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Chapter One

 

I yanked my phone off the nightstand for the fourth time, scrolled to Steve's number for the third time, then finally hit send.

"
Lucian?" The best-buddy thrilled voice on the other end reached straight through the phone like a reassuring pat on the back.

"
Steve, hey." I shot up, a little surprised he answered between Dom Wars Rounds, and began pacing the familiar
I'm so fucking lost
path around my apartment. The same path that led me to audition to compete for the title of Top Dom, and in turn led me to Tara.

"
What's up buddy?" His caring curious tone revealed his uncertainty. He couldn't imagine why I'd call him maybe. No, that wasn't exactly right, since he'd proven himself a willing partner in crime. Maybe he worried he wouldn't like what I might ask of him.

I paused and stood there with my mouth open, frozen with a shit load of unspeakable, unnamable emotions
as it all rushed in on me like a tide of poison.

"
Take a breath." In an instant, he had gone from being my detached limo driver to an unusually perceptive man who seemed to care about more than winning. He'd saved Tara's and my asses more than once during the last round.

I let out a huge sigh and lo
oked down. "I'm…" I shook my head, feeling like an idiot. "It's like I'm Jesus fucking Christ at the hour of my goddamn death, this stupid demon domination has me…" I began pacing again. "I'm sweating blood here."

"
Okay, okay, you're fine." Steve put on his trained paramedic tone. No matter the occasion, he had an expert voice to fit the need.

"
I'm not fine. I'm…what if I cave? Crack? Every bit of me knows that at the end of this stupid week, I'm going to find myself in a place worse than hell, facing something worse than a demon." I laughed. "Demon? I mean
if only
it were a demon I had to face and not that…that male…human… listed on the paper from the hospital in the spot labeled
father.
Fuck!" And it was true. I'd rather face the worst Hell could offer than have to deal with my old man.

"
You won't cave. You won't cave!" Steve comforted.

"
God Steve, I
miss her.
" Finally I got to the real point.
"Only a day in and my body
hurts
like I've been in a fucking car accident! Is that normal?"

"
Abso-posi-lutely! That is called
love
my friend." The half-laughing tone rubbed me the wrong way. No one should get that much joy out of someone else's misery.

"
Fuuuuuuck."

"
Call her?"

"
I can't. No contact." I spat the evil words wanting to drive over to that stupid place and unload a shotgun in their stupid faces.

"
No contact, huh?"

I paused at the sneaky lilt in Steve
's voice. "What? Tell me." My heart took off like a Thoroughbred out of the gates on Derby Day.

"
Welllll," he began, nonchalantly, and I could easily imagine the casual shrug. "I do just happen to know where she is. You could…maybe just go…
see
her. From a distance. No contact doesn't mean you can't see her. Only that you can't talk to her."

"
Oh God, fucking come get me, can you? Will you?"

"
I'm off work for a few days. So, my time is my time." He giggled like a naughty young boy about to play a delicious prank on his parents. "How would you like to take a ride with me to…Missouri. I just so happen to have a friend there. That
I
am not forbidden to see." His tone said he had that weird grin on, the one that made his freaky eyebrows wiggle.

I laughed.
"Fucking yes." For the first time since we left the Dom Wars mansion, that sick feeling in my guy lightened a little. I'd see her. That was enough. That was all I needed.

****

"Wow, what a sweet fucking little town." I watched the old-fashioned buildings slowly go by. The Post Office was the size of a shoe box. "Amazing."

Steve turned a corner, his hand gliding over his steering wheel like it were a sacred object. Probably was to him.
He'd come in a newer model Toyota, which was a surprise. But then inconspicuously riding around in a limo all over Missouri wasn't exactly possible.

"
Old fashioned gal. Good roots." Steve's warm tone gave away his high regard for Tara.

"
Right? No wonder I love her, she's…she's all of this. Originality, authentic." I grinned at the barber shop with its red and white spinning pole. I hadn't seen one of those since I was a kid. "Fucking adorable." I looked around. "Where you headed?"

"
Nursing home. Only one in this town."

"
Oh fuck." Mechanical butterflies with bladed wings fluttered in my guts. "Right."

"
Don't tell me Lucian Bane, the Top Dom, is nervous?" Steve let one of his hysterical laughs loose.

"
I haven't won the title." But he was right. I couldn't remember ever being so nervous without my old man being in sight.

"
Oh, but you're competing for it." Steve's unusually hard punch in the arm jolted me against the door. "Hop to the crow's nest and look out. Don't go for the golden blanket award mate or you'll find yourself eating dessert chickens." Steve angled a squinty eye at me. "Me ole man was a sailor once upon a time."

I stared at him
, suddenly realizing I was meeting the man behind the driver for the first time. "I thought your father was a… minister?"

"
Yep. A man of the cloth." Steve's austere tone as he performed an all mirror scan seemed to hold... something more I didn't quite get.

My stomach tensed a
s we slowly passed the
Shady Oaks Retirement Home
sign.  "When… did he become that?" I searched the parking lot for signs of Tara. Or a car that she might drive. So many things I didn't really know about her. Needed to know. Craved to know.

"
Oh he was called by the good Lord when he was a young lad. Sixteen."

"
Wow." I spotted a little Toyota with a busted taillight covered with red tape. That could easily be her. And then again, not. She could easily be the new silver Honda. Doubtful though. "Where are you going?" I looked at Steve, who turned a sneaky grin on me before bouncing his brows once.

