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        * * *

      

      The main caveat of the Trinity’s new alliance with the Black Shamrocks MC is clear. 

      

      My union with Slash must bear fruit, or Zeke will die. 

      

      This requirement is the motivation behind my wedding vows. 

      

      The reason I endure the Trinity’s horrific ritual. 

      

      My justification for continuing to uphold the promises I made to the two men I love, even as I acknowledge that I’ve been set up to fail them both.  

      

      Until the news of Zeke’s untimely demise is announced, and my reason for marrying Slash dies with him. 

      

      Now, I am pregnant... 

      

      Paternity unknown. 

      

      Wed to a man who hates me for my inability to love him most, while our family’s survival hinges on our capacity to make the Trinity believe that our broken marriage is real. 
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      Seizing Control: Heartbreak isn’t suitable for those who do not enjoy dark, psychologically traumatic romance. Readers are advised to exercise discretion. A detailed list of content/trigger warnings for this book is available at https://bellafaust.com/content-warnings.

      

      Please be aware that this story is set in Australia and is written in UK English with liberal use of Aussie slang and vernacular.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I’m gonna get personal on this one, so bear with me…

      

        

      
        This story is for the people who fucked around and found out. I hope karma goes in dry—it’s nothing less than you deserve.
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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 Duplicity Trilogy playlist is available on Spotify.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.” ~Seneca~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          EZEKIEL

        

      

    

    
      “Hit ’im again,” my president tells me in his raspy, smoker’s voice. Leaning against the concrete wall of the underground bunker hidden beneath the main building inside the Black Shamrocks MC compound, Brutus is a formidable sight. As always, on the rare occasions he looks me directly in the eye, the brute of a man sneers at me, then quickly hides his dislike beneath a façade of resigned counsel. “Use the studded knuckle dusters. Make ’im bleed.” 

      “Not sure how much blood he has left.” 

      I’ve been working over the two half-naked men for hours so far without knowing what he wants out of them. So far, he’s been content to watch them squirm, beg, and bleed under my ministrations. Can’t say I care all that much about his reasons, since this scene is satisfying my need for violence after three days of outrunning my feelings. 

      Stumbling out of the strip club, pissed off as I finally admitted to myself that I wasn’t going to be successful in my mission to drown my emotions in alcohol and pussy, the last thing I’d wanted was to accept a call from my president. The only problem with that are my status as a prospect and my rapidly deteriorating relationship with my godfather. I couldn’t risk angering Brutus when the votes required to receive my full rocker needed to be unanimous. Luckily, his order to grab one of the Shamrocks’ vans and meet him at the warehouse had proven timely. 

      Capturing a pair of Bishops on our turf and hauling their unconscious bodies into the bunker for interrogation was just the distraction I needed. With a smile on my face, I’d stripped them of everything but their boxers and their cuts and hung them from the chains connected to the ceiling. My prez’s demand to make them squeal had elicited a grin, then I’d set about doing exactly that. 

      Except, I’m confused by his lack of urgency to extract answers... 

      “You challengin’ my order, prospect?” 

      Biting back my brewing retort when his curt response warns me that his mood is turning sour, I shake my head to deny Brutus’ allegation. He’s spoiling for a fight, and I’m in no shape to give it to him. Not after spending weeks sitting with my cancer-riddled mother while she impatiently waited to meet the reaper. In the forty-eight hours since her death, I’ve done my best to evade my worried friends, as they’ve tried to track me down to offer their condolences. 

      I’m angry. Tired. Lost. Brimming with hurt. A tornado of emotions, some of which I can’t even name. The one thing I do know is that grief is the one thing I’m not feeling right now, so their sympathy is the last thing I need. No matter how well-meaning their intentions, I refuse to mourn the bitch who spawned me. 

      My mother was evil, and just like the man talking me through the interrogation of two bikers from our enemy club, the Bishops of Bloodshed, she hated me. I wish I could’ve met her loathing head-on with a hatred of my own, but I’m not built like that. A small part of my heart still yearns for her unconditional acceptance, even though her sly pinches, harsh words, deliberate neglect, stinging slaps, and hard words should’ve killed the child inside me a long time ago. 

      Maybe every little boy eternally craves his mother’s love? 

      I wouldn’t know since I never had it to lose... 

      Nowadays, I’m less hungry for her approval because I’ve become a slave to my pride. Motivated to impress the hard man glaring at me, I live solely to ensure the innocence of his only daughter. So much so, that I can’t remember the last time I existed outside the spectre of my mother’s slander and my own need to prove her wrong. I’m stupid. Useless. Dumb. An embarrassment. Ineptitude is ingrained in my atomic makeup, to where I rely on my best friend to balance the books at the custom motorcycle workshop my dad gave me for my eighteenth birthday every quarter and a twelve-year-old girl to write up my quotes and complete my weekly invoicing. 

      I’m the living embodiment of incompetence. If I weren’t good with a welding rod, a blowtorch, violence, and murder, I’d be nothing more than a meat sack with a heartbeat and a steady hand with a knife. My prez regularly informs me that my indiscriminate homicidal tendencies offset my lack of talent. He loudly proclaims that I’m his secret weapon, a killer he can point at his enemies without question or consequence. 

      Yet, as I snatch the brass weapon Brutus wants me to use to motivate our captives from the stainless-steel bench and thread my swollen and bloodied fingers through the slots, I’m not so sure anymore. Whereas I once found satisfaction in my venomous lethality, as I reach the end of my teen years I’m discovering that my bloodlust requires sufficient motivation in order to fully engage. I don’t want to kill without cause. I don’t want to be the violence behind the Shamrocks patch. I don’t want to be on the outside looking in while my fellow prospects are given bigger and better roles within the club. 

      My talents aren’t cerebral like Carter’s or parasocial like Benedict’s. 

      I know my aptitudes are based in the physical. 

      I’m much better with my hands than my head. 

      Still, going through the motions no longer interests me. 

      Not when the blood already coating my hands feels permanent. A bloom of disgrace I can’t outrun. Killing comes easily to me, especially when my pride and brotherhood are at stake, or my protective instincts flare. Which is why I live with the gnawing fear that my sins will stain little Cherub’s pure soul and righteous existence if I’m not careful. Being near her is fraught with risk, even as the mere thought of being separated from her feels like a fate worse than death. 

      At my core, I am a motherless son who grew into a man faithfully devoted to one girl. 

      Even though that truth would get me killed if it ever came to light... 

      “What ya waitin’ for... a fuckin’ invite from the Queen?” Brutus grumbles. He slaps me across the back of my head. I hunch my shoulders to absorb the blow, hissing low as my temper engages. As the dark reminder of the stakes in this game we’ve been playing since Cherub turned twelve and he decided I was his enemy swirl in my mind, I grind my teeth together to stop myself from whirling on him and jamming the sharp points in his throat—even if watching Brutus drown in his own blood would be an unexpected rainbow following the shitty few months I’ve endured. “Get a move on... the cut sluts’ll be no more than walkin’ cum dumps if we don’t get upstairs soon.” 

      Rampant cheating on his gorgeous wife is a recent proclivity. 

      One that Brutus has not tried to hide from his club brothers. 

      The cone of silence that our brotherhood operates within is being tested by his latest betrayal of his family. No one likes what he’s doing, however, I have been expressly forbidden by my father, the current Shamrocks’ vice president, from telling Scarlett the truth. Carter and Benedict’s fathers, the Sergeant-At-Arms and Road Captain respectively, have laid the same decree on their sons. It goes against my nature to lie to the woman who helped raise me during my mother’s many absences. She deserves my loyalty in a way Brutus never has. At the same time, I can’t imagine a world where I am responsible for destroying Cherub’s picture-perfect childhood by revealing that her father is as faithless as he is feckless. 

      Rock meet hard place. 

      Whichever I turn, I lose. 

      My brothers, the respect of a good woman, or the happiness of the girl I’d die to protect. 

      “Ask him about the missin’ packages.” 

      “Sure.” My voice is hoarse from lack of use. I swallow deep, then clear my throat. “What packages?” 

      “What packages?” Brutus snorts after he verbally mocks me. “Fuck, you’re a slow learner... a right daddy’s boy who can’t see past the end’a his nose.” Breathing heavily, daggers in my eyes, I scan his face for clues to his puzzling comment. When he moves to slap me again, I sidestep his outstretched palm, and he shows his irritation as he scoffs, “Remember those lost—” He makes finger quotes around the last word. “—packages. I might’a found ’em, or better still, I might’a left ’em layin’ about for the Bishops to find so we could engineer this little meetin’.” 

      My president’s flippant reply sends a chill down my spine. 

      The only missing packages I’m aware of are the ones my fellow prospect, Benedict Cherub, was accused of losing on our latest run. He swore, black and blue, up and down, at church that he’d counted right at the start and again at the delivery spot, but Brutus still docked his meagre earnings for the “lost” packages, reduced his paid hours acting as security at the Shamrocks strip clubs, and put him on solo clean-up duty for a month in the compound. Carter and I helped him out when no one was looking, and we did our best to spread the blame between the three of us since we were all responsible for the safe passage of the recent weed crop to our Nullarbor chapter. We deflected the old timers' censure of him with logic. Tried to make them understand that we’d triple counted before leaving, again at the end of each night’s camping, and when we’d handed over the packages. 

      Our explanations fell on deaf ears because our word was at odds with our president’s. 

      Brutus Mayberry is king in our world. 

      Sure, the Shamrocks are technically a democracy, but everyone knows we live under one man’s rule. Normally a benevolent ruler, it now appears that my president set up my good friend to fail. It’s enraging. Grates on my sense of fair play. Pushes me closer to the edge. Where I once hero-worshipped Brutus, I have grown to resent my godfather’s callous hypocrisy in recent months. 

      First, he tries to limit my time with Cherub. 

      Then, he lies about Benedict to the club. 

      I should turn the homicidal tendencies he lauds so loudly on him. 

      It’d be a well-deserved slice of karma... 

      “Knew you were bent, didn’t realise your moral compass was all the way broken,” I muse loud enough for our captives to hear. They’re displaying keen interest in our conversation, likely out of some stupid hope that they’ll live to pass on any nuggets of information they glean to their president, Wolf. If they had more than one brain cell between them, they’d know that their meeting with the reaper was cemented the moment I captured them at gunpoint this evening. “Next week at church’ll be fun.” 

      “Sure will,” he tells me with a snort. “’Cause your stoner buddy’ll be scramblin’ to explain how the Bishops got their hands on the packages he lost.” My president shrugs, then angles his head to the side. “Unless...” 

      It’s clear that he’s angling for something. 

      Rather than drive myself crazy trying to guess his next move, I ask outright, “What the fuck do ya want?” 

      Brutus jerks his chin toward the two men hanging from the bunker roof. “Them.” 

      Following his gaze, I remind myself that the underground room is soundproof. I have no alibi in this situation, and I lack a witness to Brutus’ admission about the lost packages and his threat to Benedict. Cutting a deal with him is the smartest move. 

      I think... 

      With my brain moving a million miles an hour, I stare at the ceiling like it holds the answers. As I blindly scramble to determine what Carter would do in this situation, I imagine the party getting started in the main bar above us. My best friends will be setting things up, stocking the fridges, and kowtowing to the demands of the old timers who ascribe to Brutus’ treat ’em like slaves ethos for prospects. No doubt, they’ll be slipping off now and then to check for updates about my whereabouts, worried as they’ll be that I’m out in public fucking up my life in response to my mother’s death. 

      They have no idea that I’m dancing between the devil and insanity. 

      Trapped underground with our (maybe) dirty president. 

      I have two options. 

      Cut a deal with a maniac with an agenda. 

      Storm upstairs and out his double-cross to my club brothers.

      Do I sell my soul for mine, Carter, and Benedict’s full rockers? 

      Or should I lay my honour at the feet of men who’ve already fallen victim to his lies?  

      My choice is made when I enquire, “What do you want from them?” 

      “I want them to confess to the theft of our weed.” The big man snickers when our captives protest his allegation. Delight at my impending compliance dances in his cerulean gaze as he tells me, “Then I want them dead.” 

      “Fine.” With my right leg bouncing erratically, hitching my stride, I circle the first of the men hanging from the bunker roof. The chain securing him jangles and clanks when he skids on his tiptoes in a feeble attempt to escape my reach. I glare at him, focusing the rage I feel over Brutus’ deceit and my mother’s final desertion on the bleeding Bishop. He makes a whining sound when I jam the studded knuckle dusters under his chin. “Tell me how you got your hands on our weed?” 

      “C—Come on, man.” The stringent scent of urine fills the small, cold space. I glance at the floor to make sure his piss isn’t splashing my boots. “I know nut-tin’... I’m bein’ straight. I know nut-ting about no packages.” 

      The bounce in my leg, a sign that my control is about to slip, picks up pace. I rake my hostile gaze over his swollen face, noting that he’s slightly older than me. The patch on his left lapel identifies him as an enforcer. Its shiny state telegraphs that he’s new to the role. His pale, ink-covered skin and the diamond stud in his earlobe denote him as one of Wolf’s favoured brothers. Most of the Bishops live pay-cheque to pay-cheque, extravagances like tattoos and jewellery out of their reach. 

      “Tell me—” I drop my gaze to the patch with his road name. “—Prickles... why were you hangin’ around our warehouse?” 

      He breathes heavily through his mouth, recoiling when I jab the studs through his skin. Blood wells, then it runs down his neck. The streaks of claret colour his heaving chest. A squeal that’d embarrass a pig emanates from his quivering lips. 

      “Venom...” Prickles pleads. 

      I shoot a look at Brutus. “Why’s he callin’ me that?” 

      “You know why,” my wily president replies evenly. His bright eyes gleam with satisfaction. “I named you as an eight-year-old hothead.” In my head, I mentally correct him. The “Venom” moniker was christened when I was seven and little Cherub was nine months old. Her only cousin, Benedict, had dropped her while horsing around, and I’d lost my shit on him. Fists and angry words, I’d punished him for hurting my sweet girl with his stupidity. “Told ya then... told ya hard-headed father the same bloody thing... once I found your trigger, you’d be my best weapon. That ain’t changed—” He screws up his nose and regards me like shit stuck to his shoe. “—Despite your inability to learn ya place.” 

      Once again, I let his hostility slide. 

      Although I match his venom, I don’t completely understand his motivation. 

      I’ve done nothing to him. His affections turned on a dime a few months ago. To where he feels comfortable sabotaging my nomination to patch into the Shamrocks. I don’t respect his personal choices, and his moral code is lacking in my opinion, but I would’ve walked into a hail of bullets to protect him and everything the patches on his cut stand for. The club I want so badly to belong to is worth dying for, and that always meant sacrificing myself for my president if it came to that. 

      But that ends now... 

      My allegiance is to the brotherhood I’m trying to join. 

      No one man stands above that allegiance. 

      “Venom.” The second Bishop of Bloodshed chooses now to offer his input. I redirect my attention from Brutus to the bleeding man. The name on his cut states “Thorns”. His forehead is screwed up. Pain clouds his gaze. There is an absence of guile in his features when he tells me, “Me and my brother were sent to watch the warehouse by Wolf—he told us that Brutus was sendin’ us a⁠—” 

      Bang. 

      The gunshot echoes off the walls of the bunker. 

      “What the fuck?” I exclaim. Seeing that Brutus is about to send Prickles to the reaper before he can finish his brother’s sentence, I surge forward to catch hold of his wrist. My aim is true, but my timing is off. Prickles crab-walks on his tiptoes to get out of the firing line, just as my president pumps a bullet into the second Bishops’ forehead a second before I snatch the Glock out of his hand and knock him to the concrete floor. As I sight him up with his own weapon, he flops prone on his back in the puddles of blood slowly circling the drain and glares up at me. “You’re a fuckin’ rat... you told them about the warehouse.” 

      Panting hard, my president grins. “Nah... I wouldn't've done somethin’ like that.” 

      “It wasn’t a fuckin’ question,” I shout at him. 

      I see his next move the moment the thought enters his head. With the knuckle dusters hampering my grip, and the Glock held in my non-dominant hand, I’m slow to react when he sweeps his leg out. The impact buckles my knees. I go down like a sack of potatoes. The air is knocked out of my lungs. I groan as pain ricochets through my head and shoulder blades. 

      Fit, despite being in his forties, my president springs back to his feet. After driving the toe of his boot into my ribs, he easily disarms me. Brutus laughs when I jerk away from his foot after he feints another kick. He aims the muzzle at my face. Slapping the cement beneath me with both palms, I refuse to look away as I wait for him to send me to the reaper as well. 

      The bullet never comes. 

      Instead, Brutus holds out his hand to me. “You’re gonna make a good fuckin’ biker.” 

      “Fuck you.” He flicks his fingers when I refuse to accept his assistance. Resolutely remaining on the floor, I ask, “You gonna act like I didn’t hear what I just heard?” 

      “This was a test... you heard what I wanted you to,” my president tells me. When it becomes clear that I will not take his hand, Brutus wanders over to the bench that contains the tools we use on our enemies. I clamber back to my feet, ignoring the stabbing pain that flares in the back of my skull. After selecting the thin wire that we use to garrotte our captives, he ambles over to the dead men. “This’ll be ya callin’ card, Venom.” 

      In silence, I watch him desecrate both corpses by drawing the wire between their lips and slicing until they’re left with an artificial smile curling from either side of their lips. Arms crossed over my chest, I arch an eyebrow in a request for him to expand on his previous remark. 

      Brutus grins. “It’s called a Glasgow Grin. My Pa used to dole ’em out.” He examines his handiwork before turning back to me. “Every time I see one, it warms the cockles of my heart.” 

      “Not sure why you expect me to take up the mantle.” 

      “Told ya that you’re gonna be my best weapon. That means I getta shape ya skills.” 

      After working saliva into my suddenly dry mouth, I ask, “What if I want more than that?” 

      “Then we’re gonna have a problem...” Although he trails off to drive home the seriousness of his point, Brutus doesn’t wait for my response to his veiled threat. “You’re free to go. I’ll have Angelis get his enforcers to clean up this mess. 

      With a sharp nod, I accept his dismissal. 

      The only exit from the underground bunker is a retractable ladder. 

      I jump with one arm extended to catch hold of the bottom rung so I can unfold it. 

      The last thing I want to do is see my friends, even though I know the time has come to face them. They’ve been tracking me for two days, and I’ve been doing my best to evade them. Their sympathy is unwarranted. It’s also the only certainty in my near future. My brain is scrambled with the thought that my president is dirty. Caught between my reticence to accept his excuse about this fiasco being a test, I need the firm footing that the presence of my best friends provides. 

      My preference would be to visit Cherub. 

      But I’ve already escaped death once tonight, so I’m loath to push my luck. My president didn’t shoot me after pulling a gun on him. Doubt he’ll extend the same grace if he finds me in his daughter’s bedroom in the middle of the night. 

      Innocent as my intentions toward her may be... 

      “Excusin’ ya from prospect duties tonight,” Brutus announces. Waiting for the other shoe to drop since he isn’t known for cutting his noms any slack, I continue pulling the ladder down without acknowledging his declaration. “In light’a ya mumma’s death and all.” 

      “She wasn’t my mumma... just the bitch who birthed me.” 

      “Ain’t that a fact.” Brutus’ droll response follows me up the steps. “Bitch won’t be missed, that’s fo’ sure.” 

      When I emerge from the hole in the floor into the deserted laundry room, I allow myself a moment to breathe. My nerves are rattled, a circumstance where I’d cut out my tongue before admitting out loud. I need a break. From my life. From my friends. From the club. From my own head. 

      I need something sweet to offset all the bitterness flooding me. 

      Exiting into the hallway that connects the various extensions to the original building, I take one look at the rowdy crowd in the main bar, then I spin on my heel. Despite my urgency to get out of here, I take a few minutes to wash up in my private bathroom. Once I’m clean, I quickly dress in fresh jeans and a new Shamrocks t-shirt. My knife is strapped to my calf. The shoulder holster I habitually wear follows a second later. 

      I slip my cut over my shoulders as I enter Carter’s bedroom. 

      His neat and tidy space, filled with the baby books and parenting guides he’s currently devouring in preparation of his kid’s birth, is dimly lit by his bedside lamp. While I’m not a pig by any means, my room always looks a mess when compared to his. It’s a physical manifestation of our contrasting personalities. 

      I’m chaos. He is calm. Together, we’re unbeatable. 

      As much as I want to avoid him right now, I still don’t want him to worry. Smiling, I toss his pillows on the floor and short-sheet his bed to let him know that I'm still alive and kicking. Then, after moving the bookmarks in the book he’s in the middle of, I let myself out of the side door leading to the parking lot. 

      Carter is the only brother with external access. 

      It’s a boon that we don’t take for granted as we make our way through the rotation of fresh strippers and new cut sluts we like to share. Prospects aren’t supposed to fuck the whores that flock to the compound before the full patches, so the side door offers plausible deniability and freedom for the women to come and go without question.

      Since my Harley is still parked at the strip clubs, I slide into the driver’s seat of a club van. 

      The drive from the port-side suburb that houses the compound to the suburb where most of the old-timers live passes by in the blink of an eye. I should be worried about getting caught, but I’m not. I’m borderline manic. In need of a circuit breaker before I explode. My need for sweetness is stronger than my sense of self-preservation. 

      Especially when the truth is as crude as it is simple. 

      Brutus will spend the night balls deep in a cut slut. 

      I’ll be free to savour every second I have Cherub to myself. 

      She is my reason for breathing. 

      The only thing keeping me sane. 

      My busted knuckles start bleeding again as I pound on the heavy wooden door. Leaning heavily against the wall, I shift from foot to foot as the frantic urge that drove me to visit my president’s home in the middle of the night tries to goad me into smashing a window to let myself inside. The front light blinds my bleary eyes when it’s switched on. White spots burst in my vision. 

      Muttering to myself, I shield my face with my hand, “Jesus fuckin’ Christ.” 

      “Oh, sweetheart. Come on in.” Scarlett Mayberry’s expression fills with worry when she pulls the door open to find me standing on her front porch at midnight. Her eyes dart past me, scanning her front yard for signs of danger, then return to my battered face and my busted hands. The bruises are courtesy of the fights I’ve picked whilst drunk. The grazes on my knuckles are from torturing the Bishops tonight. “You’re a mess.” She ushers me in with a frantic hand motion. When I don’t immediately move, she grabs me by the front of my shirt and pulls me inside her foyer. “Everyone’s been looking for you... let me check you over.” 

      “I’m fine.” 

      With one of her patented eye rolls, Scarlett flicks the lock back into place, then lays the handgun she’s holding on the side table. Her concerned gaze tracks from my bruised jaw down to my split knuckles. I reopened them when I pounded on her front door, and they’re now dripping blood on her floor. “You certainly look fine...” 

      “You should see the other guys,” I joke. 

      My attempt at humour falls flat when Scarlett purses her lips before she says, “So they’re alive to tell the tale?” 

      I huff in a deep breath, inhaling the lingering aroma of the chicken dumplings that Scarlett must have cooked for her five kids for dinner tonight. It’s one of my favourite meals. Full of memories that tighten my chest at the same time as my empty stomach rumbles.

      “Ezekiel,” Scarlett says my name in a warning tone. There’s an unusual level of seriousness in her expression when she asks, “Are they alive?”

      Eyes on the floor, I mumble my response. “No.” 

      “Did Brutus send you to deal with them for the Shamrocks, or was it personal?” 

      “Bit’a both,” I hedge the truth rather than inform her I suspect her husband’s intentions have nothing to do with the safety of the club and more to do with some game he’s playing with the lives of his prospects. When Scarlett’s eyes fill with scepticism, I’m forced to admit, “Can’t really tell, nowadays.”  

      “Sweetheart.” Scarlett sighs. Her fingers wrap around the cherub pendant she wears around her neck. It’s one of the few pieces of jewellery that I’ve been satisfied enough with to gift to one of my loved ones. My dad wears a sceptre and horn of plenty designed in the same style. She caresses it, then tucks it back inside her top collar. “I really wish you’d speak to Hades before you allow my old man to use you as his attack dog. Times are changing. Violence isn’t always the answer.” 

      “Violence is the only thing I’m any good at.” 

      “That’s not true.” The pretty blonde sighs a second time. “You’re good at lots of things.” 

      Scarlett’s attempt at explaining away my killer tendencies feels like a thousand thumbtacks being jammed under my fingernails at once. I’m not in the right headspace to ward off the poison that immediately floods my head as a protest to her kindness. A solitary word echoes in my skull. Stupid. It’s a familiar refrain. One I’ve heard since my earliest days at school—a label my mother has tossed my way more than once. As thoughts of the woman who finally deserted me for the last time curdle my blood, Scarlett closes the distance between us. The hug that she engulfs me in makes my skin burn with shame. My right leg bounces, and a telltale prickle of rage breaks out over my scalp. As my temper, the oversized pit of lava that endlessly bubbles in the space between my heart and my gut, catches fire, the tall and graceful blonde holding me immediately notices. I try my hardest to temper my dark side, aware that it’s a fight I’ll lose if she doesn’t stop offering me unearned sympathy and understanding. 

      “Zeke,” Scarlett says my name in the same tone she uses on her own children whenever they are upset. “It’s late, and the kids are already in bed, but there’s room for you up there too... as long as you’re happy on Lily’s floor.” 

      A few months ago, that caveat wouldn’t have been needed. 

      Now, thanks to Brutus’ paranoia, my every move is watched. 

      “Thanks, Scar,” I reply as evenly as I can manage. 

      “No thanks needed. I know you’ll always look after that sweet child of mine.” 

      “Always.” 

      “And that’s why you’re welcome here anytime.” Although I’m aware that’s not necessarily true, I still take advantage of Scarlett’s vow. After the past three days of abstaining, I need to bask in little Cherub’s sweetness or I’m going to find myself in lockup. Moving fast, a little apprehensive that she could rescind her offer at any time, I have one foot on the stairs when Scarlett adds. “I’m so sorry about Chantal. It wasn’t a shock, but still I know it can’t be easy. Your mother was so very proud of⁠—” 

      “Her looks. Her dancing. And the number of zeroes in her latest fuck buddy’s bank account. But never me... I was her biggest disappointment.” When Scarlett looks as if she’s about to argue, I angrily shake my head as I turn back to face her. She frowns, and the weight of the guilt that hits me in the wake of that pitying look quickly becomes too much to bear. “I apologise... shouldn't've spoken to you like that.” 

      “You’re forgiven. Three days without sleep will put anyone out of sorts.” 

      “You and I both know my bad temper’s kinda permanent at this point.” 

      Shock ripples through me, slowing the lit fuse of my rage a little, when she replies with a sharp laugh, “Ain’t that the truth.” My lips quirk and Scarlett’s smile widens, and she makes a shooing motion with her hands. “Now off you go, get some sleep. I’ll keep my old man—” A ripple of revulsion shakes her shoulders when she mentions my president. “—at bay while you catch some much-needed zeds.” 

      The reminder of her hot-headed husband—the man who nominated me to the Black Shamrocks MC nearly eight months ago, then immediately began to cut me down—forces me back into motion. I take the stairs three at a time and bound down the hallway toward the Mayberry twins’ adjacent bedrooms, expertly skipping the squeaky floorboards so I don’t wake up the five kids sleeping under this roof. 

      For the first eleven years of their lives, Lilianna and Lysander shared a room with their Irish twin, Everett. The threesome was inseparable until late this year when little Cherub decided she wanted her own space. Always eager to indulge his only daughter, Brutus ordered his prospects to build a dividing wall down the middle of the giant room. 

      With Carter and Benedict, I’d worked my arse off to make Cherub’s bedroom perfect. 

      Blue. Airy. Safe. 

