex, hard, hot fucking. When one of them was done, I wanted another. And another after that.
We were supposed to be playing catch, strip, release. The game they played was catch, strip, mind-melting foreplay, release. It had started with manageable teasing.
Fingers and tongues teased, probed, taunted, promised. It deepened as the game went on. That was why they" d given me so much to wear, because every item stripped was another round of sensual torture. I couldn" t remember anyone mentioning that when they explained the game to me. I couldn" t remember my name. I couldn" t remember theirs.
I could remember the promises that it would be worth the wait. The warnings when they held me down. It had taken two together the last time. One held me while the other licked me right up to the edge and no further.
“You" ll need this when the game ends,” he said after. As if he were giving me a gift.
“Hold on to it, save it up. “
“It" s all about you, sugar,” the golden-haired hunter had insisted. He" d held me on his lap in a bear hug while he talked me down. “We talk a hard line, but we want to give you a fantasy, a mind-blowing good time you" ll never forget.” They always knew when to stop. It drove me mad. It drove me to try finishing what they started with my own hands. But they held me, talked me down, and when I could stand they told me to run off the frustration.
Had it really been only an hour? My concept of time was lost. It felt like a month.
I leaned against the cool stone wall, closed my eyes and savored the cold seeping from concrete into my fevered skin. I needed to come so bad my teeth were chattering.
Yet stubborn pride wouldn" t let me surrender and go beg for what I craved. It wouldn" t let me pleasure myself. I was strong enough to win. I was strong enough to wait.
I heard in stereo, through the speakers and from a rough-edged male voice a few feet away, “I spy the lucky librarian" s toes.”
His fingers shackled my ankle and hauled me out of hiding. Romero grinned down at me. He cut away the bra with thirty seconds to spare. I" d lost. I thought I might cry. I didn" t know if it was from disappointment or relief.
He took out the leash and I put my hand on his to stop him. I hated leashings. I couldn" t talk. I begged with my eyes. He took pity and scooped me into his arms. “You did good.”
Romero carried me upstairs and put me on the library table. They undid their jeans.
Three cocks pointed my way, like compass needles detecting a magnetic pole. Men in the Quarterz all came in size extra large. Their attachments came in extra, extra large.

I hugged my knees to my chest, feeling suddenly small and fragile. At least to some extent they" d endured the exquisite torture of waiting for what they craved.
Romero rested one hip on the table, stroked my hair.
“No more teasing,” I said through chattering teeth. He didn" t answer.
I looked up at him. “No more,” he said. Then he kissed me, a long, slow kiss that went past tasting and kept going until my muscles eased and I was lying back, letting go, opening my legs.
A cock bumped my pussy. I mewed like an animal, pressed toward it, greedy for it to fill me, stretch me, sink as far as possible into my hot, aching core.
I was coming before he was all the way in. The orgasm went on and on. So did the fucking. One hunter and then the next, maybe each more than once. I didn" t know anything but the roller-coaster rush of rising and falling, in and out, full-body rapture.
My ears were ringing, the number of bees in my bones multiplied by ten.
And that floating time after, when there are no thoughts, this time it lasted. This time I got lost in it.
“Okay?” That voice came to me from far away, years later.
“Mmm,” I said. It must have been convincing, because the hunter kissed the top of my head, another brushed warm lips over my temple, the third nipped my collarbone.
“You" re good,” the last whispered, the words like a feather gliding over my skin.
I heard the rattle of belt buckles, the hiss of zippers.
I sat up slowly, wincing over tender places. It was so dark. I thought about that a moment and opened my eyes. That helped a little. Everything had the fuzziness of a dream. They" d be gone in a minute. That was important for some reason I couldn" t grasp.
“You okay, sugar?” one of them asked. “You" re awful quiet.” I couldn" t sort them out, dredge up names to go with faces. My mind limped back toward blessed blankness.
“Good,” I said. It was one word. A very short, simple word. Yet all three paused.
Was I saying it wrong?
I closed my eyes. This all felt too complicated. It was a sex game. It seemed simple enough on the surface, but underneath it had more knots than a hunter" s net.
“I got this.” This was a new voice, but not unfamiliar. Wastelander. The name flashed in red neon behind my eyes.
“Hey, Waster,” one of them said, his voice hitched high, bumpy with nerves.
“Is she yours, buddy?” another asked. “She didn" t say you" d claimed her exclusive.
We didn" t know.”
His hands were in my hair, lifting it from my neck. I held my breath, too aware of his hands.
“Did you look?”
No one answered the question.
He smoothed my hair down over my shoulders.
“Don" t worry about it. It" s my fault as much as anyone" s. I got this. You guys go on.”
I closed my eyes, heard the soft pops-one, two, three-as each hunter teleported out.
I hugged myself and opened my eyes into the stare-down I knew was waiting for me. When I looked into the eyes of the other hunters, I saw lust and a desire to be a woman" s fantasies. When I looked in Waster" s eyes, I saw things about myself. I didn" t need a mirror just then.
“I" m safing-out,” I said, “I" ve had enough.”
“I" m not here to use you, sweetheart. I" m here for the aftercare.” I didn" t know what that meant, but it didn" t sound like anything I could handle.
“I think you" re supposed to care before.” Where had that come from? I wanted away before I said something even stupider. “I" m out, Waster. Go away.”
A leash dropped over my neck, cinched tight.
“I mean it, Waster. Cut me loose.”
Blackness and the spin of a teleport followed that order.
We emerged in a bedroom. A fire glowed in the hearth. A tub of steaming water had been placed just in front of it. He plunked me in the tub.
Water sloshed. He picked up a sponge and squeezed. Streams of hot water ran down my back. I groaned. I meant to argue. I" d get to that in a minute. I pulled my knees to my chest, rested my forehead on them and let Waster" s soap-slicked hands work the soreness from my shoulders.
Eventually pride scrabbled its way back into my consciousness. “I said I" m out.
You" re not supposed to keep me when I don" t want to stay.”
“You safe-out of sex, not aftercare,” he said, using the sponge to rinse away the soap.
He tried to push my knees apart to wash between my legs. I pushed his hands away and stood. “I can safe-out of whatever the fuck I want to safe-out of.” I snatched a towel from his shoulder. I ached in a thousand small places, not all of them physical.
He hadn" t unleashed me. I wrapped the towel around me. Waited.
“It" s natural to feel lost, a sense of letdown after a scene pushes your boundaries. I just want to make sure you" re okay.”
“You weren" t worried the other day.”
He sighed, tipped his head back, kept his eyes on the ceiling when he answered.
“Prey aren" t the only ones who get their boundaries pushed.” The leash fell away from my neck.
I logged out.

Jolie stared at the black screen on her laptop. Just sat looking, not thinking, not moving. Breathe in. Breathe out. Blink. Repeat. She had the lights out. Lest arousal seep away into the cool quiet of her shop. It just felt too pathetic to ease the frustration with her own hand in the backroom of a computer shop. Too lonely.
“That wasn" t real,” she said out loud. As if saying it could banish the very real effects.
