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        Tempting Fate is book one in the Duplicity trilogy.

        

        This steamy and taboo tale is full of the intense emotional themes that dark romance readers adore while playing into forbidden, age gap, and second chance tropes. If you are a fan of heartbreak and redemption, and enjoy a good grovel from your morally grey heroes, the Duplicity trilogy will tick all your boxes...
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        * * *

      

      Almost five years ago, I played a stupid game, and just like the adage warns, I won a stupid prize. 

      

      A lifetime supply of trauma. 

      

      Caught in the crossfire of an underworld battle that I wasn’t privy to until it was too late, I have found solace in the arms of my first love and peace in my deepening bond with my fiancé’s best friend. Between Zeke and Slash, I am over-protected, a little sheltered, but mostly happy. My dad’s motorcycle club acts as my buffer from reality. The escapades of my friends and my four younger brothers keep me safely entertained within my comfortable bubble. 

      

      Life is simple. 

      

      Life is good. 

      

      Until my violent ex-boyfriend is released from prison, and our lies and secrets blow up in our face once again…  

      

      Zeke leaves me. 

      

      Slash declares his love. 

      

      And I find myself caught in the middle of another stupid game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Tempting Fate isn’t suitable for those who do not enjoy dark psychological romance. Readers are advised to exercise discretion. A detailed list of potential triggers 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        M, D, and M

        You are the only reason I haven’t quit already.

        Thank you for always believing in me

        xoxoxo
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “When something bad happens, you have three choices. You can let it define you, let it destroy you, or you can let it strengthen you.” ~Unknown~
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          LILY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aged: Nineteen 

      

      

      
        
        IMPORTANT NOTE: The Villain’s View prequel to the Duplicity Trilogy has been banned by retailers as an ebook. If you would like to read the uncut version of Craving Control before diving into this story, it can be downloaded for free by subscribing to my newsletter. This story can be skipped if you are uncomfortable with depictions of violence and abuse told from the perpetrator’s point-of-view.

      

      

      “Angel, angel… are you going to forgive Alex?” The woman trots alongside the barricade that’s set up to separate us from the crazies lined up outside the courthouse. She yells her questions like a reporter, but I know she’s one of them. “Will you finally admit that you’re lying about him? That this is a love triangle gone wrong.” 

      “Fuckin’ psychos,” Sander grumbles from behind me. 

      “Needa be put outta their misery.” I squeeze Zeke’s hand to remind my boyfriend that he can’t act on his lethal inclinations. “What kinda bitch thinks a rapist needs defendin’?” 

      “Sad bitches, that’s who.” Slash keeps his arm around my neck and my face pressed into his wide chest as he helps Zeke lead me inside. Sandwiched between my boyfriend and his gigantic best friend, I can barely see a thing. “Like to see one of ’em survive the bullshit they’re throwin’ at little Cherub.” 

      Their determination to shield me from this mess is futile. After a year of attacks by the media, haranguing depositions from lawyers employed by Joseph Kingsley, invasive medical tests, and four major surgeries, I know that this isn’t the end. This is simply another interlude. A new way for Alex to taunt me. 

      Because he refuses to exit my life. 

      Notwithstanding his guilty plea, my tormentor has done his best to drag out the legal process. He’s fought his mental health diagnosis. Broken his bail conditions by sending me letters. Leveraged the blackmail photographs of Sander by anonymously releasing them on social media two days before training began. Ordered his group of female devotees to hound me. Sat down for print interviews and given magazine exclusives about the “truth” of our relationship and a convoluted explanation about how his guilty plea doesn’t actually mean he is the perpetrator. 

      About the only thing Alex hasn’t stooped to, so far, is pitting the Maddison clan against the Shamrocks. 

      Thank God for small mercies, I guess. 

      Since my final surgery four months ago, and my permanent discharge from the hospital, Zeke, Slash, and Toker have tried their hardest to keep me in the dark about it all. 

      To no avail—not in this hyper-connected day and age.

      Even so, I appreciate their efforts. 

      Which is why I don’t have the heart to tell them that I’m aware of the tricks Alex is likely to employ when we’re face to face again shortly. This court appearance might ostensibly be for his sentencing, however I’m cognisant that it’s another opportunity for him to use the microphone the legal system has thrust in his face to beat me down emotionally. 

      His gang of female supporters have hardly been subtle about their plans for today. 

      Before I deactivated my social media accounts a few months ago, comments like the ones thrown at me by the woman running alongside the barrier keeping the crowd away from us were a daily occurrence. As a girl raised to believe in sisterhood, discovering that some women will sell out their so-called sisters for a man’s attention has been a hard lesson to learn. If it wasn’t for Nadia’s complete loyalty, the solid camaraderie provided by the Moscato & Monet club, and the support of the Shamrocks’ old ladies, my faith in women would be gone. 

      Because Alex’s female supporters are vicious. 

      They call themselves “the chosen Cherubim”. There’s over ten in the main group, along with twenty or so other members who float around on the periphery. Most of them have grown their hair halfway to their butts, dyed it blonde, or purchased wigs to match my length and colour. They pile their hair into high, messy buns, stick blue contacts in their eyes, dress in tight, low-cut tops, and body-hugging jeans, and pose with Harley-Davidsons they couldn’t even start, let alone ride.  

      It’s their “Jezebel ensemble”—harking back to the vile words Alex berated my psyche with during his physical attack. 

      Their clothes and behaviour are supposed to be part of an effort to shame me into telling the truth about their leader. 

      In another attempt at public shaming, they film themselves reading Alex’s letters to me, all the while displaying a “Property of the King” patch on the vests they wear to mimic biker culture. With disturbing regularity, they post the videos online and in the social media groups they run. Occasionally, they take out full-page adverts in the paper to “set the record straight”. One of them runs the “Angel watch” blog that reports my movements. A few of them regularly meet with Alex at the mansion where he’s supposed to be on tightly regulated home detention. Every interaction is filmed and edited to make Alex look like a victim of my maliciousness, then distributed to as many public sources as possible. 

      It’s a circus. One I can’t seem to avoid, especially when they hide out on my university campus and ambush me as I leave class. None of the dozen restraining orders I’ve been granted have been upheld, which isn’t a surprise since Alex’s dad, Joseph Kingsley, runs the police. My legal team, led by the Shamrocks legal eagle, Gabriel Abaddon, tries to keep me out of their sights, but these women are relentless. 

      And so is Australia’s media. 

      Too many so-called journalists, those self-purported professionals whose job it is to spread the truth, have shown their arses to count. They’ve brought into the whorish daughter of notorious biker uses the #MeToo movement to take down the upstanding son of anti-corruption politician narrative being pushed by Alex’s team. And when that hasn’t been enough fodder to keep the clickbait hounds raging, they’ve added new rumours to the mix. 

      Day after day; they manage to stoop a little lower. 

      Rehashing Slash’s criminal case. 

      Spreading lies about Sander’s drug use. 

      Accusing Zeke of being the man responsible for Alex’s assault on me. 

      One of the Sunday night current affairs shows recently aired a special where Alex was interviewed about his version of events. The program, for which Alex was paid to sit down, one on one, with a pre-eminent interviewer who once worked as a lobbyist for his dad, confected the story of a man at risk of being wrongly incarcerated by the lies of a young woman who’s been brainwashed by “purity culture.” They espoused a theory about my so-called need to remain virtuous for my “biker betrothed.” It was also during this discussion that Alex alleged it was Zeke who beat and raped me as reprisal for my “unsanctioned” love affair with an upstanding politician’s son and alluded to the Shamrocks covering up his crime by forcing me into pointing the finger at Alex. 

      Their narrative was simple. It was a win-win for the Shamrocks. They stopped their club from fracturing and destroyed Joseph Kingsley, the anti-corruption political candidate, before the upcoming election where he planned to run for state Premier. 

      If Alex’s story was a movie script, it would be thrown out of the writer’s room for being too contrived. Unfortunately, the citizens of Western Australia are lapping up the charade and tuning in for more… in between baying for my blood and ringing into talk-back radio to demand the police shut down all motorcycle clubs. 

      Hence the reason why the men escorting me into the courtroom today aren’t wearing their colours. The Black Shamrocks MC is public enemy number two—I’m number one, of course. We’re hunted by the media and looked down on by the same communities we’ve supported since the end of the Vietnam War with toy runs at Christmas for the kids who’d otherwise miss out on a present under their tree and poker runs to fundraise money for those in need. Even more of a problem is the attitude other clubs and criminal organisations have toward us. 

      The Cerulli Famiglia have threatened to ally with the Maddison clan against us. 

      The Ten Thousand Sons Triad are moving their products through our ports without fear of reprisal. 

      The Bishops of Bloodshed are pushing into our turf, using the public and political scrutiny we’re under as a shield from any reprisal we would once have rained down on them. 

      The New Trinity, or La Trinitat Nova as they are better known, has called for a sit-down to discuss our ongoing allegiance to them. As the first and final word on literally everything, political, financial, social, and spiritual, possessing the Trinity’s blessing is both protection and validation. Without it, we are as legitimate as the Maddison clan—the Irish mob led by Alex’s maternal grandfather. 

      To say that the Shamrocks are on the cusp of war would be an understatement… 

      We’re heading toward total annihilation of our fifty years of tradition and brotherhood with a madman at the helm and three of the biggest criminal organisations in Australia breathing down our neck. My father seized on the club’s distraction after my assault to pull off a bloodless coup. He usurped Hades’ role as president, using his terminal cancer diagnosis as an excuse to depose him, while also stealing Zeke’s legacy in one fell swoop. After pleading for the chance to change the club for the better and vowing to mentor Zeke so he can take his rightful place “once he’s older and wiser”, Dad and his slight majority have made it clear that they are willing to take the Shamrocks in the opposite direction set out in the original constitution by the club’s founding six. 

      The Shamrocks are splintering, and I can’t help but blame myself for it. 

      If only I’d stayed away from Alex… 

      “Mr. Kingsley, will you stand up, please?” The justice orders in a solemn tone after she bangs her gavel twice. 

      I blink fast, my eyes stinging as I realise that I’ve gotten lost in my head once again. Somehow, Zeke and Slash have managed to help me unconsciously navigate the media at the front of the courthouse, the crazies, the metal detectors and bag check, and take a seat on what I’ve come to think of as my side of the courtroom. Although I know my absentmindedness is becoming dangerous, my brain remains incapable of doing anything productive other than worrying about all the problems my bad decision has caused. 

      At that thought, a shiver of foreboding runs the length of my spine. 

      My stomach flip-flops. 

      What if, despite his guilty plea, Alex walks away scot-free?

      God, I hope not. 

      Sandwiched between Zeke and Slash, I rub my palms along my thighs, then cross my fingers and slide my hands under my legs to hide my superstitious behaviour from Zeke. 

      “Shoulda put a bullet in his head,” Sander grumbles from behind me. “Motherfucker shouldn’t be breathin’ the same air as you, let alone lookin’ your way.” 

      “Hush,” Nadia warns him. I shoot her a grateful look over my shoulder and she offers me a tight grimace. “We don’t need the bailiff to drag you out again. You made the six o’clock news last time.” 

      Slash chuckles under his breath, then he holds up his hands. 

      His fingers are crossed like mine. 

      “Prayin’ you receive a belated birthday present,” he murmurs. 

      Thoughts of my recent nineteenth birthday, the first anniversary of Alex’s attack, a mess of a night where I spiralled mentally, try to push to the forefront of my mind. I refuse them access. The self-inflicted scars on my thighs and lower belly are enough of a reminder without allowing my traitorous brain to remind me of how weak I am. 

      How Alex’s poison lives inside me… 

      When Alexander pushes to his feet with an easy grace he has no right to possess, I blindly seek out Zeke’s touch. He links our fingers and pulls our intertwined hands onto his lap. Resting heavily against my boyfriend, I try my hardest to keep my breath steady and my body from shaking as the justice skims over the document in front of her. 

