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For Shane and Troy,

thank you for showing me what a brotherhood truly is.

I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Raine

Dog-tired, I walk the hall at the end of my shift. I’m ready for a glass of wine and that new Netflix rom-com. Anything to chase away the sights, sounds, and—unfortunately—the smells of a rowdy clubhouse. The whole club came back from a run in a good mood—which, around here, is like winning the lottery. It doesn’t happen often, but boy, do you hear about it when it does.

Kick exits the room at the end of the hall with a bottle of Bundy Rum in his hand. He chuckles to himself, but his laugh gets loud and more obnoxious than usual when he glances up and meets my gaze. “What are you doing here, sweetheart?”

“Just coming to tell the boss that I’m finished for the day.”

“You go in there looking like that and you won’t be the only one who’s finishing.”

“Oh my God, stop.” I smack his arm. His face contorts, and he moans like I just hit him hard enough to bruise, but we both know that’s not true.

“Hey, I just call it like I see it, sweetheart,” he slurs.

“Mm-hmm. Well, I might just call Indie to come pick your drunk arse up. Honest to God, I don’t know what you boys did today, but someone must have spiked the punch. You’re all acting so crazy, even Crazy looks sane.”

“God had nothing to do with it, but the Saints sure did.”

“Alright, captain cryptic, move aside. This saint needs to go to bed.”

Kick lifts the rum to his lips and takes a huge swig. “Well, shit, don’t let me stop you. Prez’s couch is right this way.” He gestures to the closed door at the end of the hall like a game-show host pointing to the main prize.

“Get out of here.” I move around him. I have half a mind to snatch the bottle from him and save Indie from an especially obnoxious Kick, but she can hold her own, and I know better than to take booze from this biker. “And text Indie to pick you up. We don’t need a call from the police saying you’ve been plastered all over the road.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I shake my head and rap my knuckles on Jett’s office door. My hands look worn, aged from the harsh cleaning chemicals and lack of self-care. I need a manicure. I need a man, period. Guilt worms its way through my chest. I take a deep breath and knock again.

“Jesus fucking Christ. Can’t a man jack it in peace?”

“Sorry.” My voice is merely a squeak as I consider my options. I could attempt to scurry away before he opens the door, but this hallway is long and there’s no place to hide. Instead, I stand my ground and prepare to face the wrath of a very pissed-off Jett.

Jett yanks back the door. He’s shirtless. Water beads on his chest and torso. Or perhaps it’s sweat. Either way, I’d like to lick it from his skin and shove my hand into those unbuttoned leathers that he’s clearly straining against. His blue eyes switch from murderous rage to easy and inviting all in the space of a heartbeat. “I didn’t know it was you.”

“Yep, only me. Your friendly neighbourhood bar wench.” Friendly neighbourhood bar wench? Oh my God. What is wrong with me?

The corners of his mouth turn up in a smile. One that belongs to another woman, but he graces me with it all the same. His damp wheat-blond hair brushes the tops of his shoulders. Would it be silky to the touch, fall into his eyes or brush my cheek as his body hovered over me? He appears calmer tonight—not at all the menacing man who started his own biker club. Not at all how he looks in his cut, with his scruffy beard, his hair slicked back, and a gavel in his hands. He looks ... soft.

But looks are misleading.

Every inch of him is hard ... at least, that’s how I imagine him. It’s not as though I’ll ever get the chance to find out. He’s married, and I’m ... well, there’s no point in fantasising about something you can’t have.

“I’m heading out for the day.” I’m also blushing right to the roots of my hair. I can feel it. “Unless, of course, you need me?”

He licks his lips. His eyes roam over my body. Those devious baby blues say he needs me, but it’s not to clean his clubhouse.

“I need a lot of things, darlin’.” A quiet sigh passes his lips and washes over my face. He smells like whiskey and cigarettes. It’s a heady mix. Or maybe it’s just the man himself who makes me half-drunk with adoration. “But you go on home. I reckon you’ve had enough of dirty bikers for one day.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah,” he says, on a deep exhalation.

“Okay, well, I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“I’ll be here.”

I duck my head. “Goodnight.”

“Night, darlin’.”

I feel his eyes on me the whole way down the corridor. “Raine?”

I turn. “Yeah?”