"
Out of sight. But close enough we can see the entrance." He whipped his head around and backed into a parking spot at the far end of the lot, then cast me a questioning look. "That's what you said? You wanted to just watch the place? Maybe see where she goes?"

I nodded.
"Yeah, yeah. Right." I looked around. "What if she's not even here?"

Steve
snapped his wrist to his chest and peered down at his watch. "It's lunch time on a Saturday, I'm thinking she'd be here."

I nodded again.
"You're right." Then it hit me. "Hey. Why don't you call her? Check on her?"

Another
sneaky grin. "Excellent idea."

I watched him locate her number in his phone.
"Find out where she is," I whispered. "What she's doing. You're just checking in to make sure she's okay. Ask about her grandmother."

He put the phone to his ear and nodded with a wink then put a
shhh
finger to his mouth. "Hello Tara, this is Steve, your driver."

My stomach jolted at hearing her sweet voice through the line.

"No, no, nothing's wrong. Just calling to check on you and your grandmother." Steve angled his eyes at me, nodding with that crazy grin on his face while Tara chattered. "Is that right," he crooned. "Precious woman that you are. You're with her now?" His brows raised at me with more nods. "Having lunch, bless your heart three times over." Smiles and slight nods. "Lucian?" He jerked alarmed eyes to me and I shook my head emphatically. "I…just talked to him. He's at his apartment." He quickly bit his lower lip and his normally smooth forehead furrowed in agony, like somebody had stabbed him with a cattle prod. Lying to her was definitely not his strong suit. "I'll…be talking to him soon. I'll tell him you inquired of him."

I held my breath.

"
Oh, okay. Oh no, he wouldn't think that at all. He adores you." He shook his head then. "I won't." Nods. "Do you spend the night with her? Yes. Check on the house, of course you do. Yes, I'm sure. Somebody has to tend to the details. Will you call me if you need anything? At all?" More nods and a smiling wink at me. "Okay. And I'll see you bright and early Monday morning. Miss Domme." Boisterous odd laughing. "Yes, yes. You too. Good-guh-bye, yes."

He hung up and all the air left his body and he sagged in seat.
"I
do not
like lying to that child."

"
I see that. So she's there? This second?"

"
Yes and she's leaving at around three to check on the house."

"
God, that's…four hours from now." I scoped the place. "Wonder what room number she's in?" I looked at him. "Call her back and ask her. Tell her…"

"
I want to send flowers?" Steve suggested.

"
Yes! Good one."

He quickly dialed and got the details then hung up.
"Room 323." Huge grin. "So you want to go find a flower shop?"

"
What? No, I want to go in there and—"

"
No contact!" He slammed a hand on my arm as if he feared I might run out at that second.

"
I'm not going to…
touch
her. And there are no cameras." I held my wrist up. "See, I left my watch at home. So fuck them, I need to see her."

He shook his head.
"You can't let her see you. She'll know you talked to me."

I paused
, thinking. "How?"

"
Well how else would you know she's here?" His tone said he thought my brain had gone on vacation.

"
Of course she'll be here. Her ailing grandmother that she's playing Dom Wars to save from decaying in a nursing home is here. Where else would she be? She came here last time, it's not unthinkable she'd be here, more like unthinkable she wouldn't."

"
But how would you know which room? And I told her I just talked to you and you're at your apartment! She'll know I
lied!
" And there we had it. He couldn't bear Tara to be disappointed in him, to know he'd been less than one hundred percent truthful with her.

I sighed loudly and looked around.
"How about I make double sure she doesn't see me?"

"
Or you could wait…" he looked at his watch, "three hours?"

I raised my brows at him, hoping he realized
that was a definite no fucking go.

"
Well, if you're going in… I'm not waiting out here."

I raised my shoulders.
"Then go…visit the old people. Sing to them, they love that shit." I opened the door, my body already set to Tara auto-pilot.

Steve scrambled to get
going. "Let me lock up. Hold on."

"
Steve, we're in Mayberry. What are you locking up for?"

He looked around like a man
having a profound revelation. "Right." He smiled, apparently liking that fact. "Can we tour the town after? This is just the most precious place." He suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me back inside the car, whispering harshly, "What if her room is where she can see you?"

I looked around
. Shit. He was right.  "Call the place and ask where that room is."

He got his phone and mumbled
as he searched for the number. "Google talk." He held the phone to his mouth. "Shady Oaks Retirement Home in Missouri."

"
Searching for… Dirty Ox Retirement Home in Misery."

"
What?" He stared at the phone like it were an alien and pressed the button. "SHADY OAKS Retirement Home in MISSOURI."

"
Searching for… Shaking Oaks Repair Kit in Misery."

"
Oh my God!" Hand shaking, he held the phone up like he intended to smash it to the ground.

I snatched the phone from him
before he could destroy it. "Fucking stupid smart phones." I typed the shit in then hit send when I got to the phone number. A voice that could have belonged to an eight year old girl answered. "Shady Oaks Retirement Home, can I help you?"

"
Yes, I'm coming to visit my grandmother. She's in room 323 and I was wondering which door should I go in to get to that?"

"
The 300 hundred rooms are on the back side of the building, but you'll need to use the front entrance and check in for the safety of our residents."
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