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        This 90,000-word dark psychosexual thriller novel is the prequel to Bella Faust's Duplicity Trilogy. A brutal, one-sided “love” story told from the villain’s view, Craving Control, is the tale of one man's battle against his obsessive tendencies and one woman’s fight to survive him.
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        * * *

      

      For years, my proclivity to torture the less fortunate for sport was Inadale’s best-kept secret. 

      

      I hazed. I hunted. I hurt whomever I wanted. It was my birthright as the grandson of an Irish mob boss and my natural-born talent as a diagnosed obsessive-compulsive with an antisocial personality disorder that manifests as psychopathic tendencies. Whereas my diagnosis was a mouthful, the list of my unpunished crimes was even bigger. 

      

      I was the Crown Prince. 

      

      My status: Untouchable. 

      

      Until Lysander Mayberry mounted a rebellion that destroyed my knee and my reputation in one fell swoop… 

      

      Now, I’m a man on a search for vengeance, and I’ve found it in the form of Sander’s twin sister. She is outwardly innocent. Indifferent to the prestige attached to my last name. Clueless about the depravity of the underworld that our families inhabit. 

      

      The perfect pawn in my battle for supremacy. 

      

      After all, in a world where the Maddison clan and the Black Shamrocks MC are natural-born enemies, there were only two possible ways for this battle to end…

      

      Kill or be killed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Please note that Craving Control should be read before Tempting Fate (Duplicity Trilogy #1) as it offers the reader a better understanding of the events that occur in the trilogy, however, Craving Control can be skipped entirely if you are sensitive to graphic depictions of violence against women told from the perpetrator’s POV. I would also like to note that none of the events in this story are romanticised, and the villain is not redeemed, in any way, shape, or form.

      

      A detailed list of potential triggers is available at https://bellafaust.com/content-warnings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the monster that resides in all of us.

        Some like to play in the light.

        They enjoy the pretence.

        Other monsters crave control.

        At any expense.
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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 darkly villainous psychosexual thriller, the Craving Control playlist is available on Spotify.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I would fight of course... better to destroy everything than surrender her.” ~Vladimir Nabokov~
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      Being forced to sit at the most publicly visible table outside the best restaurant in Inadale while my mother natters on about the nose job one of her frenemies recently procured for her twenty-year-old daughter and my father texts away on his phone is a strange and unusual form of punishment. Unfortunately, it’s also a type of torture I’m well-equipped to survive.

      In truth, it’s only mildly irritating, by this point.

      Because the torment comes with a time limit.

      One my father sensibly negotiated years ago when he could see that I was about to rebel against my mother’s need to pretend we are a happy family.

      “Have you spoken to Victoria lately?”

      It takes me a moment to realise that my mother’s inquiry is directed at me. Her one-eighty from a botched nose job to one of the girl’s older sisters shouldn’t surprise me considering she’s been pushing me in Victoria’s direction for months. I drag my eyes away from the semi-busy main street of the mid-sized country town I call home to ask, “Which one is Victoria again?”

      My mother titters like my direct question is the funniest thing she’s heard today. “The eldest daughter. The⁠—”

      “The one with the lazy eye,” Dad offers in a flat tone. “And the overbite.”

      Shrugging, I peer down at the very overpriced, half-eaten lunch on the table in front of me. “Not sure why you keep flogging that dead horse, but I’m not interested in Victoria—” I hold up a finger to silence my mother when she tries to interject. “—and, no, I’m not interested in the sister with the new nose or Layla either… because there is no way in hell I’m marrying into the De La Rue family. I want to get away from you. Marrying the daughter of your ally is the exact opposite of escape, especially after the drama the youngest sister caused for me.”

      Although I call it drama, the legal issues Layla De La Rue created for me with her inability to keep her mouth shut almost ended with me and my best friend, Hugh St. James, being sentenced to prison. To say I harbour a deep loathing for the Mayor’s family would be an understatement of the highest magnitude. I would love to hunt Layla again, just to prove that it doesn’t matter what precautions she takes or how uncomfortable she makes things for me.

      I am the Crown Prince, and she will bow down to me.

      “Sit down, Lizzie,” my father orders when my mother tries to storm off.

      As soon as she lowers back into her seat, he reaches under the table. The weak woman who birthed me presses her lips into a tight line and does her best not to blink when her eyes fill with tears. Being intimately acquainted with my father’s cruel ways myself, I imagine he’s got quite a vicious grip on either her wrist or her thigh right now. Joseph Kingsley rules the pair of us with an iron fist, and while these regularly scheduled displays of upper-class happiness are my mother’s idea, he is just as concerned about our public image as she is.

      Perception is everything in his game.

      He is a sitting member of parliament, after all. Next in line to run the state of Western Australia. Having the media catch wind of a situation where his wife stormed away from him simply wouldn’t do. There can be no visible discord in our family. Not an iota of truth is allowed to cast a shadow over his reputation as a family man with a strong moral code and an even stronger intolerance for crime and corruption.

      The snarky voice that lives in my mind raises its ugly head, ready to spit venom at my understated description of my controlling father. Dear old Dad is dirty to the core—he’s just found the perfect way to keep his misdeeds buried and his nose clean. My maternal grandfather, the boss of the Irish mob, deals with the underworld. My father acts as the moral conduit, bending the law to suit their mutual goals.

      When the monster pushes against the bars of the chemically created cage I keep him contained in, I bite the inside of my cheek until the tangy copper taste of blood washes over my tastebuds. Few things satisfy the demon in my head when he tries to escape the leash I keep him on.

      Thankfully, blood is one of them…

      “Speaking of flogging dead horses,” my father mutters. I follow his gaze, darting a look over my shoulder in the direction he’s staring. My monster howls at what we find. Rage settles over my vision in a red mist. “When are you going to dish out a proper serving of payback to Lysander Mayberry?” I can barely hear Dad past the need for violence that’s whooshing in my ears. When I don’t answer quickly enough, my father nudges my dodgy left knee with his. I hiss. He ignores my pain to tell me, “He needs to be taken down a peg… and soon.” Mother makes a nervous sound of disagreement but doesn’t otherwise contradict him. “I heard last night that he’s been accepted into the University of Western Australia and will train with the Perth Wagyls as well. The bookies have him odds-on to debut in the upcoming season—he’ll be the youngest player to play in the federation when he does.”

      This time, the blood that floods my mouth is accidental since I didn’t mean to sink my teeth into my bottom lip. A trail of blood runs from the corner of my mouth. I dab at it with my linen napkin, grateful for the distraction my mistake provides my monster, as I twist in my chair to get a better look at my arch-nemesis.

      Athletically gifted, morally righteous, Sander’s need to be judge, jury, and punisher was my downfall. I hate him with a white-hot rage that will scorch the earth around me if I ever set it free. He’s stolen everything from me—the future my father just laid out was supposed to be mine. I want it back, except the damage he inflicted on my knee permanently removed the possibility that my expulsion from the National Basketball Federation could not.

      Policy decisions are meant to be broken. Knees not so much. Especially with sledgehammers wielded by fourteen-year-old boys. The punishment Sander dished out to me destroyed my ability to jump, so I’ve made it my life’s mission to ruin him and his posse of upstarts.

      Unfortunately, in the four years since he demolished my knee, I’m yet to find a way to hurt him in return. He’s well-protected. Not in the same way someone from an elite family like mine is, hidden behind a veil of wealth and fear. Sander’s untouchable because of the loyalty he’s personally inspired, in addition to the infamy that comes with the motorcycle club his family belongs to. A club infinitely more popular than any that embrace my family as members.

      The Black Shamrocks MC. A motley crew of gunrunners and weed sellers.

      Somehow, they inspire a level of loyalty that is unattainable to me, even with a sitting Member of Parliament for a father and a wealthy socialite with underworld connections for a mother. I’ve never cultivated fidelity in anyone outside those forced to serve me. For all my pedigree and previous sporting achievements, I’m as much an outsider in Inadale as I am a member of the inner clique.

      Of course, the cocktail of chemicals my mother has the butler pour down my throat every morning doesn’t help. Curbing my psychotic compulsions and antisocial tendencies with pharmaceuticals may make me easier to control, but they also dull my particular brand of cruel je ne sais quoi.

      What once made me a leader now renders me a follower.

      Thanks to Sander Mayberry and his overactive sense of justice.

      “Hmmm, what do we have here,” Dad muses. He laughs, a genuinely evil sound that he rarely lets loose in public, and the noise rips me out of my pity party. I turn back to him, my gaze narrowing when I discover that he’s smirking. “I didn’t think he’d have the stomach for it, but here she is. Out in the open. A siren being dangled in front of a monster.”

      My father’s emphasis on the last word is my first clue.

      For the second time, I follow his focus, only this time I look past Sander.

      Crossing the street with one of the local sluts who recently graced my bed is a goddess. Tall. Blonde. Lightly tanned. Curvy. The girl with her arm linked through Nadia Appleton’s is exactly what my father called her.

      A siren.

      It takes one glance to lure me in, a second to hook me.

      “Who is she?”

      “That’s Lilianna,” Dad replies. “Lysander’s twin. He’s very protective of her—she rarely makes it into town without a contingent of bikers surrounding her.”

      I vaguely remember her from school. The twins were in their first year at the senior school while I was finishing my last. Studious and quiet. She was on the running team with me, but I don’t think we shared any other classes together, so Lilianna never really snagged my attention back then.

      For one thing, she certainly didn’t look like this four years ago. Second, I was distracted by my immediate rivalry with her brother.

      The moment Sander tried out for the team; I knew he was going to give me trouble. Everything that I worked hard for came easily to him, including the loyalty of our teammates.

      He usurped my leadership.

      Flouted the rules I used to keep everyone in line.

      Despised the rituals that bound us together.

      When he decided he was too good to undergo the same hazing as everyone else, I targeted his best friend. Luke Hayes broke like a cheap plastic toy, and I thought that was enough to put Sander in his place.

      More fool me.

      I let down my guard.

      Took my eye off the prize.

      Revelled in my victory too soon.

      He used my arrogance against me and gathered the perfect amount of dirty laundry to expose me to the only thing that can take down a family like mine.

      Public scrutiny.

      I wasn’t paying attention back then, so I underestimated my foe.

      But I’m paying attention now, and I see Lilianna for what she is.

      Payback.

      My greatest enemy. His gorgeous sister.

      Two birds. One stone. Or better still: two siblings, one well-deserved serving of revenge.

      Poor Lilianna Mayberry doesn’t stand a chance against me and my monster…
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      “You had no right, Sander.” The indignant tone that Lilianna is using to berate her twin brother is music to my ears. “We’re almost eighteen. It’s none of your business what I had planned and who I planned to do it with.” 

      “Stop bein’ so fuckin’ melodramatic,” Sander tells his sister. “I saved you from makin’ an idiot of yourself.” 

      “Whatever.” 

      After weeks of hunting Lilianna to no avail, I’ve spent all night tracking the twins and their friends. This argument could prove to be my first opportunity to intercept Lilianna without her brother’s interference, since it’s become apparent that she’s more heavily guarded than the Royal Australian Mint. Tonight, for over three hours, it appeared that I wouldn’t get the opportunity tonight, until the gorgeous blonde received a phone call that made her scowl. After she’d stormed over to Sander and dragged him away from their group, my gut told me that this was my chance to strike, so I’d beckoned my best friend to follow me. 

      “Do you know who that girl is?” I ask Hugh when it appears the argument that I’m eavesdropping on is over. 

      He follows my head tilt, his eyes lighting up a second later. 

      A chuckle bubbles from the black depths of my soul when I spy in his gaze the same primal need that invigorates me. Born into a world of power, chaos, and sin, we’ve been encouraged to embrace our dark sides for as long as I can remember. We share a seething drive to hurt. To conquer. To possess. To break. It’s the bond that’s tied us together since we first rained down indiscriminate carnage as a pair of unruly ten-year-olds and got away with it. 

      Our fathers encouraged our violence… until we made the cardinal mistake of drawing attention to ourselves. What started with us making bets over the speed with which we could make the youngest Du Bois sister cry ended with a hefty bribe being paid to the mayor of Inadale and my grandfather being forced to step out of the shadowy underworld he rules to keep us out of prison. 

      “The pretty blonde?” 

      I nod, biting back a grin when he lets out a low whistle. 

      “She’s a fine piece of arse.” Hugh’s interest is piqued, exactly as I wanted. “The first such specimen we’ve seen to actually make it worth our while dragging ourselves down here to mingle with the local peasants.”

      “Smile and wave. Impress the people. Uphold the dignity of my position in this district.” Flapping my hand around like I’m impersonating the Pope, I mimic my dad’s terse instruction about how to act tonight. Hugh laughs at my antics, although his smirk dies when I add. “I’m calling dibs on the girl.”

      He punches me in the arm. “Bullshit, Alex. You can’t call dibs on a chick that fine. A beauty like her is the perfect prize for a bet. Name your price, arsehole… at least give me a sporting chance. It is the eve of a new year, after all.”

      “She’s special.” From my slightly superior height, I sneer down at my only genuine friend. He’s as empty on the inside as I am, so he’s always keen to follow me headfirst into my latest morally corrupt scheme. “I have plans for her that don’t involve talking her into a quick fuck in the back of my ute before you can.” 

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Hugh looks between Sander and me, then pauses his perusal to regard me with a puzzled expression. “What’s her connection to Sander?”

      “She’s his twin, Lilianna.” 

      He uncrosses his arms and uses his hands to trace the shape of a curvy woman in the air. “Well, Miss Lilianna has certainly filled out since we left high school.” 

      “That she has,” I muse as I run my eyes over her tall, lush figure. 

      From the top of her honey-blonde hair to her big tits and further down to the hips that curve in perfect harmony with her chest, there isn’t a thing about Lilianna Mayberry that doesn’t scream fuck me now. I sink my teeth with vicious intent into my bottom lip. The pain is my cue for my monster to stop thinking with our dick and engage our actual brain. To pull this off, we need the blood in my big head, not the little one.

      “Stay here and watch the master at work.” 

      When Hugh scoffs at my instruction, I smile as I turn to watch Lilianna stalking away from her brother. Her scowl of irritation and the defiance in her stride as she heads toward the restrooms tells me that my opening has finally arrived.  

      My approach is stealthy. I walk in measured steps designed to put us on a collision course. Lilianna’s studious examination of the ground beneath her feet, the intent glower creasing the smooth skin of her forehead, works in my favour. She doesn’t notice me until it’s too late.

      Just like I planned…

      When we hit, I take the brunt of the impact. I wrap my arms around her and yank her to the ground. With deliberate intent, I land on my back and pull her tight against me. Her warm breath rushes over my face. Minty air surrounds me, mixed with her unique smell. Floral with a hint of vanilla, I hold the delicate scent in my lungs. 

      Lilianna’s cheek rests on my chest, directly over my heart. 

      I relish her touch for a second before I speak. “I am so sorry. I didn’t see you coming.”

      My voice is smooth. My manner is that of a country gentleman. Startled, bright-blue eyes look up at me, and I have to stop myself from picking her up and running away with her. The woman sprawled on top of me is a contradiction—body of a whore, face of a Madonna. She’s made for sin yet awakens a never before encountered protective instinct in me. 

      Innocence and iniquity in one delectable package. 

      Her bewitching gaze almost makes me feel bad for even thinking of using her as a pawn for my payback against her twin. 

      Losing my edge to the surprising reaction I’m having to her gives Lilianna the chance to escape me. She puts her palms on the ground on either side of my chest and tries to push back to her feet. My hands have a mind of their own, taking hold of her waist and pulling her back down onto me. The feel of her breasts pillowing against my chest steals my breath. My fingertips are electrified where they make contact with the bare skin above the waistband of her jeans, sending lightning bolts of arousal down the base of my spine. 

      As I indulge in her closeness, I try to prolong our connection. 

      “Are you okay?” I inquire, widening my eyes to disarm her. “We hit pretty hard.”

      Anxiety thumps in my chest when she wriggles in my grasp until I either have to let go of her or risk goading her into making a scene that draws her family’s attention to us. Lilianna rolls off me with an elegant economy of movement that has my cock grazing his head against my zipper. Her generous tits heave when she takes a moment to catch her breath. My gaze refuses to leave them, and I’m thankful that she doesn’t notice my blatant ogling. 

      When she stands, Lilianna holds her hand out in a silent offer of help and answers my earlier question. “I’m fine. Are you all right?” 

      I take her smaller hand in mine, suppressing a shudder when the electricity shoots through me again. As I stand before her, I crowd her space to see how she’ll react. She takes a step back, putting a socially acceptable amount of space between us, her reaction proving that she’s exactly what I thought—a pure, untouched angel. 

      My ego dances when I spy her dilated pupils. 

      Lilianna Mayberry is affected by me. 

      “I’m fine as well,” I reply with a laugh. 

      The mirth that invades my answer is calculated. It’s the sexy chuckle that has every girl I know discarding her panties without another word required. On Lilianna, it has the opposite effect. She tries to tug her hand out of mine. I hold tight, running my thumb over her knuckles instead. Disappointment overcomes me when she attempts to pull her hand away again. 

      She’s not going to be as easy to tempt as I first thought. 

      Time for a new tactic. 

      Leaves and small sticks from the gravel verge are stuck to the back of my shirt. I turn to show them to her. “Or I would be fine if you’d be kind enough to get this crap off my back for me.” 

      I recover from my earlier disenchantment when I register Lilianna’s feather-light touch on my shirt. Damned if I’m not going to enjoy ruining her innocence. 

      “All done.” Two simple words are all I get out of her when she’s finished. 

      I’d be certain my newest tactic hadn’t worked and would be searching for another approach if I hadn’t caught the breathless catch in her voice at the end. When I turn to face her again, I make sure my lady-killer smile is safely tucked away. Lilianna needs a dose of my boyish charm to settle her skittishness. A beguiling grin settles in place. It’s fake—completely for show. I’m the most dangerous person this girl is going to encounter in her life. 

      She just doesn’t need to know that yet. 

      Lilianna’s answering smile is forced. Her cheeks blaze red as her embarrassment makes its way up her slender neck. I promise myself that, one day soon, I’m going to be tracing that path with my tongue… and then my teeth. 

      She gives me a jerky nod goodbye before turning to leave. 

      “Not so fast, little girl—we are not finished with you yet,” my monster’s voice declares triumphantly in my head.  

      Seizing hold of her upper arm, I halt her retreat. A puzzled gaze meets mine, and her plump lips press together in a tight line that telegraphs her discomfort. 

      “You’re Lilianna Mayberry, aren’t you?” As I speak, I let my chocolate-brown eyes drill into her blue orbs with an intensity that should discomfort her. I expect Lilianna to wilt under my probing gaze, but she doesn’t. Instead, her shoulders straighten, and she openly glares at me. 

      Apparently, Lilianna has more spine than it appears at first glance. 

      I file that knowledge away for future reference. 

      With a curt shrug, she yanks her arm out of my grip. I feign offence at her hostility, then watch her face. Nothing changes. Lilianna simply nods her head to show that I have her name correct. 

      Again, I try to break down her defences. “You’re Sander’s sister?”

      “That’s me. I prefer to be called Anna, though.” Her answer is short, but her expression softens at my mention of her brother. Mentally, I celebrate. We have identified Anna’s first weak spot—and it’s the same as Sander’s. “I’m actually his twin, even though no one can tell.”

      She laughs as she touches her hair. Her twin is as dark as she is fair, but they’re not as unalike as she pretends. Their bone structure is identical, as are their above-average height and exceptional good looks. The fundamental difference is that Sander is very aware of his blessings, while Anna appears to be oblivious. 

      “I’m Alexander Kingsley. I’ve seen you around, but you don’t come to parties like Sander does, so I’ve never officially met you.” I lay it on thick, ending my introduction with a wink and holding my hand out to her as I drawl, “Even though I’ve been dying to.”

      Seizing on the opportunity offered by the slight change in her demeanour, I unleash my panty-melting smile and flirtatious charm. My reward is the confusion that clouds her eyes. Anna takes hold of my hand and shakes it. My teeth grind as I fight to hide my reaction to the charge that her touch sends through me. A sense of victory courses the same path as the electricity when I spy her eyes widening, and I realise she feels it as much as I do. 

      This tidbit is confirmed when Anna tries to drop my hand like it’s on fire. With perverse humour, I smile as I hold tight and prolong the handshake. She stops trying to remove her fingers from my grip, which leaves us holding hands.

      Her awkward attempt to break the tension I’m deliberately creating is adorable. 

      “Nice to officially meet you.” Her expression doesn’t change, even though she now knows my name. The biker princess shows no sign of recognising who I am. It’s a strange feeling, being anonymous, considering I’ve spent most of my life in the spotlight as the son of a politician and the grandson of a notorious mobster. “I don’t really party much. Although I’m surprised you’re at the same parties as Sander—aren’t you a little old for…” 

      When Anna trails off, heat travels from her neck to settle in her cheeks again. My angelic little victim is proving to be judgmental and prudish—and it’s my new mission to fuck it right out of her. By the time I’m finished with her, she won’t have a critical bone in her bountiful body, because she’ll have had my cock jammed in every hole she possesses. 

      Marking her. Sullying her. Discarding her. 

      Breaking her spirit will be an added bonus to the humiliation I heap on Sander’s head when it’s made known that his precious sister is the latest indentation in my overburdened bedhead. My laughter camouflages my depraved musings. I make it clear that I’m laughing at her lack of filter and not with her. 

      Instantly, her beautiful face turns a darker shade of red. 

      “Yes, I suppose I am. I’m twenty-two.” I watch her calculate our age gap with pleasure. Normally, five years is enough to make me a taboo treat to the girls around here, but not large enough to render me socially unacceptable to their parents. “There’s not much for me to do around here now that I’ve finished up at university… plus most of the parties happen in our paddocks since I typically organise them. You should come to the next one. I’ll look after you. Make sure you have a good time.” I wink at her once more, fighting the urge to drag her out of sight so I can screw her senseless when her cheeks flare into a deeper shade of scarlet. 

      “I’ll think about it.” Anna shuffles her feet, then meets my eyes with a steely resolve that won’t be there by the time I’m finished with her. “Anyhow, it was nice to meet you, but I need to get going. It’s nearly midnight, and I want to catch up with my friends before the fireworks.” 

      When I’m ready—which is after I’ve affected a bow and planted a kiss on her knuckles—I let her tug her hand from mine. “It was a pleasure having you run into me. I really hope you take me up on my offer. I think we could have a lot of fun together.”

      The fake smile she plasters on her face warns me she’s close to telling me to piss off. 

      “Have a good night, Alex.” The irritated way she says my name rings in my ears as she spins on her heel and walks faster than necessary toward the restrooms. 

      Approaching me once Anna is out of sight, Hugh shakes his head. “Bad luck. Looks like she’s not interested.”

      “You need to disappear.” My tone is harsh when I speak. My friend takes a step away from me, shock in his expression. “I’m about to put phase two into action.”

      “Phase two?” he asks. 

      I point to the front of the town hall, where everyone gathers for the fireworks that Anna mentioned. “Wait out there.”

      “Dude, she looks like a nice girl.” Hugh raises an uncustomary objection. “Plus, you know Sander will kill you if you mess with his sister. He’s already after you for spiking his drink the other night.”

      Snorting as I bellow with laughter, I have to bend in half when my mirth becomes uncontrollable. Seriously? He chooses now to grow a conscience. “Do you think I care if Sander comes after me? Let him explain his positive methylamphetamine test and his violent tendencies to his new coaches.”

      With one eye on the restrooms to watch for Anna’s return, I usher Hugh toward the front of the hall. 

      Like a little drama queen, he voices his reluctance to leave me alone with Anna. “She belongs to the Shamrocks—you’ll start a war if you lose control around her.” 

      “I’ll be fine.” When he looks like he’s about to express his doubts again, I shove him hard. “Fuck off.” 