“Tomorrow, grab yourself one of those fancy coffees you’ve been bringing me. We need to have a little chat.”

Ice floods my veins. Oh my God, he’s going to fire me. Shit. I can’t afford to lose this job.

“Are you unhappy with me? Did I do something wrong? I can work harder. I don’t have to leave right now. I can stay if you need me to work longer hours. Just tell me, and I’ll do better. I’m not—”

“Raine?”

“Yeah?” My shoulders deflate. Oh God, how? How could I have been so blind? I’m doing a terrible job of keeping this clubhouse.

“I’m not firing you. I wanna talk about a pay rise, and what’s expected of you. And what’s not.”

“I have no problem with hard work.”

“Raine.” He raises his voice. “Shut the fuck up. You’re the hardest-working woman I know. I’m not getting rid of you. I just want you to be happy here, so we’re gonna put some changes into effect.”

“Oh.” I exhale and hold my hand over my heart. “I thought for a minute there you were firing me.”

“And miss seeing that pretty face, and that arse bent over my desk as you clean my shit? Not fucking likely, sweetheart.”

I blush. Heat creeps up my neck and over my cheeks.

Jett’s eyes hood over, and I know he’s aware of it too. “Get yourself home before you get in trouble, Angel.”

“Going,” I mutter and turn around. Jesus, what is wrong with me? He’s a married man, and I get paid to clean his clubhouse.

“No more of those muffins tomorrow, okay? I’m getting fat.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Babe, I’m like a stray. You feed me, and you’ll never get rid of me.”

“Goodnight, Jett.”

“Night, darlin’.”

“I’ll bring you something savoury tomorrow.”

“You’re gonna be the fuckin’ death of me,” he murmurs, and I float out of the clubhouse doors with a smile on my face.

***
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I step off the bus and brace myself against the cool autumnal breeze. It’s late, and the roads are practically deserted at this time of night. I lift the collar of my coat and smooth my thumb over the back of my phone. It’s little use against any would-be attackers, but at least I could dial triple zero in a hurry. I’m being paranoid. I just need to get my damn car out of the shop.

“Freaking extortionist mechanics.” My words are swallowed by the wind as I put my head down and hurry through the empty streets. The occasional car passes, and in the distance, the faint roar of a motorbike cuts through the silent night. Funny how I notice bikers and their rides since working at the clubhouse. I glance at the clouds overhead. With the reflection of the city lights and the blanket of cloud cover, it’s a starless sky. It has that eerie yellow glow, as if the earth is sick. I turn and scan the street behind me, but it’s empty. I quicken my pace to make sure it stays that way.

I’m a block from my apartment when footsteps echo behind me. I can’t make out whether the person is male or female, but they are short, stocky, decked out in black and moving at a clipped pace. I hurry forward, pushing my already exhausted body, palming my phone in my pocket as if it were a lifeline. I should have just grabbed my keys. They might not be able to do any real bodily harm, but they’d hurt like hell getting up close and personal with your eyeball.

The person behind me starts to jog—their shoes slap against the pavement as they move closer. Not runners then. I should cross the street. I should pull out my phone and dial triple zero, then grab my keys from my purse. But as I turn and stare at the heavily muscled physique hurtling toward me, I know I have no choice but to run.

I yank my hand from my pocket, and my phone falls to the ground, shattering on the concrete. I don’t have time to go back for it, because the man is getting closer. His face is clearer now. White-blond hair, a square jaw and eyes that are blacker than midnight, and just as fathomless. I turn, my arms pistons at my sides, my legs protesting every stride, and then my hair is yanked hard. I’m pulled back as his body slams into me, and we tumble to the ground. Concrete scrapes my face as he shoves a meaty hand against my skull, pushing me farther into the unyielding surface.

“Please. Please don’t hurt me,” I beg, but my words are barely audible. “Take my purse—I got paid yesterday. I have a few hundred dollars.”

“Shut up, bitch.” His voice is gruff and heavily accented. His weight pins me, one hand crushing my skull, the other unbuckling his belt.

“Please, please,” I sob. “Don’t do this.”

“Shut the fuck up.” His rough hands tug at my jeans. I’m not a slim girl, so they don’t budge. He yanks harder. “My boss wants you to deliver a message to your biker scum, but he never said anything about how fucking sweet this arse would be. There’s nothing wrong with a little fun first, huh, blondie?” He slides his hand between my legs, groping me with rough touches.

