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“The world breaks every one and afterward many are strong at the broken places.”

– Ernest Hemingway
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For any child who has ever been broken.

For my brothers, thank you for showing me what a brotherhood was.
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PREFACE
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Dear Reader,

So here we are again. When I first sat down to write TANK, I anticipated a little of the darkness we’d waded through with its predecessor, KICK, but I didn’t quite anticipate just how dark it would go, or how torn I would feel while writing it.

If you haven’t read KICK, I strongly suggest you do so before you continue on with TANK. While each book in the Savage Saints MC series will focus on a different member of the MC, their storylines run parallel to one another, and by reading them out of order, you may be missing key elements from the story.

Now for the warning. TANK was brutal to write and no doubt for some of you it will be the same to read. Ivy and Tank’s story is not a beautiful romance, and this book does contain very graphic scenes of sexual abuse, drug use, and violence. None of the scenes in TANK were entered into lightly. In fact, much of this book is very personal to me, and several times I contemplated whether I had the strength to write Ivy’s story at all.

It’s not a pretty story. It’s not a fluffy biker read. Tank is not the perfect hero, and Ivy is not always a lovable heroine. This is a story of survival, endurance, and perseverance that shows there is always beauty to be found in strength.

Carmen

xoxo
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PROLOGUE
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TANK

TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS AGO

Mama’s screams slice through the night’s silence. I roll over in my bed, pulling the covers up over my head, and press my hands tightly against my ears the way she told me to. It doesn’t help, though. I can still hear her muffled cries and the sounds of glass breaking, and his voice, loud and filled with so much rage.

“You fuck him, huh? You let him bury his dick in your sweet pussy, Adeline? Did he get you off?”

“No, I didn’t do anything. Please, you’re hurting me.”

“Oh, I’ll show you what hurt is, alright.”

She whimpers, and says, “Wayne, you don’t have to do this. Please? He helped me change a tyre. I don’t know him. I’m not sleeping with other men.”

He roars, and with a shriek, her cries grow quiet.

I squeeze my eyes shut. I should stay in bed. Mama hates it when I see the things he does to her, but I can’t ignore the ouchie feeling inside my chest. I throw back my blanket and tiptoe to the door. Our house isn’t very big. There’s only Mama and Daddy’s room, the lounge room and kitchen, and a toilet outside. I hate using the toilet at night. But wee is filling up my belly like a balloon, and I hop from foot to foot as I hold my willy in my hands, squeezing it tightly so the pee won’t come out.

I peer out around my door. Daddy is bent over Mama; she’s lying on the kitchen counter, and her face scrunches up in pain as she cries. Daddy isn’t wearing pants. He grunts, and his face is smiley for a change. His dark eyes are closed, and he looks happy. I take a step towards them, because I need to pee real bad and my dad’s happy for once, so I bet he won’t mind, but Mama opens her eyes. They go wide as dinner plates, and she gives me her warning look. The one she uses when Daddy’s car pulls in the drive, and we hear him stumble up the path with his buddies. She tells me to go outside then, to go play with the other kids. But the other kids don’t play with me. They tease me—they call me puddin’ because they overheard Mama call me that once. She didn’t mean it like they did, though—she never said it with hatred in her eyes. Not the way they do.

Not the same way my daddy is looking at me now.

His eyes narrow, his face turning angry. Mummy tries to stand up, but he presses a big hand against her back and pushes her down. “No, Wayne. Not here. Not in front of my boy.”

“Why not fucking here? You don’t want him to see how you take my cock like a good little whore? He’s gotta learn sometime, hasn’t he?”

“Wayne, no!”

“Don’t fucking ‘no’ me, bitch,” Daddy says, and he pulls on Mama’s hair, tugging her head back until she screams. He throws her on the floor, and she cries as she falls to her knees, sprawling across our chipped kitchen tiles.

“Mama,” I cry out and run towards her.

My daddy’s voice is loud and booming, like the fireworks we heard on Australia Day, when he says, “Don’t fucking move, you little shit.”

