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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For those of you who waited so patiently for Shane’s book.

      

      And for those of you who showed Nerdy Boy and Give Me Three so much love. You’re the reason I’ve decided to continue with this series.
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      This book contains elements that some readers may find triggering. These include child abuse (off page), mentions of sexual abuse (off page), murder, graphic violence, blood spill, anxiety, panic attacks, depression, mentions of suicide and suicidal thoughts, parental neglect for homophobia, stalking, and sociopathy.

      If any of the above is triggering for you, I advise against reading.

      If you have any questions before reading, please reach out to me at authorwestgreene@gmail.com, Instagram, or Facebook.

      If you choose to continue on from here, happy reading! And have tissues.
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        Shane

      

      

      I didn’t ask for much in life. All I wanted was stability, security, and peace. Fucking peace. But if there was one thing I’d learned throughout the years, it was that it was rare for anything to go my way. And this shitty hand I was being dealt was just further proof of that.

      A car accident. Surgery needed on my spine. The end of my military career. All because some asshole decided to pass another car without checking to make sure there was no oncoming traffic. He just swerved over into my lane like he was the only mother fucker on the road. I yanked my wheel to the right in an attempt to avoid him, but he clipped the back end of my truck and sent me tumbling down the side of the road into the small creek. I’d been lucky to not have drowned.

      The officer said if it’d been a head-on collision, I probably wouldn’t have survived. The driver had been going well over the speed limit. The impact would’ve been detrimental to my life.

      But was this worth surviving? Was my new outcome somehow better? Because I sure as fuck didn’t think so.

      I didn’t care much about living to begin with. Life had been difficult from the moment I was born. My dad walked out before I was born. My mom attempted to be a mother for the first two years of my life before her love for the bottle won against her love for me. My grandmother took me in, and then she passed away when I was five from choking on a porkchop, of all fucking things.

      The state took me after that, and that had been pure fucking hell. Robbed me of a normal life. Took away my childhood. Destroyed the joy I found in most things.

      The military had been my escape. My freedom. My security. My stability.

      My fucking peace.

      And now, I was losing that. Sure, I could go to San Antonio and plead my case to try to keep my career, but I already knew what the answer would be. I was fucked. I was getting booted. I’d survived wars. Special Ops missions. Had hidden my mental instability for years. And all of that boiled down to this. A fucking injury sustained from a civilian.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Vernon,” the military doctor said as he frowned at his computer screen, where images from my MRI were glaring back at us. “But there’s no way around it. You need surgery to repair your spine so your nerves are no longer being pinched. You’ll deal with pain there for the rest of your life though, I’m afraid, and more surgeries may be needed in the future.”

      I gritted my teeth. What the fuck was I supposed to say to that? Was I supposed to beg for another outcome? For him to lie on my chart so I could continue to serve in the military? I couldn’t fake that my legs weren’t going numb and it hurt to stand for long periods of time. Couldn’t fake that my back hurt so goddamn much, I wanted to punch something.

      There was no goddamn way out of this.

      “My military career is over.” It wasn’t a question, but he nodded anyway, sympathy bleeding onto his expression. But I didn’t want his sympathy. What I wanted was a different fucking outcome. But I wasn’t getting that either. Good things didn’t happen to men like me.

      Once again, I was getting the shit end of the fucking stick. I should’ve been used to it, but I wasn’t. Did anyone truly get used to the constant fuck-ups, bad news, and tragic endings?

      “It’s over, Shane,” he said, using my first name this time. “I am very, very sorry.”

      I shook my head and eased off the bed. “Will someone call me with a surgery date and time?”

      He nodded. “Of course.” He handed me my check-out slip. “Don’t worry about setting up a follow-up appointment. One will be made after your surgery. Have a good day, Shane.”

      A sarcastic retort rested on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it back, instead nodding my head. “You, too, doc,” I muttered, then headed out of the tiny room and into the hallway, where nurses were bustling about and patients’ voices drifted to me from the small waiting room just beyond the triage area.

      Biting back a sigh, I headed for the front of the doctor’s office so I could get the fuck out of there. Every step was agony, but I didn’t let it show on my face. I would deal. I would survive. And when my career officially ended, I would just have to keep putting one foot in front of the other and hope for the goddamn best.