“No. Get off me! Please. Stop!”

He yanks my jeans, causing my body to slide against the abrasive concrete. I scream and manage a solid kick to his groin. He reels back, but I can’t get away fast enough, and I’m slammed back down to the pavement. He tugs at my waistband, ripping the seams, as I fight to get away. My efforts only help him to expose more of my lower abdomen. And then he pulls out the gun, and I still completely. 

The arsehole smiles as he cocks the pistol and shoves the cold metal against my head. “That’s more like it. Now, you’re going to slide your jeans down the rest of the way and let me inside that tight little cunt. I’m going to rape you bloody, and at the end, you’re going to call your boss and tell him we want the big guy. He fucked with Russian affairs, and now the Russians fuck him in return. But first, blondie, I’m going to shove my cock in so deep that you’ll feel it in your throat.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Grim

“You boys be good.” Raine smiles at Kick and Crazy as she’s pulling her keys from the purse on her shoulder. I don’t know why she needs her keys when she hasn’t driven her car in a goddamn month. I can’t exactly ask her though, because I’m not supposed to know her every move, but I do. And wouldn’t Prez just love to know that? He’d have my balls for paperweights if he knew just how closely I’ve watched this woman.

“Always, babe.” Kick shoots her a wink and puts his feet up on the coffee table. A table Raine just got done cleaning an hour ago. Fucking arsehole. 

I liked Kick. I’ve always had a soft spot for the kid, until Raine started working here, that is. Now I hate the closeness those two share. Doesn’t matter that he’s only got eyes for his old lady—he’s still a man, and I don’t like that they’re as tight as they are, maybe because deep down I resent him. She trusts him. She knows she’s safe with him. With me, on the other hand? Safe is probably the last thing she feels.

Raine leaves, and I force myself to wait a full five minutes before I slam my empty bottle on the bar and slide from the stool.

“Night, Reaper,” Kick says, and I’d give my left nut to wipe that goddamn self-assured smile off his face, but I have zero interest in starting something I have no time to finish.

“Don’t you have an old lady to go home to now?”

“Girls’ night out. They’re throwin’ a farewell for one of the bitches who works at the coffee shop. I’m just killin’ time until Indie calls me to pick her fine arse up and drive her home.”

I glance at Brooke, one of the resident club whores, who sits beside Kick. 

“Just make sure your old lady is the only one you’re driving it home to.”

“You don’t gotta worry about me, brother. I got all the woman I need in my little spitfire, but you, on the other hand, better catch up. Sadie the cleaning lady left ten minutes ago, and following her don’t do much good if you can’t find her.”

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talkin’ about.”

“Yeah, me neither.” He gifts me with that fucking wink again. What the hell is this kid’s problem? I’m starting to think he might need to see a fucking eye doctor.

I head for the door. Despite being a little know-it-all prick, Kick is right. I gotta get the hell outta here before I miss Raine. She’s more than likely on the bus right now, and she should be there for another ten minutes before having to walk at least another kilometre back to her apartment.

Outside, I climb on the bike and start the engine, revving the throttle. Trigger’s manning the gate, and I nod on my way out. 

The streets around the clubhouse are quiet at this time of night and it isn’t long before I’m opening up my baby on the highway. Cold wind rushes over my face, creeping into the pockets of exposed flesh created by my hoodie.

I slow as I take the exit and a few minutes later, I turn the corner onto her street. This part of Redfern sucks. It’s mostly all mum and pop shops, and green grocers who’ve long since closed, and abandoned buildings. But it’s not safe for any woman, let alone someone as fucking beautiful as Raine.

I pull into the shadows created by an abandoned building. The alley is dark—it’s always dark—and I can’t see the front doors of her apartment block from here, so I park my bike, remove my helmet, and walk up the deserted street. Why she lives in this shithole is beyond me. I wait in the dismal laneway, staring at the piece-of-shit cars parked under one gloomy streetlight.

“Get off me! Please. Get off!”

What the fuck? That’s Raine, alright, but I can’t see her. She screams, and my blood curdles. 