I freeze. I look between my mummy’s sad eyes and my daddy’s dead ones. And I shake. My willy hurts because I need to pee so badly, and then it hurts a little less because it slowly starts to trickle out, and then I can’t stop it. I look down at my legs. My pyjamas are soaked, and my legs are shaking, but it’s not from the cold. I look at Mama again, and she smiles, but it’s not her usual smile. It’s sad, and fresh tears run down her cheeks.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” I cry. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, baby. Just close your eyes. Everything’s okay.”

Only she isn’t okay. I know that because her face twists the way it does when she cuts her finger, or when she wakes up after Daddy’s knocked her out.

“Baby?” Daddy says, and his voice sounds like a roomful of venomous snakes. “Jesus fuckin’ Christ, woman. You ever think maybe the boy acts like a fucking pansy because you treat him like one?”

Mama shakes her head, but she doesn’t say anything. She just gives me that look that tells me to close my eyes because the worst part is coming. I do, but then my daddy shouts at me to open them. The floor beneath me shakes as he comes towards me. He yanks me up by my arm, dragging me across the tiles as I scream. 

“Watch and learn, you little bastard,” he says, letting me go with a shove. I fall and land on the floor in front of my mama. He kneels on the floor behind her and his body jerks back and forth as if he’s doing some kind of funny dance.

Only it isn’t funny, at all.

I can’t see what he’s doing, but whatever it is, Mama doesn’t like it. She begs. Claws at the floor. My stomach twists because I know he’s hurting her. I scramble to my feet and lunge for him. I shove him off her, away from my mummy, who is gentle and kind and would never do a thing to hurt another person or living thing. I shove with all my strength and Daddy topples onto the floor. Mama crawls away from him, and he roars like a wild beast as he staggers to his feet. He lifts Mama by the collar of her nightdress and smacks her across the face. She bounces from the blow. Then he charges for me, ramming his fist into my stomach. He picks me up and throws me across the room. For a second I’m flying, and I feel like superman, but then my back hits the wall. Pain is everywhere.

My mother screams. I want to tell her I’m okay, but I can’t move. I can’t do anything but rock and clutch my tummy because it hurts so badly. Daddy rolls her over, and she hits him, kicking and screaming the way I sometimes do when she says I can’t have a lolly at the shops, but eventually he wins. Mama cries as he hurts her over and over. When he’s done, he draws back his fist and hits her again, right in the eye, and I scream as her head lolls on the floor.

“Fucking do what you’re told next time, bitch.” He spits on her, but she doesn’t move as he stares down with his hideous dark blue monster eyes. She doesn’t move or make a sound. Eventually, he walks away, stomping to the front door, and then he leaves, slamming it behind him.

I crawl across the floor to Mama. Her face is broken; it’s all bloody and swollen up like a puffer fish. Pushed out of shape.

“Mama,” I whimper. She reaches towards me, and I place her soft, pretty hands in my small ones.

“I’m okay, baby,” she whispers. “Mummy’s okay.”

“Mama.” Snot runs from my nose. My tummy still hurts from where he hit me, but I stop my crying because the Monster says men don’t cry, and I don’t want him to come back and hurt us again. “You need me to call Aunt Jackie?”

“No!” she says sharply. “No. Baby, Mummy’s okay; it’s just a few cuts and bruises.”

“But Mama ...” I begin. She pats my hand to keep me quiet.

“Shh, just let me stay here a minute longer, puddin’.”

“Okay,” I whisper. Reaching out my hand, I stroke her hair when she begins to cry. “Mama, you’re still the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

She cries harder, rolling onto her back, and pressing her broken face into her hands.

I didn’t mean to make her cry.

I didn’t mean to hurt her the way he does.

I never want to be like him.

A monster.
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IVY

I’m dying.

Or at least, that’s how it feels. 

I don’t know how long I’ve been here. Days turn to night, and I’m still just as miserable as I was when Tank brought me here from the hospital before I could run. Despite the restlessness in my legs, the agitation in my body, I couldn’t run now if I tried. 

My teeth ache. My hair aches. My blood aches. It feels as though my flesh is crawling, pulled too tight, suffocating me. I twitch and shake. I vomit all over myself, and then I still beg and plead for the drugs that have been slowly killing me. Like a lowly, mewling thing, I crawl on the floor and clutch at his legs and beg him to do something. Kill me or let me go. Inject me—give me something, anything. A hit, an orgasm, a fucking gun to aim at my head.

