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      No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, including electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      

      This is a work of fiction.

      

      Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

      

      This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return it to the seller and purchase your own copy.

      

      Thank you for respecting the author’s work.
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        For every heart that’s been shattered and stitched back together with scar tissue.

      

        

      
        For those who know that love isn’t gentle.

      

        

      
        It’s war, it’s mercy, it’s survival.

      

        

      
        May you find yourself in these pages... and know you are not alone.
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        She's a fighter. He's a widower. Their age gap is problematic. Their blackened hearts don't care...

      

      

      

      For seventeen-year-old Gabriella Mitchell, every day is a fight. With her father long gone and her alcoholic mother completely checked out, she needs cash quickly or she’ll lose her siblings to the foster care system. Stumbling into mixed martial arts by accident, she finds a way to pay the bills, but is shocked when the local gym owner rejects her application to train under him.

      

      Micah “Diablo” Kennedy guards his heart with his fists and his lethal tongue. Having sworn off training women after the death of his wife and son, he's forced to change his tune when Gabbi smacks down one of his best fighters. When he finds himself attracted to the determined teen, he refuses to acknowledge the opportunity for a second chance at happiness.

      

      She’s a powerhouse, and he has no idea what to do with her, other than push her away… for both their sakes.

      

      As their taboo emotions intensify, Gabbi and Diablo battle their protective instincts and an intruding world of vice and violence.

      

      Will the broken-hearted teen and the self-proclaimed black-hearted devil accept that they’re stronger together before life knocks them out for the count?

      

      
        
        Black-Hearted Devil is a gritty MMA meets MC novel that takes place in the Australian mixed martial arts gym owned by the Black Shamrocks MC. This 100,000-word standalone is the first book in the Blackards MMA series of interconnected novels. A dark tale of salvation and found family, this novel is set in a world where getting knocked down leaves you with no choice but to get back to your feet.

        

        Some readers may find some events in this story confronting, so reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      This story isn’t suitable for those who do not enjoy taboo romance with a heavy focus on trauma, redemption, and forbidden love. In this story, there is a significant age gap between the main characters as well as content that may be triggering to some readers.

      

      Black-Hearted Devil is book one in a series of four books. While each story is a standalone, it is recommended that the series is read in order to best appreciate the overall storyline.

      

      PLEASE NOTE: this story is set in Australia and is written in UK English.
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        Music is a major source of inspiration for my stories. If you’d like to listen to the songs that helped form this dark traudemption romance story, the Black-Hearted Devil playlist is available on Spotify.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "A second chance is not a guarantee; it's an opportunity to prove that love can endure.” ~Unknown~
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        Diablo

        Five years earlier

      

      

      

      Blood streaks down the worn handgrips of my Harley when I roll on the throttle to lead the funeral procession. Bright and sticky against the faded neoprene-rubber blend. My blood, it seeps into the edges of my fingerless gloves to become an eternal reminder of this moment. Residue of the injury I self- inflicted when I punched the wall before Venom dragged me out of the empty gym to accompany the hearses on their final journey.

      Hearses.

      Plural.

      Fucking unfair...

      Rather than focus on the slow-moving convoy travelling down the main thoroughfare at snail’s pace, I flex my fingers. A sharp twinge. More blood. Throbbing ache. The sting that radiates through my hand every time I curl my fingers tighter around the throttle is edifying.

      Pain is the only thing keeping me from unravelling.

      The hearses roll ahead, slow and deliberate, dragging the weight of two coffins in their bellies. Mari. My wife. Twenty-six years old. Brave, reckless, too goddamn good for this world. Josiah. My boy. Eight years old and full of life. Already a warrior, already a joker, already a better person than I’ll ever be.

      Another rev.

      Extra sting.

      Lonely in a crowd of people.

      That thought cuts through me, sharp as glass. I grind my teeth, rev the throttle harder. The Harley’s roar blends with the storm swelling behind me. Rows of brothers from the Black Shamrocks MC. Hundreds of motorcycles, thunder filling the streets. Sydney, Perth, Brisbane, Melbourne, Adelaide. Riders from New York, Chicago, London, Dublin, and Naples. Every patch that bears the iconic shamrock skull emblem is here. Old ladies. Prospects. Hangabouts. Their kids.

      Every person is her to support me in body and spirit.

      Yet I am alone in this loss.

      As one, we move down Mount Druitt’s central strip. Both sides of the street are jammed with people. Civilians. Kids Mari tutored at the gym. Mothers who came to her when they had nowhere else to go. Men who’d have been corpses or criminals if she hadn’t dragged them into the ring and taught them how to throw punches instead wielding of knives. Josiah’s schoolmates stand in a tight knot, their tiny faces blotchy and wet.

      Signs bob above the crowd.

      We’ll miss you, Mari.

      Rest in peace, Josiah.

      Forever Blackards.

      We back the Shamrocks.

      They watch me like I’m the one holding this whole street together.

      Like I’m the pillar Mari always swore I was.

      If they only knew.

      Inside, I am a blackened, withered, husk of a man.

      A body with a heartbeat, but no heart.

      The cemetery looms. Gravel crunches under tyres as the hearses roll to a stop. I kill the engine, swing my leg over the Harley, and strip off my gloves. My busted knuckles throb like they’re alive, pulsing with enough pain to keep me on task when I’d rather turn on my heel and sprint for the familiarity of the Blackards gym.

      We gather around the graves in a monolith. Rows of leather, cuts creaking, chains jangling in the breeze. My National president, Brutus Mayberry, towers at the front. His arms are folded over his barrel chest. His face is cut from granite. Venom shifts beside him, eyes flat and watchful. Slash and Toker hang back, smoking, both looking like they’d rather be throwing punches than standing still. Little Cherub’s a shadow at Venom’s side—eighteen, too-thin, pale, eyes darting like a trapped bird.

      She’s a mess.

      The closest to outwardly matching my insides.

      Our chaplain, Cassius, steps up. Bible in hand, voice rolling low, he addresses the masses. He speaks of Mari’s compassion, of her fire, of how she gave everything she had to everyone she touched. He reminds us of Josiah’s laughter, of the future stolen from him. His voice is steady, but grief threads through every syllable.

      I barely hear it, let alone register the words in my head.