None of what just happened meant any more than watching a movie or reading a book. But this felt more real than either of those. In movies or books she watched characters go through the scripted events. Yes, she could get immersed in the story, feel as if she were there, but she felt it in an external way, empathy for someone else. In a game world she was the character she created, had to move her, think for her, make choices. There was no script. She did things in the story world and other characters responded. They did things she reacted to, with a pixel body, with avatar senses that could be disoriented by the effects of taking a drink or drugs, going too long without food or sleep or sex. Even her hair fell over her eyes when the virtual wind blew.
Her physical connection to the avatar gave the story power. Her real body responded to what she saw happening to her avatar. Like Snatch Me, she was shaken by the force of her craving for a man. Unlike Snatch me, she didn" t have three or four handy to see to the matter. Unlike Snatch Me, she wouldn" t let three or four see to the matter. Or would she? What she did there could change who she was here.
Where was she supposed to put all that when the game ended? How was she supposed to keep that world, where she could be any of her fantasies, separate from this world, where acting on those fantasies could get her arrested or killed? She couldn" t even figure out how she was supposed to get through the rest of the afternoon when all she wanted to do was crawl through that laptop screen and beg Waster to fuck her.
But she knew, if/when he did, just like the first time, their virtual chemistry would create a connection so real he could make her feel him, make her come in both worlds with no more than the carefully wielded power of the right words. A man, a character, who could do that, was dangerous. A woman could get lost in the dark wilderness that was Waster, so lost she" d never find her way back.
She might go back to his world but she could not go back to him.
The bells on the front door forced her the rest of the way back to reality.
She straightened her clothes, ran her hands over her hair and went out to greet her customer.
Mack.
“Busy?”
She wanted to say yes, go back to her workshop. She shrugged. “It gets quiet this time of year.”
“Well, good. I came to get some help with that 3D software I told you about. I brought a bribe.” He held up a small cardboard box.
Her mind flashed on Urit tossing her a box from behind the checkout desk.
“Jolie?”
He had that expectant look, like he" d said something she was supposed to have an answer for, an affirmative answer judging by the way he was poised at the gate that separated the employee area from the customer area.
She took a chance and said, “Sure.”
Today Mack" s smile was like a physical thing. It poured over her, carrying away tension. It was like stepping into the hot spray of a shower. Like leaning forward while a man wrung a spongeful of hot water over your back.
Mack came through the gate, glanced around. “The place is looking pretty spiffy.
Things that bad?”
When work was backed up the shop was a pit. During a bad virus outbreak it could probably qualify as a public safety hazard. Right now it was so clean you could perform surgery on the workbench. “It" s been pretty slow. I even broke down and read my sack of snail mail. Junk and all. “
“Whoa. You do need rescuing.”
He put the box on the desk. She lifted a flap partially with one finger. Steam kissed her skin, beads of condensation formed on her knuckle. Jolie sniffed, tasted the flavors she inhaled in the saliva that pooled in response. “Coffee,” she said. “And something sweet…doughnuts?”
“You" re good.”
The words brought her head up.
He nudged a chair toward her and slid the box away, opening the flaps and removing king-size foam cups. “Coffee and cherry doughnuts from Lucille" s over on Main.”
He pushed a wax-paper-wrapped doughnut toward her. It was the dark-brown cake kind with nuggets of glistening cherries baked in. She broke off a piece. It was still warm from the fryer. When she popped it into her mouth, the burst of flavor, tart and sugar-sweet, had her closing her eyes and groaning.
“I think I" m your slave. Name your pleasure, master.” She" d forgotten, until he abruptly turned away-looked everywhere and anywhere but at her-that he was a Quarterz resident, that those words might be taken as a sexual invitation.
She washed down the doughnut with a gulp of black coffee that scalded her throat, and attempted some damage control, steering the topic away from her slip. “Is your program on a CD or is it something we need to download?” She shook the mouse and the computer came out of sleep mode.
He cleared his throat, dug into his pants pocket. “I" ve got the install file on a USB
stick.”
“The only free port is on the back of the tower.” She" d started to get back up, but he put a hand on her shoulder. The touch, the warmth of a man" s skin against hers, even through the barrier of her cotton blouse, carried more sensual punch than the food.
Snatch Me" s hyperaroused state still lingered in Jolie" s body.
“Stay,” he said, his deep voice adding a physical dimension to the word, reigniting the quiver in the pit of her stomach. “I" ve got it.” She polished off half the doughnut while Mack crawled under her desk, fiddling with the tower. It didn" t do a thing for the hunger gnawing through her.
Unlike Snatch Me, Jolie dressed conservatively. She was wearing a skirt that fell to her ankles, something feminine, dressy casual, that allowed her to look professional and female, but still allowed her to do things like crawl under a desk to connect cables without putting on too much of a show. Mack" s body brushed the fabric back and forth over her legs as he moved in the tight space. She gritted her teeth and pushed her chair back. She would lose her mind if he kept this up.
He finally backed out and sat down beside her, looking like the same cheerful Mack he" d been last week, but he was a different Mack.
He wasn" t Mack her dad" s friend anymore, or Mack her customer. He was a guy who did “things” to women-things regular guys, and regular women, didn" t do. She" d known that in a vague way the last time she" d seen him. Now she had a better picture of who Mack was and what he wanted. She" d stepped into that picture, walked around in that world. Why did knowing his fantasies make her feel naked? Why did his presence suddenly do things to her?
They were elbow-to-elbow in front of the computer. Not a good time to be wondering if he was into lucky librarians, if he" d spent quality time in a library today-
in a librarian. Could he have been one of them? She pressed her knees tightly together.
“Jolie?”
“Oh, sorry.” A tingling heat spread across her shoulders, up her neck. She kept her head down, hoping her hair hid the worst of the blush. “I zoned for a minute.” They" d been waiting for the installer to finish running and it had. She was a professional, doing a job. All she had to do was think about that job.
“So show me which part of this baby is giving you trouble.”
“All her parts give me trouble,” he said.
Jolie snagged her coffee cup, took a long swallow. He had to be doing this on purpose.
Mack reached politely across her side of the desk for the mouse. His arm brushed against her hair. His hand cupped over the mouse, the way a man" s hand might cup between a woman" s legs. She flashed on Waster, his hand cupped over Snatch Me" s pussy, the slow stroke and tap of a talented finger over tender flesh. Mack" s finger was tapping the mouse button. Click. Click. Click. She wanted to moan, moan, moan.
She put her hand over his to stop him.
“Here, let me take the scroll wheel for a minute. I want to see something.” He slid his hand from under hers. She arbitrarily opened menus, scrolled through options.
“You okay, Jolie?”
“Sure.” She forced herself to look at him, made her lips move upward into a smile.
He knew. She could see it in his eyes, not the pitying concern she" d grown accustomed to seeing when someone asked that question. This was something more, like a searching. But all he could know was that she was acting strange and had probably figured out he was into the Quarterz. He wouldn" t know she" d been there or what she" d done there. He might guess. Imagine. But personal information was shielded and voices were morphed to protect privacy. He wouldn" t know.