      “We can go outside, if you want?” Slash whispers. Careful not to startle me as he reaches for my other hand, he slants an expression filled with empathy my way. “You don’t needa be here for this.” 

      “I do.” After dragging my gaze from the back of Alex’s head, I offer my worried friend a loaded look. “Won’t be able to sleep, eat, drink, breathe unless I hear the outcome with my own ears and see it with my own eyes.” 

      With a sharp nod, Slash concedes my point. He turns slightly to use his chin to direct my attention toward Sander. I angle my head, and my mouth runs dry when I find my twin dashing at his eyes with the back of his hand. Nadia loops her arm around his neck and pulls his face to her shoulder. Next to her, Slash’s mum, Crystal, sits ramrod straight. She holds up her “Justice should be blind” sign and glares at any of Alex’s supporters whenever they make the mistake of meeting her eyes. 

      I offer her a watery smile when Crystal slips Sander a tissue and orders, “Shoulders square, chin up.” 

      To his credit, Sander does exactly as he’s told. 

      When he glances my way, I pretend I can’t see his red-rimmed eyes. With a squeeze of my fingers, Zeke steals my attention from my twin. He looks around the courtroom, at anyone but the man my father refuses to grant him the permission to kill, and I follow his focus. The long benches on the prosecution side are filled with my supporters. On the other side of Sander, my three younger brothers fill out the row. Behind them, the old ladies of the Black Shamrocks MC offer their silent but solid support. 

      Row after row, from my spot at the front, to the double doors all the way at the back, is occupied by big men in dirty denim and long-sleeved T-shirts—stripped of their Shamrocks cut and colours. From prospects to lifers who’ve been in the club longer than I’ve been alive, from the Perth chapter to those from the east coast, the Shamrocks have turned out to support me. Each man has had his life turned on its head by my dumb choice, yet they’re all here. 

      Sitting with me. 

      Encouraging me. 

      Protecting me. 

      Unlike my father… and Charlie. 

      As soon as thoughts of Dad push their way into my head, I shove them back out. I don’t have the bandwidth to process his betrayal, not that any level of comprehension will help me understand his reasons for secretly sanctioning a union between me and the heir to the Maddison clan. 

      It doesn’t make sense. 

      It’s never been part of the biker life. 

      Arranged marriages are more the bailiwick of the mafia and the Trinity. 

      Even then, the women involved are aware they’re being used to create a blood bond. 

      Not that it makes any difference. 

      It’s over now. 

      Dad might’ve won some battles, but he lost that fight. I’m free to choose my own partner, and I’ve made it clear that I choose Zeke. I’ve been in love with him since I was thirteen, and despite some bumps in our road to togetherness, he loves me in return.  

      Dirty as I am. 

      Broken as I am. 

      Zeke has made it clear that I’m it for him.  

      As my mind tries to bombard me with memories of Alex’s attack on my eighteenth birthday, I force myself to focus elsewhere. I take in the stark contrast between the rough men on my side and the well-dressed politicians, businessmen, weeping socialites, and other supporters sitting behind Alex. The difference in our social standing has been well documented by the converging press. The sides of this trial are delineated with or without the presence of the Shamrocks patch. When the man accused of violent rape and grievous bodily harm is the only son of the minister for police and his victim is the daughter of an MC president, unfavourable comparisons are expected. 

      I’m the dirty biker whore who took down the crown prince of Western Australia. 

      Alex is the unfortunate dupe caught in my lewd net. 

      God forbid the truth impedes a clever soundbite… 

      “Face forward, Mr. Kingsley,” Justice Thompson demands. “I’d hate to hold you in contempt at such a late stage.” 

      My head snaps to the front of the courtroom. I lock eyes with Alex, who’s turned around to look at me. My heart stops. My lungs empty out. I’m frozen in place as he awkwardly blows me a kiss using his handcuffed hands, then winks. Next to me, Zeke growls and moves to stand. I shake myself free of the weird thrall Alex creates and stay my man with a strong squeeze of his closest thigh. 

      “Gonna kill him if he looks at you again.” 

      “No, you’re not,” I tell Zeke, even though I’d love nothing more than Alex to die. “That’ll only make things worse.” 

      “It’ll make me feel a fuckova lot better.” 

      While the justice clears her throat, and scowls at Alex as he slowly resumes facing her, I lean into Zeke and whisper, “I won’t lose you, not to him, not to whatever revenge his father cooks up to pay us back for damaging his family’s reputation and destroying his chance of becoming the state’s Premier, and definitely not to my father’s games. There’s a reason Dad won’t sanction Alex’s death, so until we know what it is, you’ll use your brain and respect my call for restraint.” 

      The muscle in Zeke’s jaw works as he stops himself from saying what he really thinks to settle for placating me. “I’ll—” Slash makes a rumbling sound that vibrates his chest, and Toker matches it with one of his own from the other side of Zeke. “—we’ll respect it, sweet thing, doesn’t mean we agree with it.” 

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” 

      “For the rape of Miss Lilianna Scarlett Mayberry.” As the justice continues speaking, we all face forward. “The offender is sentenced to imprisonment for a term of five years and seven months. The non-parole period is one of two years and four months and will include all time served as of this date.” 

      “Holy fuck!” Sander exclaims as Alex’s side recoils in shock at the sentence. “He’s actually goin’ to prison, not a psych ward?” 

      “Keep calm,” Crystal chides. She lays a hand on my shoulder and everyone sitting around me pretends to ignore the way I startle at her light touch. I swallow hard, biting my tongue so I don’t scream at her to get away from me while my skin crawls beneath the pressure of her fingers. “The second charge is the big one.” 

      “Not sure how beatin’ someone half to death is worse than rapin’ them half to death,” Nadia mutters. “Fucking men and their bullshit laws.” 

      Crystal grumbles something under her breath that sounds like agreement. 

      “For the aggravated grievous bodily harm of Lilianna Scarlett Mayberry, the offender is sentenced to imprisonment for a term of eight years and one month. Due to the mitigating factors presented by the defence, I have used the guidelines provided to offer a special dispensation for good behaviour and the completion of an appropriate mental health program whilst determining the non-parole period. In due course, the non-parole period for this sentence is no less than five years and eleven months. This will be served concurrently with the previous sentence, however time already served will not count.” 

      “Less than six years,” I murmur under my breath. “Six years until he comes back for me.” 

      “He won’t get within spittin’ distance of you ever again,” Zeke promises. 

      I want to agree with him, but I can’t. 

      Alex is a monster. 

      Evil personified. 

      And everyone knows that evil monsters don’t just fade into the darkness in the face of defeat. Monsters can’t quit. They don’t have the capacity to accept defeat. Instead, they bide their time, lick their wounds while they plot and plan, grow more devious by the day, until they invade the light and drag their obsession back into hell with them. 

      My monster will come back for me. 

      When he returns, I need to be strong enough to defeat him.
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        Four and a half years later

      

      

      

      I’m reaching the point in my cross-stitch where I want to throw in the towel. With my propensity to skip around the pattern to stitch the same colour all at once, I always find that I’ve miscounted when I go back to fill in the more unique colours. My sloppiness irritates me, the need to rework parts feels like an indictment of my incompetence. Of course, it doesn’t help that I can hear Serena’s voice in my head, chiding me for my impatience, every time I have to redo a section. 

      Serena Abaddon is the oldest club princess from the Black Shamrocks MC Philadelphia chapter, and after her visit to Australia for my eighteenth birthday, we fell into the habit of sending each other pieces of handcrafted, one-of-a-kind, adult art. 

      And by adult art, I mean cocks. 

      Embroidered cocks. 

      Watercolour cocks. 

      Knitted cocks. 

      Clay cocks. 

      My mother started the Moscato and Monet club for the old ladies back before I was born, and I kept it going after she died. When I introduced the American old ladies to the club during their Australian trip, we stuck to watercolour, paint-by-number pieces that I sourced from an online adult superstore. Serena is the one who took the original incarnation of the old ladies’ club global and started the competition to see who could create the most unique piece of cock art. 

      She won our last battle with a hand-painted ceramic tea kettle that had an unusually decorated spout. It was a housewarming present sent to Zeke and me, one that had us laughing at six in the morning when I poured a cup of tea and discovered what the pattern looked like when I tipped it on an angle.

      My creation is a collage of dicks—circumcised and uncircumcised. They are flaccid, hard, and ejaculating. A smorgasbord of male genitalia. The design is being stitched to a piece of satin that another Black Shamrocks MC biker princess, Ziva, is going to glue to Serena’s graduation cap for me. My friend is a perpetual student with a collection of degrees, so I’m not ruining a pivotal memory with my prank. It’s annoying that I can’t be there, but the US members of our club will film the presentation of the mortarboard for me. That way I can revel in my win on my own time, even though Serena is likely to wear it with pride every chance she gets, since that’s just the type of girl she is. 

      Totally unflappable. 

      Perfectly poised. 

      The opposite of me. 

      “Now I just need to get it finished in time,” I grumble to myself. 

      On the muted television that’s lighting up the early morning dawn, Klaus Michaelson expertly dispatches someone who’s displeased him. Most likely a family member—which is an inclination I find myself battling more and more as my four younger brothers get older. I allow my gaze to drift from my cross-stitch to the screen a second before the piece of satin is gently snatched out of my grasp and I’m pushed backward on the couch. 

      “Good mornin’, metukà shelì,” my fiancé tells me in a growly voice as he pins my arms over my head. Above me, Zeke’s hungry gaze roams my face. His pupils contract, his multi-coloured irises take on a lusty light that brightens the blue rings around them. He bites down on his full bottom lip, shaking his head. “Fuck… you’re beautiful.” 

      It’s more than five years since Alex raped and beat me, yet I still can’t accept compliments without hearing his voice in my head adding his commentary. Informing me how unworthy I am. Calling me a Jezebel. Telling me that he’ll always be in me. Reminding me how easy it is for men to deceive. 

      The smile that I offer Zeke is genuine. 

      It’s also a lie. 

      He makes me feel beautiful. 

      It’s my mind that tells me I’m ugly. 

      “Yeah,” I say as I strain against his grip. In an effort to drown out Alex’s voice, I use one of the distraction techniques my therapist taught me. “Does that mean you’ll bow down before me?” Lifting my head as far as I can, I nip at his bearded chin with my teeth, then tease him in a light tone. “After all, you’re the one who tells me beauty like mine deserves to be worshipped.” 

      “Like this?” Zeke uses his free hand to slide the hem of the t-shirt I’m wearing toward my collarbones. Once my upper body is exposed, he dips his head and the longer tresses of his bronze-brown hair flop forward over his forehead. He twirls his tongue around my left nipple. The sensitive flesh tightens, my skin electrifying when he runs his tongue across the valley of my cleavage to lavish attention on my right breast. “Is that the kinda worshippin’ you want, sweet thing?” 

      “It’s a good start.” My breathy response makes Zeke chuckle. “But I’m sure a talented man like you can do better.” 

      “Better, she says,” my fiancé teases me with a smirk. “That sounds like a challenge, Lil. And you know I never back down from a challenge.” 

      Lowering my gaze, I regard him through my eyelashes. “You have fifteen minutes before I need to be in the shower. Gabriel’s called an early meeting.” 

      “A challenge with a time limit. Looks like my woman’s really layin’ down the gauntlet this mornin’.” 

      Before I can respond, Zeke is moving above me. He makes quick work of securing my hands over my head with the t-shirt I stole from the back of the chair he uses as a half-way house for his clothing before they’re dirty enough to be added to the laundry hamper. The panties I’m wearing are ripped at the waistband, then tied around my ankles, and he has my arse in his hands as he pulls me to the edge of the couch. 