      All I see are those coffins.

      All I feel is the emptiness in my chest—the hollowness consuming me like a black hole.

      “Brother.” Cassius turns to me as he asks, “Would you like to speak?”

      I snap.

      “Fuck no.”

      My voice is a rasp.

      Rough from all the whiskey I’ve downed since I got the call.

      Hoarse from too much screaming, then a prolonged absence of use.

      “Micah...” Slipping out of biker mode, he uses my civilian name. “I will stand with you.”

      “Fuck off, Cass.” Gasps ripple through the mourners as I shout, “You can’t stand with me because you aren’t me. You’ve lost a friend. I’ve lost my heart—” My gaze strays to Mari’s casket before landing on the smaller one holding my dead son’s body. “—and my fuckin’ soul.”

      Hand out, ready to stop my exit, Angelo’s face twists when I glare at him. He meets my hostile gaze with a beseeching one. His jaw is set hard. His glass eye adds an eerie element to his unspoken pleading for me to lean on him.

      In Mari’s absences, Angelo would normally be my first port of call.

      My brother-in-law.

      Mari’s brother.

      The man who was taking a piss behind the servo while my wife and kid bled out.

      I hate him.

      Innately understanding that I would be crossing a line if I said that out loud, I spin on my heel and shove past Cassius. Our shoulders smash. Leather and muscle. He steps aside. Let’s me stride away. Skin crawling with awareness, I slam my helmet down on my head. Thumb the ignition. Kick up the stand.

      Harley roaring.

      Gravel spitting.

      I tear off like the devil himself is nipping at my heels.

      Which is fucking ridiculous since I am Diablo...

      Halfway to the gym, I hear them.

      Venom and his Lily.

      Slash.

      Toker.

      They ride behind me. Their tyres squeal when I motor through the intersection on the amber light and they follow. I don’t slow to take the next corner. Don’t care that I run wide and swerve into oncoming traffic.

      If I hit a truck, so be it.

      At least it’d end this hollow ache.

      By the time I slam through Blackards’ gates, my throat is raw from screaming curses into the helmet. I kill the engine, stumble inside, and lock myself in the office.

      A bottle of Jack is waiting.

      My only solace.

      The attendees flood the wake. They pack the gym from wall to wall. Mourners spill into the ring. Perched onto the stacked mats. Loiter around the heavy bags. Music thumps low. Beer bottles clink. Laughter rings out, jagged and too bright for the occasion. Whiskey burns my throat as I pretend not to listen while they trade stories of Mari’s stubborn refusal to give up on them. A ghost of a smile curves my lips at my sister-in-law’s description of Josiah’s cheeky grin.

      They toast to their memories.

      Every word slices me open.

      Cut after cut.

      Bleeding me out.

      Bottle in hand, I sink into the deepest shadows at the rear of my office when Venom breaks the lock on the door. He enters with Slash and Toker. They settle on the floor, backs to the wall, bracketing me. The two blond men on one side, Venom and little Cherub on the other.

      We drink together.

      Mourn in silence.

      It’s macabre, but my gaze keeps straying to Cherub.

      She’s curled into herself. Tense. Eyes clued to the floor, the small sips she takes of her drink are the only sign that she’s aware of our presence. Feeling the heat of my perusal, her eyes flick to mine.

      For a second, I see recognition.

      Lilianna Mayberry is as broken as I am.

      Too young to carry scars.

      Except, scars don’t care about age.

      “You good?” Venom mutters. His voice is gravel. His gaze is piercing when he looks at me. “Not gonna blow up again?”

      I laugh, bitter and hollow. “Do I look good to you?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      Just grips my shoulder and squeezes.

      For a moment, it’s enough.

      Then Angelo’s voice cracks through the air.

      He’s squared off with his estranged wife.

      It’s a fight weeks in the making.

      Been coming since Mari was pronounced dead.

      Jen has been patient. Given him space to grieve his little sister. She’s hovered, offering solace without pushing. Accepted his distance without rebuke. Been a better person throughout this time than I would’ve if I’d been on the receiving end of Angelo’s belligerent refusal to acknowledge reality.

      Her expression is stone, filled with resolution and despair.

      The solitary glance she aims my way when I emerge from the office is filled with apology.

      I shrug.

      I get it.

      You don’t get to choose when and how you break.

      You just... break.

      Their words are knives, slicing the fragile peace of the wake. Angelo’s face is red and furious. The sight of him—loud, alive, while Mari and Josiah lie cold in the ground—makes my vision tunnel. Venom reads my intentions before they’re properly set in my head. With Slash’s help, he keeps everyone back. Toker tucks his cousin in at his side and turns Cherub away from the violence I unleash.

      I’m on Angelo in an instant.

      My fist smashes into his jaw.

      He reels backward, spits blood, then lunges to drive a hook into my ribs.

      Pain, energizing, empowering, comfortingly familiar, floods me.

      And I lose it...

      “It’s your fault,” I roar, swinging wild, only stopping after I have made him bleed. “You let them die!”

      “My fault?” he snarls back. His knuckles split my lip when I let him hit me. “Hardly. You trained her. Changed her. Made her like you.” I see the moment he decides that our decade long truce is over. Hatred, black and oily like the revulsion I feel for him, infects his features as he declares for everyone to hear, “If she’d never met you, my sister would be alive today.”

      It goes off like sonic boom.

      A nuclear explosion.

      Detonating, then leaving an unusable wasteland in its wake.

      The gym devolves into chaos. Shouting, my club bothers drag civilians outside. Beer bottles shatter. Someone yells for calm.

      All the while, Angelo and I circle each other like rabid dogs.

      We spit and snarl.

      Feint and lunge.

      Glare and curse.

      Once the gym is empty of everyone not connected to the Shamrocks, Slash and Venom wedge themselves between us. Arms straining to hold us back, they shove our chests until there is enough space to cool things down.

      I taste blood.

      See it staining my skin.

      I want more.

      I want Angelo’s.

      I want to bleed out my family’s killers.

      “Not more.” Venom shoves me against the wall. He pushes onto his toes to get in my face. “Not now.”

