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      Unlikely lovers, these two can't walk away even when they should.

      Tommy Boy

      My life is wild and free. As the youngest son to Frank "Tank" Oleander, I've always known my life to be in the Hellions MC.

      I am Thomas "Tommy Boy" Oleander.

      I'm loyal to a fault. Even if it kills me inside.

      

      Jameson

      I am damaged goods.

      My life is chasing one high to the next.

      I am Jameson Violet Rivera.

      Loving him is the only thing I've ever gotten right. Too bad, I don't know how to hold onto anything good.

      

      Sometimes love simply isn't enough. Boundaries and loyalty will be tested at every turn on this ride.

      

      Tommy Boy

      She's the most beautiful woman I've ever laid eyes on. More than a woman, she's stronger than anyone I've ever known.

      She's got me twisted up inside because I can't read her.

      Then she tells me, the two of us will soon be three. Every insecurity I've ever had rears its ugly head. She deserves better than I can give. Love can be brutal sometimes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          BEFORE BREATHE FOR IT (BOOK 3)

        

      

    

    
      The blonde bombshell in front of me—with a smile that knocks most men flat on their asses—is getting nowhere with me. Not today, not about this. No way, no how.

      “Come on, Tommy,” she practically pouts, lips glossy, eyes flashing like she’s never been told no in her whole damn life. Well, most of the time, she isn’t denied anything so she isn’t exactly used to the word no. But this, I’m not the first to tell her no, and I won’t be the last.

      “Dia, don’t, dollface.” I lift my hands in surrender, but my voice stays hard, steady. “I love you. You know I do. I’d do anything for you—hell, kill for you, babe. But if I put you on my bike for this ride, every brother will come down on me. And worse than that? It’ll be your momma who beats my ass black and blue.”

      Her pout twists to fire. “This is bullshit,” she mutters, stomping off, boots smacking the pavement with all the rage she can pack into her five-feet-who-knows-the-inches frame.

      Dia Crews is a firecracker and always has been. One day, she’s gonna break some poor bastard’s heart into a thousand pieces, and maybe she’ll smile while she does it. She’s beautiful clear down to her soul. A woman with a body sculpted like temptation itself and a spirit that brightens even the darkest Hellions day. Everyone loves Dia Crews.

      And no one—no one—wants to see her sad. Or mad. Or anything but the sunshine she usually is, bottled up and spilling out over anyone lucky enough to get close. Dia gets what Dia wants. As she should.

      Except today.

      Because this ride—The Tail of the Dragon—it’s not about her. It’s not about anything but the road and the men I ride it with. This patch run is about brotherhood, patience, focus, and determination. It’s about staying the course when every damn curve is trying to throw you off. It’s about proving I’m not just some prospect, not just Tank Oleander’s son, not just another name on a roster.

      Today, I get my ride.

      Today, I earn my final rocker.

      The Tail of the Dragon—that twisted, vicious stretch of road curling through the mountains—has claimed men better than me. It’s a rite of passage in the Hellions Motorcycle Club, a ride like no other. Three hundred and eighteen curves in eleven miles.

      And today, it’s my trial by fire.

      I’ve waited my whole life for this moment. I was born for this shit.

      I’m Thomas “Tommy Boy” Oleander, youngest son to Frank “Tank” Oleander and Savannah “Sass” Perchton Oleander. Youngest grandson to Rhett “Danza” Perchton—Hellions Original, one of the men who built this brotherhood with his blood, sweat, and time behind bars.

      Prospecting was hell. Long nights, shit work, runs where you didn’t know if you were gonna make it home. But none of that touches the ache in my chest watching Dia stomp off unhappy, arms crossed, shoulders stiff.

      She doesn’t get it. She can’t.

      Today isn’t for her.

      This ride is for me—for the club. This is the day I carve my place in Hellions history.

      And one day, when Dia’s got a man of her own it will be on him to take her on this ride, to give her the gift of this. But not today. Not when my patch, my future, my brotherhood is on the line.