      “Zeke?” I hate the fear in my voice. It’s the same terror that I know he can see in my face. “I don’t know if⁠—”

      “Keep your eyes on me.” The take-no-prisoners tone he invokes is exactly what I need. “Trust me, metukà shelì… I’ll take care of you.” 

      His Hebrew endearment makes my heart race even faster. 

      Being Zeke’s little sweetheart is my favourite role in life. 

      His eyes narrow when I hesitate before stating. “I know.” 

      My bomb-proof man never looks unsure of himself—especially when it comes to dealing with me and my trauma-induced quirks. Today, though, his throat works as he peers down at me with a strange glint in his eyes. It takes me a second to decipher his expression, but when I do, my heart sinks. 

      I’ve made him uncertain. 

      “Say it again, sweet thing. Tell me you trust me like you trust no one else.” 

      “I trust you, Zeke.” 

      This time, my answer is immediate. I don’t hesitate, responding in a breathy rush, not because I’m trying to hide the truth that my faith in him has wavered—it hasn’t—but to show him that I have complete confidence in his ability to protect me. 

      It’s me I don’t trust. 

      My mind. 

      My choices. 

      My thoughts. 

      Destroyed. Dangerous. Disgraced. 

      What if I make a bad decision that puts Zeke at risk this time? 

      “Eyes on mine.” Zeke’s demand shatters the shame spiral I’m caught in. His fingers bite into the soft flesh on the inside of my thighs as he pushes my legs open. Exposed to the morning air and his ravenous gaze, I squirm. It’s too intense. Being bare before the man I love. Exposed to our emotional connection. Trapped by the trust, I promised him. “Let me worship you, Lily. Let me show you exactly how much I love ya, sweet thing.” 

      Unarmed, naked, and on his knees before me, Zeke is as vulnerable as I am. It’s rare to see him without his cut and at least one weapon strapped to his body or within reach. His lack of defence soothes me. Reminds me that our trust goes two ways. I’m the only person he reveals his full self to; he’s the only person I allow to see my brokenness, which helps me shake off Alex’s poison to concentrate on the man who would literally kill for me. 

      When Zeke dips his head to press the flattened tip of his tongue to my clit, my hips jerk, my butt lifts from the couch. His grip on my thighs tightens, holding me in place, forcing me to accept every touch. Lapping at me with his tongue, working me over with dedication, the powerful man kneeling between my legs trails his fingertips over my skin. He tap-dances along my hip bones, runs his palms over my abdomen to cradle the underside of my breasts. 

      All the while, his tongue doesn’t stop moving. 

      He licks my clit, making shapes that curl my toes. 

      He spears my entrance, and I jolt at the sensation. 

      When Zeke’s thumbs flick over my nipples, I curl upright. His big tattoo-covered body stops me from moving, my arms caught in the knotted t-shirt, my ankles bound by my tattered panties. After he nips at my clit with his teeth, one tattooed hand drops between my thighs. A light spanking of my clit is the only warning I get before two fingers are pushed inside my overstimulated body. My walls clamp down on his fingers, the telltale tingle of an impending orgasm building in my lower belly. 

      “That’s right, sweet thing. Keep your eyes on me,” Zeke croons. His breath is warm where it flows over my sensitive flesh. He pumps his fingers faster. I arch my back as my thighs start to tremble. “Yeah, Lily. There ya go. You’re gonna come. Aren’t ya, sweet thing?” 

      “Zeke,” I whimper his name as he drives me toward the abyss. “God.” 

      “Come on, Cherub, you’re almost there.” My walls spasm, gripping his fingers tight as my hips move of their own volition. The rhythm of his thrusting hand gains tempo. I throw my head back as far as I can, moaning when Zeke tweaks one of my nipples and hums over my clit. “That’s right, sweet thing. Ride that wave. Come on my hand.” The sounds I make as I tumble over the edge of blossoming bliss into ecstasy would be embarrassing if I was conscious of them. “Good girl, Lil. So beautiful. Flushed and needin’ a hard fuck… after I make you come again, that is.” 

      Before I can come back down to earth, Zeke frees my limbs, then sweeps me from the couch and tosses me over his shoulder. He carries me through our living room, down the long hall, and into our bedroom. I expect to be thrown onto the bed and covered with his body, but he keeps moving. The sound of the shower being turned on is the only clue I have to the location of my promised second orgasm before Zeke steps under the waterfall and then I’m lowered to my feet. 

      “Gonna fuck you now, sweet thing.” 

      Trapped between Zeke’s body and the cold tiled wall at my back, I smile. Pressing my palms to his cheeks, I pillow my breasts against his chest and plaster my body to his. I make him angle his face so I can kiss his forehead, then I press my lips to Zeke’s. 

      “I love you.” After running my teeth over his bottom lip, I kiss him a second time. “To the moon and back.” 

      “Fuck the moon, metukà shelì. I love you to Neptune and back.” He grins at me. “It’s the furthest planet from earth.” 

      “You got that little fact from Hunter, didn’t you?” 

      The humour in Zeke’s gaze doesn’t match the faux urgency in his voice when he tells me, “Never wanna hear you mention that little shit when I’m about to put my dick in you.” 

      “I’m getting dick, am I?” I tilt my head to the side, then slide my hand between our bodies. “This dick?” 

      “This dick,” Zeke responds, tipping his head back when I work him up and down with my hand. “Definitely this dick, only ever this dick, sweet thing.” 

      My teeth are cruel as I nip at the cords in his neck and the soft skin above his collar bone. My grip on his hard length increases, my thumb brushing the sensitive underside of his circumcised head on each up stroke. I jack him off with longer pumps, edging him in the way he hates to love. When I lick my way along his collarbone, from his shoulder to the notch at the base of his throat, Zeke growls. I slow down my ministrations, lowering my head to press a kiss to the tattoo of my nickname where it sits right over his heart, then I catch his pierced left nipple between my teeth and tug hard. 

      “Fuck,” he hisses. 

      “You ready to fuck?” I ask with amusement when his hips buck as I jack him off. “Or would you rather come on me?” 

      “Sweet thing.” Zeke knocks my hand away. His fingertips, each knuckle inked with a letter that spells out GOOD NITE when he holds his fists together, bite into my hips when he turns me around and kicks my feet apart. I don’t have time to catch myself against the wall before he has the head of his cock notched at the entrance of my pussy. “Gonna fuck you so hard you see stars.” 

      And with one swift pump of his hips, he makes good on that promise. 

      It’s hard. 

      It’s fast. 

      It’s wet. 

      It’s savage. 

      It’s perfect. 

      “Zeke. Zeke. Zeke,” I cry out his name as another climax ratchets its way through my body. Neon colours burst in my vision when I screw my eyes shut to ride out the waves of oblivion. “God. Yes. Fuck.” 

      His hand snakes up to cup my throat and he pulls my head back to rest on his shoulder. “Good girl. Grip me with that tight cunt while I fill you.” The staccato pumps of his hips punctuate his words as he reaches his own orgasm. “Fuckin’ hell, sweet thing. Love the way you take every inch of me.” 

      Once he’s caught his breath, he kisses me until I’m panting, then turns me so I’m under the water. My grin is wide when he leaves me alone to finish my shower. Conscious of the time, and cognisant that missing an early meeting with Gabriel would be career suicide at this point, I hurry through my morning routine at warp speed. Once I’m dressed in a pencil skirt and silky shirt, and my damp hair is gathered into a knot on the top of my head, I stagger past Zeke. With my handbag slung over my shoulder and one of my heels in my hand while I attempt to slide my foot into the other, I’m a flustered mess. 

      Zeke bites back a smirk as he butters toast. 

      I narrow my eyes, daring him to laugh. 

      Smart man that he is, my fiancé chooses to humour me. 

      “Here you go, sweet thing. Ladies first…” 

      I snatch the piece of Vegemite toast Zeke hands me, clamping it between my teeth as I lean against the wall to put my other shoe on. My man grins at me over the top of his coffee mug while I swallow down my breakfast with the least amount of chewing possible. Once Zeke has exchanged my uneaten crust for a travel mug of coffee, I stop to take him in. He’s almost dressed for the day, sporting his usual black jeans, Shamrocks t-shirt, and boots. 

      Looks like he has club business today. 

      “Don’t you need your laptop?” he asks while I eat him up with my gaze. After I nod, Zeke tosses his cut onto the kitchen table next to me, then passes me a second piece of toast. “I’ll grab it while you eat. 

      His carelessness has caused an envelope to slide out of the inner pocket of his leather cut. At the sight of the familiar handwriting, I recoil from the missive like it’s a bomb. My entire body shakes as I grab the pen I unconsciously tucked behind my ear as I got dressed and use it to push the envelope back into the worn Black Shamrocks MC vest. 

      I can’t bear to touch it, not knowing that he’s infected it. 

      If I was brave, I’d tell Zeke that I know Alex still writes to me. 

      But I’m not brave. 

      And I don’t want to be brave. 

      Not yet… at least. 

      So, my fiancé can continue to intercept Alex’s poisonous missives, and I’ll pretend that I have no clue that my monster still hunts me. It might be the coward’s way out. It might even backfire in the long run. I don’t care right now, because I understand Zeke’s choice to keep the letters from me. I understand his need to protect me from the things he can control. Because we still have over a year before Alex is free. More than seventeen months to create a plan. More than a year to get brave. More than enough time to ensure that when he comes for me, I’ll have an army at my back. 

      Because I know I can’t beat him alone. 

      I also know that Zeke can’t take him on without me at his side. 

      Alex is too smart. 

      Too dangerous. 

      Too desperate. 

      He’s been defeated once… that means he won’t underestimate us when the next round in our war commences.
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      “You have a bloody clue why he rescheduled church to today?” I ask my best friend, Slash, as we lean against the wall opposite the double doors leading into the chapel where we hold club meetings. “Seems strange. One minute, everythin’s normal. The next, he’s rumblin’ around the clubhouse like a bear with a sore fuckin’ head, demandin’ that we move church to Thursdays after fifty damn years of it being held on the first Monday of the month.” 

      After plucking the unlit cigarette that’s dangling from between my lips and lighting it up, Slash shrugs. “Alls I know is he’s losin’ it… and not in a good way. Used to be that—issues with how he took the gavel aside—he led from the front, nowadays it seems he’s fuckin’ with our traditions even more than he did five years ago.” 

      With his succinct, and brutally honest, description of our president aired in a voice loud enough for everyone waiting for Brutus to call us into the chapel to hear, I expect some of the old-timers to kick up a fuss. Loyalty is a big thing in an MC, and even though the VP patch now sits on the left side of my cut, there’s some who remain displeased about my promotion. Despite the fact I should be president, not Brutus, the naysayers could use this conversation to push for a re-vote. 

      Strangely, all Slash’s pronouncement receives is a few murmurs of agreement. 

      We exchange looks, then lapse into silence. 

      Maybe we’re not the only ones growing frustrated with Brutus’ latest antics? 

      Slash blows smoke in my face, and I do my best not to give him the reaction he’s seeking. Namely, snatching the cigarette back and sucking down the calming nicotine that I’m trying so hard to avoid. If I do that, he will tattletale to my woman and watch her ream me a new one for breaking my promise to her. 

      It’s becoming a bit of a joke around here—my inability to say no to Lily. 

      She casually mentions how much she dislikes the smell on me, and the next day, I’m doing my best to quit. Of course, my brothers can’t leave well enough alone and just let me get on with it. 

      That’s not how our brotherhood works. 

      Nope. We much prefer to take the piss out of each other. 

      The moment I announced I was giving up smoking after fifteen years, suddenly everyone in the MC became a smoker. Noxious clouds hang in every room as they all puff away. I’ve been offered more cigarettes than one man can possibly smoke in a lifetime. Even my dad, the ex-president who was forced aside while he delayed lung cancer’s victory, is in on the gag. He’s gone as far as to buy me a pack for the first time in my life. 

      It doesn’t matter. 

      They can laugh it up all they want. 

      If it’s in my power, Lily gets what Lily wants. 