      He finally gets the message, dropping out of sight. I shake my head at his ridiculous behaviour. I’m not scared of Sander’s reaction or the MC. In fact, I welcome their attention. I want them to know that it was me who ruined his chance at a professional basketball career. 

      I don’t care what it takes or who gets caught in the crossfire. 

      If I can’t have my dream, why the hell should he?

      The lights that illuminate the town hall are switched off in anticipation of the fireworks. Darkness descends, plunging the deserted area where I wait into pitch black. My position is hidden. 

      Just like I wanted. 

      A dangerous lick of anticipation runs the length of my spine when I see Anna emerge from the restrooms. She’s redone her hair; the golden locks that came free during our collision have been smoothed back into the bun she wears on her head. I find myself wondering what she’d look like with it down, the waves of burnished silk flowing around her shoulders and down her back. I want to know how her hair would feel wrapped around my wrist while I pump myself inside her flawless body.

      A tiny sigh interrupts my lust-filled thoughts, and I become aware that Anna hasn’t left the yard. She’s two metres away from me, leaning against the sandstone wall with her face tilted toward the dark sky. My expectation was for Anna to make her way through the yard to her friends and family. I was planning on intercepting her before she could get to them—a prudent consideration given her father’s the vice president of the Shamrocks as well as a well-known psycho. 

      Waiting, I mimic the angle of Anna’s head, only I’m not looking for the bursts of colour that are about to fill the sky. No, I’m silently thanking whichever dark lord has my contemptible interests on their agenda. Because having this gorgeous girl choose to willingly separate herself from the crazy men in her family is a definite sign that someone up there is looking out for me.

      The countdown to the dawning of the brand-new year is shouted through a megaphone, “Three, two, one. Happy New Year,” and the night sky fills with a kaleidoscope of colour while the loud banging and whistling of the fireworks disguises my approach from my unsuspecting victim. 

      With unyielding hands, I trap her between the wall and my body. Pausing for two seconds, I let myself luxuriate in her scent—orchids, vanilla, and alluring innocence—and then I kiss her. 

      My movements are sure, unheeding of her stiffening frame. When she gasps, I push my tongue between her lips and plunder the inner recesses of her mouth. I smile when Anna’s knee lifts, ready to take out my balls. Her reaction makes me grin. She doesn’t know who I am, exactly how big I am, what I can do to her—yet she’s ready to take defending herself into her own hands. 

      Did I call her untouched perfection? 

      I miscalculated. She may be untouched by the hands of a man, but she’s no pushover. I sense the wildness that flows inside her. It’s a contradiction to the innocence she projects. A complement to the irritation she showed toward me when I tried to press her buttons. With my last name, it’s not often anyone is brave enough to outwardly defy me. 

      So far, Anna’s proven to be more challenging than initially predicted. 

      This girl could become addictive if I’m not careful.

      Kissing Anna harder, my muscles tense, ready to keep her under control if she uses that knee on me, I take my fill of her mouth. I’m uncertain what makes her lower her leg, but I’m surprised when her body loosens, and she leans back against the building. 

      I pull my lips from hers and whisper, “Happy New Year, Anna.” 

      A sigh is the only response I receive for a long, drawn-out moment until, with a shaky murmur that has my cock trying to escape my pants, Anna returns my sentiments. “Happy New Year, Alex.” 

      That single sentence is all I need. It’s confirmation that I have her where I want her. Proof that Anna Mayberry just conceded defeat in the first battle of a war she doesn’t know she’s fighting.

      My next action appears coaxing. I nip at her bottom lip and use my body to invade her space even more. Right now, I’m letting her believe she has a say in how this will play out. She doesn’t. My faux magnanimity is simply the start of my next game. Now that I’ve made Anna accept my proximity, it’s time to make her believe that what happens next is her idea. 

      I use my strength to move her reluctant arms around my neck, then I pull her soft curves against me. The stiffness slowly drains from her until she becomes pliable, both in body and emotion. A shudder runs the length of her frame when I kiss her again. 

      This time, she is a willing participant from the start. Her tongue touches mine. Her fingers tangle softly in the hair at my nape. She tastes me, experiments with me. All the while exposing her innocence. 

      Timid. 

      Tentative. 

      Testing. 

      Anna’s inexperience is clear in every move she makes. 

      The lights in the yard are switched back on, and the bulb directly above us illuminates her blonde hair in such a way that it resembles a halo. Anna falters, but I don’t let her stop. Instead, I distract her with fleeting touches, making sure that she’s paying little mind to who can see us, and once I’m certain that both Hugh and my father have witnessed our kiss, I let her go. 

      A hollow emptiness invades my chest as I lose control of her. I push the feeling away to smile down at the beautiful girl trapped between my body and the hard wall. The flush on her cheeks and the redness around her lips from my kiss awaken a ferocity in me that is foreign. 

      I don’t want to let her go. 

      I want to keep her. 

      If I could, she’d be thrown over my shoulder and whisked away from every other person who inhabits this earth. I’d lock her up somewhere underground, free of outside influences, and make her dependent on me for her next breath, sunlight, food—everything she needs to exist. 

      Strategically, what I do next is completely wrong. 

      But it’s the only thing that tames the monster in my head as he demands I satisfy his craving.  

      I bite Anna’s shoulder. 

      And it takes every ounce of the chemical restraint that grips me to stop myself from sinking my teeth through the thin cotton of her shirt. I want to penetrate her skin. To taste her blood. To hurt her. To do whatever it takes to make her accept she belongs to me. It’s a battle I come close to losing, but eventually, I swallow down my need and stake my claim verbally instead. 

      “You’re so beautiful, and you’re going to be all mine. I’m going to make sure of it.” 

      I walk away before she can answer. As I go, my monster screams that I’ve made a fatal error. I should have kept her with me. Stole her from under their noses. Hidden her. Locked her away from the world that’s going to warn her to stay away from me. 

      To calm myself, I melt into the shadows to watch my unsuspecting victim throughout the rest of the evening. The madness that fuels me finally ends when I see Anna press her fingers against her lips like she’s reliving my kiss. Solid knowing that I’ve made my mark on her, I head for my ute before I give in to temptation, and allow the slipping control I have on my monster to ruin the progress I’ve made with my prey.
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      “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” My mother screeches once the butler has shut the front door behind me. “It’s bad enough your father constantly embarrasses me—now I must suffer humiliation at your hands too?”

      Her gin sloshes over the sides of her martini glass, and she stares at the splashes the liquor has made on the marble floor with more longing and love than she’s ever given me. I pass my jacket to Phillips with a weary sigh, nodding once when he meets my eyes. The wry smile that I exchange with the butler before he hangs my jacket says it all.

      Here we go again…

      Elizabeth Kingsley is drunk as a skunk and ready to pick apart every move her only son made during his interactions with the local plebs tonight.

      I try to skirt the mess she’s made on the floor. Of course, letting me pass without an argument would be too much to ask of her. My mother takes hold of my wrist and yanks me to a stop. I could easily overpower her and keep moving. I don’t. Because I know that not only will she follow me to my wing of the mansion, but her alcohol-induced diatribe will increase exponentially in length with each extra step I force her to take.

      My eyes narrow to slits, and she warps in my vision. I let the full force of my displeasure show in both my gaze and my tone when I finally give her the attention she’s demanding. “What are you so upset about?”

      The hurt in her expression used to prick at my conscience—now it simply pisses me off. At home, my mother is a pathetic caricature of the woman she pretends to be when we’re in public. The perfectly coiffed hairdo she wore tonight has disintegrated into a rat’s nest on her head. Her eye makeup is smeared down her cheeks, and her gaze is glassy from the liquor she’s poured down her throat.

      As my mother catches on to my thoughts, she smooths her hair with a trembling hand, then she licks her lips, and the tirade begins. “I want to know what you were doing kissing that girl? I want to know why you would listen to your father and pursue someone like her? She isn’t worth your attention. She’ll ruin you, Alexander, with her slutty ways and her filthy family. They’re poison, they destroy everything.”

      It would seem that I had more witnesses to my rebellion than first assumed.

      “It’s none of your business.” My reply is intended to cut. I want her to hurt. “I can kiss whomever I choose, fuck whomever I want, until it’s time to settle down and claim my inheritance. Grandfather made that very clear.”

      The mention of her tyrant of a father has my mother’s eyes darting around the foyer as if she expects him to appear out of nowhere. The spectre of my grandfather looms large in this palatial house, even though he hasn’t set foot on the premises since my parents’ wedding. On that day, he passed the mantle of ownership to my father, disappearing from sight, so that his reputation wouldn’t smear the political clout he’d just bought himself in exchange for my mother’s freedom. After that, my mother’s childhood home quickly became a tomb that encased her crumbling marriage.

      Why two people who loathe each other as much as they do continue to keep up the ruse of marital bliss is beyond me. Well, not entirely. Money and power make familiar bedfellows. My mother wants to keep her share of her family money, while my father is addicted to the power that remaining married to the sole Maddison heir brings him.

      “Bravo. Bravo.”

      The devil himself walks through the main entrance. The monument to the wealth and power I will inherit seems to shudder with the knowledge that its evil master is home. My father claps his hands, slow and mocking. A face that is an older replica of my own is screwed up in a comedic rendition of a proud parent.

      An outsider would buy his display.

      My mother and I don’t because we know that he’s never pleased.

      Not with us, at least.

      “It was quite a sight. My son slumming it with the daughter of the leader of the local biker degenerates.” Dad’s lips twist into a grimace. “You gave the gossips plenty to talk about. My ears have been burning all night.”

      I step away from my mother, determined to face this without her support. Not that she’s likely to offer any. Mother is now a statue, wilting under the weight of the tension my father’s appearance brings to the room. With my arms crossed over my chest, I arch an eyebrow in his direction. “They’re probably burning from all the gossip over your puppy dog-like behaviour around Charlotte Hannaford.”

      When his face turns a scorching scarlet that telegraphs his growing rage, I continue, “Was that you trotting behind her with your wallet open, snivelling like a fool—” I smirk. “—‘Why yes, Charlotte. Let me take these trays from you. Of course, Charlotte, I’d be happy to donate to the fund for the new children’s playground.’” Cocking my head to the side, I peer at him with mocking mirth in my eyes. “Or was that some other lovesick fool?”

      My scornful rendition of his behaviour tonight makes the tips of his ears redden. The explosion that I know is coming doesn’t stop me. I relish making him lose control while I keep my equilibrium. He hates it—which is all the more reason to keep winding him up. In truth, it’s the only side effect of my medication that I enjoy. “Honestly, Dad? Don’t you think it’s a bit rich for you to lecture me when you’re unable to contain your drooling around your girlfriend from twenty-five years ago?”

      The reaction I was working toward doesn’t eventuate, and an icy shiver of foreboding runs down my spine when he simply grins at me. “If I were you, I wouldn’t be so interested in what the gossips have to say about me. I’d be more worried about how you’re going to deal with Brutus and his boys once they find out you had your hands on Lilianna. If you don’t devise a suitable explanation, you’re in for a world of hurt, my boy.”

      Dad holds his hand out to my mother. “Lizzie, I think it’s time for you to turn in for the night.”

      She places her palm in his, her questioning eyes moving between the pair of us. “Aren’t you going to forbid him from seeing this girl again? She’s hardly in our circle⁠—”

      “I am not forbidding anything.” My father cuts her off before her rant gathers steam. “Why would I? I know firsthand how enjoyable it can be to take a walk on the wild side before settling down with someone useful.”

      The jab isn’t subtle. Neither is my mother’s reaction to his comment about Charlotte. Pain of a magnitude that I can’t comprehend in my dead-hearted state fills her face. If I could find it in me to push past the numbness to care, I’d feel bad for her. But I don’t. The specifics of my father’s relationship with Charlotte Hannaford are a closely guarded secret, but it’s clear to me that her existence is a thorn in both my parents’ sides.

      For my father, she’s an object of desire.

      To my mother, she’s a reminder of her failure.

      Dad ignores my mother’s misery and turns his full attention to me. “If you listen to one thing that I tell you, make it this. Do. Not. Allow this girl to run you in circles. Put her in her place and do it quickly. If you can bring her to heel, then you might succeed in snatching the payback you deserve and fulfilling the obligations of your last name with a woman you can stomach by your side. I failed to do this—I implore you to listen to me for once.”

      Usually, I’d tell him where to shove off.

      This time, his advice makes sense.

      The small taste I had of Anna tonight was enough to whet my appetite for more. That in itself is not normal—I prefer to screw their brains out one time and then make them leave.

      Hump ’n dump if you want to be crass.

      Anna roused something in me I thought I had under control.

      Being near her tempted me to set my monster free.

      Which is strange since I was certain that my brush with the law, the first and last time that I let him off his leash, had scared me straight. If the threat of a criminal record wasn’t a big enough incentive to control myself, then my grandfather’s promise to disinherit me if I got caught again should have been. It’s a tightrope I walk, one I thought I was an expert at.

      “I’m listening,” I tell my dad. “How exactly would this work?”

      His eyes light up, the small nod he gives me conveying the promise that once he’s put my mother to bed, he will track me down to talk. As they ascend the curved marble staircase, I watch them leave with a sick hope in my heart. My mother’s back is straight, worry stiffens her posture. I know she’s concerned about the advice my father will impart, yet I can’t find it in me to heed her caution.

      If I had to choose between my parents, Dad would win hands down.

      My mother is weak. My father is dangerous. Menace calls to me much more than fragility.

      Eventually, I notice that Dad’s spine is just as rigid as my mother’s—for opposite reasons. It’s clear that he has a different take on this situation. His stance telegraphs his arrogant satisfaction. It buoys me, and I stand taller. For the first time in my life, I have the chance to make one of my parents proud of me.

      Maybe?
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      “Dad! Alexander Kingsley’s at the door,” one of the Mayberry boys yells when he sees it’s me. 

      I think it’s the middle one. Ernest or Edgar, or whatever his name is. Who knows? They all look the same to me—big, brawny, and brainless. Whichever one he is, quiet disapproval at my presence on their turf is written all over his face, and he drives it home by slamming the door shut before I can speak. 

      Heavy footsteps can be heard from the other side of the door. A huge figure looms large through the glass panels that decorate either side seconds before it’s swung open, and I come face to face with Brutus Mayberry. 

      “What the fuck do you want?”

      Charming.

      I bite the inside of my cheek, so I don’t tell him I’m here to fuck his daughter and destroy his son. Brutus’ volatility is well known. He’d probably headbutt me if I told him the truth. And since I’m slightly attached to my straight nose, I’d rather he didn’t. 

      Instead of mouthing off, I clear my throat and remember what my dad told me last night. 

      Be respectful. 

      Lull them into a false sense of security. 

      Separate Anna from them as quickly as possible. 

      “Uh, Mr. Mayberry, I was wondering if I could have a word?” I sound like a good little country boy, compounding that image by holding my hand out for him to shake. He tucks his bottle of beer under his arm—seriously, it’s barely midday, and he’s drinking—and takes my hand in one of his paws. I’m not kidding. He lives up to his menacing name. 

      The man is a literal brute. 

      Brutus squeezes my fingers together, lifting my entire arm up and down while he does it. I grit my teeth, determined not to let him know I’m in danger of him ripping my limb off, and return the pressure as much as I can. Since my basketball career ended, I haven’t been particularly interested in the gym, but I remain strong and fit. From helping work our land—and sex. Lots of sex. Chasing. Lifting. Choking. Penetrating. Thrusting. Slapping. Breaking. I do it all and more regularly, and along with the genetics I was blessed with, it’s enough to keep me in better shape than most. 

      “It’s nice to meet you, sir.” I bite back a shit-eating grin when the strength I apply to our never-ending handshake becomes enough to widen Brutus’ eyes the tiniest bit. Once I’m satisfied that he understands I won’t be intimidated, I let go of his hand and re-embrace my innocuous country boy persona. “But as I was saying, I’d like to speak to you.”

      “About what?” 

      He leans his head back and drains his beer bottle. Visions, courtesy of my monster, float through my mind’s eye. I picture myself taking the amber bottle and cracking it over his head. His lack of manners is beyond ridiculous. 

      “I met Anna last night at the New Year’s celebrations and was wondering if I could seek your permission to take her out on a date.”

      “That so?” A smirk appears as Brutus’ eyes light up with dark humour. 

      “We should use that bottle to gouge out his smarmy eyes.” My monster’s updated vision makes me smile.  

      “It is, sir. I felt we hit it off quite well. She seemed to enjoy speaking with me.”

      “Actually, she enjoyed my tongue massaging her tonsils, if you really want to know.” 

      I give myself a mental shake. The monster in my head is getting out of control. One of those thoughts is going to come out of my mouth if I’m not careful. 

      Which will ruin my plan before it even gets off the ground. 

      After sizing me up again, Brutus’ smirk morphs into a genuine smile. He slaps my shoulder, hard enough to knock me off my feet if I hadn’t seen it coming, and then tells me, “Come in and have a beer with me. There’re a few things I need to discuss with you before I let you anywhere near my little Cherub.”

      Brutus pulls the front door shut and leads me through the side gate and into the fenced-off house paddock that dominates the front of their small farm. His long legs put distance between us, and I widen my stride to catch up with him as I follow him to the back patio. He offers me a seat next to him at the table located under the veranda. Silence grows, and I let it get to me for a moment—until I work out that’s what he wants. 

      I open my mouth, ready to break the quiet when Sander comes storming out of the back door. It slams shut behind him, and he launches straight to the point. 

      “The fuck’re you doin’ here?”

      The scowl on his face makes the humble act I’m about to feign worth the dent to my ego. I widen my eyes, then look between Sander and Brutus. Holding my hands palm up in the air like I’m surrendering, I answer with false humility, “Oh, hi, Sander. I came here to ask your dad if I can take Anna to dinner.”

      Sander pounds his fist on the table, leans over it, and points his index finger in my face. “Highly fuckin’ unlikely. Anna doesn’t date, and she definitely doesn’t date sick fucks like you.”

      It’s physically impossible for me to speak. If I do, I’m going to laugh, which would kill the angle I’m working. Poor, poor Sander. He’s so thin-skinned that it almost makes me feel sorry for him. To care so much for a person whom you can’t control seems like a recipe for disaster to me. His downfall has been handed to me on a platter. 

      Hurt his sister; hurt him. 

      “Step down,” Brutus comes to my rescue. He nods his huge head once before reaching over and slapping his son on the shoulder. “Get us a beer. It’s fuckin’ hot out here.”

      After slanting one last look of annoyance my way, Sander does what he’s told. When he returns, he hands his father an open bottle, cracks the top off his own and drinks half the contents. He then bangs my open bottle down on the table in front of me. It foams and froths inside the amber glass from the impact. Before the amber liquid can erupt from the bottle, I take hold of it, tilt my head back and let the cold beverage slide down my throat in one long pull.

      Once I’m finished, I stand and slam the bottle down in front of him. “Thanks. I needed that.” In a perfect world, I’d stop at one snide comment, but something—everything—about Sander pushes my buttons. “With that type of efficiency, you’ll make a fine wife one day.” 

      I add insult to my words by blowing him a kiss. 

      If we were alone, the way he tries to climb the table to get his hands on me would be funny. I’d meet the little prick head-on and teach him what it means to go toe-to-toe with me without a sledgehammer and two people holding me down. Having Brutus as a spectator drains my amusement before it can gain a foothold. Instead of meeting Sander halfway, I stay put. 

      Fighting Sander now wouldn’t be smart. 

      It’d alienate his sister.  

      At the end of the day, I’d much rather chip away at him, piece by piece, until I have him perfectly positioned for our final showdown. Victory tastes sweeter when you have to work hard to earn it. 

      Brutus’ hand lands on my shoulder. He pushes me back down into my seat. I sit without argument, stifling a chuckle when he reaches across the table and seizes Sander by the front of his shirt. A silent exchange goes down between them—the son’s angry blue eyes boring into the lethal gaze of his parent without flinching. I can’t read their exchange, but whatever is transmitted is enough to shut down Sander’s anger. He nods once, then takes hold of his father’s wrist and yanks his hand from his T-shirt. He throws himself into the closest seat, an irate glint shining brightly from the same blue eyes that grace his twin’s beautiful face. 

      My mind is still fixed on their wordless conversation they had in front of me, so I don’t see Brutus’ attack coming. With his beefy forearm across my neck, he thrusts me back into my seat, pinning me in place with his heavy body. 

      There’s deadly promise in his eyes. 

      “I’mma let you take my little Cherub out. One time, that’s fuckin’ it—unless she comes to me and says she wants to see you some more.” I swallow, then muster a nod of agreement. My body is screaming at me that it needs oxygen, yet I know that the only way that will happen is to let this psycho get his clichéd threats out of his system. “This is gonna be your only warning. You fuck up, and you’re in for a world of hurt. You hurt one hair on my little Cherub’s head, and I’ll mince you up, mob brat, and force-feed your body to your mama in my famous bolognaise.”

      He leans against my chest again, driving the last remaining molecules of oxygen from my lungs. A wheeze leaves my lips, and Sander smiles. In my head, my monster vows he will pay for his amusement in the worst way. 

      “Do you get me?” Brutus demands. “One tear runs down her cheek, and you’re dead.”

      I nod again, and the humility that shows on my face isn’t feigned this time. Brutus has driven his point home so well that my blood is boiling from the humiliation. Paradoxically, he’s made it very clear that I’ll need to separate Anna from the crazy men in her family quicker than I’d previously intended. With his threat, he’s thrown a giant spanner in the works, forcing me to contemplate swallowing my pride and returning to my father for more advice sooner than planned.

      Thankfully, Brutus mistakes my silence for agreement. He straightens, removing his weight from my throat, and retakes his seat with a smile on his face. After pounding his fist on the table twice, he addresses Sander. “Get us another beer. Threatenin’ baby mobsters is thirsty fuckin’ work.” 

      The bellowing laughter that erupts from him must come from the very pit of his stomach. It’s dark and greedy, filled with the promise of my death if I break his rules. When his mirth is contained, he pounds his fist again.

      “Beers, Sander, then tell Charlie to get little Cherub ‘cos this lil fucker here wants to ask her on a date.” 

      When Brutus laughs again, I ignore him. I keep my gaze firmly locked on the back door that Sander’s opened so he can speak to Charlotte Hannaford. A startled look fills her face as she’s caught eavesdropping, then her eyes dart to mine. Disapproval radiates from her, loud and clear. For about the millionth time in my life, I wonder what the hell went down between her and my father all those years ago. 

      Sander whispers something to her. 

      After a pause, Charlotte nods her head and disappears into the depths of the cavernous house in search of my prey. Date, I mean, my date. My humour is restored with that thought, and a grin lifts the ends of my lips for the first time since Brutus attacked me. 

      The door swings open, and Anna emerges. She looks fresh-faced and innocent, if a little flushed. My initial inclination is to rise to my feet and greet her. I don’t, as it quickly becomes apparent that doing so would just embarrass her more. Bright but confused blue eyes flick between her father and me, increasing the redness on her cheeks. Anna’s attention is diverted to Sander when he slams a fresh beer in front of me and retreats from the main table to sit on the low brick wall directly behind me. Worry fills the depths of her gaze at what she spies on her brother’s face. 

      It makes me yearn to squeeze Sander’s throat until he stops breathing. 

      I need her head clear so I can make her mine. 

      Not distracted by her twin’s petulance. 

      Clearing her throat, Anna runs a shaky hand over her hair, then smoothes down the front of her shirt before she addresses her father. “Charlie said you wanted me, Dad?” 

      The small catch in her voice tells me more than the purposely blank look sent my way moments later. My little innocent miss is quaking in her shoes. The tentative smile with which she favours Brutus consolidates that opinion, and I bite back a smile. 

      I think I’m the first man to court Lilianna. 