He does none of those things. He just sits and waits and watches.

Sometimes when I’m asleep, my feverish brow is tempered with a cool cloth, and I want to kiss him in appreciation, but I don’t move for fear that he might take it away. He gives me water to drink, spoon-feeds me soup and other liquids that I have no desire to swallow, and occasionally—if I behave and don’t abuse him verbally or beat my weakened, tiny fists upon his chest—he rolls a joint and lets me smoke half of it. I know he doesn’t even want me having that, but he’s not completely heartless. I think he knows that without it, without that one little thing that makes it okay, even for just thirty minutes before the sharp fingers of pain come to clutch me within their excruciating grasp again, it’s something.

The second I start to feel better, I’ll run. I can’t go back to the clubhouse; Prez will have wiped his hands clean, Kick has deserted me for some other pathetic bitch, and the only thing keeping me there was the knowledge that I was safe. But there are other clubs. Other bikers who need a warm body in their beds and other drugs to lose myself in.

Tank wants to take those drugs away from me; he wants to take my escape away from me, and I can’t let that happen, because running from that nightmare is the only thing that keeps me going. It’s the only thing keeping me safe from him.

When I feel better, I’ll leave. It’s the only way to keep us safe.

I glance over at him. His eyes are closed, and the dark circles underneath are just as deeply etched as my own. However long I’ve been in this room, he’s been here with me, keeping watch, replacing the soiled bucket with a fresh one, and losing just as much sleep to my illness as I do. He doesn’t flinch when I lash out with bitter words fuelled by my hatred and the chemical imbalance in my brain. He doesn’t throw me out when I threaten to shoot him with his own gun, and he doesn’t say a thing when my vitriol is directed at him, and not myself, or the man who fed my addiction for years.

He doesn’t say a thing at all.

He hasn’t said a word in days other than to bark basic commands like get up, eat or drink, as though I was a disobedient dog he’d failed to train.

No, he’s not completely heartless, but sometimes it feels like it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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TANK

THREE DAYS ON

Soaked with sweat, I throw the covers back and run a hand through my hair, wiping the perspiration from my brow. I get up and splash water on my face from the bathroom sink, and then I stare at myself in the mirror. His eyes glare back. The monster. The man whose DNA I share. The same cold blue eyes set in the same face, with the same thick neck, square jaw, and full lips. A wide nose with a bump on the bridge from being broken too many times, hard cheekbones, and the same thick black brows as my father.

No matter how many times I stare at my reflection, the truth of it never changes: I am my father’s son. And though I’ve tried for years to pretend otherwise, I’m cut with the same cloth.

Heartless, cold, corrupt.

I pat my face dry and head back to bed, but noise from the kitchen draws my attention. Ivy. I wander through the cabin. It’s dark, and the only light this far out comes from the moon shining in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I find her in the kitchen, opening drawers and cupboards, tearing the place apart like a tornado, searching for her next fix.

I sigh and flip on the light switch. She blinks and stares, caught like a deer in headlights. Her hair is limp and mussed from spending days being strung out. Black circles shadow her eyes, a combination of old eye makeup and a lack of sleep from detoxing. Ivy’s lips curl up in a sneer and then she lunges at me.

“Give it to me, Tank,” she shouts. “I know you have more. Give it to me.”

“No,” I say, my voice devoid of any emotion, though I’m certainly not devoid of anything but sense when it comes to this fucking infuriating bitch. I hate the drug that’s eating her from the inside. I hate how desperate it makes her.

“Please?” she begs. “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll let you fuck me again.” She claws at my bare chest. It hurts like a motherfucker. I raise my brows at her. She hasn’t let me touch her like that for days, and suddenly she’s willing to whore herself out? I close my eyes because I want so badly to sink inside her. I want to fuck the shit out of her the way I used to at the club, before I dragged her arse up to the mountains to get her clean. I want that so bad my balls ache.

Her tiny hands fly to the string-tie on my pants. She yanks it and slips her hand inside the waistband. She doesn’t bother removing them, just wraps her hand around my thickening cock and strokes. Her movements are jerky and rough, but it’s fucking hot all the same. I groan and slide my hand up her waist, squeezing her tits hard. She moans, a sound halfway between a whimper and a cry of approval.