      She’s been through more than enough bullshit in her twenty-three years of life. It’ll take more than some good-natured but malicious mocking and sabotage from my brothers to force me to give her a reason to frown again. 

      “Five minutes.” Slash’s father, Angelis, sticks his head out of the chapel where he’s been huddled with Brutus and a couple other old timers while the rest of us wait to be called in. 

      With my recent promotion to VP, I should be in there with them. I would be in there, except Brutus locked the doors before I could enter. As much as my pride rankled and my sense of justice flared, I decided it wasn’t worth kicking up a stink since the pang in my gut warned me that that was what he wanted from me. 

      Angelis peers at me, then at his son, and a strange expression flits across his face before he quickly schools his features into something more neutral. “Phones will needa go in the box for this one… and it’s gonna take some time. Make sure you’ve made ya calls before we start.” 

      Angelis has barely finished speaking and I’ve already dragged my phone out of the inner pocket of my cut. With a quick touch that speaks to years of practice, I open my mobile without looking and call my woman. Her phone rings five times, and I’m about to end the call and send her a text instead, when she answers. 

      “Zeke,” Lily whispers down the line. “Stuck in a meeting. Can’t talk. Love you.” 

      She ends the call, and I pull the silent device from my ear to stare at it. With a shake of my head, I type out a warning that I will probably be a little late to escort her home, so she should wait for me at her office. 

      Lily’s boss, Gabriel Abaddon, is related by blood to the president of the US mother chapter, so I know she’s safe under his supervision. If it came to it, he’d take a bullet or a life to protect her. Which may come in handy if Lily discovers what I’ve been hiding from her for the past two weeks before I can cook us a nice dinner and confess tonight. 

      I might be the one needing protection… from my woman. 

      “She hung up on you?” Lily’s cousin, Toker, interrupts my internal worrying with a chuckle. He grins, waiting for me to respond to his cheeky goading. I press send on my texts, then regard him with an impassive stare. When I don’t reply, Toker raises his voice so the others can hear and mocks me in a babyish tone. “Someone needs to g-wive Venom a widdle hug… widdle Cherub isn’t taking his c-walls.” 

      Ignoring the way everyone laughs at his wisecrack, I run my gaze over my phone’s wallpaper, taking in the smile that curls Lily’s generous lips and the happiness that lights up her expression as we posed together for an impromptu selfie in bed a few months ago. Her blonde hair is a mess. My arm is behind her head, wrapped around her shoulders to hold her in place since she’d tried to slip away from me by claiming morning breath. The bright blue eyes that I adore, so full of life and love, are fixed on me instead of the camera. 

      Lily looks at me like I hold the answers to every question in the universe. 

      It’s intoxicating. 

      Sustaining. 

      I allow the contentment I felt that morning to flood my body, then I slide the device back into my pocket. 

      We’re solid. 

      She’s stronger than ever. 

      I’m being paranoid. 

      So, despite the danger today presents, and the fact she’s going to be filthy with rage when I finally tell her the truth, I force myself to drag in a steadying breath. Nothing’s going to go wrong. Not today. Not ever. I need to put my trust in the precautions I have in place to keep her safe. 

      There’s next to zero chance Lily’s crazy ex will be dumb enough to strike out at her on his first day of freedom. Can’t say that really comforts me. Not when I never imagined he’d have the balls to hurt her like he did five years ago. 

      What I can take comfort in is the club. 

      Every member of the Shamrocks would die for her. 

      Lily is my woman, but she’s their little Cherub. Only the second girl born into the club in more than five decades. They worship the ground she walks on and hang on to every word she speaks, like her thoughts are the most precious thing they’ll ever possess. 

      The Black Shamrocks’ devotion to her is enduring and unbreakable. 

      Which I’m beyond thankful for, since nothing about Alexander Kingsley is predictable. 

      He’s fixated on Lily, craves her more than he does his next breath, and no amount of pain has been able to break his obsession with her. I know this first-hand because I went behind her back to organise for the Shamrocks on the inside to pay him a few visits before his daddy pulled the right strings to get him protected from me. 

      The piece of shit still sends her love letters, threats, and the occasional rambling apology. First, they came to my old address, then the Shamrocks compound, and now they’re sent to Gabriel’s firm. After the emotional backslide Lily had from his first letter, I make sure everything is given to me. I make it my job to ensure Alex’s vile words never touch Lily’s growing confidence. As the years have passed, it’s gotten harder to anticipate his next plan to contact her. He’s persistent. Determined. Compulsive in a way that he doesn’t seem able to control. Knowing that he’s about to be released from the legal and physical restraints forcing him to leave Lily alone has kept me awake at night since I found out his release date. 

      “Don’t pout about it,” Toker states. For a moment, I wonder if I said my last thought out loud. My worry dies when he swaps sides of the hallway, invading my space so he can nudge my shoulder with his. In a hushed tone, he tells me, “You must’ve known she was gonna baulk at your overprotective tendencies, eventually? It’s been years, Venom… let it go. With us at her back, Lilianna’s as safe as anyone can be in this fucked-up world.” 

      The way he says her real name rather than her nickname, with the smallest inflection that telegraphs the tiny crack that remains in his faith in the Shamrocks after our failure more than five years ago, doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence. 

      “Yeah. Maybe.” 

      “You saved her.” Toker bumps my shoulder a second time, this time with complete seriousness. “Be happy about that rather than courtin’ trouble you don’t need.” 

      Since only a few in the club are privy to the true extent of the damage wrought by Lily’s ex, I take a quick peek around the thirty or so brothers who are waiting, with varying degrees of patience, for Brutus to call church to order. No one seems to be paying us any attention, so I lean back against the wall, drop my chin to my chest, and tell the two men standing on either side of me the secret I’ve been keeping for the past fortnight. 

      “He was let out this mornin’. Seventeen fuckin’ months early… for good behaviour, if you can believe that shit. No parole. Nothin’. Time served and a clean slate.” 

      Not needing me to spell out who he is, Slash glares down at me. “Did you tell her?” 

      I shake my head. 

      “Fuckin’ idiot,” he retorts. “She’s gonna hang you by the balls when she finds out.” 

      Toker snorts. “Brother, his balls’ll be the least of his worries. Cherub’s gonna skin him alive.” 

      “Rather risk my balls than watch her unravel,” I mutter. “Won’t risk that ’til I’m certain he’s intent on doin’ more than sendin’ her a letter, every now and then. Plus, he ain’t stupid. He won’t try anythin’ today… not on his first day out.” 

      After a heavy pause, they both reply, “True.” 

      The subject is dropped when Brutus finally pulls the doors to the chapel open. He steps aside so we can all file inside and take our places around the rectangular wooden table that dominates the room. Solid oak with our logo carved into it, a gavel sits at the head, and the president’s throne—as Slash likes to call it—sits behind it. The two chairs on either side of the throne are a little more ornate than the ones that circle the rest of the table and line the two walls parallel to the longest sides of the table. 

      The VP and the SAA sit at the president’s six. 

      One by one, we toss our phones into the mesh-and-leather box our technology officer, Cub, built to stop our mobiles from being tapped or traced while we’re discussing club business. Once I’ve reluctantly let mine go, I drop down into the VP’s chair that sits to the left of Brutus’ seat and wait for my president to call church to order. 

      For some reason, he’s in no hurry to get things moving. 

      Rather than pick up the gavel, Brutus moseys around the table, taking his time to chat with some of the old-timers. It doesn’t escape my notice that the men he speaks to the longest are the ones who’ve made their displeasure at my new role known in one way or another. 

      “Don’t… let… them… get… to… ya.” My dad wheezes from behind me. Since I didn’t think he’d make it into the clubhouse today for my first meeting as VP, I push to my feet and hug him. His shoulders are bony. His too-thin body shakes as he coughs and struggles to catch his breath. Although I’m aware that he loathes it, I hold him a little tighter than usual. 

      “’Preciate you makin’ the effort to be here today.” 

      “Zeke… it’s all… yours. Earned… it. Like… I… did.” 

      Holding him by the shoulders, I slant a look at his face. He’s completely serious. Ghosts from the part of his past he refuses to speak about, flicker across his pale features. I lean back, tilting my head to angle my mouth to his ear. 

      “What are you not sayin’ right now?” 

      Dad juts his chin in the general direction of Brutus. “Ignore… him.” 

      I slant a look at my president, and my anger instantly surges when I notice that Lily’s father has his phone to his ear and is heading out of the chapel. 

      “What the fuck? He’s gonna keep us waitin’ even longer.” I exclaim with a shake of my head. “Needa get Lily from work soon.” 

      “Somethin’s… wrong.” Dad coughs, a hacking sound that makes everyone in our vicinity glance at him with worry in their eyes. “Watch… your… b-back…” 

      Our perimeter alarms sound, cutting off my father’s warning. Not that I need him to finish it. Clearly, he’s cautioning me about Brutus. Having my dad step outside the cone of silence the old-timers maintain, especially the cagey descendants of the founding six like mine, Slash, and Toker’s fathers, confirms that the unease I’ve been feeling since I was promoted to VP isn’t in my head. 

      There is a division brewing in the Shamrocks. 

      One that has me and Brutus at the epicentre. 

      My relationship with my father-in-law-to-be hasn’t been easy since he tried to wed Lily to Alex in exchange for an alliance with the Maddison clan. When he used my distraction during Lily’s recovery to lead a coup that deposed my father and stole my legacy, I pondered whether killing him would be necessary. Then things settled down within the Shamrocks and he followed through on his promise to mentor me, and as much as it filled me with hostility to have my life dictated by a man who tried to marry his daughter off to the enemy, I chose the path of least resistance. 

      I had a shattered woman, her broken twin, and a dying father to protect. 

      Still, I maintained the distrust in my heart and kept a watchful eye. It took witnessing his dedication to the club firsthand to reverse my opinion of him... a little. I remain sceptical as to his long-term plans, but for now, I’m content to be patient, to sit back and watch Brutus lead my brothers into the modern era. 

      I’m secure enough to concentrate on Lily and leave the running of the club to Brutus. 

      Of course, Brutus’ recent motion to promote me to the VP position that had been kept open since he pushed his way into the president’s spot was a step in the right direction. As was his blessing to ask Lily for her hand in marriage a couple years ago. 

      Until today… 

      Until Dad finally warned me out loud… 

      “We needa talk,” I tell my father as the sound of the compound’s alarm invokes my gut instinct. My hair stands on end. My skin crawls with foreboding. “No more secrets. If you’re at the point of outright warnin’ me about him, then it’s time I’m brought into the circle. You, Angelis, Duke, and Cassius can’t keep shit to yourself forever.” 

      My father’s wheezy and halting, “yeah, soon,” follows me out of the rapidly emptying chapel. My best friends are on my heels; Slash and Toker at my six, as always. The rest of the brotherhood is close behind us. We fill the main bar, the locked double doors in front of us the sole barrier between my club and the intruders on the other side. 

      With Brutus nowhere to be seen, the Shamrocks look to me for guidance. 

      I direct my attention to the lanky redhead who’s furiously tapping away on his tablet. “What are you seein’?” 

      “Cops,” Cub informs me as he glances up from his screen. “They’re outside.” 

      I regard the double doors with a cynical look. “How many?” 

      “About forty. From the badges, I’d say it’s the⁠—”

      “Special Response Unit,” a gruff voice shouts through a megaphone before Cub can answer. 

      “Do not draw your weapons,” I shout so my brothers can hear me over the bullhorn. “Do your best to cooperate, but don’t take any unnecessary shit from ’em. Angelis, I need ya to get ahold’a Gabriel. Gotta make sure this visit is legal.” 

      “On it,” Slash’s father replies. 

      The cop with the loudspeaker doles out an order. “We’re aware of a credible bomb threat being made against these premises. Exit the building in an orderly fashion with your hands in the air.” 