      I move slightly in my seat to test my theory. Just enough to drag her attention from her dad to me. A knot of anticipation grows in my stomach and replaces the last of the annoyance caused by Brutus’ threat when she looks at me. My cock makes its interest known, hardening in my pants as Anna runs an assessing gaze over my body. Subdued curiosity and something else—something that sends a chill down my spine—flits across her face at my blatant perusal. 

      Ambivalence. 

      That’s the other emotion warring for dominance on her lightly tanned skin. 

      Seeing it doubles my desire to steal her from under their noses. Anna seems uncertain. Inquisitive rather than attracted. Less lustful. More calculating. 

      It appears that she’s undecided about me. 

      Which is a shame—for her—because little does Anna realise, but her complicity is merely a bonus, not a defining factor in my game plan. I’m happy to proceed with or without her compliance. 

      It will come with time. 

      I’ll make sure of it. 

      Anna’s cheeks have been pink since she emerged from the house, but her obvious discomfort doesn’t satiate my need for more. Wanting a repeat of the scorched scarlet she graced me with during our encounter last night, I return her perusal with immodest eyes, moving them with deliberate provocation over the more salient parts of her delectable form. It takes a moment for Brutus to clear his throat with disapproval at my obvious eye-fucking, but the blood that I wanted to taste last night finally makes its way up her elegantly angled throat. It pools in her cheeks, a fitting tribute to the faultless hand I’m playing in this game. 

      I have Anna right where I want her—and the thud that Brutus’ bottle of beer makes when it hits the tabletop says he’s not happy about it. He pats the seat next to him, motioning for Anna to sit down. My attention is drawn to her long legs as she glides to her chair, and lithe limbs encased in tight denim jumps to the top of the list of things I find attractive in a woman. 

      “Little Cherub, Alex’s dropped in to ask me if he can take you out on a date. I told him it’s up to you what you do. Although I’ve warned him that if you say yes, and he goes and hurts you in any way, I’ll fuck him up. Permanently.” Brutus’ uncouth recount of our conversation pulls my attention from Anna, and I mentally declare myself the winner in this battle as I watch him sit straighter in his seat and glare at me. 

      He’s rattled. 

      My heart performs a victory dance throughout my chest when Sander mutters his own threat, “That goes double for me.”

      Anna flinches at his hostility before she sets her shoulders back, a frown creases the delicate skin between her eyes. She shakes herself, her expression changing in the same instant as she widens her eyes and grins at Brutus through gritted teeth. Her irritation is easy to see, albeit a rather curious response given the situation. It takes a second for me to understand what’s responsible for the change in her demeanour, but when it hits me, the good news comes complete with a marching band and confetti. 

      Another crack in the Mayberry family has revealed itself, and it’s the best one so far.

      Little Miss Lilianna Mayberry doesn’t like to be bossed about. The overprotective, borderline psychotic way the men in her family keep her separated from the opposite sex doesn’t fill her with gratitude. It annoys her. 

      As this additional layer of her personality is revealed, the devious glimmer of strategy becomes clear to me. Weak spot number two—better known as the second chink in her armour—has been identified, and it takes my win from likely to unstoppable. 

      “Seriously,” she murmurs, almost under her breath. “I’m not a bloody child.”

      I make a small sound, just loud enough to let her know I heard her and that I agree. Anna smiles slightly when she looks at me. The ambivalence I noticed earlier steals the hard edge of her defiance, but I school my own features into the perfect blank foil for her upcoming boldness. 

      With a softened gaze, I try my hardest to look unsure about myself. My ruse works. Her doubts about me dissolve. They’re replaced with rebelliousness, and she steps further inside my trap a moment later when she asks, “What did you have in mind?” 

      “I thought I could pick you up, and we could head into the city for dinner on Friday night. If you don’t already have plans?” 

      My offer is barely out of my mouth before Anna is nodding her agreement. “That sounds good to me. What time would you like to pick me up?” 

      The groan her simple acceptance elicits from Sander sends victory dancing through my veins. The shit-eating grin that splits my face makes Brutus slam his beer back down on the table, and uncertainty appears on Anna’s flushed face. 

      It’s time to throw the final knockout punch before she changes her mind. 

      I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table, regarding Anna with as much sincerity as I can muster. In a tone that promises her control of her destiny, I ask, “Would five o’clock be all right with you?” 

      An incline of her head is my only answer. For now, it’s enough. Soon, very soon, I’ll be teaching Anna Mayberry that her lack of enthusiasm toward me is simply not going to cut it. Turning to Brutus, I keep my tone respectful while ensuring that he can see a hint of steel in my expression. “What time do I need to have Anna home, Mr. Mayberry, sir?” 

      “It’s Brutus, Alex. No man in my family answers to Mr. Mayberry.” He chuckles, his outward demeanour appears friendly, while he shoots warning daggers at me with his eyes. “I think midnight is a fair time.” 

      While I’m biting back my frustration at the time constraint Brutus has placed on us, Anna beams like his answer satisfies her. Distracted, I watch with fascination as deadly intent disappears from his face, and he wiggles his thick, black eyebrows at his daughter. This interplay between the Mayberrys is captivating. Their protectiveness gives Anna the power to hurt them because they live to please her—which provides me with the upper hand I crave. Unlocking the reason that she’s held on a pedestal by them will hopefully provide me with the solution to my current conundrum. 

      How to separate her from them willingly. 

      My father’s advice rings in my ears as I finish my beer and make idle chitchat with Brutus. I use his sudden pleasantness as a cover for my true motivation and take time to observe the silent looks that he exchanges with his oldest son when they see that my presence makes Anna smile. I stay, playing my part as the love-struck fool, until Sander’s on the verge of exploding with anger. 

      Once he’s properly enraged, I decide that it’s time to leave. 

      Passing Anna on my way off the elevated alfresco patio, I lay a hand on her shoulder. Electric currents zap through my palm. It’s the same effect as last night, leaving me to grind my teeth together so I don’t lean down and kiss her. It takes a second, but I pull myself together. With an innocuous smile—which is the best I can manage while the need to devour her threatens to overwhelm me—I confirm our date. 

      “Five o’clock? In three nights’ time?” 

      “Sounds great.” Anna meets my eyes, an answering smile on her beautiful face. 

      “Dress up.” Her pupils dilate at my order. I give her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I look forward to getting you alone.” 

      “Me, too.” 

      Anna’s response puts a spring in my step as I make my way around to the front of the house. My exit is halted when I hear Sander yelling. A shiver of triumph runs the length of my spine while I bask in his meltdown. It’s a sweet feeling—I’m under his skin, and there’s nothing he can do about it. 

      “Dad, you can’t let her go out with him. He’s bad fuckin’ news. Goes through women like you wouldn’t believe. I won’t have my sister gettin’ humped and dumped by a sick fuck like him.” He falls silent for a second before adding in a pleading voice. “You’re way too good for him, Anna. Don’t do this.”

      I snort. 

      He has reality backward. 

      I’m too good for his family. 

      If he had any intelligence, he would shut his mouth and be thankful that his sister’s beauty is enough to entice me to slum it. 

      “Just shut up, Sander.” Anna’s angry voice carries over to me, echoing the thought in my head. “I’m not a slut like you. It’s one date. It mightn’t even go any further than that. It’s my choice if it does.” 

      Even though there’s no one around to see my disagreement, I shake my head. 

      They’re both mistaken if they think I’m backing off after one date. 

      One date isn’t enough to taint her.

      One date isn’t enough to punish Sander for ruining my life.

      One date isn’t enough to make me feel whole again. 

      “Absolutely, little Cherub.” Brutus cuts off her rant. “Your brother has no place tellin’ you what to do. I trust you to make the right choice.” 

      Brutus continues outlining the reasons he believes Anna is right and Sander is wrong. “You have a good head on your shoulders, which is more than I can say for your brother most of the fuckin’ time. Plus, I’ve warned that pretentious prick that I’ll fuck him up if he hurts you… I know you’ll come to me if he steps outta line.” 

      With each point, my smile widens. The man is underestimating my desire to see his son ruined. The virtues he’s heaping on his daughter’s head might have been enough to ensure Anna’s safety if she was dealing with anyone else. 

      But I’m both a Kingsley and a Maddison. 

      My grandfather is the boss of the Maddison clan. He runs the underworld, butting heads with the Black Shamrocks MC as they fight over control of the local ports. Through him, I’m insulated from consequences by virtue of my untouchable status. 

      As I learnt the hard way four years ago, the only thing that can bring me down is public scrutiny. And that’s where my father’s power comes into play. Since my last public indiscretion, my dad has been promoted to minister for police. He oversees the 7,000 police officers that regulate this state. Everything that happens in Western Australia does so with his blessing. His police force owns the roads that Brutus’ biker gang travels. 

      He literally controls everything that Brutus’ motorcycle club can do in this state.

      I’m not quite as powerful just yet. Not that it matters right now. When the time comes, I’ll have everything I need, just like my father did when he was ready to pounce. Whereas one day, Sander will replace his father’s position in the MC with mutual agreement and past precedent, I will annihilate my parents before I take their place. That’s how my family works. Same as Hugh’s. One generation must fall for the next to step up. 

      This makes me more dangerous than any of the Mayberrys already. 

      For now, my father wields his power like a sword—out in the open with the intention to attack telegraphed loud and clear. Raised by my grandfather in his image, I’m more like a dagger. Stealthy, secretive, and prepared to take you out in silence. Where my dad wants to destroy everything that the Black Shamrocks MC holds dear, my current desires are much smaller. 

      I’m only interested in ruining Brutus Mayberry’s twins.
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      Cool as a cucumber.

      Isn’t that the saying? 

      It certainly sums up the placid expression on Anna’s face as I lead her to my vehicle for our date. She appears as unperturbed by my presence as a thoroughbred horse facing the starting gates for the umpteenth time. 

      “Comfortable?” I ask as I help her into my 4x4 ute. 

      Anna nods, then takes the seat belt from me and plugs it in. I linger next to her with the door still open. She doesn’t look directly at me, instead, she concentrates on smoothing down the hem of the long tunic dress she wears over black opaque tights. The heels on her knee-high boots are solid—if I didn’t know better, I’d say they were motorcycle boots, not dress shoes. 

      A strange choice from an increasingly strange girl. 

      When her lack of eye contact continues, I start second-guessing my plans for the night. 

      Why isn’t she nervous? Every other girl in Inadale would chew off their mother’s face for a date with me.  

      I’ve taken extra precautions tonight. Swallowed my emergency mood stabilisers preemptively. I feel untethered without my monster offering his thoughts on how to proceed. My heart beats in my chest with the erratic rhythm of a pair of bongo drums being played by a drunken amateur, and I decide I need space from Anna to get my game face back in place. 

      Unfortunately, I make the decision too late. 

      Uncertainty makes me clumsy, and I bang my head against the top of the doorjamb when I pull away from Anna. Her head turns, and she meets my eyes for the first time since I knocked on her front door and she ambled out to greet me. 

      “Are you okay?” 

      A cute twist of her lips follows her query and distracts me from the fact that I was upset with her not even ten seconds ago. Instead of answering her question, I lean forward and press my mouth against hers. The same floral fragrance from New Year’s Eve invades my senses, addling my wits and making me kiss her with more force than intended. Her gasp fills the air, and she jerks away from me like my lips are made of acid. 

      When there is enough space between us, Anna presses her fingertips against her lips. Two high red spots colour her cheeks. I run my gaze over her face, silently imploring her to look at me. She doesn’t, but it’s okay. This time I know her refusal to meet my eyes is because she’s trying to hide how much I affect her composure.

      I’m silent as I step out of the way and close her door with a decisive thump. My pulse returns to normal while I mentally congratulate myself on ruffling her feathers. The smile that lifts my lips upward is quickly stifled when I take my seat in the driver’s position and start the car. 

      This time, I’m calm, and she’s the one vying for my attention. 

      Exactly how it should be.

      “So where are we going for dinner?” Anna asks. 

      “Wildflower,” I reply in a clipped tone. 

      I pretend to focus all my concentration on steering the car down the gravel driveway back to the main road while I watch Anna fidget out of the corner of my eye. 

      “That sounds nice. I’ve never been there. It’s pretty fancy, isn’t it?” 

      “Yeah, it’s not bad,” I state, deadpan. 

      Wildflower is nothing special to me. It is one of the closest restaurants to my father’s city offices, so I frequent it regularly, but my fine dining experiences far outweigh what this eatery offers. The fact that Anna has never been there highlights the differences in our lifestyles, and the bland delivery of my answer drives that point home to her. 

      “I’m glad I didn’t wear heels. With my luck, I’d fall on my face and land in the caviar.” 

      The rapid-fire nature of her speech and the tittering laughter she offers give away her flustered state as I flip on my indicator and look over my shoulder before turning onto the bitumen road. 

      “If you weren’t with me, they wouldn’t let you in with those boots on.” 

      My comment hangs in the air, then Anna waffles something about the weather. 

      I make an ambivalent humming sound in response. 

      The rest of the hour and a half long drive into the city is spent flitting from one wooden conversation to the other. She prattles on about university offers, her siblings, and her plans to become a lawyer. None of it particularly interests me. I’m not attracted to her mind, and I couldn’t give a crap about her brothers. Luckily for her, since her dull conversation shows that her social skills lack finesse, my plan doesn’t require me to appear enthralled by the monotony of her life. After I’ve pulled into the parking lot, the slight flush that still reddens her cheeks when the interior light of my vehicle turns on tells me that, despite our rocky start, Anna’s been put firmly in her place. 

      Pulling her door open, I hold out my hand to help her from the car. 

      “Can I have a sec, please?” Anna enquires. “I need to finish this.” 

      When I groan, she holds up a finger, then goes back to typing out a text message. Once Anna has pressed send, I gesture for her to get out of the car. I’m ignored while she stares at her screen with expectation, and I realise that our stilted conversation on the way here was her rambling attempt at being polite while she was otherwise occupied.

      This piece of information sets off a spark of anger deep in my gut, and if I hadn’t preemptively medicated, my monster would be baying for her blood. 

      Less than half a minute later, her phone buzzes, and she speedily swipes at the screen. I attempt to read the message, to no avail, because Anna angles the phone away from me. Instead, I’m forced to settle for watching her face while her eyes dart back and forth. 

      “Oh, my God,” she says with a giggle. 

      It’s a sound that I’ve never heard from her. My last nerve begins to grate. The happy sound sets my teeth on edge. The colour in her cheeks becomes darker as she reads the message. Her blush travels from her chest up to her neck and settles on her cheeks. A spark of anger flares, then bursts into an inferno, and the red mist of rage engulfs my sight. 

      Her humour belongs to someone else. 

      My veins are on fire. A tic of agitation takes control of my right eye, and I stretch my neck from side to side to harness my anger. The loud cracking sound from my joints fills the surrounding air. It diverts Anna’s attention from her phone to me. She presses the lock button and drops it into her purse. 

      “Are you ready?” I snap before I can stop myself. “Or should I pull up a seat so you can finish your conversation?” 

      I know what I’m about to do is wrong, but I can’t help it. Part of me wants to bite my tongue. Another fragment of my psyche wants to start this date again, this time with the charming façade I had planned for this evening. I initially wanted to appear non-threatening and pleasant, but all resemblance to an easy-going country boy fled when she wouldn’t look at me. 

      Now, my anger knows no bounds… 

      “I—uh,” Anna stutters when she meets my glare. 

      The scarlet on her cheeks has now disappeared, leaving her face pale. 

      After clicking my fingers in her face, I beckon her forward with the same hand a second later. “Hurry up. My reservation is firm.” 

      With a quick spin on my heel, I stride off toward Wildflower. I expect that she’ll trot after me and apologise, so when I turn back to point the key fob at my car to lock it, I’m stopped in my tracks by the discovery that Anna remains seated in the vehicle. Anger at my attitude emanates from her. It shines like a bright-red fire alarm, flashing as it trills with a warning that I’ve played this all wrong. 

      “I’m going home, Alex.” 

      “Why?” 

      “My appetite has vanished. Unnecessary rudeness has a way of doing that to me. I’ve texted my friend to come and pick me up. He’ll be here in twenty minutes.” 

      Anna crosses her arms over her chest once she’s finished chastising me and rests them on top of her large purse in dignified silence. The shock that’s coursing through me steals my ability to speak, then it robs me of my ability to think. I’m stumped. Nobody ever calls me out for my behaviour. I have nothing to draw on—no prior experience from which to decide how to react to her challenge. 

      Rage should dictate my response, yet I no longer feel anything like it. 

      No.

      I’m not angry anymore. 

      I’m exhilarated. 

      Is this what it feels like to be treated like a normal person? 

      Before I can weigh up my options, before I can choose how to react to this new revelation, I’m heading back to Anna. When I reach her door, I drop to my knees in front of her and tug at her hands until she extends them toward me. 

      “I’m sorry.” My voice cracks as I articulate this foreign statement. With my dodgy left knee twinging from the awkward position, another reminder that I’ve played this game wrong, my next words are rushed. “My behaviour has been disgusting.” Anna doesn’t look very impressed with my apology, so I kiss the back of her left hand. “Please forgive me for being disrespectful.” Repeating my actions, I lay my lips against the knuckles on her right hand. Anna tries to pull away, though it seems to be a token resistance that she gives up the second I refuse to release her. “I’ve had a hard day, and I took it out on you.”

      Lifting my head, I look her straight in the eyes and do something I’ve never done before. 

      I plead for forgiveness. 

      “Having a hard day isn’t an excuse, I know that. I’m trying to offer an explanation, except now I realise that nothing I say will make up for how I just acted.” The hardness around Anna’s eyes is softening, and the thin line created by her sternly pressed together lips is receding. It’s not much, but it is enough of a reaction for me to continue. “Instead of giving you a bunch of meaningless words, I propose we start this night over. Stay. Text your friend to cancel your ride. Let me treat you the way you deserve, and after dinner, I’ll take you home, and you can decide if you ever want to see me again.” 

      Pushing to my feet, I stand in front of her with my hand held out. It’s a replica of how we were minutes earlier, yet none of the previous animosity is present. My posture is loose, and my mood is hopeful. Anna’s face has lost its pinched look of disapproval, and she’s fumbling with her seat belt. Once she’s standing in front of me, I bend my arm at my side and ask with a proper smile on my face and genuine remorse in my voice, “May I escort you to dinner, Anna? Despite my boorish behaviour, our reservation still stands.”

      “I would like that very much,” she replies, tucking her arm through mine and returning my smile. The sight of her beside me makes my stomach flip. It takes a second before I determine what’s happening to me. When understanding dawns, it steals my smile and turns the small spark of contentment I was feeling into an anxious knot that sends shivers of foreboding down my spine. 

      Lilianna Mayberry just gave me—Alexander Joseph Maddison Kingsley, heir to the Maddison criminal empire and the unique Kingsley brand of political corruption—butterflies. 

      Yes, you read that correctly. 

      Butterflies. 

      Arm in arm, we walk toward the front door of Wildflower with our footsteps in sync. Anna’s height is the matching feminine equivalent of mine. She fits me perfectly. Our bodies lean, almost unconsciously, toward each other. Another alarm sounds. This time, the fictional warning bells in my head don’t sound off in alarm at the lack of finesse in my tactics. 

      No, they’re trying to warn me I’m at risk of being beaten at my own game.
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      After Anna texts her friend to let them know she doesn’t need a ride any longer, she relaxes. My temper safely hidden as I pour on the charm. My questions are thoughtful. My interest in every piece of information that Anna willingly shares about herself is real. Her guard drops further every time I make her laugh—which isn’t as often as I’d like. Outside of gaining her trust to further my game, my only other goal for this evening is to entice her to replicate the stunning giggle I heard in the car. It was so very at odds with the rather low-key girl who sits across from me at the table. 

      It was something special. 

      Something I must possess if I’m to own her properly. 

      Her beauty bewitches my eyes, and the tiny smile that lifts her lips holds my attention in thrall.

      As stupid as it sounds—and I’m sure my father would laugh himself into a cardiac episode if he ever found out—I’m determined to become irreplaceable to Anna. I want to gain her trust so I can dissect her. Learn what makes her tick. Discover why she’s not afraid of me. She is intriguing, a real-life diamond in the rough. A jewel that her toxic surroundings have not tarnished. Rather, she stands tall on her own terms. 

      Proud. Sure. Strong? 

      There is strength. I saw it with my own eyes. 

      But how deep does it go? 

      I don’t know. 

      Her true grit is yet to be revealed, although I will admit that Anna has shown more backbone during this one outing than most of the men in the clan have demonstrated toward me my entire life. The conundrum that this girl poses spikes my curiosity. It’s a dangerous situation. Because you know what they say, “Curiosity killed the cat.” Fortunately, I’m well versed in the little-known rejoinder of that proverb, “but satisfaction brought it back.” For reasons I’ve yet to identify, I feel that seeing this plan through to the end—with Anna and Sander as my prey—could offer me the salvation I seek from the tedious life I’m forced to lead. 

      To risk losing it all, to go all in, on the one hand, is an enthralling prospect. Uncovering Anna’s psyche shouldn’t be my endgame. However, I’m more excited by the thought of getting inside her head than I am by the idea of discovering how to ruin her brother once I’m in there. 

      “Tell me,” Anna interrupts my reverie. Lifting my gaze from her lips, I nod for her to proceed. “What exactly is carpaccio?” 

      An elegant finger points at the menu that she holds in front of me. I lean forward, pretending to examine the small print Anna is gesturing toward. In reality, I’m using the proximity to draw in another lungful of her perfume. 

      For some reason, it soothes me. 

      “Carpaccio is—” I stop speaking when Anna sits back in her chair. 

      “Did you just sniff me?” she asks. 

      Her eyes are wide, and her lips are pressed together, presenting a picture-perfect example of shock. My face heats, and I will it to stop. Nothing works. As I brace for her anger, for her to take pleasure in humiliating me like everyone else I know would, my mind rushes to find a plausible reason for what she just caught me doing. 

      Incredibly, none is needed. 

      Instead, Anna ducks her head, covering her mouth with her hand as she giggles. 

      I gape at her like a goldfish. 

      There it is!

      The reaction I sought has been sent directly from heaven for my consumption. The lilting sound is the same as the one that triggered my anger back at my ute. It’s melodic. Genuine. Beautiful. Completely at odds with the veneer of sneering superiority that everyone in my life presents to the world. 

      “The thing is—” Anna and I speak in unison. 

      Using my hand, I gesture for her to go first. After a moment, in which she wipes from her cheeks the tears that her laughter brought forth, Anna continues in an amused but almost shy tone. 

      “The thing is,” she pauses, appearing to fight down another bout of giggles. “I’ve been sniffing you all night as well, because you smell so damn good.” 

      Crack. The sound that reverberates through my head is another layer of my defences falling. My internal organs feel like they’ve been dipped in popping candy. They fizz and foam, bubble and burst, the effervescence that grows within me almost too much to handle. My heart is the worst. It thumps in my chest for a few beats before it skips twice, and a frantic thrumming begins. Pressure builds, growing until I swear my ribs are going to break from the force. I labelled her a diamond in the rough earlier this evening, but that was an underestimation on my behalf. Anna is utterly unlike anyone I’ve ever met. It’s a concrete fact that heralds an instant decision where I decide I’ll kill anyone who tries to pry her inimitable presence from my grasp. 

      The effort needed to react in a way that doesn’t seem out of place is enormous, especially with the whirlwind of emotion swirling within me. After a few deep breaths, I plaster what I hope is an appropriate level of humour on my face as I attempt to sort my whirling thoughts into some semblance of order. 

      Raising my wine glass, I wait until Anna has lifted her glass of sparkling water before saluting her. “To us. May we always smell so damn good that we can’t resist the urge to sniff each other.”

      As toasts go, it’s not my finest effort. 

      Yet, I wouldn’t change this moment for all the money in the Maddison empire. 

      “To us,” Anna raises her glass to meet mine, then takes a sip. Just as she opens her mouth to say something more, a shadow looms over our table, and she clams up. 