      The absence of my cut makes me feel naked. Vulnerable. Like I’m just some kid standing around a bunch of lions, waiting to see if they’ll tear me apart or let me walk with them.

      The final patch is everything and more.

      As a kid, my favorite part of the day was when my dad man came home from the shop. He’d walk in, grease under his nails, sweat on his brow, but always steady. Always strong. He’d sling his cut over the dining room chair like it was a second skin, peeling it off to breathe for the night.

      I’d rush over, too small to even fit both arms around the thing, and run my fingers across the patches. Feeling the rough stitching, the weight of it. Like it had its own heartbeat.

      That vest isn’t just leather. It is everything.

      Danza, being an original and grandfather to four boys, drilled it into us early: every patch is earned. Nothing’s given. Not respect, not colors, not loyalty. You want it, you prove it. Bloodline doesn’t matter, names aren’t shit, but the man you are for your brothers is where it counts.

      Later, he told me about the diamond patch—the one-percenters. The men who didn’t just brush the line between outlaw and law-abiding but stomped right over it. The Hellions don’t run drugs anymore, not like the old days. But the transport business? Sometimes cargo’s hot. Sometimes you know, sometimes you don’t. Some brothers wear the diamond because they made that choice and earned it. Others don’t.

      The club’s not about clean hands. Never has been. It’s about family. And there ain’t a thing a Hellion won’t do to protect what’s ours.

      And today, I’m about to prove I’m one of them.

      Today, I take my place in the Hellions Motorcycle Club.

      Engines rumble around me like thunder rolling low across the mountains. The brothers are lining up. Tank’s already astride his Harley, with my mom tucked in tight behind him. He carries himself with all the confidence in the world, his hands loose on the bars like he owns every inch of road he touches.

      Red catches my eye. He’s been on my ass since my first day prospecting, never letting me slide, never letting me forget I wasn’t patched yet. As my oldest brother, he didn’t cut me a bit of slack. Now, he gives me a nod. Just a little one, but it’s enough. A promise. A warning. Both at once.

      “Mount up, Tommy Boy!” Crunch yells with a smirk.

      I swing my leg over my bike, the familiar growl of the engine beneath me vibrating straight through my bones. This machine’s been my salvation, my escape, and my trap. One day it will probably be my coffin, she’s just waiting for the right road. Today it’s my damn soul.

      This ride doesn’t forgive mistakes. A split-second hesitation and you meet pavement or the rock of a mountain side. No second chances.

      But I’m ready.

      I’ve been riding since before I could drive. My old man put me on a dirt bike at four. Danza shoved me onto a Harley at twelve. Said, “Better learn now, boy. Just because you’re the youngest, your brothers aren’t gonna leave you behind.” That weas my grandfather always looking out for me. “Remember, life ain’t slowing down for you. Not for any one of us, so you take every chance you get.”

      He was right. Life never slows down.

      Engines roar to life as one, a symphony of power and promise. Rubber peels off asphalt. My chest tightens, but my grip’s steady, my focus sharp.

      The Tail of the Dragon awaits. I’m ready to test the heat of it’s fire.

      And with the twist of the throttle, I ride.

      The first curve snaps at me, sharp and hungry. I lean, trusting the tires, trusting my hands, trusting the years that brought me here. The air tastes like freedom and fear all mixed together.

      Brothers flank me, ahead and behind, their cuts flashing in the wind. Every patch a story. Every stitch a battle won or lost. And I’m fighting for mine right now.

      The road twists like a living thing, pulling me left, then right, daring me to press harder. My heart slams in rhythm with the turns. Any other ride, the wide open road allows my mind to clear. This one requires focus, intense thoughts on only my bike and the next curve to come.

      Halfway through, sweat slicks my back from nervous energy. The ache in my arms builds, but I hold steady.

      This ride demands everything just like the club.

      One mistake. One distraction. That’s all it takes. And we can all get fucked. That is why it’s always been this ride. If one of us loses it, the entire pack gets out of order. Just like in the brotherhood. We rise together and we fall together.