      “Nah, I disagree,” I inform him as I rip free of his grip. Chest heaving, I hold my arms out from my side and turn in a circle until everyone wearing a Shamrocks cut is looking at me. “Sydney’s goin’ support.” My chin lifts higher with every word I speak carries across the gym, “Blackards SMC—no more outlaw. I want a vote on it now.”

      The words hang heavy.

      My demand chokes the oxygen out of the air.

      Never one to back down, Venom grabs my arm.

      He drags me away out of hearing range to say, “You’re out of your mind. Brutus will use this. He’ll push harder. Don’t do it, brother. Don’t throw away Sydney because you’re drowning.”

      I meet his eyes.

      His stare is steady.

      His grip is strong.

      I understand what he’s saying.

      But it has no effect on the hollowness in my chest.

      “It’s already gone,” I murmur with a burning sigh. “It died with Mari and my boy.”

      Brutus calls a vote.

      Hands rise.

      Some reluctant.

      Some sure.

      The vote passes.

      By one.

      Me.

      Angelo’s laugh is jagged glass. “You weak cunt. Mari would’ve spat in your face. You disgrace her. You disgrace Josiah.” He turns to Brutus. “You still plannin’ to build up in Brisbane?”

      My ex-president nods once.

      “Then I’ll take it,” Angelo snarls. He pulls his cut from his shoulders and tears the Vice President patch from his lapel. Handing it to Brutus, he nods once. “Anyone who still bleeds Shamrock in Mari’s memory—come with me.”

      And they most of them do.

      Even some of the bikers who voted with me.

      They drift toward Angelo.

      Choose him.

      Leave me.

      Alone.

      Breathing deeply, Angelo steps close enough to fill my ear with his poison. “Sell me your share of the gym. And remember this—I’ll never forgive you. Not for Mari. Not for Josiah. You’re no hero. You’re nothing. Truth is, I’m glad Josiah didn’t live long enough to see what a weak spine his father really had.”

      While Slash acts as a sentry and bodyguard to little Cherub, it takes Venom and Toker to hold me back before I rip out Angelo’s throat. Victory gleams in his eyes as he grabs his things, then follows Brutus out to the parking lot. One by one, the room empties of club brothers. The three bikers who’ve chosen to stay in Sydney hand Venom their cuts. I shuck mine with an insolent shrug and allow it to drop to the floor.

      A desecration that was once unthinkable.

      Cherub pulls me in for a tight hug. The tremors that run through her body almost break me, but I rally long enough to return her squeeze, then push her into Slash’s waiting arms so he can escort her outside. Next, Toker clamps a hand on my shoulder and makes me promise to call him if I need anything.

      Venom lingers. “Come with us back to Perth. Don’t go through this alone.”

      “Pass.” I shove him out the door and slam it shut. “Alone is all I want.”

      The padlock clink is final when I barricade myself away from the world. Shadows from the moonlight sky outside stretch long on the mats through the uncovered windows. Silence swallows Blackards MMA gym whole.

      Unsteady on my feet, I slide to the office floor. The discarded whiskey bottle is clutched tight to my chest. Flailing my hand at the top of my desk, I retrieve the frame that once sat pride of place. Head resting on the rough carpet beside the photo, I allow myself one look at happier times.

      The day we opened this place.

      The realisation of a long-term goal.

      Angelo and me with Mari sandwiched between us with our eighteen-month-old son balanced on her hip. We were smiling like fools. Believing in an infinite number of tomorrows. A purple butterfly hovers in the foreground of the image. Posed perfectly with its wings spread, it looks photoshopped in rather than a real-life moment.

      A picture-perfect moment.

      One of too many to count.

      I can hear Mari’s voice in my head, declaring the creature’s invasion as a good omen.

      Closing my eyes, I remember how her cheeks flushed when I hit her with a knowing look.

      Our first time together was amongst butterflies.

      A magical experience re-endorsed by every new sighting of the winged insect since then.

      As always, Angelo had scowled at the idea of his sister and me. He tried to hide it, but his face gave him away. Despite that, he helped us distract Josiah from climbing to his feet to chase the butterfly long enough to pose for the family photo.

      Family.

      My wife.

      Our son.

      Her overprotective brother.

      I bury my face in my hands and sob until there’s nothing left.

      Whiskey, blood, and tears pool beneath me.

      My family is in the ground.

      Angelo and I have opened war on each other.

      My brothers are gone.

      My life is ashes.

      And, I know with a conviction borne from terminal heartbreak, that I will never love again.
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        Aries in action: “The smallest meetings can ignite the fiercest flames.”

      

      

      

      “Come on Matthew. It’s nearly eight … get out of bed or you’re gonna be late for school,” I yell at my youngest brother. Ignoring the pounding in my head from lack of sleep as I stumble into his bedroom, I nudge his bed with my foot to rouse him. He grumbles his annoyance. “Move it or lose it.”

      As usual, I’m on morning duty while our mother sleeps off the excesses of her late night. I use the term mother loosely. She hasn’t filled that position for the past three years, and I don’t expect a miraculous return to form from her anytime soon. It was well past three when I heard her stumble through the front door this morning.

      The giggling was followed by the sound of wet kissing.

      I want to be out of the house before her latest bed partner emerges from the living room.

      Being cornered by some random middle-aged loser who thinks he can make his mother/daughter fantasy come try isn’t on my schedule for the day.

      Blegh.

      Vomit burns my throat at the thought.

      Looking after Matty wouldn’t usually bother me so much, but today is my first day of freedom.

      I finished my final high school exam yesterday.

      In a normal reality, I’d be the one with the hangover and no intention of getting up until well after noon. Instead, I’m up early to drag a tired eight-year-old out of bed. It doesn’t help that I’m also dealing with my own matching fatigue from our late-night last night. The dread I feel after checking my horoscope is winding through me, too tight, an ill-fitting omen that I am insufficiently caffeinated to shake.

      Smallest meetings.

      Fiercest flames.

      Spare me please...

      “Don’t wanna go,” Matthew complains from beneath the pillow he’s shoved over his head.

      Inhaling through my nose, I pray for patience.

      “If you don’t move right now, you’re gonna have to walk to school.” Our middle sister, Zali, didn’t come home last night. Even if I was inclined to give him the day off school, I have no one to watch him. “I’m sorry... I have shit to do today. Please get a move on, bucko.”