      Without giving us time to think, let alone respond to their thin excuse for encroaching on our turf, the Special Response Unit breaches our clubhouse with a battering ram. Guns drawn; heavily armoured officers pour through the busted doors. They aim their weapons at us, gesturing for us to lie down on our stomachs on the floor as multiple, contradictory demands are screamed into the ether. 

      My mind slows down. 

      My gut speeds up. 

      Something feels off about this. 

      Bomb threat? At the compound. Doesn’t seem likely… 

      Our enemies wouldn’t threaten, they’d just blow us to Kingdom Come. 

      Although I previously told my brothers to comply, I raise my hand in the air to tell them to hold their position instead. With obvious distaste, I ask, “Got any paperwork to back this up?” 

      “Don’t need any,” the lead officer sneers. With a slow blink, I allow the full scope of my hatred for the pigs to show on my face. Officer Big Mouth swallows, then he blusters, “No one gives a shit what happens to lowlife bikers.” 

      The cop standing next to him directs the muzzle of his semi-automatic toward the scuffed concrete. “Get on the floor.” 

      Despite knowing they won’t think twice before opening fire if we resist, I still hesitate to do as I’m being told. The churning in my gut is fast enough to make me nauseous. I’m overwhelmed with the need to run back into the chapel and grab my phone, so I can call Lily to warn her. 

      It could be a fatal mistake. 

      Still, it’s a risk I need to take. 

      “Fuck it,” I curse. 

      Swinging around to follow my gut instinct, I haven’t taken more than a step when I feel a barrel prod my kidney. “Get on the floor, Venom.” 

      With a growl, I twist back toward the front of the clubhouse. “I’ll shove that fuckin’—” 

      My threat to tell this prick where his weapon’s going to end up if he pushes me again dies when a familiar face steps between the smashed doors. Every thought, every worry, every half-baked plan to take control of this situation flies out of my head, except for two heart-stopping realisations… 

      One: I underestimated Alex’s craving to possess Lily. 

      Two: My beautiful, barely healed woman is in imminent danger. 

      “Mr. Miles.” Joseph Kingsley greets me with a smirk. He steps over my club brothers where they’re lying face down on the concrete and comes to a stop in front of me. The malicious glint in his gaze turns devious as he quips, “Fancy meeting you here this evening.” 

      “I’m gonna kill you,” I spit from between gritted teeth. “Then I’m gonna carve that rapist son of yours into pieces and scatter him in the Indian Ocean.” 

      “I’m sure you’d love the opportunity.” He nods to himself as he scans my face with his weasel eyes. “But I think we both know Alexander and Lilianna are going to work through their little misunderstanding shortly, after which you’ll be relegated to the trash heap where you always belonged.” 

      “Keep dreamin’, motherfucker. He won’t get within a hundred feet of Lily ever again.” 

      Joseph bares his teeth at me in a toothy grin. “You sound so sure of yourself… it delights me to know how very wrong you are in your assessment of this situation.” Before I can retort, he makes a circle signal with the index finger of his right hand. “Apprehend him.” 

      I spring forward, ready to take out Joseph before he can get to me, only to be knocked down when two of Joseph’s uniformed minions attack me from both sides. My knees hit the floor. My chest follows a second later. Arms pinned to my body, a foot on the back of my head, I continue to fight to free myself. As I battle a kind of fear that I’ve only felt once before, mayhem erupts behind me. My club fights the cops. Hand to hand combat, even as I brace myself for bullets to fly. Although I can see anything other than the polished concrete floor beneath me, I know the Shamrocks are being overwhelmed by the seemingly never-ending stream of cops surging into the main bar. My brothers are taken down, one by one. The sound of someone grunting in pain as they’re thrown onto the concrete next to me invades my ears. Another scuffle breaks out but is quickly halted. When grunts and heavy breathing are all I can hear, I know we’re fucked. 

      I’m rolled onto my back with my zip-tied hands trapped underneath me and my worst suspicions are confirmed. Joseph has taken anyone who could aid Lily out of action. And there’s only one reason he would’ve done that. 

      Alex is going to take her. 

      If he hasn’t already… 

      “Cherub’s in danger,” Toker grumbles from next to me. “Need someone to let her know he’s out.” 

      The fear in his voice matches the terror coursing through my veins. 

      I push and squirm until I can raise my head high enough to yell, “Angelis!” 

      “Venom!” Slash’s father is being dragged outside. He wrenches one arm free and swings around to face me. He’s sporting a fat lip and a swelling eye that tells me he’s seen straight through this setup like I have and is trying to find a way to stop the inevitable from happening. 

      “Call Gabriel. Send someone to⁠—” 

      A black boot collides with the side of my head and the world fades to black.
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      “I love my job. I love my job. Killing clients is frowned upon,” I mutter under my breath as I stand with my boss and his PA, Veronica, to wave off the clients from hell as they finally enter the elevator. “And the conditioner in prison will dry out my ends.” 

      “We can hear you,” Gabriel murmurs in his elegant Philadelphian accent as the doors close and the floor indicators light up as proof the duo are out of earshot. “Just thought you should know that.” 

      I offer him a sideways glance to check if he’s mad at me. The bemused expression that greets me tells me he’s as wrung dry by the two men who’ve monopolised our entire afternoon with their childish civil suit as I am. He tugs the end of my curtain bangs as he says with a chuckle, “Your hair is safe, little Cherub. I’m going to steer them back in the direction of Magnum and Key.” 

      The grin we exchange at his mention of our closest rival is closer to a vicious smirk than anything filled with humour. We owe them for trying to pawn the indecisive father and son duo off on us in the first place. From the outset, their generosity was out of character. Having spent five hours going over the pair’s options, only to have them refuse to settle on a way to proceed, puts paid to their excuse about our services being a better fit for the two men. It’s clear they wanted to get rid of the annoying clients and thought it would be funny to point them toward us. 

      Apparently, they’ve forgotten how proficient Gabriel is at extracting payback when you upset him. I foresee more than a few irritations in their future. Knowing my boss, he’ll double the annual pro-bono time commitment he pledged on their behalf the last time they tried to one-up him. While Gabriel enjoys giving back to the less fortunate in WA, the partners at Magnum and Key aren’t as philanthropic. 

      My smile widens when I realise that Gabriel is already plotting. 

      The glee in his forest-green gaze is awe-inspiring… and a little scary. 

      “I must say I’m glad to see the back of them,” Veronica drawls in her inimitable way. “They’re going to be harder to wrangle into seeing sense than my little kitty is to get into her winter sweater.” 

      When she straightens the cat brooch pinned to her blazer, I bite down on my bottom lip and do my best not to laugh. Outside of her job taking care of Gabriel and mothering the rest of the firm, there’s only one thing Veronica takes seriously. 

      Her cats. All seven of them. 

      As soon as Veronica is out of sight, Gabriel groans. “Do you know she slipped a note asking for a monthly ‘bring your pet to work day’ into the office suggestions box?” 

      “Of course, she did,” I exclaim with amusement. “If you weren’t such a disorganised mess, I swear she’d retire to spend all day with her darling kitties.” 

      The horror that invades my boss’ expression is comical. “No. Never. Roni’s not allowed to leave. Maybe I should give her suggestion a second thought.” 

      Still laughing, I follow him to the meeting room to grab my things. 

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I give Gabriel a little wave as I exit the room. 

      “Yes, yes,” he replies, vaguely flipping his hand in my direction as he jabs at his phone screen with obvious agitation. “Tomorrow.” 

      Although my back is sore from spending the afternoon bent over the younger client’s shoulder so I could point out the clearly labelled clauses he simply couldn’t see without my assistance, my shoulders shake with mirth as I make my way to the waiting area. Poor Gabriel is probably looking for his company insurance policy to ensure it covers bringing a menagerie of animals into the office once a month. 

      I wasn’t joking when I called him a disorganised mess. 

      His mind is brilliant. He can see legal loopholes no one else can. In the decades he’s lived in Australia, he’s expanded the single law firm he created as a twenty-eight-year-old into ten offices across the country. Although he is heavily involved in the Black Shamrocks MC, having sought sanctuary with the Australian faction of the club after he was forced to leave the US in the early nineties for reasons I’ve never been told, his unique personality meant that he never became more than an ancillary member. 

      Gabriel Abaddon may be a member of American Mensa but ask the man why he’s wearing one brown shoe and one black, and he’ll have no idea what you’re talking about. 

      Hence his over-reliance on Veronica to keep the rest of his life—and his head—straight. 

      When I reach the waiting area, it’s empty. 

      I freeze, blinking slowly as I process my surprise. 

      Every evening, a biker has been waiting to escort me home. 

      It’s been that way for the entire two years I’ve worked here. 

      “Have any messages been left for Lilianna Mayberry?” I ask the temp receptionist with hope in my voice. She’s not our regular agency stand-in, so when she silently blinks up at me, I offer her more information. “From Zeke Miles or one of my brothers… maybe my cousin, Toke—er, I mean, Benedict Cherub?” 

      “Sorry, Anna,” the petite redhead replies after checking her screen. “There’s nothing for you.” 

      “No worries. Thank you for checking, though.” 

      I perch on one of the leather chairs sitting against the wall and slip my phone free from my purse. After hanging up on Zeke when he called during the meeting from hell, I turned my phone off. My cousin, Benedict, or Toker as he’s better known, likes to play phone pranks whenever he knows I’m run off my feet, and sometimes my brothers get in on it if they’re hanging around the club with him. Heading them off at the pass felt like the right choice at the time, considering I was already busy fending off the son’s accidentally wandering hands whenever his excuse about needing my help brought me within reach. 

      Now that I’m stuck without an escort home and zero understanding why it’s happened, I’m beginning to regret that decision. Dealing with Toker’s joke calls for “Dr. P Zalot” and my brothers’ lame inquiries as to the status of my refrigerator would’ve been better than trying to breathe through the crushing anxiety that’s trying to choke me in the wake of my unexpected alone time. 

      I’ve rarely been alone for five and a half years. 

      If Zeke isn’t around, Slash shadows me, or Toker takes me to the gun range. When the three of them are on runs, my brothers move in for the duration. On the odd occasion that they’re too busy, my best friend, Nadia, hangs out with me. At this point, I’m not sure if it’s a necessity or a comfort, and I’m not keen to find out. While I’m better able to manage my reaction to unexpected touch, I don’t think I’ll ever get over my residual fear of being left defenceless in the dark.  

      Because darkness is the real mind fuck. 

      That night. 

      The pitch-black cottage. 

      Alex’s depravity unleashed. 

      Knowing no one was coming to save me…  

      It takes less than thirty seconds for my phone to reboot and in that time my mind manages to cycle through my fears. My pulse pounds in my ears. A thin veneer of sweat coats my skin. I swallow down the bile that surges into my throat as the memories I’ve shoved down deep into the obscure recess of my brain attempt to drag me into a panic attack. The beep of my phone as messages come through saves me seconds before the screaming in my head emerges from my lips.  

      
        
          
            
              
        ZEKE: Bad news, sweet thing

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ZEKE: Church is gonna run late

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ZEKE: Wait at the office with Gabriel

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ZEKE: I’m sorry to keep you waiting

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ZEKE: But you know I’ll make it up to ya ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      Seeing that Zeke’s message was sent two and a half hours ago does little to dampen my worry. It ramps up to an entire new level when I open the only other text message I’ve received since then. 

      
        
          
            
              
        CHARLOTTE: The men are tied up. Dad said to head straight home when you’re finished. Venom will meet you there when he can. Xo 

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the message for a long moment. It’s unusual for Charlie to reach out via text. It’s even stranger for her to contact me over Shamrocks’ business. Frowning, I try to read between the lines to decipher if she’s attempting to tell me that the MC is in trouble without saying it outright. A weird feeling invades my stomach the longer I stare at the message, so I hit Zeke’s number on my speed dial. 