      As we finish I can’t track the time, but I feel this sense of pride wash over me as we each pull back into the motel parking lot. Tank pulls off his helmet as he strides directly to me, his grin wide and proud. “That’s my boy,” he says, clapping me hard enough on the back to nearly knock me off my bike.

      The others circle up, laughter and shouts echoing off the rocks.

      The cheer that rises up rattles the mountains themselves. My brothers pound my back, my shoulders, their voices loud and raw.

      I’m no longer a prospect. No longer just Tommy Boy, son of Tank.

      I’m a motherfucking Hellion. Ride until I die.
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          ALIGNS WITH BREATHE FOR IT (HELLIONS RIDE ON BOOK 3)

        

      

    

    
      Sermon is over.

      The brothers are still talking in the cave. It’s the kind of low rumble that comes after a hard conversation has been had and everybody’s chewing on it. Before everyone files into the clubhouse, I want to check on my brother first.

      Never would I have ever seen this shit coming, not in a million years. Then again, there are so many things in the last year I never imagined I’d watch unfold. This is just another moment where I have to watch my older brother pay penance for the mistakes he’s made.

      And he’s made a shit-ton of them. I don’t deny that.

      People say I wear rose-colored blinders when it comes to Rhett “Crunch” Oleander. Outsiders, especially. I don’t give a fuck about their judgements. I know he’s far from perfect. I’m not stupid.

      I know drugs are bad, the worst thing to get tied up in. I know my brother got in too deep and couldn’t see his way out. I know he has lied, stolen, broken promises, and burned bridges.

      But Crunch is more than my older brother. He’s my best friend. My shield. My sword. To me, it doesn’t matter what kind of chaos his addiction dragged and covered us all in. He’s still the same brother who had my back when we were kids, the one who kept my secrets when no one else could.

      Crunch is four years older than me. Red is the oldest, then Crunch, then Pretty Boy, and I’m the youngest. Momma had her hands full raising four boys and being married to the Vice President of the National Hellions Motorcycle Club and the Haywood’s Landing charter.

      For us boys, that meant we learned early how to stick together. If one of us got in trouble, we all did. I’m sure our mom wanted a girl every time she had to figure out which one of us did something because we all came together to take the heat. I think the older we got the more she learned just to give us all the same punishment because trying to get to the root of it was a lost cause.

      I can still remember being in kindergarten, maybe first grade, crying into my pillow late at night because I couldn’t read like the other kids. The letters twisted up and danced around. Teacher called on me, and I stuttered through words while the class laughed. Crunch heard me that night. Snuck into my room, sat down on the edge of my bed.

      “What’s wrong with you, Tommy?” he asked, like he wasn’t going to let me off the hook.

      I tried to shrug him off, but he pressed. Finally, I told him. Told him how the words wouldn’t stay still. How I felt like an idiot.

      And Crunch? He didn’t laugh. Didn’t tease me. He stayed up, night after night, doing my homework with me, whispering words until I could sound them out. He made sure I didn’t fail, even when he had his own stuff going on.

      Years later, Momma caught on, got me tested, found out I’m dyslexic. But I’ll swear until the day I die, the only reason I can read at all is because of Crunch.

      That’s my brother. The real Rhett Oleander.

      And that’s why watching him fall has gutted me.

      Now he’s back, scrubbing toilets like a green prospect. Some days I still struggle with the stripping of his cut, even if I do understand it.

      “Rhett,” I call, leaning in the doorway. He twists up from scrubbing the clubhouse toilet, sweat plastering his shirt to his back.

      “Yeah,” he mutters, standing.

      Prospecting again after giving up his cut has to be a special kind of hell. Doing humiliating jobs, bitch work, cleaning shit stains, fetching beers—earning back what to me he already has. I hate it. But I’m not in charge. There’s not a damn thing I can do but watch him crawl his way back to the light.

      “Swear you’re the best fuckin’ prospect this club has ever seen,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood, because just saying second time’s the charm would make me an asshole. We aren’t the kind of men to sit around and talk about our feelings.