      “All right.” My brother flops on his back, then groans. “I’m coming. Jeez.”

      Acting like I’ve asked him to single-handedly arrange world peace, he climbs off his bed and stumbles toward his bathroom. Guilt eats at me when I see his red-rimmed eyes, but there’s nothing I can do about it. My sister is almost as useless as our mother. I had to take him to work with me last night.

      Money or sleep.

      The choice was easy.

      Matthew can get by with less sleep easier than he can without food.

      It’s a rush, but after quickly ironing Matthew’s uniform while he showers and making some toast for both of us to eat in the car, we make it out of the door on time. Even with the noisiness of our departure, our mother hasn’t stirred from her prone position on the couch with her half-dressed fuck buddy. I slam the front door shut behind us, grinning when I hear her whining about the racket. Her companion startles awake, then hits the floor. When she cusses me out, I clench my fists to resist the urge to tell her to watch her language in front of her son.

      Anger brews within me during the drive.

      Once Matthew is dropped off at school, I remain parked out the front of his school. My phone is almost dead when I retrieve it call my sixteen-year-old sister. She’s supposed to attend an exam this morning, but I have no idea if she plans to follow through or not. Her bedroom was still empty when I walked past this morning, so I’m assuming that she slept at her dumbarse boyfriend’s house last night because

      Her absence is a normal state-of-affairs in our home lately. Zali is acting out, trying to gain the attention of our mother. It’s futile because she couldn’t give a fuck about the three of us. With less than a year between mine and Zali’s ages, it’s impossible for me to step in as her mother figure like I have with Matthew.

      Drama.

      Fights.

      School.

      I’m not equipped to deal with Zali’s moods when I’m barely keeping my own head above water.

      “What?”

      Ignoring her sharp tone, I try to keep my voice light as I say, “Only one more exam to go and then you’ve got eight weeks off before year twelve starts.”

      “Oh, wow, eight weeks of looking after Matty while Mum gets trashed every night and Dad continues his disappearin’ act.” Zali sounds pissed. About what, I wouldn’t have a fucking clue. All I know is I need to calm her down so I can hit her with the favour I need tonight. “You’re so lucky to be getting away from all this shit.”

      The vehemence in her tone makes it clear that I haven’t a hope in hell of gaining her help.

      I table my begging for later.

      “Just concentrate on your exam, not Mum’s bullshit.”

      “Whatever.” My scalp crawls with premonition as my sister asks, “Are you still going to pick me up after my exam? I want to look for a job today.”

      This is both news to me, and yet another thing I don’t want to handle.

      Although, Zali paying her own way would take a weight off.

      Pulling my phone from my ear, I check the time. I’ve got grocery shopping to do and a couple bills to pay. If I hurry, I’ll just have time before I need to head to her school and pick her up. It’ll be tight, but it might be just what I need to get in her good graces.

      “Gab,” Zali whines. “I really need you.”

      “I’ll be there at half past twelve.” I sigh. An idea pops into my head, and I decide to run with it, despite the risk of it backfiring in my face. “How about this… we’ll head to Steve’s gym afterward?” My sister makes a sound that is both shock and elation. I have guarded my workplace from her because I don’t trust her not to make things hard for me with her bitchiness. Ignoring the twinge of foreboding, I jump in with both feet. “I’m pretty sure he’s looking for a trainee.”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. Please, Gabbi?”

      Genuinely pleased with her reaction, I can’t help pushing her buttons.

      “But, ya know, if all else fails—” I wish I could see the look crosses her face when I say, “There’s always fast food… Maccas, or even, KFC.”

      “Oh, my God. Shut. Up,” Zali bites back in a shrill voice. “Just pick me up at twelve-thirty. Don’t be late.”

      A wide grin curls my lips when my phone beeps in my ear. I shouldn’t antagonize her, but fucking with Zali is the only thing worth smiling about in my life most of the time. She so easy to bait. Her reactions blow hot, then turn cold on a dime which makes it pretty much a zero-sum experience, consequence-wise.

      And it’s fun… so much fun.

      That thought keeps me smiling throughout the drive to the local shopping centre.

      “Excuse me.”

      I step around the old lady fumbling with her mail to post my art school applications. It’s a long shot. One that I’ve kept to myself so far. Especially when I know that my chances of getting into the Sydney Universities School of Fine Arts are next to none. That didn’t stop me from applying to every school anyway.

      If I’m going to be delusional, I’m going balls to the wall...

      As the last envelope slides down the mail chute, I mutter a plea to my ruling planet, Mars. “I align myself with all that is.”

      The old lady does a double take, then scans me from head to toe.

      I flash her a wide smile that she doesn’t return.

      Instead, she clasps the strap of her handbag and shuffles away from me.

      If I wasn’t used to it, her judgement would be upsetting.

      With the selfish component of my day ticked off, I head into the supermarket to grab some groceries. My vast amount of lived experience as her most-hated child tells me that our mother won’t get off the couch in time to buy anything before we get home.

      God forbid, she actually cooks something for dinner.

      Most of the household duties have fallen to me since our parents divorced three years ago, and as much as it pisses me off, I just get on with it. Someone has to because we’d starve if we waited for her to give a shit. Stupid bitch couldn’t give two fucks about us—as long as we stay out of her hair, so she can sleep off her latest hangover then spent the afternoon prettying herself up for another night of drinking and gambling, she’s happy. We’re basically housemates she birthed and discarded. We aren’t her kids. We are tolerated. And that’s only because dear, old Dad’s new wife doesn’t want us near his brand-new family, and she’d be fucked without his generous child support.  

      “Ouch. Fucking hell, watch where you’re going!” I grit my teeth when tears well in my eyes from the stinging pain. With my lips pressed together so I don’t explode and rip into this dickhead with my lethal tongue, I look down and check out the back of my ankle that he’s just driven his shopping cart into. Sure enough, the skin’s broken and blood is forming.

      “Look what you’ve done. Moron.”

      I’m about to walk away before I punch him, my shoulders shaking and my ankle throbbing, when he speaks up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there. Let me have a look.”