      Even if the best always fucking evaded me.
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        Shane

      

      

      
        
        FIVE YEARS LATER

      

      

      I adjusted my seating position to ease the tension on my lower back, then leaned over my client once more so I could put the finishing touches on their back tattoo—a simple dove carrying a rose. Zeppelin, my boss and the owner of Ink Rage, made his way over, an energy drink in his hand. He pursed his lips as he looked at the dove, clearly not a fan of it. He said doves were cliché and something everyone got.

      I could say the same about skulls, which was one of Zep’s favorite things to do, but I also valued my sanity. And once Zeppelin got fired up, it was hard to get him to stop. He had to have the last word. How his husbands put up with him, I’d never know. He was a great boss, probably a good friend—I’d never let him close enough to find that out—and he was laid back as fuck, but that mouth of his was trouble.

      “Looks good,” he told me. “I’m always impressed with your line work.”

      Zeppelin had found me about to end my life four years ago. I’d had two back surgeries by then, my military career was over, and I was just fucking tired of putting on a front. Tired of living. He’d pulled me off the literal edge, slapped the fuck out of me, and dragged me to his shop. He’d forced food down my throat, got me hydrated, then put a pencil and a piece of paper in front of me and told me to get it out of my system.

      He gave me the room above his shop to live in, gave me a job drawing designs for customers, then hooked me up with his therapist so I could work through all my problems in a healthy way. For weeks, he camped outside my door so I wouldn’t do something stupid, as he called it. He never took it to heart that I hardly ever talked to him. He just… got it.

      After a year of doing artwork for him, he got me into tattooing. Zeppelin saved my life in more ways than one, and for that, I was grateful to him. We might not have been friends in the usual sense of the word, but he was the closest person I had. And he was reliable. Family, if I believed in that word.

      I dipped my chin in thanks, then finished the last line before cleaning up the client’s back. She sat up when I was done, gave me a tip, then headed to the counter to pay Miranda, Zeppelin’s blue-haired, tatted receptionist. She gave no fucks, and there was a serious lack of a filter between her brain and her mouth. Probably why she and Zeppelin got along so well.

      “I’m fucking starving,” she complained once the customer was gone. She dramatically draped her body over the counter, her hands dangling over the other side. She lifted her head just enough to look at Zeppelin. “Feed me.”

      He rolled his eyes as he dropped onto his stool. “Feed yourself.”

      She opened her mouth to retort what would no doubt have been some smart-ass remark, but she was cut off by the bell above the door jingling. I turned to see who’d walked in and blinked at the man who was already looking at me, his nearly-black eyes intense as he stared. His lip was split, and he had a bruise on his cheekbone. A bruise in the shape of a handprint was wrapped around his throat. His hair, as dark as the night sky, was half pulled up into a small bun. The rest of his hair was left hanging to his shoulders.

      He shrugged off his leather jacket, revealing tattooed, muscular arms, the veins prominent. He was hot as fuck, and if I hadn’t sworn off dating and sex to preserve what sanity I had left, I’d have asked him out in a heartbeat. The old me would have anyway, solely to get laid.

      “You Shane?” he asked, making his way to me.

      I nodded once, not bothering to actually speak. It was actually rare that I opened my mouth. Words held more weight the less I talked.

      “You here for a tattoo?” Miranda asked. “You got paperwork to fill out, bud.”

      He spared her a split-second glance before looking at me. He pressed his long index finger to my chair. “Do not let anyone else sit here,” he ordered before walking over to where Miranda was glaring at him. I frowned. Who the fuck did this guy think he was?

      Zeppelin looked at me. “You know him?” I shook my head. I’d never seen him before in my life. I would’ve remembered someone like him if I had. His looks were memorable, but it was his larger-than-life presence that made him unforgettable. He’d literally walked through the door and filled the space, commanding attention and giving orders.

      The bell above the door jingled again, and Jaxon, one of Zeppelin’s husbands, walked in. He was wearing a ball cap, hiding the streaks of gray in his hair. He was cleanly shaven, as usual, and in a pair of faded jeans and a plain black t-shirt, it was easy to see why Zeppelin and Eros, Zeppelin’s other husband, had fallen so hard and easy for him.

      Jaxon was as still and calm as a lake. Always strong and capable. And he took Zeppelin’s mood swings and crude mouth in stride, barely batting an eye when Zeppelin was being argumentative or just downright troublesome.

      “Jax baby,” Zeppelin greeted, a grin spreading across his face. When Jaxon was close enough, he gripped the front of his shirt and tugged him close, sealing their lips together in a kiss certainly not decent enough for public. Jaxon forced them to part after a moment. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Saw your schedule was empty for the next couple of hours, so I thought we could join Eros for lunch.”