      It’s her sanctuary. 

      My sanctuary. 

      Cherub’s scent envelops my senses when I slip inside her dark room and quietly close the door behind me. It’s a fruity vanilla perfume that reminds me she’s growing up too fast. No more Impulse body spray for Lilianna Mayberry, nowadays, she wears the expensive perfume Scarlett helped her select as her “signature scent.” It was a major milestone apparently, one that had ended with me acting as her test dummy in the middle of the department store, so that she could start high school early next year smelling like a woman and not a kid. 

      A woman. 

      Fuck me, she’s only twelve. 

      I’m already conscious of the ticking time-bomb brewing between us. I don’t need everyone around us harping on about the speed with which she’s growing up. Logically, I know that the fuss with the perfume was just another way for them to drive home the approaching end date of mine and Cherub’s friendship. 

      They think I’m stupid. 

      Maybe I am. 

      But not about this. 

      I know Cherub will be grown within a few years. 

      She’ll head off to university, and I’ll be relegated to the shadows where I belong. 

      The future is clear. 

      Lilianna is a shooting star. 

      I’m a black hole. 

      The prospect who pounds heads. The son who dropped out of school. The biker who works with his hands while the rest of the club completes the jobs that require actual skills and intelligence. 

      The useless one. 

      The stupid one. 

      Reality is worse than a knife to the chest. 

      Losing her is my worst nightmare. 

      With shaky hands, I scrape my hands through my hair, then attempt to breathe, deep and slow, to settle the urge to tear the heads off every person who wants me to step back from little Cherub. It’s a problem for another day—one that won’t come to a head for years if I have any say in it. Right now, she wants me in her life, so the matter’s settled as far as I’m concerned. 

      “Get a grip, fuckface,” I berate myself when my bouncing leg refuses to die down. “Breathe in, breathe out.” 

      The calming technique is a little Cherub brainchild. 

      She swears it stops her from murdering her brothers. 

      I’m not quite as sold on it. 

      Still, for her, I try… 

      For my sweet girl, I’ll always try. 

      With deliberately precise movements, I pull off my prospect cut and hang it over the back of her desk chair. Toeing off my boots, I line them up next to the wall, then grab the spare blanket from the end of Cherub’s bed and the extra pillow she keeps on the top of her wardrobe. The pallet I make on the hard floor is basic, yet I know the sleep I’ll get on it will be better than I can manage anywhere else. 

      The sound of Cherub’s breathing is my peace. 

      Eager to embrace oblivion after weeks of stress and my earlier run-in with my president, I remove my belt. The leather strap hangs with my cut, my Shamrocks buckle clinking against the desk. I tuck my shoulder holster under my pillow, so my guns are within reach. Dressed in my black jeans and t-shirt, I take in the precisely organised, yet delicately feminine bedroom that contains all the trinkets of the girl who holds my heart in her fist. Her academic awards. A cork board filled with Polaroid pictures. Athletic trophies. A handwoven dreamcatcher. The painstakingly embroidered quilt mounted on the wall at the head of her bed. All the paraphernalia that comes part and parcel with her latest hobby. 

      Every few months, little Cherub decides she’s going to pursue something new. Three months ago, she was all in on these furry gerbils that blinked. Fucking freaky little things, they were. Right now, her craze is meltable plastic beads that she irons into cartoon characters. 

      She sells them to my club brothers to finance some secret purchase she won’t tell me about. I’ve probably spent five hundred dollars on her creations already. So has Carter. Benedict’s been scalped more than once too. Her uncles have learnt to lose their wallets whenever Scarlett brings her daughter to the compound. 

      Not me, though. 

      Whatever she offers, I buy. 

      Couldn’t say no to the girl, even if I wanted to. 

      Because I know she’s the only reason I’m still remotely human. 

      Without Lilianna Mayberry and her unconditional love and her sweet heart, I’d be in prison by now. It might irritate my president, but his only daughter is my life. She stole my heart within hours of her first breath, and she’s shown no inclination to return it to me. I live a life of violence with the promise of her acceptance as my sole motivation to stay on the right side of sane. 

      Cherub looks at me like I hung the moon. 

      If that ever ceased, I’d lose my mind within a week. 

      Probably less than that... 

      Scanning her face where she sleeps peacefully in her bed, my chest fills with affection. I jam my hands in my hair so I don’t give in to the urge to run my palm over the top of her head. The sharp cheekbones that are stealing the roundness from her face, the blonde hair that fans out over her pillow, lips parted as she lightly snores, little Cherub is perfectly named. 

      She’s an angel. 

      A blessing. 

      My sweet. 

      My everything. 

      Her father thinks our attachment is unnatural. 

      It mightn’t be normal, but it’s pure in intention and good at heart. 

      The first seven years I spent alive without her were devoid of warmth and filled with nothing but bitterness and angst. The last twelve have been a benediction and a revelation. My mother didn’t want me. Most of the time, she actively hated me. Abandoned me. Berated me. Abused me. Eviscerated me with her resentment at my existence. 

      My father tried his hardest to make up for her shortcomings, but he failed. 

      He preferred to save face with his brothers rather than tell them how bad things really were at home. Isolated from the rest of the Shamrocks kids by a vindictive woman who loathed the club, filled with constant fury at always being left out, and suspicious of a world that didn’t protect me from my parents selfish ways, my days were filled with torment and trouble. Teachers mocked my incompetence. The other kids feared me. My volatility reigned supreme as a defence mechanism against my obvious struggles to learn. 

      Until Cherub decided I was her person. 

      The anger was harnessed. 

      My unpredictability tempered. 

      I had a purpose. 

      Keeping Lilianna Mayberry safe and happy. 

      Full stop. 

      I’d throw myself at the reaper without a second thought to spare her a single tear. 

      “Zeke?” Cherub’s voice is soft. She blinks a few times as her eyes adjust to the darkness. Sitting up in her bed, my sweet girl pushes her hair out of her face. “Where have you been?” 

      “Around.” That one word has her narrowing her eyes and tilting her head to the side. I can’t meet her gaze, knowing that she’s mad at me for dodging her during the long weeks it took for my mother to finally dig her way to hell permanently. “You should go back to sleep. School tomorrow.” 

      “Screw school.” The giant yawn that she tries to suppress makes a mockery of her objection. Eyes watering, Cherub pulls the covers back. She pats the mattress next to her. “Come on.” 

      “I’ll be fine on the floor.” 

      “Sure, you will.” She rolls her eyes when I don’t move. “Dad will be at the compound for the night... no one will know you’re here.” 

      “Go to sleep.” It irritates me that she’s aware of the dissonance between me and her father. “You’ll be FUBAR at school... your perfect marks’ll plummet.”  

      In the wake of my blatant deflection, Cherub rolls her eyes, then pokes her tongue out. I go to chuck her under the chin with my knuckles but pull away at the last moment when I remember that they’re bleeding. I will never sully her with my violence, so I drop to my haunches to press a kiss to her forehead instead. The cotton pajamas she’s wearing cover her from collarbone to ankle, yet I know her father would flip his lid if he caught me this close to his daughter. 

      “Go back to sleep without an argument, and I’ll give you a ride to school in the morning.” 

      “Promise?” She holds out her pinkie. 

      I hook my little finger around hers. “Promise.” 

      As we both make ourselves comfortable, me on the floor, Cherub on her bed, an easy silence dawns. It’s the first moment of peace I’d had since Doc came to the farm to check on my mother and made his pronouncement that she didn’t have more than a few days left. Watching the woman who birthed me fade away from the breast cancer she refused to fight was hard as fuck. I had so many things I wanted to say to her. Questions. Insults. Pleas. A whole heap of blame, anger, and dislike. A dollop of unearned love that I’ll deny to my dying breath. It all percolated in my head until I was drowning in all the words that I couldn’t bring myself to say.  

      The gaping divide between us came down to two things. 

      She didn’t love me. 

      She only came back to die. 

      Why?

      “I’m sorry about Chantal,” Cherub whispers. I stare up at the ceiling as the sympathy in her voice makes my gut fill with hatred. “Mum said you were holding her hand when she died. That was really kind of you.” 

      “Wasn’t my call. Just kinda happened.” 

      “Hades wasn’t there?” 

      “Nah...” 

      Pulling the pillow from behind my head, I jam it over my face to stop myself from screaming. The burning turmoil that I’ve spent days fighting to suppress whips through me. I need to vent. Purge the depths of my soul. Flood the world with the bile that poisons me. Drain it before it infects every atom of my body and I lose my constant battle to stay on an even keel. 

      My anger is trying to taint the only sanctuary I possess. 

      I won’t let that happen. 

      I won’t break while I’m with Cherub. 

      Before I can think of a way to change the topic, the girl who holds my heart in her fist sums up reality without sugarcoating it. “That’s bullshit... I love Hades to death, but he’s a really shit dad sometimes.” 

      “Yeah.” 

      The sound of her feet hitting the floor is the only warning I get before she body slams me. I know I should chastise her for cursing. I know I should stop her from removing the pillow from my face. I know that I definitely shouldn’t allow her to curl up next to me on the floor with her arms around my neck. It’s not right—even though nothing feels more right to me than this. 

      Since she finished primary school, everyone comments on our attachment. 

      Particularly Brutus... 

      My president has made it clear that I shouldn’t be near his twelve-year-old. 

      That a nineteen-year-old man shouldn’t be this close to a preteen. 

      I’d normally agree. 

      I’m a killer. 

      An outlaw. 

      Wild. 

      Stupid. 

      But Lilianna Mayberry is mine. 

      Without her unconditional acceptance, without the illumination of her love, without her unwavering faith, without her sweet and sassy disposition, I would cease to exist as a human man. My dark side would win. The broken, twisted black hole at the centre of my soul would devour me whole. And I’d probably take out half of Perth on my way to the grave in a hail of bullets and a deluge of bloodshed. 

      “You’re safe now.” It takes Cherub’s whispered oath for me to realise that I’m shaking. My leg bounces. The needle-like prickle of fury returns, stabbing me from the inside. When I attempt to draw in a steadying breath, my sweet girl cups the back of my head and presses my face into the crook of her neck. She holds me tight, attempting to rock me even though I’m more than twice her size, while she croons, “This is it, Zeke. The last time. It’s finally over. She can’t ever leave you again.” 

      I’ll never know how she does it, somehow Cherub always knows exactly what I need to hear. From the moment my mother drew her last breath, I’ve wanted to be in her orbit. I needed her sweetness to offset the sourness of my hatred. Yet, instead of pursuing solace, I rode away from the farm to the Shamrocks’ strip clubs. Rather than seek the comfort I needed, I drank myself into a stupor, fought customers at the club, fucked strippers, then passed out in a back booth. 

      I wanted to come here. 

      And, ordinarily, I would’ve... 

      But the constant surveillance, the judgmental comments, Scarlett’s inclination to sneak me in without Brutus knowing... it all makes me uncomfortable. So, I denied myself. I put on a brave face. Pretended I wasn’t affected by my mother’s ultimate rejection. Avoided Carter and Benedict when they tried to track me down. 

      Until I knew the coast was clear. 

      Brutus gave me the night off. 

      Made his intentions to indulge in the cut sluts clear. 

      So, I came here. 

      “Thank you.” 

      My gratitude settles over me like a soft cloud. 

      It dampens my rage. 

      Soothes my hurt. 

      “I love you,” Cherub tells me. “You never need to thank me for that.” 

      Fucking hell. Every time I’m with her, she makes everything better. Makes me feel normal. 

      Why do people have to taint what we have with their impure notions? 

      “Time to get back in your bed,” I tell her, even as my arms refuse to let her go. 

      Gritting my teeth, I try to ease Cherub away from me, but she holds tight. “I’m sleeping with you.” 

      “Nope.” 

      “Yep.” The little smartarse screws her eyes shut and makes fake snoring noises. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop from laughing. When my body shakes with suppressed humour, she cracks one eyelid to peer at me. Her cheekiness lifts the rest of my mood and settles the discontent that’s had my soul in a pincer grip since I saw her last. “Either get in my bed or I’m staying down here with you. Dad’s gone. Mum let you up here. It’s fine.” 

      Aware that she’ll dig her heels in all night to get her own way, I give in. She stands first, pulling me back to my feet with a forceful tug of both hands. When I’m at my full height, Cherub presses a kiss to the bottom of my jaw, then she peers up at me with determination in her gaze. 

      I’m dead on six-foot-tall and she already stands at nose height. 

      The ticking time-bomb I’m avoiding echoes loudly in my head. 

      She smells like a woman. 

      She’s on the cusp of becoming one. 

      Will I lose her when that happens? 

      “If you sneak away during the night, I’ll get Christian to track you down for me.” From the top of her blonde head down to her toenails, every inch of Lilianna is filled with defiance. Her threat to use Carter’s younger brother’s bloodhound abilities is a good one. No one can outsmart that little genius when he decides he’s going to hunt you. Eight years old, and he’s already a bigger threat than the rest of us combined. “Then, Sander and Ev will help me dismantle your Harley for parts. Do you hear what I’m saying, Ezekiel Asher Miles? No more running away. We’re your family. We love you. We’re not going anywhere.”  

      Swallowing down the lump that wedges in my throat at the vehemence in her voice, I quip, “You’re damn lucky you take after Scar and not your dad.” Her blue eyes narrow to slits, and I smirk. “That pretty face is the only reason you get away with bein’ as demandin’ as you are.” 

      “I am not demanding.” 

      “You are. Bossy, too.” Seeing her hair-trigger temper flare, my smirk widens to a full-blown grin. “Jokes aside, you need to learn when to back down... that mouth of yours is gonna get you into more trouble than you can handle one day.” 

      “That’s hilarious coming from you.” Cherub drops her gaze to my busted knuckles, then she smiles. “I can say what I want ’cause I’ve got you to protect me.”

      Her faith makes my chest tighten with affection. 

      My heart skips a beat as I realise she sees me for who I am. 

      A man with a single-minded devotion to a sweet girl seven years his junior. 

      “Get under the covers,” I order in a terser tone than necessary to break the thrall she’s cast over me. After Cherub crawls onto her mattress, I tuck her in. Once her duvet is secured over her, I grab a blanket from the floor and lay down on the other side of the bed. Pulling it over me, I murmur, “Go to sleep, Cherub.” 

      She extends her arm across the space between us. 

      I let her link our fingers together. 

      “Don’t leave.” 

      “I won’t.” 

      “Promise?” 

      Nudging her little finger with mine, I reply, “Promise.” 

      My intention is to wait until she’s gone back to sleep to return to my previous position on the floor. That way I’m not technically breaking my promise to Scarlett or her daughter, although I know Cherub won’t see it that way in the morning. Still, it’ll help me walk the tightrope between appeasing everyone who thinks our connection is wrong and keeping her in my life for as long as possible. 

      After vowing that I’ll only take a moment of comfort in her presence, I close my eyes to rest them for a few moments. The next thing I know, Cherub’s bedroom door is being opened. Jolting awake in an instant, I reach my hand under my pillow to grip my gun, then tense as I realise that I’m still in her bed. 

      Fuck. 

      If this is Brutus, I’m dead. 

      Sure, there’s a blanket between us, but we’re holding hands, and my sweet girl has her face pressed to the crook of my neck. To an outsider, or someone with a point to prove like Cherub’s father, it’ll look like I’m doing something wrong. It won’t matter that I’d kill any man who tried to take advantage of her big heart for their own gratification. 

      My anxiety dies when I discover that our middle of the night visitors are my best friends. 

      “Fuckin’ told ya he’d end up here.” Carter’s murmured declaration is met with a low chuckle from Cherub’s only cousin. “Dunno why you wanted to head out to the farm again.” 

      “Brutus was home earlier today.” Benedict sniffs. “Figured Zeke’d continue avoiding the place for a while longer.” 

      “Mumma spoke to Dad,” Carter tells him. “He promised he’d talk Brutus into stayin’ the night at the compound, so the coast was clear... not that the pig needed much urgin’ after he went muff diving on the new cut slut.” 

      “Shut up,” Benedict retorts. “My lil cuz doesn’t needa know what her dad’s up to.” 

      “True.” 

      Finally quitting their whispered conversation, my two fellow prospects are as stealthy as a pair of drunken pelicans as they stumble deeper into Cherub’s bedroom. They strip off their cuts and kick off their boots. Once they’re down to their jeans and t-shirts like I am, Carter roughly nudges me in the upper arm. 

      “Know you’re awake.” He shoves me harder. “Move the fuck over.” 

      Grumbling under my breath, I shuffle onto my knees on the mattress, then carefully crawl over Cherub so she’s in the middle of us. She grumbles under her breath at the loss of my hand, then rolls onto her back in the centre of her king-size sleigh bed. When I settle the covers around her again, she slaps at the mattress. Sensing her intentions, I thread my fingers with hers as I steal half of her pillow for my head. Carter lays down next to her, and Benedict spreads out across the foot of the bed. 

      “What are you two doin’ here?” I murmur as quietly as I can. 

      “Stoppin’ you from takin’ an unnecessary bullet.” 

      “What’s that ‘sposed to mean?” I ask Carter. 

      “Go to sleep, Zeke,” Benedict grumbles before our best friend can answer. 

      “But—” 

      “Shut up.” Cherub’s cousin punches my calf. I hiss through the pain, so I don’t wake her up. “You can bitch at us in the mornin’.” 

      “Don’t be a pussy,” I whisper to my best friend. “What bullet?”

      When he doesn’t answer, I roll onto my side to face Carter. Peering at him over Cherub’s sleeping form, I watch with narrowed eyes as he fluffs up the pillow beneath his head, then smiles when Cherub seizes a handful of his t-shirt with her fist. I bare my teeth at him in the dark room. His lips widen into a grin. 

      We rarely fight, but he knows exactly what he’s doing right now. 

      Cherub is mine. 

      She’s the only person I have. 

      Carter has a fiancée and a baby on the way. 

      Parents who adore each other and their boys. 

      A younger brother who thinks he’s God. 

      He’s good-looking, smart, and capable—already killing it at university as he studies to become a surgeon. His life is full. His future is set. 

      I have my sweet girl and the Black Shamrocks MC. 

      “Go to sleep, Zeke… you can punch me in the mornin’.” 

      The despondent edge in Carter’s voice tempers my rage a little. 

      Maybe things aren’t so perfect in his world after all… 

      Despite that thought, I can’t bring myself to close my eyes. I’m mentally and physically drained, surrounded by the three people in the world who matter most to me, safe in the only home I’ve ever known, yet I can’t stop dark thoughts from whirling around my head. 

      How soon will Cherub outgrow me? 

      In two years...

      Three... 

      Four? 

      Will Brutus’ paranoia speed up the process? 

      It’s obvious that he wants his daughter as far away from me as possible. Scarlett pushes back against his accusations of impropriety. Cherub refuses to cede to his demands to make more friends her own age. Her overprotective brothers have gone head-to-head with him more than once over his treatment of their sister and me. 

      For now, his behaviour hasn’t impacted things. 

      Yet, I know Brutus will win in the end. 

      Sure, Scarlett let my best friends up here tonight because she’s solid in the knowledge that Brutus won’t be home until tomorrow. Her unfailing belief in my untainted affection for her daughter is a consolation that acts as a balm against her husband’s mistrust, and my father’s continuing refusal to man up and defend me from the accusations. 

      My dad is a disappointment. 

      The kind of man I never want to be. 

      I love him, but I don’t truly respect him. 

      He’s an expert in avoidance. 

      After all, he’s had almost two decades to perfect his skills. 

      He spent my entire life apologising for my mother’s cruelty. 

      Manufactured reasons to abandon me at the farm with the dying woman we both loathed. 

      Nowadays, he evades Brutus’ aspersions on my character and dodges the guilt he feels at leaving me to deal with my mother’s death alone. It’s a continuation of his ongoing cowardice. Still, I understand his behaviour. He’s always been weak when it comes to my mother and me. 

      She was his greatest deception. 

      I’m his biggest failure. 

      Little does he know, but a world without the woman who birthed me isn’t foreign. 

      It’s the closest to normal I know. 

      The battle I wage now is internal, and one he’s ill-equipped to guide me through. 

      I have one fight to win. 

      The lifelong war to ensure the only sweet thing in my life remains adored and protected.

      My mission is to shield Lilianna Mayberry’s pure heart. 

      Keep her untouched by the brutality of men. 

      Save her sweetness from a world that’ll try its hardest to turn her disposition sour. 

      That’s my sole ambition in life. 

      The reason I was born. 

      And that’s why sleep doesn’t come until Cherub rolls away from Carter to face me. 

      As soon as she’s chosen me as her safe harbour, I relax. Her inimitable presence soaks into my psyche. Steady breathing. The tiny little sounds she makes that prove she’s protected and comfortable as she sleeps next to me. Her lax posture and our linked fingers. 

      It’s a recipe for the best night’s sleep I’ve had in weeks. 

      When she snuggles into my side and her grip on my hand tightens, I give in to the temptation to spend the night in her bed. I allow myself to hold her close, determined to avoid reality for another day. As Cherub sleeps, I mentally promise her the world. While the residual tension leaks from my posture, I also set a vow for myself. 

      Somehow, I’ll prove that I’m worthy of her. 

      That her faith in me is justified. 

      Not to her. 

      Never to her. 

      She doesn’t doubt me. 

      I’ll finally prove it to myself.
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        Eleven years later

      

      

      

      “Hooks. Hooks in… Good.” The beast of a man pacing around the outside of the octagon shouts his instructions. “Now, little girl... set ‘em deep. Rotate your hips. Submit him.” 

      Trapped on my back with Gabbi’s thighs wrapped around my neck, I tap out a second after she fully extends my arm and chokes me with her strong legs. Her huff of annoyance at my easy surrender makes me smile, but my lips quickly return to their usual down-turned position as reality smacks me upside the head. 

      I’m in Sydney. 

      Three thousand kilometres from my metukà shelì. 

      After eighty-nine days without seeing my sweet thing, I should be used to the loneliness. 

      I’m not. 

      Every inhale hurts. 

      Each exhale burns. 

      My entire body aches. 

      I miss Lily with every atom of my being. 

      Even though our separation is my doing... 

      “That was bullshit, Venom.” Gabbi smacks my shoulder before she rolls back to her feet. I’m not quite as graceful as I push upright, but once I’m standing, the short, tattooed brunette bounces on her toes and feints from side to side. “Come on. Why don’t you actually try this time?” 

      “Nah, I’m good.” I run my knuckles over the top of her head, then dodge her vicious right jab. Clambering out of the gate, I pull it shut behind me and peer at her through the black diamond mesh. “You needa work on your speed. An old man shouldn’t be able to outrun you.” 

      My comment is more for the black-haired devil standing to the right of me than a true admonishment. On cue, Gabbi’s coach bares his teeth at me as I jump off the platform to the mats below. The grin I offer him before I head for the locker room is filled with a little glee and a lot of spite. 

      Micah Kennedy, better known as Diablo for his satanic level of success in the octagon, is head over heels for Gabriella Mitchell. Of course, in typical pig-headed male fashion, he’s doing everything he can to pretend he feels nothing for the seventeen-year-old fighter he’s reluctantly training. They continue to butt heads. Diablo is giving her the full-force of his typical “my way or the highway” attitude while Gabbi is perpetually flip-flopping between anger and hurt because she doesn’t understand why he’s treating her like shit. 

      He’s a thirty-three-year-old widower, so I can see things from his point-of-view. 

      I was the recipient of Lily’s first kiss when she was fifteen. 

      I know how it feels to deny yourself the woman you want so she can grow up first. 

      I’m also aware that refusing to face the truth opens the door for disaster. 

      At the time, I thought pushing Lily away was the right thing to do. 

      Now, with the benefit of hindsight, I’d have claimed her the moment she admitted she was in love with me. My cowardice back then cost us everything. We crashed and burned before we even started because of my foolish decision to back away. I didn’t want to face the truth about our feelings for each other. It was easier for me to keep her at arm’s length while I pretended I hadn’t done exactly what my president accused me of when she was twelve. 

      I was in love with the sweet girl I’d promised to protect from men like me. 

      It was a harsh truth that took me too long to come to terms with. 

      My refusal to stand up to the people who said our connection was wrong allowed Alex to sneak into her life. It gave Brutus the opening he needed to put his plans into place. The schemes I’d suspected as a prospect, then overlooked once I’d patched in and fell for the myth of his omnipotence, were deployed with expert precision. One by one, the Shamrocks fell under his spell until it spilled over onto the one person everyone considered exempt from the brutality of club life. 

      Our little Cherub. 

      It kills me to live knowing that I had one job, and I botched it. 

      My failure to be a better man was the catalyst for my sweet thing’s destruction. 

      “You ready for the ride tomorrow?” Jep “Hurricane” Haynes asks me as I plonk down on the wooden bench that separates the rows of lockers. “Three thousand ‘kays in three days ain’t gonna be fun.” 

      “No one said you had to come,” Diablo interjects as he stomps into the room. He points a sausage-sized finger at me, then gestures toward the main gym where Gabbi is grappling with his nephew, Kaleb. “You keep up with the comments about old men, and you won’t be fit to ride anywhere.” 

      “You’re only named after the Devil,” I tell him. Stripping off my MMA gloves, I hold my hands out for Jep to unwind the wraps. “I am the Devil... you don’t wanna threaten a man with nothin’ left to lose.” 

      “Nothin’ to lose?” Diablo snarks. His blue eyes flash and, for the dozenth time, I wonder how I missed the signs that’ve been right in front of me for three decades. “Pretty fuckin’ sure that gorgeous blonde who used to wear your ring would beg to differ.” 

      The rage that’s bubbled within me for as long as I can remember erupts. Unravelled wraps dangling from my wrists, I lunge at him, tightening my arm around his throat as I sweep his legs out from underneath him. He hits the floor with a thud. I kick him in the thigh when he tries to punch me in the balls. My chest heaves. My body shakes. My vision wobbles. I’m on the verge of stomping him when I realise that Diablo’s laughing up at me from the floor of the change room. 

      I stiffen, caught in two minds as to how I should react. 

      “Back the fuck up.” He smacks my leg out of his way and launches himself back to his feet with a perfectly performed kip-up that a man his size shouldn’t be capable of executing. “Where was that intensity when you were grapplin’ in the ring just now?” 

      “I’m not gonna come at Gabbi like that.” 

      “She can take it.” 

      “That’s not the point.” 

      Knowing that I’m coming close to wearing out my welcome with the Sydney chapter of our support club, the Blackards SMC, I refrain from telling Diablo what I truly think of his statement. Gabbi has become a good friend. She’s managed to get as close to me as anyone has in the months that I’ve spent on the East Coast shoring up our alliances so we can take down Brutus and the Maddison clan. I like her. She’s smart. Sassy. Filled with raw grit and a hunger to be more that I’m intimately acquainted with. 

      She’s as close as I’m ever going to get to a little sister. 

      And that’s why I’m annoyed that Diablo is doing everything he can to scare her out of his MMA gym so he can continue to live in perpetual mourning over his dead wife and son instead of acknowledging his feelings for his student. 

      I understand his guilt. 

      I’m wilting under a shit-tonne of my own. 

      That doesn’t mean I find his tactics palatable. 

      He keeps throwing his best fighters at the determined seventeen-year-old, and she keeps beating them. At this point, Gabbi’s covered in bruises. She’s more than proven herself, yet Diablo refuses to let up. If it weren’t for my chat with the rest of the fighters training at Blackards MMA, the one where I threatened to put a bullet in them if they didn’t ease up on her, Gabbi would be in the hospital by now. 

      The girl has no quit in her. 

      Unfortunately, Micah Kennedy doesn’t either. 

