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      I'm so sore and tired, all I want is to hide in my room and sleep for days. I love traveling, but I'm thrilled this season is almost over. With another first place under my belt, I'm just one victory away from qualifying for the Olympics. I've worked a lifetime to get here, and I can't wait to achieve my biggest dream ever. After saying goodbye to my coach, I collect my luggage and head out of the airport.

      “Welcome back home, cupcake.” Dad's voice startles me, pulling me into a bear hug. “I missed you so much.”

      “Thank you, Dad. I missed you, too,” I reply, feeling like my two-year-old self again. “You shouldn't have come to pick me up; I could have just called for an Uber.”

      “I know you're independent now, and you don't need your old father anymore,” he jokes, making me giggle.

      Playfully, I nudge him. “That's not what I meant, Dad, but thank you.”

      “I know, Ash. I wanted to be sure you're okay. I heard you got hurt this morning.”

      “I'm okay, Dad. It's nothing I haven't experienced before,” I shrug, even though my back still hurts like hell.

      “I'm so proud of you, baby. Jill would have been too.” He takes my luggage and places it in the trunk.

      Mom was thrilled when I started skating. It was her passion, but she couldn't chase her dream. I promised her I'd do it for both of us. I just wish she could have been here to watch me win each time. I miss her every day.

      “Thank you, Dad.” I sit in the shotgun and tug my seatbelt. “So, what's new?”

      “What makes you believe there's something new?” His nervous voice rings a bell in my head, and I peer at him.

      “I don't know, you tell me. It's two a.m., and you've never worked on Thursday evenings, but you're still awake. That means I'm either in trouble,” I hold up my index finger, “or you have something important to tell me.”

      “True, but I wanted to be the first one to wish you a happy birthday.” He chuckles before opening the storage compartment and pointing at the red package. I take it out, smiling as he grabs a blue gift box from behind my seat. “You know I break your no celebration and gifts rule each year, and these are yours.”

      What's the point? Since mom left us, I can’t enjoy it. Or I don’t want to. But it seems Dad and Kelly work hard to make me change my mind, and I give up every damn year. “Oh, Dad. Thank you.”

      He squeezes my hand and pulls away from the parking lot. “Will you come over on Sunday?”

      “Of course,” I scoff. I may live in my own house, but Sunday's lunch is a tradition. “I wouldn't miss it for anything in the world.” Truth is, with the hectic life I have, I barely have time to spend with him and guilt eats me up. He knows I’m off on some competition or training and doesn’t complain. I know how proud he is of me and I want to see that look on his face forever.

      He taps his fingers on the steering wheel, and he does it when he is nervous. “Great, because I want to talk to you about something.”

      Shifting in my seat, I turn to him. “Dad, what's up?”

      “We'll talk about it on Sunday.” He squeezes my hand. “You need to rest after this stressful period.”

      “Are you sure?” I don't know what he wants to discuss, but if he wants to wait until Sunday, I won't force him. If he doesn't feel the urge to tell me right away, it mustn’t be that urgent.

      “Kelly has organized a party for tonight.” Oh, shit, not again. My bestie insists on planning a “surprise” party every year with Dad's help. I'm sure she hasn't figured out that he spills the beans each time. “Enjoy it, cupcake, but don't drive if you drink.”

      “Turning twenty-one today doesn't mean I've never touched alcohol before, Dad.” His glance makes me laugh. Oops. Maybe this is one of those things you shouldn't tell your parent, especially when he's the sheriff. “But I promise I won't drive.”

      “Good girl.” He chuckles while parking in my driveway.

      

      I pull out my keys and finally get inside. Home sweet home! Mom and Dad renovated it when I was still a baby, and I've never changed anything; I've just added a new showcase for all my trophies and medals in the living room and a shelf for my pictures. Other than that, it stayed how Mom designed it. Her taste was sublime and she found a perfect match between stylish and classic furniture. Being away from the chaotic city and near the lake, we used to use it as a vacation home, and now it’s the perfect place to live.

      I switch on the lights, illuminating the hallway, living room, and kitchen. “Are you sure you live here? Everything looks perfect.” Dad chuckles.