      “Would you like to order?” the waiter asks. 

      I scowl at him. He shrinks away from my unbridled menace, urgent apology written all over his face. A sharp rebuke is on the tip of my tongue when Anna interrupts. “If you’ll give us a minute, we’ll be ready. I’m still deciding between two choices.” 

      The waiter steps away from our table. He hovers just out of earshot, waves of uncertainty flowing from him. Anna ignores the tension that crackles around us, instead drawing my attention back to the menu. “So, beef carpaccio or chicken scaloppini?” 

      The deft way she’s defused the situation tells me she’s had plenty of experience dealing with irrational men. In an instant, I take this new knowledge and decide that I will not become someone else she needs to tread on eggshells around. Proving that I’m different from the other men in her life is paramount to destroying her defences. 

      Swallowing down the bitter taste that the thought of other men, even her own brothers, brings to my mouth, I offer my opinion lightly. “The chicken is delicious, but it really comes down to whether you’d rather red or white meat this evening. What’s your preference?” 

      Anna’s eyes widen like she’s surprised that I bothered to ask. She masks it quickly, but I know what I saw, and I recognise it for what it is. 

      A point in the pro column for me.

      “I think you’re right.” Anna signals the waiter back to our table with a kind smile. “I’d like the ravioli entrée and chicken scaloppini for main please.” 

      When she looks at me, her left eyebrow is arched with expectation. My lips twitch with the need to laugh at her new take-charge attitude. It’s an impulse that I barely swallow down long enough to place my order. 

      “The ravioli sounds good,” I say. I was planning on having the salmon, but this is the perfect opening to show her I’m considerate. “And I’ll have the carpaccio main, plus a bottle of your finest non-alcoholic chardonnay.” 

      Anna giggles. 

      That’s twice tonight. 

      Score two for me. 

      The giddy feeling that I get from being responsible for deriving another genuine moment of pleasure from her is almost too much to handle. Trying to make her laugh could become addictive if I’m not careful. With my obsessive-compulsive predisposition, that would end badly for both of us. 

      “You don’t have to go non-alcoholic for me. I’m happy with my water,” she offers. Holding up her glass, Anna swirls the liquid. “Look it’s even got bubbles.” 

      “Nonsense,” I tell her with a broad grin. “The chardonnay tastes the same whether or not it’s alcoholic. Plus, how will you properly rate the piece of carpaccio you plan to steal from my plate if we don’t have the correct beverage to wash it down?” 

      Pure happiness radiates from Anna as she laughs again. “Well, the thought had crossed my mind when you ordered it. The curiosity would’ve eventually gotten the better of me. My dad always says it’ll be my downfall one day.”

      Her explanation is too close for comfort. My inquisitiveness has come at a price at times. Hell, the plan I have enacted to rain down revenge on Sander has suddenly morphed into something bigger, simply because I wanted to dig deeper into Anna’s head. 

      “Curiosity killed the cat,” I quip.

      “But satisfaction brought it back,” we say together. 

      Our eyes lock over the table. Sparks fly—not literally, but definitely metaphorically. The ambivalence that’s been in her expression the entire time I’ve known her finally dissipates. For once, Anna looks at me with keen interest and regards me as someone worth her time, instead of as that slightly annoying person she’s merely tolerating to prove a point to her overbearing brother. 

      Was I worried that my need to make her laugh was going to become addictive? That’s nothing to how having her acknowledge me as worthy makes me feel. I could become a slave to this emotion with little effort. 

      “I’ve never met anyone else who knows the full saying.” 

      “I’m a man of many layers,” I say with a shrug. “Most of them are filled with useless facts about elephant knees and the life cycle of bovine species. According to my friends, it can get pretty embarrassing when I head off on one of my tangents.”

      “A man after my own heart, my friends say exactly the same thing about me.” 

      A serene connection builds between us, and it continues when our meals arrive. I let Anna taste my carpaccio. She gives me a bite of her scaloppini. We share mutual disappointment over the taste of the wine. If I believed in crap like fate or benevolent deities, I might be led to think that I’ve found someone special in Anna. Fortunately, I’m not prone to flights of fancy. We might click right now, but that’s because I made it happen, not because of some type of cosmic influence—no matter how fast her laughter might make my heart race. 

      The atmosphere remains all the way through a shared dessert of chocolate fondue—something that Anna has never tasted before as well—and follows us during the journey home. This time when I move to open her door, I have her complete attention, and she takes my hand without hesitation. 

      “Thank you for a wonderful night,” I say with genuinely appreciative inflection as I walk her toward the door. 

      Anna pauses a few steps before the small staircase that leads up to the front veranda surrounding the farmhouse. We’re in a dark corner of the garden, out of sight and apparently out of mind. I can hear beer bottles clinking and darts hitting the board from the direction of the backyard, but no one comes out to welcome Anna home just yet. 

      “I had a great time,” Anna says. She stands on her tiptoes and presses her lips gently against my cheek. When I move to take her in my arms, she deftly dodges my embrace and steps into the stream of light that shines from next to the front door. “I especially enjoyed trying the beef. It was… different.” 

      Suddenly, the contentment that had lulled me into a false sense of security tonight disappears. In its place, a great clanging alarm bell emerges. Too late, the shrill tone alerts me to the hazard that my plan is about to stumble into. 

      “Different can be good,” I venture. 

      She nods her head, and I realise that I’ve just stepped straight into her trap. 

      “It is.” Anna continues to nod. I watch her throat work before she tries her hardest to soften the upcoming blow with a tight smile. Good intentions aside, it does nothing to take the sting out of her next words. “That’s why I’m so happy to have you as a friend to try different things with. Everyone else would think I was crazy, but with you, it’s all friendly fun.” 

      I don’t have time to formulate a response because the front door is ripped open. 

      “Get your arse inside,” Sander demands. “Before Dad realises the time… and Toker arrives. For some reason, he’s worried about you.” 

      “Shit,” Anna whispers softly as a blush climbs from her neck to settle in her cheeks. “Well, Alex… thank you for tonight.” 

      “Can I see you again?” Sander scoffs at my question, but I barely spare him a glance. “You’d like my favourite restaurant in Fremantle. I can take you during the break.” 

      “Maybe,” she tells me with a small shrug. “I’m pretty busy over the summer… what if we got a group together?” 

      Rather than prostrate my pride in front of my nemesis, I swallow down the need to beg Anna to reconsider. I spin on my heel and stomp my way back to my ute. My backside has hardly touched the seat and I haven’t even pulled my door shut before Anna disappears into the house. Her twin waits for me to leave with his arms folded over his chest and a wide grin splitting his face. 

      His glee is hard to witness. 

      Thankfully, it’s only temporary. 

      I might be down, but I’m not out. 

      Anna Mayberry doesn’t understand the lengths I’ll go to when I want something, however she’s about to learn. 

      It’s up to her whether it’s the easy way or the hard way.
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      It’s been a long time since I was last willingly present on school grounds. Hell, it’s been years since I was even at school. Some might call my presence desperate, but I’d prefer to label it prudent. Anna was mistaken when she said we were friends, and she needs me to set her straight on that error as soon as possible. 

      Her firm placement of me in the friend zone after our date on Friday night prevented me from sleeping until the early hours of this morning—a full fifty-two hours later. I spent Saturday and Sunday replaying the conversation over and over in my mind, letting it goad me with its poisonous reminders of how certain victory was snatched out of my hands to leave me with only the sickly aftertaste of unexpected defeat. Within that time, I’d worried myself into such a manic state I needed to take another three of my emergency mood stabilisers to stop myself giving into the temptation to do something stupid—like drive back out to the Mayberry’s farm, climb through her window, and show her with my cock, and my fingers, and my teeth, just how far from being her friend I really am. 

      The school bell rings, and in an instant, the parking lot is filled with high schoolers enjoying the first part of their summer break by participating in a cricket carnival. I remember those days, when living in a small town meant joining whatever sport was on offer, didn’t expire from boredom over the long Christmas break. Nowadays, I’m so far removed from the experience that seeing them all milling about makes me feel old. 

      “What the fuck are you doin’ here?” Sander Mayberry rams his shoulder into mine as he walks up to me. “Pretty sure they have laws against sick freaks like you bein’ within five-hundred metres of school grounds.” 

      Hugh has come for a drive into town with me. He’s waiting in the passenger side of my vehicle, scrolling through Tinder or a similar app for his next fuck ’n chuck target. I don’t know why he bothers when his parents have a dozen brothels full of pussy that’ll fuck him without him needing to exert an ounce of energy. Thankfully, when he sees Sander and the middle Mayberry boy, the one who slammed the door in my face, circle me with their basketballer mates, he throws his phone onto the centre console and gets out of the car. Despite being vastly outnumbered, he appears calm as he settles his bulk against the nudge bar. 

      It's a first-class deception. 

      I know he’ll go H.A.M. on anyone who tries to come for me. 

      “Everett. Lukey boy. Lysander motherfucking Mayberry. All three of the upstarts are here, in the flesh.” Hugh greets the three dominant members of the group like they’re long-lost buddies rather than established enemies. “How have you been? Staying out of trouble, I hope?”

      At the sound of my cavalry announcing himself, Anna’s twin steps back from me, rolls his eyes and shakes his head. Turning his attention to Hugh, naked hostility emanates from his hard glare while he tries to keep his mocking expression from slipping. 

      “Better than you,” Sander snorts. “Not that that’s hard seein’ as you’re still spendin’ your days sniffin’ around Kingsley’s rank arse for signs of affection.” 

      His little crew reacts as if it’s the funniest comeback they’ve ever heard. 

      Hugh shakes his head but says nothing further. With Sander, there’s little point. He does as he pleases, when he pleases, since, publicly at least, he’s the victor in our ongoing feud. 

      Our loss was a harsh lesson, especially for me. 

      My omnipotence isn’t secure. 

      I was eighteen, cocksure, solid in my career path since I was being headhunted by multiple teams, and I allowed an impertinent fourteen-year-old to take me down. 

      The memory still burns. 

      Sander ruined the only shot I had at forging my own path to fame, fortune, and glory. His meddling gave both sides of my family something to hold over my head. In my world, knowledge is power. My father and grandfather now know the worst there is to know about me, and they regularly use it to make me dance to their tune without remorse. 

      They own me. 

      And it’s Sander’s fault. 

      “Ooooh,” the little prick taunts me when I fail to respond to his riposte. “Did I speak outta turn? Is there a lover’s tiff brewin’?” 

      “Every word you speak is out of turn.” I let my hatred for Sander colour my tone as I continue. “Doesn’t mean you have any effect… after all, we’re still standing. Right here. Right back at the scene of the crime. Without so much as a scratch on us.”

      The moment I finish speaking, I know I should have kept my mouth shut. Unfortunately, bitterness loosens my tongue at the most inopportune times. Flicking my gaze from Sander to Luke, who’s standing behind his best friend, I shallowly thrust my hips like I’m fucking the air in front of me and blow him a kiss. My attempt to turn the sour taste of my failure into a win pays off when the tall redhead tries to lunge at me. 

      Everett Mayberry wraps an arm around Luke’s waist and hauls him to the back of their group. 

      Sander does his best to ignore the scuffle behind him to goad me further. “Well, it would’ve been weird if you didn’t bring your girlfriend with you to scope out new victims.” His snarky comment makes his entourage titter like a bunch of debutantes at their first society ball. “Permanently joined at the arse, aren’t we, boys?” 

      Between two of the brick classroom buildings, I notice Anna coming toward us. She’s walking with two other girls, yet even from this distance, I can see that she’s frowning at her brothers and their group of testosterone-filled douchebags. Her reaction gives me the clue I need to decide how to play this unexpected confrontation. 

      “Nah, we’re not always joined,” I drawl. Stepping back into Sander’s space, I murmur the rest of my taunt while looking him straight in the eye. “Sometimes, we let Anna get between us and make her the filling in our sandwich.” 

      He recoils like I’ve hit him. Capitalising on his outrage, I rub salt into the wound seconds before his sister comes into earshot. After clicking my teeth together twice, I lick my lips and say, “Mmmm-hmmm… and what a tasty little snack she is.” 

      I wish I could mess with Sander like this every day, because his reaction couldn’t have been better if I’d scripted it. Rearing back, he pulls his fist into a punching position and swings it at my face. Since I know it’s coming, I step just far enough out of his range for his blow to glance harmlessly off my cheek. 

      A quick peek confirms Anna saw what happened, so I take the opportunity to further ham it up for her. I cup my eye to shield the lack of injury from onlookers, then bend in half like I’m in pain. In truth, I’ve had mosquito bites that throbbed harder.  

      “Stay the fuck away from my sister.” Sander attempts to swing at me again, but Everett lets go of Luke so he can stop his brother from hitting me a second time. “If I see you near Anna, I’ll kill you.” 

      Despite my cramped position, I spy the certainty in his eyes when he spits his threat at me. Biting back a grin, I watch the situation devolve into chaos. Sander shouts a stream of insults at the top of his lungs while Everett drags him away. The other teenagers still milling out into the car park stop to watch the spectacle he’s creating. While Sander’s losing his temper, I stand by with my hand over my eye and a completely fake expression of shock on my face. 

      Everett is losing his battle to control his brother until Luke steps up to him to say, “Calm down, for fuck’s sake. You’re only givin’ him the reaction he wants.” 

      “Fuck ’im.” 

      “No,” Everett interjects. “Fuck you. You know the shit’ll hit the fan if Dad finds out you’ve been fightin’ again.” 

      “Here comes Principal Salisbury,” one of the Mayberry brothers’ entourage announces.  

      I couldn’t care less about the school faculty. My concentration is centred on Anna. Her expression is everything I could have wished for and more. She storms over to her twin and pokes him in the chest. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Protectin’ you from this fucker,” he yells at her. “I told you he was no good, but you’re too bloody headstrong to listen… like fuckin’ usual.” 

      Anna flinches at his dressing down. If I hadn’t been watching her so closely, I would have missed it because she’s back to breathing fire half a second later. The scorching wrath in her expression takes my breath away. She’s magnificent. So outraged. So very indignant. My veins burn with the desire to see her self-righteous visage stripped away until she learns that Sander’s correct. 

      I am no good. 

      And her hostility at being told what to do is only aiding me in my mission. 

      Keeping the side of my face that Sander hit turned away from everyone, I try to push my way over to Anna. I want to capitalise on my success and get her to leave with me. Luke and the rest of Sander’s cohort of douchebags don’t like my new tactic. They crowd around me, separating me from the Mayberry siblings before one of them kicks me in the back of my rehabbed left knee. It takes my leg out from underneath me, and I have to grab the side of my ute to stop myself from falling. 

      This sets off a tidal wave of movement that keeps me caught inside their circle while they take turns shoving me. Hugh finally gets his useless self to my side, but it’s too late. Sander and Everett have ushered Anna to the edge of the school parking lot, where the thumping sound of motorcycles grows louder as two of the death machines their scummy fraternity of brothers ride religiously approach at speed. 

      “Here,” Hugh says. 

      He takes hold of my right arm and helps me upright as the basketballers that surrounded me dissipate in a disturbing rush. 

      “I don’t need your help,” I snarl, snatching my arm away. 

      Anna’s friend, Nadia, steps forward, but I wave her off as well. 

      “I’m fine. As if they’d be able to⁠—”

      “Alexander, I must have a word with you.” The snivelling annoyance that calls himself principal at this high school interrupts me. 

      I ignore him and concentrate on brushing down the front of my trousers. Flexing my leg, I move it back and forth to test whether it will let me put my full weight on it. Once I’m satisfied that it will, I greet the principal with a sneer in my expression and obvious disdain in my voice. 

      “Hector Salisbury. It’s been too long.” The way I draw out his name has the desired effect. 

      He shuffles on the spot and refuses to meet my eyes, instead peering at the ground as he continues his objections. “I thought we had an understanding. You and your—” He shoots a look of contempt at Hugh. “—acquaintance are no longer allowed on school grounds.”

      Laughing at his petty description of Hugh, I wave a hand around the almost empty car park. “As you can see, school is over. No harm, no foul. I’m not violating any agreements.” 

      The rumble of the approaching motorcycles becomes too noisy to talk over. Hector says something in response to my previous statement, but I’m no longer interested in listening to him. The thrill I get from stomping all over his rather obvious and very unrequited crush on me is gone. My attention has been captured by Anna and her very enthusiastic response to the bikers. 

      One of them has gotten off his motorcycle, dropping his helmet onto his seat before he turns around to greet her. She takes a quick run-up and jumps into his arms. Wrapping her long legs around his waist, she smiles as he pulls her close to him, cradling her arse with his hands. He swings her in a circle, and her giggles float across the parking lot. My breath hitches in my throat, my chest tightening like it’s caught in a vise when Anna lays a hand on either side of the man’s face and gives him a quick kiss on the forehead. 

      “What the fuck?” I forget that I’m in the middle of an argument and state my confusion aloud. “Who the hell is he?” 

      Hector doesn’t answer my question, choosing to use my distraction to his advantage. “I’m demanding that you and Mr. St. James remove yourselves from the school premises. If you refuse to do so, I will be forced to inform the authorities… and your grandfather.” 

      “Whatever.” With a flick of my hand, I dismiss him. “We’ll leave when we’re ready.” 

      Anna has been released by the first biker and is now hugging the second man. He’s a giant, standing at close to seven feet tall—and that’s not an exaggeration in the slightest. He’s slightly lankier than the man Anna kissed, not that this means anything since the first biker is built like a professional back rower. After crushing Anna to him in a long hug and stooping low to receive a kiss on the cheek, he ruffles her hair, then slides her backpack from her shoulder and stows it in his motorcycle pannier. 

      Ignoring Hector’s outraged blustering, I walk toward Anna and the mystery motorcycle men. My damaged knee gives out after two steps, and I stumble. For some reason, Nadia has followed me. She grabs my arm as I go down. I’d be thankful for her help if the smile she offers when I look at her wasn’t filled with neediness. Not willing to go down that path with her again—the first time came with repercussions of the clingy variety that were not balanced out by her skill between the sheets—I attempt to stand on my own, but it’s not happening. The pain isn’t horrendous; it’s more a half-throbbing ache, half-numb sensation that renders me unable to walk. Hugh moves to my other side and takes the full brunt of my weight. With the assistance of my escorts, I try to hobble toward Anna in pursuit of two answers. 

      Who are those men, and how do I get rid of them?

      Unfortunately, I’m too late. 

      Anna climbs on the back of the matte-black motorcycle ridden by the back rower, and they speed off together with the giant following close behind them. With her arms wrapped around his waist and her tits pressed tight against his back, she is a picture of contentment. It irks me, filling me with the driving urge to pull her from his motorcycle so I can punish her for sullying her purity with their biker filth. She mightn’t know it yet, but Anna Mayberry just turned up the heat in this game, and I don’t think she’s going to be able to withstand the temperature. By the time I’m finished with her, she’ll be so dirty and used up that even her leather-clad bikers won’t want her.

      I gesture to Hugh to help me back to my vehicle. My spine stiffens when I hear Sander and his crew closing in behind us. Their enjoyment at seeing me bowed can be felt long before they return to earshot. I stand as tall as I can, gritting my teeth to deal with the discomfort that throbs through my leg. I end up grinding my teeth further to dull the feeling of impotence that invades me when Sander stops to crow about his victory. 

      “If I were you, I’d give up chasin’ my sister,” he states, following it with a shrug. “Or not. Nothin’ makes me laugh harder than watchin’ you lose.” 

      “A war isn’t made up of a single battle,” I respond with more confidence than I should rightfully possess under the circumstances. “Enjoy your fleeting victory. It takes more than a busted knee to slow me down.” 

      Sander steps into my space, looks me dead in the eye, and hisses. “Maybe next time I should bust your fuckin’ head, then?”

      “You can try,” I reply evenly, refusing to drop his gaze first.

      Whatever he sees in my expression—a crazy that will outdo his—has him stepping back. 

      He tilts his head in Nadia’s direction. “You comin’ to mine?”

      “I—ah, I…” She trails off and tugs on my arm until I look at her. In her eyes, I find an interesting unspoken promise. It has strings attached, conditions that I would consider too much in any circumstance but this. It’s clear she knows who the bikers are… and that information is invaluable. 

      I take her bait. 

      “Nadia’s coming with me,” I say, slinging an arm over her shoulders. 

      “Her loss.” Sander shrugs with lazy acknowledgement. “She’ll work out who butters her bread better,” he adds as he walks away. “It’s only a matter of time.” 

      After wandering over to their vehicles, Sander’s group exits the parking lot one after the other. Wheels spinning, tyres screaming, dust flying, they glory in all the stereotypical peasantry of the riffraff class they’re descended from. 

      When the noise dies down, I turn my attention to Nadia. “Tell me who they are… especially the one on the black motorcycle.” 

      Each word is coated with rigid determination. 

      I want answers now. 

      “Take me back to your place,” she counters. “We can get high. Maybe even fuck?” 

      “No. I want answers first.” Swinging around, I advance on Nadia. Hugh must guess that the shit is about to hit the fan if she doesn’t cooperate quickly. He makes himself scarce just before I verbalise my command for the last time. “Tell. Me. Who. He. Is.” 

      She shakes her head, biting her lip as she angles her face in what I imagine she believes is a coquettish manner. I narrow my eyes and lift the left side of my top lip in a silent snarl. She backs up. I follow her. When her heel catches on the edge of the curb behind her, Nadia’s eyes widen as she flails her arms to keep her balance. I smile when she glances behind her and then peers over my shoulder. Nervous tension radiates from her skinny frame, and my smile becomes a full-blown rapacious grin. The parking lot behind me is completely empty, and I know from previous experience that we’re now in the school’s CCTV surveillance dead zone. 

      Nadia has nowhere to go. 

      “I, uh,” Nadia stammers. Her eyes are wild, and her tongue loosens with embarrassing speed. “He’s a member of the Black Shamrocks MC. Like the one who hurts the people they don’t like… an enforcer. Something like that.” 

      I block Nadia between my body and the concrete pillar at the edge of the parking lot. Dipping my head, I run my nose along the side of her face. Fear clings to her skin like a cloak, and its aroma is invigorating. It makes the mouth of the monster who lives inside me water with anticipation.

      “Name?” 

      The word has barely left my lips before she’s blabbing. “Uh, Venom. No! It’s… Zeke… Ezekiel Miles.” 

      “And the giant?” 

      “That’s Slash. He’s an enforcer, too?” A tiny squeak lifts the end of her stumbling revelation, so it sounds more like a question than a statement. Nadia babbles on, “I don’t know his real name. Usually, they travel in a trio with another blond guy—one with short hair and not as many tattoos.” 

      I’m certain that she’s telling me the truth. 

      Even so, I want to punish her for trying to manipulate me. 

      “Thank you,” I whisper. Letting out a sigh strong enough to make her hair move away from her neck, I nuzzle her earlobe, then sink my teeth into the tender flesh. It’s cruel, viciously so, yet I feel no remorse. In fact, hurting Nadia takes the edge off the rage that continues to pulsate through me when I think of Anna sullying herself with her proximity to Zeke and Slash. 

      Nadia’s scream is music to my ears. Dank disappointment fills me when I’m forced to clap my hand over her mouth to silence her. Witnesses are never optimal. I learned that lesson early. 

      “Get in the car, Nadia. Let’s have some fun.” 

      A vigorous head shake is her only response. It irks me to my bones—deep down, right inside my marrow. While I’ve discovered that I find defiance invigorating when it comes from Anna, it turns out that nothing has changed as far as the general population goes. No one else is exempt from my wrath. 

      My fingers are cruel where they grip Nadia’s lower face. I squeeze tight enough to make sure she understands that I’m in control here. Forcing her onto her tiptoes, my next threat is crystal clear in its implications. “You knew my number one rule, and you wanted back in my bed despite it. I think it’s time to show you why that was the worst idea you’ve ever had.”
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      The door to my bedroom slams shut behind me once we’re inside my wing of the mansion, and Nadia flattens herself against it. Her hunched posture makes her appear uncertain, although I spy a definite glimmer of cunning in her eyes. It warms the icy cockles of my heart and sets off my competitive streak. 