“I want you inside me, Tank,” she whispers. I look down into her eyes, and then I stiffen. She doesn’t want me; she wants me to cave and hand over her next dosage of pot. I close my eyes and grip her wrist, yanking it out from my pants. My cock bobs and presses painfully against the fabric.

“No,” I say, releasing her hand and shoving her away from me.

I walk past, and she lunges at me with a scream, latching onto my back and thumping me in the back of the head. I stride over to the couch and dump her onto the worn leather.

“Fuckin’ knock it off, bitch,” I growl. She launches again, lashing out with nails and biting me, her teeth sinking into my shoulder so hard I’m sure she’s drawn blood. This is the most energetic I’ve seen her in days. Normally she’s holed up in front of the TV, rocking back and forth, and flipping between pissing me off and making me feel sorry for her as she begs and pleads for a hit of something. I don’t think she’d give a shit what I gave her, as long as it took away the aching that the cocaine withdrawal has left behind. I make a mental note to put away all the chemicals under the sink because, at this point, it wouldn’t surprise me if she guzzles half a bottle of Drain-O just to get a free ride to the hospital where she could zone out on a Morphine drip.

“Give me my fucking drugs, arsehole.”

“Sit your arse down and chill the fuck out, Warrior Princess.”

“Fuck you,” she shouts.

I laugh. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? My cock inside you, reminding you of all the reasons you whore yourself out to men like me. You’re not getting your fucking drugs, Princess. Go back to bed.”

“Fuck you. Fuck your shithole of a place, too. I’m leaving; you can’t keep me here.”

“Where you gonna go, huh? Butch will eat you alive, darlin’. I figure his jaw’s about as big as your head. So good luck getting past him.” She’d have to make it past the alarm first, which means I would know that she’d busted out, and then the dog would be let out of the cage. I’m hoping she doesn’t realise that he’d be more likely to lick her to death than chomp her up. Fucker’s a pussy for chicks. “Even if you could get past the dog, it’s a long fucking walk from here back to civilisation. You’d freeze to death before you made it off the property.”

“I fucking hate you! I hate you!” she screams. 

I leave her ranting and walk away, flipping off the light on my way back to the bedroom. This isn’t the first time we’ve done this little dance, but it’s sure as shit getting old.

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, and pretend as if that doesn’t sting like a fucking knife to the gut.

I used to be the man that didn’t feel.

I used to be able to sit here in my mountain home and wait for Prez to call me to come kill some fucker that deserved a bullet to the brain, or one who didn’t deserve it—I didn’t really give a shit either way, as long as I was being paid. I didn’t give a shit about anyone. The Saints and Kick were my family, but if push came to shove I’d still betray them all to save my own neck.

I’m not that guy anymore. I have feelings now, and they fucking suck. I’m no longer indestructible. I’m weakened by my love for a woman. And I have this little screwed-up, drugged-fucked junkie to thank for it.

***
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I’ve known Ivy longer than my club brothers. I met her as a starving coked-up little street rat when I went out on a job one day. Back then, she’d been living under a bridge and had given me the best fucking head I’d ever had. She’d sucked me off on the back of my bike for a dime of coke. The next week, I’d returned and bought her a sandwich. I hated that she was so willing to let men use her up. At least make them buy you a fucking meal first. The following week, I went back, and Ivy hadn’t been there. The little wench she hung out with had said that she’d OD’d in the back of some guy’s car. He’d dumped her by the side of the road, and someone had called an ambulance as the arsehole sped off into the night.

I hadn’t gone back after that, though I’d thought of her on and off for months. I’d never told her anything more about where to find me than she could see on my leather cut, and six months’ later she’d shown up on the club’s doorstep, fake tits, longer hair and a shorter skirt. Every hot-blooded man’s wet dream. There hadn’t been a dry cock in the clubhouse, so when I’d gathered up her purse and shoved her towards the door, Prez had something to say about it. Of course he had. Ivy had walked into his club looking for a job. Every motherfucker in that room knew that job hadn’t entailed cleaning anything other than my club brothers’ pipes.