      Zeppelin nodded. “Yeah, that should be fine.” He looked at me. “You got this?” He cut a pointed look toward the counter, and when I followed his gaze, spotting the stranger already staring at me again, I nodded once. I’d faced off with people much worse than this guy. I was fine.

      Jaxon frowned at the guy like he knew him from somewhere, then his eyes widened. “My son follows you on Instagram,” he said. “X, right?”

      What kind of fucking name was X?

      “He’s got good taste then,” the guy responded, his voice deep and a little raspy.

      Jaxon just hummed, then led Zeppelin out of the shop and to his car. X looked at me, then stood and began pulling his shirt over his head. “Heard you’re the best free-hander in town, and I want ink. I don’t give a fuck what it is. You could put Hello Kitty on my fucking skin if you wanted.” He laid down on his back, leaving his abs and broad chest on display, along with all the bruises that littered his torso and chest. “Find a spot and have a go.”

      I arched a brow at him. “Sure you want free hand?” I asked. My voice was low. Quiet. I didn’t talk much, not even to my regular clients. It was rare my voice got used anymore.

      He turned his head to look at me. “That’s what I said, isn’t it? Saw your work. I wouldn’t be sitting here if I hadn’t done my research.”

      “You’re a bit of an asshole,” Miranda drawled, frowning at X. “Watch how you talk to him.”

      X’s expression completely changed, like he took a fucking mask off. I straightened in my chair, all too familiar with sociopaths. I knew one when I saw one, and X was definitely on the spectrum—more than likely a high-functioning one, which made it a little easier for him to blend into society.

      “You two got a thing going on?” he asked, his voice cold. Empty. There was no fucking life in it. Like he couldn’t be bothered to fake it any longer when something had him angry.

      Miranda scoffed. “Not that it’s any of your business, dickface, but no. Shane isn’t my type.”

      X relaxed, his mask slipping back on like nothing had happened. He nodded once. “Good.” Looking at me, he arched a brow. “You going to start sometime today?”

      I cocked my head to the side the slightest bit, trying to get a read on him. He might be getting a tattoo, but he hadn’t come here just for that. Something told me he was actually here for an entirely different reason, especially since most of his tattoos, while good, seemed to be done by him. There was a distinct look most tattoos had if someone did them on themselves.

      X wasn’t as slick as he liked to think he was.

      I turned away from him to ready my ink. “Color? Placement?”

      “Don’t care,” he told me. “Surprise me.”

      Nodding once, I grabbed the remote, turned up the music so he wouldn’t try to talk to me and so Miranda wouldn’t start shit with him, and got to work inking the reaper onto his right pec.
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        Xan

      

      

      He knew I was on some bullshit. That much was clear by the way he stared at me like he could see through me. And honestly, it was kind of my own fault he figured me out so quickly when I got so angry at the mere thought of him being with that blue-haired woman working behind the counter. I’d let my mask slip, showed him who I truly was beneath the surface. I’d shown my cards way too early.

      And a man like Shane Levi Vernon, who’d served in the military under a Special Ops program unknown to the public? He was trained to pick men like me out in a crowd. He had spent years taking out men and women like me who were in high-power positions, so they’d stop wreaking havoc on the world.

      Should I have known all of that? No. But I had my own connections, knew someone who could hack into the U.S. government database and never be discovered. The moment I spotted Shane at the Thai restaurant up the street two weeks ago, my obsession began. I’d tracked down his Instagram to find out his name, which then led to his place of employment. From there, I paid the underground hacker a few grand to do a thorough background check on him.

      I knew everything there was to know about Shane Vernon, right down to how he liked his coffee and that he preferred to go commando with just gym shorts under his jeans.

      The blue-haired girl disappeared into the back, saying something about eating her lunch while it was slow, leaving me alone with Shane—fucking finally. The moment she was out of hearing distance, he cut those brown eyes to my face. “Why are you here?” His voice, once again, was low. Gruff. Almost too quiet. A man not used to talking much. Something I also knew about him from his background check. Shane was usually a man of very few words.

      I smirked at him. “To get a tattoo,” I drawled.

      He turned the machine off and settled an unamused look on my face. “If you want to play fucking games, X,” he said, my nickname rolling off his tongue with pure sarcasm, “I suggest you get the fuck out and go elsewhere. You’re not just here for a tattoo. Why the fuck are you here?”