      Bring it, whore. 

      Shucking my shirt from my shoulders, I flop onto my back on my bed. With one arm curled behind my head, I use the other to beckon her forward. Nadia shakes her head. I grin, then prop my head up with my other arm. She runs her eyes over my chest and down the happy trail that leads to the top button of my jeans. 

      When she looks up, I make sure I meet her eyes. 

      The way she drops my gaze instantly screams of calculation on her part.

      “Why so shy?” I ask completely disingenuously since I honestly couldn’t give a shit on any level other than sport. 

      Since I was young, I’ve played a game with myself. I’d create the most outrageous situation and then map out the ways it could play out. Once I had a handle on the outcomes, I’d weigh the odds and basically place a bet against myself as to which way the person caught in my net will react. 

      With Nadia, I see this going one of two ways. Either she runs out of the room screaming that I’ve attacked her, and our butler discreetly packs her into the Lexus SUV, offers her a nice sum of hush money before he drives her home, or she tries to brazen this out.

      My bet is on the latter. Nadia’s tasted my dick before. A bleeding earlobe isn’t enough to erase those memories. 

      “What do you want me to do, Alex?” 

      Ding. Ding. Ding. We have a winner. Preserving her ego trumps any temporary infamy she could receive from damaging my family name. 

      “I want you naked.”

      With a smirk, Nadia pulls her blouse over her head. 

      She pushes her skirt to the ground and steps out of it. Clad only in her underwear, she swings from side to side while I allow the tension between us to ramp up. Once the frown line between her eyebrows is etched deep enough to satisfy my sadistic desires, I smirk. 

      “Crawl to me.” 

      Getting down on all fours, Nadia is initially hesitant. She quickly rallies, slowly crawling toward me like a lithe cat that’s attempting me to reacquaint myself with the pleasure she offers. By the time the tiny blond has clambered onto my bed and straddled my knees, her earlier reticence is gone. 

      I run my gaze over her body but refrain from speaking. 

      “Now, what?” Nadia eventually asks. 

      “I want you to please me,” I drawl with a lazy inflection. 

      I’m lying. There is next to no chance of her satisfying me with her insipid attempts at seduction. 

      “With pleasure,” Nadia purrs. 

      Blonde and blue-eyed, she’s below-average in height and devoid of excess fat; a waif that I can bend, twist, and pull in any position I choose. Previously, she would have had my monster’s engine redlining. Tonight, as she straddles my thighs, she does nothing for either of us. 

      In the space of a week, our tastes have morphed into something new. 

      While Nadia unbuttons my jeans and works them down my hips, my mind works fast to imagine what Anna would look like in the same position. I’m assailed with images of supple limbs that lead to juicy curves and promises of unimaginable pleasure. 

      I wish she was here instead of Nadia. 

      Visions of cocooning my cock in the warmth of her willing body hit me. I want to bruise her sinfully smooth skin. Anna could be a Botticelli painting. Soft. Pliable. Untouched. The need to rip apart everything that stands between me and the little lamb I’m pursuing overwhelms me, and the poor substitute currently on offer does nothing to assuage that desire with her bland submission. 

      As I jackknife upright and seize my present companion by the throat, all I can see in my mind’s eye is my intended prey. With a face comprising features that shouldn’t work on their own yet create a visage that would inspire sonnets from Shakespeare himself, Lilianna Mayberry mocks me with her absence.

      Wild, unbridled need pulses through my veins. It fuels me as I stand and drag Nadia with me. I throw her against the wall, a wide grin splitting my face as she squeals and curls up in a ball when she lands on the floor. After I refasten my trousers, I advance. My stride is long, and my grip is harsh when I take hold of her shoulders and push Nadia flat against the plush carpeting. She yields to the force I’m using without a fight. I straddle her waist and glare down at her. Naked fear, beautiful revitalising unrestrained terror, stares back at me. It leaks from every pore. 

      I wish I could capture its essence and bathe in it. 

      “Did you really think I was interested in your overused cunt?” 

      Nadia’s bottom lip wobbles. Her eyes shine with unshed tears. One droplet escapes a moment before she nods. “Yes. I thought you liked me.” 

      Running my fingertip over her mouth, I tap her lips three times as I say, “Silly, silly girl.” 

      Nadia whimpers. 

      I continue in a dismissive tone, “You are nothing but a pawn in my game. I had my fill of you last year, and I can state with absolute certainty that you did not inspire any desire for a repeat.” Being the gentleman I am, I pause, so that what I say next has time to sink in properly. Nothing is fulfilling about flogging an unaware horse, especially one that will prove as useful as Nadia. “If anything, my time with you proved your skills lay in less, shall we say, sensual areas?” 

      She shakes her head. 

      “God, you’re a dumb slut,” I sneer. “I’m not interested in your nasty snatch. I want to utilise your inside knowledge of the Mayberry family.” 

      The way her mouth falls open delights me. A small but discernible tic takes over her left eyelid, followed by a delicious shuddering that runs through her entire frame. It’s the response I wanted—absolute humiliation tinged with the knowledge that she’s stuck between a rock and a hard place. 

      I wonder which destination she’ll choose. 

      My earlier prediction about her behaviour played out as an almost certain outcome to me. This time, I’m not as sure of her decision. I’m leaning toward her fear of me outweighing her loyalty to the Mayberrys. But it’s not a done deal by any stretch of the imagination. Nadia and Anna have been friends since the Mayberrys moved to town half a decade ago, and Nadia has shown clear dedication to riding Sander’s pogo stick whenever he snaps his fingers in her direction. 

      The silence that builds as she ponders her predicament feels heavy. It creates a corresponding knotted weight in my gut. The prolonging of the unknown adds an undercurrent of danger to the situation and spurs me into action. I need to seal this deal or eliminate Nadia as a threat before she can open her mouth and alert Anna to the danger stalking her. 

      “If you act as my eyes and ears for everything to do with Anna and her family, I’ll owe you a favour.” Leaning down, I place my mouth against her tightly pressed lips. I lick the seam, prodding with my tongue until Nadia yields to me and allows me entry. I gain her acquiescence with ridiculous ease. It immediately loosens the tangled coil of uncertainty that squeezes my mind. “You name it, and it’s yours,” I whisper against her mouth. “Go on… name your price, Nadia.”

      I take her hand and move it between our bodies. Forcing her fingers to cup my cock, I moan in her ear while I move in her grasp. “You have me by the balls. Literally. Tell me what you want, and I’ll make it happen.”

      Nadia buys what I’m selling. She squeezes me twice, then flips a leg over my hip and grinds herself against my bulge. The sound she makes is awkward, but I go with it. My eyes roll back in my head. On purpose. It’s either that, or risk Nadia noticing that I’m bored as batshit. Her moves are as bland as she is—all Mary Jane missionary when I get off on Kingpin kink. 

      “I want Sander,” Nadia answers with breathless assurance.

      It’s not the answer I was expecting. I roll onto my side, propping my head with my arm and looking down at her. Arching an eyebrow, my puzzled amusement is clear to see. 

      “Don’t look so surprised,” she says. “Hanging out with you is fun and all. I enjoyed being your dirty little secret for a while. It’s just… being with Sander means something in this town. He’s a star, and he’s going places. I’d like to go with him.” 

      “I underestimated you,” I muse out loud, pushing myself upright. With a wide smile on her face, Nadia follows me, stopping when I extend my hand to her. “Deal?”

      The firm handshake she gives me is her sole response. Once that’s completed, she gets to her feet and starts donning the clothing she stripped off. Moving to the decanter on my bureau, I pour myself a measure of scotch, pausing for a second to regard it before I make it a double. By the time I’ve thrown it back, she’s heading for the door. 

      “Anna thinks I’m her friend,” I state when she pauses at the exit. “Your first job is to make her see that I’m so much more than that. I want her name notched in my bedhead, posthaste.”

      Nadia doesn’t turn back to face me. She simply shrugs as she replies, “Consider it done once I have your assurance that Sander will be properly medicated at your next paddock party. He likes to make promises about our future when he’s off his head.” 

      Refilling my glass, I toy with the edge to make it look like I’m thinking about her countered counter-bid. Providing Sander with whatever substance he wants to snort is in my best interest. I’ve already spiked his drink once before to make him piss hot during his physical, but somehow, he got out of it unscathed. If Nadia wants to get him high, that gives me another opportunity to organise a ‘random’ test. 

      “My terms are non-negotiable, Alex,” Nadia prompts when I leave her hanging. 

      My father taught me long ago that business is better conducted from a place of opposition rather than easy compliance. Making your ally think your cooperation is tenuous keeps them from finding stable ground from which to negotiate. When I finally feel she’s waited long enough, I revise my initial proposal. “I will ensure his amenable state as long as you fulfil my prior request and⁠—”

      “Good, then we agree—” she cuts me off.

      “Not so fast,” I interrupt her in return. “There’s more. I want every single piece of information you can find on the Black Shamrocks MC as well as your help nudging Anna toward my bed. Once you’ve shown you can perform to my satisfaction, I’ll have Sander Mayberry delivered to you, signed, sealed, and high as a kite caught in a hurricane. He’ll be banging you every which way but under—and that’s only because he won’t be capable of standing.” 

      Nadia giggles. “You’re so bad.”  

      I salute her. “Welcome to the dark side.”
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      “Despite my advanced age, I hope you’ll find tonight adequate.” My words are deliberately chosen to remind Anna of our first encounter on New Year’s Eve. I dip into an abbreviated bow and usher her into the bonfire party with a flourish. Once we’re through the gate, I hold my hand out to help her through the paddock. “I’ve tried my hardest to stay up with the latest trends.” 

      “I’m sure you’ll exceed my expectations,” she says, mimicking my tone after taking my hand without hesitation. “After all, the advent of the internet has made it easier for geriatrics like yourself to keep up with the times.” 

      We lock eyes and laugh. 

      The anger that’s simmered within me since Anna sped away from me on the back of a motorcycle a week ago subsides a little. I’ve been extra diligent about staying on my meds, working hard to keep away from the farmhouse, even as I’ve accidentally run into her whenever she’s driven into Inadale, so the sight of Anna, standing willingly next to me, is a gift from the dark gods. 

      It’s my reward for not giving in to my monster. 

      Added incentive to stick to my plan.  

      When Anna nudges me in the stomach with the back of her hand, my pulse races. The rapid thrumming makes me a little light-headed. It’s a foreign feeling. This twinge of contentment is coupled with the anticipation of tonight’s success. Nadia has been sporadic in her intel. Her nuggets of information are few and far between, and her assistance is begrudging to the point where I was uncertain she’d even manage to get Anna to attend tonight. 

      While her knowledge of the Black Shamrocks MC has proven accurate and useful, her resistance to my requests for help in gaining access to Anna has been infuriating. There is a bond between the girls that I’ve never encountered before. Usually, women are easy to pit against one another. That hasn’t proven to be the case with Nadia. She’s happy to do what it takes to get her hooks into Sander, but draws the line at fully selling out Anna. 

      At the thought of my tentative deal with Nadia, I pat the top pocket of my shirt to double-check that my stash is secure, then turn my attention to my guest. Anna’s smile is brilliant, all white teeth and plump pink lips. Miniature reflections of the flames from the bonfire I spent the afternoon building dance in her eyes. The contrast between her bright gaze and the luminesce orange paints a beautiful picture. I could sit here all night and be content to watch the light play. 

      Which would be a first… 

      I am never content.

      “So, what’s the plan for tonight?” Anna asks. She’s swinging our arms while we walk. It’s cute. Our strides match, and we move in unison. Left. Right. Left. Right. Whatever Nadia said to her has caused a one-eighty in her behaviour toward me. I was prepared to spend weeks patiently chiselling my way out of the friend zone, one friendly, unannounced visit to her farm at a time, only to have Nadia achieve that miracle almost overnight. 

      “Well,” I reply. Letting go of her hand, I turn and walk backwards. Focusing on Anna’s expression while I speak, I throw out a small morsel of bait. “I’m pretty keen to leave the hosting duties to Hugh and spend the evening with you.”

      Anna frowns at the mention of Hugh. I note her reaction. It’s not the first time I’ve sensed she holds some disdain toward my best friend. If he so much as looks like getting between me and my endgame with the Mayberry twins, I’ll drop him like a hot potato without a second thought. 

      Not permanently, of course. 

      But definitely temporarily. 

      He’ll understand if it happens since he’d do the same to me. 

      After a heartbeat, Anna rallies, the momentary pucker I detected in her brow vanishing the second after it appears. The aforementioned white teeth become visible once again, and she sinks them into her bottom lip. Twin spots of red colour her cheeks. 

      I decide it is time to press my point. 

      Halting my step, I lay a hand on each side of her waist and manoeuvre her until she’s directly in front of me. Anna stiffens a little but lets me move her without protest. The wind that gently swirls around the paddock blows a few locks of her hair across her face. I run my hands up her sides, my thumbs brushing the outer swell of her breasts before I reach her shoulders. A delicate shiver follows my touch. I bite back a grin. With a benign gaze, I brush her hair from her cheek and tuck it behind her ear while I inspect her gorgeous face. 

      Dilated pupils? Check. 

      Flushed cheeks growing darker? Check. 

      Teeth threatening to pierce the skin of her bottom lip? Check and checkmate. 

      The doe-eyed ingénue who stares back at me is the stuff of my dreams—and her nightmares. It’s a crude appraisal, but it’s the truth. Anna is a pliable ball of emotion, and the onus is on me to make the most of the opportunity her softness presents. 

      “To reiterate my earlier point.” I invade her personal space until I’m close enough to enjoy her scent for the first time since our night at the restaurant. “I want to spend the night with you… and not as a friend. How do you feel about that? It’s different, but not the different you wanted, and I know it’s not what we’ve discussed⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Anna stops my verbal diarrhoea by laying a finger against my lips. “Like you said, different is good.” 

      “Different is better than good.” 

      I move to scoop her into my arms. 

      I’ve been dying to know what her body would feel like pressed against mine. It doesn’t happen. Anna evades my embrace. Crossing her arms over her chest, she effectively bars me from her body. 

      “While different is good, I want to build our friendship slowly,” she nods her head with a sweet smile on her face. I don’t know if she’s trying to convince herself or me. “I have plans, and they don’t really involve having a boyfriend or staying in Inadale this year.” 

      It’s clear that this strange clarification isn’t about me. 

      Anna is desperate to rationalise this situation to herself. 

      This discovery makes it easier to swallow her rebuff. Not that it could ever truly be about me. I’m a catch. She’s not. If this were the storyline in one of the many romance novels I’ve spotted cluttering her bookshelf in the photos Nadia has provided me of her bedroom, I’d be the rich boy who saves the poor girl from the wrong side of the tracks. We’re a cliché. Fated. Destiny on steroids. Once she learns to accept that I’m truly interested in her, despite her station in life, I’m sure she’ll come around quickly.

      “Anna,” I reach for her again—this time using a softer approach, like she’s a skittish horse. It appears to work. She lets me hold her against me. I rest my chin on the top of her head and tell the biggest lie I’ve told so far. “I’m willing to give you as much time as you need. Plans can change. Evolve. How about we get through our first paddock party together before you have us married with kids?” 

      My tone is sincere, but there’s definitely an undertone of mockery in it. I want her to come to me willingly—all the better to piss off Sander—but she needs to know her place when she does. I’m Prince Charming, and she’s Cinderella, pre-Fairy Godmother intervention. 

      “You’re right.” Those two words are music to my ears. “I’m being absurd.” 

      I stay silent and let her statement hang in the air like the sad indictment of her naivety that it is. The expectation that I’m going to mount a protest is clear in her expression. It validates my decision to ignore her. There is no counterargument to be found here—Anna can be as absurd as she likes as long as she doesn’t interfere in my game with her brother… and my ability to keep her for as long as I choose. 

      “Alex! Anna!” Nadia emerges from a crowd of partygoers who are entering the bonfire zone. 

      “Heya, Nads,” Anna acknowledges her greeting. 

      The flush that has been colouring her face since I touched her waist changes. It becomes darker, more pronounced. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say she was embarrassed about being caught in my arms. 

      “Sooooo?” Nadia turns the single syllable word into a butchered musical note. “Are you two on your way to becoming official yet?” 

      “Nadia!” Anna sounds scandalised. “It’s not like that.” 

      In the same instant that she admonishes her friend, I reply with a definitive, “We most definitely are.” 

      Our voices must carry across the field. Half a dozen heads turn back to us. I immediately recognise the group that Nadia arrived with, and it sets the hair on the back of my neck on end. Sander, Everett, and Luke are front and centre. Their friends trail behind them, letting them lead the way like they’re actually worth following. Sander looks like he’s already got a head start on the drinking that’ll take place tonight. He’s double-fisting four beer cans and has a cigarette hanging from his mouth. The fact that this piece of trash has ascended to my unwillingly vacated basketball throne irritates me more than I can explain. 

      At least when Hugh and I were at the helm, we had standards. 

      The estate, specifically the carriage house, became the team’s formal meeting place, affording me an extra level of control over every player. Alcohol and girls were plentiful yet rationed judiciously, rewards to be given at my behest. Places within the playing squad were determined by the level of deference we received. The reputations of my players were carefully cultivated, then protected with cold-blooded ruthlessness. 

      “Oi, Kingsley,” Sander yells. “Didn’t I tell you to fuck off?” 

      Anna groans, then looks up at me. I try to read her expression but can’t. Figuring that silence is better than putting my foot in it, I take hold of her hand and try to lead her away from her brothers. 

      “Ignorin’ me will only sign your death warrant that much quicker.” Sander’s annoying voice follows us. 

      I stop immediately and turn back to face him. His smug countenance begs me to wipe it clean. Unfortunately, now is not the time to act on my urge. 

      If I start the fight, I lose. 

      God, I miss the old days… 

      Back then, if you didn’t buy into our regime, we drove you from the team. And when someone was ostracised, it was undertaken with as much ritualistic fervour as a religious festival. By the time we were finished with you, your social standing was in tatters, and your self-worth was at rock bottom. 

      Even your family suffered. 

      That’s how comprehensive my power was. 

      “Don’t listen to him,” Anna tells me, a sheepish half smile on her face. Rolling her eyes, she unloads her annoyance. “For some reason, he thinks he’s master of the universe, and everything’s supposed to run according to his plans.”

      Her response is perfection. So innocently indignant. Do we share a common grievance with a familiar enemy? Can I use it to bring her onto my team and really hurt Sander? Hell, I know how overbearing her twin can be, and I’m not even related to him. I’ve gone head-to-head with him before and underestimated his determination. The playing group that I once ruled like a totalitarian dictatorship is now a democracy devoid of standards. 

      With him as the figurehead, of course. 

      He’s obviously trying to take the same tack with Anna’s social life. 

      “Why do you give in to him?” I ask. “He can’t run your life unless you let him.” 

      Anna shrugs but says nothing. She scuffs the toe of her biker boot over the ground while I try to work out what her silence means. 

      Family loyalty or obstinate denial? 

      The answer eludes me. 

      This girl’s expression is locked down tighter than a bank vault. 

      Sander and Co. start walking over to us, and Anna tugs my hand. Without complaint, I let her lead me toward the bonfire—I’m sure it’s a complete coincidence that it’s in the opposite direction of her brothers. 

      Yeah, I’m not being sarcastic at all… 

      My eyes roll of their own volition. The irony isn’t lost on me. Usually, I like to confront my enemy’s head-on once our enmity has reached this level—a scorched earth policy is more my calling card than the passivity I’m showing tonight. 

      Letting things go and being led by the needs of a girl is a novel approach for me. 

      A deep sigh comes from Anna when we reach our destination. I’ve set up my things near the biggest refreshment table, so I sit down in my seat while monitoring Sander. He’s been stopped by Nadia. They’re swapping spit while Everett and Luke have changed direction and followed us to the fire. 

      Those two are dark horses in this scenario. The younger Mayberry isn’t as loud and uncouth as his brother, and Luke is the epitome of a lovelorn loser. His crush on Anna is obvious to everyone but her. Both of them bring an element of surprise to this game. 

      I like knowing where I stand, and unknown quantities like those two worry me. 

      Anna stands awkwardly at my side, threading her fingers together and twisting them. Keeping one eye on Everett and Luke, I grab her by the waist and pull her onto my lap. Her teeny gasp goes straight to my cock. After sliding my hand across her flat stomach, I press her back against my chest. Her perfume washes over me like a soothing salve. Nuzzling my nose into her hair, I breathe deep, savouring the vanilla orchid fragrance that clings to Anna.

      “You’re sniffing me again,” the girl in question says, amusement lacing her statement. 

      “I am.” 

      She places a hand on top of the one that lies on her stomach and pats it twice. My thumb strokes her palm, then she threads her fingers through mine. Anna sits still for a moment, resting easily against me, apparently content to watch the throngs of arriving partygoers fill the paddock. 

      “Sander is complicated.” Anna breaks the silence between us. I take a second to realise what she’s talking about. When it hits me, I become stiff, fearful that the slightest of movements might make her clam up. “Our mum’s death changed everything.” 

      “I’m sorry,” I offer quietly. 

      Anna squeezes my fingers. “It’s okay. I’m over it.” She’s obviously not. “But Sander isn’t. He tries to fix things he thinks are unfair. Protect everyone.” Anna twists in my lap until she’s seated sideways and can see my face. “Especially me. It makes him feel in control.”

      “That makes sense.” My expression is deliberately blank. 

      I actually couldn’t give a fig what Sander feels, but Anna doesn’t need to know that. All I care about is discovering how much work it will take to manipulate her into willingly flipping Sander the middle finger and joining forces with me.

      “I know he’s a bit hard on you,” she says. Our eyes meet, and we exchange a wry smile at her blatant understatement. “But it would be awesome if you could just grin and bear it. I promise he’ll ease up on you… eventually.” 

      Laying my hands on each side of her face, I bring her mouth closer to mine. “I can do that… for you.” 

      “Thank you,” she whispers. 

      For the first time, Anna initiates a kiss. When our mouths meet, she prods my lips with her tongue. I open my mouth to allow her access. Our tongues tangle. Our lips move in symphony. My hands seize hold of her long hair, and I tilt her head to the side so I can kiss my way down her neck. I’m about to run my tongue back up the path I’ve just taken when Anna is yanked away from me. Shock freezes my synapses, stealing my ability to think. Her mouth creates a perfect O as she’s pulled backward, and she barely has time to find her feet before she’s dragged out of my sight and the two Mayberry boys are in my face. 

      “I warned you,” Sander declares a second before he rams his fist into my eye. 

      Everett is next. 

      I take one punch from him before my brain switches back on. A quick glimpse tells me I’m outnumbered. None of my friends are here, and I’m pretty damn certain that the Mayberry boys won’t let up on me until I’m unconscious—at a bare minimum. 

      I don’t hold out hope that they’ll stop until I’m dead. 

      “Stop it!” Anna commands. “You’re both being ridiculous.”

      Mutterings erupt from the assembled throng. It sounds like they don’t agree with her. Sander and Everett fall back, turning from me, apparently ready to argue with their sister, and I decide their inattention is my invitation to fight back. Sander is my target, except Everett gets in the way. I’ll take my payback wherever I can get it, so I smack him in the back of the head. He folds like a house of cards and crumples to the ground. Sander rounds on me, angry eyes filling with a laser-focused promise of pain. 

      Adrenaline fuels me. It has me lunging for Sander before he can get a grip on me. I attempt to headbutt him, missing him by the barest of margins. A circle of intoxicated partiers surrounds us. They clap their hands, goading us on, caging us in battle like we’re gladiators provided for their entertainment. 