He still hadn" t said anything. His eyes still probed.
“I" m fine,” she said again. “I didn" t sleep well last night and I" m a little spacey.” She lifted the coffee cup in salute. “Nothing this and some stimulating company can" t fix.”
“I" ll do my best to keep you awake,” he said.
She scalded her tongue with coffee and chased that with a piece of doughnut to keep any more stupid words like “stimulating” from falling out of her mouth.
Mack turned back to the screen and more to his credit than hers, they did finally manage to get down to work. The program was complicated and not terribly intuitive.
This was open-source software-free but you had to be a brainiac to use it. Since 3D
modeling programs could cost thousands of dollars she understood his willingness to brave the learning curve.
“Now, see that?” He tapped the monitor with his finger. “I move the model, her hair stays hanging in the air where she used to be. Or if I turn her head, the side of her hair hangs over her face and I spend another hour pushing buttons trying to get the hair right again.”
While Jolie experimented, worked her way through the problem, Mack talked about the program and other things. He kept the conversation light at first-a movie he" d seen, a funny story about his dog. Subtly the conversation switched from about him to about her.
”So you" re planning to stick around keep your dad" s shop going?” he asked. She paused, letting the mouse arrow hover over an open menu, trying to hang on to her place in the problem solving while answering him.
“I" ll keep it going through the summer.”
“A lot of businesses are closing. A shame the economy is such a mess.” She right-clicked and opened up a menu within a menu. “In this case it" s more than the economy. Computer repair shops are going the way of TV repair shops. Tablets have ramped up the speed of that shift. I have to come up with some sort of application or content angle if I want to keep the business going. I just haven" t figured that out yet.”
“You will.”
She wished she had his faith. An idea about his issue came to her and she backtracked. She dropped the pose menu and moved to right click on the models head.
A menu opened and another sub-menu.
“You getting along okay over at your dad" s house? You need anything, you can always give me a shout.”
“Mmm,” she said.
“Don" t be shy about taking me up on it.”
“Okay.” She hit another dead end with the program. She considered a moment and decided on a different task. When one can" t find something where a reasonable person would put it, try looking in a place where it would never put it. Mack" s voice had changed, from the cheerful, this-ischitchat tone to something more serious. She tuned back in.
“I just wanted to say, I lost my wife a couple of years back. Sudden, like with your dad. It" s a real kick in the gut.”
She stopped, looked over at him. He was looking away from her, staring at a poster depicting the parts of a computer, but she could tell he was really seeing something farther away.
This was the place where people were supposed to say something like, I’m sorry for your loss. But that sounded too canned. She couldn" t come up with anything original that felt right. “It is,” she said at last, put her hand on his shoulder, felt the muscles in his back go taut under her fingers. She broke the contact as his head swiveled. Fixed her eyes on the monitor. She could not handle another match with those discerning baby blues of his.
She found his solution then, the option he needed to click so attached items would move with the model.
“Look,” she said. Mack leaned close, his head next to hers. His hair was a rich, dark silk with waves that begged fingers to wander through them. It smelled of citrus and spice. She forced her attention away from his hair and back to the model" s.
“See where you link it?”
“Yeah. How the hell did you ever think to look there?” Jolie just shrugged.
A guy with virtual sex as a hobby should be an expert with attachments, but this feature had been buried in an edit menu when common sense would lead you to expect it in an insert menu.
With the problem solved Mack retrieved his USB stick while Jolie cleared cups and crumbs from her desk.
“What do you use the 3D modeling for?” she asked. “If you don" t mind my asking.”
“Fantasy art, mostly,” he said, standing up, dusting off the knees of his jeans.
“Really? That" s so cool.” Mack just wasn" t the sort of guy you thought of when someone said artist. He had the muscled body of a guy whose work pushed its limits.
He had the wit and moves of a guy whose work pushed his intellect. He had more layers than the lucky librarian costume. What would she find if she kept peeling them back? She wasn" t going to.
If a guy like Waster could capture her desire so completely from the reaches of cyberspace, taking up with a real-life player could be as addictive as crack. Despite the teasing about smart girls, everyone who played those cyber games had to master a steep learning curve to make it work. They were geeks, amplified by a factor of ten.
They were dangerous minds, only safe to handle when limited to pixel bodies. She liked to dip her toe in a little danger, not drown in it.
The door bells chimed and Sienna strolled in.
“Hey, girl, you ready for that rematch? Hey, Mack.” Mack backed through the gate. “I don" t want to keep you. Thanks for the help, Jolie.
Later, Sienna.”
“Everything okay?” Sienna asked.
“Yeah,” she said. “Let" s go running.”
She thought about Waster during the run, and that evening as she was falling asleep.
She thought about the Quarterz when she first woke up…fought an hour-by-hour battle once she got to work, resisting the ache to log in.
It was noon when she realized that she" d gone hours, almost an entire day without thinking of her father. After months of thinking of nothing but, she had finally crossed a threshold. He was slipping out of her life.



Chapter Five


A post-apocalyptic swamp is just as noisy as a pre-apocalyptic swamp, the difference being that the chirrs chirp, and locust rattles have a deeper base, as if the insects and reptiles behind the sounds are ten times bigger than their old-school cousins. Or it might be my imagination was running away with me, but that was my first impression of the swamp that fed the river that flowed through the Quarterz, down to the Wastelands and out to the gulf beyond.
The mutated vegetation and heavy green mists of the swamp were creepy. A great place to hide. With each step I could feel the slither of unseen reptiles moving like breath, in and out of tangled vines around me. I was about twelve feet from where I left the boat when the brush in front of me exploded and the world turned upside down.
It stayed upside down while I swung back and forth in a net, like a pendulum on a clock.
As usual I was here more to hide from my real life than to hide from hunters. As usual I was doing a great job with the first goal and a lousy one with the second.
Vegetation squished and popped under the weight of an approaching predator.
Could anything that sounded that big be human? I sniffed the air for a clue but the smell of skunk cabbage and stagnant water masked everything else. The guy emerging from the trees was Sasquatch big, but a whole lot better looking.
Makes you wonder-if the swamp grows guys that much bigger, what does that say about the crickets? Don" t want to know? Me either.
His skin was a creamy brown, just the shade I liked my coffee. His hair was a jungle of waist-length braids. He wore camo shorts, combat boots and the usual hunter-type utility belt.
He cut me down without a word. I closed my eyes, braced myself for the leash and the dizzying spin that would follow when he launched off to whatever his favorite spot for partaking in prey might be.
Neither happened. I opened my eyes again. He didn" t look pleased.
“A new girl.” The way he said it you" d think he" d netted a big cricket instead of me.
He turned away and did some stuff with the ropes to reset his trap.
“What" s wrong with new girls?” I inched quietly toward the right while he had his back to me. He wasn" t watching me. I was watching him instead of where I was going.
My ankle hit another trip rope and I was back in the air.
It was really nice of him to cut me loose again instead of just walking away. It was even nicer that he didn" t answer my question.