      “That girl needs to learn, and it pains the fuck outta me to admit this, but you’re a natural fighter and a good teacher. She could do worse than havin’ you for a mentor.”

      “Butterin’ me up won’t make me change my bloody mind. I ain’t gonna come at her like she’s a grown man.” The door to my locker clangs as I slam it shut and swing my backpack over my shoulder. “She’s here to be trained, not beaten to a fuckin’ pulp.” I smack my shoulder into his as I head for the exit. “Sort ya dick out before you get her killed.” 

      I make it to the main doors in the time it takes for him to come up with a retort. “Fuckin’ glad we’re ditchin’ your arse in Perth… ain’t gonna be sorry to see the back of you.” 

      “You and me both.” 

      Diablo doesn’t hear my muttered agreement as I walk out into the parking lot. 

      It’s not for him anyway. 

      The reminder is for me. 

      A promise. 

      I left Lily six months ago. 

      It was the wrong move. 

      I’m man enough to acknowledge that. 

      The taste I stole of her on the penthouse balcony after the Apologies to Medusa concert was an unwanted reminder of the cost of my screw-up. My text message afterward telling her to move on was a way to force space between us. It was for her good—I’ve needed every day of the past three months to cement the multiple layers of protection we require to stop Brutus from using his daughter against us again. 

      Still, I fucked up when I touched her. 

      Put her at risk to satiate my hunger for her sweetness. 

      It was the one thing I promised I wouldn’t do. 

      Yet, I was too weak to walk away when she stumbled out onto the balcony. 

      Now, I’m left to pray to a God I don’t believe in that the best friend I treated like shit the last time I saw him is strong enough to keep her safe. The knowledge that Slash loves Lily like family is the sole boon I have in this brewing war. He’s moved her into his house. Taken my place in her life without question, or judgement, or time-limit. He might’ve fucked up a time or two, especially with his stupidity around the Maddison clan and his reluctance to ban Lily from the compound, but I know he’s done his best. 

      Thankfully, my return to Perth, ostensibly for Isaiah’s patching-in ceremony on Saturday, is going to be permanent. Brutus doesn’t know that. No one outside my faction of the club does. We’re weeks away from having everything ready to safely remove the president’s patch from Brutus’ cut and put an end to his attempts to ally us with the Maddison clan. 

      I’ll be riding into Perth with the Blackards SMC at my back. 

      Diablo will take his rightful place in the family after thirty years in exile. 

      Slash can relinquish his vigil over Lily. 

      My sweet thing will be mine once again. 

      Sins atoned. 

      Mistakes forgiven. 

      Safety assured. 

      Hearts repaired. 

      As I stow my backpack in the side pannier, then throw my leg over the sapphire-blue motorcycle I had trucked over to Sydney for me to ride, I force every misgiving I possess out of my head. There is no room for mistakes or missteps. Everything is going to work out. It has to, because I won’t last much longer without her—not with my sanity intact. 

      With that steadfast belief guiding me, I hit the engine button, rev the throttle on Lily’s Harley, kick up the stand, then roar out of the Blackards parking lot like the bats from hell are chasing me. 

      Five more days until I see her again. 

      Mere weeks before I reclaim her heart, body, and soul. 

      Control is within reach. 

      The end is in sight.

      I’ll prove my worth. 

      Finally.
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      After popping the top strap of his shoulder holster, Wyatt straightens his cut, then holds the door open as we exit the restaurant where we just had dinner and drinks with three men who work at the same hospital as Nadia. When I pass by my younger brother, he softly touches my forearm. “Give me a sec, lil sis?” 

      “Sure.” 

      “Party pooper alert.” My drunk best friend snorts. She jokingly slaps Wyatt’s cheek before she leads our entourage out onto the sidewalk. “Baby-faced Wyatt’s becomin’ a mini-Venom… such a shame when you could’ve been so much more.” 

      “Ignore her,” I caution when my brother scowls. “She’s drunk and upset.” 

      “That was a decent excuse five years ago. Nowadays, she’s just a sloppy mess.” 

      “Wyatt!” I chide him in a hiss. The worried look I shoot Nadia’s way lessens when I see that she didn’t hear his comment. “Don’t be an arsehole.” 

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” he retorts. Gesturing toward Nadia, he sneers. “She’s leadin’ you astray. Turnin’ you into somethin’ you’re not.” 

      My nerves have been on edge for weeks, so my tone has more of a bite to it than necessary when I tell him, “Right now, she’s the only person who doesn’t judge me⁠—” 

      “You boys wanna take a walk on the wild side?” Nadia yells much too loudly, cutting me off as I try to justify our recent behaviour. Half a dozen couples who are also trying to leave the restaurant jolt to a stop as she shimmies along the sidewalk, and one woman shoots her a dirty look when they can’t get past her. It sets my best friend off immediately. She wheels on the slightly older woman, slapping her chest with both hands like she’s trying out for the WWE. “What bitch? You got somethin’ to say? Come closer… say it to my fuckin’ face⁠—” 

      “Nads.” Ignoring my brother’s scoff of derision, I grab hold of Nadia’s arm to stop her from getting any closer to the woman while Isaiah, the second biker on Cherub and Nadia babysitting duty tonight, directs the group toward the taxi-stand further down the road. “Maybe we should just go home?” 

      “Fuck that.” She dismisses me with a flick of her hand. “The night’s still young.” 

      “What are you suggesting?” The smaller of the two men who accompanied my date, Shep, to dinner nudges her with his hip. His movement sends my inebriated best friend ricocheting off me and back into him. He stumbles, and his two friends laugh at him. To save face, he doubles down with a crude proposal. “Something along the lines of a fivesome?” 

      “Nah.” My wild friend smirks at me as Wyatt and Isaiah bristle with indignation. I elbow my brother when he tries to push past me to lay hands on Shep and his buddies. The last thing we need is someone calling the cops on us because two Shamrocks’ prospects decide to get violent with a trio of desk jockeys from a local hospital. “Somethin’ even better.” 

      “Nads, I don’t think it’s a good⁠—” 

      “You boys wanna hang with the Black Shamrocks MC?” 

      Nadia’s question is met with shocked silence. 

      “I think we should just go to your house… or to Slash’s.” I try again to deflect her from the hare-brained plan she concocted earlier today after she showed me social media posts of Zeke and a tattooed brunette wrestling in an MMA cage. Every time I close my eyes, I see the photos. It hurts to know that I was so easily replaced, so much so that my heart fights to reject what my brain cannot deny. “The last thing we need is a fight at the compound.” 

      “Nuh uh uh, little Cherub, you don’t get to wimp out. Slash needs to be put in his place as well.” Nadia’s reminder of the second reason for my pissy mood makes me purse my lips. “So, tell me, boys... are you game? Wanna head over to the MC compound with us? Meet some real bad boys...” 

      The way she trails off makes it clear that she’s throwing down the gauntlet. 

      “Fuck yeah,” the man who is supposedly my date crows. He pumps his fist in the air, and I do my best not to roll my eyes at his douchebag move. Turning his attention to his friends, Shep asks, “What do you say? We’ll head over to the gang’s headquarters for a few drinks, then take these two lovely ladies back to the penthouse for an apéritif?” 

      The tip of my tongue burns with the need to correct his incorrect usage of apéritif. 

      My best friend realises that I’m about to blow up her plans and launches her kill shot. “You’re keen, aren’t you, Lily? Movin’ on with new friends is good… especially when there’s no balcony or dumb declarations involved.” 

      Her aim is true. 

      She lands a direct shot. 

      My pride still smarts from Slash’s silent treatment and Zeke’s unannounced arrival back in town. I want to punish them. Want to show them I’m my own woman. That I don’t need them. The desire to prove that I’m fine without them floods me. 

      I take her bait. 

      “Sure.” I offer a half-shrug, acting like I’ve always been on board with the idea. “Why not?” 

      From behind me, Isaiah makes a choking sound. Wyatt shakes his head. Ignoring them both, I lead the way toward the Shamrocks’ blacked-out van. The rest of the group take a second to catch up to me, and during those few moments alone, I feel my skin prickle with precognition. My gaze darts around, yet I see nothing out of the ordinary on the dark CBD street of Perth. 

      Still, the feeling doesn’t let up, even when I try to shake it off. 

      The truth is, I haven’t felt at ease all night, even with Isaiah and Wyatt shadowing our every move. Being tailed back to Slash’s by the black SUV has rattled me. Knowing that my father has drained my trust account, I have a million different theories bouncing around my head—each one worse than the last. Discovering that Zeke is back in Perth permanently was just the icing on the proverbial cake of shit that is my life. 

      I’m untethered. 

      Lost without my lifelong anchors. 

      Tired of the never-ending drama. 

      “Slow down, girl,” Shep cautions when I trip over a crack in the sidewalk. Even though I catch myself, he takes hold of my hand. After I shake free of his grip, he snorts. “Just trying to look out for you.” 

      “I’ll be looking out for you... otherwise you’ll end up dead,” I murmur sarcastically as we reach the club’s van. 

      My younger brother gives me a pitying look as he pulls the side door open and offers me a steadying arm to lean on to hoist myself inside. We both know this is a bad idea, but I’m not going to back down now. 

      I can’t. 

      I won’t. 

      When Nadia extricates herself from the two men she’s kissing and plonks down next to me, I lean close and whisper, “This is a bad idea.” 

      “This is a fuckin’ fabulous idea,” Nadia retorts at full volume. “Toker knows you’re coming, so it’s not like we’re ambushin’ them... plus Venom’s in town and Slash will be there. Those boneheads deserve every ounce of vengeance you’re about to rain down on their heads. It won’t hurt to show your arsehole cousin who’s boss, either.” 

      “There’s going to be a fight.” 

      “Good.” 

      Lapsing into silence, I side-eye Nadia during the drive to the compound. I’m an erratic mess, however, I’m not so far gone that I don’t see that my best friend is on the verge of a breakdown. She’s wilder than usual. More determined than ever to have a good time. If I’m untethered, then Nadia is hurtling through the stratosphere like an out-of-control rocket. 

      “Have you spoken to Sander since we left Slash’s?” 

      When Nadia gets like this, she usually seeks my twin brother, and they begin another episode of the Nads and Sander soap opera. It’s not something any of us enjoy witnessing, but it’s a proven way for her to find her feet again. They fuck. They fight. They breakup. They both get their heads back on straight and avoid each other until the wheels fall off again. 

      Rinse and repeat.  

      Right now, though, with all that’s going on, no one has the bandwidth to deal with another round of their toxicity. The show’s been playing for nearly ten years, and we’re all sick of it. I mightn’t be the best person to head off the disaster, but I’m all they’ve got. If Wyatt’s comment is an accurate indication, everyone who once cared about Nadia’s stability has wiped their hands of her. 

      “Nope.” My best friend pops the last syllable, then sneers. “He’s blocked my number… like a bloody coward.” 

      “This is bullshit,” Wyatt mumbles from the driver’s seat. Thinking that he’s talking about Sander’s latest move in his cold war with my best friend, I glance his way. He pulls to a stop in the designated parking area in the Shamrocks compound, then looks at me over his shoulder. “It’s a full house tonight. Hope you know what you’re doin’?” 

      “Me?” 

      “Yeah, you, Anna.” 

      Narrowing my gaze, I glare at Wyatt. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

      “You’re playin’ with fire, and you know it.” 

      “I’m movin’ on like he told me to.” 

      “No, you’re not.” 

      “Am too.” 

      “Are not.” 

      When I open my mouth to retort again, I realise that I’m arguing with my eighteen-year-old brother for no reason. He’s right. If I was moving on, the last place I’d bring my new man is to the compound. If I cared about any of the three men currently exiting the van behind Nadia, I’d take them far away from the scrutiny of the biker brothers who watched me get my heart broken by Zeke. I’d shield them from Slash, too. If I was a good person, I’d protect the preppy idiots from the arse-kicking they’re likely to receive as soon as they make a wrong move tonight. 

      The goodness inside me has shrivelled up and died along with my hopes and dreams, so instead of acting with integrity, I follow Shep and his friends inside the main bar without acknowledging the accuracy of Wyatt’s statement. The hush that greets our arrival is damning. I avoid looking at the table that Slash and Zeke usually commandeer as their own during club parties, choosing to keep my back to them as I approach the bar, then down two shots to steady my nerves. I’m not sure of the catalyst, but as I’m emptying my glass for the second time, the bar erupts back into a normal level of chatter. 

      It’s a return to normalcy that calms me enough to allow Nadia to lead me over to the dance area. After annexing the best space in the room, we tell the prospect in charge of the jukebox to keep the heavy metal coming, and we start to dance together. Our three guests do their hardest to keep up. It proves impossible. Nadia is a professional at dancing away her demons, and during the past three months, I’ve taken to partying with the zeal of a rat trapped in a maze. 

      Partying is my escape. 

      Almost every night is spent at the clubs to avoid the silence at home. 

      For weeks, I’ve stumbled back to Slash’s in the early hours of the morning to catch a few hours of sleep before work, then repeated the process again the next evening. 

      Slutty clothes. 

      Too much to drink. 

      Hunter’s MDMA. 

      Dancing on strangers. 

      Touches from hands that make me feel sick. 

      Driven home by the biker tailing me that night. 

      My bathroom. A razor. Pain. Blood. Oblivion.  

      Only to wake in the morning, safely tucked up in my bed with my thighs and stomach bandaged, and my hangover half as bad as it should be. I tell myself that it’s Nadia looking after me, yet I know deep down that it’s Slash. The big man cleans me up, tucks me in, and holds vigil in my bedroom to ensure that I don’t hurt myself beyond repair. 

      As much as I avoid reality, I can’t completely lie to myself. 

      I’m angry with him for blurring the line between us. 

      He’s furious that I denied the truth he finds obvious. 

      We’re stuck at a permanent impasse because I’m still in love with his best friend. 

      When Nadia lets go of my hands so she can dance over to one of our dates, my gaze strays over to the man-bunned biker who hasn’t taken his eyes off me since I arrived. Sitting at the same table as Zeke, the hunger in his eyes is hard to ignore. The ice-blue depths are lit from within. His blatant need scorches my skin. Fills me with lust. Drives me to the point of insanity. 

      Almost to the point of seeking out Zeke…  

      At the last second, I stop myself from acknowledging my ex-fiancé’s presence. 

      Instead, I lock eyes with Slash again. 

      He meets my perusal without blinking. 

      I break away when his scrutiny burns too hot to bear. 

      Trapped between my painful past and an impossible future, I close my eyes and lose myself in the embrace of the pounding music. It helps for a little while, allows me to pretend that I can’t feel both men watching me like they own me. 

      Like they have a right to judge me. 

      “Let’s dance on the bar,” Nadia shouts in my ear. 

      Nodding, I reluctantly open my eyes and allow her to drag me over to the long wooden countertop that separates the main area from the drink fridges. The shot she passes my way is gratefully accepted, and I down it without checking to see what it is. 

      It’s smooth and kind of sweet. 

      Tequila. 

      God’s excuse for bad behaviour. 

      Just what I need to get through the night from hell. 

      When I slide my shot glass back over to the prospect, he hesitates a second before he refills it. As the back of my head burns with the heat of a gaze I know well, I refuse to turn around to meet Zeke’s eyes. He has no right to criticise me. Not after he told me to move on—not when he’s moved on with a gorgeous, tattooed brunette—the exact opposite of me. 

      Still, it’s hard to deny that Wyatt is right in his assertion that I’m not ready to move on. 

      But that doesn’t mean I can’t test the waters… 

      If it upset Zeke, then that’s on him.

      Potentially pissing off Slash as well is merely an added bonus. 

      “Fuck men,” Nadia shrieks as she sashays closer. “Show those two idiots that you don’t care… make them regret treatin’ you like shit.” 

      Sufficiently buoyed by my best friend’s frank assessment, I empty my shot glass, then allow Shep to boost me up onto the bar. After clambering up behind me, Nadia takes hold of my hands as our favourite In This Moment song plays. 

      Together, we dance like no one is watching. 

      Which is so far from the truth, it’s almost funny. 

      In the dim bar, I catch glimpses of Zeke and his bouncing leg. 

      I see the rage in Slash’s expression. 

      Hear my ex-fiancé growl when I hike up my skirt too high.  

      The smirk I offer Zeke is filled with spite that quickly dies when Shep joins me on the bar. 

      My date pushes in between me and Nadia, then he takes liberties that aren’t his to demand. I’m on the verge of a panic attack over his unwanted touches when I spot Slash shoving his way through the crowd. 

      For a second, I think he’s going to save me from myself. 

      He doesn’t. 

      Instead, he pushes open the double doors that lead outside with enough violence to knock one of them off its hinges. The angry man stomps away without sparing me a backward glance, proving once again that he’ll always run hot and cold with me. 

      Zeke growls, the sound somehow travelling through the crowd, when Shep pulls me off balance so he can cop a feel. I steel myself, determined to prove that I have the situation under control, and shoot a sneer at my ex-fiancé. For the first time in months, we acknowledge each other. Glare for glare. Eyes flashing. Posture rigid. Body language emanating with the words we haven’t had the chance to say. When I refuse to blink, Zeke initially takes it as a challenge, only to break eye contact first when Hunter says something to him. With obvious reluctance, my ex-fiancé looks away, leaning back on his bar stool to converse with his club brothers. 

      His stiff movements and bouncing leg fill me with satisfaction. 

      He’s as affected by my presence as I am by him. 

      As I dance, I try to see if he steals another peek at me, but I’m side-tracked when Shep winds the fingers of one hand through the hair at my nape and uses his other hand to pull me hard against him. Trapped within his constricting embrace, I stiffen in terror, my fright freezing me to the spot as he devours my mouth without finesse. 

      I choke. 

      Suffocate. 

      My entire body thrums with dread. The locked safe I’ve kept hidden in the dark recesses of my psyche tries to burst open with memories that are best left ignored. I’m drowning in long-neglected trauma, on the verge of mental annihilation when I’m lifted off the bar and slung over a shoulder. 

      Free from Shep’s unwanted touch, I inhale in a rush. 

      A familiar scent fills my lungs. 

      Leather. 

      Amber. 

      Spice. 

      Home.

      My limbs relax for a second, then I remember Zeke isn’t my safe space any longer. Every ounce of animosity I feel toward him spirals to the surface before I can stop it, and I scream at him, “Put me down!” 

      Zeke doesn’t react as he carries me away from the bar. Upside down, blood rushing to my head, I tremble with fury. A foreign level of rage continues to surge within me, and I violently strike out. Sharp nails scratch at his exposed skin. Vicious hammer fists connect with his back. My knees are jammed into his gut. 

      “I’m not joking, you bloody arsehole. I’m going to murder you if you don’t let me go.” 

      “Bring it, metukà shelì.” The humour in his voice is akin to a red rag waved at a bull. He compounds the disrespect by drawling, “You always come hardest when you wanna kill me. I look forward to hate fuckin’ you into submission.” 

      Disgust drips from every syllable as I tell him, “Keep. Dreaming. I’ll never touch your diseased dick again.” The mad man secures my flailing legs before he chuckles at the sound of the Shamrocks clapping us out of the bar. Mortification fuels me as I curse him out. “God, you’re so fucking embarrassing. An honest to God fucking nightmare. Pain in my arse. Impossible. Stupid. Mean. Arsehole.” 

      “Push a man too far, and that’s usually what happens,” Zeke states in a placid tone that enrages me further. “You’ve been tryna get me to bite all night… well, here I am, sweet thing, biting.” 

      “You’re so fucking conceited. I stopped wanting your attention months ago.” The lies leave my tongue with practiced ease—which makes sense since I’ve been telling them to myself for half a year. “Didn’t even know you were here until you started growling at me. Tonight was for me, dickhead… I was attempting to move on from you and your mangled version of love—just like you told me to.” 

      “Jesus, flay a man alive, why don’t ya.” 

      “Oh, I will.” Ignoring the unconcealed agony lacing his humourless quip, I warn him, “The second my feet touch the ground, it’s on.” 

      I punctuate my point with a hard punch to his kidney. 

      When Zeke’s stride falters for a second, I ready myself to be lowered back to my feet. An uneasy sense of abandonment floods me until I realise that he’s carrying me into Cub’s room instead. After he swipes everything from the top of the dresser and sets me down on top of it, I scan the unfamiliar room. 

      This isn’t Cub’s bedroom any longer. 

      It’s Zeke’s. 

      With as much effort as he’s expended to eradicate me from his life—dumping my belongings at Slash’s, hiding away the Harley he gifted me for my eighteenth birthday, banning me from the compound for months—it shouldn’t hurt to learn that he’s also abandoned the room we once shared in favour of a fresh start. 

      But it does. 

      My hand has a mind of its own as I slap his face. 

      “Guess I deserved that.” 

      “Oh, you deserve more than that.” 

      Zeke is deadly serious as he replies, “So, give it to me…” 

      The soberness etched in his features as he scans my face with his beautifully unique gaze rips the wind from my sails. I can’t look at him, not when every regret he has is clear to see, so I peer around the room instead. The bed is neatly made, something he never managed when we were together. His clothes are piled over the back of the armchair, a familiar sight that makes my chest tighten. On the bedside table on his side of the bed, a framed photo from better times takes pride of place. 

      Rather than turn myself inside out trying to understand why he still has a picture of us displayed, I ask, “Why am I up here?” 

      “Don’t want your feet to touch the ground just yet.” 

      Narrowing my gaze, I peer at him with unconcealed scepticism. “Why? Because you know I’m gonna kick your arse when they do?” 

      “’Cause I miss you, and I don’t wanna fight with you tonight.” 

      The laughter that bubbles from me makes it seem like I’m on the edge of insanity. 

      Maybe I am? 

      Because I can’t believe my ears right now. 

      “All it took for you to miss me was for me to kiss someone else.” Shaking my head, I tell him, “You’re sick… I’m not some discarded toy you get to snatch back whenever it catches someone else’s attention. We are not fucking. Tonight. Or any night.” 

      “It’s not like that.” When Zeke tries to touch me, I jam my knee in his chest, then attempt to slide off the dresser. He widens his stance, uses his big body to keep me trapped while he pleads, “All I wanna do is talk.” 

      “You had the chance to talk,” I snap back at him. “Instead of that, you boxed up my shit and had my little brothers deliver it to Slash’s. I gave you a tonne of opportunities to talk after that, and you ignored every one of them. You acted like I didn’t exist. Eradicated me from your life. Sold our house. Took my Harley away. Tried to banish me from the compound.” 

      “I’m sorry.” 

      “That’s not good enough.” 

      My retort is the understatement of the century. 

      Does he truly believe a two-word apology will fix things between us? 

      “I know it’s not… just want you to know I had my reasons.” 

      “Your reasons stink.” 

      My chin wobbles as my eyes burn. Determined not to cry in front of him, I sink my teeth into my bottom lip. Out of habit, Zeke brushes two fingers over my mouth to stop me from breaking the skin. As soon as he touches me, my palm cracks across his face. 

      The impact makes my hand sting. 

      I don’t care. 

      It’s worth it to see the shock in his eyes. 

      Then, remorse hits at the thought of hurting him, and the need to cry returns with a vengeance. I tilt my face toward the ceiling to stop the tears from falling as I beg, “Let me down, please. I can’t—I thought… I can’t do this. I can’t be this close to yo-ou.” 

      “Don’t.” The single word he utters is filled with more shame than one man should rightly feel. He pushes between my thighs and hugs me to him. As I battle with my own emotions, Zeke presses his face to my heart and tightens his arms around my lower back. “If you cry... I’m gonna lose it.” 

      It’s the wrong thing to say. 

      My ire instantly resurfaces. 

      The guilt I feel for slapping him evaporates. 

      “Oh... Fuck. You.” My grip is vicious when I tug on his hair to make him look me in the eye. “You’re the big man. You call the shots. Surely you have the balls to face the consequences?” 

      “I couldn’t watch you break. Not again. Not like that. It was my fault. The safe house. Alex. The baby.” I jerk like he’s hit me when he mentions the child we lost. “I thought I had everythin’ under control, but I was foolin’ myself.” 

      “You were under something, all right. I hope Honey gave you syphilis.” 

      “I don’t think that exists anymore.” 

      I exhale angrily as he tries to rile me up. There’s no way I’ll allow him to use our long-standing connection to finesse his way out of the mess he created. Zeke can flash his puppy-dog eyes and beg until the end of time, and it’ll have no effect on how I feel. 

      He left me, beaten, bleeding, and blacked out, then cut a deal with my father to stay gone. 

      “My sentiment—” I glower at the stubborn man when he opens his mouth to deny screwing Honey. “—still stands.” 

      Zeke doesn’t heed my warning. “I didn’t fuck her.” 

      “So, everyone keeps telling me.” After rolling my eyes, I continue. “It doesn’t matter. We were already broken up back then, only I was dumb enough to believe it was fake.” 

      “It was fake. Technically, we never broke up.” 

      Shaking my head at the audacity of the man, I remark as evenly as I can manage, “You’re so full of shit your eyes have turned brown. You texted me after the concert to tell me to move on… told me that’s what you were doing, too.” 

      For a drawn-out moment, Zeke stares at me like I’m a stranger. 

      Maybe I am? 

      I’m definitely not the woman he left behind. 

      Slash, Nadia, Crystal, my brothers... everyone did their best to patch me up in the wake of Zeke’s abandonment. I had support until he returned from Sydney to banish me from the compound, and I lost that too. The past six months have been the hardest of my life—and that’s saying something considering the carnage that was wrought by Alex on the night of my eighteenth birthday. 

      At the crux of it, Zeke leaving broke something inside me. 

      Almost as much as Slash’s declaration of love permanently changed me. 

      “We didn’t end.” My ex-fiancé denies a second time. “Not officially. Everyone knows text doesn’t count.” 

      For a heartbeat, I just stare at him in disbelief. Then, the anger that I didn’t want him to use against me, the hair-trigger temper that I’ve never quite learnt how to control, engages without permission, and I lash out at the man I still love. My punches are mean and indiscriminate. I pummel him as hard as I can. Chest. Face. Neck. Beating on him like an enemy, because in some ways that is what he’s become to me, I scratch at the bare skin of his throat, and violently pull his hair. 

      He takes my rage without fighting back. 

      And I purge every ounce of pain he’s caused, physically and verbally, as I scream at him, “I can’t think of a more official declaration that something is over than abandoning your fiancée after she’s been raped and beaten to the point where her body is expelling their dead baby.” 

      With a harsh inhale, I breathe through the sharp pain that stabs me in the gut as I remember the pain of that night. The blood. The fear. Slash climbing into the shower and holding me as I broke. 

      “You left me alone at the worst point in my life, then you told my father that we were permanently done without even sparing me a minute of your time to talk about it. More fool me, I tried to move past that, let you touch me again, and what did you do? You fucking walked away for a second time! Even the biggest idiot on the planet—namely me—knows that means we’re over.” 

      My chest is heaving as I realise that I’m not the only person Zeke hurt that night. 

      The epiphany that hits me like a hurricane is six months in the making...  

      He destroyed me. 

      But he also damned us. 

      I shake free of the precognition, and attempt to deflect the harsh insight by ranting at my first love. “Once again, you proved you love your ego more than me. Poor little Zeke… couldn’t handle the pain. Couldn’t take the responsibility of loving his broken metukà shelì through the bad shit. Tucked tail and ran, leaving me to get through the loss alone.” 

      Left unsaid is the truth that I can’t tell him. 

      The cruel realisation that just clobbered me over the head. 

      There’s no going back to how we used to be... 

      Because Zeke left me to discover an alternate reality. 

      I love Slash. 

      I’m in love with Slash. 

      “I thought it was for the best—” He sighs. When I feel the urge to soothe his obvious sorrow, I clasp my fingers behind my back. “I let you down.” 