      My movements are unsteady on the uneven ground, and the momentum from my initial attack carries me past Sander. One of his friends pushes me back inside the circle, just in time for Sander to come at me. I see him approach. He hunches lower, bending in a half squat, then runs at me. I try to brace myself, but I’m not fast enough. His shoulder collides with my stomach, winding me. The spear tackle lifts me off my feet. While I’m in the air, I push at his shoulders, attempting to use my strength to fight him off. 

      Nothing works. 

      The impact when I hit the ground steals the breath from my lungs, and I end up on my back in the dirt with him on top of me. The whooping and hollering of the crowd increases in volume as their enthusiasm grows. Sander rams his shoulder into my gut before he pins me in place. I jam my knee into his side. He yelps, then throws a hammer fist at my face. I barely avoid the blow. Yanking an arm free, I pull my fist back. Readying myself to punch, I end up swatting at thin air when he disappears. 

      A blonde tornado has swept in and ripped him off me. 

      Anna stands with her hands on her hips, and she lets fly with her thoughts on the entire situation. “Seriously? You’re all just going to stand here and watch this go down. What the hell is wrong with you people?” 

      “Anna,” Everett approaches her with his hands in the air. “He deserves everythin’ he gets.” 

      “Oh, shut up, Ev. You just go along with everything Sander says. Try thinking for yourself for once.” She gives him her back and leans down to me. Holding her hand out, she says with a grimace, “I’m sorry my brothers are like this.” 

      I take her hand and let her assist me back to my feet. Surveying the crowd, I view the carnage in front of me. Hugh is off to the side, wedged between two basketballers. He’s sporting swelling around his orbital bone that promises to yield a wicked black eye, which explains why he didn’t come to my defence during the melee. 

      Sander is still trying to get to me, and Luke is holding him back. He looks a little worse for wear, the wind taken out of his sails, and considering he spent most of his time on top, I’d hate to know how bad I appear in comparison. 

      “Let’s get out of here.” Anna brings my attention back to her with a tug on my arm. She’s pissed, and for a second, I think she’s angry at me. It’s when she whirls around to blast Sander that I realise that I’m not the target of her rage. “If you don’t stop acting like a jackarse, Sander, I’m going to tell Dad. This is my final warning.” Anna doesn’t wait for him to reply. She grabs my hand and yanks me forward. “Take me home, Alex. I’ve had enough of this party.” 

      There is nothing I want more than to separate her from everyone else. I walk with her to my vehicle, a shit-eating grin filled with triumph on my face. Our exit is interrupted by Nadia, who runs to my other side and twists her fingers into my shirt to pull me to a stop. 

      “I need a word,” she says, glaring at me with a stark reminder in her eyes. 

      I catch her meaning immediately. Her lack of finesse irritates me, however, I know that trying to fob her off will only worsen things. 

      “Can you give us a sec?” I ask Anna. 

      She blinks, a crease forming between her eyebrows. My heart jumps into my throat when she glances back at her brothers, then nods her agreement. I hope like hell that she’ll continue toward my car. It’s dashed when she heads back to the crowd. 

      “Anna, wait.” Reaching for her arm, I grind my teeth when she shakes me off without a word. Staring down at Nadia, I take my anger out on her. “Are you happy now? Why couldn’t you have stayed away? All my hard work just went out the window.” 

      “Not my problem.” Nadia shrugs and holds out her hand, palm up. “You owe me.”

      I slip the baggie of crystal meth out of my top pocket, slapping it down on her hand as I snap, “Now, fuck off.” 

      “Gladly.” 

      Nadia sashays her skinny arse back to Sander. I search through the group for Anna. She’s hugging Luke—a turn of events that I never expected. He holds her longer than he should, not letting go until she pushes at his shoulders, and even then, he tries to stop her from walking back to me. I take one step in their direction before Anna shakes her head and pulls away from him. 

      She strides back to me with determination in her step. As she approaches, I run my gaze over her face to gauge her mood. Has Luke changed her mind? Is she coming here to tell me she’s going home with her brothers? The poker face that greets me withstands my scrutiny. 

      Anna is unreadable. 

      I haven’t any idea how to play this. 

      When Anna reaches me, she doesn’t stop. Instead, she keeps walking while I stare after her with unvoiced demands lodged in my throat. 

      “Are you coming?” Anna tosses her enquiry over her shoulder with elegant nonchalance. “I don’t want to be here with them for a second longer.” 

      Her question puts a spring in my step. I catch up to her and sling my arm over her shoulder. Anna leans into me. Her proximity sets every atom in my body on fire. My dick thickens in my pants, and I stifle a groan when Anna lays her hand on my stomach. 

      Forget taunting Sander by leaving with his sister. Just having Anna next to me tonight is worth getting my arse kicked. Her unpredictability is refreshing, but she’s throwing me off my game. 

      When I’m with her, I forget my plan is to use her to my end. 

      When I’m alone, I have to remind myself not to get sucked into her orbit. 

      Now that she’s publicly chosen me over them, the potential outcomes of my game have significantly decreased in number. 

      Maybe, just maybe, I can have my revenge on Sander and keep Anna too?
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      We make the drive into Inadale in silence. I keep my attention on the road in front of me while Anna stews in the passenger seat, staring out of the window as she drums her fingertips on her thigh. Conversely, I am relaxed, the voice in my head quiet as he basks in the glow of my victory. Beating from Sander aside, tonight has gone better than planned. 

      I went to the bonfire with a vague idea to plead my case for removal from the friend zone. 

      Having her alone is a bonus I couldn’t have imagined being mine this early in the game. 

      “Coffee?” I ask as we approach McDonald’s. 

      “Am I that transparent?” Anna replies with a laugh. 

      “Well, I have noticed that you suffer a slight caffeine addiction,” I drawl. The words haven’t left my mouth before I’m kicking myself since my knowledge of her coffee dependency came from Nadia. “I mean, you are staring at the arches like they hold the answers to the universe.” 

      She slaps her hands over her mouth and lets out one of those giggles that I live for. Number four since I started seeing her. 

      “Well, they are spectacular, and caffeine is life,” Anna jokes. 

      Pulling into the only twenty-four-hour eatery in our small town—technically the only fast food in town—I place a quick order for two takeaway lattes in the drive-through. Tonight’s win needs to be consolidated immediately. Taking a moment to look at my options, I decide that finding a non-threatening way to prolong the evening is my best chance of making this happen. 

      Our order is filled quickly. I pass Anna her drink, knock my ute into gear and drive off towards my farm. Anna focuses on her coffee, shimmying her shoulders with each sip, long enough for me to hit the outskirts of town before she realises that I’m not taking her home. 

      I savour that time because I’m not stupid enough to think this is going to go my way without a protest. 

      “Hey, where are we going?” 

      There it is… 

      Time’s up. 

      “My place.” 

      “Ah, no. I don’t think so.” Anna rolls her cup between her palms. “I said I wanted to go home.” 

      Gripping the steering wheel, I twist the vinyl in my hands. I close my eyes for a second, not caring that this road is lined with wildlife that can jump in front of me without notice, and pray to the dark lords above that I can keep my monster under control. 

      “I thought we could spend some time together. Tonight didn’t really go the way I planned,” I say with a quick glance her way. “We’re still taking things slowly… the only thing that’s changed is the location.” 

      It takes superhuman powers of focus to return my eyes to the road and not keep them on her face while I wait for her answer. 

      “I, uh, don’t,” Anna stutters the beginning of an objection. 

      In the time she takes to formulate the rest of her response, I’ve already started mapping out different ways I could abscond with her. 

      One, I knock her out and keep driving until we hit the coast, then charter a plane to a deserted island. 

      Two, I pull over, use my superior strength to subdue her, and peel those tight jeans down her thighs…

      “Actually, that’s a good idea,” Anna tells me. I can hear the trepidation in her tone, but it weakens the longer she speaks. “I need some time to cool down. That scene back at the paddock was intense.” 

      Relief invades my veins. It cools the images of stealing her away from everyone. They don’t entirely dissipate, but I file them away for future contemplation. 

      One can never be too prepared. 

      I reach over and squeeze her thigh. “Your brothers are pretty protective.” 

      My casual remark sounds breezy. It’s not. The understatement is clear to both of us. Anna lays her hand on top of mine, where it rests on her thigh. She lightly pats it, then sighs. “Sander and Everett think they’re doing the right thing. I really should stop them, but it’s hard. I promised my mum that I’d always look after them. That I’d never let anything come between us. I guess letting them think that they’re looking out for me is my way of looking out for them… if you get what I mean? While they’re concentrating on controlling everything I’m doing, they’re not out there being stupid. Especially Sander. He was always the most likely to go off the rails.” 

      Anna doesn’t realise that she’s just sealed her fate. I knew she was the key to my revenge. I knew she was the one person who could hurt her twin. What I didn’t know is how much her ruin would destroy him. 

      Better than that, she’s handed me the key to her compliance. 

      I know how to control her. 

      I know how to keep her all for myself. 

      I need to be the only thing that stands between Sander and complete disaster. 

      Now I have a foolproof plan, it’s time for a taste of my prize to keep my monster calm. 

      My untouched coffee sits in the cup holder. As carefully as I can, I pull two of the benzodiazepines I’ve been prescribed to take the edge off when insomnia hits from the small pouch in my pocket. While Anna continues talking about her mother’s death, I snatch my drink from the holder and take a sip. Under the cover of the darkness that shadows the cabin of my ute, I quickly drop the tranquillisers through the mouth hole, then swirl the liquid in the cup around. Once I’m satisfied that the pills are dissolved, I pass the hot drink to Anna. 

      “Want to finish this?” I ask casually. 

      “That’s okay,” she replies. “You can have it.” 

      “It’s too sweet,” I tell her. Anna frowns at me when I thrust it toward her. Realising that I’m coming on too strong, I place it back in the holder and change my approach. “Never mind. I just didn’t want it to go to waste, is all.” 

      “You’re really not going to drink it?” 

      “Nope. They must’ve added extra sugar… but I’m already sweet enough.” Peering over at her, I shrug as I offer her a lopsided grin. “You, on the other hand…” 

      My joke is enough to fool her. “Well, in that case, I better finish it then.” 

      Anticipation pulses within me as I watch her drink. Every sip is another step closer to my goal. My mouth runs dry when she drains the last of the cup. I tighten my grip on the steering wheel as the urge to touch her flares. Every nerve ending in my body is electrified. 

      I’m drunk on the possibilities. 

      Anna will be at my mercy. 

      It’s an honour and a privilege. 

      One that I won’t take for granted. 

      As we head for the estate, I make conversation about the weather. We discuss mutual acquaintances, and Anna fills me in on Sander’s plans to play for the University of Western Australia while he trains with the state basketball team. I split my attention between the road in front of me and the beautiful blonde in my passenger seat. As soon as her posture wilts, I press my foot harder against the accelerator. 

      Play time is almost here… 

      I don’t plan to miss a second of it. 

      Flipping the indicator, I turn into the long driveway that leads to the mansion. When Anna gives me a lazy smile, I tug her closer to me. She grumbles under her breath as I make her slide as far across the seat as she can, then after a token show of reluctance, the heavy-eyed girl snuggles under my arm. 

      “Let’s make a deal,” I tell her. 

      Anna yawns before she responds. “What kind of deal?” 

      “I’ll deal with your overbearing brothers as long as you promise me you won’t listen to any of the crap anyone says about me.” 

      We crest the rise that brings the mansion into view. I need to get this out before she meets my mother—on the off-chance someone in Inadale hasn’t already filled her in about Elisabeth Kingsley’s drinking problem. Not that I care that my mother is a lush, my issue is with the way alcohol loosens her tongue. She enjoys lambasting me with her thoughts over the public fallout of my indiscretion with Layla De La Rue whenever she has the opportunity, and if by the grace of God, Anna doesn’t know about my scandal, I’d like to keep it that way for as long as possible. 

      “My mother is a drunk,” I explain softly. “She’s going to say things, be rude to you, make aspersions about me. I want you to remember that the person I was four years ago isn’t who I am now.” 

      We reach the end of the drive before she can respond. Pulling to a stop in my parking spot, I pull the handbrake into the place. Anna sits up straight and gazes out through the windscreen at the monstrosity in front of us. Her eyes widen, and she lifts her eyebrows, completely forgetting to respond to my request. 

      “Wow. Some house you live in.” 

      “It’s okay.”

      Anna giggles. That’s number five in the bag. Despite the extra occurrences, my body’s reaction has remained the same—I’m overcome with raw need. Butterflies and an overwhelming wave of serenity are quickly followed by the need to possess her in the most elemental way. 

      “I’d hate to see what you find better than okay,” she quips in a slurred voice. 

      With a slightly jaded smile lifting my lips, I get out of the car and come around to her side. Opening her door, I help Anna out of the vehicle. The ornate light over the wide front door is lit. This means that my father is still out, and my mother is still up. She likes to passive-aggressively show her annoyance at his absence by having the front lights switched off when she turns in for the night. They’re run by sensors, and we have more money than God, however, she protests that turning them off will save power. 

      You’d never guess that these are the people who taught me that there’s no depth too shallow for pettiness... would you?

      “We have two options,” I state in a flat tone. “We can enter through the front door, and you can endure the third-degree courtesy of my mother. She’ll probably even throw in some insults about your bank balance. Or I can walk you around to the French doors that lead into my wing, but you’ll have to wait for me to open them after I’ve gone inside and survived her wrath alone.” 

      Anna bumps her shoulder against mine as she juts her chin toward the front door. I grab her hand and lead her over to the main entrance. “Considering both my brothers punched you tonight, I think the least I can do is accompany you through the upcoming Spanish inquisition.”

      Inclining my head at Anna’s soft admission, I hold the door open for her. “Come on in. Welcome to the den of iniquity. Home of nefarious plots and dastardly deeds. Foundation of a political and commercial dynasty that demands the blood of the innocent to maintain its unholy reign.” 

      As I’m talking, I follow Anna inside. She holds her arms out and spins in a circle in the foyer, stopping when she stumbles over her feet to laugh at me. “I can see the evil seeping through the fancy wallpaper. Must be a terrriiible place to live.” 

      She can think I’m joking as much as she likes. 

      What she can’t say is that I didn’t warn her. 

      “The coast is clear,” I announce as I usher her forward. Even Phillips, our butler, hasn’t realised we’re here yet. This could be my opportunity to slip Anna into my wing without anyone knowing she’s here. “Let’s go.”

      “Quick. Quick.” Anna mocks me when I silently beckon her to follow me. 

      She continues to act like this is a joke. I don’t deter her delusion. Someone like her couldn’t possibly understand how my world runs. 

      Footsteps echo in the formal lounge. 

      “Come. Now.” I point at the stairs. 

      I don’t know who’s approaching, but I do know that I want this effortless grace between Anna and me to continue. That won’t happen if anyone in this house gets the chance to interfere. The door to the lounge opens. Either Phillips has heard our entrance, or my mother has torn herself away from her beloved gin long enough to pick a fight with whichever one of us has arrived home. Panic-stricken, with my monster yelling at me to protect our prize, I scoop Anna off her feet, cradling her to my chest as I run up the steps and straight into my wing. Once we’re through the door, I slam it shut behind us and flick the lock. 

      “You’re kinda weird,” Anna presses her lips together and tilts her head to the right when I put her back on her feet. “But it is pretty funny. See, I thought I was the only one with a family that needs to be hidden from polite society.”

      Our eyes meet. I see kindness and understanding in her gaze. The senseless fluttering in my stomach and the tightness in my chest that she causes start up again. It’s almost unbearable, this reaction I have to her. While I’m mentally struggling with my physical symptoms, Anna pats my arm and clumsily dances away from me. 

      “So… this is your part of this monstrosity?” she asks.

      I cough to clear the lump from my throat and follow it with a shrug. I’m trying to buy myself enough time to get myself under control before the benzos take her under. It doesn’t work. The way my cock responds to her is easy to deal with—there’s certain release in my future. It’s how Anna affects the rest of me that I can’t handle. 

      Seemingly at ease, the cold yet polite shield she usually uses to keep me at bay gone, she slowly checks out my bookcase. With a decisive nod, Anna pulls a book off the shelf. Wobbling on one foot, then the next, she sheds her boots. Her footsteps are sloppy when she stumbles over to my bed and settles herself against my pillows, where they lean against the bedhead. After stifling a yawn, the sleepy girl pats the spare side of the bed. “Stop standing there like you’ve never had a girl in your room before. I’m not going to bite.” 

      The stunningly beautiful, drugged out of her mind beauty before me is so far from the truth that it would be mean to tell her exactly how wrong she is. This wing of the mansion has been desecrated by acts she couldn’t even imagine, dozens of times over. As defiled as my personal quarters may be, they have nothing on the carriage house where the more primal acts occur. Biting back a grin at that thought, I use my toes to take off my leather loafers—completely inappropriate footwear for a bonfire, but style should never be sacrificed for comfort—and join her. A pleased smile curls my lips as I sit as close as I can to her and shuffle myself down the bed until we’re the same height. Without hesitation, Anna leans against me. She lazily flips pages. I don’t know if she’s even capable of reading at this point, but I’m enjoying observing her make herself at home in my space.  

      “What are you reading?” I ask. 

      “Jane Austen. Pride and Prejudice.” 

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Why am I not surprised?” 

      Anna continues thumbing through the book. She frowns and then lets the pages slip through her fingers until she’s back to the first page. “‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife,’” Anna recites. She snaps the book shut. “Imagine living in those times. Thank God we’re alive today.”

      I push myself upright and lean my head back against the headboard. “Times haven’t changed all that much, Anna. Only I won’t be able to have just any wife. She’ll need to be someone with the perfect pedigree and the seal of approval from my parents and my grandfather.” 

      Sighing, Anna lifts my arm up and curls herself into my side. With her head lying on my chest, she moves closer and squeezes me tight. “I’m so sorry that that’s your reality. Must suck.” 

      “It has its moments.” 

      Reaching behind me, I turn the switch to dim the lights. My hand trembles as I stroke the top of her arm. Instead of pulling away from me like she would usually, Anna snuggles closer to me. I take her relaxed state as an opportunity to play with her hair. Touching her soothes me. Having this time alone with her—courtesy of her brothers’ destructive behaviour—quietens the voice in my head. For some reason, when I’m with her, peace flows through me. 

      It’s something I’ve never had before. 

      Something I didn’t know I wanted until I sampled it.  

      Something I’m afraid to lose if she sees the real me. 

      Thankfully, I understand the key to ensuring she stays by my side. 

      Once I find a way to sufficiently compromise her twin, Lilianna Mayberry is mine. 

      For as long as I want. 

      “Sometimes expectations aren’t meant to be met,” I murmur, continuing to stroke her hair. “There always comes a time when a man has to walk his own path.” 

      When Anna doesn’t answer me, I peer down at her and smile. She’s finally passed out. Long eyelashes brushing the top of her cheeks, she dozes with her pink lips slightly parted. Part of my shirt is clutched in her hand, although the rest of her body is relaxed. 

      I can’t stop myself. 

      I need to touch her. 

      It’s with shaky fingers that I pull the hem of her shirt free from her jeans. I want to know if the sparks I felt the first time are still there. With a level of tenderness that no one else in my life receives, I skim my fingers lightly across her hip and along the small amount of skin I’ve exposed. 

      Electrical charges spark from my fingertips, following me as I trace my first name on her skin. Tiny shadows of desire twirl in my mind—teasing me with promises of the forbidden. When I unbutton her jeans and slip my hand inside the tight denim, will she be wet? If she wakes while I’m taking my fill, would she welcome my invasion? 

      Right now, I’m not reckless enough to make her mine in the only way that matters, but I certainly want to. Ever since I laid eyes on her, weeks ago when she was crossing the street in Inadale, I’ve been driven crazy with my obsession to claim her. 

      It goes beyond my plan to use her to hurt Sander. 

      Beyond her role in my father’s scheme. 

      Beyond the significance her surname holds in the underworld. 

      I need to break her. 

      That’s nothing unusual. 

      The strange part is that I want to rebuild her once I’ve taken my fill. 

      I want to keep her. 

      “Pretty, little angel,” I murmur to myself as I gently push Anna onto her back. Pausing, I run my gaze over her face to search for signs that she’s stirring. Finding none, I chuckle to myself before I dip my head low and press my lips to hers. I steal a quick taste. “Are you sleeping, little Cherub?” 

      Anna doesn’t respond to my use of her father’s nickname. 

      I kiss her again, this time sucking on her bottom lip before I draw away. 

      Her breathing remains shallow and even. 

      Sitting up on my haunches, I unbutton her shirt. Inch by glorious inch of her silky skin is revealed. My dick kicks in my pants, thick, erect, and ready to join this party. After exposing her blue lace bra and the long necklace nestled inside it, I lean down and run my tongue down the valley between the two generous peaks of her breasts. 

      Again, I stop so I can inspect her. 

      Anna’s features stay slack, her perfect body pliable. 

      Emboldened, I push the top button of her jeans through the hole and unzip them. Uncovering matching lace panties, I grin. I’ve been on the receiving end of her frigid ways enough over the past week and a bit to be shocked by her sexy undergarments. 

      “Maybe you’re less of an ice princess than you’ve led me to believe.” Chuckling to myself again, I decide that less self-commentary and more action is needed. “Shouldn’t waste my play time—who knows when I’ll get more?” 

      I shake my head when my monster tries to answer my mental musings. Since I’ve been good over the past week, it doesn’t make sense that his voice is in my mind. Every prescribed dose has been taken on time. I’ve attended my weekly therapy. Self-medicated with my breakthrough downers when the urge to turn up unannounced at the Mayberry’s farm became too much to handle without assistance.  

      Maybe I should’ve taken one of the downers when I spiked the coffee?  

      “Maybe you should’ve taken what you wanted instead of pussyfooting around?” my monster jeers at me. “Then you wouldn’t be about to blow your load in your trousers over a peek at her knickers.” 

      The hair on the back of my neck stands on end as the unmistakable urge to hurt someone surges through me. The recklessness that I prided myself on keeping at bay rears its head. The tentativeness with which I approached an unconscious Anna disappears and, in its place, settles the cruel entitlement that led me headfirst into the mess my father and grandfather had to rescue me from four years ago. Unbidden, I remember the meeting where I was informed of my lifetime ban from basketball. My left knee twinges as I recall the pain I felt as Sander took a sledgehammer to it to ensure my punishment was permanent. 

      My movements lack finesse as I drag Anna’s tight jeans down her hips. Her panties get caught in the waistband and they are pulled down to her knees with the denim as well. She’s clean shaven—another thing that I didn’t expect. I savour her lightly scented skin when I press my lips to her smooth mound. Denying myself a taste of what I really want, I kiss my way up her stomach, dipping my tongue in her belly button, then sucking her erect nipple through the lace. A thrill of exhilaration pulses within me when Anna moans. I glance up at her face, checking she’s asleep, before I lift her pliant body. My hands are steady as I unclip her bra at the back. Her creamy globes bounce when I free them, and the sight of her unbound breasts snap the last thread tethering me to my sanity. 

      With two hands, I knead the soft flesh, tweaking her nipples between my thumb and forefinger until the pale-pink nubs are hard. Drawing them one at a time, first the left, then the right, into my mouth, I suck hard. The moisturiser she uses smells the same as her perfume. She overwhelms me. Her fragrance. The smoothness of her skin. Her supple curves fill my hands. 

      Anna is everywhere. 

      Around me. Beneath me. In me. 

      Now, I need to be in her. 

      But not tonight. 

      That isn’t a crime I can conceal. 

      I groan at the thought of denying myself, dropping onto my side so I can grind my hard cock against her hip while I finally allow myself to slide two fingers inside of her pussy. Her heat welcomes me. Thrusting slow and steady, I match the rhythm of my hand to my grinding hips. Anna whimpers, but I don’t stop. I don’t even glance at her face to see if she’s still sleeping. 

      I’m too close. 