I didn’t know if she was prepared for what was to come, but they’d plied her with enough coke that by the time the third brother’s dick had filled her pussy with cum, she’d been high as a mother-fucking kite. I’d jumped on my bike and gotten the hell outta there. I’d ridden like a fucking maniac all the way back here to the mountains. I hadn’t known why I was so pissed—this bitch hadn’t been anyone to me, but I’d felt responsible.

I hadn’t been back to the club for a week. Prez had sent me on some job halfway up the coast to Coffs Harbour, but when I returned with a big old sack of money in my saddlebags and the severed fingers of the man who’d stolen from the club, Ivy had been bent over the couch, Kick had been drilling her from behind, and Grim’s cock had been shoved so far down her throat she was gagging on it. I’d pushed down my anger as I’d walked past them and into Prez’s office, then when they were done, I’d thrown her over my shoulder and carried her off to my room. She hadn’t liked it much, and I hadn’t much cared. I’d told her to get her shit together, that I was taking her outta there. The fuckin’ bitch had dropped to her knees and sucked me deeper than I’d ever been sucked, and I’d been a fuckin’ goner. Much as I hated to admit it. I have a complex, much like my brother Kick. I wanted to save the girl from herself because she couldn’t. 

Who knows what might have happened if she hadn’t shown up at the clubhouse looking for me? She might of ended up dead beneath that bridge like I’d heard her friend had, or she might of been rescued by some fucking tool with more money than sense, looking for a bitch to clean up and tame who wouldn’t bleed him dry for his trust fund. A real life fucking Pretty Woman. I knew that wasn’t likely. Power-hungry men didn’t fuck women like Ivy. Bikers. Scum of the earth, immoral, baseless bikers fucked Ivy. Bikers like me. Wasn’t supposed to fall in love with her, though. That shit definitely wasn’t supposed to happen. 

I’m lying in the dark, angry as a cut fucking snake, horny and fed up with all of her bullshit when her footsteps come padding softly down the hall. For a half second, I expect that she’s coming to raid my bathroom cupboards, checking for anything she can get her dainty little hands on. But she stops in my doorway. I watch her in the dark, wanting to give her everything her little heart desires, and wanting her to have more self-respect. I sigh. “You gonna stand there all fuckin’ night? Or are you gonna tell me what the fuck you want?”

She exhales and whispers, “I need it, Tank.”

“Jesus fuckin’ Christ,” I mutter, shaking my head and glaring up at the ceiling with its ghostly moonlit shapes and shadows.

“I can’t stop trembling. I can’t stop thinking about it. Please? Please?” She sobs.

“I ain’t got what you want, darlin’. And even if I did, I wouldn’t give it to ya anyway. You gotta get better, and pumping that shit into your veins isn’t gonna make you better, it’ll kill ya.” And more than likely me. “Go to bed, Ivy.”

“Can I ... can I stay with you?”

“That depends. You gonna hold a knife to my fuckin’ throat like you did yesterday? You gonna get me all worked up again like you did before, and then hold my fuckin’ cock hostage until I give up the goods?”

She shakes her head, and I sigh and pull back the covers, inhaling sharply as she slides between them in only her singlet top and panties. Fuck me. It’s a good thing I don’t belong to another club, because I swear I must have the patience of a fucking saint.

“Tank?”

“Yeah, Ivy?”

“Why am I here?” she asks, and her voice is so tiny, so broken. I’ve had this woman every which way possible. I’ve fucked her hard and fucked her slow, and I’ve treated her like the dirty whore she thinks she is. I’ve kicked her out on her arse when she cried after fucking her senseless, and I’ve done unspeakable things to her. I’ve called her every fucking insult in the book. I’ve used and abused her. I’ve left her aching, and a broken, emotional mess, just like the rest of my club brothers have.

So why do I find it so fucking hard to tell her that I want to be the one to save her?

Why can’t I tell her that she’s my weakness? That she’s the only woman, aside from my mother, that I’ve ever ... loved. That she’s the only bitch I want to see on the back of my bike, and that by her throwing her life away for some dumb fucker who only wanted to use her pain to make himself feel better, made her stupid. Because the whole time she was following Kick around like a lovesick puppy, she had this fucking chump right here who’d do anything for her, including take a bullet to the brain.