“I guess I shouldn" t throw back a beautiful girl who jumps into my nets twice,” he said, helping me to my feet. “We can go have sex if you want.” Imagine this. With an invitation like that to tempt me, I didn" t want. The guy knew how to shred a girl" s confidence.
“You don" t have to.” I dusted myself off, gave the trip ropes a wide berth and stomped toward the waiting jungle.
He caught up to me in one stride, grabbing my wrist. “I didn" t hear you safe-out and I don" t recall saying you could go.”
A familiar quiver stirred in the pit of my stomach. I didn" t see an answering gleam in his eye.
“Look. You were obviously hoping for someone special. No big deal. I really just wanted to find a place away from hunters where I could practice.”
“I wasn" t expecting anyone special…”
“Someone less klutzy then?”
He finally smiled. “Someone not as easy as you.” I gaped. Hunters tended to say whatever they were thinking, but that was cold.
“I don" t mean that the way you" re taking it.” He touched my chin. I closed my mouth. “I mean I like the chase. I like when prey keeps me on my toes, surprises me.
You" ve got a little sass, though. I might keep you a bit.”
“It" s hard to learn any good moves when you wind up under a hunter within five minutes of landing in the Quarterz.” I pointed to the little dagger I" d hooked to my belt.
“I came here to practice some.”
He let go of my wrist, plucked a vine tendril from my hair. “You" re very beautiful.
Exotic. I" m not surprised they take advantage of you while you are too new to fend them off.”
I ducked my head, couldn" t think of a response to that.
“What" s your name?”
I bit my lip, kept my eyes on my bare feet.
“I" m Grizz.” He offered a hand.
“Snatch Me,” I mumbled. His hand swallowed mine when I shook it.
“Don" t look so embarrassed. It" s a good name. You just need the skills to make it a wish instead of a given.”
“Care to be my tutor?”
“Hmm.” He caught my hair in his hand, coiled it around his fist. He was looking me over, really looking. This time the look didn" t make me feel like a cricket.
“That" s not how it works, girl,” he said when he completed his study. “I caught you. That makes you mine. Doesn" t make me anything of yours. You want to be an apprentice-I might allow it. But you think about that a second. I" m not going to make it easy.”
“You hate easy.”
“I do.”
“Me too.”
Grizz harrumphed, gave me another looking over and reached for his leash. “You prove worth all this trouble, I might let you level up, party with a real hunter instead of the wannabes they have over there in the Quarterz.”
“Uh, I" ll do my best.”
“I" ll put the leash to roam, that leaves you free to move around.” It closed around my neck and went invisible, but I could still feel the pressure, like fingers prepared to tighten.
“The leash keeps other hunters from snatching,” he said, emphasizing the word,
“you, but it doesn" t let you get more than twenty feet from me.” He took my dagger from my belt and tossed it, sending it in an arc across the clearing with his traps and out to the river. It disappeared with a watery plunk.
“You don" t want that useless piece of crap. Let" s get you some proper weapons.” He started into the swamp and I had to jog to keep up with those long ground-eating strides of his. When I fell too far behind, the leash supplied incentive to catch up.
Proper weapons turned out to be a bow and arrows, which he made for me while he explained how to get around the common tricks hunters employed. I got shooting lessons. And since you have to hit a hunter with five arrows before you disable him, and since it" s hard to aim that good when you" re running to stay out of leash range, he made me a little blow gun and described a strategy.
“You hit him with an arrow and you fall down. Then when he moves in to grab you, hit him with the dart. That" ll knock him out for five minutes. Plenty of time to get to cover. You don" t ever use one of those little fuckers on me. Got it?” I nodded, knew my eyes were big as saucers. This was not someone I dared to cross.
After I could demonstrate reasonable skill with the weapons, things got physical.
And no, it wasn" t that kind of physical.
I had to learn to use a scaling rope, which has a hooklike anchor thing on the end-
good for climbing trees or walls or fences. He put me through drills that made boot camp look like kindergarten. He kept me at it for hours.
When the green swamp mists deepened to a smoggier color with the fading light, Grizz took me to his place-a platform high in an old tree. Dinner was fruit and cheese.
He cut small pieces with his knife and fed me tidbits, popping them into my mouth with his fingers. I stretched out on my back beside him, almost too tired to chew, hoping he wasn" t going to make good on the promise to show me what it was like to be had by a real hunter.
“A grateful girl would be licking my fingers clean after each bite.” He crushed a grape between his fingers, rubbed it over my lips. I opened my mouth, caught his fingers in my teeth. Our eyes met. That quivering feeling came back, only located lower down this time. Maybe I wasn" t too tired after all.
Waster killed the mood by materializing on the platform beside us.
Grizz looked from me to Waster. “You didn" t tell me Waster had claimed you for his, girl.”
I sat up. “He didn" t.”
“Was he your first?”
I nodded.
Grizz grabbed my shirt, a sleeveless, button-down type that I" d tied just above my navel to allow some air circulation. Grizz added more circulation by ripping it from the top of my right shoulder down the back. One of his fingers traced a zigzag pattern.
The space between Grizz and Waster had gone electric with bad mood rising.
“Why doesn" t she know she" s yours? Where" s her collar?” I was connecting dots…zigzag pattern…W…Waster?
“That" s not your business, Grizz. She" s wearing my mark. I give her some freedom, but she" s mine to take away if I choose. I choose.”
I twisted around, tried to see over my shoulder, which of course I couldn" t.
“You marked her and she doesn" t know it?”
“It" s my business what she knows and doesn" t. My business if she wears a collar.” Grizz stood, towering above Waster. “There" s limits, Waster. Rules we don" t break.
You set most of them yourself. Lines that can" t be crossed, because not everything that happens here stays here. You cross one of those lines when you don" t tell her that mark lets you keep track of where she is, lets you drop in when she" s with someone. You cross a line when you don" t collar her so everyone knows right off whose girl they are playing with.”
“Don" t tell me how I should look after her.”
They were getting ready to fight. It was about me, but they acted as if I wasn" t there. Waster deserved a smack upside the head for not telling me he could find me like that. But it was one thing to have a battle between the sexes, to blow off steam with tussling and hot sex. This kind of fighting was something else.
“Don" t worry about it, Grizz,” I said. “I" ll go with him.” Waster took the leash from his belt. But when he snapped it nothing happened.
“Unleash her, Grizz.”
Grizz" s hands stayed on his hips.
Waster was scowling. “Aside from the fact she" s mine, she stole my boat.” That broke some kind of ice. Grizz laughed out loud.
“A wicked little hacker, is she?” He slapped his knee. “You cyber hot-wired Waster" s boat? That ain" t playing fair, little girl.” It hadn" t been easy, took two hours worth of coding and was completely against the rules.
“Who said this was supposed to be fair?”
He slapped my back hard enough to dislocate some joints. The band around my neck melted away as Grizz said, “Maybe you don" t need me to stick up for you.”
Waster didn" t look as if he was as amused by my cleverness as Grizz was. I knew he would be less amused by my next move, but any minute that leash was going to settle around my neck, so I didn" t have a choice. I had the little bamboo tube in my hand, behind my back, had loaded the dart when I thought they might fight. Waster stepped past Grizz and toward me, his fingers twitching on that leash. I reacted.