      “Wanted a closer look at you.” It wasn’t a lie. I did want a closer look at him. Stalking him from afar wasn’t doing it for me any longer, and I was growing increasingly more irritable with every moment I had to spend too far from him. Even my boyfriend, the fancy pants doctor, Preston, was beginning to notice and told me to just make an appointment. He was the only person who understood me. Understood my obsessions and my quirks and that maybe I wasn’t entirely human. And he still loved me for it, even if I wasn’t sure I’d ever be capable of loving him back.

      I hadn’t ever knowingly loved someone in my entire life.

      Shane blinked at me, then shook his head. “I’m going to finish your tattoo because you paid for it and it’s nearly done. And then, never show your face here again, you got me?”

      Before I could answer, the tattoo machine whirred back to life, and he bent back over my right pec and got back to work. I just smirked up at the ceiling. If Shane thought he was getting rid of me that easily, by just issuing an order, he was dead wrong. I wanted him. I was fixated on him. And I wasn’t stopping until I had what I wanted.

      Preston, who I’d also become fixated on and obsessed with was proof of that.
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      Preston pushed off his car and turned to face me as I stepped out of the tattoo shop. I could feel Shane’s eyes burning a hole into my back, but I didn’t turn around to look, though Preston was looking at him through the shop windows. When I neared my boyfriend, he pulled his gaze away, settling his pretty blue eyes on mine. Blue eyes I was fucking hooked on. They were such a pretty shade—like when the sky clears just after a long thunderstorm.

      “Feel better?” he asked, tugging an energy drink from his cargo pocket and passing it to me.

      I nodded and cracked open the drink. “A bit.” After swallowing a mouthful, I added, “He’s a bit of a dick.”

      Preston smirked. “Two peas in a pod then, baby.”

      I hummed and tugged him closer to me before leaning in and sealing my lips over his. Preston was my fucking world. I’d die for him. He told me that was love, but I didn’t really believe him. But obsession? Fuck yeah. Had that for him in spades. The moment he’d found me bleeding out from a stab wound after a particularly nasty fight, he brought me to his place, stitched me up, and put me on antibiotics. He nursed me back to health, and when it was time for me to go…

      I went absolutely no fucking where. And he just rolled with it. Let me move my stuff in. Added me to his apartment lease. It was as easy as breathing with us. But Shane was going to be another issue entirely. Of that, I was certain. He was in his mid-thirties and clearly set in his ways. Hell, the man hadn’t even dated since his military career ended five years ago. There wasn’t even any hint to him fucking anyone since then.

      Getting Shane to give in to me, to be with me and Preston, was going to be a right pain in my ass. But I’d enjoy the chase. I always did. Besides, the chase was half the fun.

      “Want to get some food?” Preston asked. “I’m off the rest of the day.”

      I nodded. “I’ll follow you.”

      He leaned in to kiss me again, his tongue delving into my mouth as his hand curled around the back of my neck. I groaned, letting him control the kiss. All too soon, he pulled away and grinned at me. “The rest will hold ‘til later.” He jerked his chin in the direction of my bike. “Come on. I’m starving.”

      I huffed, annoyed. “You’re such a fucking tease.”

      His grin was pure trouble. “You wouldn’t have me any other way, baby.”

      I rolled my eyes, but he was right. I wouldn’t. Preston was mine. Every single fucking piece of him, even the teasing parts that drove me fucking mad.
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        Preston

      

      

      After getting my glimpse of Shane in person, I understood X’s obsession with him. The man, while older than both of us at thirty-five, was hot as fuck. His light-brown skin seemed to glow under the lights of the tattoo shop, and his tattoos boldly stood out on his skin, even from a distance. And those eyes as he stared between me and X were dark and almost… empty. Like he purposefully hid everything from the world.

      X told me he served in some kind of special forces thing that wasn’t known to the rest of the United States. That he took out high-powered politicians across the world, had been known as one of the best operatives and snipers to ever grace the military. But his career ended when he got in a car accident that had nothing to do with the military that fucked up his back, requiring multiple surgeries.

      But X, while a sociopath and not all that fit for society, had made me swear to secrecy for Shane’s safety. I’d given it immediately. I knew what could happen to any of us if that information got leaked. Something that top-secret was never meant to be public knowledge, and definitely not known by civilians like me and X.

      “Did you make any headway with him?” I asked once our food was delivered to our table.