I pull the gun from my cut and cock it. Then I crouch and hurry across the road as quietly as I can, using the cars to hide me from view. I peek around the butt-end of the vehicle. Some arsehole has her pinned to the ground as she sobs. His dick is out, and her jeans are down around her knees. Her perfect, lily-white arse is exposed to the street, and she’s bucking to unseat the dead man on top of her. And he is a dead man. Whether he actually got his cock wet or not, I’ve never seen a deader fucker. 

I step around the car and come up behind them. This arsehole’s too busy getting his rape on to notice me. I lean down and shove the pistol into the base of his skull.

“Get the fuck off her,” I say quietly. He stills. I grab the back of his hoodie with one hand and yank him upright. “Drop the fucking gun.”

“Okay, okay,” he says in a thick Russian accent. He drops the pistol and holds his hands up in the air, as if I could be placated with a simple gesture after he just tried to rape the woman I love. “We were just fooling around, man.”

I kick the gun away from us and glance at Raine. She’s trembling so bad she may as well have Parkinson’s. There are grazes on her face and hands, her knees too, but I don’t see any blood between her legs.

“Raine, babe, you okay?”

Okay? O-fucking-kay? What kind of stupid-arse motherfucker asks a question like that?

Her baby blues meet mine, and her face crumples as a timid cry escapes her throat. She scrambles to pull up her jeans, but her body tremors and sobs wrack her frame as tears and snot run down her face.

That’s all the confirmation I need. I slam the arsehole up against the fence, shoot him once in the dick and then again in the head. Blood mists my face, and I wipe it off with the hem of my shirt as his body slumps to the ground.

Raine staggers to her feet. She screams, but covers her mouth as her wide eyes spill more tears. I glance around to make sure we haven’t been seen, then I grab her bag from the ground and take hold of her elbow, tugging her down the street. No way has no one heard that commotion.

I move us into the shadows beside my bike. She’s shaking so hard she has to lean against the dilapidated brick building to stay upright.

“What the fuck are you doing walking home after midnight? Where the fuck’s your car?”

“It’s in the shop. Damn it, Grim. I just had a gun put to my head and a man trying to rape me, and you’re yelling at me?”

I scrub a hand over my stubble. “You’re right but, babe, what the fuck is your car doing in the shop? Didn’t you just have it fixed a month ago?”

“It was more than I thought it was going to be. The guy’s an arsehole and wants an extra grand for it.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone—Jett? Kick? Fuck, why didn’t you tell me, Raine?”

“Because it’s no one else’s business.”

“Oh, it’s our fucking business. You’re club property.”

She stiffens. “I am not one of your whores.”

“No, but you work for us. You clean up our shit and pour our drinks, and listen to those other whiney fuckers go on about their pathetic sex lives. You’re family—that makes you club property.”

“Stop yelling at me!”

I hold up my hands in surrender. “Get on. We gotta go.”

“But my apartment—”

“Have you got any idea how close you just came to having your pretty head splattered all over the footpath? You’re not going home until I say you’re going home. You’re coming with me. Get on the bike.”

I grab the helmet from the handlebars and step closer. After placing it on her head, I fasten it under her chin. She stares blankly up at me, her whole body trembling.

“Get on the fuckin’ bike, Raine. Please?”

I straddle the seat, and she slides on behind me. I close my eyes, feeling her shaking hands glide around my waist. This is torture. I always thought the day I got her on the back of my bike would be fucking heaven—her tits pressed against my back, her tiny hands splayed on my waist—but it’s torture. Sick, twisted torture.

I drive the fastest route possible to my apartment in Alexandria. It’s a converted loft. But as I slide the key in the lock, enter the security code and push open the door, I’m suddenly nervous she’s in my space. I’m not like the other Savage slobs—I keep my shit clean and orderly.

I gesture for her to go first. I know it’s clear because my alarm would be going off if it wasn’t. Speaking of alarms. A scruffy furball comes hurtling towards us. She’s blind and deaf, but there ain’t a goddamn thing wrong with her nose. She sniffs at Raine’s feet, sucking in a noisy breath through her little nostrils. Her tail flicks back and forth at a rapid pace. I know how she feels. My tail would be wagging too if I was given the chance to sniff around Raine’s skirts. Lola paws at Raine’s thigh, coming up on her hind legs and snuffling to be picked up. I never thought I’d be jealous of a dog, but here we are.