      His phone doesn’t ring. 

      Instead, a series of weird sounds erupt on the line. Since his phone is always on, and he answers me even when he’s riding his Harley, the worry niggling in my gut subsides. The only time Zeke is unreachable is during church, and that’s only due to my dad’s paranoia. He makes them stow their phones into a special magnetic box Cub designed to stop their phones being tapped or tracked. 

      If Zeke’s phone isn’t connecting, then Charlotte’s message makes sense. 

      My fiancé and the rest of the club are busy. 

      I need to make my way home alone. 

      “Have a good night,” I offer as I stand on shaky legs and gather my things. 

      “You too,” the temp murmurs without lifting her head from the folders she’s sorting through. “Hope the traffic isn’t too bad—the delivery window is pretty specific.” 

      Quirking an eyebrow, I check that she’s talking to me and not on the phone. When she meets my perusal with steady expectation, I reply, “Um, sure. I guess.” 

      The redheaded temp receptionist’s gaze burns hot on the back of my head as I wait for the elevator. Her odd behaviour distracts me for a few minutes, but as soon as I’m alone, my anxiety ratchets back up to panic attack levels. To call the descent to the underground garage nerve-wracking would be an understatement. I plot out the journey home in my head, anticipating stop lights, backed-up roundabouts, and slow traffic since it’s peak hour. Once I’m on the employee parking level, I scurry to my SUV, then plonk my tired backside in the driver’s seat. A deep sigh escapes my lips as I exhale the chaos of the afternoon, only for it to be immediately replaced by dread at my next task. 

      I’m more stressed about driving home by myself than I was over batting the younger client’s hands away for hours. It’s been five years since I’ve driven anywhere without a Harley escort, Zeke driving my vehicle, or on the back of a bike. The freedom I thought I’d feel when the need for a bodyguard lessened hasn’t eventuated. 

      If anything, I feel naked without one of the Shamrocks with me. 

      “You can do this,” I mutter to myself. “Just start the car and drive. You’ll be home within forty-five minutes.” 

      My sweaty fingers are next to useless as I struggle to hit the ignition button with enough force to start the engine. The accelerator feels like a brick beneath my foot when I reverse out of my parking spot. I offer one of the other graduate lawyers a small wave when I pass her on my way toward the exit. My hand hangs for an extra heartbeat when I see how her eyes widen when my usual Harley escort doesn’t follow behind me. Most everyone in the firm is connected to the Shamrocks in some way, so they’re aware of the restrictions my overprotective family has in place. 

      “You and me both,” I mutter when she doesn’t wave back. “You and me both.” 

      Frown creasing her forehead, she turns on her heel to head back to the elevators that lead to our offices. No doubt she’s going to alert Gabriel to my unorthodox departure, so he can double-check that I’m not doing something stupid. 

      Every limb is heavy, like I’m trapped in mental quicksand, as a nagging twinge of intuition orders me to get home as soon as I can. It’s been drummed into my head in the post-Alex years to always trust my gut—especially by Slash, who’s a firm believer in the power of instinct—so I use inertia to put the pedal to the metal. Avoiding my usual route home, I speed through the back streets, crisscrossing the city thoroughfare until I reach the on-ramp to the freeway. My gaze flits between the road in front of me and my rear-view mirror. I’m half-deafened by the whooshing of my heart as it races in my ears. Over and over, I scan my surroundings to make sure I don’t have a tail. With my phone clutched in one hand, Zeke’s number on the screen, my thumb hovering over the call icon, I weave in and out of the traffic. 

      Despite knowing that it’s likely useless, I try to ring Zeke again as I pull into our driveway.

      This time the call connects, but only long enough to send me to his message bank. 

      “It’s me,” I whisper when his terse greeting ends. Clearing my throat, I try to sound calm as I tell him, “I’m home. I, ah, I love you.” 

      A swipe of my thumb ends the call before I can confess that I want him to come home as soon as possible. My body is a ball of jangling nerves, my legs jelly-like as I slide out of my vehicle. Wedging my keys between my fingers, I hurry toward the front door with my bag secured across the front of my body. When I reach the bottom of the front steps, I realise I haven’t locked my SUV, so I spin around to point the fob at the vehicle instead of backtracking to press the button on the inside of the handle.  

      As the lights flash, a white work van pulls across my driveway.

      “Hey, miss, are you ready for us?” The big man in the passenger seat yells at me, leaning out the window.

      “What do you mean?” I shout back at him. 

      “We’re here for the job you called about.” 

      Since my house is on a corner block, people sometimes confuse my address with the house on the adjacent street. Although alarms clang in my head, I swallow down my apprehension and walk toward the van. My thin heels click on our concrete driveway. Another sliver of foreboding runs through my mind, this time manifesting as an icy shiver that slices through my body. I carefully edge my right hand into my purse and wrap my fingers around the butt of my handgun. 

      The handgun I’ve had to use on someone only once before. 

      Stopping a few metres from the van, I widen my stance, cocking a hip as well, to tell the man, “I didn’t book a plumber. You must have me confused with the Thompsons. Their house backs up to my yard.” 

      As I wait for him to leaf through the paperwork on his lap, the thumb of my left hand unconsciously plays with my engagement ring. It’s a nervous habit I’ve developed since Zeke slid the ring on my finger a few years ago. The dainty circle of gold with its diamonds is a small symbol of the connection I share with the man who owns my heart, but the comfort it offers is larger than life. 

      The man in the driver’s seat speaks again, lower than before. I can’t hear him properly. When he gestures toward a piece of paper in his hand and beckons me to look at it, I freeze. My head spins. I bite my bottom lip to ground myself, scanning my surroundings, before I try to peer through the tinted windows of the van. The driver stares straight ahead, annoyance emanating from him as I waste their time. 

      I’ve trained in self-defence for years now, I can evade two men. 

      Giving myself a mental shake for being so suspicious over what is no doubt an honest mistake, I pull my hand from my handbag and walk to the passenger window. 

      “I didn’t book a plumber.” 

      “We know, angel,” the driver says with a sneer.  

      My heart lurches at his tone, chills running down my spine when he turns to face me. A sinister smirk invades his features as I quickly recognise him. I shriek. Turn to run. My handbag slips off my shoulder in the rush and the heel of my stiletto catches on the cement join. Off-balance, fight or flight engaged, I pause to choose between bending down to retrieve my gun or sprinting to the locked front door… and that’s when the side door of the van slides open. 

      An additional two men leap out of the back. 

      “Help!” Screaming to gain my neighbours’ attention, I dart to the side so I can evade the men. “Fire!” 

      Dressed in black with balaclavas covering their faces, the men each latch onto one of my arms, and drag me, kicking and shouting, toward the van. My teeth rattle when the top of my head hits the door jamb. I graze my knee on the step. One of them shoves me forward and the other one seizes hold of my knees to heft me the rest of the way inside the vehicle. 

      As the bigger of the two men pins me to the floor, I hear my phone ringing. The guitar solo at the start of “Sweet Child O’ Mine” by Guns N’ Roses fills the air. I screw my eyes shut as the need to cry ambushes me. 

      It’s Zeke’s ringtone. 

      He’s calling me back. 

      But he’s too late. 

      As I’m screaming at the top of my lungs, the van drives off at high speed. Wheels squealing. We lurch from side to side. Wild with rage and energised by fear, I fight for my freedom as hard as I can within the cramped confines of the vehicle. I use my heels to kick one of my attackers in the face. His balaclava rips at the cheekbone, his nose pours blood. I aim for his chin, determined to turn the odds in my favour by knocking him out, but before I can strike him a second time, I feel a sharp pinch in my arm. 

      A sluggish feeling invades me in the next instant. 

      Twisting around to peer down at my arm with wobbly eyes, I find an empty syringe sticking out of my bicep. 

      That can’t be good. 

      My head grows fuzzier, and my eyesight dims. 

      My arms are bent behind my back, my shoulders flare with agony, then I’m rolled over and duct tape is slapped on my mouth. In the developing drug-induced darkness, I vaguely hear a man’s muffled whining. “Fuck me. Bitch broke my cheekbone—gave me a bloody nose. Fuck.”

      When I turn to search for the source of the comment, I’m punched in the temple. 

      It feels like the impact knocks my brain loose. 

      Dizzy. Disorientated. Defeated. 

      I’m left with no choice but to embrace the burgeoning darkness.

      God knows how long later, I surface from the blanket of black with a gasp. The moment my eyes open, my body is on alert. My brain warns me that I’m in trouble, even as it unhelpfully hides some of the events that led me to this situation from my consciousness. 

      I press my palm to my mouth to stop myself from warning my kidnappers that I’m awake. Sometimes the element of surprise is the difference between success and defeat. When I easily roll toward the edge of the mattress I’m laid out on, I realise that my hands are now unbound. 

      Sitting upright, I take stock of my aching body. 

      My face throbs. My head hurts. The pain in my chest makes it hard to breathe. 

      Other than that, I’m okay. 

      Sore, but okay. 

      The light hurts my eyes, so I blink slowly as I try to take stock of my surroundings. 

      Male clothes hang in the open walk-in-robe. 

      Three pairs of leather loafers, dark-brown, black, and tan, line the shoe shelf. 

      A navy robe is draped over the end of the bed. 

      Everything is muddled in my head from whatever they injected into me. I’m foggy. Dazed. I’m also cognisant of the oil-like dread spreading through my veins. Panic nips at its heels like an over-excited puppy. Dark premonition threatens to engulf them both. 

      I’ve been trapped before. 

      Hunted by a madman. 

      Come close to death. 

      I don’t know if I have the inner resolve to survive a second time. 

      That bleak thought galvanises me into action. 

      Struggling back to my feet, I teeter on my heels, then lean against the wooden bed frame to steady myself. As nausea takes hold and my head spins, I drag in a deep breath. The churning in my stomach picks up pace when the masculine tang of the cologne that lingers in the air infiltrates my nose. 

      It’s a familiar scent. 

      A reminder of the worst period of my life. 

      The man’s bedroom that I’m trapped in takes on an even sinister cast. 

      And that’s when I remember why I ran away from the van. 

      “Ah, the mouthy little cunt is awake.” My abuser’s sidekick chuckles darkly as he pushes the bedroom door all the way open and steps inside the room. “Must say I’m disappointed… thought I’d steal a little taste while you were lying there, angel, moaning away like a bitch in heat⁠—” 

      “If you touch me, I’ll have you killed,” I warn Hugh St. James with absolute certainty in my tone. The son of the Maddison clan’s underboss shakes his head at my threat, even as he pauses his advance. Straightening my shoulders, I do my best to hide how unsteady my balance is, while I remind him that I’m not bluffing. “Alex or Zeke, I don’t care which one ends you… as long as you’re dead.” 

      “You’re so bloodthirsty,” Hugh admonishes. Clicking his tongue, he cocks his head to one side and grins. “I’ve missed you, Anna.” 

      “Feeling’s not mutual.” 

      “Figured it wouldn’t be.” 

      “What do you want?” 

      Even as I pose the question, I’m aware that I already know the answer. 

      Where I was once naive and uninformed, I’ve spent the four years since I fully recovered making sure that I’m aware of the big players in the underworld. Never again will I find myself left in the dark about the world I was born into. I will always wear the reminders of my overconfidence in my own abilities back when I was an eighteen-year-old know it all, but I won’t add to them. Back then, I tried to please everyone, refused to push back against the smothering affection of the overprotective men in my life, pretended I was content to remain their “little Cherub” instead of fighting to grow into a woman.  

      I mightn’t be male, but I’m a descendant of the founding six. 

      My power may be different to the kind my brothers will inherit—that doesn’t mean I’m not powerful in my own right. I have a place within the Shamrocks. A role that doesn’t force me to bow down to them. I can work alongside them, in coordination with them, not in secret. 

      I shouldn’t have to play games or manipulate behind the scenes to prove my worth.  