      Luxuriating in the warmth that grips my fingers. Lost to the cresting urgency of my approaching orgasm. I need to climax. Need to feel her pussy holding my cock tight while I come. The hurricane of desire that’s whirling through me steals my plan to take a small taste tonight in my head. The maelstrom of lust controls me. Heart pounding, skin electrified, mind spinning, I’m vaguely aware that I’m dancing a fine line between giving into the monster who taunts my mind and protecting myself from another scandal.  

      I’m ready to crawl into the abyss of evil as he beckons me to enter. 

      Succumb to the delusion of my invincibility. 

      Fall victim to the same mistake that tied me to my grandfather’s beck and call four years ago. 

      As my balls tighten and unmistakable waves of ecstasy surge within me, a small beam of light invades the room. Someone has unlocked the door that leads to my wing and is heading to my bedroom. By the lack of greeting and the determined stride, I figure it’s my father. 

      Caught between heaven and hell, I press my face into Anna’s hair and blow my bolt in my pants like a thirteen-year-old who’s touched his first boob. The final vestiges of bliss steal my breath at the same time as I fill with panic. There’s no time to bask. No time for embarrassment, either. 

      My dad is closing in on us. 

      Panting hard, I stumble back to my feet. Urgent need to keep him from Anna overcomes me, and I toss a throw blanket over her half-naked form. When Dad enters the outer sitting room, the resulting alarm at his proximity to Anna makes my heart race impossibly fast and my skin clammy. 

      Everything he touches, he purposefully sullies. 

      Everything I have, he decisively ruins. 

      I can’t let him get his hands on Anna. 

      She’s mine.

      I manage to head off my father before he enters the bedroom. I pull the door shut, and the wooden barrier between him and Anna brings my pulse back under control. My enquiry is abrupt, filled with venom and spite. “What do you want?” 

      “Now, Alexander, be nice,” he cautions. “Push me and I will twist every liberty you’ve taken with our guest in there into your worst nightmare. Remember, you’re technically not a first-time offender anymore.”

      Mentally acknowledging that the incriminating mess in my trousers only proves his point, I lean back against the door. I cross my arms over my chest and offer my dad a mocking grin. “There’s no need for a rehash—we both know the apple didn’t fall far from the tree when it comes to taking liberties we shouldn’t.” 

      His smirk fills with smugness. My palm itches with the need to wipe it off his face. Even though getting into it with my father might make up for the arse kicking that I received from the Mayberry boys tonight, I refrain. He’s ventured into my wing for a reason. The sooner I find out, the faster I can get him away from Anna. 

      “Here,” he says, passing a jewellery box to me. “I heard about your confrontation with the Mayberrys in the paddock, then Phillips phoned to inform me you’d carried a blonde into your room tonight. Knowing your sloppy standards, I imagine you think you have your plan stitched up tight, but⁠—”

      “I have everything under control,” I interject. 

      Dealing with his condescension always sets my teeth on edge. It also negates the progress I thought we’d made the other night when we hatched our mutually beneficial plan to destroy Sander and the Black Shamrocks MC after he put my mother to bed. 

      He’s back to doubting me again.

      “Open the box.”

      I snap open the velvet case. A sapphire ring and a matching necklace, bracelet, and earrings set gleams back at me. Priceless. Ostentatious. Dripping with excess. Having belonged to my late maternal grandmother, they are family heirlooms. The sight of them makes my skin crawl. 

      My grandmother was the original monster in my head. 

      The first one I destroyed. 

      With a decisive clunk, I close it. “What the hell?” 

      When I attempt to pass it back to him, he pushes it away. “Keep. It.”

      “No.”

      Stepping into my space, my dad takes hold of my shirt and pulls me closer. “I know you’re going to screw this up. Hell, knowing you, you already have.” 

      Since my cum is cooling in my trousers, damp and sticky against my skin, while Anna lies drugged and half-naked on my bed, I can’t exactly argue the point. Rather than give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s potentially right, I ask, “What’s that got to do with grandmother’s sapphires?” 

      “Those jewels, especially the ring, are your saving grace. The minute it looks like she’s leaving you, you need to pull them out, spin a sob story that tugs at her heartstrings, and use them to trap her.” 

      “I don’t need them,” I grind out the words, although my chest tightens with doubt. “She’s already mine.” 

      “Lilianna Mayberry is innocent,” he states this like it’s an indisputable fact. “The first man to stick his dick in her will be the man she stays with. Be that man, then keep her for yourself. Use the jewels to tell the public that she’s yours. Use them to remind her of what you’re truly capable of in private.”

      He doesn’t get halfway through his tirade and I’m already shaking my head. 

      Going by the way she greeted the two bikers a week ago, I’d bet the priceless treasures I hold in my hand on the fact that Anna’s already had sex. Lots of it. You don’t greet a man by wrapping your legs around his waist unless you’ve been intimate with him. Even the blond giant was too familiar with her for my liking. 

      Hell, she’s probably double-teaming them. 

      Isn’t that the kind of behaviour that passes for normal in biker gangs? 

      My father continues offering advice, even though I’m no longer listening. I’m too busy planning how I can rid the world of any man who touched her before me. 

      “Before you acquaint that poor girl with your proclivities, I would make sure that ring circles her finger and that necklace is a noose around her neck. I’d also caution you to make sure you either have her worshipping the ground at your feet or that you have something damning to hang over her head beforehand.”

      What can I say? 

      His advice makes sense. 

      My proclivities are well known within my family. All because of a couple slip ups. My bet with Hugh over deflowering the youngest Du Bois sister. Luke’s hazing that got a bit out of control. A slightly bigger blunder with the mayor’s daughter that could have brought my family down if knowledge of it had become more public than it did. A few bruises and a whining little bitch who tattled to Sander that Hugh and I wouldn’t stop when she asked, became a scandal even my family name couldn’t withstand without paying a steep penalty, reputation-wise. 

      In my social class, dastardly deeds frequently occur—the difference is that we make sure our transgressions are against those who are easily brought off. Or who wouldn’t be believed if they spoke out. I made an error of the highest order by giving Sander the ammunition needed to make accusations that could be proven, not simply dismissed as malicious gossip.

      Thankfully, my grandad paid off the mayor while my father helped him politically. Coupled with the Luke incident and on the back of my accident with Bijou Du Bois, the episode with Layla was the final straw for my family. In particular, my father. Sure, he worked hard to help my grandfather bury it so deep that it didn’t even legally exist any longer, but Dad raises a good point. 

      Anna is a potential liability. I doubt money would buy the silence of the Black Shamrocks MC. Any transgressions I make against Anna could set the Maddison clan and the MC at war. 

      After I toss the jewellery box onto the sideboard, Dad nods his head and lets go of my shirt. 

      I paste a smile on my face. “What type of damning evidence would you advise?”

      “Something that would hurt her brothers, her father, or one of the members of the Black Shamrocks. My source seems to believe that she’s too Mary Sue to give you anything to use on her, plus he thinks she’ll respond better if you come after her family or the club.” 

      Everything he’s saying matches what I’ve learnt about Anna. 

      “Funny you should say that,” I tell him with a grin. “It’s clear that Anna coddles her twin, so I’ve been thinking of ways to trap him. Maybe I need to expand my net to her other brothers and the club.” The vision of Anna wrapping her legs around Ezekiel Miles’ waist flashes in my head, making me grind my teeth. “Can we discuss everything your source has passed on?” 

      “Meet me at my office on Tuesday morning.” Dad claps me on the shoulder. “Even if you end up targeting someone else, don’t forget that Lysander still needs taking down a peg. Just be careful doing it. He’s already beaten you once.” Dropping his gaze to my bad knee, my father drives home his point. “Make sure you come to me if you need any help between now and Tuesday.” 

      “I will,” I reply with a curt nod. 

      Turning on his heel, he moves to leave without another word. 

      His hand is on the door handle when I speak. “I know I already asked you this, and you hedged, but I need to know… why are you helping me? Any other time⁠—”

      “Like I said, we have a common aim, Alexander.” 

      “I only want revenge on Sander, not the entire club—plus it makes little sense for you to involve yourself in something as petty as this. Taking down biker clubs is more grandfather’s style. You normally remain above his dealings.” I wave my hand around the room we stand in, even though he can’t see me. “Which is the reason he hasn’t set foot in the mansion since you married my mother or been seen in public with either of you—a ruse to keep you appearing legitimate.” 

      “Your grandfather’s reasons are his business. My reasons are personal,” Dad replies without looking back at me. I can tell by the way he straightens his shoulders that I’m venturing into an area he doesn’t want to talk about, and he’s struggling to keep himself from lashing out at me. “Just know that I want the Black Shamrock MC under the control of the Maddison clan and so does your grandfather—the rest of it matters none to you.” He clears his throat and I drag in a deep breath as the tension between us rises. “You have your plan and I have mine; our cross purposes combine to bring about the same outcome. Destroying the Mayberry twins will bring down a certain faction of the club that we need gone and will create the opportunity for someone trustworthy to rise from the ashes to take the helm unopposed… then we use them to take on La Trinitat Nova.”

      His explanation makes little sense, especially his comment about the powerful global secret society known as The New Trinity. The Maddison clan has always been on the outer with them—and I haven’t heard any whispers that that could change any time soon. Still, I know better than to question my father. He’ll lose his temper if I press the point instead of waiting for him to drip-feed me information as he sees fit, cut me off from his intel, and I’ll lose the only real ally I have in my fight to destroy Sander. 

      Slowly expelling the breath I’m holding, I let the door close all the way behind him before I re-enter the bedroom. Anna is in the same position as I left her. Even though I’m unsure how much time I have left before the tranquillisers wear off, I still take out my phone and pull the blanket back to expose her half-naked form to my inquisitive gaze. 

      As I catalogue her unbound breasts in a series of photos, the urge to touch her again becomes unbearable. I crawl onto the mattress next to her and palm her left breast with my left hand. My knuckles whiten when I squeeze the supple globe. Pulling my hand away, I video the colour returning to her flesh. It’s a masterpiece. The pressure of my fingers whitens Anna’s light-olive skin, then floods her with colour, hiding the evidence of my stolen touches. 

      She squirms and her eyelids flutter. 

      After my run in with Dad, I’m past the point of caring whether I’m caught. 

      I continue my clandestine exploration. 

      Once I’ve replicated the video with her right breast, I shuffle backward until I’m level with her knees. Breathing hard, I force her legs open. The sight that meets my eyes is perfection. Pure artistry. I slide my fingers over her warm flesh, swallowing hard at the trail of goosebumps that breaks out in their wake. Snapping away like a man possessed, I document her innocence in all its naked glory. 

      My heart pounds, thudding in my ears. My breath comes in shallow pants, small gulps that draw her scent so deep inside me that I can taste her. I’m hard again. Aroused by my secret examination. My cock kicks in my damp jeans, reminding me that the small taste of ecstasy I stole earlier. Movements filled with reverence, I hold my breath as I slide the crotch of Anna’s lace panties to the side. After immortalising her pussy in still images, I flick over to video and film myself sliding my thumb along her slit. 

      There is worship in my heart and devotion in my soul as I gently press one finger inside her. I finger fuck her slowly, adding another finger when she tries to twist away from me. A third finger stretches her. A fourth fills her to the brim. Her pussy grips my hand, her body swallows everything I force her to take. There’s a lump in my throat, my pulse pounds in my ears, my mouth dry as I spend a good three minutes recording my violation of Sander’s twin sister. 

      When Anna moans and her hips shift, I make myself stop the recording and stuff my phone under the covers. My monster screams at me to send the evidence to Sander, yet I already know that I’ll never share this experience with anyone, not even Anna. 

      And that’s only because she was an unwitting participant. 

      This encounter was for me. 

      It’s my reward for taking my meds and controlling my darkness around the beautiful creature currently sleeping in my bed. She drives me insane. Taunts me with her refusal to submit to me. It could take forever to fight her reluctance to yield to my needs and I would die trying with a smile on my face. Everything in my life, bar a few indiscretions, has been planned from the cradle to the grave. 

      Lilianna Mayberry is the one exception. 

      The one concession. 

      Mine. 

      My musing is halted by Anna rolling onto her side. Aware that the benzos are close to wearing off, and conscious of her midnight curfew, I quickly and gently re-fasten her bra, button her shirt, and pull her jeans back into place. After cleaning myself up in the bathroom and swapping my sullied trousers for a fresh pair, I climb onto the bed and spoon her from behind. 

      Feigning sleep, I work to keep my breathing regular when I feel the first signs of Anna stirring. Yawning, she turns to face me. Her fingers brush my hair from my forehead, then she nudges my shoulder. I grumble. Anna giggles. She yawns again before taking hold of my shoulder and shaking me awake. 

      “Hey,” she says when I open my eyes and meet her gaze. “We must’ve passed out.” 

      “Shit.” I scramble back upright like I’m shocked. After a glance at my watch, I crawl off the bed and pass Anna’s boots to her. “I need to get you home before curfew. The last thing I want is to upset your dad.” 

      Anna waves away my concern. “We have time.” 

      My faux panic is amusing to her, but I also see the softening in her eyes as she regards me. I made the right choice tonight. First by sedating her, then by reacting to our accidental nap with concern. I’m plucking her strings. Offering her what the other men in her life don’t—her own identity and the ability to make her own choices. Anna doesn’t feel like she’s an extension of her brothers or her father to me. 

      Confident that she does not know what went on during her unwitting turn as Sleeping Beauty, I take Anna’s boots from her grasp. She stills, raising a hand and tentatively touching her chest. A frown mars her skin as she rubs her thighs together. I hold my breath, waiting for the penny to drop. When Anna shakes off whatever questions she has about the sudden soreness in her body, I drop to my knees in front of her. 

      “Let me help, sleepy head.” 

      She smiles, and I grin as I slip her boots over her feet. 

      With the same fingers I used to defile her while she slept, I zip each boot up the side of her calf. Playing the part of a perfect gentleman, I stand and hold out a hand to her once her boots are secured. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.” 

      She blushes, then giggles. 

      And, with that, Anna signs her life away to me. 

      Pulling her to her feet, I lay a kiss on the end of her nose. Although she stiffens, she doesn’t shy from the contact. My monster roars with victory, while something pleasant flutters in my stomach. 

      Anna’s fallen for me—hook, line, and sinker. 

      Now, the next time her brothers make her feel like a child, she’ll come to me for comfort. I’ll be the safe harbour she runs to whenever her home life weighs too heavy. Every time I console her, she’ll lasso herself tighter to me. Eventually, I’ll be able to separate her from her family for good, then she’ll be trapped. 

      Either that, or I can fall back on a serving of old-fashioned blackmail. Nude pictures. The video I just took. Compromising images of her twin. A legal threat held over Brutus’ head. Whatever form my threats take, what matters is that Lilianna Mayberry will have no one to turn to except me. 

      I’ll be her gravity, the epicentre of her world. 

      Her judge. Jury. Executioner. 

      Her only friend. Her lover. Her tormentor.
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      Spying Luke walking away from his friends, I know that now is my time to pounce. Although I’ve had a great week with Anna, having taken her out to dinner and driven her over to the mansion so she can see the latest foal born to our retired champion mare, I haven’t forgotten what went down at the last paddock party. Sure, it ended with my victory, but the path to my win was paved with interfering pricks. 

      Tonight’s bonfire is a chance to seize recompense from the villains who targeted me.  

      Starting with Luke Hayes… 

      He hugged Anna last weekend. Right in front of me. I’m determined to nip this idea he has that he can lay hands on my girl in the bud right straightaway. 

      I’m going to remind him who’s in charge. 

      Violently. 

      “Oi, Luke.” I drop my voice an octave and add as much friendliness as I can muster to my request, “Luke. Wait up.” 

      We’re alone in the dark, separated from the crowded party space by a dense group of trees.

      “Yeah, what?” He turns, happy expectation lighting up his face. It dims when he sees that I’m the person who’s called out to him. I smirk, because if he thinks he’s disappointed now, he has another think coming. 

      Shit’s about to get painful for poor Luke. 

      “What the fuck do you want?” He wipes his nose with his sleeve. “Actually, scratch that. I don’t care, so piss off.” 

      The slur in his voice tells me that Sander isn’t the only basketballer on the team using ice. Seems Luke’s partaking as well. Which is a shame. Not because I care for his health, but because I’m about to take him from his current high down to the lowest of lows. 

      It’s a waste of an excellent product. 

      I guess, on the bright side, I’m generating extra sales for the Maddison clan. 

      “I want you to stay the fuck away from Anna,” I state with menace. 

      The dumbarse bursts into laughter. Pressing my lips tightly together, I observe his amusement with a damning gaze. Either Luke’s too high to recognise that he’s in serious trouble, or he doesn’t have sufficient respect for me. 

      Doesn’t matter which—I’m about to teach him a lesson he won’t forget. 

      Stepping up to him, I re-enact the way my father got his point across last week by seizing him by the front of his shirt and pulling him closer to me. Luke is an inch or two taller than my six-three, however, I’m much bulkier. 

      When I make him bend, he’ll break. 

      Like they all do. 

      “Do you think I’m joking, you ugly ginger loser? Go near Anna again, and I’ll slice you up so bad, even your alcoholic mother won’t recognise you. Hell, I’ll fuck you up so bad it’ll make your hazing feel romantic.” 

      The mention of what Hugh and I did to him gets his attention. 

      Luke’s gaze narrows, and he snaps at me, “What the hell is wrong with you? Anna’s like my sister. I’m not staying away from her just because⁠—” 

      I let go of his shirt, ramming my knee straight into his gut as I do so. The muted grunt that leaves him is satisfying, but it’s the way he falls on his face in the dirt when I hammer fist him on the back of the head that truly makes me grin. 

      He doesn’t make a sound when I prod his unmoving form with my shoe. Pulling my foot back, I kick him in the ribs to make sure that he’s unconscious. The impact lifts him from the ground, where he flops back onto his stomach moments later. I use that same foot to roll him on his back. 

      Wouldn’t want him to smother in the dirt, would we? 

      As I’m walking, I rethink that strategy. Do I go back and put him on his face again and hope he suffocates before anyone finds him? My conundrum is solved when I spot Anna making her way through the crowd near the bonfire. 

      There’s no time to commit murder tonight. 

      I have an angel to corrupt. 

      “Alex!” Anna yells across the field. 

      She runs up to me with a huge smile on her face. I hold my arms open, and she walks into them willingly. Closing her in my embrace, I hold her tight, nuzzling my nose into her hair so I can inhale Anna’s perfume. All thoughts of Luke fly from my mind when her vanilla-scented innocence washes over me. If I could bottle her essence, I wouldn’t need to hurt anyone ever again.

      Tilting her head back, she grins up at me. “So, Sir-Sniffs-a-Lot, are you surprised to see me?” 

      “I am. Thought you were spending the night at home with your girls to paint dicks on donkeys or something.” 

      “Are you mocking my Moscato and Monet parties?” Anna quirks her right eyebrow and cocks her head to the side. “I’ll have you know that it’s a long-standing tradition. My mother started it as a way to bond the old ladies, and I’ve kept it going since she passed. Even exported it to the international chapters… that’s how good our art is.” She pauses to laugh, then quips, “Okay, it’s all dicks and alcohol, but we did practice with charcoal tonight.” 

      “Charcoal definitely makes you a proper artist.” My acting skills must be better than I think since Anna buys my joke without question. 

      When I arrived at her house tonight to bring her to the party and she told me that she had other plans, I’d come close to letting my monster free. Since Anna refuses to give me her number, insistent that we take our time getting to know each other in organic settings, I had no way of knowing that I was walking into rejection. Not that I would’ve taken it without a fight if I had prior warning. Her persistence in taking things slow is infuriating. Every time she says it, part of me wants to let her know just how well I’m acquainted with her more salient parts. 

      I’ve managed to keep my mouth shut. 

      So far…

      Having a mole on the inside of her girls’ club had helped. I’d texted Nadia as soon as Anna closed the door in my face, and it was only her promise to send Anna my way that stopped me from losing it. Her texted promise to sabotage the party and the little baggie of benzos I had stowed in my pocket soothed my monster. As had my promise that I’d find a way to touch Anna again tonight or give him someone to hunt instead. 

      Turns out that he’s getting both tonight. 

      Two for the price of one. 

      Luke’s blood. 

      Anna’s proximity.  

      “I wasn’t planning on coming tonight,” the object of my obsession prattles on while I bask in the memories of invading her comatose body. “But Nadia started feeling sick, and the girls from the Philadelphia chapter are still struggling with jet lag, so our party kinda fizzled out.” She trails off and looks over my shoulder. Her gaze darts around and she frowns. “I heard my brothers saying they were going to bring the others out here, so I thought you might need some backup. The night is too beautiful to let them ruin it.” 

      “You’re too kind.” I chuck her under the chin, then kiss the end of her nose. 

      Anna’s resulting blush hits me straight in the cock. When she turns her back to me to look out over the crowd, I pull her hard against my chest. Locking my arms around her waist manages to press her arse on my thickening cock. When Anna doesn’t immediately pull away from me, I tighten my arms around her. Each of her curves meld with my frame, slotting into me like she was made for me. Our bodies are two puzzle pieces that have found their match. 

      I’d give anything to know what her warm pussy feels like on my dick. 

      I have a feeling we’ll fit together perfectly. 

      “I’m glad you came.” I kiss her cheek, then rest my chin on her head. 

      Her brothers appear in my peripheral vision. They’re stopping the other partiers and questioning them about something. Every time they receive a negative response—a head shake or a definitively spoken no—the anger I can read in their posture intensifies. Paranoia hits. Sander and Everett somehow know that Anna is here before they’ve laid eyes on her. Mind spinning, I try to work out how I can check her phone for a tracking device. 

      Until I remember what I did to the skinny, redheaded idiot who constantly tags along behind them and realise that they’re searching the crowd for Luke, not Anna. 

      Thank the dark lords above for small mercies. 

      When they eventually find him, Anna has just become my unwitting alibi. 

      An annoying pop-punk song about venom in my brain or some such stupidity starts playing. Everyone knows that the playlists for our bonfire gatherings are carefully vetted by me, so I glare at the people closest to us to flush out the offender. As I’m doing that, Anna squirms out of my hold and pulls her phone out of the pocket of her jeans. She peers at the screen, her entire face lighting up like a little kid at Christmas when she sees who’s calling. Jabbing the front of the device with her fingertip, Anna places the phone against one ear, plugs the other with her finger, and greets the caller in a voice I’ve never heard before. 

      “Oh, my God. Zeke!” she exclaims. “Are you at home or still in Sydney?” Anna moves away from me while she listens to his response. After a pause, she continues to reply in a sad, disappointed tone. “Man, that sucks. I haven’t seen you and Slash for, like, two weeks. I miss you.” 

      A red mist comes over me. It darkens my eyesight and makes my entire body shake. My fingers curl into fists, and I envision yanking the phone out of her hand and smashing it with my heel. The biker she straddled is calling her, and she’s talking to him in a way she’s never spoken to me. With delight in her eyes and neediness in her voice, she swings herself from side to side while she continues her conversation. 

      Watching her run her tongue along her bottom lip has me grumbling a death wish to all bikers under my breath. 

      Anna flicks her gaze toward me, she frowns, then Zeke says something else, and she dances out of earshot to answer him. With deliberate intent, she puts her back to me to focus her full attention on their conversation. My feet have a mind of their own. I head for her, not one-hundred percent certain of what I plan to do—I just know that it won’t be pretty when I get my hands on her. I’m two steps away from Anna when my collar is seized from behind, and I’m almost yanked off my feet. 

      “I needa word with you,” Sander enunciates each word as a cast-iron threat. “Shady motherfucker.” 

      He’s behind me, his mouth right next to my ear. Chills run the length of my spine. His hatred for me is visceral, a living, breathing malevolence as eternally primeval as the loathing I feel for him. I shake them off, except they refuse to leave. Sander’s grip on sanity has been stretched to breaking point by his worry for his best friend. 