      “You sure did… but not over Alex. You let me down when your pride couldn’t handle me saving myself. I killed him. He’s gone. We were free!” Every nerve ending twangs as the full extent of Zeke’s screw-up settles within me. Without pulling any verbal punches, I expose the version of hell he left in his wake. “I hope you’ve suffered since then because I fucking well have.” 

      “See these?” Shoving him away from me once more, I pull my skirt high and show him the scars on my thighs and lower belly. His gaze locks on my stomach, but I don’t allow him the opportunity to mention our lost baby again. “This is just a taste of my suffering. These are only the scars on the outside—” Running my fingernails over the deeper cuts, my vulnerability weighs heavily, and I try to backtrack. Giving in to the urge to minimise my agony, to protect my pride from the man who shattered it, I lie through my teeth, “It only happened a few times… once about a week after, then twice more in the days that followed the concert.” Zeke tries to interrupt me, no doubt to offer platitudes that fix nothing, but I keep talking. “Tell me… where were you then? Oh, I know! While I was cutting to cope, you were making a deal to stay away from me in exchange for keeping your power in the club. Selling me out for your own agenda, just like Dad did.” 

      At the mention of his deal with my father, Zeke reels back like I’ve slapped him again.  

      Laughing maniacally, I grin as I ask, “Oh, you didn’t realise I knew that?” 

      “No one knows.” 

      “Well, I do. Your cloud is still synced to my laptop. After the concert, I tried to find that video we made—I wanted to see you, see us, since I couldn’t touch you—ended up serving myself a hard dose of reality instead.” He rubs his chest with his palm, and I push my hands under my thighs to stop myself from giving in to my need to pull him close. “Imagine my surprise when I listened to the recording. Another day, another bunch of lies courtesy of Ezekiel Miles.” 

      “I can explain.” 

      The adrenaline that was fuelling me drains away in the next instant. Suddenly sober, exhausted down to the depths of my soul, I press the point of my stiletto heel to Zeke’s stomach and shove him away from me. He moves reluctantly, jerking like I’ve shot him when I say, “I don’t want your excuses. They mean nothing… not when it’s crystal fucking clear that you only want me when I have my mask of perfection in place—when you can congratulate yourself on healing me. ’Cause as soon as you lose control of the world around us, and the people we love discover that I’m a fucking mess, you’re out. It gets too hard for you. You run.” 

      “That’s not true.” 

      When he tries to come closer, I dismiss him with another jab of my heel and a flick of my hand. My unflinching reaction belies the turmoil whipping through me. “Doesn’t matter anyway. You broke my trust when you chose to take my father’s stupid deal instead of coming to me first. That’s what ruined us. Not Alex. Not losing the baby. It was you.” 

      Sliding down the dresser and back onto my feet, I initially stiffen and hold my breath when Zeke pulls me into his embrace. When he nudges his nose through my hair, I find myself wilting against him. The beating of my heart picks up speed as my first love brings his mouth level with my ear and whispers, “I’m gonna fix this.” 

      For one second, I allow myself to believe that he’s capable of pulling off the impossible. 

      I imagine a world where none of this happened. 

      A world where I’m still blissfully unaware of my real feelings. 

      My heart immediately rejects a return to my previous delusion, so I straighten my shoulders and pull on my proverbial big girl panties. “Good luck. You’re going to need it, ’cause there’s no coming back from this for me.” 

      In a movement that comes from habit and memory, I run my fingernails over the shaved sides of his head, then wind my fingers through the longer hair at his crown. He smells the same. Feels the same. Looks the same. It kills me to separate from him, however, I know I must. Tilting Zeke’s head back, I press a kiss to his lightly bearded chin. A heartbeat later, my lips meet his, and I allow myself to taste my first love’s familiarity one last time. 

      When I pull away, he moves with me. Shadowing my movements as I refuse his touch on my way to the exit, he pauses when I say, “The saddest part of all this is that I still love you. Probably always will.” 

      “I love you, too. More than you’ll ever know.” 

      “Then it’s a shame my love will never be enough for you. I just hope that you and your pride are happy together.” 

      After pulling the door shut behind myself, I exhale until my lungs burn and my eyes water. 

      My heart hurts, my skin feels too tight, but I know I did the right thing. 

      Zeke destroyed us. 

      I won’t let him ruin the Shamrocks as well. 

      Because the harsh truth is that the two men who profess to love me need each other more than they need me right now. I might love them both, but the war brewing within the club means my feelings are dead on arrival. Preserving our way of life. Saving the club my mother helped build. The future of the Black Shamrocks MC, Zeke and Slash’s bond, and my brothers’ safety—blood or not—is all that matters. 

      And it’s that knowledge that powers me on as I’m met with curious gazes when I stomp through the crowded bar and outside into the dark night. Thankfully, everyone lets me pass without question, although Nadia seems a bit put out when I ignore her gesture to come dance with her. 

      Once I’m alone in the darkness, I pause to catch my breath. 

      What a mindfuck... 

      Every time I think I have a grip on my life, a new obstacle pops up. 

      My epiphany about Zeke and Slash couldn’t have come at a worse time. 

      I’m in love with two men. 

      Best friends. 

      Caught between a ferocious first love that’s burnt like an inferno for as long as I can remember, and the flaring firestorm of a new love that’s been fanned by the flames of enduring friendship. The two men have always been complementary. They balance each other out. Create perfect harmony. It would be criminal to ruin their consonance. 

      I refuse to be the wedge that incites carnage within the brotherhood. 

      The Shamrocks will splinter down the centre. 

      My dad will win. 

      “I won’t let that happen,” I state out loud. “He deserves to burn in hell.” 

      From his sentry point near the main gates, my younger brother lets out a low whistle. “Talkin’ to yourself, lil sis?” 

      “Yep... needed an expert opinion, so I went right to the source.” 

      He laughs at my sarcasm, then holds out my keys to me. In my haste to get away from prying eyes, it hadn’t occurred to me I didn’t have a way home unless I went back inside to ask for someone to drive me—which was not happening. 

      I accept the keyring with a sharp nod of appreciation. 

      “Figured you’d need wheels at some point, so I went and got your car.” 

      “Thanks,” I tell him. We remain silent for a minute, then I sigh. “Well, my bed beckons, and you have prospect duties to get back to... I should get going.” 

      “You look tired.” Wyatt cocks his head to the side and scans my face with a worried gaze. “Shit’s gonna get better.” 

      “At this point, I have to believe that since it can’t hardly get worse.” 

      “Your lips to God’s ears,” my brother parrots one of our mother’s favourite platitudes.

      “Here’s hoping, Wyatt…”
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      Listening to Hunter tell Venom that he believes the love he shares with Cherub is the “forever kind” is the final straw for me. Since my duchess arrived at the compound with Nadia and three preppy fucks in tow, I’ve been listening to the bunch of idiots I call brother, narrate the impending explosion between the ex-lovers. Every so often, they’ll shoot a sly look my way to see if they’re getting under my skin as much as they’re getting under Venom’s. 

      I’ve tried my best not to give them the response they’re seeking, but I can’t take it anymore. “Fuck this shit. I’m outta here.” 

      In the same instance as my temper snaps, the chino-wearing prick with the boy band haircut clambers up onto the bar with the girls. He makes a beeline for Cherub. His hands grip her waist. My vision tunnels to a pinprick, narrowed in on the sight of this douchebag touching my duchess. I’m on my feet, pausing only to slap my little brother across the back of the head, before I’m storming toward the bar. 

      I have one objective. 

      Lilianna Mayberry. 

      And I don’t give a flying fuck that Venom’s watching. 

      I’ve spent three months bearing witness to her drunkenly testing the waters with man after man. If she’s so keen to get back on the horse, she can chuck a saddle on me. I’ll let her ride me from here until eternity without complaint. 

      The drunken crowd of bikers gets the message and parts to allow me through. 

      My mind is made up. My aim is true. I keep my eyes on my duchess, my pulse picking up pace when I notice that she’s observing my approach. A softness invades the wild rebellion that’s been burning in the blue depths of her gaze since Cherub acknowledged that Venom and I are watching her run amok tonight with barely suppressed hunger... and a smidge of resentment. 

      My breath catches.

      Is she going to publicly claim me?

      My duchess looks through me. 

      To Venom. 

      And my feet change course before my mind has made the decision. 

      I smack the doors open with both hands. 

      One hits the ground. 

      A muted hush breaks out. 

      The closest prospect rushes to fix the door.  

      Without a backward glance, I keep walking until I reach my Harley. I’m settled on the seat, battling shaky hands as I take two attempts to fasten the strap of my helmet beneath my chin. Blowing out a breath, I wait while the prospects on guard duty pull the main gates open. My movements are jerky as I hit the ignition and kick up the stand. Gravel spits as I take off too fast. The rumbling engine of my bike doesn’t settle my mood like it usually does. 

      Instead, the reverberation ratchets my temper to a level that it rarely reaches. 

      The beam of my headlight illuminates the road in front of me as I peel out of the industrial complex that houses the compound. As my wheels eat up the asphalt, the empty black tar stretching in front of me mockingly, I battle to contain my rage. 

      “Fuckin’ forever kind of love,” I mutter to myself. “Absolute, convoluted, deluded, bullshit.” 

      As the bleakness that filled Venom’s expression in the wake of Hunter’s verbal jab pops into my head, I roll off the throttle and pull onto the empty verge at the side of the freeway on-ramp. For six months, I’ve been caught in two minds. Trapped between my love for my club brother and my devotion to the woman he deserted. My past and present keep colliding with a future I never envisioned as possible. 

      I’m starting to believe that this stalemate between the three of us is permanent. 

      Having Cherub in my home. In my bed. In my every waking and sleeping thought. 

      It’s torture. 

      It also drives home a point I’ve refused to acknowledge for at least five years. 

      I’d leave the Shamrocks if it meant I could have Lilianna Mayberry for my own. 

      Venom would make the opposite choice. 

      He’d pick the club, his pride, and his legacy over her. 

      When that stark reality smacks me upside the head, I screw my eyes shut and try to breathe through the pain this truth causes. A semi with two trailers buffets me from side to side as it passes too close for comfort. I rock from side to side as I contemplate the dual desires surging within me. 

      Part of me wants to ride back to the bar, smash a barstool over Venom’s head, put a bullet in the trio of douchebags perving on her, and force Cherub onto the back of my bike. We could ride until the sunrise, then bed down somewhere. Just the two of us. I could make her see sense. Compel her to admit the truth. Refuse to let her go until she’s committed to me—and only me. 

      A second part of my psyche urges me to ride off into the sunset before my duchess poisons me to death with her inability to love me most. Right now, it’s the bigger of the two, a soft underbelly that I keep hidden from everyone, the desecrated section of my soul that hasn’t stopped bleeding for eleven years. 

      The wound is deep. 

      Infected. 

      Septic at this point. 

      I swallow deep as the memory of my son’s last moments surges into my head unbidden... 

      Jenna’s gaze is bleary as she tries to see me in the hazy garage. I turn off the engine, then step out of her reach so she can’t touch me. The petrol fumes are overwhelming, having belched noxious gases from the exhaust pipes of both luxury cars contained in the deliberately sealed storage space for God knows how long. 

      Too long. 

      In the back seat of Jenna’s expensive vehicle, safely buckled into the car seat that wasn’t designed to save him from his crazy mother, my son lies sleeping. His grey face. Wrinkled little fingers curled into fists around the baby blanket covering him. The shock of white-blond hair, identical to the translucent curls my younger brother sported for his first two years of life. Features relaxed, he doesn’t stir when I wrench open the door and lift him out of his seat. 

      His scant weight in my hands mocks me. 

      He’s so small. So helpless. 

      My son has barely lived. 

      Yet, I’ve already failed him. 

      “Your fault,” Jenna croaks as I gently place my son on the bonnet and work to resuscitate him. “Because I couldn’t love you most.” 

      Her words are hard to make out, but they hit with the precision of an expert archer’s arrow when they settle inside my head. 

      Over and over, I ignore her to concentrate on my attempts to make my son breathe. 

      His little chest hollows with each compression. 

      It never rises again. 

      No matter how many times I try. 

      “This is your fault.” Jenna whimpers, then she leans forward and clutches her still-swollen midsection. “You killed him.” 

      As I’m forced to admit defeat in my fight to save the little boy I failed, I whirl to face the woman trying to clamber from the driver’s seat. With my son’s dead body gently clutched to my chest, I shove Jenna backward. She slumps back into her original position, one leg outside the vehicle while her knee remains trapped beneath the steering wheel. I leer over her, hatred in my eyes as I glare down at my ex-fiancée.

      “I didn’t kill him. You. Did.” The ice in my voice chills the blood in my veins. Jenna’s eyes widen as I crouch low, then lean close enough for her to feel my breath on her face. Cradling my boy in one arm, I pin his murderous mother to the backrest of the leather seat with the weight of my body as I use my free hand to circle her neck. “Now, you, on the other hand… I’ll happily take the credit for killin’ you.” 

      My grip is unrelenting as I slowly but surely restrict her breathing. 

      I don’t waver in my intentions when she flops and jerks in front of me.  

      Her leg kicks out, missing me by mere inches. Jenna’s nails rake along the flesh of my wrist as she tries to free herself. Her hand somehow makes it under my t-shirt. She claws at my abdomen, scoring my skin with her treacherous touch. Drawing blood, she fights to the end, a coward from start to finish with her frantic demand for the reprieve that she didn’t permit our innocent son. 

      “Isn’t it poetic—the slayer becomin’ the slain?” While the final death throes work through Jenna’s body, my adrenaline drains, and shaking wracks through me with deadly precision. My legs turn to jelly. My eyesight wavers beneath unshed tears. I grit my teeth, determined to watch the final vestiges of life drain from her face. “Burn in hell, Jenna fuckin’ Greatbatch… I’ll make sure no one who matters ever utters your name again. Your memory will be void. Your presence on Earth erased. By. Me. The man you selfishly destroyed.” 

      Once I’m certain that she’s dead, I force myself to place my son’s body in his car seat. 

      I tuck him in with the blanket he was gripping tight when he died, then I press a solitary kiss to his forehead. A sound from outside startles me. I softly close the car door, permanently separating myself from the son I failed. 

      Hurrying to cover my tracks, I restart both engines before I leave the way I came. 

      Under the cover of darkness. 

      With nothing but regret in my heart... 

      The sound of a horn blaring rips me from the nightmare I’m caught within. I fight to stay upright as another truck rushes past me to use the on-ramp to the freeway. The back trailer ripples and shakes while the driver battles to keep it on the road. A blue SUV, one that’s spent its nights parked inside my garage for the past six months, zips along behind the truck. I glimpse blonde hair in the beam of the headlights from the Harley following close behind her. As always, Wyatt is protecting his sister. Standing tall while the two men who profess to love her wilt beneath their egocentric desires. 

      In some respects, Venom and I are no better than Jenna. 

      We’re content to destroy Cherub in our quest to possess her whole heart. 

      For the umpteenth time, my parents and Nadia’s admonishments to share my duchess pop into my head. I swallow down the anger their advice causes. The bitterness burns, another painful reproach. Settling for half of Cherub’s heart isn’t a future I can countenance because the idea of being second best enrages me to the point of cruelty. 

      Breaking her feels like the only fair alternative to her rejection of my love. 

      “Fuck,” I groan when nausea hits. Even the idea of ruining my duchess makes me sick. “I can’t do this.” 

      The desire to hide from the world becomes overwhelming. I need refuge from my sins and a safe harbour with the woman I love. We’ve ignored each other for long enough. Walked on eggshells to satisfy the demands of the club. Pretended that we didn’t indelibly cross the line the night of the Apologies to Medusa concert. 

      Fuelled by my need to see Cherub, I take three deep steadying breaths while the line of vehicles passes me by. Once I’m free of the filthy residue that the memories of the worst night of my life always leaves in its wake, I rub my stomach, right over the patch of skin that was once marked by the long-healed scratches that I still feel to this day. My gut roils, bile flooding my mouth and undoing my efforts to regain control of myself. Again, I swallow it down as I battle the emptiness that’s stalked me since that day. 

      My son was murdered by his mother. 

      I killed her in return. 

      Her death is not enough to erase my failure. 

      Destiny seems determined to repeat the lesson I learned that day. 

      I won’t allow my duchess to fall victim to my ineptitude. 

      For Cherub, I’ll fight... 

      My demons. 

      And the ones that pursue her. 

      With that thought at the forefront of my mind, I pull back onto the on-ramp and speed along the freeway to catch up with Wyatt. He shoots me a look that I can’t make out in the dark when I pat the top of my helmet twice. After a definitive hesitation, he nods once before he pulls in front of his sister and slows her down. I use the camouflage of the trucks in the slow lane to move around her without being seen, then roll on the throttle to beat my duchess home. 

      The time has come to end the cold war between us. 

      My impatience is high as I wait for the electronic gates to slowly open. I pull into the garage thirty seconds before my duchess, and I’m forced to bite back a grin when she slams on the brakes aggressively at the sight of me. Her mood matches mine, and that can only bode well for my plan to end our impasse. 

      Coupled with her hasty exit from the compound and the speed with which she drove home, it’s obvious Venom has pushed her buttons. The way I left the compound has no doubt added to her mood, too. My duchess has a temper that likes to slip its leash regularly. It’s been missing recently, another symptom of her general ennui toward life. The absence of her smart mouth and the unique brand of sass it delivers is almost as worrying as the cuts that mar her smooth flesh. 

      I’ve been forced to watch her soul wither for months. 

      No more. 

      Tonight, I declare my hand, once and for all. 

      When she cuts the engine, I dismount my bike. The scrape of the steel jiffy stand grazing along the concrete floor as I kick it into place is loud in the quiet garage. My boot buckles clang, the clinking chain that connects my Harley fob to my belt joins the symphony of sound that accompanies my approach. 

      Cherub doesn’t notice me advancing on her. 

      She’s too busy banging her forehead on the steering wheel. 

      I rap my knuckles on her window. 

      My duchess lifts her head and rolls her eyes. 

      In her expression, I discover annoyance, mental fatigue, and a small dollop of irony-laden humour. Her posture reveals her disillusionment with men, and for the second time in a minute, I’m left to wonder how much of her mood relates to Venom’s return. 

      Has he already manipulated her into forgetting his desertion? 

      I wouldn’t put it past him. 

      He’s a Cherub-whisperer. 

      Adept at pushing his Lily’s buttons. 

      An expert at finding her sweet spots. 

      Refusing to give in to the pessimism that is determined to sidetrack me, I push forward with my plan. There’s ironclad determination in my voice when I force her to acknowledge me, “Duchess?” 

      Anger flares in her gaze as she throws herself against the seat, then jabs the button to lower her window like it’s personally offended her. “What do you want, Slash? I’m kinda busy having a meltdown here.” 

      “Over Venom?” 

      The two words escape my mouth before I can stop them. 

      It’s a rookie mistake. 

      Thankfully, Cherub simply scoffs at my blatant jealousy. 

      She rolls her eyes a second time as she sarcastically drawls, “He is on the list.” 

      Exhaling slowly, I pull open her door, then squat down to her eye level. With the memory of the secret that I’ve kept for more than a decade stalking me, the truth of my sin singeing the tip of my tongue, I force myself to meet the eye of the woman who owns my heart. “Am I on that list?” 

      “You don’t have to be.” 

      When she tries to smile and fails, I brace for Cherub to tell me to get out of her face. She’s clearly at the end of her tether. Defeat emanates from her pores, but I will allow nothing to keep me away from her. I’ve spent months running hot and cold with her, mostly at the Shamrocks’ behest. 

      I’m done with the games. Venom is back permanently. The club is at a crossroads. 

      Whether we win the war against Brutus, the Maddison clan, and the Bishops of Bloodshed or not, I’m not backing away from my feelings for Cherub. My sometimes-best friend will deny it to his last breath, however, it’s obvious he regrets breaking up with his Lily. It’ll only take a single weak moment, like their dalliance on the balcony after the Apologies to Medusa concert, for them to slip back into old habits. My warning when he left her as she was miscarrying rings in my ears. 

      If he comes near her again intending to steal her heart back, I’ll kill him.

      I need to seize control of the situation before it comes to that. 

      Which is why I won’t retreat tonight, even if my duchess demands it. 

      I’m throwing my heart in the ring, come what may. 

      “I want us to go back to normal, but that won’t happen when you’re actively dodging me. I’ve driven you out of your own home, and I don’t know how to fix it when my money’s been stolen by Dad.” 

      Her unbidden honesty catches me off guard. 

      I was ready for a fight. 

      “Fuckin’ hell.” I was not prepared to discover more betrayal has been heaped on her overburdened shoulders. “I had no idea.” 

      “How could you?” Cherub’s tone is devoid of blame as she calls me out for my recent behaviour. “I barely see you, and when I do, you act like we hardly know each other.” 

      Operating with blind instinct, I tell her, “Let’s fix that right now.” 

      My movements are assured as I take hold of her hands and tug her out of her SUV. I link our fingers as I lead her into the kitchen. The moment my hands grip her hips and I lift her onto the closest stool at the breakfast bar, a wave of homecoming tries to bring me to my knees. I can’t remember the last time I touched her while she was conscious. 

      For months, I’ve taken care of her while she’s been out of her mind on alcohol and drugs. 

      I’ve cleaned up her self-inflicted cuts. 

      Dressed her in my t-shirt, then tucked her into bed. 

      Held her tight as she sleeps off the worst of her excesses. 

      Deserted her without a word before the sun dawned on the new day. 

      My actions have been both pathetically minimal and momentous all at once. 

      Hunter’s words of wisdom pound through my head again. 

      If Venom and Cherub share a forever kind of love, where do I fit in? 

      Despite my ire at the idea, is my mumma correct when she cautions me to share her heart? 

      Or will fronting up, fully and earnestly, heal the rift between us… 

      While my fingers burn with the need to touch her again, I busy myself by flicking on the kettle, then I put the width of the kitchen counter between us. Propping myself up on my elbows, I lean my chin on my needy hands and face my duchess with an openness that I’ve denied us both for too long. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s got you meltin’ down. Start with Brutus stealin’ the money your mum left you.” 

      “Not just mine. Sander’s. Fret’s. Both of the boys. It’s all gone. Drained.” A shudder runs through her lithe form as she falls silent in contemplation of the latest betrayal from her father. “He’s the only one with access to our accounts, and it’s his signature on the withdrawal slips. It’s a mess, but we’re coping.” There’s more than a little relief in Cherub’s expression as she explains, “Sander’s paying the co-payment for Fret’s rehab. He’s prepaid a year’s worth of Wyatt’s university courses. He’s handling all that on top of paying his own bills. Nate’s still in high school, so he doesn’t know that he has no way to fund his future right now.” 

      I shift from foot to foot as the urge to string Brutus up in the bunker tries to goad me into action. With a heavy sigh, Cherub continues. “I’m getting by on what I earn from my job, which isn’t much since I’m a third-year graduate…” 

      My heart drops at her admission, then I bite back a laugh at the vast understatement she’s just dropped like it’s nothing. Always in a rush, equally determined to prove herself useful to the Shamrocks as any of the legacy sons, our little Cherub is only a third-year graduate at the age of twenty-three because she overloaded on courses and attended summer semester three years in a row. Even as she healed from Alex’s brutal attack, the pressure of being the sole girl born to the second generation of the club meant she pushed hard to graduate early, a mere month after she turned twenty-one. 

      There is defeat in Cherub’s voice as she adds, “Definitely not enough to get a place of my own without help.”  

      After the kettle boils, I make a cup of green tea for her. Internally, my soul sings with triumph as I contemplate the victory I’ve been handed by the universe… and Brutus’ shitty actions. Nadia’s worried text, a secret heads-up that Cherub was contemplating moving out soon, was the second reason for my bad mood this evening. Compounded by the stress of knowing that the Maddisons are done being subtle in their intentions to get closer to my duchess, the way they tailed her home after Sander ditched her without an escort was hard enough to deal with without knowing that Venom is back in Perth permanently and my dream girl is making plans to move out of the home we share. 

      Which reminds me, I owe Sander a punch in the mouth as soon as he grows the balls to show his face again. His conspicuous absence from the compound this evening is a sign that he knows he fucked up big time. Sander isn’t usually one to shy away from confrontation, but his twin is his Achilles heel, so it makes sense that he’s gone into hiding to give our anger at putting his sister at risk time to die down before he resurfaces to face the music. 

      I stir in a dollop of honey once the tea has steeped, then slide the steaming mug over to Cherub. “I don’t want you to leave.” 

      My duchess’ retort is immediate. “You have a funny way of showing it.” 

      Ducking my head, I keep my gaze lowered as I admit, “I was embarrassed. A little mad at you… more pissed at myself for pushin’ you like that.” It takes more effort than it should—my failure to recognise the danger the Maddisons posed is still a sore spot—but I meet her eyes before I say, “I let Bebe get in my head, but it’s not all on her. I’ve been in love with you for years. Just pushed it down because you and Venom seemed like endgame.” 

      “Well, I can tell you that it’s more Hunger Games than Endgame after tonight.” Lifting her face to the ceiling, Cherub confesses, “After you left, I kissed this guy Nads set me up on a date with.” 

      The air in my lungs turns rancid. 

      I stiffen, unsure how to deal with the jealousy surging inside me. It’s a tornado. Whipping me into an emotional maelstrom that is both painful and ironic. All this time, I’ve been worried that Venom would suck her back into his orbit, when I should’ve been paying more attention to the douchebags she’s been toying with while drunk. 

      My green-tinged spiral resentment spirals when she adds. “Zeke dragged me off the bar. Like, I know I shouldn’t have done it, but he pissed me off with his macho-man act. Sure, I had a mini freak-out after the guy touched me…” Trailing off, Cherub blows out a ragged breath. “But, anyway, we got into it, and I told him that I heard the recordin’ of his deal with my dad.” 

      “What did he do?” My question is voiced in a gritty tone that telegraphs my escalating madness.   

      “What we both do when things get hard between us.” The reason for my craziness can’t meet my eye. She looks everywhere but at me as she expands on her confrontation with Venom. “Apologised. Even threw in a little bit of grovelling when that didn’t work. Made a promise to fix things. The usual.” 

      “What did you do?” 

      Flitting an uneasy look my way, Cherub murmurs, “Told him I’ll never fuck him again, then showed him my new scars.” The keen edge in her perusal of my face as she continues speaking makes me instantly suspicious. Mentioning her cutting isn’t something she’d do willingly, especially to Venom, without a reason. “It was mean as hell, but he needed to know that I’m serious about being done with him.” 

      “Jesus.” A mixture of relief and remorse whips through me. The unspoken subtext is clear. My declaration three months ago played a part in her open rejection of the man she’s loved for as long as she can remember. Whistling long and low, I try to draw out the truth with a leading remark, “Bet that went down like a lead balloon.” 

      The wily woman simply shrugs. “I can’t wait for him forever... fuck me, he told me to move on. Of course, the moment I do, he wants back in.” 

      As she swings from side to side on the stool I lifted her onto, I realise I need to tread carefully. There’s cautious calculation in her behaviour. Sure, it’s tinged with frustration, but I’d bet good money that whatever has spooked Cherub has pushed her to where she’s ready to cut me and Venom loose. While she feeds me an explanation that she’s obviously making up on the spot, I pay attention to her actions. 

      “I don’t know what he wants from me…” 

      Another unconscious swing from side to side on the barstool. 

      “It’s been six months since everything fell apart, and it’s not like I hopped on the first dick that was waved at me.” 