      Before I can stop him, he’s knelt down and is fussing over my ankle. I look at the top of his walnut-coloured head and then run my eyes down the rest of him. He’s fucking hot—that much I can tell—and my anger subsides a little as my wayward brain decides to let my overactive libido take centre stage. I haven’t been laid for two weeks. Final exams, babysitting Matthew, and work kept getting in the way, so my pussy is more-than-happy to see an attractive male kneeling in front of me.

      Settle down, girl, I mentally chastise my pulsing clit.

      Play it cool...

      The supermarket isn’t my usual hunting ground. I prefer to do my picking-up at my favourite club. It’s much easier to get a no-strings-attached fuck in a place where everyone is there with the sole intention of getting laid.

      “I’m okay,” I proclaim when his warm fingers wrap around my ankle. He lifts my foot to allow himself closer inspection. “You don’t need to—” Sparks shoot up my leg in a direct line for my pussy, making me halt my protest. When he looks up at me with a warm gaze that oozes interest, I pull out my best I’m-down-to-fuck smile. “I over-reacted.”

      “Nah,” he drawls. “I was careless.”

      Widening my eyes, I rake my gaze over his face without shame.

      Desire flushes his cheeks.

      His blue eyes illuminate from within.

      I’m instantly rewarded for my boldness when his thumb strokes my ankle.

      He looks to be a couple years older than me, and he’s oozing the bad boy appeal I like. Wearing distressed jeans with a chain hanging from the pocket, a tight Harley-Davidson T-shirt, and a leather cut proclaiming him as a Blackard, he’s muscled, tattooed, and sporting messy hair that falls over his forehead. I’ve deliberately stayed away from his side of town, but I have eyes and ears, and I’ve heard all about the Blackards SMC and the renovated gym they use as both fight club and clubhouse.

      His expression lets me know that he’s up for anything I might offer.  

      Trouble with a capital T is the only way to describe the man kneeling at my feet.

      In other words, he’s pure fucking perfection—promising a good time without strings attached.

      “I don’t think it’ll bleed too much,” I shrug, my previous anger forgotten.

      “As long as you’re sure.” He chuckles, one of those lazy, masculine laughs that dampens my panties before straightening to his full height. Eyes staring into mine, he drawls in a low sexy voice, “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not. Your pain has turned out to be my gain.”

      Score.

      I inwardly smile.

      Outwardly, I play dumb.

      Lifting one eyebrow, and cocking my head to one side, I ask, “How so?”

      Smiling a cheeky half-grin, the Blackard moves his gaze over my frame with insolent slowness.  Starting at my long almost-black hair before inching his way down my body, he lingers on my plump lips, my ample chest, and the toned legs I inherited from my mother before coming to rest on the huge tattoo covering my exposed right thigh. I’m dressed in my usual summer outfit of denim booty shorts, tight tank, and sandal’s so there’s a lot of skin for him to feast on.

      “If I hadn’t hurt you, then you wouldn’t have cussed me out, and I wouldn’t be taking you out tonight.” With a grin, he says, “I’m Kaleb, by the way.”

      Extending his hand, he waits for me to close the distance and accept his offer.

      Choosing to leave him hanging, I comment, “You’re very cocky, aren’t you, Kaleb?”

      His lips quirk into a smirk and the thrill of the chase lights up his face. “You have no idea, baby.”

      “Too bad for you, but I already have plans for tonight.” I lift my eyebrows at him, deliberately mocking him with a taste of his own medicine. “You have a good day now.”

      Turning my back to Kaleb, I smile to myself. Gripping the handle on my shopping cart, I take a step away from him. If, and that’s a big if, I can sweet talk Zali into watching Matthew for me, I was planning on heading to my favourite night club tonight. It’s the only one I can get into, no questions asked, with my obviously fake ID.

      I don’t turn eighteen for another five months, so my options are limited until then.

      Still, my plans are open to last-minute rescheduling if Kaleb decides to take my bait.

      Abruptly abandoning his shopping cart, he moves after me.

      Grabbing the handle out of my grip, he forces my cart to a stop.

      I turn to look at him, feigning surprise. “What?”

      “I’ll bet I can show you a better time than anything else you’ve got planned.”

      Shaking my head at his blatant line, I yank the plastic handle out of his hold. “I’ll think about it. Maybe we can meet up later tonight? Discuss our options further?”

      Kaleb understands what I’m offering straightaway.

      His eyes become hooded with unconcealed desire, and he basically licks his lips.

      “Sounds like a plan to me. Where? And how will I get hold of ya?”

      “I’ll be at Nitro’s from about ten ‘til it closes.” That’s not necessarily the truth—I’m beholden to my mercurial sister, but he doesn’t need to know that. “Find me there.”

      After naming the club I frequent and laying down the gauntlet, I leave the ball in his court. If he doesn’t show, it’s no skin off my nose. There’ll be plenty of other willing participants to choose from if I make it out tonight. Knowing this, I don’t wait for his answer. It’s also the reason why my care factor over what he thinks of me and my veiled proposition so shortly after meeting him is nil.

      When Kaleb remains silent, I nod in farewell and push my shopping cart away.

      I’ve been around. There’s no denying that fact, and to be quite frank, I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks about it. It’s my pussy, and I choose who I let touch it.

      Sex and lots of it.

      That’s my thing.

      Well sex and the fights I regularly get into.

      After the shitty hand I’ve been dealt—addict mother, absentee dad, useless sister, and a little brother to raise because all the adults have checked out—I’m entitled to a couple of vices.

      Sex with different men.

      The occasional girl who takes my fancy.

      Venting my frustrations on the face of anyone who steps on my toes.

      I consider them acceptable methods of stress relief.

      Shit, I haven’t given into my daily daydreams of homicide yet, so I must be doing something right...

      “I’ll see you tonight,” Kaleb yells after me. The two middle-aged women dithering over their shopping lists in our aisle turn and tut at him for making so much noise. Rolling my eyes back and fluttering my eyelashes directly at them as I walk past, I’m met with looks of disgust as they take in my tattooed arms and legs, pierced bellybutton, and the shaved side of my head.

      I curl my top lip in response.

      They clutch their purses to their chests as if I’m going to rob them.

      Yeah, yeah, get in line...

      You’re not the first, and you won’t be the last, to judge me by my in-your-face appearance.

      And it’ll be a cold day in hell before I waste a visible fuck on Lululemon wearing clowns.