      “I was out of town for only two months, Dad. No one came over, not to mention my ghosts wouldn't allow anyone in,” I joke. Dad has always been easily spooked when it comes to ghosts. Unfortunately, I don't have any around, but I'd love to see one someday.

      He comes closer and tickles me. “You're not funny, Ash.”

      “Trust me, your face said more than you did.” I burst out laughing while freeing myself from his grasp. “Sorry, Dad.”

      “Yeah, sure.” He chuckles too. “Well, I'll let you be. Don't stay up too late, okay?” He pulls me into another bear hug again. “Love you, cupcake.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      After a few minutes, he finally lets me go, and I walk him to the door. I watch him drive away before locking the door and turning my attention to the two presents that sit on my kitchen island. Caressing the red one, I pull the strings of its bow and it reveals an adorable Pandora bracelet with all the lovely pendants. I put it on, then grab my luggage and the second gift before heading upstairs.

      After a shower, I slip into my pajamas and sit cross-legged on my bed. The blue box is bigger than the one I got last year. I caress it, trying to hold back my tears. Oh, Mom, how I wish you were here.

      She passed away when I was twelve, and it was the worst period of my life. It shattered my heart, and seeing Dad fighting his depression alone made me realize I have to be strong for him too. I wasn’t a baby anymore and couldn’t be angry with Mom for letting go and not fighting for us anymore. It wasn’t her fault, but my naïve side wanted to vent over someone, and it was easier to blame her. After a week, I noticed dad was miles away. What I was looking at was just a shadow. My father wasn’t in there anymore. He kept going to work and taking care of me, but felt more like a robot. Watching him cry his heart out made me realize we could work it out together. He felt the same as I did, but pretended everything was fine for my sake. Lies. Lies that hurt even more. It took him almost two years to recover from his grief, but now he seems better, and that's the best thing ever.

      Mom knew she wouldn't be with us, and Dad told me she had planned my gifts for many years. Each year, I get a different but unique item that somehow looks essential. With shaky hands, I carefully open the box and take out her note:

      
        
        You have just one life. Live it up, cupcake, and have a shot for me, too. I'm so proud of you. I love you with all my heart. Mom xx

      

      

      I burst into tears and hold the note close to my chest. My heart aches, knowing she has missed so many important things in my life, and there's more to come. She left us way too soon. I wanted more time with her, but couldn’t have it.

      Wiping the tears with the back of my hand, I peel away the blue tissue paper, eyeing something black. I take it out, and my mouth drops open in awe at the fabulous, sexy black dress in front of me. I hang it up and peer at it for some more time while shaking my head. Oh, Mom, this will do for the party. Kelly made me promise I’ll wear something other than jeans and a top. So here you go, Kelly. Thank you, Mom.
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      Gazing at the stars, I wonder how many there are out there. I've read somewhere that they're billions of fragments of planets or some shit like that, but that doesn't make them any less beautiful since she’s one of them.

      The music from our Clubhouse blares loudly as someone opens the door. Silently, I sigh, knowing that my seconds of peace are about to come to an end.

      Denise comes to stand beside me, looking at the sky as well. “Still counting them, huh?”

      Shrugging, I lean back in my seat. “Nah, just relaxing.”

      “Is it one of those days?” She snatches my beer and takes a gulp of it.

      “One of those days?” I repeat, cocking an eyebrow.

      “You know, Rock, for being our president, you play the dumb role quite well,” she teases.

      I chuckle, shaking my head. Denise is Caroline's sister, and I dare to say she knows me better than any of my brothers. Yeah, it is one of those days when memories hit hard and guilt eats me up. Again. I have lost count of them, but it’s a routine and I can’t seem to realize what the norm feels like.

      She nudges me. “You know she would have kicked your ass, right?”

      I sigh, pushing down the bittersweet feeling in my chest. “I know, Di.” I know damn well, and I so wish she could do it. Her memories are fading away and I try so hard to keep them in place.

      “Then why aren't you moving on?”