      Embarrassment at her inadvertent reminder of our interaction after the concert reddens her cheeks, and she picks up her mug to hide her face. The small sip she takes rallies her enough to offer, “I tried to stop it getting to this point, Slash. Everyone knows that. He doesn’t get to change his mind after so long, then expect everything to just go back to normal.” 

      “I doubt that’s what he expects,” I remark with fake placidity. 

      Surprise widens my duchess’ eyes. “You’re defending him?” 

      “No.” Rather than laugh straight in her face at her inability to hide her confusion, I peer down at the countertop and try to school my features. “I just understand where he’s comin’ from.” 

      “Well, yay for you, I guess… ’cause I don’t understand any of it. My entire world has fallen apart, and I don’t know why... which makes it pretty damn difficult to fix anything.” 

      Hearing the raw emotion in her confession affects me on an elemental level. Hunter’s “forever kind of love” admonishment pops back into my head, and I finally admit to myself that everyone has been right all along.  

      I’m always going to share her heart with Venom. 

      I guess the challenge now is to ensure I claim the bigger slice. 

      In the immortal words of the bitch who murdered my son, I need Lilianna Mayberry to love me most. Anything less is a failure. It’s war. Between me and my best friend. Between me and life in general. In the same way I’d walk away from the Shamrocks to keep her, I’ll flay the skin from the back of anyone who tries to stop me from possessing her completely. 

      It’s a sickness. 

      One she doesn’t need to be burdened with. 

      Not when she carries so much already… 

      Feigning nonchalance, I turn away from my duchess. I take my time to grab a beer from the fridge, steadying myself further with every second that passes, even as my soul is shredded by my ongoing denial of my need to claim her. The power this woman wields is unimaginable. She’s a sorceress. Playing with fire is her speciality. 

      Venom’s love is a raging wildfire. 

      Mine is a carefully controlled back burn. 

      Which means that whether Cherub gets burnt is up to me. 

      Cracking the top of the bottle on the edge of the counter, I round the end, then take the stool next to hers. Cherub stills, stiffening as she battles her reaction to my proximity. I pretend not to notice the war she wages internally. I’m not sure what lies she’s told herself to explain how she wakes up freshly showered and clad in my t-shirt after her drunken nights out, but her body and her head aren’t on the same page. 

      My duchess might be able to mentally shield herself from her feelings for me. 

      Her body will out her every time. 

      I affect her. 

      For now, that’s enough... 

      Her throat works as she watches me empty my bottle of beer. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, and Cherub’s tongue tracks the same path along her lower lip. It takes every ounce of willpower I possess to stop from kissing her. 

      It would be easy. 

      Devouring her mouth, stealing her breath, depriving her of excuses, forcing her to admit that she’s in love with me, too. 

      Instead, I settle for offering my truth. “Hunter said somethin’ tonight that hit home for me… he called the love you and Venom share the forever kind.” 

      “Oh.” 

      “Yeah.” Bumping my shoulder to Cherub’s, I acknowledge her shock, then I roll the dice to see if the odds are on my side or not. “Now, I don’t necessarily agree with his assessment, but it made me realise that if I’m feelin’ the way I am after touchin’ you once, I should probably cut Venom some slack while he tries to get past nearly five years with you. By the same token, that means I need to leave you alone too.” Anticipating her protests, I speak over her, “I pushed you too hard. Came on too strong; too fast. Took advantage of your broken heart because I was impatient… Duchess, you’ve got half a decade of history with Venom—actually, you have a lifetime with him to get past before you can even think about startin’ a relationship with me.” 

      The need to argue clouds her bright eyes. 

      I observe the panic flare in the blue depths, then I watch my duchess do what she does best. She denies her desires in favour of protecting the men she loves. Me. Venom. Her brothers. The club. We all rank above her needs. 

      She won’t choose. 

      Not yet, anyway… 

      Her next words compound my decision to wait for the odds to swing my way. “Does that mean we’re friends again?” When I remain silent, quietly taking in the lies she tells herself to deny the reality of our situation, Cherub closes her eyes and whispers, “I don’t want to lose you. Not ever.” 

      “Friends,” I tell her with a sharp nod. Infusing my voice with cast-iron promise, I try to slice through her reticence with my vow, “I’m not goin’ anywhere, and no matter how this all plays out, I never will.” 

      The doubt that fills her beautiful face makes me bay for blood. 

      Brutus’ blood. 

      Venom’s. 

      Mine. 

      Between the three of us, we’ve let her down so often that she hesitates to believe anyone will choose to unconditionally stay by her side. Cherub’s been deserted too many times. Lost too much. Unwilling and unable to trust any man, my duchess’ heart has become impenetrable. 

      I’ll find a way inside her steel walls. 

      I’ll prove myself worthy of her faith. 

      I’ll renew the spirit that’s been shattered by the harsh hand she’s been dealt by life. 

      But that’s a mission for another day. 

      What she needs right now is a good old dose of normalcy. 

      “So, Netflix n chill?” I ask in the smartarse tone she loves to hate. “I’m dyin’ to find out whether Klaus and Elijah patch things up.” Riffling through the pantry, I emerge with her favourite snacks and a plan to make the most of her sobriety. “My room or yours?” 

      “Your bed is bigger,” Cherub quips. Her smile is close to genuine, even as she does her best to pretend that memories of the hour we shared in my bed didn’t flare in her mind’s eye in technicolour, exactly like they did in mine. “So, I’ll grab the drinks and change into something more comfortable… you get yourself organised, then set up the sound system. I need Elijah’s delicious accent in surround sound.” 

      During the fifteen minutes it takes my duchess to reappear, I worry that she’ll back out. 

      When she timidly enters my room, clutching mineral water and two glasses, and promptly stumbles at the sight of me, my heart jumps into my throat. I swallow deep as Cherub’s gaze roams my chest. The fresh tattoo over my heart catches her attention before she averts her eyes toward the television where I’ve got the latest episode of The Originals queued up, ready to go.

      “Come here,” I demand in a low voice. 

      Like a wet dream come to life, my duchess submits to my command without hesitation. Wordlessly, long legs bare in tiny sleep shorts, she approaches my bed, the scene of the crime we committed after the concert, and climbs onto the side of the mattress she claimed all those months ago. The sight of her, blonde hair tumbling past her shoulders, a thin chemise hiding her generous tits from my hungry eyes, is electrifying. My knees threaten to buckle as I move to my side. We settle against the bedhead, like we have so many times before, and attempt to watch the television show we stopped bingeing after I froze her out to protect her from the Maddisons threat. 

      Stiff as a board next to me, Cherub’s anxiety is palpable. 

      “Duchess,” I croon. 

      “Yeah?” Her nervousness is hard to witness, yet it buoys me at the same time. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the way her pupils blow out when she looks at me. When Cherub swallows deep, the need to collar her throat flares to life. “Do you need something?” 

      Rather than pull her closer, I allow her the choice. Patting the mattress at my side, I lift my arm as I command in a low growl, “Get over here.” 

      Again, Cherub submits without thought. 

      She snuggles into my side, instantly relaxing when my arm drops around her shoulders to hold her tight. In unison, we release the breath we’ve been holding, and the tension circling us evaporates. 

      “No more overthinkin’. Not about me. Not tonight or any night.” My reprimand is rough, raw, and real. I hate that it even needs to be said, but I continue telling her how things are going to play out, anyway. “We have all the time in the world for things to fall into place. Just gotta trust that they will.” 

      When she stiffens, I run my fingers through her hair. “Look at me.” 

      A five-alarm fire warning blazes within me when she lifts her face to mine. Pure love shines in her eyes. It burns bright. Extinguishes my pride. Makes me believe, for a moment at least, that I can handle being second best. 

      I press a kiss to the end of her nose. “I love you, duchess.” 

      “I love you too.” 

      My chest tightens at the unspoken asterisk my duchess adds to the admission I’ve been hoping to hear for years. 

      She loves me. 

      Only it’s not as much as she loves Venom. 

      It hurts to acknowledge the truth, which adds a bittersweet bite to my next words. “I know… it’s the reason I’ll never give up on us.” 

      My duchess remains silent in the wake of my declaration. 

      She knows as well as I do that it wasn’t simply a statement of fact. 

      Challenge made. 

      Gauntlet laid. 

      I’ve ignited a battle to the death with my best friend...
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      “Anna.” 

      “Yes.” Shaking myself free of the worried thoughts that have plagued me since I woke up in Slash’s bed this morning, I offer Veronica a tight smile. Her narrowed gaze roams my face, and I realise that it’s likely she’s called my name more than once. “I’m sorry, Ronni… I was off with the fairies.” 

      “Hmmm,” she muses. “Seems it’s catching.” 

      I follow her judgement filled gaze. Her focus settles on our boss, Gabriel Abaddon. He’s hunched over at the end of the conference table, a frown creasing the skin between his eyes, as he frantically flips through pages of the brief he asked me to come into the office to review. A civil case with international implications. This type of law isn’t my forte since I normally focus on criminal law so I can be of most benefit to the Shamrocks, but I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth. 

      If Gabriel thinks I’m the best graduate to assist him, I’m going to step up without question. I’ll work Saturdays and Sundays if he needs me. He’s taken more than one risk keeping me around, especially at the height of the media’s obsession with mine and Alex’s relationship. Leaving my comfort zone to expand my horizons under Gabriel’s mentorship is an opportunity that doesn’t come around often. 

      I’ll cop the snide comments from my colleagues with a smile. 

      As if he can read my mind, my boss lifts his head to shoot me a curious look. Hair sticking up, dark eyes ringed by red, he’s a ball of nervous energy. I quirk my lips in acknowledgement, and he nods once before returning to his reading. 

      “I’m not sure why he’s so worried about this,” I venture in a voice low enough for only Veronica to hear. “It’s pretty open and shut… Gabriel will kick arse if he takes it on.” 

      The matter is an international relations dispute between two multinational conglomerates with subsidiaries based in Australia. Best friends who had a falling out over a woman, then became bitter rivals. The two men, both billionaires in their own right, are at loggerheads over the patent for a revolutionary children’s cancer treatment they funded a decade ago. 

      One of them wants to buy the other out. 

      The other man wants Gabriel to help him force a fire sale. 

      As the correlation between the case and my situation with Zeke and Slash hits home, I flinch like I’ve been punched. Veronica gives me a look that could melt ice. She’s been in an unusual mood all day. Always eccentric, typically unflappable, her displeasure at our firm’s potential involvement in this case has been evident since she texted me to come into work on this Saturday morning. 

      “Meddling in matters of the heart is a recipe for disaster,” she mutters. “Men will fight to the death over one thing—a woman. Money is replaceable. Pride mendable. Religion negotiable. Two men and the love of a good woman, well, that’s just a plain lethal combination.” 

      I press my lips together and lift my eyebrows. 

      Her insight is a direct hit. 

      It drives home the accuracy of my decision last night. 

      Announcing that I’m in love with Slash and Zeke will start a war. 

      A war that my father can weaponise to his advantage.

      I understand both men better than they understand themselves. They’ll want me to choose. Between them. Between the club and my heart. Between love and safety. It’s not something I can do. 

      I love them both. 

      Different but equal. 

      Kismet and karma.  

      “Your father just called,” Joshua, the only junior clerk working with us this morning, announces. He closes the door to the boardroom behind him and retakes his seat with a sigh. I look at Gabriel, then Veronica, expecting one of them to reply. They peer back at me with speculation in their eyes until Joshua adds. “He wants you to meet him at church in an hour.”  

      It takes me a second longer to grasp his meaning. 

      After months of silent treatment, Brutus Mayberry is summoning me. 

      “Are you going to see him?” Gabriel asks. 

      “Nope. Fuck him.” 

      Shrugging semi-apologetically at Veronica’s dramatic shudder over my profanity, I turn my phone over to check the notifications. I don’t have any missed calls from my father. The only person to have reached out is Nadia—she’s texted me a quick clip of Zeke, Slash, and Toker swaggering into the main bar together this morning, along with a series of texts that read like the stream of consciousness from a madwoman. 

      I guess that’s kind of accurate when it comes to my best friend. 

      Nadia is equal parts lunatic and lucid. 

      She is definitely an acquired taste. 

      
        
          
            
              
        NADIA: didn’t take long for the tripod of stupidity to make up… the testosterone is enough to make me gag

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: Fabio looks rested for once

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: did you dry hump your way past third base this time? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: he still seems tense, so I’m gonna go with no

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: your clam will need a cobweb broom if you continue with this dry spell

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: nice work on Venom’s face btw

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: I particularly like the claw marks

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: they make me miss Sander… I could really go a round or two with him right now

      

      

      

      
        
          
        NADIA: he certainly deserves it after ditching us yesterday, post-stalking 

      

      

      

      

      

      As much as her running commentary makes me laugh, the final text is filled with unnecessary bitterness. My twin has been MIA since yesterday, my phone calls this morning were sent straight to his message bank, and his absence is worrying. Sure, he messed up at the bank, but he did his best to rectify the situation. If he hadn’t kept me calm while the SUV rode my bumper back to Slash’s, who knows how the fiasco would’ve ended. I know that the Shamrocks will give him shit for leaving me without an escort—I’d rather he manned up and faced the music instead of going into hiding over his mistake. 

      Sander and solitude are an atomic blast in need of a splash zone. 

      If he relapses over this, I’ll never forgive myself. 

      When my stomach churns at the idea of my twin falling victim to his addiction again, I force myself to face the truth of my culpability in this drama. My continuing inability to look after myself is becoming a liability. The fallout from my spiralling behaviour is splashing over my family, dousing them in my filth, drowning them in repercussions that aren’t theirs to manage. It’s something I need to work on now that I’ve agreed to remain living with Slash because I can tell that things will get worse before they get better. 

      Neither Zeke nor Slash will take my decision to put time and space between us well. 

      Even if it is for their own good... 

      “Cherub,” Gabriel chides in a tight voice. Blinking twice, I frown when he says, “I think you should see what Brutus has to say.” 

      “How much would it cost to hire you to accompany me?” 

      Regret flashes across his weathered face, then he schools his features into a blank countenance. “I’m afraid I can’t do that… my presence could be misconstrued as implicit consent, and that wouldn’t do.” 

      While Joshua and Veronica become captivated by the documents in front of them, I take the opposite approach. “Are you sure you won’t change your mind? Isaiah would love to have you there for the ceremony.” 

      “He knew the repercussions when he chose to patch-in.” There’s an oddly sympathetic cast to Gabriel’s response that makes the fine hair on my body stand on end. For weeks I’ve felt uneasy, caught in a void, and the strange behaviour of everyone around me isn’t helping my paranoia. A gulf is emerging between all of my loved ones as we continue to hold each other to standards that no one human could possibly meet. “Now the chips will fall where they must.” 

      “I’d ask you to expand on that enigmatic comment, but we all know you’ll only make matters worse if you deign to explain,” I muse sardonically. Pushing away from the table, I roll over to my satchel, then spin in a circle on my chair before leaping to my feet. Joshua lets out a strangled laugh that ends with a choking sound when I offer a bow at the end of my dismount. I shoot him a mischievous grin as I head for the exit, pausing to salute Gabriel as I pass him. “On that note, boss man, I’m going to go stick my head in the lion’s mouth. Shouldn’t be too long—try to avoid worrying yourself into an ulcer in my absence. We’re all out of antacids, and you’re too stubborn to meditate.” 

      “Save the sass for your father,” Gabriel retorts. “He’s a better candidate than I.” 

      “Stress less, boss man... I have enough to go around.” 

      Their ensuing laughter boosts my mood as it follows me out into the main corridor. 

      The floor the firm occupies is empty as I make my way to the elevator. My escort for the day is the man of the hour. It’s my job to keep Isaiah out of the way while his club brothers hold the formal vote needed to officially elevate him from prospect to patched brother. As far as I’m concerned, it’s a mere formality at this point. Isaiah Abaddon has more than proven himself worthy of the top rocker. He’s been one of the Shamrocks’ most steadfast supporters over the years. 

      A true brother in every aspect. 

      I look forward to watching him evolve into his new role with the club. 

      Stowing his phone inside his cut when he clocks my approach, Isaiah takes his feet with haste so he can hit the button for the garage level for me. He steps inside the lift first, then ushers me after him with a quick flick of his fingers. 

      “Your father’s in fine form,” I tell him as we descend to basement level. “I’m not sure if he’s going to start World War Three on behalf of his new client or tell the jackarse to take a long walk off a short pier. Never seen him so worked up over such a simple case before.” 

      “That’s probs my fault,” Isaiah replies with a humourless chuckle. “His perpetual disappointment needs an outlet now that Lo is permanently based in the US, and I’ve wriggled outta his control.” 

      “Wonderful,” I quip. “He’s just promoted me to his second on this case… I guess, I’m it then.” 

      “You’ve got a spine of steel, Cherub. If anyone can survive Dad’s interference, it’s you.” 

      “Your faith in me is duly noted.” As we emerge into the brightly lit parking garage, I hit my shoulder against his. Smiling wide, he nudges me back. “Now, tell me what’s new in your world… apart from babysitting me, what have you been up to?” 

      My question seems to throw him off-balance. 

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth as I contemplate his pensive expression. 

      He’s hiding something—just like the rest of the club has been for months. 

      We walk in silence to my car. Urging me to wait a few steps away, Isaiah checks inside the vehicle to ensure I’m not about to be ambushed by a bogeyman hiding in the back seat. As I let him complete his sweep, I get the eerie feeling of being watched again. Surreptitiously, I glance around the deserted underground parking garage to see if I can spot anyone lurking. 

      “I met someone.”

      “What the hell?” My brain seizes, all thoughts of being spied on disappear, and I jerk around like I’ve been electrocuted. When Isaiah makes a rumbling sound of disgust in his throat, I clasp my hands under my chin and bat my eyelashes at him. “Tell. Me. Everything.” 

      “It’s new.” 

      “Obviously.” 

      “Cherub…” 

      “God, you’re such a spoilsport.” I make a show of daintily settling into the driver’s seat before I return my attention to him. “So, it’s new and…” 

      “She’s the sister of a Blackards old lady.” 

      “The Blackards are in Perth?” 

      “Ah,” Isaiah hedges. I glare at him, and he shuffles from side to side as he fidgets with his omnipresent bandana. “They might’ve been here for a few days?” 

      “They might have… is it up for debate? Has the conundrum of the space-time continuum finally been solved? Are they teleporting back and forth between here and Sydney on the hour?” 

      “Look, I didn’t know that you didn’t know. I thought…” When Isaiah’s justification morphs into an unspoken plea for me to drop the subject, I slump back in my seat. The photos that Nadia showed me yesterday burst into my head. Zeke and a tattooed woman. Grappling on a mat with the Blackards MMA logo on it. “You can’t tell anyone that you know. My patch⁠—” 

      “It’s fine.” I wave away his concern when he tries to step closer to comfort me. “Club business. I know how it goes.” Making a zipper motion across my mouth, I tell him, “My lips are sealed.” 

      “I’m sure they’ll make time to catch up with you.” 

      That’s not exactly my problem right now, but I can’t really broach the subject without coming off like an unhinged, jealous ex-fiancée. Clearing my throat, I paste a smile on my face. “We should get going. Dad wants me there within an hour—can’t keep the president waiting now.” 

      Worry fills Isaiah’s expression. “Cherub⁠—” 

      “I’m thrilled you’ve met someone… I hope she appreciates the calibre of man she’s attracted. You’re one in a million—any girl would be lucky to have you.” 

      When Isaiah opens his mouth to speak, I reach forward and pull my door shut. He jumps out of the way, pausing to regard me with a concerned look, then he shakes his head and hurries over to his Harley. I follow him out of the garage, trailing behind him until we hit the freeway. Once we’re on the multi-lane highway, he drops back to take his customary spot next to my side mirror. 

      I studiously avoid acknowledging him as he glances my way every so often. 

      Instead, I stew over my never-ending stupidity. 

      When Zeke had me perched on the dresser last night, I allowed his proximity to invoke temporary amnesia. His smell, the apology in his gaze, his warm body, the wonderful memories, his reminders of the love we shared, it all combined to cloud my judgement. Made me forget. Turned me into a ball of putty that he could mould to his desires. 

      I almost caved. 

      I nearly swallowed his bullshit. 

      While I was flailing, he moved on. 

      Except that’s not the full story… 

      Zeke told me to move on like he was going to. 

      I fought his edict every day. 

      But I still fell in love with his best friend. 

      With no leg to stand on, no reason to be mad at him for doing exactly as he said he would, I shouldn’t feel betrayed. It’s not my place to be upset that he’s brought the Blackards and, likely, his girl of the moment to Perth, and not bothered to tell me. The aching cavern that Isaiah’s inadvertent admission opened in my chest shouldn’t exist, yet it does. 

      I’m mad. 

      Sad. 

      Jealous. 

      Relieved. 

      Infuriated. 

      My palm burns with the urge to slap him again. The pit of my stomach churns in acknowledgement of my hypocrisy. A tsunami of emotions surges through me. They crash into my psyche. Shatter my fragile heart. Dent my broken soul. Wave after wave. Ebb and flow. Heartbreak hits me, then it recedes at the thought of Slash and his steadfast adoration.  

      I love Zeke. If the right circumstances arose, free from the spectre of Alex, the Maddisons, and my dad, I’d rebuild my life with him. I love Slash. When I squint just right, I see a future with him as well. 

      My contradictory desires clash like Kilkenny cats. 

      It’s the height of selfishness. 

      Even as I acknowledge that to myself, I can’t choose between them. 

      The moon could eclipse the sun.

      Mercury might retrograde. 

      Stars discover perfect alignment. 

      I still wouldn’t be able to pick one over the other. 

      My vicious ex-fiancé. 

      His loyal best friend. 

      Perfectly balanced duality. 

      My undoing. 

      When we turn into the industrial estate at the Fremantle port, Isaiah pulls ahead of me to warn the prospects to open the gates. I pull into the compound and slam on my brakes at the sight that greets me. Two Harleys. Both black. One gloss. One matte. 

      They are parked next to each other for the first time in six months. 

      After gathering my few remaining functioning brain cells, I pull into my spot. 

      Right in the middle of the two. 

      The place where I’ve spent my entire life...
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      The atmosphere in the main building changes the second Lily arrives. Her presence energises everyone. A boost of excitement that only her sweet affection and sassy disposition creates. Feeling like an interloper, I drop back into the shadows at the chapel entrance so she can’t see me. It gives me the opportunity to feast on her beauty and grace while I observe her interacting with the family that I took away from her when I lost my temper and trashed the main building. 

      At the time, isolating her made sense. The Shamrocks were putting my sweet thing in danger. Being connected to us made her a target for the Maddison clan. They got too close for comfort the night of the Apologies to Medusa concert when Slash dropped the ball and allowed his dick to lead him astray. 

      In the heat of the moment, I’d laid down a decree. 

      Banished metukà shelì from the compound.  

      Exiled her from the only family she knows. 

      My decision came from a place of fear. 

      Terror. Dread. Panic at the idea of a world without her. 

      After hearing her side of the story last night, I’m man enough to admit that I fucked up. At this point, my list of failures is longer than my catalogue of victories. Everything I’ve done has been for her, yet it hasn’t been enough. 

      Every way I turn, I let her down again. 

      Every choice I make leads to another regret. 

      “I swear, I’m going to murder him,” my woman spits as she stomps inside the bar. She makes a turn, looking for someone. When she spies Slash, her fury dies a little, and she beelines for him. “Do you have any idea why my father has summoned me?” 

      The big man stows his weapon in his shoulder holster and sheds the irritation he’s feeling at Brutus’ arrival in a blacked-out SUV that looks suspiciously like Joseph Kingsley’s. At the sight of my woman’s perfect legs and arse being hugged by her tight skirt, my cock reminds me that it’s been six months since he’s felt anything other than my hand. 

      Lily stretches to her full height and wraps her arms around my best friend’s neck. My gaze catalogues her curves. Perfect as ever, my need to reclaim her reaches fever pitch. When Slash circles Lily’s waist with his hands, tugging her against him as he gives her a tight hug, I step forward. Grinding my teeth, I am determined to remind my best friend where the line between friend and foe lies since he appears to have forgotten during my enforced absence. 

      “Venom,” Cassius cautions from his seat inside the chapel. His biting tone makes my step falter. We spent a couple of hours’ last night with the Blackards ironing out our plan, double-checking everything with Cub and Hunter. It’s proven harder than expected to get Diablo on board with the curveball my father threw us. I’m at the end of my tether with Dad’s never-ending delays, impatient to get this coup over and done with so I can reclaim my woman publicly, even though I haven’t even broached that subject with Slash, Toker, and the rest of my faction yet. “If you turn Brutus’ attention to her prematurely, I’ll put a bullet in ya myself. My niece is off-limits to you until our vermin problem has been laid to rest, and even then, I wouldn’t be expectin’ a soldier’s homecomin’ from her.” 

      “Shut the fuck up,” I retort. My right leg bounces as I whirl around to face him. “I don’t need you remindin’ me what’s at stake.” 

      “Can the outrage.” Brutus’ twin scoffs. He leans back in his seat and folds his hands over his gut. Ever the chaplain, his tone is pious as he says, “You left her before the shit hit the fan. Can’t blame my brother for everythin’.” 

      “Speakin’ of your brother... where did you end up last night?” 

      “Nowhere.” 

      “Harrumph,” I snort. “You sure left in a hurry to go nowhere.” 

      “My business is mine, not yours,” Cass snarks back at me. He sniffs as he runs his gaze over my face before his attention lingers on the vice president patch on my cut. “We both know Brutus has got somethin’ up his sleeve. He wouldn’t call an impromptu meetin’ between you and Cherub for nothin’—” 

      “We stick to the plan,” I interject. “No ifs, buts, or maybes.” 

      Unlike last night when he was outwardly on board, Cassius doesn’t seem as convinced. 

      “What if we⁠—” 

      “I said no ifs.” 

      Everything hinges on Cassius and his secret son. It’s been deemed too risky to expect the club to accept me as president once I’ve outed Brutus’ scheme to ally us with the Maddison clan, so we created a back-up. Despite my dad’s ongoing protests, I’ve upheld my end of that bargain. I’ll delay fulfilling my legacy longer than I already have to give the old timers leeway to accomplish their part of the plan. Unfortunately, Lily’s uncle is already spiralling, so it’s up to me to stop him from backing out completely. 

      “Don’t forget, you needa record everythin’ you can. It’s the only way we can prove how fucked up Brutus is to the other chapters. They can’t revolt if we have irrefutable evidence in his own voice.” 

      “What if we…” Cassius goes to protest again, but is forced to trail off when Lily enters the chapel. “Cherub. Venom. I’ll leave you two to talk.” 

      When we don’t respond, he clears his throat, smiles at his niece, then grunts and groans as he pulls himself out of his seat. Most of the old-timers are still healing from the injuries they sustained when a truck mowed them down on their way to a manufactured emergency at the Inadale chapter six months ago, yet none of them will take a step back. 

      I respect their determination, even though I resent their lack of agility. 

      Cassius pulls the doors shut behind him. 

      The soft thud as they close is a death knell. 

      Waves of enmity flow from my sweet thing as she settles herself into the same chair she used the last time we found ourselves alone in the chapel. That was the day of the funerals, when we laid three of my club brothers to eternal rest, the same afternoon Brutus exited his self-imposed exile to take back the gavel of the club he’d betrayed. 

      One prospect. One ally. One turncoat. 

      Rider. Weston. Tank. 

      It was a shit-show. 

      I’d reiterated my vow to leave Lily as part of my deal with Brutus to keep her out of jail. 

      She’d done her best to stay strong in the face of my cynical dismissal of our love. 

      That day, witnessing the hope Lily held that I’d change my mind hurt like hell. 