      The same best friend I’ve hurt before. 

      He’s obviously guessed that I have something to do with Luke’s absence, leaving me with no choice but to brazen the situation out. 

      Otherwise, I’m fucked. 

      “That so?” My breezy tone belies my fear. “It must be about Anna, since she’s the only thing we have in common.” 

      Sander rips me around until I’m facing him. He grabs me by the throat and pushes my chin up. His fingers dig into the pressure points on each side of my jaw, and I immediately feel dizzy. Wrapping both of my hands around his wrist, I attempt to pull his hand away. 

      It’s futile. Somehow, his rage makes him stronger than me. 

      “Tell me why I just found Luke cunt up in the trees?” Sander shakes me to emphasise his demand. “Explain to me why he’s saying that you did it to warn him away from Anna? Remind me why you went near him when I expressly told you to get the fuck outta our lives?” 

      Each question is punctuated with another shake. By the time he’s finished, my feet are barely touching the ground. Since we’re the same height, I can’t work out how he’s managing to manhandle me with such ease until I meet his eyes and discover that it’s not adrenaline solely fuelling him. 

      It’s ice. 

      Sander is off his face and out for blood. 

      Knowing from personal experience that that combination is potentially lethal, I try to reason with him. “Listen, Sander.” 

      “No, you listen.” He gets back in my face. “I can’t do fuck all about you bein’ with Anna ’til she comes to her senses and works out how screwed in the head you are, but I can keep you away from my brothers. You mess with any of us—Luke, Everett, my family, the Shamrocks, or my teammates—and I’ll come after you with everythin’ I have. The legal system will be the least of your problems this time ’round.” 

      This little fuck is getting on my last nerve. Unfortunately, I have no way out except to agree to his demands. Hovering on the periphery, I spy a minimum of ten other partygoers eying our showdown with interest, and not one of them is someone I’d consider an ally. 

      Usually, I like the fact that no one in this Podunk town is on my level. Tonight, I wish that Hugh, at the very least, was here. 

      “Sander.” I try again to placate him. “I have no reason to go near you or Luke or anyone else.” As much as my monster tells me to throw my growing entanglement with his sister in his face, common sense wins out. “We’ll never get along, but I think you misunderstand the situation.” 

      He tosses his head back and snorts. “There’s no misunderstandin’… I understand you’re a pussy who won’t come at us front on.” Narrowing his eyes, Sander stares over my shoulder. He blinks twice, indecision in his gaze. Shaking his head, he squeezes my throat one last time, then lets me go. “Fuck off and enjoy the rest of your time with my sister. Just know that time’s a tickin’ with her, too. She might buy your bullshit right now, but she’s smart and she’s strong. She’ll learn the truth pretty bloody soon, then she’ll see you for who you are—a spoiled, little coward who has to hurt people to get off… not that you’ll be able to make her one of your victims because she’ll end you the second you try.” 

      While he’s throwing around accusations, I’m trying to get my throat to work. It feels like he’s crushed something vital. I’m unwillingly mute for now. Not that it matters. I don’t care about my dirty secrets being dragged into the light at this party. Most of the people here were around when it all went down, so they have a fair idea of what they accused me of, but they know better than to spread gossip about me. Slapping a few ‘cease and desist’ letters on the first few people to mention the incident publicly was a quick way to shut everyone up. The only thing my family hasn’t been able to shut down is the Instagram page that keeps popping up to re-invigorate the “rumours” with long-buried receipts every time knowledge of the deal my family cut to keep me out of prison dies down. 

      The only thing I’m worried about is Anna overhearing Sander’s tirade. There’s no way she knows the truth of my past or my connection to the Maddison clan. She wouldn’t be seen dead with me if she did. Mentally kicking myself for not realising this earlier, I make a note to find out why Anna doesn’t know the full truth about me. 

      This lapse is just another example of how twisted up Anna has me. I can’t think when I’m around her. Yet clarity is even more impossible to sustain when we’re apart, since I spend all my time plotting ways to see her again. My head is a mess. I’m like an addict chasing his original high, knowing the entire time that finding it won’t stop the craving. My meds hardly work anymore, yet I keep trying, taking extra to stop my monster from breaking free, even as I’m sent crazy by my inability to unravel the mystery that is Anna Mayberry. 

      Before I can regain control of my vocal cords, Sander disappears into the crowd. 

      “Heya,” Anna prods me in the ribs seconds later. “Sorry about that. I couldn’t miss his phone call. I’ve been waiting for it all week.” 

      I stretch my neck from side to side. Swallowing twice, I decide that I’m okay to speak again. 

      “What was—” I cough when my voice cracks. “—the phone call about?” 

      “My best friend has finally given in and agreed to have a birthday party this year.” Anna’s eyes light up. “That was his mea culpa.” 

      “I see.” 

      My clipped response is more magnanimous than I’m feeling. Seeing the excitement in Anna’s beautiful face straight after listening to Sander’s threats is like taking a dagger to the heart. Her enthusiasm flickers out and the ambivalence I’d thought I’d banished fills her normally bright gaze. My temper spikes, my always fragile control crumbles as my monster rages over his need to see blood. 

      Her blood.

      I want to shake her until she sees sense. 

      Does she not see how hard I’m trying here? 

      “Yeah.” Anna runs her eyes over my face while I fist my hands at my side. I’m hanging on by a thread. Losing my shit right now, with all these witnesses, would be fatal to my plans. “He’s very anti-birthday parties, so it was unexpected.” 

      I remain silent, knowing that my temper will erupt if I try to respond. Peering up at me, Anna’s throat works as she swallows, annoyance narrowing her eyes. She sinks her teeth into her bottom lip, then she straightens her shoulders and stands taller. 

      “I’m going to head home now—” Anna pushes to her tiptoes and lightly brushes her lips over mine. It happens so quickly that I barely feel it. “—my energy… my energy is suddenly flagging.” 

      “Let me see you tomorrow,” I demand. A tic takes over my right eye and I grind my teeth so hard my jaw screams with pain. “I’ll pick you up at six o’clock for dinner.”  

      “S-sure.” Anna stutters. I know that her hesitation comes from her dislike of lying—and the dishonesty in her voice is clear as a bell despite her attempt to play it off. “I won’t have time to go to Perth though, so it’ll have to be somewhere local.” 

      Without waiting for my agreement, she heads off for the parking lot. Anna’s stride is long, determined, and she doesn’t look back or wave at me. I watch her go with my pulse pounding in my ears and my body flaring with barely restrained violence. My mind races at a million miles an hour, working through all the ways I screwed up tonight while also plotting different ways to fix things. 

      Anna’s slipping from my grasp. My monster, ravenous for a repeat after his small taste of her last week, screams at me to do something. 

      I need leverage, and I need it now. 

      Whooping and hollering, and chants of “smoke up, bitch” break out in the crowd behind me. Turning to see what the ruckus is, I find Sander and his entourage have broken out the illicit substances the Maddison clan pushes on the teens in the area. There’s a dozen chopped lines and several rocks of crystal meth lying on top of the closest refreshments table. One of the second-string basketballers has pulled out a glass pipe, and a smaller group of them are passing it around. 

      I slip off to the side, shielding my presence from them with the shadows of the trees at the edge of the paddock. My mobile phone is in my pocket. I slide it out, and after double checking the settings to make sure the flash isn’t on, I take pictures of the shenanigans as they unfold. 

      Their behaviour isn’t anything out of the ordinary. 

      Hell, I take part as well on most occasions. 

      What makes tonight different is that Sander, the captain of the basketball team and all-round Inadale golden boy, has let his guard down. The wildness in his expression shows me exactly how rattled he is by our ongoing rivalry. 

      I’m coming at him from multiple directions. I’ve already tried to destroy his shot at basketball superstardom by dosing his drink late last year. I’ve enchanted his sister, alienating them from each other while I draw Anna into my web. 

      Hurting Luke must’ve been the last straw. 

      For the first time, he’s not sneaking off to partake in seclusion. He’s snorting and smoking out in the open. Fielding high fives and back slaps from his teammates as he keeps his attention on Luke. The lanky redhead is visibly worse for wear. Propped up in the chair next to Sander, he quietly passes a joint back and forth with Everett and a couple of slightly older men wearing Black Shamrocks MC vests with prospect patches, and attempts to smile every time he locks eyes with his worried best friend. 

      With his reckless behaviour, Sander Mayberry has handed me the key to keeping his sister in my orbit on a silver platter. In truth, he’s signed his own metaphorical death warrant as well. Because I know it’s going to kill him to watch me turn his twin into a shadow of herself. 

      Especially when he knows there’s nothing he can do to stop me.
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      “Alexander, I’d like a word,” Charlotte Hannaford announces after she raps her knuckles on the window of my ute. 

      Anna’s stepmother’s tone brooks no argument. Judgement clouds her expression. It makes me want to shoot her down with the truth, right where she stands. Everyone else might think she’s the perfect lady, with her charity work and her unofficial status as Inadale’s surrogate mother figure, but I finally know some of the real story. My father took that woman any way he pleased, then hung her out to dry, sullied, pregnant, and penniless, when he was done with her. Her shame might be long forgotten, but I can resurrect it any time I please. Abortion isn’t something that’s easily lived down in our neck of the woods, even if she left town for a couple years to let the rumours die down. 

      With a smile, I press the button to lower my window, then cut the engine. 

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Hannaford?” 

      Acting the country gentleman, I tip my Akubra at her. She looks at me with the expression of someone who’s just sucked on a lemon—pursed lips and screwed up nose. I think it’s safe to say that she doesn’t buy my act.

      “I wish to know your intentions toward Lilianna.” 

      Straight to the point. 

      My respect for Charlotte goes up a notch. 

      “That would be none of your business.” 

      Charlotte pushes the point. “She’s barely more than a child. You’re a grown man with a reputation. It’s⁠—”

      “What I have with Anna is between us.” 

      The sheer audacity of her statement has me seething. Gritting my teeth, I try my hardest not to give in to the growing urge to tell her to take a long walk on a short pier. 

      Who does she think she is?

      “That might technically be true, but I’d hate to see her hurt. As her⁠—”

      “You’re nothing to Anna,” I cut off Charlotte’s protests with a cold dose of reality. “And you’re nothing to me. Therefore, I’d advise you to cease prying into our private affairs and head back inside to do what you do best—service your biker trash.” 

      I’m not sure which part of my tirade hits her soft spot, but something does. Her eyes fill with hurt, a tear-filled gleam that makes her dark-brown eyes shiny. Charlotte gives me her back. I hear her sniff, then she heads for the front door. 

      Poking my head out the window, I call after her, “Would you mind telling Anna that I’m here to pick her up? I’d rather not go inside… your cheap furnishings make me itch.” 

      Charlotte doesn’t answer. I wait for a few moments, idly contemplating why everyone continues to keep my real identity from Anna. Is it my father’s doing or just a coincidence? I text that question to my father, then open my door, ready to fetch Anna myself. Before I can exit the ute, Anna emerges from the side of the house. 

      The gate slams shut behind her. She tosses her bag over her shoulder, the agitated angle of her head alerts me to her dark mood. I push my door open the rest of the way and rush around to open the passenger side for her. She barely acknowledges me as she settles herself into her seat with an audible huff. 

      “Hey,” I ask as softly as I can manage. “What’s wrong?” 

      “Just get me out of here,” Anna demands. 

      She reaches out and snags the door handle from me. I let her have it, squaring my shoulders when the door closes with a resounding bang. Hugging herself after she’s clipped her seatbelt into place, the agitated blonde glares defiantly out the windscreen and summarily dismisses me. Flickers of irritation spark within me. I try my hardest to get Anna to look at me again, but she stubbornly stares straight ahead. She gives me nothing, although a quick glance at the gate she came through provides a little more information to go on. The sounds of arguing coming from the backyard indicate that her father and brothers are likely behind her poor attitude. 

      Settling myself back into the driver’s seat, I pause for a moment to give her time to explain herself. She doesn’t. So, without another glance in Anna’s direction, I clip my seat belt and turn on the engine. I withhold my attention while we’re heading down the dirt track that leads back to the main road, yet Anna doesn’t seem to care. 

      Silent condemnation is supposed to be my weapon. My way of showing her how disappointed I am in her behaviour. When she doesn’t immediately apologise for her rudeness, the irritation that plagues me morphs into recklessness. I press my foot down harder on the accelerator, increasing our speed to a dangerous level. 

      I want a reaction. 

      I want her on her knees, begging me to stop being angry with her. 

      I want her to acknowledge that I am exempt from her petty displays of emotion. 

      A quick look sideways tells me it’s working. Anna fidgets in her seat, plucking at the strap on her bag, pulling her seatbelt tighter, pretending that she’s not taking surreptitious glances at me whenever she thinks I’m not looking. 

      “Alex?” Anna finally attempts to gain my attention. I ignore her. She’s not taking control of the situation. “You need to slow down.” 

      With anger in my eyes, I glower at her. The trees at the side of the road flash behind her head while I keep my gaze fixed on hers. Anna’s eyes widen, rounding as her fear ramps up. Still, I refuse to drop her gaze to check where we’re heading. 

      Blinking fast, she touches my arm and pleads, “Please look at the road.” With a satisfied nod, I reward her humility and flick my attention back to the dirt track. “Please slow down.”  

      “Tell me what happened first,” I demand. 

      “I—just. My dad… Sander.” Anna slumps back in her seat. “It’s complicated. Private.” 

      I let my accelerator foot show my anger at her lack of cooperation. My 4x4 ute is souped up and has plenty more juice left in the tank. If she keeps dancing around the truth, I’ll keep driving faster. If Anna explains herself and proves she’s sufficiently repentant, I’ll reduce my speed. 

      It’s that simple. 

      We reach the bitumen of the main road. The fearful gasp she makes infuriates me, so instead of taking my foot off the accelerator like I had planned, I push it down harder and increase our speed again. The wheels squeal as I take the turn too fast. The back end of the ute tries to step out on me. I wrench the steering wheel, muscling the vehicle into submission, and head for Inadale. The rest of the trip is made too fast. In an icy silence that’s layered with condemnation as the fear that emanates from Anna’s side is slowly replaced by chills of disdain. 

      I begin to doubt myself. 

      Anna sits frozen in her seat, but she’s not giving in. If anything, she’s growing bolder, more concrete in her scorn for me. The monster in my head wants me to ramp up my punishment, while the logical side, the barely medicated side, warns me that I’m already on thin ice with the contemptuous blonde. 

      I feel like taming her is beyond my skill set. 

      The photos in my phone call my name. 

      Should I show them to her now and put us both out of our misery? 

      It’d solve all our problems. 

      No more taking it slow. 

      No more denying my monster. 

      I could destroy what’s left of her innocence. 

      She’ll see the real me and I can finally bring her to heel. 

      Even though my monster is howling in my head for me to end the pretence, I can’t bring myself to do it. The photos of Sander are a trump card, not an escalatory measure. I’d be playing my entire hand in one round, calling her bluff when I don’t have a clue as to the cards she’s holding. My father is reluctant to tell me everything. He cancelled our meeting on Tuesday at the last minute. 

      Even Nadia is proving wily. She continues to walk a fine line. Giving me just enough to keep me on the hook, but not enough information to truly damage her standing with the Mayberry twins if news of our deal gets out. 

      My shoulders slump as a damning realisation sinks in. 

      I can’t win tonight with these tactics. 

      Lifting my foot from the accelerator pedal, I slow down until I’m doing the posted speed limit. 

      The waves of aggravation coming from Anna reduce slightly, and I feel a brief spike of relief. Not a lot. But enough to temper my need to back out of my new plan. 

      “Anna?” I venture in a tight voice. 

      “Alex.” 

      “I’m sorry.” 

      She snorts, then folds her arms across her chest and looks out the window. 

      “Why were you so angry at me when I picked you up?” I ask, turning to her so I can try to read her reaction properly. Her eyelashes flutter, and I know she’s just rolled her eyes at me. Pulling my ute off to the side of the road, I push the gear lever into neutral and unclip my seat belt. “I’m serious. Why were you pissed at me?” 

      She twists in her seat and glares at me. “I wasn’t angry at you. I was angry at my dad and my brothers.”

      “Okay…” 

      Trailing off, I lift my eyebrows in a silent request for Anna to elaborate. It takes longer than expected for her response to come, during which the red rage mist descends again. I swallow hard, determined to avoid re-escalating things. As much as I want to exert my will on the situation, the small skerrick of common sense that sometimes triumphs over the demands of my monster warns me it would be fatal to my plans. 

      Dad’s negative appraisal of my ability to pull off my current scheme bounces around my skull. Sander’s caution that I’m underestimating Anna rings in my head.  

      What if they’re right? 

      If I push too hard, reveal my true self too soon, I’ll lose her. 

      I don’t want to lose her. 

      “You’re really weird,” Anna states. I flinch. Her assessment is cold—yet accurate. Feigning normalcy has never been something I’m good at. “If I’m having a bad day and I ask you to get me out of the situation, that means I’m trusting you with my frustrations. With my vulnerabilities. It doesn’t mean that I’m cross at you or that responding exactly like the arseholes I’m trying to escape from is warranted.”

      Her straightforward explanation hits me in the gut. My number one aim is to remain separate from her overbearing father and bossy brothers. Tonight, I joined their ranks, and I did it in such a spectacularly ruthless way that I don’t have the first clue how to undo my actions. 

      My temper literally went from zero to one-hundred and eighty in two-point-five kilometres. 

      “I don’t know what to say.” 

      “I get it,” Anna replies. “You’re not used to having someone stand up to you. And you’re definitely not used to taking someone else’s needs and feelings into consideration.” I stay quiet since there isn’t a feasible argument I could mount to deny her assessment of me. “Well, Alex, I’m not used to being treated like a second-class citizen or being judged for daring to have a bad day.” The dismissive scoff Anna emits freezes the blood in my veins. “This is why I wanted to go slow with you… why I’d rather discover if I even want you as a friend before we even think about moving past that. We’re too different, and even though you’re the one who wants a relationship, I don’t think you know the basics of what your request truly entails.” She shrugs as she looks everywhere but directly at me. “When I fall in love, I want that love to last—with a lover who doesn’t judge me—and you’re not showing me that you’re capable of that.”  

      In my head, I work through her confession. I twist it every which way, turning it over and over in my mind until I make sense of it in a context that fits within my version of reality. 

      Lilianna Mayberry wants a love that will last—a lover who won’t judge.

      Am I capable of that? 

      For her… maybe… 

      “Shit.” The uncustomary curse word leaves my lips unheeded. “I’m an arsehole, aren’t I?” 

      “Yeah,” Anna agrees without hesitation. “You can be.” 

      “I really am sorry,” I say with as much earnestness as I can layer over my words. “I don’t mean to judge or treat you badly… it’s just how I was raised.” 

      “I know, and having met your parents, I understand that it’s not your fault,” she says with a sigh. “I also know you’re going to treat me badly again. And despite that, I’ll accept your apology. This time and probably the next.” 

      The brief smile that Anna levels in my direction is kind and filled with empathy. It freezes the blood in my veins, numbs my brain. I can deal with her anger. I can deal with her disappointment. 

      I cannot—will not—deal with her pity. 

      “I’ll even apologise for being a brat. Because I—I shouldn’t have dragged you into my problems.” Uncertainty keeps me mute. I still want to know what happened earlier, but Anna continues to knock me off balance, railroading my game, manifesting outcomes that I can’t predict. It seems safer to remain silent for now. “How about we both pretend like we didn’t begin this evening behaving like idiots? I don’t want to fight with you as well. I just want to pretend that the mess at home doesn’t exist, eat some good food, and laugh over silly random facts for a while.” 

      Her suggestion sends my mind reeling. 

      Nothing is playing out how I imagined. 

      Her compassion has dented my ego. She’s drowned my raging monster in a sea of benevolence. The beast in my head is quiet, drenched and shaking as he hides away in the dark recesses of my broken brain. 

      No one has ever managed to tame him, yet Anna has almost mastered it without even trying. 

      She’s exquisite. 

      A goddess. 

      An angel. 

      My angel. 

      The perfectly placid foil for the manic obsession that consumes me. 

      When she held me to account with kindness and understanding, she made me stumble. 

      When she spoke of love devoid of judgement, she changed the rules. 

      When she apologised without strings, she shocked me into obedience.

      With her actions, she stopped being the pawn in this game. 

      Anna became the prize. 

      A nonnegotiable, indispensable requirement in my life.

      It’s been three weeks since I first kissed her, and I don’t want to live without her. 

      This discovery scares the living shit out of me. 

      To need someone.

      To rely on someone. 

      To tie myself to someone. 

      It’s not something I would have ever chosen for myself.

      Unfortunately, I don’t have a say in the matter. 

      I’m hers. 

      She’s mine.

      Until the last breath leaves our bodies.

      “Alex,” Anna says my name at the same time that she lays her palms on each side of my face. “Are you okay?” 

      Placing my hands over hers, I link our fingers, then use my grip to tug her over to me. Instinctually understanding that she hasn’t had the same epiphany as me, I try to show her how I feel without coming on too strong. Anna slides along the seat as I pull her until the handbrake stops her. I wrap my arms around her stiff body. There is earnest intent in my actions, and I make them without thinking, without evaluating how things will play out, without worrying what my father would think if he witnessed what I’m doing. I go with my intuition—listening to my black heart instead of following the instructions being shouted by the partially revived monster in my head. 

      “You’re an angel,” I whisper against Anna’s mouth. “A heaven-sent goddess gifted to me by the universe.” 

      My reverence makes her stiffen. I refuse to let her reticence ruin this moment, so I grip her tighter and concentrate on kissing her reservations away. It takes a couple seconds for Anna to yield, but when she does, I feel her acquiescence in every atom of my body. 

      When she kisses me back, her submission steals my breath. 

      I deepen our kiss, testing Anna’s limits, pushing her boundaries, relishing every tentative touch she rewards me with. Last night, when she left the bonfire, I worried all was lost, but she proved me wrong. When I’d pulled over less than ten minutes ago, I thought I’d be fighting to keep her with me… but she calmed me instead. 

      Right now, in this moment, I’m in possession of the tiniest crumb of happiness. I will protect it with my life because Anna is perfect for me. She understands me. Balances me out. Acts as a counterweight to my fluctuating mental state. 

      Beep. Beep. The annoying sound erupts from my phone. It startles us both, and I reluctantly let her go when she pulls away from me. Anna attempts to straighten her hair. I barely recall winding my fingers through her long tresses, but the damage I’ve wrought tells a different story. She looks thoroughly kissed, breathless and undone, and I vow to myself to keep her like that as often as I can.

      Swiping my phone from the dash, I check my messages. 

      
        
          
            
              
        HUGH: Where are you? The reservation was for 7pm, correct?

      

      

      

      

      

      The clock in the dash tells me it’s now quarter past seven. Apparently, we’ve been parked up for longer than I thought. I toss my phone back onto the dashboard, then regard Anna with a grin. She’s given up trying to fix her hair. It falls around her shoulders, down her back, almost reaching the seat she sits on. I’ve never seen her with her hair down. Her usual style is a simple knot on the top of her head, projecting an innocent image that I adore. 

      Seeing her like this adds another element to her allure. 

      My cock responds immediately, tightening my trousers. 

      My grin widens, and my determination to have her properly increases. 

      Tonight, if I have a say in it. 

      “You’re stunning,” I tell her. Flipping a lock of glossy hair, I push it behind her ear, relishing the silky feeling as it slips between my fingers. “I don’t think you realise exactly how beautiful you are.” 

      Anna blushes, ducking her head so she’s no longer meeting my eyes then she murmurs, “Thank you.” 

      It takes effort to drag my eyes away from her, but I eventually manage it. I restart the engine, then pull back onto the road and head for the restaurant where we were supposed to meet Hugh almost twenty minutes ago.
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