      “Fuck you, Tommy Boy!” His face flushes red, and I want to smack him upside the head for being so damn sensitive.

      I point to the toilet brush in his hand. “No one gave you that order. You’re doing the shit jobs because you want what? A gold star sticker? Big brother, we outgrew Mom’s chore chart a long fuckin’ time ago.”

      Before he can fire back, Red comes around the corner, sees us, and immediately bursts into laughter.

      “Damn, Prospect,” Red says, shaking his head. “I gotta say, no one chooses to scrub toilets. Impressive.”

      Crunch scowls, but I can see the fight drain out of him a little.

      I leave them alone. They do better when it’s just the two of them. Crunch will find me later. He always does. Always has a direct line to me.

      I wander to the common area of the clubhouse, crack open a beer, settle on a stool. My head’s buzzing. Not just from the sermon, not just from watching Crunch claw his way back.

      It’s her.

      Jami.

      Jameson Rivera.

      I can still taste her on my lips. Why can’t I shake her from my system?

      It is stupid. I knew better. I shouldn’t have let things spiral out of control between us. It’s right after she got out of rehab. Nobody thought she’d make it through the program. Hell, if you’d asked me back then, I’d have bet money she’d end up just like her old man—drunk, mean, drowning in her own poison. Some generational curses are hard to break. And hers is one of the worst.

      But she came back different from rehab. So did my brother, but with her, it clicked differently. This was her life line, the last bit of hope she had and she didn’t try to hide it.

      When Jennessey and Crunch started working on their shit, she was around more often. And I’ll be damn if I can deny this pull between us. First time at a barbecue with the club I had this urge to keep an eye on her, shelter her, protect her.

      The memories invade. Back then, her frame was still too thin, her skin pale like the sun hadn’t touched her in months. But her eyes—God, her eyes—were clear for the first time I could ever remember and we go way back because her sister and my brother have that once in a lifetime love. Jameson came back from rehab changed and it was written in her eyes. No more glaze, no bloodshot haze, just green circles staring out at the world like she wasn’t scared anymore.

      I tried to play it cool. Leaned against the porch rail, beer in hand, pretending not to watch her every move.

      But I did watch.

      I couldn’t stop myself.

      She laughed with Jenni, hugged my mom, and embraced everyone she came in contact with like she knew she was safe here. Then she drifted over to me.

      “Hey, Tommy,” she whispered. Her voice was soft, almost uncertain.

      “Hey, Jami.” I swallowed hard, because hearing her say my name like that messes me up even now.

      We made small talk—about the rehab center, about the weather, about stupid shit like how the fireflies came out earlier that year. But underneath every word was this tension, like both of us were standing too close to a cliff.

      And then it happened.

      She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, fresh and clean, not the cloud of whiskey she used to carry. Her fingers brushed my arm, barely there, but it was enough to make me shiver.

      Before I could stop myself, I looked at her lips.

      And she noticed.

      The next second, she kissed me. Rolled right up on her tip-toes and pressed her mouth to mine.

      It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t neat. But it was real. Her lips were soft, trembling against mine, and I swear I could taste everything she’d been through—pain, loss, regret, but also hope. Sweet and bitter, like she was trying to remind herself she was still alive. Immediately, I dropped my free hand to the back of her neck, pulling her closer. Her mouth opened and I invaded. I drank her in like she was the only water to be found in the desert. I felt her hands slide up and grip my cut pulling at me like she had to hold on or drown in our kiss.

      When she pulled back, she didn’t smile. She didn’t laugh. She just looked me dead in the eyes, and whispered, “I don’t ever want to forget the taste of you.”

      Then she walked away, back into the crowd, leaving me stunned.

      I stood there, beer warm in my hand that ached to be the one that touched her, heart pounding so hard I thought it might crack my ribs.

      And I’ve been haunted by that kiss ever since.

      Mind back to this moment in the clubhouse, I take another pull from my beer, but it doesn’t wash the memory away. Nothing ever has. It’s been weeks and I can’t shake the need to taste her once again.