      “Hey, what’s your name?” Kaleb yells again, unperturbed by their censure.

      It’s a tick in his favour.

      “I only wanna fuck, not friendship.” I smirk when I curse and the busybodies watching let out matching gasps. The one closest to me crosses herself like I’m the devil incarnate. “Names aren’t necessary.”

      Throwing his head back, Kaleb breaks into bellowing laughter.

      Although I shake my head, I appreciate his enthusiasm more than I’ll ever let on.

      So much so, that I decide that I’ll do whatever it takes to meet him at Nitro’s.

      He seems like my type of fun…
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        One thousand, eight hundred, and nineteen days without Mari

      

      

      

      Stepping inside the gym to open things up for my clients, I inhale deep and set my shoulders straight. The gym smells like sweat, protein farts, and chalk. It always does. Doesn’t matter that there’s no kids on the mats, no classes of fully grown men running, no weights clanging in the racks. The air clings to me like a second skin. A cloak against the bleak loneliness I refuse to acknowledge.

      Blackards MMA thrives as a business.

      We’re open every day from five in the morning until midnight.

      Busy every moment.

      Packed to capacity.

      Yet the building is a tomb now.

      A shrine.

      I keep it alive because I don’t know how to bury it any more than I knew how to bury them.

      Mari would hate this. She’d hate the space I deliberately keep between me and everyone else. The way I’ve let the place hollow out around me. She’d call me stubborn. Use sweet words and soft touches to kick my arse into gear. My wife would remind me that we built this place for a reason.

      To protect at-risk kids.

      Build community.

      Create second chances.

      She’d tell me Josiah deserved to grow up here, gloves on, mouthguard in, cracking jokes between rounds with everyone. Her dream was for our boy to be nurtured by found family. In peace and safety. As the epicentre of our life. In a direct contrast to the way our parents raised us.

      The longer I think about my wife and Josiah, the stronger my chest tightens.

      Rubbing the ache with my fingertips, I exhale long and low. The flutter of a winged Monarch catches the corner of my eyes, but when I turn around to find the butterfly, it’s gone. My heart twists in my sternum until my legs wobble like jelly. The ache’s always there, but it spikes whenever I let myself linger with their memory and only loosens when I embrace numbness as a shield.

      The front door creaks open.

      I jerk back to the here and now.

      Footsteps echo, slow but heavy.

      Boot buckles clanking.

      The rattle of a chain.

      After a lifetime of friendship, I don’t need to look up to know who it is.

      Venom.

      He fills the doorway, shoulders squared under his cut, strangely coloured eyes shadowed with tiredness and a darker emotion. Still the same broad-shouldered bastard I fought beside a hundred times during the biker wars in our early twenties, but there’s something different in the way he carries himself.

      Like his bones are weighted.

      Like the life is being sucked out of him.

      “Brother,” he says.

      His voice is lower than I remember, ground down like gravel under tires.

      “Brother.” My throat’s dry as I mirror his terse greeting. I can feel his sorrow, and it calls to mine. Pushing away thoughts of Mari and Josiah and the butterflies that stalk me, I ask, “What brings you to the east coast?”

      Shrugging, he steps inside the empty gym. When the door swings shut behind him, it blocks out the early morning black. I watch him blink as his eyes adjust to the fluorescent lights aimed at each sparring ring, then he buys himself time to gather control of his emotions by dragging his gaze over the stacked mats, weights area, and the posters peeling from the walls.

      “Needed out o-f—” Venom clears his throat when his voice cracks. His Adam’s Apple bobs, then he tries again to speak. “Needed outta Perth.” I peer at the floor when his eyes redden, and his right leg begins to bounce. Heartbreak threads around the two words he utters next, “Needed space.”

      His lie hangs between us.

      I know the truth.

      I know what drove him here in the middle of the night.

      His Lily.

      Another attack from the Maddison clan.

      The miscarriage caused by indiscriminate violence.

      The Shamrocks Tech Officer called me last night to forewarn me that Venom had fled Perth and was headed my direction. It made sense. We’ve been friends since we were boys. Grew into hard men together. Became disillusioned with Brutus’ leadership of the Black Shamrocks MC around the same time.

      Except, it goes deeper than that...

      I am the only one who can come close to understanding his failure.

      He didn’t protect the woman who owns his heart, just like I failed to defend Mari and Josiah.

      We are the same.

      Weak.

      Broken.

      Venom ran from his woman’s grief straight into my orbit—the one person he thinks will offer his solace. He expects my support. He wants me to salve his conscience. He thinks I can be his crutch because I have lost more than he has and I’m still angry about it.

      “You left her,” I snap. The words are out before I can choke them back. While he has my sympathy, I cannot countenance his weakness. “Ditched her to suffer the loss alone.”

      His head jerks up.

      Leg bounces faster.

      Jaw tightens.

      “Careful.”

      “No. Fuck that.” I stalk closer, boots squeaking against the mats. “She’s twenty-three-years-old, and she’s already been through hell. Kingsley nearly broke her once. He got hold of her a second time… and now you leave her to pick up the pieces alone?”

      “You don’t get it.” His nostrils flare. He looks like he wants to swing. I curl my fingers into fists and move my weight onto the balls of my feet. “Every time I look at her, I see the blood he’s spilt. I see what I couldn’t stop. How I failed to protect her.”

      The defeat in him snaps the leash I have on my temper.

      Surging forward, I shove him hard in the chest with both hands.

      Venom stumbles backward.

      “So, you punish her for that?” I advance on him. Another shove. “She needs you.” He staggers on his heels. Mouth open, eyes watering, Venom looks everywhere but at me. Uncaring of his feelings, I continue forward. “Weak or not, broken or not, bleeding or not, she fuckin’… needs you!” With closed fists aimed at his gut, I drop him to the floor in a flurry of jabs. The tendons in my neck strain and my eyes are hot with fury as I loom over him. “And you think runnin’ is the answer?”

      “I dunno.” He sighs, then flops on his back with his hands over his face. Muttered from between what sounds like gritted teeth, I barely register his next statement, “That’s why I came to you… you’ve been drowning for five years. Figured you were my only hope. Help me?”

      The question hits like a hook to the ribs.