      Watching her run away from me as if I were the villain broke me. 

      Yet, I’d suffer through that scenario a million times over if it meant I could escape the bitter disconnect with which she observes me as I take the seat opposite her. There’s a dull edge to her normally sharp gaze. Lily sees me, yet I swear she’s looking through me. The detachment she displayed last night when I trapped her on top of the dresser remains clear. There’s an emptiness in her eyes as she tracks my movements across the wide table that tightens my chest to the point of pain. 

      I settle into the seat opposite her. 

      Lily sniffs, then rolls her eyes. 

      Rubbing the centre of my chest, I ask, “What?” 

      My question makes metukà shelì smirk. “We’ve chosen the same seats as last time.” 

      “Yeah, I know.” 

      “And how does that make you feel?” 

      Her dead tone is a knife to the heart. I run my fingers through my hair as I try to find the words to truly convey how aware I am that I’ve fucked up, multiple times, since I enacted my hare-brained scheme to fake our break-up to smoke out Brutus and his faction. Time after time, I delve into the depths of my brain, and I come up empty, save for one simple admission. 

      “I feel stupid.” 

      “You’re not stupid.” 

      “Sweet thing, I’m⁠—” 

      In a voice that could cut glass, Lily interjects, “Making mistakes doesn’t make you stupid, Zeke, it makes you human.” 

      “Beg to differ on that one, I guess.” 

      “We’ll do no such thing,” she replies with vehemence. Ever the protector, she defends me from myself, even though my idiocy has caused her nothing but pain and suffering. “You’re not stupid.” 

      I curl my fingers into fists to stop myself from pushing back to my feet, stalking around to Lily’s side of the table, and pulling her into my arms. For months, I’ve denied myself her love. Told myself that I was okay without her sweet to offset my bitterness. All it took was one touch last night to make a liar of me. 

      She’s mine. 

      I’m hers. 

      We’re cosmic. 

      Bound together, no matter the time and space between us. 

      “I mean it,” Lily states. A frown wrinkles the skin between her eyes as her blue orbs bore into mine with an intensity I can feel in my bones. “You. Are. Not. Stupid.” 

      “None of your pretty words change the facts, sweet thing. Stupid or not, I’m a fuckin’ loser… my mistakes span the continent, at this point. From Perth to Sydney, and back again.” Something in my statement makes my woman stiffen. Her shoulders lift, and she infuses her spine with steel. Lips pressed together in a thin line, Lily’s posture is ramrod straight as she arches an eyebrow in a silent request for me to elaborate. “Some’a the things I’ve done fill me with shame. Every move I’ve made came with good intentions, but all I’ve done is fuck things up… with you. With the old-timers. With my dad.” 

      “What about Slash?” 

      With a one-shouldered shrug, I tell her, “What about Slash? That fuckin’ whiny arsehole doesn’t even make the top ten right now.” 

      “Yeah,” Lily murmurs. She exhales loudly, then drops her gaze to the table. Shaking her head, my sweet thing sounds heartbroken when she tells me, “I figured that.” 

      My sometimes-best friend’s behaviour from last night slams back into my consciousness. He’s a mess. And, since Lily lives with him, she likely has a front seat to his spiralling dysfunction. A situation I put her in. Another misstep that’s heaped more worry on her head. As the knowledge that I need to add another error to my growing tally, I find myself caught between the urge to placate my woman with lies and to ask her for more of the brutal honesty she hit me with last night. 

      When I lean forward, bracing my head on my elbows, my sweet thing recoils. For a second, I spy panic in Lily’s expression, then the shutters come down, and the space between us grows thick with tension. Her mental retreat makes my gut churn. I swallow hard, unsure why my flippant comment about Slash caused a reaction of this magnitude. 

      The confusion forces me to choose the second option. 

      I need to know the truth so we can move past the hurt. 

      “Lily,” I venture slowly. It takes more strength than it should to verbalise the question that kept me awake all night. “How do I fix things between us?” 

      The beautiful woman opposite me sucks her bottom lip into her mouth and sinks her teeth into the plump flesh. I shift in my seat, ready to stop her from hurting herself, only to freeze in place as she lifts her gaze to mine. In the normally bright depths, I discover a level of disenchantment that steals the oxygen from my lungs. Her clouded expression holds no hope for us. Lily’s written me off. Scratched a line through our love. Relegated me to the scrapheap of betrayers. 

      In her eyes, I’m as bad as Brutus. 

      Probably worse, since she always expected him to disappoint her. 

      We peer at each other in silence. 

      Words unsaid. 

      Promises disbelieved. 

      Connection close to severed. 

      All the while, I fight through the chaos in my head to find a thread of coherent thought to pull so I can magically unfurl the right words. I try a dozen excuses on for size. None of them fit. Over and over, I battle the overly crowded sticky morass in my mind for the best plea. I’m not above begging. I’d drop to my knees, supplicate my pride to Lily’s harsh judgements if I thought it’d work. 

      But I know my woman. 

      Her wrath isn’t stoked. 

      The temper she can hardly control isn’t engaged. 

      Instead, her quiet dismissal says more than her rage ever could. 

      Lilianna Mayberry isn’t receptive to anything I might have to say because she’s already decided that I’m not worth her time right now. My recent actions have spoken louder than any words I can say. I’ve shown her total disregard, and now she’s going to return the favour. 

      When her phone rings, she blinks once. For an instant, I see the old Lily, open and caring, devoid of the second-guessing that is her norm nowadays, then she locks down her emotions. Although her movements are stilted, the expeditious manner in which she accepts the call without acknowledging me says everything I need to know. 

      It’s going to take more than her father’s defeat to get through the defences she’s built around her psyche. To win back my woman’s heart, I need to prove that she can trust me. To access the sweet and sass that she once shared without hesitation, the disrespect I’ve shown her needs to be atoned. To recapture the pure soul that I shattered, my actions must speak louder than my words. 

      I can apologise until I’m blue in the face. 

      I can fix every problem that comes her way. 

      I can stay by her side without wavering. 

      None of it will be enough until I’ve rebuilt her faith in me. 

      So, I allow Lily to ignore me. I accept the friction between us. I take the fiery disdain that emanates from her without offering platitudes or excuses. For over thirty minutes, I marinate in the disconnect between us. It seeps into my soul. Rusts out my pride. Drains my ego until I’m a hollowed-out shell of myself. 

      Empty. Broken. Revolted. 

      I’m fully immersed in her blistering disappointment. 

      A willing victim of her silent condemnation and need to punish me. 

      When Brutus finally saunters into the chapel, I turn the full force of my self-immolation on him. 

      Because it’s abundantly clear that his demise is my first step toward redemption...
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      “Put your phone in the box.” My father orders Zeke as he struts into the chapel after making us wait for him for nearly three-quarters of an hour past the time he decreed. “Don’t want any leaks after all this time.” 

      I’d love to tell both men that I already know about their deal. Instead, I keep my mouth shut and press my hand down on the sore spot in my stomach where, this morning, I injected the second monthly dose of the medication Bebe’s doctor friend prescribed for me. It’s a nasty injection, leaving me feeling nauseous and overly emotional afterward, but I figure getting my body healed after the miscarriage is worth being a little uncomfortable. 

      Not that it truly matters in the scheme of things. 

      The only man I ever considered having kids with left me six months ago. 

      I’m not even sure I want to risk another pregnancy, even if my fertility was normal. 

      Losing one baby was hard enough. 

      I don’t think I’d survive it a second time. 

      The smug glint in my dad’s gaze is a warning that I am smart enough to heed. I use the sting of pain to calm myself as I note the harsh reality of this meeting. My father didn’t organise a meeting with Zeke and I to apologise for his betrayal. After months of relative calm, Dad is making a move today. Undiluted arrogance emanates from him as he comes to a stop at the head of the Shamrocks’ table and peers down at us with the satisfaction of a king observing his kingdom. 

      Like it has for more than fifty years, the expanse of well-maintained oak dominates the chapel. Carved by the hands of the founding six, the table is a monument to brotherhood and loyalty. I once loved it. Cherished what it represented. Now, it’s just another thing my dad has destroyed. Because the table is a reminder. It separates the three of us from each other, forming a lop-sided triangle as we all lounge in the same positions we filled the last time we met for a showdown. 

      One that I lost. 

      Six months have passed since then. 

      In the blink of an eye. 

      Yet, slow as a winter day. 

      Contradiction rages within me as I ponder what Dad could want from me after weeks of freezing me out. My contemplation of his intentions creates guilt. I’ve been weak. Any pride I may feel at still living—as small as that victory may be considering the scars that mark the passage of time—is tainted by my cowardly use of a razor to bleed out my venomous turmoil. Both emotions flood me. Regret and self-regard. Like waves, they crash into me, then recede, only to sneak attack again. 

      I steal a peek at Zeke. 

      My silent treatment is getting to him.

      He continues to observe me with beseeching eyes, just like he has for the past half an hour. As always, my heart flips in my chest at the sight of his sorrow. I love him so much, even with his admission that he’s ashamed of some of the things he’s done in Perth and Sydney. Nausea grips me when the photo Nadia showed me pops back into my mind’s eye with the blinding flash of a bad camera shutter. 

      Zeke. 

      The gorgeous, tattooed brunette. 

      Her thighs around his neck. 

      His palm on her toned stomach. 

      The man I know wouldn’t get that close to another woman, simply because he wouldn’t want me to get that close to another man. In the same way as he betrayed me with the faked threesome with Honey and Slash, his reasons for training with the brunette are null and void. Excuses or not, the fact remains that Zeke does as he pleases without a second thought over how it will make me feel. 

      If the shoe were on the other foot... 

      I swallow deep as an unwanted alternative torments me. 

      Maybe he wouldn’t care? 

      Maybe my decision to keep my feelings for Slash to myself is an unnecessary precaution? 

      Even as I pose the question, I know, deep down in the pit of my stomach, that I’m deluding myself. A pissed-off Ezekiel Miles is a one-man wrecking ball. The moment he feels slighted, all hell breaks loose. His pride is his most important possession—a natural occurrence for a man who has spent his life feeling out of step with the wider world. 

      Still, I always figured that I was the exception to his ego. 

      Until he made it clear that I’m not good enough. 

      Not worthy of being loved properly or publicly. 

      He’s either ashamed of or afraid of my damage. 

      And that’s why it was so easy for him to walk away from me three times. 

      Dad bangs the gavel down on the baseplate as he takes the president’s throne. I jerk in my seat, then immediately regret giving him the reaction he wanted. When my father grins at me, deviousness and glee in his eyes, I school my expression into one of calculated boredom. Across the table, Zeke does the same thing. We lock eyes for a heartbeat. My ex-fiancé blinks once, then looks away. He fixes his full focus on my dad, his hatred for his godfather, thick and heavy in the quiet chapel. 

      “I ’spose you’re wonderin’ why I dragged you both in here?” 

      Waving my hand down the front of my upper body, I answer his question with clear sarcasm, “Considering you couldn’t even give me time to change, I figured it must’ve been urgent. Turns out you were just chasing the high of another power trip by refusing to allow me the time to head home to freshen up.” 

      Zeke reacts as if I’ve verbally punched him. Narrowing my gaze, I scan his face for a clue to his odd response. The answer pops into my head as I run through the pot-shot aimed at my father. 

      He didn’t like that I called Slash’s house my home. 

      As much as upsetting Zeke gives me a little jolt of satisfaction, it also makes me sad. 

      Things didn’t have to be this way. 

      God, I want to scream that at him. 

      Right in his face.

      Over and over. 

      Until I lose my voice. 

      If I could go back to the morning that Alex was released, I would tell Zeke that I knew about the letters. I’d confess that I wasn’t doing as well as I was pretending. I’d force him to tell me the truth about everything so we could preserve the relationship we’d built over five years of struggle and devotion. 

      At least, I think I would... 

      As I contemplate returning to the blissful ignorance I existed within little more than six months ago, my stomach gets a funny feeling. A vague fluttering. Slight nausea mixed with foreboding and something akin to rejection. It’s accompanied by memories of Slash. His constant support. The way he slotted in with us like a missing piece. With the benefit of hindsight, I can see how deeply he’s loved me for years. 

      Not platonically like Cub, Toker, Hunter, Isaiah, and my biological brothers. 

      Romantically. 

      I’ve spent Valentine’s Day with him. 

      Bared my soul. 

      Ridden bitch behind him. 

      Fawned over his victories. 

      Commiserated his losses. 

      Turned to him whenever I needed wisdom. 

      And he’s done the same with me to almost the same degree. 

      With Zeke’s specific brand of love in the mix, my heart has been protected by two men. I’ve been adored in all the ways a woman needs, to the point where I feel bad that only one of those men has reaped the same rewards from me. It must’ve killed Slash to watch me with his best friend, yet he did it without complaint for five years. He could’ve sabotaged us since we sure gave him dozens of opportunities, especially in the early days when I was healing inside and out from my trauma, but he never did. 

      Would I truly go back in time if I could? 

      The answer in the pit of my stomach is no. 

      “Oh, it’s urgent all right, little Cherub.” Dad’s remark jolts me out of my head. 

      I allow myself one last glance at Zeke before I steel myself for the upcoming confrontation. Wishes are for fools, and I quit being a fool the moment Alex breached the (not-so) safe house, and I pumped a magazine’s worth of bullets into him. Confusion about the future aside, I’m cognisant that I must meet my father head-on today if I’m to protect the men I love and the club I adore. 

      When my father leans back in his chair and folds his hands over his stomach, I scowl at him. The stupid plaster bandages that he’s worn on his cheeks for months lift as he smirks at me. My fingertips itch with the desire to rip them from his face, to display the scars I know he’s trying to hide, then gouge his eyes out with my fingernails. Rather than give in to the urge, I curl my fingers into fists and deepen my glare. 

      “I learnt somethin’ rather disturbin’ last night.” 

      Rolling my eyes, I retort, “Did you just?” 

      My smartwatch buzzes on my wrist. I touch my phone, and Zeke sneaks a glimpse of my screen. I hit the side button to hide the message preview from him. The text from Nadia confirming that she’s taken over “keep Isaiah from the clubhouse until his patching-in ceremony” duty is none of Zeke’s business. Likewise, he doesn’t need to know that I’ve sent her on a side mission to track down the whereabouts of the Blackards SMC during their visit to Perth. 

      In this situation, I have my pride to protect. 

      So, while I’m not proud of my need to size up the competition, I plan on laying eyes on Ms. Brunette with Purple Tulip Tattoos as soon as I’m able. My plan past that point isn’t solid, but I’m sure I’ll find a way to ensure she understands the lay of the land. 

      Two men possess my heart. 

      It’ll take a special woman to take my place in either of theirs. 

      That might make me a hypocrite of the highest order and selfish as fuck, since I need to remain platonic with them both.  

      Ask me if I care... 

      I passed the point of rationality yesterday when I was hit with the epiphany that knocked the foundation of my life sideways. My choice to deny my feelings for them in order to save the Shamrocks from a second internal battle doesn’t negate that reality. Dad doesn’t need any help from me to splinter the MC. He’s already made decent headway without my assistance. 

      There will be time to examine the wreckage of my soul after we’ve won the war. 

      Time to patch myself back together when they move on after my rejection sinks in. 

      Different but equal could work for some. 

      It won’t survive the hardheaded men I love. 

      I continue to labour the point, however, I can’t escape the certainty that they’ll demand I choose between them. 

      I’d rather set myself on fire than do that... 

      Steadfast in my resolve, I flick my disdain-filled gaze over Dad’s face. “Are you going to tell us anytime soon, or should I tell Gabriel that I’m going to be longer than expected because my dad is incapable of reaching the point?” 

      Although my father has zero reaction to my sarcasm, Zeke recoils like I’ve pulled the pin on a grenade. His tone is brittle as he says, “Brutus... maybe we should talk first?” 

      Realising that Zeke’s scared that Dad’s going to broach the subject of the deal they made behind my back, I snort. “Why? I already know about the deal… what could be worse than that?” 

      My stomach drops when Dad smiles wide. “Well, that’s the best news I’ve had all day. Now I can get to the fun stuff without needin’ to backtrack through all the muck you two have tried to rake over the past year.” 

      Despite my growing apprehension, the brittle hold I have on my temper breaks. In a voice that’s hot with hatred, I snap, “We’re the muckrakers? You’re a fucking rat who sold out his own club… don’t get much muckier than that.” 

      “I hope you got your fill of each other on that balcony…” Dad continues without missing a beat. “Hope it was worth the price you’re about to pay for breakin’ our agreement.” 

      I jolt backward when Zeke slaps his palms down on the table and pushes to his feet. “That was months ago. We haven’t been near each other since.” 

      “Bullshit.” 

      It’s impossible to hide my fear as I rush to deny the unspoken accusation in my father’s retort. Eyes wide, gaze imploring, I protest, “Nothing happened last night either. We had an argument, and I went home. That’s it.” 

      “It’s true,” Zeke confirms with a sharp nod. “The scene in the bar is as far as it went.” 

      When Dad hits him with a knowing look, Zeke runs his fingers through his hair with obvious agitation. “The scratches on your neck and the bruise on your chin tell me different.” 

      “Dad,” I try again to reason with my crazy father. “I hit him. We didn’t do… that.” 

      “Last night was simply the final fuckin’ straw.” For a second time, Dad speaks over me. “I’ve been watchin’. So have my men. My gut said it was only a matter of time before you both betrayed me again… Isaiah’s loose lips around Sander just confirmed it.” 

      “Sander?” Confusion ripples through me as I remind my father that my twin is just as mad with him as I am. “He isn’t even speaking to you.” 

      “He is now.” Grinning, Dad hits the intercom button that Cub wired into the wall behind him. His voice is filled with glee as he commands, “Bring him in.” 

      The double doors behind Zeke swing open, and my Uncle Cass drags my brother inside the chapel. Contained with handcuffs that are superfluous since it’s clear Sander’s leg is broken and he’s been beaten into submission, I take one look at my twin and jump back to my feet. 

      “What the fuck?” Zeke shouts as he rushes after me toward Sander. 

      My uncle grimaces when my ex-fiancé rips my twin free of his grip. The look the two club brothers exchange is filled with both malice and regret, and I don’t know what to make of it. Uncle Cass isn’t a particular fan of my dad, and he’s never made a secret of that fact. Even so, I’ve only ever witnessed him stand up to Dad once, and that was when the Sydney chapter of the Shamrocks wanted to be demoted to a subsidiary club after Diablo’s wife and their son were killed during their turf war with the Mavericks of Mayhem. My father was loath to approve their request until my uncle rallied the rest of the mother chapter to vote in the affirmative with him. 

      I would’ve sworn on Sander’s life that Uncle Cass would remain neutral in this war like the rest of the old timers.

      Yet here we are. 

      Sander is bleeding and on the cusp of passing out. 

      Battered and beaten, likely at the hands of our father and uncle. 

      As I reach my brother, Zeke grabs hold of the front of his bloody shirt and shakes him furiously. Pulling him close, he bellows, “You’re fuckin’ high.” 

      “What? No!” Heart pounding in my ears, I scan Sander’s face. Dilated pupils. A sallow grey tinge to his normally tanned skin. The muscle in his jaw works overtime as he grinds his teeth. I’ve been high often enough over the past few months to know the signs on sight. My legs turn to jelly as I murmur, “Sander… after all this time. Why?” 

      “I didn’t shoot up, they did it to me,” my brother rasps. His throat sounds raw, each word grating with effort. “But it’s my fault. I fucked everythin’ up… thought I could fix it with them before anyone found out. All I did was make it worse.” 

      “What did you do?” Zeke commands.

      From the president’s throne, Dad bangs the gavel. “If everyone would take a seat, we can get this over and done with and move onto the upcomin’ celebrations.” 

      “Celebrations?” With my hands bunched at my side, I whirl around to face my father. Fury pulses through me as I ask, “How can you have anything to celebrate?” 

      “By the end of this meetin’, we’ll all have things to celebrate.” 

      Blowing out an agitated huff, I ignore Dad and his giddy glee. I link my arm through Sander’s while Zeke braces his injured limb over his shoulders. Together, we help him hobble over to the closest seat. When he drops into the chair, falling forward to jerkily cover his face with his hands, I perch on the edge of the table and pull him to me. Sander clutches me hard. His body shakes as he breaks down. Unsure how to placate him, uncertain where I can touch him when he seems to have a mess of bruises and cuts besides the busted shoulder and his clearly broken leg, I settle for stroking the back of his head.  

      “You’ll be okay,” I hiss with a vehemence I can’t logically back up. “I’ll make sure of it.” 

      Dad chuckles. “He’s fine... a little surgery and some rehab. It’s you and Venom who needa worry.” 

      “What do you want?” Zeke growls. 

      With half an ear, I listen to the two men talk. 

      My head is too busy whirling with questions to heed their conversation properly. 

      “When you sent a bunch of fuckin’ amateurs to clean up after my bloodthirsty little Cherub, you made your biggest mistake yet. You see, Cub and Isaiah were outta their depth. They couldn’t be in two places at once, so when Lysander offered to deal with the body by himself, they accepted. It could’ve worked… if a little birdie wasn’t keepin’ watch. A little birdie who knew he owed me one and was happy to barter his freedom in exchange for the body.”  

      “Bear,” Zeke mutters a single word in response, then he adds a moment later. “Fuck.” 

      My brother nods slowly and, as the level of trouble that he’s got us both into hits home, I find it hard to breathe. Every nerve ending jangles with fear. Anxiety brews within me. Stomach churning, I swallow down the bile that surges into my throat. It stings and burns. Tastes like a bitter reminder of Alex. Chokes me with a symphony of regret. The urge to find a razor and end it all, permanently, rages within me. 

      I’ll never be free of him. 

      Never. 

      Ever. 

      A voice that I’ve spent months dodging echoes around my brain.

      “Whore.” 

      “Slut.” 

      “Jezebel.” 

      Like a bad trip, I can feel him everywhere. 

      Around me. 

      In me. 

      I shift awkwardly on the table as my lower belly fills with the phantom memory of Alex’s invasions. The pain. The agony. The brutality. It buffets me. I feel it all. All three times he violated me. I remember the torture of losing my baby. The nights spent trying to keep my head above water. 

      Back then, Slash was my constant. 

      He buoyed me. 

      I wish he was here now to fight the demons my dad has revived inside me. 

      Voice reverberating in my ears like he’s speaking from the inside of a tin can, my father tells us, “This idiot played right into his hands. Bear called me when he saw the body and realised that I was gonna put a bullet in his fuckin’ head for double-crossing me if he didn’t bring this to me.” 

      I’m shaking from head to toe when I place my hands on Sander’s cheeks and make him lift his head to look at me. “Did he hurt you?” 

      My twin brother, my literal other half even though we’re not technically identical, meets my eyes with reluctance. His reply is stilted, laced with misery and apology as he says, “He knocked me out from behind. I didn’t even know it was Bear until he started sendin’ me messages, demandin’ to meet up so I could pay him to stay quiet about it.” 

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve helped.”

      “I went to Dad,” Sander admits in a ragged whisper. “He just laughed and said you’d go to jail if I opened my mouth to anyone. When I said I’d confess to it—” My brother gulps as he contemplates the murder I committed. “—to save you, he laughed even harder at me. Told me the evidence wouldn’t hold. That I’d just end up takin’ you down with me.” 

      As soon as the same threat that Dad used to force him into the deal to abandon me trips from Sander’s lips, Zeke is stalking over to my father. I clutch my twin tight as my ex-fiancé pulls his arm back, ready to punch Dad in the mouth. 

      Cocky as ever, my father drawls, “I wouldn’t do that if I was you… for two reasons.” 

      Uncle Cass adds. “You needa hear him out before you make things worse.” 

      “Fine,” Zeke snarls. Understanding that Sander needs me most right now, I concentrate on keeping him from passing out while I also try to keep up with the conversation between Dad and Zeke. “Are you gonna give us these reasons, prez, or should we just guess?” 

      “Guess,” Dad crows. 

      “First reason. You haven’t given the body to Joseph yet, but you have given him enough evidence to open a murder investigation.” 

      “Well, look at the boy wonder go. You are right on the first count.” 

      “Fuckin’ arrogant prick.” 

      Dad chuckles. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” 

      “Little Cherub.” I awkwardly shuffle backward to face him. It’s more respect than he deserves, but he holds the freedom of everyone I love in his hands, so I’m forced to tread carefully. Despite my resolve to remain stoic, the question he poses as he gestures toward Zeke still manages to surprise me. “Tell me… do you still love this piece of shit?” 

      “Yes.” 

      It’s the unequivocal truth, and that’s the only thing we have on our side right now. 

      “Then I’m correct in assumin’ that you’d do anythin’ I asked of you to stop him goin’ to jail?” 

      When Zeke tries to wordlessly order me not to agree, I refuse to acknowledge him. “I would.” I shoot an apologetic glance in my first love’s direction as I expand on my answer. “But I don’t know what else you can take. Zeke left me like you wanted, and you stole my trust. I have no man, no life, and no money. You’ve hurt my brothers. You’ve betrayed the Shamrocks. Dishonoured our name in front of everyone I love. You’ve ruined everything… I have nothing left to give you.” 

      With the way Zeke stiffens and frowns, I figure he hasn’t been filled in on everything that went down while he was in Sydney. As I second-guess my choice to seize control of the situation with honesty, my father lobs another verbal grenade. 

      “Do you remember Alexander’s good friend, Hugh St. James?” 

      “No!” Zeke shouts. “No fuckin’ way. You can’t do this to her.” 

      “Hugh.” I shudder at the memory of the part he played in my kidnapping. “I remember him well.” 

      “That’s good because he’s gonna be your husband.” 

      “Fuck, no.” My twin shoves me aside so he can wobble to his feet. He pounds his fist on the table. “He’s a fuckin’ sadist. Worse than Alex.” 

      Dad speaks over him, “Due to Alex’s absence, Joseph refuses to move forward with our plans. After some serious discussions over the past few months, we believe we’ve found a suitable path forward. Our organisations needa be joined in more than name. It’s the only way to ensure unity. A marriage, ’specially, now it’s been proven you can fulfil your womanly duty and provide an heir, is the best way to merge our interests.” 

      Before I can gather my wits well enough to decipher a way out of the disaster my father has planned for me, Zeke makes matters worse. “I’d rather go to jail than sign Lily up for this.” 

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” my dad drawls with delight. Chuckling like a cartoon villain, he hits the intercom button again. “Make the call.” 

      Rushing forward and dropping to my knees, I grab hold of his hand and try to make him look at me. Tears stream down my face as I beg without shame, “Please, Dad. Don’t do this. Surely we can find another way to reach an agreement—one that doesn’t hurt Zeke or Sander.” 

      All I receive in response is a devilish smirk and an ultimatum. “If you refuse to marry Hugh, Venom will go to jail for Alex’s murder, and your trust fund will remain in my possession. The same goes for your brothers. I will disown them. They’ll be on the fuckin’ street. Anyone who tries to help a’one of you little fuckers will find themselves in the same situation… or worse. Sander won’t be able to fund your lives for long, not with a busted leg and the positive drug test that’s about to be on his record.” 

      “I don’t give a fuck if I go to jail.” 

      “Venom,” Uncle Cass cautions when Zeke doubles down on his bravado. “Think about it… even if you’re locked up, Cherub’ll be forced to marry the St. James boy. Like usual, Brutus has the loose ends tied up. We’re caught in his trap, and there’s no way out. The best thing you can do is keep yourself on his good side. Stay outta jail. Work to fix this. Find a way to get her out of the marriage.” 

      As I offer my dad what’s left of my pride in a silent beseech for him to change his mind, Zeke’s temper flares to life. He stalks forward, and snarls, “I’ll kill you.” 