      That was my error five years ago. 

      A mistake that left me with lifelong scars. 

      From that debacle, I decided I can only call my misfortune a mistake if I learn from it. 

      Otherwise, it’s a conscious choice to continue embracing ignorance. 

      But I am no longer ignorant. 

      I know who Alex really is. 

      Just like I know who his best friend is beneath his sneering veneer of superiority. 

      Hugh St. James is a violent arsehole who thrives on fear and pain. 

      I refuse to allow him to use mine to fuel his imprudent ego. 

      “Alex has a little itch he needs scratched,” Hugh informs me with a half-shrug. He blinks, ending our silent stare-off, smiling as he continues. “As his best friend, it’s my job to help him track down the Jezebel he desires to bend to his will.” 

      At the mention of Alex, my mouth runs dry. Despite that, I roll my eyes and do my best to act like his revelation hasn’t rattled me. “Not sure how you plan to do that. Last I heard, Australia doesn’t provide conjugal visits to convicted felons, so you’ll have to make do with blowing him kisses through the Perspex barrier.” 

      Confusion clouds Hugh’s gaze. I’m about to explain that I was alluding to him visiting Alex in prison when he starts to laugh, and it’s my turn to be confused. I frown, scanning his face for clues to his abrupt mood change. 

      “Oh. This is perfect.” He claps his hands together. “Fuck me dead, I feel like Santa on Christmas Eve.” 

      “Don’t care who you feel like,” I tell him. “Because you look like an idiot.” 

      My insult barely registers as Hugh chuckles to himself once more, then spins on his heel and strides out of the bedroom. He slows long enough to pull the door shut behind himself, and although I brace for the disappointment the sound will bring, I find myself oddly dreading the implications of his decision not to lock the door behind him. If I’m not confined to this room, the chances are that the house is a fortress I can’t escape, too far away from help, or a combination of both. 

      Couple the unlocked door with his strange reaction to my mockery about his close friendship with Alex, and I’m left wondering if my imprisonment isn’t the main aim here. With seventeen months left on his sentence, it doesn’t make sense for Alex to have Hugh kidnap me on his behalf. 

      Not yet anyway. 

      Could this have nothing to do with Alex and everything to do with my father’s previous attempts to ally with the Maddison clan? 

      I’m still pondering that question when Hugh returns. He drags his gaze over my body. His leering look travels from the top of my head and down my face, coming to rest on my breasts. The smirking man seems to enjoy the way I cross my arms over my chest and the defiant way I lift my chin when his focus returns to my eyes. 

      “I hate playing the long game.” 

      “Then don’t,” I reply. “Let me go home.” 

      Shaking his head, Hugh quips, “He better not break you, not before I get to take my fill too.” 

      “In your dreams.” 

      I scowl at him. Hugh offers me a grin and a wink. Silence dawns between us. It’s filled with a strange combination of camaraderie and hatred. Almost like we have a common enemy. In the eyes of the man standing in front of me, I can sense ambivalence. 

      Maybe I can negotiate my way out of this? 

      For a moment, I allow hope to loosen the tightness in my chest. 

      “Ah, fuck it.” Hugh closes the distance between us in two strides. Confidence shattered, I back up as fast as I can, only halting my retreat when the back of my thighs hit the mattress. When he reads the revulsion on my face, the man I now know to be a mobster sneers down at me with lewd intent. “He owes me a taste.” 

      I react on instinct when his hands close around my upper arms. My knee lifts, colliding with his balls, hopefully hard enough for him to gargle them. Hugh’s fingers flex, his grip bites into my biceps a second before he stumbles past me and face plants on the bed. 

      As he cradles his dick with both hands and groans, I make a run for it.  

      My adrenaline spikes. It powers me on when I stumble. Energises me as I fight the drug-induced sluggishness that refuses to set me free. Every step seems to happen in slow motion, yet it feels like I reach the end of the hallway in a flash. When the toe of my stiletto catches on the edge of the runner, I drop to my knees. The pencil skirt I wore to work tears as I spring back to my feet like a marionette. 

      With two hands, I grip the material on either side of the rip. I split the skirt to the top of my thigh, lengthening my stride, then kick off my stilettos. I’m not sure how they survived the scuffle in the van and the journey inside the house, but the sacrifice of my favourite Louboutins to my getaway plan doesn’t even make me blink. 

      If I have one shot at escape, I’m going to take it. 

      Conscious that there are three other men with Hugh, I slowly creep around the corner. The area is clear, but my senses detect the same cologne from the bedroom in the air. Since I suffer from patches of lost memory—trauma-induced amnesia is the label my therapist gives it—the foreboding that winds its way around my throat yields little answers, even as it squeezes tight, choking me, while I futilely search my mind for clues. 

      A single word echoes around my skull. 

      Alex. 

      But that’s impossible. 

      He’s supposed to be in prison for another year and a half. 

      Deliberately shaking myself free of the hazy memories his name invokes, I remind myself that the Shamrocks would know if he was mysteriously released early. Zeke would have flown me out of the state if that was the case. There’s no way he’d allow me to wander, unaware and oblivious, around the same city as Alex. 

      And, if Zeke somehow didn’t know that Alex was out, then Gabriel would. 

      News of that magnitude wouldn’t slip by unnoticed. 

      There’d be a media frenzy. 

      Signs of my personal Armageddon. 

      Reporters invading my privacy again. 

      The Chosen Cherubim re-emerging from their slumber to torment me. 

      Forcing myself to cling to my steadfast belief in the men I trust with my life and the system that came close to failing me, I offer one last glance past the living room that spans the distance between me and the front door, then I edge the rest of the way around the corner. Eyes fixed on my clearest route to safety; I hike up my skirt to the top of my thighs and sprint as fast as I can to the exit. 

      “Please be unlocked. Please be unlocked.” That one sentence, repeated over and over, is a prayer, a benediction, a promise, and a worry. “Please be unlocked.” 

      When I reach the door and twist the handle, my shaking hands impede my escape. I try again, my shrill cry of impatience loud in the empty room. The knob turns, the door pops open. As I squeal with delight, the sound of someone rushing toward me from somewhere in the house turns my glee into desperation. 

      Light of foot, powered by survival, I fly out of the door and into the front yard. The gravel path crunches under my bare feet. Something digs into my heel, a burning jolt of pain flares in its wake. I barely register the puncture wound, intent as I am on making it to the road I can see at the end of the driveway. Arms pumping, I scream for help, even as I try my hardest to save myself. 

      I reach the head of the concrete drive. 

      An arm curls around my waist. 

      I’m lifted off my feet. 

      Slung over a shoulder. 

      The impact steals my breath. 

      With urgency, I gulp down air, open my mouth, and scream again, “Help! Fire! Rape! Help!” 

      A large hand swats my arse with a stinging slap. I gasp, more from the shock of being hit than the actual pain. The sudden intake of breath causes the cologne from the bedroom and the living room to flood my senses, and my sedative-affected, trauma-defected mind floods with every memory I have of the man carrying me back inside the house of horrors. 

      “Now, now, Lily.” Alex’s velvety smooth voice mocks me. “Calm down. You’re already bleeding, we don’t want to do anything to make it worse, do we, angel?” 

      Terror rises within me. Unshakable and inexorable. It lodges in my throat, choking me. A strangled sound filled with despair and rage somehow escapes around the boulder. Desperate measures, impossible plans, a prayer for death to arrive before Alex can hurt me again, fuels my struggle. I kick my legs, punch him in the back with all my strength, jam my knees into his stomach, try everything I can think of to break free of his grasp. 

      I fight like my life depends on it. 

      Alex laughs at my efforts.  

      He kicks the door shut behind us. 

      The lock clicks into place. 

      Trapping me.

      Dooming me. 

      As reality sinks into my terrified mind, my body trembles uncontrollably. 

      No. 

      This can’t be happening. 

      Not again. Not again. Not again. 

      As my head spins, I start to feel faint. My mind races without aim, refusing to accept the truth. Alexander Kingsley is my worst nightmare. I’ve spent the last four and a half years putting myself back together after experiencing this man’s brutality, and just as I start to embrace the possibilities of the life that I’ve built from the ruins he created, Alex returns to destroy them. 

      “Put me down, Alex. Please,” I plead in a shaky voice while my brain scrambles to find some much-needed composure. It fails to manifest, so I end up begging him to see sense. “You’re not supposed to be anywhere near me, you know that. If you let me walk out of here now, I won’t tell the police, and your parole will be safe.” 

      My nightmare chuckles at my request. He slowly lowers me down the front of his body, thrusting his groin against mine when our pelvic areas meet. My feet have barely reached the ground before I’m backing away from him. 

      My retreat is fruitless. He won’t let me go. 

      Grasping the top of my arms, Alex pulls me onto his lap after he sits down on the brown leather settee. All fight leaves my body at his touch, my trembling increases to atomic levels. 

      “Please, let me go.” 

      When I hear buttons being pressed on a keypad, I realise that my pleas to leave are going to fall on deaf ears. I’m stuck—not only because of the locked door and security system—but because this man scares me to death. I know if I mess up my escape again, he’ll make me pay in the most painful way. 

      I need to bide my time, so I don’t make another mistake. 

      “I’ll leave you two lovebirds to your reunion,” Hugh announces. 

      He chuckles as he walks past us and out of sight. 

      Knowing that Hugh is the lesser of the two evils facing me, I stare longingly after Alex’s best friend, silently willing him to take me with him. Alex gently grasps my chin, tilting my head until I’m forced to meet his eyes. He looks exactly the same. Dressed in a perfectly pressed shirt and a pair of expensive trousers, a pair of the ridiculous leather loafers I spotted back in the bedroom cover his feet. Nothing’s changed. His gaze is a warm chocolate-brown, his skin lightly tanned, his full lips rose-pink and kissable. The chestnut hair that sets off Alex’s traditionally handsome features remains full, luscious, and wavy. Aside from the light scarring curling up from the corners of his mouth, prison hasn’t taken any discernible toll on his looks, which annoys me more than it should. I was certain that, despite my pleas not to stir up Alex’s father and my dad’s decree that Alex was off-limits, Zeke arranged for some of the MC’s boys to rough him up at a minimum. 

      I have heard whispers that he got to Alex while he was in hospital. The Glasgow grin supports that secret. But I fully expected him to secretly take matters into his own hands permanently. The knowledge that Alex has been healthy, safe, and sound while I’ve endured procedure after procedure to mend my body is disheartening.  

      Eight broken bones. 

      Fractured pelvis. 

      Ruptured spleen. 

      Punctured lung. 

      Internal bleeding. 

      The five surgeries. 

      The blood transfusions. 

      The rehab to walk again. 

      The months of agony as I healed. 

      I’m sure he’s read the laundry list of damage he wrought, but the main two ways in which he ruined me were kept out of the medical report the court ordered. My destroyed mind; the cutting and the PTSD I still battle through. 

      And my ruptured uterus. 

      The children I once saw in the distant future are unlikely to eventuate. 

      “Lily, angel, surely you understood that we’d meet again today?” Alex asks, purring the words at me with sadistic pleasure. When I try to shake him off, his embrace tightens to the point of pain. “My freedom wouldn’t have been complete without you by my side.” 

      Hearing the voice that lives in my head addressing me in the real world sends slivers of icy fear down my spine. As his remark sinks into my consciousness, I realise that he hasn’t been released on parole or home arrest. 

      Alexander Kingsley is a free man. 

      In the eyes of society and our legal system, he’s paid his debt for the crimes committed against me. Today’s meeting is preordained, set by the devil himself, leaving me to fend for myself when he came to claim the pieces of me that he didn’t break the night of my eighteenth birthday party. 

      Tears of anger and frustration leak from my eyes. I’m angry at myself for dropping my guard. Angry that I failed to adequately prepare for his return. I was complacent. Naïve, once again. The bravery that I believed I’d uncover before Alex’s return is missing. 