Raine’s trembling hand reaches out to pet Lola, but she’s shaking so hard she seems to think better of it. 

As she walks farther into the room, her eyes study everything. The minimal furniture, the stacks of books all over my apartment, and the lack of complete and utter chaos. What the hell is she thinking right now? I place my hands on her shoulders, and she flinches. “Go on inside. It’s not safe out here in the hall.”

Raine shuffles forward like a fucking zombie. Shock will do that to a person. I close the door behind me and slide all of the locks home.

“Grim, what were you doing at my apartment tonight?” She’s shaking as she stands in my living room, watching me. 

“It doesn’t matter.”

“How did you know about my car?”

“I don’t know. Did you tell someone at the club?”

“No. I didn’t tell anyone.”

“I don’t fucking know. What does it matter—be thankful I was there to kill that motherfucker.”

She grips her elbows, hunches in on herself. “Have you been following me?”

“Don’t be fuckin’ stupid.”

She flinches and guilt worms its way through my gut. “Grim, have you been following me?”

“Bitch, I already told you once—”

Lola lets out a sharp bark, and I move around Raine and into the kitchen to avoid her penetrating stare.

“Tell me again,” she says, her voice shaking as hard as her body. “And this time, look at me when you tell me no.”

I exhale through my nose and glare at her. “Yeah, I been watching you. That what you wanted to hear?”

“Why have you been watching me?”

“Because we got a lot of enemies,” I say impatiently. “We got a fucking dick-tonne of people who want us dead, or wanna hurt us by killing off family members, and I can’t stand the thought of you being one of ’em. So, fuck yeah, I’ve been following you. You don’t like it, too goddamn bad, because I ain’t stopping.”

“Okay.”

My eyebrows practically fly off my goddamn face. “Okay?”

“Okay.” She nods. “Do you have a bathroom I can use?”

“Down the hall on your left. You know it’s a four-storey drop from the window, right? You’d break your pretty neck just trying.”

“I’m not going to run.”

“I just told you I been stalking your arse for a month, and you’re not running?”

“You saved my life.”

“Could just as easily end it too.” I grimace, pissed that my own goddamn mouth doesn’t know when to stop running.

“But you won’t,” she says, with a fragile smile. 

“Nah, I won’t. You may not wanna be here, but it’s the safest place for you. Go get cleaned up. I don’t have no pants that are gonna fit that tiny little arse of yours, but I got T-shirts and flannels in my bedroom. You’re welcome to them.”

“I don’t need ...” she begins, but glances down at her top and freezes when she sees the blood and brain matter plastered to it. “Oh my God.”

She covers her mouth and dry retches. Then she hurries down the hall to the bathroom where she chucks up her guts—if the noises are anything to go off. I leave her be, because I’ve got a call to make.

I pull out the phone and dial Prez. He answers on the first ring. “What?”

“We got a problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“A goldilocks problem,” I say.

“The fuck you talkin’ about, Grim?”

“Raine was attacked outside her apartment.”

“What the fuck? Where is she, and how do you know? I thought I made it real fucking clear that you were supposed to keep your distance when it came to her?”

“If I kept my distance,” I whisper, “she’d be bleeding out on a footpath right now.”

“FUCK!” Prez roars into the receiver. “And why the fuck is she there with you, huh?”

“What? You wanna take her home to your wife?”

Prez inhales sharply. I can tell he wants to say more, but he knows I’m right. If I hadn’t followed her, if I’d kept my distance like he told me to, she’d be dead. “Start talkin’. You tell me who I gotta fucking rip apart, Grim.” 

“Russians. I think they had a message for us, but I haven’t asked her yet.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because she’s in shock, Prez, but you and I both know who they want.”

“Tank.” He exhales slowly. “Jesus fucking Christ. It never rains but it goddamn pours.”

A phone rings in the background, and he tells me to wait. A half-second later, he shouts, “Fuck me! Get your arses to the clubhouse. Your women too. I want everyone on lockdown where these arseholes can’t touch us.”

There’s a cacophony of noise in the background, and I’d bet my left nut Jett’s just done a little redecorating in his office.

“Prez?”

“Where’s Raine now?”

“Chucking up in my bathroom, why?”