      “We already tried that.” 

      From the corner of my eye, I see Uncle Cass touch Zeke’s ear. I’m not sure what it signals, but it makes Zeke back down seconds before Venom makes an appearance. The most surprising thing is the way my father recoils at my uncle’s confession. His face turns ashen, the colour draining from him in an instant as he glares at his brother with unconcealed hatred. 

      “What happened?” I ask, swiping at my damp cheeks. The tears won’t stop—not while the hits keep coming. From pillar to post, Dad continues to drag me deeper into despair. When Uncle Cass peers at me in confusion, I add. “When you tried to kill Dad… what happened?”

      “It cost Angelis his oldest boy.” 

      “Topher was hit by a car,” Zeke objects. “I was there... I’m the one who had to drag Slash off his body and run back home for help.” 

      “I know what you saw, but it wasn’t an accident.” 

      Zeke’s eyes turn black, and his posture becomes rigid. Armageddon descends as he leans down to quickly release the knife he keeps strapped to his calf. The mechanical quality to his voice as he says, “you’re fuckin’ dead,” makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Caught on my knees between my crazy dad and my furious ex-fiancé, I have a bird’s-eye view of Zeke pressing the sharp edge of the blade to Dad’s throat. 

      “Do it.” With a shrug, my father remarks placidly, “It won’t stop a thing. Haven’t you realised that I’m always three steps ahead of you?” 

      He pushes his seat back, seemingly uncaring when Zeke’s knife nicks his throat, then he seizes my wrist and pulls me to my feet. I struggle to remain standing as I’m dragged toward to the exit by my dad. Zeke follows us, but Uncle Cass gets in his way before he can reach me. Unperturbed by the air of menace being directed his way, Dad stops behind Sander. He claps his free hand down on my brother’s shoulder and squeezes viciously. His knuckles are white as he shatters my twin’s dreams, one vile word at a time. “In time, you’ll see that I did you a favour. Although I pushed you to pursue basketball, I now see that was the wrong move. Your legacy is here… with the Shamrocks, not on the court. Once you have your patch, you’ll see that I’m right.” 

      The devastation in Sander’s battered face angers me to the point of recklessness. 

      At the top of my lungs, I shout, “You’re a monster.” 

      There is nothing but violence in Dad’s face as he takes hold of my shirt and uses it to violently swing me around. With a squeal, I stumble forward when he shoves me in the back. Landing on my knees outside the chapel doors, I cry out as the carpet burns my palms when I skid along it, as the doors are slammed shut behind me. 

      Wildly, I bounce back to my feet and try to get back inside the chapel. The handle twists and turns, but the lock stops me from entering. Enraged past the point of rationality, I pound both fists on the heavy wood while I scream, “Dad! Please. I’ll do whatever you ask. Just leave everyone else alone. Please. I’m begging you.” 

      People surge into the hallway. Sobbing hard as my mind whirls with dark possibilities, the walls close in on me. Dad could do anything in there, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him. He’s unhinged. Devoid of empathy. Absent basic humanity. He’s prepared for today, that much is clear. I don’t know how many weapons are in the chapel. I can’t be certain that all three men locked in there with him will emerge unscathed. 

      Being excluded is the worst kind of purgatory. 

      In Zeke, I could lose half of my heart.

      With Sander trapped, half of my soul is also at risk. 

      And, then there’s Uncle Cass... he’s an integral part of my life too. 

      My pulse picks up pace when I glimpse Slash forcing his way through the crowd. Before he reaches me, the doors are yanked open. I stumble back into the chapel. My father is in my way, so I determinedly shove my way past him. 

      Zeke is the first person I see. 

      I run at him, and he opens his arms to embrace me. 

      Clutching his cut in my hands, I peer over his shoulder. 

      Sander is slumped at the table, but he’s still alive. 

      Despite being physically unharmed, Uncle Cass is a broken man. Sorrow clouds his eyes as he tells us, “I’m sorry, but he’s the fuckin’ devil. Always has been. The best thing to do is to put your head down and get through this in one piece.” 

      While I’m inhaling Zeke’s familiar scent to calm myself, a cacophony of shouting and wood splintering erupts from the direction of the main bar. My first love extricates himself from my clutches and hands me his knife. With a jerk of his chin in Sander’s direction, he orders, “Stay with him.” 

      I nod, taking up a defensive position in front of my brother as Zeke rushes out of the chapel. He pulls the doors shut to add an additional protective barrier between us and the threat he’s running headlong into. As the ruckus grows louder, my uncle approaches me with the same caution someone uses around a wild animal. 

      “Cherub.” 

      My tone is icy as I reply, “Uncle Cass.” 

      “Things are gonna get bloody, and they’re gonna get dangerous.” 

      With an inelegant snort, I roll my eyes at him. “No shit Sherlock.” 

      “You’re gonna need to do things that go against your moral compass,” he tells me. Apology fills his face, and he shakes his head with sadness. “I can only hope you have inherited enough of your mother’s fortitude to see you through this.” 

      His comment comes from so far out of left field that it renders me speechless. Thankfully, it doesn’t have the same effect on my brother. Sander rallies while I’m still staring at our uncle with my mouth open. 

      “First, you drop the fact Dad killed Topher on us, now you wanna bring our Mum into things.” With a weary sigh, my twin hunches low and gingerly clutches his upper arm. “If I find out that she wasn’t with Dad by choice, I’m gonna kill him... broken leg and busted shoulder, be damned.” 

      All our lives, we’ve held our parents’ relationship as the pinnacle of true love. It’s one of the reasons we gave Charlie such a hard time in the beginning of her romance with Dad, and it’s also why we’ve never fully forgiven our father for taking us away from the club after Mum died. Perth is our home. Inadale was just a small town in the middle of the Western Australian Wheatbelt that our father once passed through on a ride. It made zero sense to uproot us while we were grieving, and I’ve always harboured silent resentment over his decision. Despite this, I still don’t want to believe that my father has been a villain masquerading as our protector for longer than it seems. I need their love story to be real. I’m desperate to hold on to the fundamental solidity I’ve always drawn from the fairy tale childhood I imagined I had until Mum’s untimely death.

      From birth to the age of twelve, I was a pampered princess living in a gilded cage. 

      Since then, the golden coating has flaked and faded to bare the corrosion beneath the surface. I do my best to ignore it, yet as I watch Uncle Cass’ sorrowful fight to keep from spoiling what’s left of our childhood, I’m left to flounder in long-buried bitterness. If the foundation of my faith in true love is a lie, how am I supposed to find my way through the war that’s brewing? 

      “It’s not—” Shouting from the direction Zeke headed is loud enough to breach the chapel doors and cut off my uncle’s protests. “I ruined nothin’—” 

      “Shhh.” I hold a finger to my lips a moment before I hear Slash state in an icy baritone, “We’ve been over for months. You have no claim over me—just like you told me that I had none over you.” 

      The three of us look at each other. 

      Only one person fits the scenario he just articulated. 

      Looks like Dr. Beatrice Du Bois is back for a second shot with my man-bunned saviour. 

      “You needa get out there,” my uncle orders before I have time to digest how I feel about Bebe’s return. Uncle Cass jerks his chin toward the double doors when I don’t immediately follow his instruction. “I’ll keep Sander safe... you’ll be more help with that shit show than you will be in here.” 

      “You sure?” I check with my brother to ensure that he’ll be okay without me. “I don’t want to⁠—” 

      “Go,” Sander urges. “Take care of Slash.”

      “Call Doc, get him to look at Sander.” 

      My uncle inclines his head at my request, then waves me off. “Get yer butt out there.” 

      Since I’m well-versed in the many facets of Carter Hudson, I don’t hesitate any longer to venture outside of the chapel once I’m satisfied that my twin trusts our uncle to keep him safe in his vulnerable state. Knife first, I walk into the hallway, then I tread softly as I move toward the main bar. As cold as Slash’s tone was when he raised his objections to whatever Bebe said, I could hear the pain he was trying to hide. 

      It usually rears its head once a year, for a week or two around the anniversary of his son’s death. A dark pit of misery that swallows him whole, fractures his soul a little more each time, while strengthening his hatred of himself. Losing his son in such a terrible way changed Slash. It made him harder, yet softer. Harsh and detached. Stubborn but uncertain. 

      His refusal to admit that his son’s death isn’t his failure doesn’t help him heal. 

      It holds him back, grinds him down year upon year, until he breaks without warning. 

      More than once I’ve held Slash when he’s been forced to take a moment to grieve. 

      As I reach the doorway, I have to take a second to get my head on straight. 

      Every time I think about my history with Slash, I feel stupider than I did before. It’s beyond obvious that we’ve walked the fine line between friends and lovers for years. I am his safe harbour in the same way he is mine. 

      How did I not see the truth earlier?

      “Why don’t you take this to Slash’s room?” Zeke offers in a low voice. “It’s not really a conversation you wanna have in front of the entire club.” 

      Seeing him step up to help his best friend despite the friction between them, consolidates that my decision to stay platonic with them both is the right one. I might’ve given mixed signals to Slash by sleeping in his bed, and my admission that I would do anything to protect Zeke is also inconsistent with the stance I took with him during our argument last night—still, I’m determined now more than ever to stick to my guns. 

      That doesn’t mean I’m going to quietly stand by while Bebe treats Slash like trash again. 

      “No. Fuck. Him!” the woman in question shouts at Zeke. “Everyone needs to hear this.” 

      “Ah, okay,” my first love responds. 

      As I step into the main bar, Toker sidles over to me. When our gazes meet, we shake our heads in disapproval of the redhead who’s currently knocking over barstools and throwing beer bottles at the wall. Arms crossed over our chests, our disdain is mutual as we watch Zeke attempt to placate an irate Bebe Du Bois. 

      “It was just a thought.” 

      “This’s gonna go nuclear, you know that?” my cousin mutters. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Come on, Cherub.” He raises his eyebrows and tilts his head to the side. “We both know who was in Slash’s bed last night.” 

      “Me...” I venture slowly, almost questioningly. As judgement narrows his eyes, I try to explain, “We were watching TV and fell asleep. It was completely innocent.” 

      “Hmmmm,” Toker muses with clear disbelief. After I glare at him, he sighs in a way that acts like he’s a long-suffering accomplice in a ruse of my making. “How do you think Venom’s gonna take that news?” 

      “It’s not...” My protest is left unsaid when I’m side-tracked by the heat of Slash’s gaze. He’s staring past Zeke, directly at me. The biker brothers and the family members who’ve been working hard to get things ready for Isaiah’s patching-in turn their focus from Bebe to me. Almost in unison, I see them draw the same conclusion as Toker. 

      Some of the old ladies nod approvingly at the idea of me in Slash’s bed. 

      Exactly as I suspected, the patched members aren’t as accepting. 

      In fact, most of them seem downright angry at the idea. 

      Unaware of the ticking time-bomb that’s closing in on him, Zeke tries once more to pacify Bebe. “I was just tryna help.” 

      The furious redhead snorts. “Like you can help me.” 

      “Righto, then,” he replies with unsuspecting placidity. “I’ve got my own shit goin’ down⁠—” 

      When her gaze sweeps over me, Bebe shoves Zeke in the chest. “You!” 

      He backs out of her way, curiosity filling his multi-coloured eyes as he tracks her march deeper into the main bar. Aware that she’s spotted me, I uncross my arms and angle the blade Zeke gave me to use for protection toward the floor. 

      It’s ironic. 

      He never would’ve expected this type of drama to unfurl... a love triangle between him, his metukà shelì, and his best friend. 

      When I mutter a prayer for benevolent understanding under my breath, my cousin zeroes in on the weapon I’m clutching. Clearly anxious over my mindset, Toker holds his hand out for the knife. “Give me that... now.” 

      I reluctantly relinquish Zeke’s favourite switchblade to him. The moment I’m disarmed, my unease becomes unbearable. I fidget. Tuck my hair behind my ears. Shift from foot to foot. Ignoring Slash’s burning scrutiny and Zeke’s curiosity, I keep my attention fixed on Bebe. The woman is clearly looking for a fight as she weaves through the assembled crowd. She’s so short that I can only see the top of her head while she navigates the openly hostile club brothers who refuse to step out of her way. Like a tiny doll, everything about Bebe is delicate. 

      Normally, I’d go out of my way to protect a woman like her. 

      For the sisterhood and all that. 

      But I’m not inclined to offer Bebe any kindness, or to back down from the challenge in her demeanour. She ditched Slash before the concert, and as far as I know, she cut him off dead. Just like she did to me, except for one cursory reminder to start the injections prescribed by the obstetrician she organised for me to see. That was nearly three months ago, and I haven’t heard a word since. Bebe didn’t respond to my texted thanks, and she eventually blocked my number completely. 

      I owe her nothing, yet a vague sense of guilt invades me as she draws closer. 

      “How dare you?” Her voice is filled with a visceral hatred that makes me thankful I can’t see her face. 

      “Me? I have done nothing to you. You cut me off. I tried to keep in touch with you. All I ever did was try to be your friend.” 

      The confusion that laces my voice isn’t purely for show. I might’ve been in Slash’s bed last night. I may be over-sensitive to the conclusions being drawn by the Shamrocks—that doesn’t mean I need to extend the same grace to her. She ran from the man I love without a backward glance. Bebe discarded Slash like he was nothing when anyone with eyes can see that he’s everything a woman could want. 

      Steadfast. Loyal. Wise. Kind. Loving. 

      As the depth of my feelings for him slap me in the face, I fall back a step. 

      Different but equal is a fine line to toe. 

      The two men, best friends who are staring at me with identical levels of love in their eyes, are going to be my undoing. Their forceful personalities, the love they also have for each other, the inimitable pride they possess in spades, it’s a recipe for heartbreak. 

      Mine. 

      Theirs. 

      At this point, I’m thinking this spectacle was inevitable. 

      I’ve known the reality of my feelings for the two men for one night. 

      Seems like everyone has known for a lot longer. 

      Would they forgive me for the upcoming war if I admitted I didn’t know how I felt until yesterday? That I was oblivious to my love for the two men. Seamless halves of perfection. Brothers by chance. Brothers by choice. Brothers for life? The light and the dark. The calm and the storm. I’d meld them into one if I could. 

      At least, I think I would... 

      Wouldn’t I? 

      “My friend?” Bebe’s derisive scoff rips me out of my existential crisis. She steps out of the crowd, and I get my first good look at her. Every ounce of oxygen is ripped from my lungs at what I see, but I don’t have time to process the truth before she drops an atom bomb into the middle of my life with her next declaration. “A real friend doesn’t sleep with her friend’s ex.” 

      Her boldly stated insinuation drains the colour from Zeke’s face. Eyes on mine, he stumbles backward like he’s been struck. Breathing shallowly, fighting to evade the incapacitating jitteriness that overcomes me thanks to the extra adrenaline surging through me, I shoot him a pleading look that begs for the chance to explain. As anger replaces the pain of my perceived disloyalty in his gaze, his wounded ego draws Venom to the surface, and, wild with rage, Zeke whirls around to face his best friend. 

      Fingertip jabbing Slash’s chest harshly, my ex-fiancé snarls, “You’re fuckin’ Lily?” 

      “No.” 

      The response is technically correct, however, it’s obvious to everyone that Slash isn’t being completely honest. I gasp at the hint of malice in his ice-blue gaze, and he evades my beseeching look with a calculated cruelty that I’ve never seen him exhibit. I open my mouth, ready to beg them not to fight, eager to add context to the situation despite our audience, but Zeke beats me to the punch. 

      “Bullshit,” he declares. 

      Posture laced with contempt, Slash offers Zeke a slow, disdainful blink and the barest hint of a smirk. The temper that bubbles beneath the surface of the lethal man I’ve always trusted with my life pulses with the intensity of a black hole. Drawing on every slight his pride has endured, Venom seizes control of my first love’s psyche, transforming Zeke from a mere human into a vortex of betrayal and retribution. 

      “You motherfucker,” he bellows as he pounces on Slash. 

      While the men I love exchange punches, I remain frozen to the spot. 

      Gaze fixed on Bebe, my disbelieving eyes refuse to acknowledge what my shattered heart has already comprehended. Advancing on me with unconcealed malice, only to stop a few feet away when Toker makes it clear that she’s not going to be allowed any closer, there is spitefulness in the pregnant woman’s expression as she slowly rakes her gaze over my face. I exhale in a rush, determined to withhold the reaction she’s apparently seeking. Undeterred, Bebe smiles with feigned sweetness as she pulls her shoulders back, cocks her right hip, and turns slightly to offer me an unhindered view of her rounded belly. 

      “Six months and four days,” Bebe announces loud enough for everyone in our immediate vicinity to hear. I swear the bar falls silent, Zeke and Slash’s fight forgotten, as they watch my life implode without contributing a word of support. Hands cradling the lower swell of her stomach, she continues. “A healthy baby boy, strong enough to survive... everything.” The pale redhead falls silent, a glimmer of insanity in her emerald eyes as she watches her allusion settle over me like a cloak of stinging nettles. “Miraculously conceived the night I tended to your injuries.” 

      Although my mind had already made the connection when she announced how far along she is, the vicious way Bebe drives home her point is a death knell to any chance I had of keeping my cool in the face of her nastiness. Unthinkingly, driven solely by pain and sorrow, I close the distance between us in one stride, pull my arm back, and slap her hard across the face. The impact whips Bebe in a half-circle. My palm stings, yet my need to hurt her as much as she’s hurting me isn’t sated in the least. When I move to strike her again, this time with my fingers curled into a fist, Toker grabs hold of my wrist, and forces me to yield to his staying hand. 

      The cloud of agonising grief lifts a little, and horror invades me. 

      I just slapped the mother of Slash’s son. 

      “Don’t go feelin’ bad,” Toker mutters when I sag into him. “Bitch’s gettin’ off light.” 

      “That’s a matter of opinion.” A hand pressed to her cheek, Bebe wheels around to face me. Her gaze is filled with unconcealed loathing when she sneers at Toker, then settles her focus back on me. “You’re about to be force-fed some home truths... something you’ve never been very good at handling, duchess.” 

      Slash’s pet name drips from her tongue like acid. 

      Her reminder of the stakes in the game she’s playing snaps me out of the grief clouding my rational side. I clear my throat, then shake free of Toker’s grip. Moving into Bebe’s space, I gather every ounce of self-respect I possess and peer down my nose at her. 

      “I shouldn’t have hit you—” Dropping my gaze to her belly, I add. “—while you’re pregnant. For that I apologise... but I won’t apologise for the arse-kicking you’ll receive if you ever try to use the baby I lost to attack me again.” Bebe snorts, apparently unimpressed by my threat. “The same goes for any further attempts you make to hurt the men I love. Come for them, and I promise you’ll be sent home in a body bag.” This time when I drag my gaze over her bump, she takes a step away from me. “Pregnant or not... since you’ve made it abundantly clear that your strong baby boy can survive without you.” 

      When Bebe’s already ashen face drains of colour, I don’t allow myself to bask in her fear. 

      The men I love are trying to kill each other, which means I have a brawl to break up, regardless of my reticence to get between them. After I flip my hair over my shoulder and dismiss Bebe with my back, I survey the unfolding carnage. Zeke is out of control and, while it’s clear that Slash has put up more of a fight than usual, he’s already on the losing end of their battle. Curled up on the floor, he does the bare minimum to defend himself when Zeke kicks him in the stomach. On the verge of being stomped into unconsciousness, Slash’s refusal to properly engage with Venom’s violence is a testament to his cast-iron control and his inability to truly rain down indiscriminate punishment. 

      He’s a big man—tallest in the club by three inches and almost as solid as Zeke—yet Slash has always lacked the innate savagery that comes with being Venom. He might be the Shamrocks torturer, but he’s not a predator. His track record as enforcer and then SAA might speak differently, still I know he lacks a killer’s instinct. 

      As much as he tries to hide it, Carter Hudson is cerebral. 

      Gentle and wise. 

      And that’s why this is a scene I witnessed more than once growing up. 

      Their friendship has always been volatile. 

      With and without Toker’s involvement, they’ve fought more times than I count. 

      Usually over me... 

      Initiated by Zeke’s explosive temper. 

      Restrained by Slash’s lack of participation. 

      Terminated by my panicked intervention. 

      Another day. Another fight. Another intermediation. 

      “Zeke!” Stepping into the fray, I grab hold of my ex-fiancé’s arm and pull him away from his prone best friend. Although I move him a couple of feet, he easily shakes me off. When Slash launches himself upright and attempts to spear tackle him from behind, Zeke reacts with predatory instinct, turning to use both hands to shove the bleeding big man back to the floor. 

      “Stop it. Please. Zeke.” 

      Once more, I try to get between them, only this time I’m hindered by Hunter. As I angrily pull free of the younger man’s grip, I have an unimpeded view of Zeke’s killer instinct in action. Driven by his dented pride, he seizes hold of Slash’s hair and pulls his fist back. The craziness in his eyes sets my heart racing. Pupils blown out. Breathing hard through his mouth. Leonine in movement. He’s past the point of no return. Venom’s barbarity is unleashed, ready to land a knockout blow, and determined to follow it up with a lethal strike. 

      As Slash’s life flashes before my eyes, terror surges within me. I take a running leap to launch myself onto Zeke’s back. He tries to throw me off. I cling to him. Anxious not to fall. Determined not to allow him to do something he’ll forever regret. My first love’s reaction to being constricted is fierce, his movements savage, until he realises that it’s me clinging to him. 

      As that comprehension dawns, I feel his reticence to hurt me take over. Zeke’s attempts to dislodge me immediately die down. Spurred by his restraint, I sink my hooks in under his chin. I loop my other arm around his neck and shift my weight backward. Thighs squeezing tight around his hips, I limit Zeke’s movements with my legs and a headlock while I work to wedge my thumbs into the pressure points under his jaw. 

      Hugging him tight, loving my long-term lover with every ounce of my heart even as I hurt him, I deliberately restrict his breathing. Once my grip is set, I press my lips to his ear and croon in a lilting, sing-song voice designed to calm Venom’s fury, “Please. Stop. I didn’t fuck him. There’s been no one but you, I promise.”  

      My declaration makes Zeke stiffen as he asks in a guttural tone, “Promise?” 

      Infusing every ounce of truth I can muster into one word, I pledge, “Promise.” 

      When Zeke lets go of Slash’s hair and stands up straight, I allow myself one glance at the injured man. His nose bleeds freely. The gaping split in his right eyebrow requires stitches. The swelling around his left eye narrows Slash’s field of vision, but it doesn’t take any of the impact out of his fiery gaze as he peers up at me with heartache and betrayal in his eyes. 

      I quirk my lips into a timid smile, offering love and pity, then I force myself to look away. 

      I have already done enough damage. 

      To Slash. 

      To Zeke. 

      I will not compound the destruction by offering either of them false hope. Especially now that I know Slash is going to be a father again and my dad plans on using Zeke’s freedom as an anvil to hang over my head, so I’ll marry Hugh St. James. 

      Caught between the proverbial rock and hard place, my choice has been made for me. 

      In love or not, I cannot have either man without deadly repercussions. 

      Ignorant to my internal dilemma, and with an easy grace that belies the tension rippling through him, Zeke swings around so that my back is to the man he just tried to beat to death. He hooks his arms under my knees, bracing my weight to remove the pressure from his throat. When I let go of his neck, he holds me aloft for a second before he allows me to drop to the ground behind him. My feet make contact with the floor for a mere second before Zeke tugs me around to face him. 

      The hangdog air around him makes my entire body overheat. A trail of shame and regret travels from the middle of my chest, up my neck, to settle in my face. It’s impossible to meet his eyes. I don’t want to witness his pain, not when I know how he views himself. Stupid. Useless. Unlovable. His mother’s rejection lives in his head as surely as Alex’s poison resides in my psyche. 

      We’re two broken souls. 

      Matching puzzle pieces. 

      But like any jigsaw puzzle, there are always other pieces that make up the entire picture. 

      Our closest part, the corresponding segment to our improbable trio, lays bleeding on the floor. Despite my guilt over Slash’s physical battering, I don’t know if I have it in me to mentally knock Zeke down to his knees next to him with the truth of my duplicitous heart. 

      Hurting them goes against every impulse. 

      Maybe they’ll settle down long enough to give me a chance to explain everything in private?  

      While Slash remains prone on the floor, Zeke turns his attention to me. “Why were you in his bed?” 

      The small flicker of hope I had of a reprieve is blown out by the intensity in Zeke’s query. 

      Mouth dry, legs like jelly, I swallow deep before I tell him, “We were watching Netflix, and I fell asleep.” 

      “That happen often?” 

      His tone brooks no argument. Knowing when I’m beat, intimately acquainted with the steely side of Zeke’s resolve, understanding that he cuts me a lot more slack than he allows anyone else in his life, I’m cognisant there’s no way to avoid this confrontation. Bebe has laid the gauntlet, and I’ll be deep diving into the inner workings of my relationship with Slash without preamble or excuses if I want to salvage any hope of peace between the two best friends. Straightening my shoulders and steeling my spine, I fix my gaze on my angry man’s generous lips. It’s the best I can manage since I still can’t look Zeke in the eye. 

      The betrayal in his uniquely coloured gaze is too much to handle. 

      I’ve rarely been on the receiving end of his judgement. 

      It’s not an experience I’ll be rushing to repeat.  

      Forcing saliva into my dry mouth, I whisper my response to his terse question, “Sometimes.” 

      “Why does she—” His gaze flits toward Bebe then back to me. “—think you two are fucking?” 

      That answer is easier to provide. “’Cause she accused him of it when they were together.” 

      “Why would she do that?” Zeke asks his follow-up question in the same flat, robotic tone he’s used to address me since I broke up the fight. 

      “Bebe thinks Slash is in love with me.” At the mention of his name, the big man drags himself back to his feet. While I can’t bear to look at Zeke, Slash has zero problem locking his focus on the man standing between us. 

      Literally and figuratively. 

      Red-hot rage has turned Slash’s ice-blue gaze into a silvery frost. The normally even-keeled man exudes animosity with an intensity akin to Cherenkov radiation. Caught between the fear of upsetting Zeke and permanently alienating Slash, I shake my head subtly in a silent plea for him to let me handle things. I can finesse my first love if the big man will let me. 

      In response, Slash looks me dead in the eye and takes a deliberate step forward. 

      He will not yield this time. 

      It’s solely up to me to stop this from divulging into a bigger mess than it already is. 

      Yippee-fucking-yay for headstrong men... what a blessing it is to be caught between them. 

      Yeah, that was sarcasm of the lowest magnitude...

      Shooting a dark look at Bebe, I admit, “It’s one of the reasons they broke up.” 

      Quick as lightning, my ex-fiancé quips, “Is he?” 

      The flush of shame that initially heated my face turns to ice in an instance. I finally lift my gaze to Zeke’s, locking eyes with him for a moment before I glance at Slash again, then back to my wild-eyed first love. Lips pressed together tightly, I lightly shake my head as I make it as clear as I can without words that I’m done answering his questions for now. Silence seems to be the most logical course of action since any answer I provide will ignite the powder keg of resentment they’ve been nurturing against each other behind the scenes. 

      Yet another neon sign that I missed... 

      Knowing that I’m batting zero for two when it comes to seeing things that are staring me straight in the face, nervous tension leaks from my limbs as Zeke doesn’t press me any further and Slash remains in place. Seems my prayers are to be answered. This showdown is being postponed until a more suitable venue can be determined. 

      Then, Slash takes a step closer to Zeke, and the air turns thick with dread again. 