      That kiss branded me.

      My dad calls out for me to take off with Crunch. We own a campground not far from the clubhouse and there is a problem needing attention. Since my brother is the business brain for our family with real estate investments, he knows all of the ins and outs at the campground.

      We finish up with the environmental people who were testing soil samples to ensure there were no sewage leaks on the property when everything changes.

      The text hits my phone and my world shifts. In an instant I know what I have to do and it isn’t just for Jami. My brother is going to lose his ever-loving-mind to know where Jenni is headed.

      His eyes lock to mine, immediately catching the worry and the fury radiating off me. “Jami and Jenni are going to see their dad,” I share with Crunch.

      He knows what that means.

      Ezra Rivera isn’t just an asshole. He’s a mean drunk with a history of beating his wife bloody and picking fights with anyone who looks at him sideways. He’s poison, through and through.

      Crunch meets my eyes. “Fuck.”

      Immediately we get on our bikes. We ride. I follow Crunch and can’t help but get curious as to why we stop before heading on to Ezra’s. We pull into the clubhouse. Crunch barrels inside, looking for Red.

      “Jenni and Jami might be in trouble,” he blurts out as soon as he gets within range of our brother.

      Red frowns. “Might?”

      “They’re goin’ to see their dad,” Crunch repeats.

      Red doesn’t hesitate. “Fuck, there’s no might to that. They are in trouble.” The whole town knows how bad their dad is and our big brother understands what the women are walking into.

      My dad and Tripp approach. Immediately Crunch speaks up. “Don’t ask for shit, but know if I go in there on my own, I’m gonna do something stupid. I don’t wanna do anything to jeopardize the club. So, I’m askin’ as a prospect for the club to take my back.”

      Red nods, agreeing. “We’re family. We do this shit together.” While my two older brothers haven’t always seen eye to eye, now that Crunch is sober, the dynamic between them is improving every day.

      “Whoa, boys,” my dad interjects. “Rhett, I’m not trying to be a dick. But I gotta remind you two. We got rules. You wanted to earn your rockers again, I respect the fuck outta that, but you are not a brother. Your business, we can’t just jump in. We move out as a unit, I stand behind it, but that call has to come from Tripp or the club voting to pass.”

      As the VP, our dad has a duty and responsibility to put the club first, even above his sons. Still, it burns deep to see him deny our brother immediate assistance.

      Red moves to stand in front of Crunch. Anger radiates off him. “I’m his sponsor. On my word, we’re takin’ his back. My brother is solid. Been spending weeks doin’ shit jobs when we all know he’s earned his cut a long fuckin’ time ago. He fucked up, yes, but fuck, we all do. He doesn’t get a life sentence. Now, he’s got a care for a girl, and if he’s gotta claim her for us to roll in, then so fuckin’ be it, but as a fully patched brother, and the fuckin’ Treasurer, I’m saying we ride the fuck out and deal with the details later.”

      Watching my dad and Tripp exchange looks but not giving in pisses me off. I step up beside Red. “Fuck this shit, Dad. Get what you’re sayin’, but just sayin’, that’s some bullshit. Since you wanna get all technical, fine. I got my rockers, Jami’s mine. There. Now you got your technicalities. I don’t give a fuck, but Rhett cares about Jenni and Jami, and they need us. So are we don’t with bitchin’ like a bunch of women? Because frankly, if I had been the lead, Rhett and I wouldn’t have pulled in here, but we would have stopped at the Rivera house puttin’ a cap in Ezra Rivera to end all the worries for good. I wouldn’t have even bothered the fuckin’ club. My brother made the right fuckin’ call, now we take his fuckin’ back. Jami is mine, what is the argument now?”

      Crunch is trying to do the right thing, for once. And they’re blocking him with technicalities.

      The words rip out of me before I can stop them.

      And for the first time in months, I can breathe.

      Jameson Rivera is mine.