      My jaw clenches so hard it hurts.

      It takes effort to pry my teeth far enough apart to answer him. “No one can help you. That’s the point. You carry it. Alone. You learn from it. Alone. Become numb to it. Alone. But what you don’t do is walk away from the people who need you if you have the option to stay with them.” The toes of my sneakers are planted on either side of his torso when I literally step over him to say, “I don’t have that chance—so excuse me for not havin’ a whole lotta sympathy for you right now.”

      He knocks my left leg out of the way and climbs back to his feet.

      Venom’s hands are clenched by his sides when he finally meets my eyes.

      My fists are ready too.

      For a heartbeat, it’s like we’re back in our twenties, about to tear an enemy apart in some back alley. Only this time, the enemy is inside us. It’s our inability to be the men we were raised to be. An ineptitude that will drown us if we give into it. An unwanted understanding that life isn’t fair, and it never has been.

      In all honesty, I expect him to swing on me.

      It’s what I would do—grasp the familiarity of violence instead of acknowledging the hurt.

      But he proves better than me by exhaling slowly before shooting me straight in the heart with a home truth I have spent almost two thousand days ignoring. “You can stand there and preach, Diablo, but you’ve been livin’ like a ghost. You buried yourself with Mari and Josiah. You’re not carryin’ it, brother. You haven’t learnt a damn thing. You’re not numb. And you’re not alone.”  You’re just waitin’ for another reason to live to show itself.”

      He’s not wrong.

      I am desperate for a new purpose.

      I want to live, even though Mari is no longer by my side.

      I hate him for knowing that about me when I judge myself for it.

      Venom’s silence stretches until it feels like the walls are pressing in. 7

      I turn away and stomp over to my locker to grab my wraps.

      My hands shake as I loop them around my perpetually busted knuckles.

      “I’m fightin’ tonight.” My statement echoes in the empty gym. “Nitro’s basement. Kryptonite’s on the card.”

      I hazard a look his way when he settles onto the bench next to me.

      “Kryptonite.” His eyebrows shoot up to his hairline as he whistles low to emulate a bomb landing. “Fuck me dead… you’re really stepping in against him again?”

      “Was always on the cards.” My voice is flat. Dead as my heart. “He’s the only one who’ll consider a match nowadays.”

      Eyes narrowing, Venom studies me. “And you think this is smart? You’ve been goin’ in alone for years… but Kryptonite’s not some local punk. He’s dirty as fuck, and the Cerullis will have money on him.”

      “I’ve got nothin’ else,” I rasp. The admission comes from deep in my chest. “My win streak is all that’s left of me. I can’t be Mari’s husband anymore. I’m no longer a father. I can’t be a Shamrock. All I’ve got is the cage and the blood and the wins.”

      “Not true.” He shakes his head. When he sees that I’m not going to back down, he digs his metaphorical heels in by dishing a serve of cold, hard, truth. “You’re gonna get yourself killed—they’ll expect you to throw it—and when you don’t, they’ll try to kill ya.”

      “Then maybe I’ll finally rest.”

      The words hang in the air.

      Heavy.

      Realer than anything that’s left my mouth in the past five years.

      Heat scorches my face when Venom glares at me. “You goin’ in alone?”

      “Always.”

      His voice is firm. “Not tonight.”

      “You?” I bark out a bitter laugh. “You think you’ve got the right to stand in my corner?”

      “I’m already here,” he says. “I’ve got the experience. And I’m champin’ at the bit for a reason make a motherfuckin bleed if shit kicks off.”

      His assertion is as simple as it is certain.

      I look at him long, rage and loyalty and loneliness twisted so tight in my chest that I can’t tell them apart anymore. Venom’s as broken as I am, but maybe that’s the point. Broken men stand better together.

      Grabbing a pair of gloves from the rack, I toss them at his chest. “Fine. You want in? Prove you still got teeth.”

      After he removes his boots and his cut, we square up on the mats. I’m dressed for sparring. He’s dressed like a biker who rode across Australia for two days straight. The air between us is electric. Hot. Dense. Full of rage that needs an outlet. Flooded with our mutual respect for each other.

      No bell.

      No crowd.

      Just two men using violence to bleed out their grief.

      His first hit cracks across my jaw. It’s sharp enough to rattle my teeth. I grin through the pain, spit blood, throw one back that makes his head snap sideways. For ten minutes, we trade everything we’ve got—rage, sorrow, guilt, brotherhood—until the gym stinks of sweat and copper and the ghosts are pushed just far enough back that we can breathe. We gain an audience about halfway through when the men who train here each morning drift closer to our side of the gym instead of concentrating on their own routines.

      By the time we collapse against the ropes, chests heaving, blood spilt, I know two things for certain. One, Venom’s still a fighter. Still a brother I can count on when fists start flying. Two, tonight, for the first time since Mari and Josiah were lowered into the ground, I won’t be stepping into the cage alone.

      He can’t take Mari’s seat because no one will ever fill that space, but he can sit in my corner. It’s a step I never saw myself making. An unscheduled deviation in my years of mourning and self-inflicted isolation.

      It’s wrong.

      She can never be replaced.

      I feel guilty.

      Moving on without her is impossible.

      So why do I feel the first traces of unearned freedom dawning without my permission?
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        Aries in action: “Invite in haste, repent in fear.”

      

      

      

      I’m still riding high on Kaleb’s attention, even though, I’m beginning to panic about running late for Zali. Pulling into the driveway of our family home too fast, I yank the handbrake, then rush around to the back of my car. There’s less than an hour before I need to pick up my easily irritated sister from her final exam and I’m fast running out of time to prepare my plan of attack with my unsuspecting boss before I lob in his office with the suggestion that he hires the inexperienced pain-in-my-arse.

      Mutual antipathy aside, Zali has me concerned. She hasn’t a clue what she wants to do when she leaves school, and with only one year left, she needs to put some thought into it soon. The only plan I can get out of her when I ask what her future holds is three-fold. Each goal is more worrying than the next. She wants to move in with her deadbeat boyfriend. Get as far away from our useless mother as she can. Dance unpaid for our local Rugby team.

      I want to go to art school.

      If I’m accepted out of state, she’s going to be on her own.