“Kick and Tank’s old ladies were attacked. Indie was waiting on Kick to pick her up from working at the café. She’s a savvy bitch, so she got away. A couple guys went after Ivy too—Tank came home and dealt with them accordingly.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah, shit is right, motherfucker. Get your arses back here. We’re going into lockdown until every last one of those bastards are dead.”

“She’s safer here.”

“Did you hear me? I said get here now.”

“No, I’m not risking this shit tonight. We’ll get there as soon as we can, but I’m not leaving this fucking apartment.”

“Goddamn it, Grim. I want you both back at this fucking clubhouse now.”

“She’s too shaken up.”

“Put her on the phone.”

I take a deep breath to prevent chewing him out and walk down the hall to my bathroom. Raine has finished throwing up, and is now sitting against the wall, wearing only her jeans and a plain nude bra. I might’ve stared, had she not been red-faced and trembling as mascara runs down her cheeks.

“Hey, you doing alright, babe?”

She looks at me as if she’s only seeing me for the first time. Her gaze darts from the hem of my shirt, to my shoulders, and finally to the centre of my chest. I’m covered in blood and brain matter too. It’s just not as noticeable because I’m not wearing white. I strip off my shirt. Something I don’t think about until she’s staring at the scars that eat away the left side of my torso. “Prez wants to talk to you.”

I hold out the phone, and she tears her eyes away from me to stare at the offending object in my hands. I don’t move closer, but I hit speaker before she takes the phone from me. “Hello?”

“Raine? Darlin’. Talk to me.”

She closes her eyes and sniffs back her tears. “I’m ... I’m so scared, Jett.”

“Shit. Listen, Grim’s gonna bring you back to the clubhouse. Okay, baby? You do everything he tells you. We’re going into lockdown until we find the men who did this.”

“But Grim already—”

“Don’t say another fucking word,” I snap, stepping closer. “Not over the phone.”

“He’s right, darlin’,” Prez warns.

“I don’t want to leave here.” Her voice is small and frightened, but she speaks into the phone as if she were whispering into Jett’s ear. “Please, please don’t make me leave. I don’t want to go out there after what happened.”

“I know, but the clubhouse is the safest place for you right now.”

“Please don’t make me leave tonight, Jett.”

He sighs. “I tell you what, you put Grim back on the phone for me. I’ll see you real soon. We’re gonna make sure you’re safe, Raine.”

“Okay.” With shaking hands, she passes the phone. I take it and turn it off speaker in case Prez says anything incriminating. It’d be just like that bastard to chew me out about my little crush while Raine is sitting half-naked in my bathroom. 

“How’s she doin’?”

“She’s in shock. She needs a shower, a hot meal, and to be kept quiet and safe right now. What she doesn’t need is to be dragged across the city on the back of a bike and taken to a rowdy clubhouse where she’ll likely just go back to serving those fuckers drinks.”

He takes a long inhalation through his nose. “You gonna do that? Keep her quiet and safe?”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“It means she’s off-limits, to you and everyone else in this motherfuckin’ club.”

“But not you, right?”

“I’d be very careful what you say next, Grimmy-boy.”

“She’s scared out of her fuckin’ mind, Prez. You’ll forgive me if I’m not paying my dues right now. I got a halfway-to-hysterical bitch in my bathroom, naked, and curled into a corner.”

“Naked. What the fuck you mean, naked?”

“We’ll be there at first light, Prez. Sleep tight.” I end the call and toss my phone on the vanity. I don’t give a shit if it smashes—anything to stop him ringing again. I glance at Raine. She’s still huddled against the wall and shaking like a leaf. Blood crusts between her breasts and I figure that might not be what set her off but it sure as shit isn’t helping. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“I‐I ... I’ve never seen a man die before. I came really close once, but it wasn’t messy like this. The blood ... there was so much ... you fired and his head just kind of popped.”

“You’re gonna drive yourself mad thinking about it. It’s done, babe. Nothing we can do now, but you should know he was a bad man. He had a message for Prez, and it would’ve been written in your blood. You got me?”

She doesn’t say anything, just nods, but the panic in her eyes tells me she’s not hearing a word.

“I’m gonna take your hand now, okay?” I reach out and pull her to her feet.

She stands on wobbly legs. Her throat bobs as if she’s swallowing. “He would have killed me, wouldn’t he?”

“He would have done a lot worse than kill you, babe. You’d have wished for death long before it came.”