      Do I deserve to? After all that shit happened? No, thank you! “I don't want to lose anyone in my life, ever again.” Shifting my gaze to her, I can see the disappointment in her eyes.

      “That's not life, and you damn well know it. Some idiot on his phone ran her off the road, and it wasn't your fault.”

      “It wasn't just some guy, Di. He was one of The Vipers, and he did it on purpose,” I snap at her. That piece of shit destroyed her future, all because of me. And with her, my life went down the hill too. Pretending everything’s fine while running the club and our businesses is my routine. That’s what I need. What I deserve.

      She stands up and faces me. “I know the police didn't want to investigate, but justice was served, and he's buried somewhere out there. It wasn't your fault, so stop fucking blaming yourself!”

      “It's not that easy, Di.” I tug at my hair, trying to calm the demon inside me because, right now, I want to punch someone. If she wasn’t with me, she would still be alive.

      “You're just a coward, Rock,” she scoffs. “Falling for someone scares the hell out of you because you think you're betraying Caroline's memory. She will always be a part of your life. You just need to move on and that doesn’t mean you’ll forget her or erase her from your heart.” She sighs. “Do it now while you're still sexy as hell; otherwise, you'll be alone forever.”

      “Wow, thanks, Di.” Getting up, I pull the keys from my pocket. “You're coming to ZBE tomorrow.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, hell no!”

      “Of course, you are.” I smirk at her. “Mine wasn’t a question.”

      “I hate dressing up,” she stomps her foot before a smile appears on her face. “At least I'll do something you won't.”

      I cock an eyebrow at her. “Which is?”

      “Get laid.” She laughs before drinking the rest of my beer.

      “Going home. See you tomorrow.” I wave goodbye as I climb onto my bike. The roar of the engine drowns out my thoughts, and I relax while driving through the roads of my chapter.
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      I've planned to take a day off and sleep all day.

      Sounds fair, no?

      I need it.

      My body needs it.

      But of course, my brain doesn't get the memo and wakes me up at five a.m. I just want to scream. I have gotten so used to my routine that I can’t force myself to sleep past that hour. It's fucking frustrating!

      After taking my bag, I choose to hop on my bike. It's faster than my car, and I'll be at Icylight in no time. It's my favorite rink where I usually train and the perfect place when I need to hide.

      Zipping my jacket, I pick up my full-face helmet and wear it. Dad wasn't happy at all for me to ride a bike, but honestly, you can die even in a car and the bike is sexy and makes me feel free.

      Hearing the Busa roar, it's like feeling life injected in my veins while its vibration zips over my skin. I can't explain how powerful it is. Driving across the city with barely anybody around is fantastic. You can enjoy the sunrise and the city that starts to wake up.

      Entering the Icylight makes me smile. This is where I've grown up and where I feel safe.

      I started skating when I was three, it was the best experience ever. Mom and I used to skate together, and I was so excited, I still am each time I wear my ice skates. Each time I step on the ice, everything disappears. It's like walking in a magical parallel universe where everything is possible, and you can be whatever you want to be.

      

      
        
        “Mommy, what if I fall?”

        She approaches a little more and extends her hands. “You’ll get up and try again.” She smiles as I try to move my leg. “That’s one of the lessons you need to keep in mind, cupcake, life will always throw something at you and you should always keep your head up and never let anyone and anything put you down.”

      

      

      

      And she was right. I didn’t know what she meant back then, but now I’m fully aware of it. Life’s not easy. People either. Don’t get me wrong, there are good people in the world and those are your tribe. Unfortunately, we tend to have some shifty ones around too.

      I sprint, feeling the air caress my face as I turn and move to the rhythm of the imaginary song that plays in my head. After an axel jump, my eyes catch some movement, and I come to a halt. The Devils, our hockey team, are lined up, waiting for me to finish my training.

      Skating off to the exit, the Zamboni cleans the ice.

      “Hey, gorgeous, happy birthday,” says Luke. I have known him forever. He's like my brother and he was the one who introduced me to his best friend, Blake, a.k.a my ex.

      “Thank you, Luke. How's it going?” After hugging him, I bend down to untie my skates.

      “Same life, looking forward to celebrating tonight.”