      Sure, I’d love to take my brother and sister with me if—when—I head off into tertiary education, but I have two huge hurdles to overcome first. The first one is huge. Mum will refuse to let me take her cash-cows when I leave. That means Zali will have to watch Matthew until I can get settled and find a job that pays well enough. If I can allow Mum to keep her child support, I figure she’ll give me unofficial custody of my siblings.

      My second obstacle is tall, dark, and too handsome for his own stupidity.

      Zali’s pot-smoking, drink-driving, unemployed boyfriend couldn’t be further from the one, if he was strapped to a fucking missile launcher and shot at the moon. He likes the kudos of having a hot, bleach-blonde, eager-to-please high school cheerleader on his arm, but I know he’s fucking around on her whenever he has the chance. He’s tried it on me multiple times. I’ve heard stories from other friends too.

      She just won’t believe me when I tell her.

      “I hope you’ve got something wet in those bags.” My mother struggles to sit upright when I walk through the front door laden with shopping bags. Her enquiry is uttered in a stage whisper from the couch. When I don’t respond, she scowls at me. “My mouth feels like the Sahara Desert.”

      My biceps are burning since the grocery haul is too much to carry in one go, but I’m a one trip or die tryin’ type of girl. I don’t care if my circulation is cut and my hands drop off. There’s no way I’m making a second trip to the car.

      For one, I don’t have the time.

      The second reason is I refuse to give into my physical limitations.

      Girl power and all that…

      “I’ve got juice, milk and soft drink. Help yourself.” I state flatly. Her grimace follows me past the living room and into the kitchen. Over my shoulder, I quip, “You owe me a hundred and fifty for your part of this week’s shopping.”

      I was hoping she’d still be comatose so this confrontation could be delayed.

      “Awww, honey, I’ve got a date tonight with this guy I met last night. I didn’t have any luck on the pokies, and I only met Karl late in the night.” She fluffs her hair and wheedles, “He’s into the slots, so I really want to see him again. Can I pay you back next week?”

      Good mood evaporated.

      Nevers clanging like an electric wire.

      My mouth is in action before I can stop it. “For God’s sake, you still owe me two hundred for last week’s food… and I just paid the power bill and the water rates. You owe me five hundred for them too.” Gritting my teeth, I attempt to moderate my tone, even though this behaviour is typical of the selfish cow who birthed me. “You need to give me money for Matthew’s cricket—that’s due this week as well. What do you do with the fuckin’ money Dad sends you … and your pension?”

      Fate was on Mum’s side when Dad walked out. She was granted compensation from an ex-client for a serious back injury that she sustained while working for them and my father’s guilt over his wandering dick made him overly generous financially. In her previous life, before she became an alcoholic, gambling mess, my mother was a successful interior decorator. She made a killing because of her excellent eye for detail. Part of me is thankful that Dad used her compensation to pay off the house and arranged a very generous pension to be paid to her weekly for the rest of her life. Of course, this was before he ran away with my mother’s best friend so, another, much larger part of me, is furious at him for leaving me with the mess he created.

      “Here,” Mum yells. It’s a hoarse sound, thick from her hangover and resentment at being called to task. She slaps a few fifty-dollar notes on the coffee table. “Have this, you ungrateful little bitch. I put a roof over your head, feed you, and put you through school, and you repay me by covering yourself in those ugly tattoos and being a rampant slut. You’d think that the least you could do after turning into such an embarrassing disappointment is pay a few lousy bills for me so I can afford to enjoy my life.”

      On unsteady feet, she stalks off into her bedroom and slams the door behind her.

      “Fuck you.” I throw one of her discarded high heels at her door. It makes a hollow thud when it connects, before falling to the floor. “If I’m a slut, at least we don’t have to look far to find where I got it from. DNA’s a bitch.”

      “I hate you, Gabriella Mitchell. I wish I never had you. It’s your fault my life is ruined,” she screams from her bedroom. “I wish you were dead.”

      A moment later, I hear the springs of her bed squeaking—she must have thrown herself on it like a petulant fucking child. Rolling my eyes at her melodrama and ignoring her nasty words since they’re nothing I haven’t heard a hundred times before, I wander over to the coffee table and count the notes she left behind. There’s one-hundred and fifty dollars. Enough to pay for Matthew’s cricket, at least. I pocket the cash and get on with packing the groceries away.

      Stretching my tight neck muscles, I force myself to ignore the headache that’s growing behind my eyes. Dealing with my crazy mother has this effect on me, which is why I try my hardest to avoid her. The pounding pain refuses to budge, instead increasing when the realisation that I need to seriously bump up my hours at the gym hits me. There’s no way I can afford to keep paying most of the bills and still save enough money in time to move for art school if things stay the same.

      The problem is I don’t know where else I can cut my budget.

      It could be said that I really have three vices—sex, fighting, and drawing—and of which are free.

      I’ve had an artistic streak for as long as I can remember and have always wanted to become a professional artist. It’s only recently that attending art school became my life goal. The whole starving artist persona that appealed to me as a kid has been replaced by the need to earn money from my art. Tattooing is the easiest way to do that at my age, hence becoming my new plan.

      In between bouts of massaging my throbbing temples, I stash the food into the pantry. I breathe deeply to calm the tension headache that’s now in full effect. Tucking my chin to my chest and opening my shoulders to expand my diaphragm, my gaze is drawn to the huge tattoo on my right thigh. It’s my own design and acts as a constant reminder to never trust anyone ever again.

      Not that I really need one.

      Inspiration struck late one night, and I sketched Lucifer sneaking up on three kneeling angels and planting a knife in each of their backs. The angels are bleeding from the knife wounds between their wings, and Lucifer’s smiling down at them evilly. He’s happy with his handiwork, and off to the side is God drawn as a woman, sitting idly, watching her children being taken down by someone who used to be one of them.

      Zali hates it. She reckons it’s morbid and ugly, and that I should get over what Dad did to us when he up and left. I can’t be like her, though. Every time Matthew cries because Mum’s gone out and left him with us again and I’m forced to watch a little more of his childhood being stripped away from him when he wakes in the morning to another strange man in our home, the hatred I feel at our parents’ betrayal festers a little more. At this point, it’s gained enough intensity to make the crater in my chest where my heart used to be morph into a black hole.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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