A shudder moves through her, and maybe that was the wrong thing to say, but I don’t have the words to comfort her. There aren’t any. She saw me blow a man’s head off to save her life. Anything I say is a cold comfort right now. I make sure she’s propped up against the wall and I lean around her and turn on the shower. Warm water bursts from the leaky faucet.

“We gotta get you out of your clothes.” My words don’t even register on her face, but I feel the need to reassure her anyway. “I won’t look.”

I reach out and tug the waistband on her jeans, but Raine puts a hand out to stop me.

“I’m not tryin’ to take advantage of the situation, babe. We gotta get these clothes off you. I need to burn them.”

“I don’t ... why would you burn them? It’ll wash right out with a little stain remover.”

“No, Raine. Your clothes and mine will be covered in DNA. We can’t leave anything to link back to you.”

“Okay.”

“Why don’t you hop in the shower. I’ll sort out some dinner for us.”

“No. Don’t leave.” Her nails dig into the scarred flesh of my bicep and I grimace. I don’t want her touching my skin—not there where it’s crude and has been ravaged by fire. Twisted and ugly flesh that sometimes I long to peel free of my body. “Please don’t leave, Grim. Please?”

“Okay.” I nod, because what else can I do? I’ve never said no to Raine, and I don’t plan on doing it anytime soon. “I’ll stay. I’ll be right outside the curtain.”

I park my arse on the toilet seat and stare down at my hands to avoid looking at her. Not that I don’t want to see her naked. Fuck. I jack it every night to this very fantasy—Raine in my shower—but in my fantasies, I’m not fucked up. I don’t have scars I want to slice clean off my body. In my dreams, I’m the kind of man she deserves, but the reality is all wrong. I’m damaged goods, with the face only a mother would love. Or whores—they’ll love you by the hour if you pay them enough.

Raine pulls the curtain closed and I stare at her naked silhouette as the thin fabric sticks to her. She’s fucking perfect. Just like I knew she would be underneath her clothes. I reach out and trace a finger through the air from her hip to her thigh. I’m not even close enough to touch the curtain because she’s off-limits.

I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees. My dick is hurting, but my heart hurts worse. What kind of cruel fucking god would put her in my hands and tell me I’m not allowed to have her? 

By the time she shuts the water off, I’m wound so fucking tight I don’t know how I’m not pinging off every surface in the room. I stand and exit the bathroom to grab a towel from the linen closet. It’s a blanket, really, or it may as well be for someone of her small stature.

When I return, I don’t expect Raine to be standing in the middle of the bathmat completely fucking naked, dripping on my tiled floor. My gaze sweeps over her, hungry and desperate to explore every inch, even though I know these fucked up hands will never have the chance. Her breasts are incredible, heavy with upturned rosy nipples. The kind of nipples you want to suck. She’s trimmed, but not shaved completely or waxed. A neat little triangle of blonde hair covers what I’m sure is the fucking hottest pussy I’ll never see.

I roll my gaze up her small curves to her eyes. They’re no longer empty or void of presence—she’s well aware of my stare, and for a minute I feel like an arsehole. But I’m just a man seeing the woman I love standing naked before me. Everything I want is right here for the taking, yet she’s never been farther out of reach.

I hand her the towel, and Raine doesn’t hurry to cover herself. Maybe she knows. Maybe it’s written all over my face, or maybe she just pities me.

She presses the towel to her face and body. I turn away and make to leave the room. “You aren’t going to shower?”

“Nah. I’ll do it after I’ve burned our clothes. I’ll lay some things out on the bed. Put them on and we’ll have some soup. It’s not much, but it gets the job done.”

“Okay. Grim?”

I glance at her face, keeping my eyes trained to hers though they want to roam. “Yeah?”

“Thank you for saving my life.”

I nod and turn away before I can do something we’ll both regret.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Raine

I’m still shaking when I throw on Grim’s flannel and button it up. It’s soft and worn, and it smells like laundry detergent and the faint scent of motor oil. It’s comforting.

I saw him kill a man tonight. I shouldn’t be comforted by anything belonging to this man, but I am. Grim is like the older brother I never had, and despite the stoic violence that ended a man’s life without a second thought, he’s a good man. It seems the good men are the ones who suffer the most.
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