I can’t tell her, because it means admitting I’m weak. Because it gives my enemies ammunition—hell, it gives my fucking club brothers ammunition. I’m not like the rest of them. I don’t get my jockstrap all twisted up over a woman. I don’t feel, because feeling is weakness. Love is weakness. I’ve seen what it does to you when you have it and lose it, and I’ve seen the monster it can make of men who want to take it from you. And I won’t let that happen. But I won’t let her kill herself with coke either.

“You’re here because you need to get clean, Ivy. Prez is done. The club is done. If you can’t be useful, you can’t stop OD’ing, you’ll be thrown out on your arse.”

“I know that,” she snaps. “What I don’t understand is, why am I here? In your cabin? I’ve seen what happens to girls who can’t be of any use to the club. Why am I here, Tank?”

She rolls towards me and the moonlight outlines her face and her raven black hair spread out on my pillow. I have to fight the urge to touch her.

“Why am I here?” she whispers.

I know what she’s asking, and it would be nothing to give it to her. It would be nothing to explain why she hasn’t been tossed out on her arse, with only the clothes on her back and a bunch of STDs to keep her company. But I’m not that good a man. I could easily assuage her fears, but I won’t because it means giving herself more of me than I’m willing. It means demands, and promises, and maybe betrayal someday, and watching her being stripped of her dignity if my enemies ever got hold of her—and I have plenty of those. You don’t become hitman for the Angels or the Saints without racking up a nice little stack of enemies, all just waiting for the right time to swoop in and lodge a bullet in your brain. I have a state-of-the-art security system installed in my house for a reason, and it’s got nothing to do with naughty little club whores who can’t get themselves clean and want to run away to get their next fix.

“You’re here because I feel responsible for you.”

“Why?”

I scrub my hand over my face and try not to let my agitation leak out when I say, “Because if you hadn’t come to the club lookin’ for me, you wouldn’t have been surrounded by as much shit as you could get your hands on twenty-four fuckin’ seven.”

“I was a junkie before I met you, Tank. If it weren’t for the club, I’d likely be dead by now. That’s not news to anyone.”

“Don’t mean shit. I wanna help you, sweetheart, but you gotta let me.”

“Why do you want to help me? The others don’t care what happens to me, so why you?”

“The others do care—”

“Not Kick. He has his new plaything now—”

“Let’s get somethin’ fuckin’ straight, bitch. You don’t talk about other men when you’re in my bed. Especially not Kick. I love that fucker like a blood brother, but I don’t wanna hear you mention his name in here. Not in this room, not in this bed, and not fuckin’ while you’re lyin’ next to me in nothing but panties and a teeny little top, you got me?”

“Yeah, I got you.”

“Good.” I feel her trembling, and I know it’s not from the cold. It’s the detox. She shakes constantly. I can’t imagine how annoying that is. “Jesus Christ, you’re shakin’ the whole fuckin’ bed, babe.”

“I can’t help it,” she says, and her teeth bang together. I wrap my arm around her waist and draw her back against my front. I’m naked, and I know she can feel my cock against her arse, hard as fucking nails and raring to go, but we both ignore it because we’re both as stubborn as a hatful of arseholes. She won’t put out until I give her drugs, and I won’t give her drugs—aside from the hit of pot every once in a while to take the edge off the cravings and the hurt. We’re at a fucking stalemate. The only difference is, I can use my hand when it all gets too much, but I don’t even have a fucking Panadol lying around to help alleviate her cravings. I pull her closer, until there’s no more space between us and I pin her arms against her chest with my own to stop them from shaking. It isn’t long before the trembling subsides, but I’m not letting her go because for a second I can pretend that this is normal for us, that she’s my old lady and she’s right where she’s supposed to be.

Inside, I know that shit’s about as fucking true as the fairy tales people tell their kids. We’re not supposed to be fucking anywhere, because this life is not fit for anyone you love. And I’m not a nice guy. Right now, as she’s tucked away safe in my arms and having the most peaceful sleep I’ve seen her have in weeks, I’m thinking about burying my cock inside her and just taking her, even though I know she doesn’t want it.