      She just doesn’t know it yet.
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      Standing at the front door to the trailer I left behind so many years ago, anger fills me. My palms sweat, and my body shakes as adrenaline surges through me.

      The craving is fierce. The monster inside me claws, reminding me how a needle, a line, a pill, one solid inhale could numb this storm in seconds. At this moment anything that could give me courage and an escape all at the same time would work. Drugs were always my shield, my blanket, my silence. But they’re out of my system now, burned out through sweat and tears and trembling nights.

      And I don’t want to look back.

      Drugs distort perception. The high never lasts and when reality crashes around me, I’m left more empty than I was before. Rock bottom is an illusion because the mind always says just one more will do.

      I’m here so I can move on with my life.

      I’m here to have closure from the past because everything that started here, ends here tonight.

      I want to live. I want to breathe. I want to feel. I want to experience every damn thing—good and bad—that I’ve tried to escape from in every single high. I want it all, and I want it free and clear of this motherfucker.

      The trailer looms in front of me, rust bleeding down the aluminum siding, weeds crawling up the steps. The windows are clouded with grime. It smells like stale beer and mold even from outside, and just standing here drags me back—nights of hiding in the closet, covering my ears, waiting for him to pass out.

      I feel Jenni’s eyes on me as I raise my hand and knock on the old door. Why I give him this courtesy, I don’t know.

      A roar from inside: “Go the fuck away!”

      My blood turns to ice.

      The fear crawls up my spine, battling my anger. I have to do this. No matter what comes next, I have to face him. I have to face my past in order to ever have a future.

      I swallow and twist the door handle. Dumbass has it unlocked. Then again, I don’t remember a time the door was ever locked. Maybe he thought no one would dare come in uninvited.

      The door creaks as I push it open, and the smell slams into me—liquor, sweat, old smoke, and something rotten I can’t name. My lungs seize, but I force myself to step inside. Jenni follows, her hand brushing mine like she’s ready to catch me if I break.

      There he is.

      The man who made my life hell from the very beginning.

      Ezra Rivera sits slouched in his worn-out recliner, the same ugly brown one from when we were kids. His hair is thinner now, patchy. His jeans are stained, shirt wrinkled. His eyes are sunk into his face, skin an odd shade of yellow. He looks like a ruin of a man. A waste of air.

      And yet this ruined excuse for a man ruled me for too long.

      Today, I’m here to take my life back.

      “Well, look who the cat drug in,” he mutters, lifting a bottle of liquor to his lips and chugging.

      “Dad,” I start, voice tight. “I need to face you.”

      “Don’t call me that,” he spits, venom spraying the word. “Reckon it’s time to tell you. Since the bitch is dead now anyway. Jameson, you aren’t mine. So don’t call me Dad.”

      His eyes are stone cold as he shatters my world with a few words. Dead? My mother?

      His last sentence doesn’t even register at first. All I hear is that she’s gone.

      “What?” The word cracks out of me.

      “Your momma, that you loved so much. Yeah, she was a whore. She’s dead now. Buried her at that cemetery at the corner. Church folks gave her a plot since she found Jesus. I would’ve just cremated her and dumped the ashes in the trash since that’s what she was. Trash.”

      I lose all composure. Everything ceases to exist. I lunge. My hands wrap around his throat, rage exploding out of me.

      “The only trash here is you!” I scream, my voice ripping raw. “You raped me over and over again. My whole life is fucked because of you. My mother wasn’t trash—you are!”

      The truth detonates out of me in front of my sister. I never wanted her to know, never wanted those words to stain her ears. But now it’s out, and all I care about is squeezing the life out of him. I want to watch the very life leave his body.

      “Jami, stop!” Jenni cries, tugging at me.

      Her voice breaks my focus just long enough for him to shove me off. I stumble back, crashing into the wall.

      “That’s my girl,” Ezra rasps, rubbing his neck. His bloodshot eyes fix on Jenni. “Hennessey, my daughter. My pride and joy. You made your Papa proud joining the Navy.”