A blue flash, like sheet lightning, momentarily blinded me. When the stars in front of my eyes cleared, Grizz was opposite me with his hand over his heart. Waster was flat on his back at my feet.
R-E-S-P-E-C-T. I saw it in Grizz" s eyes. I might see it in Waster" s eyes when he recovered enough to open them. Then again, respect might not be Waster" s first reaction.
“Sweet,” Grizz said. “Sweetest takedown I ever saw.” His praise was sweet. I" d lost my new-girl cooties. I" d leveled up.
Grizz gave me a high five.
“He" s gonna wear your ass out good when he gets hold of you. Make tracks and stay clear of him until he" s had time to cool off.”
“You won" t fight with him when he wakes up?”
“You worried about Waster?”
I looked down, he looked so defenseless.
“You are. You got a soft spot for the guy.”
“No I don" t.”
“Well, I ain" t gonna hang around and fight him. Just get my ass kicked if I try. He" s one of the originals, one of the best hunters here.” I hesitated.
“Go on, girl. You got maybe three minutes left.” That" s about how long it took me, at top speed, to make it back to the wharf in the Quarterz. I left Waster" s boat where I found it.

The customer on the other side of the counter had the pinched expression most people had when they" d been battling their computer for days, unsuccessfully. Garnet Roberts, he wrote on the service request form. He looked to be in his mid-thirties and was wearing a suit that came from high enough up the food chain that Jolie, who rarely picked up on such cues, recognized he must have a platinum-backed bank account to support his wardrobe. How had a guy like that found his way to her? He finished filling out the form and paced back and forth in front of the counter while he shared his computer war story.
“It keeps getting slower and slower. I" ve run every virus and spyware program I can find and come up with nothing.”
Jolie had opened the laptop and gone immediately to safe mode as the computer booted. A quick glance through the system folder revealed the culprit.
“It's a downloader Trojan. That" s a virus that installs itself and then downloads a ton of other malware from the internet. With as many malicious programs as you have running, it" s best to format the drive and reinstall your operating system.
Garnet raked his fingers through the thin remains of his hairline. He looked at his watch and looked at her. “I don" t understand how this happened. I do all the security updates and I keep my antivirus up to date.”
“This particular virus comes through email, usually attached to a message that is faked to look like a message that came from one of the major parcel services.”
“Wonderful.” He looked at his watch again. “I" m staying at the B amp;B just at the edge of town. They recommended you.”
“They" re good people, nice place too-relaxing atmosphere.”
“Mmm.” Another look at the watch. “Well, I" ll just run across the street and grab a cup of coffee while you fix me up. Can I bring you back something?”
“I don" t think you understand. It takes several hours to run through this process.
We" re talking no computer until tomorrow.”
“But I can" t be without my computer that long.” His color rose and she was sure his blood pressure was rising with it. “I have to finish the reports I" m working on tonight. I have a presentation tomorrow morning and a plane to catch at noon.” I heard the soft buzz of a cell set to silent. He flipped it out, texted something with one hand and looked back at me.
“I" m guessing there aren" t any twenty-four-hour print shops in town?”
“Uh, no. There" s actually an ordinance that says businesses can" t operate past eight.”
His right hand, the one holding the phone started to twitch. For a moment he seemed to zone out and then he picked up the conversation right where he" d left it. “I have to get the reports done and to a printer before the shops close. I need my computer to get work done on the plane.”
“I can get the files you need off the computer before I erase the drive. You could take those to Mr. Baily. He has a print shop a couple of blocks down on your right. Your computer will be ready tomorrow if you have time to grab it before you go to the airport.”
The cell pinged and he glanced at the incoming text and then back to her. A light sheen of sweat gleamed on his forehead. Were zillions of dollars hanging in the balance?
“You don" t have a laptop you can sell me?”
“No. I repair computers and carry a few retail accessories. That" s it. The library next door has computers. They might lift the flash drive ban if you gave them a little donation and tell them I scanned the files for viruses.” He kept pacing while he was talking. “It" s going to put me behind, but I don" t have any choice. His phone buzzed and this time he took a call, mouthing, “Thanks for the help.”
The guy looked like he needed a week or two of unplugged, on a tropical island. He was wired, twitchy and his neck was still an unhealthy shade of plum.
“I" ll get this data for you,” she whispered, waving him out. “Go get some coffee.” An herbal tea and yoga break was probably a better prescription than coffee.
Back at her workbench again, she hummed as she pulled the laptop hard drive and popped the lid on the memory compartment. She always pulled the memory to let the power drain off the chips and remove the possibility of memory resident viruses.
Someone came through her door twenty minutes later. She expected Garnet. He didn" t strike her as a guy who could sit still long enough to finish a cup of coffee.
But, no, it was Abe, the delivery guy from Sue" s Florist with a big vase of flowers.
At least two dozen-orange, yellow and purple.
“Hey there, Jolie. Apparently you made some guy really happy.”
“Who?”
“You don't know?”
She shook her head. “If I did it was by accident.” Abe shrugged. “I don" t know him either. He said you would know.” She shook her head again. “I don" t even think I" ve smiled at a guy since I moved to town.”
Abe had a cackly laugh. “Well, you got a big enough smile now, so he must be on to something. He was a nervous guy, in a suit that could pay my mortgage for a year.”
“Ah, that" d be Garnet. He works fast. I haven" t even finished his computer.” Abe plopped the vase on the counter. “Maybe he thought flowers would get him special care.”
“He could have saved his money. Everyone gets my best.” Jolie dug in her pocket and he waved her off.
“The guy already tipped me, sweetie, and I couldn" t take a nickel from you after all the free help you give us over at the shop. Don" t know how you stay in business.” He waved and was out the door before she could argue.
“I don" t know how I stay in business either,” she said when Abe was gone. The money she made form Garnet" s job would help keep the lights on. She was planning to pay the electric bill with it.
She cupped a bright-orange bloom in her palm and inhaled the fragrance. She was standing just like that when Mack blew in.
“Whoa. Looks like someone" s having a good day.”
“But not you, if the scowl is an indicator. What" s up?”
“Sorry, just some minor annoyances I haven" t been able to get a handle on.” He rubbed at the back of his neck. “But you" re looking chipper.” Jolie tipped her head to the side, slid a finger over the velvet petal of a yellow rose.
“I guess I am,” she said. “I" ve got work to do. That always puts me in a good mood.”
“Oh. Well, I won" t tie you up then.”
He frowned at the flowers as he backed toward the door. She couldn" t blame him.
Flowers could be irritating when you were in a bad mood already.
“You sure you didn" t need my help with something?”
“No, it" ll keep.” The door banged shut behind him.
Despite the interruptions, Jolie had the laptop drive formatted and the operating system install automated to run overnight before Sienna came by for their run.