      X shook his head as he squeezed chili sauce on his noodles. He already ordered his food spicy, but the man was of the mindset that if he wasn’t sweating from his food, it wasn’t hot enough. I liked spice in my foods, but not that much. That much spice was just asking for me to be curled up in bed with a cramping stomach and nausea. Besides, how could anyone enjoy their food when it was so hot, it made them sweat? Made zero sense to me.

      “He called me out. My fault, I think. I… slipped when I thought he and the receptionist were dating.”

      I frowned at him. It was rare that X dropped his mask in public. My man was one-hundred percent a monster—a monster I loved, but still a monster, nonetheless. I’d soothed his rough edges a little bit, but there was no changing who he was at his core. And jealousy was a huge part of his personality. If someone so much as looked at me like they thought I was good-looking, X got territorial.

      I loved it, but that didn’t mean it was okay for him to lash out at everyone who found me attractive.

      “X…” I said quietly, my tone disapproving.

      He grunted. “I know,” he muttered. “But fuck, the mere idea of him with anyone but us makes me… murderous.”

      “You’ve got to rein it in, baby,” I gently reminded him. “Shane isn’t me. He’s not going to just let you roll over him and settle into his life.” Which was definitely what X had done to me, but I’d been okay with it. I was just as hooked on X as he’d been hooked on me. Letting him settle into my life and my home had been an easy decision, no matter how quick it’d happened or how little sense it’d made. I’d been alone for so long. Becoming the center of someone’s entire world had been a fucking blessing.

      “No shit.” He lifted his eyes from his food to look at me. “You two are polar opposites. There’s something off in his brain, like me.”

      I cocked my head to the side the slightest bit. “You think he’s a sociopath?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not a sociopath, no. More like he… chose to be like this. Or it was trained out of him, maybe. But he’s empty, Preston. Like he’s going through the motions and not really feeling anything.”

      “Well, look at what his career was before becoming a tattoo artist,” I reminded him. “I’m sure they don’t just pick any soldier for that kind of career. They no doubt have to show some kind of personality traits to even be considered. You don’t do what he did and come out ‘normal’, baby.”

      But I’d noticed what he was talking about, too, and I’d only seen Shane from a distance. And even then, I’d been looking at him through a window. X was right. Shane was empty. Cold. Distant. I wasn’t sure he was entirely human either.

      And just like I had with X, I wanted Shane badly. Maybe I had a thing for the emotionally unavailable ones. Or maybe I had a thing for the ones who would put me first and burn the world to fucking ashes just to keep me. A therapist would have a field day with my choice of men. Wasn’t like I’d had a bad childhood. My parents had loved me. Adored me. All my trauma came after I got to college and was caught on camera with another man. My life fell apart then. Still, I didn’t have childhood trauma to fall back on for my own faults.

      I was just wired differently, I guessed. Maybe that was why X and I clicked so well.

      “He basically told me to never come see him again,” X blurted. I arched a brow at him, a smirk beginning to play on my lips. He chuckled, the sound low and dark. Ominous. “If he thinks he’s getting rid of me that easily, he’s lost his fucking mind for real.”

      “So, what’s your plan from here?” I questioned. X had fixated on Shane. There was no deterring him now. He wasn’t stopping until he had what he wanted. And he wanted Shane. And fuck it all to hell, I wanted him, too. So, I certainly wasn’t stopping him.

      Call me the fucking enabler.

      “Think kidnapping will work?” X asked.

      He had to be fucking kidding me.

      I shot him a deadpan look. “No,” I deadpanned. “You might be an underground fighter, baby, but Shane’s a fucking soldier. He’ll kick your ass. Don’t even fucking attempt it.”

      X sighed. “Worth suggesting.” My lips quirked with an aborted smile. “I’m going to visit him again. To hell with if he likes it or not.”

      I hummed, amused. “Good luck, baby.”

      He smirked at me. “Who the fuck needs luck?”

      I chuckled, then took a bite of my food. “So, what tattoo did you get?” I asked. I knew he hadn’t gone in with any idea. Shane was a damn good free-hand artist, and that was what X had rolled with.

      X lifted his shirt right in the middle of the restaurant, revealing bruised skin, tattoos—most done by himself—and abs and a broad chest. I took a moment to admire his body before I laid my eyes on the detailed reaper on his right pec. I whistled low. That was damn good work for free-handing and with how quickly it’d been done.
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