      My stomach flips. Oh my God. He named us both after liquor. Jameson. Hennessey. He thought it was clever. Our mother gave in, maybe because it was easier than fighting him. Yes, she named my sister Jennessey but there isn’t a day of her life, he hasn’t called her Hennessey.

      “You are not my father!” Jenni yells. “I don’t give a fuck what DNA says. You ruled this house with an iron fist. You broke me as a little girl. And knowing what you did to my sister—you’re a sick motherfucker.”

      He laughs, low and cruel, and bile rises in my throat.

      “What the fuck are you two gonna do about it? You can’t prove shit.”

      Jenni’s tears spill down her cheeks. My voice shakes, but I force the words out.

      “The first time… I was thirteen. I had just started my period. Mom was passed out on her meds. Jenni was at work. I tried to wake Mom to tell her. Instead, you found me. I told you I needed pads. And you said you knew how to teach me about a woman’s body.”

      I gag, bile stinging my throat, but I don’t stop.

      “Tight little cunt. Got you first, unlike your whore of a mother,” he mutters back. I’m so lost in my pain, his words don’t register at first.

      Jenni lunges this time, fury snapping her like a whip. She crashes into him, clawing at his throat.

      I came here for closure. But a man like him will never give me that. He will never set me free. I have to find it for myself.

      He fumbles into the side of the recliner, hand closing on something. My heart seizes.

      “Gun!” I scream.

      Jenni jerks back, trying to shield me, but I won’t have it. I shove forward, standing shoulder to shoulder with her.

      He studies us with a gleam in his eye, the pistol steady in his hand. As a child, he seemed monstrous. Now, he’s just a pathetic drunk holding a gun.

      “So big, bad Ezra’s gonna shoot us?” I taunt, voice shaking but loud. I know I’m playing with fire. But I’ve played with fire every time I’ve shot poison into my veins. Every drug I ingested should have been my last. Death didn’t take me then, I’ll damn sure face it now sober.

      “Not until I have that pussy one more time,” he grumbles.

      The rage is white-hot. “Shoot me now. I’ll die before you touch me ever again.”

      I step closer. My voice rises, steady, strong.

      “You see, Ezra, father or not, I’ve learned my worth. And that shit doesn’t come from you. I chased escapes for years, but in the end, the power to forget is mine. My body isn’t tainted by you anymore. My mind is clear. So do your worst. I’ll still be standing strong.”

      Jenni spits at his feet. “If I had known what you did to her, I’d have told someone. You’re filth. You’re nothing but shit on my shoe.”

      He smirks, gun unwavering.

      I square my shoulders. “You owe me an explanation. Tell me why. Why did you do it? I thought you loved me, even though you hurt me. I thought you cared.”

      His grin is cruel. “You weren’t mine. You were a reminder of the man she fucked. I wanted you to hurt the way I hurt when she stepped out. In your pain, I found glory. Just like I find it in the bottom of a bottle.”

      Outside, the faint rumble of motorcycles builds, engines growling like thunder. But I barely register it.

      “You failed as a man,” I spit. “You failed as a husband, as a father. I’m glad I remind you of him. I’m glad I can stand in your face and make you choke on your failure.”

      The door bursts open. Rhett storms in, gun raised, eyes blazing.

      But my focus never wavers. My soul has waited for this moment.

      “She stepped out because you were shit, Ezra!” I roar. A shot cracks.

      Pain explodes through me, fire tearing through my chest. I collapse into Jenni’s arms. Another shot echoes, and Ezra crumples to the floor.

      “No!” Jenni sobs, clutching me, tears streaming down her face.

      My vision blurs, but I lock eyes with her. She has to know. If this is the end, she has to know.

      “I have the power back, Jenni,” I whisper, as the searing pain becomes almost too much to bear. “He can’t hurt me anymore.”

      The pain swallows me whole, but I feel light. He doesn’t win. The drugs don’t win.

      I am the master of my destiny.

      Even if it ends here, I did it my way.

      And this is the most empowering moment of my life. Even if it’s my very last.
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