I don’t, because while there’s no doubt that I’m an arsehole, I’m not that much of an arsehole. When I get up inside that tight little cunt of hers again, it’ll be because she’s stone-cold sober and she wants me there. I just pray to Christ that it’s soon, or I’m gonna have a fucking aneurism.
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CHAPTER THREE
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IVY

FOURTEEN YEARS AGO

I curl up in the bathtub. The water is cold. It’s been cold for too long, and it’s making me shiver. My fingers are wrinkled, and my skin has gone all white and soft. My teeth chatter together, and I clamp my mouth shut, so they won’t make a noise. If I make noise, Daddy will get up from the couch, and he’ll order me to get out. And then he’ll dry me off.

I’m so cold that I want to dry off. I want to get warm and put on my pyjamas and snuggle down into my soft, cosy bed. But that won’t happen. That never happens. 

Because Daddy likes to dry me, and dress me up, and take pictures. I’m not allowed to dry myself. I’m not allowed to dress myself, or run my own bath, or tell him no. I’m not allowed to make a sound, or the punishment will be worse.

I asked my babysitter, Josie, once, if her daddy took pictures of her too. She didn’t like that question. She’d asked me a lot more, and then she’d cried and told me we were going out for ice cream. We didn’t go for ice cream. We’d driven for hours, and I’d gotten scared because Josie was acting weird. She’d told me she was taking me away; she’d said that my daddy wouldn’t ever see me again. I’d cried.

Eventually, I’d fallen asleep, and when I’d woken up the car was upside-down. Josie’s face had been all mashed up, like a giant had stomped on her. She’d reached over and unbuckled my strap, and I’d fallen out of my seat. Feet had appeared at her window, and I’d screamed.

“Run,” Josie had said, and then the man had opened her door. My door had opened too, and I’d screamed because in the dark I couldn’t see, but then my daddy had been there, kissing my forehead and pulling me from the wrecked car.

Josie had screamed. “Run, Ivy. Run!”

I’d looked back over my daddy’s shoulder, but he’d covered my eyes.

“Don’t look, baby. You’re safe now. She can never hurt you again. Daddy’s here.”

Josie had screamed again, and there was a loud bang from behind us, and then it had gone quiet but for the noise of the van that Daddy had bundled us into.

“It’s time to get out.” Daddy startles me in the doorway. He walks toward me with a soft smile on his face. “Has Daddy’s girl been good in here all alone?”

I shiver in the water and glance down at my wrinkled skin. Sometimes I wish my face had been mashed up the way Josie’s was.

Maybe then he wouldn’t love me so much.

Maybe then he wouldn’t take the pictures.

Maybe then the other man would have shot me instead of Josie.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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IVY

As soon as I hear the bike roar down the drive, I’m out of bed and moving towards the kitchen. This is the first time Tank has left me alone since he brought me here. I half expected him to wake me up, but whatever he had to do must have been urgent because I heard his phone ring and then he was up and tearing around the house. He opened my door and just stood there for a moment, watching me “sleep”. He couldn’t see that I was awake because I was facing the wall, and probably giving him a pretty good view of my naked arse. He’d groaned. The sound had resonated through the room like music, sexual, primal, and it had tightened things low in my belly that in my agony I’d almost forgotten were there. Then he’d sighed and quietly closed the door before walking away. I’d heard him set the alarm before he left. 

I wander into the kitchen and see the note he’d scrawled in his big, hard to decipher chicken scratch:

Ivy,

Club biz. You fuckin’ stay put. You hear?

Alarm’s in place and dog is in the yard.

He doesn’t fuck around, and he doesn’t know you. Try it, and you’ll wind up a chew toy.

T.

Such an arsehole.

There has to be a way out of this house. I’d just have to find it.

Grabbing one of his protein bars from the cupboard—which tastes like chocolate-covered cardboard—I try to ignore the aches and pains in my body, the pounding in my head, and I walk back to my room. I slip into jeans, a new singlet, a T-shirt and my leather jacket and boots, but even that effort exhausts me, so I sit on the bed and think about what the hell I’m going to do. If I leave now, the alarm will sound, Tank will be alerted by his security provider, and he’ll come back and tie me up, and I’ll never get out of here. I flop back on the bed and stare at the ceiling, but even that hurts in my weakened state.