      After a harsh intake of breath, I curl my fingers into fists, digging my nails into my palms while I pray for Zeke to ignore the big man’s provocation. A warm trail of blood runs along my little finger as my fingernails pierce my skin. The top of my thighs itch and my lower belly flares with a prickle of morbid awareness and craving. As the urge to take a razor to my flesh looms over me, a blindingly dark cloud of longing and self-recrimination, I miss the resolve hardening Zeke’s gaze until it’s too late. Seemingly uncaring that we have an audience of our closest loved ones observing this Shakespearean drama unfold, he directs a follow up question to his (ex?) best friend. 

      “You love her?” 

      Slash offers his answer before the last syllable is spoken. “Yeah.” 

      “Like I do?” 

      “Yeah.” 

      The borderline arrogant tilt to his head strips me of the ability to breathe. An admission of love shouldn’t feel like a threat, yet that’s what Slash’s response generates within me. With an eerie sense of vulnerability and menace closing in on me, I consider running from the foreboding danger. 

      I’m not sure if it’s a blessing or a curse when I remain frozen in place. 

      “You’ve touched her.” Certainty emanates from Zeke’s statement, and it only grows stronger when he coldly adds, “Made her come.” 

      The glimmer of apology in Slash’s expression as he spares me a singular look before blowing my life to smithereens and dooming the three of us and the Shamrocks with one laconically articulated word does nothing to dull the agony that pierces my heart. 

      “Twice.” 

      The room spins. I dig my nails into my flesh again, drawing strength from the sharp sting as my palms bleed freely. When the walls close in on me, I force myself to inhale. 

      In. 

      Out. 

      In. 

      Out. 

      I breathe slowly and intentionally to ward off the panic attack that’s building. 

      In. 

      Out. 

      In. 

      Out. 

      As I come to terms with the truth of my divided affections being casually exposed, dread, guilt, uncertainty, as well as a tiny skerrick of relief floods me. I don’t know how to put this genie back in the bottle and I don’t know how to manage the fallout now that Zeke’s aware that Slash is in love with me too. 

      However, as everyone else eyes the two men warily, I am sure of one thing. 

      Zeke won’t ask me if I’m in love with Slash. 

      He already knows my truth. 

      With the same certainty as he knows that my eyes are blue, Zeke will have discerned that if my heart didn’t belong to him first, the only other person on earth who could possibly have claimed it, is the man standing between us. The man we both love as much as we love each other. Our third piece. Our matching flame. A troika of hearts interwoven over time by necessity and circumstance. 

      Through better and worse, Slash has always been by our side. 

      Does Zeke see the same synchronicity that I do? 

      Can he admit to himself that we’re bound together? 

      Will he agree that this was inevitable? 

      Because the more I think about the events that led us to this moment, my belief in us is solidified, even as it fractures under the weight of their inability to accept that my love for another isn’t a denial of my love for them. 

      The bond the two biker brothers share might be of the platonic kind, but in some ways, that makes it even deeper. Their connection is enhanced by trust, not sexual chemistry, and it’s that carnal element between me and them that, as red-blooded men, will be the catalyst for the upcoming war. Despite my best intentions, the ultimatum I’ve been circumventing is stalking me down with lust in its heart and sin in its soul. They’ll demand that I choose between them. And when I refuse to choose one over the other, they’ll battle to make the choice for me. 

      The Shamrocks will splinter further. 

      Slash, Zeke, or maybe even both of them, will end up dead. 

      My father will succeed in his plans—to remain as the president of the MC and also in allying us to the Maddison clan. I’ll find myself married to Hugh St. James without an escape. Sander will be forced to patch-in to the club before he’s ready. The toll this will take on Everett and my younger brothers is unthinkable. 

      Then there’s Toker’s safety to consider. 

      Cub. 

      Hunter. 

      Isaiah. 

      Crystal and Angelis. 

      Charlie. 

      My uncles. 

      So many lives are at risk thanks to my wayward heart and two headstrong men. 

      As quickly as the reality of the unavoidable peril we face settles over me, I feel it dawn on everyone else in the bar. Zeke bristles with rage at my duplicity. My cousin stiffens with indecision as he finds himself caught between his childhood friends, his cousin, and his patch. Jutting his chin proudly, Slash appears to welcome the violence that seems imminent as Zeke’s temper surges toward boiling point, but instead of another punching match erupting, we’re greeted with a tirade from Bebe. 

      I’ve been aware of her in my periphery. Soaking up the chaos she’s unleashed, Bebe’s been standing off to the side, watching this exchange with an inquisitive gaze and a grin. The slight redness in her cheek from my palm doesn’t offset the victory in her demeanour. 

      We both know that she’s won this round—a triumph Bebe compounds when she proudly cradles her belly as she shrieks, “Oh, this is just brilliant.” When two dozen sets of eyes snap toward her, the tiny redhead gestures at Slash, then throws her hands in the air. “I’m pregnant. The most likely father is a bloody biker who’s in love with his best friend’s ex-fiancée.” I gasp at the nonchalant admission that Slash mightn’t be the baby’s dad and shoot a look his way to see how he’s handling it. “A man who’s made her come twice as he just, oh, so, proudly admitted to everyone listening. My life is officially a soap opera.” The glare that Bebe angles at Slash doesn’t feel completely authentic as she declares, “Don’t call me. Don’t text me. I no longer give a crap about organising a DNA test. You can forget this child even exists. I hope you three—” This time Zeke and I are the recipients of her narrow-eyed hatred. “—have a very unhappy life together. God knows you deserve it.” 

      The double doors slamming punctuates her exit. 

      I want to breathe a sigh of relief at her departure, but I can’t. 

      While Slash makes a move toward me, Zeke does the exact opposite. He heads for the hanging racks that line the entrance. As he reaches for his leather jacket, a new tattoo catches my eye. It’s small, delicately beautiful, and completely at odds with the rest of his ink. 

      A purple tulip. 

      On the inside of his forearm. 

      Clean skin that was once reserved for the names of any children we were blessed with. 

      As the photos of him and the tattooed MMA fighter surge into my head, my temper peaks, my voice shrill as I shout, “Zeke!” When he doesn’t acknowledge me, I continue. “You don’t get to hold this against me. I did nothing wrong… there’s no way you’ve been living like a monk since we split.” 

      My accusation causes a ripple of discontent to rumble through the Shamrocks. As always, there are too many eyes on our life along with too many idle tongues itching to do the Devil’s work. Nothing stays secret in the MC for long. It’s a reality I’ve used to my advantage more than once—that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable with them having a front-row seat to the disintegration of my life. 

      Slash and Zeke aren’t the only ones with pride to protect. 

      With his leather jacket tightly clenched in his hands, Zeke turns back to me. “I haven’t touched anyone since you.” 

      “You touched Honey.” 

      The low-level conversation dies in the wake of my nasty retort. 

      Complete silence hangs heavy in the bar. 

      From his seat at the table in the corner, I see Hades regard his son with weary disappointment. The lines etched deep in the dying man’s craggy face seem to deepen as his worried gaze moves between me, Zeke, and Slash. As the quiet becomes oppressive, and all the words I wish I had the fortitude to say turn to ash on my tongue, I pray for a miracle. 

      What I receive is rejection. 

      “You know what?” Zeke demands rhetorically. He pulls his cut from the hook he’s hung it on so he could put on his leather jacket and throws it on the floor. “I’m fuckin’ done. With the club. With everything and everyone.” The blood rushing through my veins turns to ice when he looks me directly in the eyes as he declares, “I’m ’specially done with you. For good.” 

      “Okay.” The walls close in tight and my ears whoosh with my racing pulse, but I have enough fury rippling through me to keep my feet and half-shrug, “I’m not sure how I’ll tell the difference, but I’ll give it a try.” 

      Zeke’s response is equally flippant. “You do that.”

      Eyes burning with repressed tears, my chin wobbles, and I slow down my blinking, so I don’t cry. He grabs his helmet, then takes one step away from me before grinding to a halt. Time stands still as I wait for Zeke to leave me again. His third abandonment will hurt the most because this time, I had a hand in it. I’m not an innocent party. I lashed out in anger. Allowed my ego to goad me into rehashing events that don’t really matter in the scheme of things. 

      And, for what? 

      To lose Zeke. 

      To hurt Slash. 

      To give my father the crack he needs to worm his way back into the Shamrocks with his evil plans to destroy the legacy of the founding six.  

      Silence dawns in the main bar. 

      A ripple of indecision emanates from Zeke. 

      It matches the waves of ambivalence crashing around Slash. 

      As my first love delays his departure, the fury-tinged grief that’s infected us all drains from the atmosphere. A brittle sense of renewal builds. In the same second that Slash angles his body toward me, Zeke lifts his booted foot to take a step in my direction. I hold my breath, praying for them to choose me, even though I can’t choose them. My hope is slaughtered when the doors Bebe flounced out of are yanked open and my father walks inside with Joseph Kingsley on his heels. 

      Protests surge to the tip of my tongue. They disintegrate as more than a dozen heavily armoured officers invade the main bar. After blocking the exit, a few of them attempt to corral the rest of us into the far corner while Dad and Joseph Kingsley crowd around Zeke. 

      Forced toward the back of the group when the club brothers create a protective ring around the women, I strain to hear what’s being said. I can’t make anything out until Joseph raises his voice to declare in a delighted tone, “Ezekiel Asher Miles, you’re under arrest for the murder of Alexander Joseph Maddison Kingsley.” 

      Zeke laughs. 

      Slash urges the brothers forward. 

      I try to follow them. 

      “Stay.” Hades bars my passage with his rifle. “Put... Cherub.”  

      “I need to help... I need to stop him taking the fall for me.” 

      “Nothin’... you... can do... now,” he wheezes. When I wrap my fingers around the barrel to move it out of my way, Hades breathlessly grumbles, “Step... forward—you’ll... get my... boy… killed.” 

      The worry in his voice makes me second guess my need to be on the frontline. I force myself to take a second to think, to really observe what’s happening, before I blunder into the middle of things and make them worse. When it becomes clear that I’m not going to fight his order, Hades lowers the antique sniper rifle to the floor. He angles the heavy weapon so that his mobile oxygen tank conceals most of it, then he directs his attention to the standoff between his son and the police. 

      “Don’t!” Zeke commands, holding up his hand when Slash beckons the rest of the club to fight. I can’t see much from my position, but what I can see fills me with concern. My first love is too proud to accept his brotherhood’s protection. “Have at it,” my ex-fiancé announces as he turns his back to Joseph and presents him with his wrists. “I’ve got nothin’ better to do today.” 

      Side-stepping Hades when he attempts to stop me a second time, I shove my way through the heavy bodies to the front of the crowd. It calms me to see that Zeke has pulled his cut back on, even as it chills me to read the surrender in his expression. “Please think about this? You don’t need to do this. Not for me.” 

      Everyone ignores my plea. 

      The officer behind Zeke moves to zip-tie his hands together. My first love beckons me over to him with a jerk of his chin, and I immediately follow his direction. I snatch the knife from Toker on my way past, and threaten my father with the business end of the blade when he tries to stop me from getting closer to Zeke. 

      “Back the fuck off, Dad.” My tone drips with acid as I remind him of our blood ties. “You won’t like what I do if you touch me.” 

      “Cherub. Just think.” I elbow him on my way to Zeke. As I wrap my arms around my restrained ex-fiancé’s hard waist, Joseph tries to pull me away, but my father tells him, “Let her have a minute.” 

      Caught between gratitude at Dad’s meddling and anger at his escalating betrayal, I inhale deep, greedily sucking in Zeke’s scent as I press my forehead to his. Desire for bloody retribution powers me when I whisper, “I’m going to kill him. Maybe not today, but damn soon.” Zeke stiffens, however I forge on, determined to halt whatever plan he has concocted to save me from the consequences of my own actions. “Don’t do this, Zeke. Please.” 

      “I promised you I’d fix things.” 

      My admonishment is immediate. “This fixes nothing.” 

      “No,” he hisses. “This fixes every-fuckin’-thing.” 

      Pulse pounding in my ears when I realise that our time is running out, I ask with urgency, “How do you figure that?” 

      “Speak to Cass, sweet thing.” Zeke’s voice is low as he tells me, “He can fill you in with most of it. We’ve been workin’ on taking Brutus down for months… he just sped shit up when he resurrected this arranged marriage bullshit.” 

      “Zeke.” Confusion ripples through me. My legs turn to jelly as the reality of this plan hits hard. My first love intends to go to prison for me. It’s a hare-brained scheme—one I can’t allow to proceed. “I don’t want you to do this. Let me take responsibility for my own actions.” 

      “None of this is on you.” After nuzzling my nose with his, Zeke rasps in a voice thick with emotion, “Plus, sweet thing, it’s only temporary. They can’t convict me for somethin’ I didn’t do.” 

      “This is all on me… and you know corruption runs rife through the force. They could convict Charlie for this if they wanted to—” Zeke growls at my assertion, but I forge on. “—the last time you told me something was temporary between us we ended up spending six months apart.” 

      “I fucked up back then. This time is different. You needa let me do this so you can concentrate on keepin’ Sander whole. He needs you more than I do, right now. Every motherfucker here needs you more than me.” 

      When Zeke invokes the name of the one person who outranks everyone else in my list of priorities, my head spins. My twin is my soft spot. I can’t leave him to flounder alone. Not when he’s been beaten and pumped full of drugs. It kills me to admit it, but Zeke is stronger than my brother—every man in the club is, as hard as that is to admit to myself. 

      To abandon Sander in his current state is to sign his death certificate. 

      Dad will use him, then chew him up and spit him out when he’s no longer useful. 

      I can prevent that from happening. 

      The unfairness of Zeke’s request is shaped by an unavoidable perspective. 

      I thought I was caught between a rock and a hard place. 

      No such luck. 

      The stakes are now life or death. 

      Nausea roils through my stomach as I’m forced to acquiesce without protest. My hands shake. I blink to clear my narrowing vision. Adrenaline pumps through my veins. The sound of my racing heart hampers my hearing. I feel Zeke step away from me, and I want to follow. The trembling in my legs makes me unsteady. Lowering the knife I’m clutching to my chest like a winning lottery ticket, I swallow deep and work to keep myself upright while my overwhelmed brain tries to shut down. 

      As Zeke tersely confers with Slash, I attempt to pay attention. 

      I can’t keep up. 

      It gets worse when Zeke switches to Gaelic. 

      My rudimentary understanding doesn’t stand a chance against his rapid-fire request. 

      “Why?” Slash demands. 

      “You know why,” Zeke retorts. I hear Gabriel, then my uncle mentioned. Crystal is brought into the conversation. “Lily will explain the rest.” 

      “What do I need to explain?” I demand. The two men glance at me, then they lock eyes again. “You said…” 

      “Use my rainy-day fund for the rest of it. There’s more than enough for everyone.” 

      Slash baulks at Zeke’s order. They continue arguing in hushed tones while Joseph huddles with my dad and the armoured cops pace between the agitated group of Shamrocks and the two men who own my heart.  

      “I’m trustin’ you with my life... look after her.” 

      The crestfallen expression on Slash’s face when Zeke makes his declaration causes my eyes to brim over. Tears stream down my cheeks as I look between the two hard men who still refuse to back down. 

      With a sharp incline of his head, Slash says, “Always... I’ll look after her like she’s mine ’cause she belongs to us both.” 

      This time, it’s Zeke’s face that fills with despondency. 

      The need for peace between them floods me. 

      Swiping at my damp cheeks, I work to gather my wits as they stare each other down. Before I can decide what to do, Joseph approaches from the opposite direction and takes hold of Zeke’s bicep. “That’s enough chitchat. We need to get you settled in your new home before nightfall.” 

      Despair fills me. 

      A single shot echoes around the bar. 

      My heart seizes, skipping a beat as Zeke pitches forward with Joseph at his side. 

      Panic engulfs me, then I inhale with sweet relief as I see the gaping wound in the middle of the evil man’s back. As suddenly as it began, my reprieve ends when I track the direction that the bullet came from, I gasp at the sight of Hades gripping his rifle tight as he nods his head with satisfaction. It seems an impossible feat for the frail, dying man to have pulled off, using a heavy weapon to murder the minister for police in a room teeming with officers, yet he’s done it. 

      Damon “Hades” Miles has rid the world of a monster. 

      And all it has cost him is the rest of his life. 

      While chaos descends, I stand untouched amid the fracas. Zealous as ever, Slash acts as my bodyguard while Zeke is tackled to the ground. His father is next, violently beaten, zip-tied, and dragged outside by outraged police officers. My cousin leads the Shamrocks to war, wreaking havoc on the interlopers with fists and chairs. I see Cub and Wyatt chase after my father and the few Shamrocks who remain loyal to him when they slip out of the exit. Wheels squeal. Harleys rumble to life. Sirens blast. Threats are shouted. Carnage abounds. 

      On autopilot, I exchange words with Zeke—promises, apologies, vows, affirmations—as he waits, zip-tied, face down on the hard concrete, for the cops to return to drag him away as well. Next to us, paramedics work on Joseph’s prone form. It’s a futile exercise, as the crater in his upper back clearly attests. Sick as it may be, I find peace in the death of Alex’s father, despite my sorrow at Zeke’s impending loss. 

      “I’m so sorry Hades felt he needed to do that.” 

      “It was his choice.” He peers up at me from the floor, resolve hardening in his eyes after he scans my face. “He knew what he was doin’.” 

      A shudder runs the length of my spine when I spot a trio of armoured officers heading our way. Our time together is almost over. My voice cracks as I tell him, “I love you.” 

      “Good. ’Cause I love you more than you’ll ever know, metukà shelì.” 

      When I see him cut a look in Slash’s direction, a command to remove me from the scene easily discernible in his expression, I fall to my knees next to him. My surface level understanding of the deal he’s struck with his best friend cannot be left unchallenged. 

      “This marriage you’ve cooked up with Slash isn’t real,” I murmur. “It’s just a way to escape Hugh. I’ll do it to protect the Shamrocks. But it means nothing… I only want to marry you.” 

      The words catch in my throat. 

      I’m lying, and we both know it. 

      Still, Zeke gives me more grace than I deserve, playing into my delusions with his response, “I know, metukà shelì. Me and you, we’re forever.” 

      Leaning closer, I kiss him hard. My eyes burn with the need to cry again, but I refuse to make things worse for my first love. We hurriedly take our fill of each other, tasting the other’s sorrow. Throughout our frantic kiss, I do my best to breathe him in. His cologne. His shampoo. Just Zeke as a whole. I absorb as much as I can of his essence, fighting to remain connected to him when the cops pull him away. 

      On unsteady legs, I follow them. 

      Zeke glares at someone over my shoulder. 

      It doesn’t take a genius to know who he’s fixed his attention on. 

      Slash. 

      Even in these murky waters, the big man is the only person Zeke trusts to keep me safe.  

      Mustering every ounce of courage I possess, I straighten my shoulders, angle my chin high, and declare, “You don’t get to tell me that we’re forever, then not come back to me, Ezekiel Miles.” 

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Zeke calls to me as he’s dragged toward the exit. 

      “Promise?” 

      He answers my question with uncustomary vehemence, “Promise.” 

      “Please come back to me,” I repeat over and over to myself. 

      As I feel Slash approaching from behind, my heart is pulled in two directions. The pain in my chest is visceral, rending and tearing at the fabric of my soul, almost bringing me to my knees. I want to cut myself down the middle. Send one part with Zeke while the other half remains with Slash. 

      If only the solution to my heartbreak was that simple. 

      The big man circles an arm around my waist, then slings me over his shoulder. My view of Zeke is blocked as I’m turned upside down. Terror surges into my throat. Dread fills me. The tears I’ve been fighting to suppress stream down my cheeks when I lose my battle to keep my calm. 

      “No! No! Let me go with him. Please, Slash… I can’t… I won’t… he needs me.” 

      Slash’s footsteps are steady as he carries me deeper into the clubhouse without heeding my shrieks of objection. Irate, I kick my legs and try to push myself upright. My battle for freedom is easily subdued. I scream. I punch. I claw. Every available inch of Slash’s skin is attacked. He continues on, silently, unrepentantly, as equally determined as Zeke that I shouldn’t bear witness to the paddy wagons removing the two Miles men from the compound that is their home. 

      Our home. 

      The Shamrocks refuge from the corruption of society. 

      Not anymore—our anarchist hideaway has been dealt a deadly blow by my fickle father. 

      “Take her to the chapel,” Angelis directs his son. 

      Wordlessly, Slash changes course. 

      I continue to fight. 

      Screeching like a banshee. 

      Tearing at his cut. 

      My hearing fills with the thud of my racing heart, deafening me. I feel faint. Nauseous. Heartbroken. Driven mad by rage. Rendered motionless. Flooded with ineptitude. Even if I could make Slash let me go, I don’t know what I’d do to fix this mess. 

      I can’t stop the police from detaining Zeke and Hades. 

      I don’t know where my father escaped to—or if he did indeed manage to escape. 

      I’m unable to rewind time. 

      I’m worse than useless. 

      I’m a fucking liability. 

      When Slash lowers me from his shoulder, I continue to blindly fight to free myself from his embrace. The need to flee, to find a safe harbour away from the carnage that is my life, overwhelms me. Drowns me. Suffocates me. Burns through me. I scream at the unfairness of it all. Yell nonsense that hurts my ears. Kick Slash in the shins as he uses his brute strength to contain my rage. 

      I’m untethered. 

      Floating above myself. 

      Aware of how stupid I must appear. 

      Unable to stop myself from spiralling. 

      Then Slash wraps his thick fingers around my throat and squeezes tight. 

      I choke as my ability to breathe is restricted. 

      Ripped back into my body, consciousness restored as the dissociation caused by my panic attack recedes, I slump forward until my forehead hits Slash’s chest. 

      In a raspy whimper, I assert, “He needs me.” 

      “You can’t go with him,” the big man tells me. As his grip loosens on my neck, Slash lowers himself to a crouching position. When his forehead is level with mine, he locks eyes with me. A matching level of helplessness is etched in his handsome features, sorrow dulling his gaze. “It’s not safe.” 

      We’re both breathing hard. 

      Gulping for air. 

      Desperate for a solution that doesn’t exist right now. 

      “But he... he—” I hiccup, unable to mount a protest because I know it’s hopeless. As reality smacks me in the face, I sob, “This is my fault. He’s trying to s-save me. I don’t want him to save me… I just… want… him.” When hurt flashes across Slash’s face, the torment within me kicks up another notch. “I’m sorry, Carter... I don’t mean to hurt you.” 

      “I’m fine, duchess.” 

      “You’re not. Zeke hit you.” Although it kills me to mention her, I add. “Bebe⁠—”

      Slash cuts me off. “—is a fuckin’ Maddison. They planted her, likely with Brutus’ help, to infiltrate the club.” 

      “No... but she’s⁠—” 

      “Slash!” Uncle Cass interjects. “Needa know basis only.” 

      The weight of yet another betrayal by my dad strips me of the ability to speak. Mind cartwheeling, I think back to the days I spent leaning on Bebe as I dealt with my miscarriage. I remember the whiplash I’d get from her hot and cold mood swings. The guilt I felt at hogging Slash’s attention. All the times I tried to push him toward her, even as I felt like she wasn’t good enough for him. 

      My pain at their connection. 

      My jealousy that they had each other. 

      It was all lies. 

      And part of me instinctively knew that. 

      In the same way I ignored my intuition over Alex, I did the same thing with Bebe. 

      Something about her never sat right with me. 

      Yet, I dug my heels in and forced myself to ignore my misgivings. 

      Now, Slash might be having a baby with her... 

      All the bad choices I’ve made, the treachery that surrounds me, the hurt that continues to strike at the heart of my existence, hit me. One after the other. Like a punch to the gut, I’m inundated with my failures. Smacked in the face with disloyalty. Flayed to pieces by the never-ending cruelty of life. The walls close in. My fingers itch to hold a razor. I listen with half an ear as some of the club brothers enter the chapel and demand to know what’s happening. Slash asks me about Sander’s injuries. On autopilot, I tell him the truth about Dad’s involvement in that horror as well. When Crystal’s long-buried links to the Trinity are revealed, I maintain" a façade of normalcy while I question how it affects the Shamrocks. 

      On the outside, I’m obviously shocked but functioning. 

      Inside, my soul has shattered to a million pieces, and my brain has activated a total shutdown while it works out how to stop me from completely imploding. The hermetically sealed vaults full of unresolved suffering that I keep hidden from everyone, the secrets I concealed in the dark recesses of my mind, even the ones that I’ve kept under lock and key since the day my mum died, are peeking out of their various boxes. Like sneaky kids bored with evading their sitter, they wave at me, beckoning me to finally acknowledge their wicked intentions. 

      I blow out a sharp exhale. 

      Straighten my shoulders. 

      Uncurl Slash’s fingers from my throat, one at a time. 

      As various long-term traumas aim to knock me to my knees, I falter. Haunted by the ghostly feeling of my man-bunned saviour’s hand collaring my neck, I set my earthly desires adrift. Bereft of Zeke’s innate domination. Unanchored by the loss of Slash’s weighty wisdom, my broken psyche turns into a maelstrom. 

      What is my next move? 

      Rallying my shaky resolve, I try to ignore my guilt over Zeke’s predicament. 

      Tormented by what ifs, I attempt to formulate a plan. 

      Nothing solidifies in my head. 

      Unbidden, my memories break free of their chains. 

      The dark cottage. Alex’s taunts. Pain. Violation. 

      A scream builds in my chest. 

      It burns a path up my oesophagus. 

      My chin trembles as I fight to keep my lips pressed together. 

      On the precipice of losing control, I’m saved by one of the men I love. 

      “Duchess. Come here.” 

      The simple instruction, terse as it may be, is easy for me to follow. It gives me something other than my pain to focus on. My feet react before my brain has told them to, treading a path to Slash without thought. Stopping in front of him, I wait for his next request. 

      After nudging the president’s chair backward to make space, he points to his lap. “Sit down.” 

      My skin prickles with awareness of our rapt audience. “On you?” 

      “Yes, duchess.” 

      The assembled club brothers seem to collectively hold their breath as they wait to see how this plays out. I hesitate when visions of Zeke’s pained reaction to Slash’s announcement that he’s in love with me as well, that he touched me in his absence, pop into my mind’s eye. In the same way that Zeke would handle the situation, the big man takes hold of my wrist and pulls me onto his lap without waiting for permission. His arm is a steel band around my waist, the tether I need to return to earth. 

      “This marriage might be Zeke’s idea—” The small amount of comfort that I’ve found in Slash’s take-charge attitude dims when he curls his top lip and sneers my first love’s legal name with contempt. “—but it’s my dream come true, and I won’t let either of you destroy it for me.” 

      “Carter—” 

      “Hush, now.” I close my mouth as his rebuke settles over me uneasily. “You’ve had your say, more than once. It’s my turn now.” 

      With a small nod, I whisper, “Okay.” 

      The arm holding me moves upward. Slash circles my throat again with his hand, compelling me to tilt my head back to face him. Surprised by the hunger in his icy gaze, the skerrick of an idea that had formed in my addled mind evaporates. 

      Instead of protesting, I do the exact opposite. 

      I nestle closer and allow Slash to take charge. 

      It should feel cowardly. 

      It doesn’t. 

      I feel cherished. 

      Just like I do when Zeke pushes takes control of me, the force of nature that is Slash at his most dominant settles me. He is my safe harbour. My port in the storm. So, when he runs his nose along my jaw and presses his lips to mine, I allow him. 

      The Shamrocks will judge me. 

      I know they will. 

      Let them. 

      They don’t know my heart. 

      They haven’t been present for every second of my struggle. 

      Slash and Zeke have. 

      Together, they are my haven. 

      Which is why it kills me that a happily ever after is out of our reach.
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