Chapter Six


She was finished Garnet" s job and there was nothing left to do now but wait for him to swing by on his way to the airport. Her laptop sat in sleep mode, a red ring blinking around the power button. All she had to do was hit the enter key and log in to the Quarterz. She didn" t want to start something there when she knew she" d be called away from it at any minute.
What she wanted to start was a hunt that would prove to Waster she could look after herself. He had a misguided sense of responsibility to her, possibly because she" d been so clearly out of her element when she arrived. She was sure that had to be the reason he marked her. If he wasn" t interested in using her himself-like Grizz he probably found fumbling “noobs” boring-then there wasn" t any other explanation for what he" d done.
Restlessness drove her to roam the shop in search of something to do. She paused at the door to her father" s office, hovered at the threshold gathering willpower before she flipped on the light switch and went in.
She ran her hand over the leather chair back, walked two fingers along the seam, the way she used to before she would tousle his hair to get his attention. She bit her lip, pulled the chair out and sat down. Warmth enfolded her, as if he" d reached around her with a hug. She put her cheek against the cool leather and just rested in the comfort of getting as close to him as she could.
His computer screen was dark. It had been perpetually on when he was alive. She bent, pushed a button on the front of the tower parked under his desk and then pressed the button on the old legacy CRT monitor. It hummed to life. A password box greeted her. She had no idea.
Her mom" s picture sat on his desk. Jolie didn" t remember a time when it had been more than just her and her dad. Her mom had died before Jolie was old enough to talk.
In all the years since, her father had never so much as gone on a dinner date. She leaned forward and typed her mother" s first name. Not it. She tried her own name, certain she was wasting her time. He" d have a crackless password. But this time there was a response-whirs and clicks. She was in.
She didn" t know that she wanted to go through his personal files. At the same time, she needed to face this. It might as well be now. The accounting computer out front contained only invoices and the total paid on them. Everything else pertaining to the business had to be here.
She opened his documents folder and idly scanned through the subfolders. She paused, let the mouse arrow hover over a folder titled virtual projects.
Inside-a series of folders, project notes, outlines, characters, correspondence.
Apparently, her father had been participating in several projects, one of them involving a contract with the defense department. Another was with a game design company in Italy. She noted the contract dates. His last deliverables were sent just before he died, the next were coming due over the next several weeks. She studied the requirements and her father" s design documents. If she could get an extension on current deliverables-given her nonexistent workload it wouldn" t take much of an extension-she could pull this off and keep the store afloat.
The shop door opened and closed. Garnet was pacing the floor when she came out.
“Hey there, how" d your presentation go?”
Garnet had a befuddled look. Jolie was used to that look. She saw it on customers"
faces when she tried to explain to them what was wrong with their computer. Or when she explained what was wrong with the way they were trying to use one. She couldn" t think of an explanation for his expression now.
She moved Garnet" s laptop from the shelf to the counter, but kept herself back from arm" s reach. There was something really off about him.
She showed him how fast the computer started, opened his start menu to display all the programs there. He didn" t look at his watch once. While she was explaining where she put backup copies of his documents, he was looking out the window. He hadn" t said a word since entering the store.
Too spooky. Maybe the presentation had bombed.
She wrapped up the explanation, bagged his computer in the laptop case and handed him the bill. He looked at the bill and looked back at her, the befuddlement deepened.
She" d told him yesterday how much the bill would be, so she couldn" t think what the problem might be.
“Is some-” She broke off.
Garnet" s eyes rolled back in his head.
Time downshifted into slow motion.
He swayed like a tree in a strong wind, first forward then back, and then over to the side. He connected with a shelf of small items placed by the front counter to encourage last-minute impulse buys. Mouse pads and flash drives scattered, the shelf tipped at a parallel angle to Garnet" s body, both headed for the floor and she stood rooted to the spot, her mouth falling open as they hit and bounced. He flipped to his back. The shelf came apart.
9-1-1. Like a switch thrown, the thought broke through her warped time perception, spurred her to action.
He couldn" t be dead. Please, he couldn" t be dead.
She punched buttons on the phone and turned back to watch him. His right hand and foot twitched rapidly and then he went still.
“Oh god. Oh god. Tell me what to do,” Jolie babbled when the dispatcher picked up. “I think he" s dying.”
“Ma" am, you have to calm down,” the dispatcher said. “Please state your name and address.”
“Okay. Okay. Calm. There" s a man collapsed on the floor of my store and I think he may be dying. “
“Name and address please, ma" am.”
Jolie relayed the information.
“I have an officer with EMT training responding. He is right around the corner from you. ETA on the rescue squad is eight minutes.”
“That" s so long. I don" t think he has eight minutes.”
“Does he respond to you at all?”
Jolie edged closer. “Sir? Can you hear me?” Her voice sounded tinny, high with nerves. To the dispatcher she said, “He" s not moving.” A squad car screeched to a halt in the lot out front, lights flashing. And then Mack burst through the door, in uniform, with a red medical backpack in hand.
Jolie dropped the phone. Mack was a cop?
Mack was on his knees beside Garnet. He opened his shirt collar and checked for a pulse.
“Is he alive?”
Mack nodded.
“Jolie, honey, pick up the phone and tell the dispatcher I" m here.” She did as he" d asked. The dispatcher said since an officer was on the scene Jolie could hang up, and Jolie did.
“What" s his name, Jolie?”
“Garnet something. It" s on the bill.” Her bill was still crumpled under Garnet" s limp hand.
Mack" s deep voice boomed, commanded attention. “Hey, Garnet, you with me, bud?”
Garnet turned his head from side to side and moaned.
He wasn" t dead. Jolie started to shiver. She glanced behind her, spotted her chair and sat.
Garnet tried to lift his head and Mack put a hand on his shoulder. “Easy now. You had a fall and I" d like you to lie still a minute while we make sure you" re all right.
Okay?”
“Yesssh.” It was the first word he" d spoken since he came into the store. Jolie hoped it was a good sign.
“Jolie, sweet, you okay?”
“Yeah, yeah. I" m good.”
“Did Garnet hit his head?”
“I think…” She couldn" t remember. She knew what had happened but she couldn" t replay the details in her mind. “I" m not sure.”
Garnet" s eyelids drooped. Mack patted his shoulder. “You still with me, buddy?”
“Suure.”
“I want you to focus on me, okay? Try to stay awake.” The sound of a siren approaching had Jolie hugging herself. Help was here and Garnet was still alive. Things might come out okay. Her teeth chattered. Mack glanced her way. “Hang in there, Jolie.”
The EMTs filled her retail area. Staccato-like questions bounced between them.
Commands were issued. All the necessary paraphernalia to save a life was unpacked, unwrapped, attached to Garnet" s body. After an exchange of information, Mack left Garnet to them and coaxed Jolie to join him in the back room.
“I don" t know what" s wrong with me,” she whispered. “Nothing happened to me and I can" t stop shaking.”
“You had a shock. It" s a normal reaction. Your body releases a chemical soup in response to an emergency. You" re experiencing some of the side effects.”
Just knowing why helped her regain some control. He pointed her to a chair and took out a notebook. She was supposed to tell him everything she remembered, which wasn" t much, the details had slipped away like the wisps of a dream upon waking.