      It continues to elude me. 

      Probably always will. 

      In truth, some of the rage that flares within me is directed at Zeke. Even if Alex’s father shielded the news of his son’s release from the media, this isn’t something Zeke would’ve overlooked. He keeps tabs on Alex—on the Maddison clan and their allies. My obliviousness wasn’t a mistake. My fiancé deliberately kept me in the dark that a release date had been set, no doubt for what he’d consider to be noble reasons, but come on… 

      I could’ve done with a heads-up that my nightmare was set to resume. 

      Because as much as I lied to everyone around me, I knew I hadn’t seen the last of Alex when I watched him being led away in cuffs after his sentencing. 

      He’s too insane to accept defeat from his prey. 

      Too monstrous to concede his inane claim on me. 

      I thought I would be strong enough to meet him head-on, and with Zeke and the Shamrocks at my back, when the time came. 

      In seventeen months. 

      More fool me. 

      “Shhh, angel. I’m not here to hurt you,” Alex soothes. 

      He rubs his hands up and down my arms, and I stiffen. When he brushes his thumb across my cheek, I remember that I’m crying. I lurch away from him, his touch makes me feel dirty, desperate to wipe away the signs of my weakness, but he curls his fingers around my upper arms and pulls me to his chest. 

      “It’s so good to be able to touch you again,” Alex whispers against my cheek. He acts as if I’m willingly here, allowing him to hug me, as he presses soft kisses to the corner of my mouth. The insanity that I was once blind to is clearly displayed today. “This time, our relationship will be different… you’ll be good. I’ll be stable. We’ll work together to find common ground—a way to make your demons play nicely with my monster.” 

      My demons? 

      I want to tell him that he is my only demon. 

      But I remain silent. 

      I can’t upset him. 

      I need to lull him into complacency before I escape. 

      One chance, that’s all I have. 

      If I make my move too soon, he’ll kill me. 

      After he toys with me. 

      Beats me. 

      Breaks my bones. 

      Takes his fill of my body. 

      Destroys me from the inside out once again. 

      My anger coils, hot and ready to spring in my stomach, as I take stock of the fact that biding my time is my only way through this nightmare. 

      It never should’ve come to this… 

      Fuck my father and his calls for restraint. 

      Fuck the repercussions from the Trinity. 

      Fuck the Maddison clan and their threats. 

      I should’ve let Zeke kill him. 

      “You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?” The change in Alex’s voice—a monotone, robotic quality that I’ve heard only once before rips me out of my regrets. I shake from head to toe, a trauma-response, a self-preservation tactic, as my flight, fight, and freeze kicks in. “He’s the problem. Always has been. I know you ran to him the second I was gone… but you’re mine, not⁠—” 

      “Don’t blame Zeke for⁠—” 

      I’m aware I’ve made a big mistake the second my fiancé’s name falls from my lips. 

      Alex’s expression morphs from arrogant certainty to infuriated in a split second. I immediately brace for the upcoming explosion. He doesn’t leave me hanging, standing with calculated abruptness, so I topple backward off his lap and onto the carpeted floor. 

      As soon as I’m at a disadvantage, Alex unleashes his anger. 

      He slaps me across the face twice, one strike with his palm, the next a backhand. 

      When I cower, waiting for another strike, he changes tactic to pull me to my feet by the front of my shirt. I’m barely upright when he grabs my hand and tugs me behind him. I see that we’re heading for the bedroom where Hugh cornered me and decide that I need to distract him. Being locked in a room will impede my chances of escape. Being in the vicinity of a bed might put ideas in Alex’s head. 

      I can handle his rage. 

      It’s his lust that I fear. 

      “What is wrong with you?” I question, pushing him as hard as I can in the chest with both hands. He staggers backward a couple of steps in surprise at my attack. “Why won’t you just leave me alone? You need to go away. You’re completely crazy. I’m not yours, and I never will be. I hate you.” 

      I swing at him, hitting his chest and stomach as I unleash my fears and frustrations. Pulling my right arm back, I punch him as hard as I can in the mouth. Blood bursts from his bottom lip while I shake my fist out and swing again. 

      Five years, seven months, and three days of fear, anger, and hurt finally find the correct outlet. 

      I’m out of control and ready to rip him apart with my bare hands. 

      I want to hit him, choke him, humiliate him… kill him. 

      I want him to feel everything he made me feel before I end him.

      Always one step ahead of me, Alex ducks my follow-up punch and grasps me by the throat. He subdues me with little effort. Forcing me onto my tiptoes, he shoves me backward. My shoulder blades connect with the wall. The pain snaps me out of my reckless headspace, yet I continue to fight him as he lifts me until my feet are no longer touching the ground. 

      A sick sense of déjà vu engulfs me. My traumatised mind recognises this position from five years ago. I scratch at the fingers he’s used to encircle my neck. Two of my fingernails snap. After kicking at Alex’s shins, I attempt to headbutt him. I’m fighting for breath, black spots float through my vision, but I don’t give up. 

      I won’t. 

      I can’t. 

      Alex manhandles me, crowding me until I’m trapped between his heavy body and the wall. He licks the blood from his split lip, leaning down to whisper in my ear, “I’ll let you hit me once without punishment because I hurt you in the past. Just this once, though. Every time you step out of line from now on, I’ll punish you or one of your family.” He licks the shell of my ear before he continues with calm menace. “Remind me… how old’s Nate nowadays? He has his driver’s permit now, doesn’t he?” 

      My body turns to concrete at his mention of my youngest brother. 

      Alex knows me too well. 

      I’ll do anything for my siblings. Sacrifice my safety. Destroy my dreams. Walk headfirst into an ambush if I thought it would save them. Last time, Alex used my twin against me, and it almost worked. It makes sense for him to broaden his range to encompass all my brothers. 

      “What about Zeke?” he asks. I lift my gaze to meet his. A manic gleam glistens in Alex’s dark eyes, lighting his devious expression from within. “I bet you’d drop to your knees and suck me off if I had a gun to his head.” 

      When I remain stoic in the face of his threats, he squeezes my neck tighter and continues to search for a way to break me. “Do you understand what I’m saying, Lily? You’re mine, and you’re going to stay with me this time. If you fight me on this, the people you love are going to get hurt, one by one, until you have no one left.” Alex leers down, staring at me with feral, glazed eyes. “Do I need to show you how serious I am?”

      Straightening my spine as much as I can in this position, I fix unblinking eyes on his and lift my chin. The strong, defiant, and wilful parts of my personality that I’ve spent the last five years rebuilding won’t let me bow down to this monster again. He can threaten my brothers, Zeke, Slash, Nadia, the entire club, as much as he wants, because I know that they’re safe this time. 

      Even though he’s managed to take me, he can’t get to them. 

      My abduction will have the entire club on red alert. 

      My fiancé. My brothers. My cousin. Slash. Cub. Hunter. My uncles. They’ll unravel his plans, then they’ll help Zeke put this madman in the ground for daring to come after me again. As angry as I may be at his secret keeping, I can feel it in my soul that my wild and unyielding fiancé is going to rescue me. 

      With this certainty infusing my spine with steel, I continue denying Alex the response he wants. “I don’t care if you’re serious or not, all I care about is never seeing your face again.” 

      A smile curls across Alex’s lips, delight igniting in his gaze when I make it clear that I’m not going to bend for him. “This is what I love about you, angel. You challenge me like no one else.” 

      Love? 

      He doesn’t know the first thing about it. 

      Nuzzling my ear with his nose, his free hand closes around my breast. Vomit rises in my throat. I swallow it down, refusing to give him the satisfaction of my fear. Alex drops his hand to pull my shirt from my waistband, then he tugs hard. The buttons pop. My shirt falls open, exposing my bra to his gaze. Even as my mind warns me that I’m in a precarious situation, caught in a position that ended badly for me last time, I remain steadfast. I keep my gaze locked on his, unblinking and stoic. The arsehole tweaks my nipple, pinching the sensitive nub until it goes hard, then he twists until I whimper. 

      “Come on, angel… admit that I’m right. Bend for me.” Alex’s voice is tender, almost loving, a contradiction to his nasty touch and his even nastier words. “Bow down. Show me that you understand that you’ll lose everyone if you refuse to submit to me.” 

      I shake my head, not only at his threat, but also to clear the pain. 

      After licking the shell of my ear, he sinks his teeth into my lobe with enough force to cause maximum pain without breaking the skin. I try to stay silent, to absorb his savagery without reacting, until he bites down again and blood trails along my jaw. It drips down my throat. Alex saws his teeth over the wound, and I scream. The noise is caught in my throat by Alex’s choke hold, a harsh, suffocating sound that makes him smile. He laps at the blood, tracing the strained cords of my neck with his tongue before he encourages my acquiescence. “You can do it, angel… make this end. Drop to your knees for me.” 

      As the initial flare of pain in my ear recedes, I regain my will to fight. I pull against the hand around my throat and stomp on his foot with as much force as I can manage. Alex barely acknowledges my attack, except to slam me back against the wall when I try to knee him in the groin. My bare foot has little effect against his loafer as I stomp his toes a second time, but when I manage to jam my knee into his inner thigh, his leg buckles, and his temper snaps. 

      Shaking with rage, Alex slams me against the wall twice more, not with his full strength, but enough to hurt, enough to make me rethink my bravado for a heartbeat. Black spots dance across my eyesight when he squeezes my throat to the point of blackout and shoves me against the wall for the fourth time. The back of my head bounces off the plaster and my legs turn to jelly. Unable to breathe, energy wilting, consciousness hanging on by a thread, I sag in his grip. 

      Alex uses my weakness to his advantage. He pushes up my skirt, wedging his thigh between mine. I squirm, trying to keep my legs shut, but he’s incessant, and manages to get his knee not only between my legs but against my core. I hoarsely scream at him to let me go, headbutting him as hard as I can when he doesn’t. 

      All I achieve is another bout of dizziness because he doesn’t stop. 

      Not even for a second. 

      When I headbutt him again, he slaps me across the face. I wobble on the spot, and he slides his hand to the apex of my thighs. Using the weight of his body to pin me against the wall, Alex finally releases my throat. 

      I draw much-needed gasps of air as I pray this is over. 

      Instead of letting me go as I’d expected, he rips the crotch out of my panties. I try to slap his hands away, but Alex easily pins me to the wall again. He strokes between my legs with surprising softness. My entire body shudders in disgust while I try my hardest to block out the memories his vile touch is dragging to the surface of my consciousness. 

      I can’t go through this again. 

      It’s like he can read my mind because the second that realisation hits, Alex grins. Seeing his smile is the final straw. I mentally admit defeat, my head sagging against his shoulder as I try to drop to my knees. 

      “Stop,” I whisper, tears streaming down my face. “I’ll bend. I’ll kneel. I’ll do whatever you want… just not that. Don’t do that to me again.” 

      He leans away from me, widening his stance to put some space between us, even as he holds me against the wall and refuses to allow me to kneel like he demanded. “Too little, too late, angel.” 

      With two fingers, and clinical precision, he thrusts inside me. I scream, fighting to get away as he pumps his fingers into my body again. My skin crawls. My mind rebels. I hiccup, unable to catch my breath. The walls I built around my trauma crumble. The dirtiness, emotional, mental, and physical, the poison Alex left inside me five and a half years ago, it floods me. Drowns me in memories. I smell his cologne, feel his hands clutching me to him, violating me. 

      Trapped between past and present, the future ceases to exist. 

      Alex licks his fingers, grinning at me the entire time. “Still taste like honey.” 

      My stomach revolts. 

      My mouth waters. 

      Bile burns my throat. 

      I vomit down the front of his shirt and all over his shoes. 

      “You dirty, disgusting⁠—”

      “Venom’s here.” Hugh interrupts us before Alex can finish his vile character assessment, and all hell breaks loose at the news he announces. “Alone, by the looks of it.” 
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