I can’t do much of anything. The only time I feel even remotely energetic is when I think about scoring a fix. And where would I even find someone to sell me drugs out here? I figure it’s at least an hour’s walk to the closest town, if not more, but if I’m going to go, I’ll have to wait until Tank’s at least a half hour away. That’ll give me time to run. Hopefully in the opposite direction.

Of course, it might help if I actually knew he was more than thirty minutes away, or where the nearest town is. He could be just telling me that he’s gone out on club business when he’s really lying in wait to see if I make a move.

Fuck.

No. Tank wouldn’t do that. He doesn’t play games. He doesn’t have time for that. If he says he’s going on club business, then that is what he means, because he’s the type of man that does what he says he will. He’s perhaps the most honest man I’ve ever met. For a criminal.

Tank might come off as all big and scary, and he’s certainly not a pussycat underneath—he’s not like that at all. But he is a good man. Right down to the very core of him, he’s good. Pure. Despite what he does for a living. Not like Kick. That man is one hundred per cent pure bastard. He cares only for himself ... and that’s what I love about him. I’m so fucked in the head. I like that he treats me like shit because that’s what I’m used to. I am shit. And I’m certainly not worthy of someone like Tank. 

I have to get out of here. I don’t have a choice. I can’t stay and pretend like this is my home, that I’m welcome here. I can’t cook and clean for him, and be a good little house mouse. That’s not who I am. I’ve never had a problem with Tank in bed; he gives me what I need, and I give him a soft body to lie with and a tight pussy to stick his dick in. But he doesn’t need this headache. No one needs this fucking headache.

I don’t need his help. I can use again, and I’ll be better this time about knowing when to stop. I know my limits. I’ve always known them. But the coke keeps me feeling good, it helps me forget, and when it starts wearing off, the memories come back in abundance.

The rapes, the fear, the hiding under my covers each night and just praying he wouldn’t come in to find me. When the drugs wear off, I remember what he did. That’s what makes me snort another line, or shoot another needle into my veins, or seek out another warm, hard body to own me. Because when those memories come creeping back in, I’m no longer whole. I’m no longer me. I’m just another victim of sexual abuse. I’m just another little girl who was broken, who’s still broken.

Who’ll always be broken.

I sigh and sink farther into the soft, warm bed, feeling guilty because Tank might be the only person in the entire world who actually cares about my wellbeing, which is exactly why I have to get out of here. I’m not an idiot. I see the way he looks at me. I see the way he looks at other women, too. It’s not even remotely the same. I guess I’ve always known how he felt about me. And it’s not that I’m waiting for him to admit it. Why would I? Because I’m in love with Kick. A selfish bastard who collects broken women like trophies. Who pets them, reassures them until they feel safe, and then he uses them up until there’s nothing left. He sticks the knife in their back while he slides out from between their legs, and he laughs as they bleed out in front of him.

Tank may seem detached and cold, even heartless at times, but he’s not soulless. Not like Kick. I don’t need Tank caught up in my shit. Which is why I have to leave the clubhouse behind. Because as long as I’m there, he’s always going to feel like he owes me something. And I don’t want to owe him anything in return.

I’ll steal a couple hundred bucks from him to get me on my way, and then I’ll leave this city behind. Hop a bus to Melbourne. The only thing I have in my life is coke, and I can get that anywhere. Though maybe it’s time to move to heroine? It’s a cheaper habit to have. One thing I know for sure is I cannot give it up. If I give it up, then my father wins. And I’d rather be dead than give that son-of-a-bitch another chance to own me.

***
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I wake drenched in sweat. I’m burning up, and I shed my shoes, jacket, and T-shirt like a snake on a bad moult. My limbs ache with each movement, I itch all over, and I can’t get free quick enough. Stupid fucking detox. I wasn’t even aware that I’d been drifting off and now it’s afternoon, probably three or four o’clock, if the sun beating in through my window is anything to go by. Someone knocks on the front door. I listen for a moment, wondering who might come to visit Tank all the way out here, and disliking the images of mob bosses and degenerate criminals that my head conjures up. And then I bust out in a grin when I recognise the voice.
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