“That" s also a normal reaction to extreme stress,” Mac said. “Just breathe.” He grabbed her water bottle from the work bench and pressed it into her hands.
“It gets my heart racing too.” The chitchat and the water helped. She told him the details she remembered. He wrote them down.
When they heard the EMTs loading Garnet on a stretcher, Mack went out to help.
Now that the immediate crisis was under control, there was room for a second to take root. Why hadn" t he ever mentioned he was a cop? He had that account at Quarterz-was it some kind of sex-sting operation? Maybe something illegal going on at the site? And if he was a cop investigating, the personal information shield wouldn" t apply to him. He would know about her. All about her.
She was trying to straighten up the mess in her shop when the ambulance roared off in a blur of light and sound. In the time between Mack" s leaving and his return she" d worked her way from simmer to rolling boil. He" d been playing her, using the fact that she was lonely and trusted him as her father" s friend.
She" d worked it out pretty fast as her mind cleared. She knew who he was and why he" d used her. It was a brilliant plan when she considered it. He was Waster. He" d tagged her avatar so that he had a line into whatever happened wherever she went. Her inexperience would allay any suspicions about her. When he found whatever he was looking for, he" d zap in, zap the bad guys. Wrap it all up neat and nice. Not that there was anything wrong with catching bad guys. But couldn" t he have told her, at least given her enough of a hint that she wouldn" t have let feelings get all tangled up in what happened between them? When they were alone, did he have to be so good at reeling her in?
Mack knelt beside her when he came in. He started picking up the assorted packaging the EMT" s had left scattered across the carpet.
“I" ve got this, you can go back to your crime fighting.” She" d meant to sound casual, calm. It was hard to turn that much venom to honey. Especially when the venom was fresh, churning like acid in her stomach.
He sat back on his heels. You didn" t need the touchy-feely perception of a TV
psychologist to spot the coming blowup. Mack, more perceptive than your average guy, wouldn" t miss the signs.
“Something happen I need to know about?”
“What" s that feel like, Mack? How do you like not knowing what" s going on? Being as how it" s your business to know what" s best for me, to decide how to look after me.
Oh, wait. Since you" re not really an artist, but a cop, maybe you" re not really my dad" s old friend either. Is anything you told me true? How could you lie to me if you were my friend?”
His shoulder" s sagged a little. He even looked guilty, a little.
“Jolie, do you really want to do this now? You" ve had a rough day.”
“Oh, right. Now you" re all concerned about my state of mind. Did you think about that before you set me up?”
“It" s not how you" re thinking it is.”
“It" s not? I thought there was something strange about that virus your computer had, an awful stealthy install for something that did so little damage. You planted it, didn" t you? Tell me you didn" t use it to lure me to the Quarterz.” He picked up a plastic probe cover, tossed it in the trashcan beside her, without looking at her, without saying anything.
A tear slipped down her cheek. She brushed it away with the back of her hand, gritted her teeth. He" d get that one, but she wasn" t wasting any more on him. “I want you to go.”
“Okay. I" m going to call Sienna, because I don" t want you alone. We can talk about this more later.”
“There" s no later, Mack. I" m done. I" m Wasted-out. Don" t come back.” She watched his shadow go from a squatting silhouette to standing. Listened to the clink and rattle of the tools jostling on his duty belt as he moved away, shutting the door so softly when he left that the bells didn" t stir.



Chapter Seven


Jolie took a laptop home so she could leave the store closed for a few days. It was the first time she" d had a computer in the house. Her dad might have worked long hours, but he didn" t believe in taking work home. She needed to work and home was the only place where she felt sure Mack wouldn" t intrude with his apologies and excuses.
She had to hand it to Mack, he" d helped her break out of the mental loop that had been a nonstop replay of memories of her father. Now the loop was more like, I’d like to snatch Mack bald. And, How could he use me like that? Late at night when sleep wouldn" t come, she needed the Quarterz the way she" d need Novocain when having her teeth drilled. The hurt went on and on, with nothing to numb it.
The only way to escape the tortuous circling of her mind was through work. Her emails about the contracts her father had due had yielded understanding responses and an apparent willingness to see what she could do. If it was equal in quality to what her father was turning in, they" d let her fulfill his contracts. She had six weeks to knock out ten weeks worth of work.
She lived in a t-shirt and ate cold canned spaghetti, or canned ravioli, when hunger drove her from the computer. She didn" t shower or brush her teeth or notice the rise and set of the sun. She worked until raster-burned eyes drove her to nap, and worked more when she woke up. She texted Sienna once a day that she was still alive. She was pretty sure she didn" t miss any days.
Eventually Sienna showed up on Jolie" s doorstep with pizza, beer and ice cream.
She bullied Jolie into taking time out to bathe, wash hair, brush teeth-all those annoying little rituals that make a person socially acceptable and better smelling. Sienna filled Jolie in on useful details-it was Friday. Two weeks had passed since the incident.
Jolie already knew Garnet had had a seizure and with medication and an easing of his workload would be okay. Sienna didn" t know what Mack had done, but said he was a bastard for doing it.
That was Jolie" s opening to tell Sienna. She knew there" d be no peace until Sienna knew all, so she told all. When she knew the details, Sienna repeated her original position on the matter. When Sienna finally left, Jolie had a full stomach, an empty heart and a good buzz going. She was feeling just lazy enough to watch the movie Sienna left behind.
Halfway through, the sound of a car in her driveway had her looking up at the clock. Who would come after eleven?
She guessed the answer before a peek between the curtains to see a police cruiser in the driveway confirmed it. She was tempted not to answer the door, but she wasn" t sure ignoring a cop at the door was legal. He was wearing his uniform.
She smoothed her hair, wished she was wearing something besides a ratty t-shirt, but it came to her knees and covered her enough to pass.
She crossed her arms over her breasts as soon as she opened the door.
Mack held out what appeared be a flashlight, only it was off and the light end in his hand.
Jolie eyed it with caution. “What" s up?”
“Present for you?”
So he" d gone from silk roses to flashlights? She wasn" t sure that was an improvement. She didn" t take it.
“What do I need a flashlight for?”
“Actually, it" s a stun gun.” He had that look in his eyes, that I’m trouble look. “I just got done talking with Sienna.”
Jolie took the light.
“That switch right there, under your thumb turns on the light,” he said. He was still standing on her porch. She wasn" t inviting him in. “That part works like an ordinary flashlight. Go ahead, try it.”
“What are you doing here, Mack?”
“Arming you. Try the flashlight, Jolie.” He said the last in a tone that made her mouth go dry and her pussy go wet. And just like his alter ego, he had a bad-boy smile that made her shiver. Something had changed. He wasn" t looking guilty, but mad.
She flipped the switch and the light flicked on.
“Good girl.” She had to shift her weight, press her legs together against the throbbing response to those words. She didn" t want to respond. She wanted her mad back, but her body wasn" t listening.
“There" s a cap on the end.” He reached to show her and she backed away.
His grin made her insides quiver. “That" s right, you be careful. Wouldn" t want you falling for such a classic trick. Turn the flashlight around, Jolie.” Heat surged through her. She did what he said, but kept an eye on him.
“Unscrew the cap.”
She did, while he explained how to turn off the safety and pull the trigger. When she did a small lightning bolt snapped and sizzled between the electrodes on the end.
She thought about the time she" d nailed him, or Waster rather, with the blow gun.
“That sounds like it would really hurt.”
“It would.”
Jolie let go of the trigger.
“I" m not using this, Mack. What" s this really about?”
“This is about,” he said, taking a step toward her, “how you and I are going to have a little talk.”
She took another step back. “I don" t want to talk to you.”
“I know. But I" m coming in and we" re going to talk.” He stepped through the door and she backed up to the foyer wall. He kicked the door shut.
“You want this to stop, Jolie, you got a real life safe-out switch right there in your hand.”
“Are you crazy?”
“Probably.”
Jolie sidled along the wall and backed into the living room. Mack followed. She wasn" t going to stun him. He knew that.
“So you just want to talk?”
“No, but we can start with that.”
“Mack, this is insane. All of it is insane. “
“Not as insane as that story you told Sienna.” He grabbed her shoulders. “You think I was using you in a cyber sting?”
“I know you did.”
“Then zap away, baby, because that" s what I deserve.”
“Then what were you doing?”
He let go of her shoulders. Hooked a finger inside the collar of her t-shirt. “Nice threads.”
“Mack, don" t.”
“Has this got any sentimental value?”
“Don" t.”
He nodded to the weapon in her hand. “Safe-out.” She threw down the light.
He ripped her shirt open. For a moment they were locked in a familiar stare-down, both panting, neither blinking. Then he reached for her hair and he kissed her, kept on kissing her until she stopped thinking about why he was there, stopped trying to figure out what he really wanted from her and kissed him back, her arms going around his neck. His hands cupped her bottom, he crushed her against his erection and her legs wrapped round his hips.
When the kiss stopped, he let his forehead rest against hers, their noses bumping.
“That" s better. Always trust your instincts, Jolie girl. They lead you truer than your intellect.”
Her instincts were all turned inside out, tuned into Mack, drinking him in while he lectured.
“Now I" ll admit I" m a pervert, that I like hanging out in cyber playing catch and release with willing women. I even admit that I lured you there, hoping you might share my taste for the fantasy. I was afraid to tell you I was a cop. But that" s all I" m guilty of. The rest of that hypothesis you cooked up is pure fantasy. I" m a small-town street cop trying to convince a pretty girl to hook up with me, turn our mutual fantasies into something real. That" s all I am.”
“Okay. But that doesn" t matter. It" s crazy what we were doing, Mack. I should be in therapy for going to the site in the first place.”
“There" s nothing wrong with fantasies, Jolie girl. They help keep us going through the shit life throws at us.”
“Some fantasies should stay fantasies.”
“Care to put that theory to the test?” He bumped his hips against her.
She shook her head no, but his fingers slid right between her legs and he seemed more inclined to believe the part of her that was saying yes.
“We" re going to play a game.”
She shook her head, but her pussy squeezed tight around the finger he slipped inside.
“It" s called good cop, bad girl. And she was a very bad girl.” She had to ask. “What did she do?”
“She" s been accused of stealing a boat and resisting arrest by knocking out an officer.”
He let her go, stepped back, reached for something on the back of his belt. “I" m afraid I" ll have to interrogate you.”
God he looked sexy in that dark-blue uniform. It made his eyes look steelier.
Steelier? Her brain was turning to mush. She bolted. She was no better at escaping him in real life than she had been in cyber. He caught her at the bottom of the stairs, handcuffed her hands behind her to the banister.
“We don" t do anything you don" t want, Jolie. Anything you want to say?” She was shivering hard now. It was decision time. Step back into sanity or forward into madness. She looked up into those steel-blue eyes, saw her craving mirrored. She saw beyond that, to the dark-haired rebel inside, the one who made his own rules and didn" t worry about what others thought of them.
“I" m not saying anything without a lawyer.” She gave him a bratty grin.
He grinned back. “I have ways to make you talk, girl.” His erection tented the front of his uniform pants. Her mouth watered. He unhooked the nightstick from his belt. She didn" t know cops carried nightsticks anymore. And then a memory clicked. “Isn" t your uniform brown?”
“Yeah. This is a costume. We" re not supposed to go around molesting females when we" re in uniform.”
She shuddered when he caressed her leg with the blackjack. “Nice prop.” He tapped her thigh. “Spread your legs-I have to check you for weapons.” He slid it right along the cleft in her pussy.
“Is my pussy a weapon?”
He grinned. Desire flashed in his eyes. “Girl, what it" s done to me, absolutely it" s a weapon.”
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Snatch Me
The stick spread her lips, nuzzled deeper into her slick folds, rode her clit. He pulled it back too soon, traced a damp trail up over her tummy to her breasts. Her nipples, hard as bullets already, tightened further.
“Look, you got my nightstick all wet,” he said. “I" ll have to write you up for destroying public property.”
“Then why don" t you inspect me with a tool that can handle the job?” She waited a beat and added politely, “Officer.”
His lips twitched. He almost dropped his role. He did drop the stick. And his pants.
And everything else he was wearing. She watched his beautiful cock bobbing with his movements and realized she" d been wrong about one thing-naked didn" t make him look the least bit vulnerable.
He grabbed her ass, hauled her against him. She hooked her thighs just over his hipbones. His lips grazed her neck. His teeth nipped her ear. His cock pressed her belly, desire oozed from the tip, warm against her skin.
“You know that guy you see in movies,” he said, his voice going husky, “the cop who makes the girl think he" s the one she should run to, the one she can trust enough to let in her house when she" s only wearing a t-shirt?”
“Yeah, I know that guy.”
He tore open the condom packet with his teeth before he continued.
“He" s a bad guy. He" ll wait until she" s home all alone, cuff her to the banister in the living room and fuck her brains out first chance he gets.” She watched when he leaned back to slide the rubber over his glistening cock.
“I" ll have to watch out for him.”
“Too late, baby. I" m that guy.”
He lifted Jolie up and yanked her down on top of his cock. He chose that moment when she couldn" t speak through the sensations rippling through her to say, “Last chance, Jolie girl. Anything you need to say?”
“Yes,” she said, squeezing him tight inside her, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Don" t stop.”

That" s how I wound up trading in my computer joystick for Mack" s.
We both decided we didn" t need the virtual after we" d tasted the real. His sacrifice was bigger than mine in that regard. Turns out he was an artist, the one who created that incredible fantasy world we played in. And yeah, I was annoyed for a while that he" d held back on telling me about his job, afraid I wouldn" t want to hook up with a guy who could go off to work one night and not come back. I am afraid, every night when he leaves me. I" m just not willing to let fear make a difference.
Catch and Release, Lucky Librarian-you all can play on without Mack and me.
We" ve leveled up to our own special real-life version of Snatch Me.
So far, it" s a tie score.
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