      “Don't say it out loud, your coach is here.” I giggle at him. “Shouldn’t it be a surprise for me?”

      He rolls his eyes, well aware Dad has already told me. “Ash,” he sighs, “we haven't talked since… you know, the whole story with Blake happened. I just wanted to say I'm sorry.”

      “That's okay, Luke. It wasn't your fault.” I squeeze his arm, eyeing the coach approaching. Luke knew I’m not a one-night person and he vouched for his best friend. Not that it was him to push me toward Blake, but I know he’s always been overprotective since we were in kindergarten and our breakup concerns him.

      He leans in. “What happened?”

      That's the million-dollar question everyone wants to know, but my answer is always the same. “It wasn't meant to be.”

      “You sure? I've heard he…”

      “Thirty-six on ice, now!” the coach shouts, making us jump.

      “Balls,” he sighs. “Have to go, talk to you later.”

      “Past is past,” I say with a nod. I have never told anyone but Kelly why Blake and I broke up. I was too ashamed to tell everyone he wanted something I couldn't give him, or I wanted to, and when he forced me to, I knew it was the end for us. The truth is, Blake was a perfect douchebag, he has never respected me or my profession. For him, I was just a silly girl dancing on her skates, so after almost two months we killed our relationship and I have focused on my career. I've promised myself I won't let anyone make me feel miserable or broken as he did.

      Never again.

      

      Riding back home, I try to guess where Kelly booked my surprise birthday party. She always has the wildest ideas, but this time I have no clue. Rooftop karaoke? A themed speakeasy? If she texts me “wear something sexy” one more time, I’m calling a lawyer.

      My quads still buzz from practice, that post-quad-loop ache that says, “Congrats, you’re stubborn.” I brake when a burst of color hits my peripheral—Maeve’s little flower shop on the corner, window fogged, buckets spilling peonies and daisies onto the sidewalk like confetti.

      I swing my bike to the curb and walk toward the door. The bell jingles when I step inside. The air is cool and green, like someone bottled spring. Maeve, in a denim apron, looks up with a smile.

      “Good morning, Ash, happy birthday! Looking for anything special today?” She approaches ready to give me a hug.

      “Good morning, Maeve. Thank you.” I smile at mom’s bestie, enjoying the hug I didn’t know I needed. “Something pretty for mom.”

      “On it.” She gets it. In a minute, she’s pulling coral peonies, white ranunculus, a few stems of eucalyptus, and those tiny wax flowers that smell like lemonade. I touch a petal with the back of my knuckle; it’s silk and promise. “How’s it going?”

      “Not bad, same life.”

      “Raven is treating you good?” she displays the flowers and looks up at me, “You want ribbon?”

      “Yes, for both.” I giggle, “Black satin. Thin. And can you cut the stems a little shorter?” Easier to carry on a bike, easier to lay at a headstone.

      She wraps the bouquet like a small luxury and passes it over. I tap my card, tuck the receipt in my pocket, and pause at the door. “Thanks. These are perfect.”

      “Tell her hello.” I nod and head out.

      Back on the bike, I angle toward Willow. It’s a short ride if I catch the lights. The cemetery gates rise ahead, old iron doing its dramatic thing. I park and walk inside, bouquet balanced in the crook of my arm.

      Row 9, second maple—my feet know the choreography. The headstone is clean, simple, exactly how she liked things: Jillian Harrison. Beloved wife, mother and friend. The name still lands like a blade’s first bite into fresh ice.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say out loud because it matters. “Don’t panic, but Kelly’s planning something for tonight. No hints, and yes, she told me to wear something sexy.” I roll my eyes at the stone so she can hear it in my voice.

      I kneel, brush a few stray leaves away, and set the bouquet against the base. The peonies sit like bright little moons. “Training was… a lot,” I admit. “Kept chasing that landing like it owed me rent. Raven would have told me to skate the music, not muscle it.” I breathe. “You’d have said shoulders down, chin up, take the ice like it’s yours.”

      The tough part of me wants to pivot and go. The sweet part keeps me grounded. “I miss you. Today more than most. But I’m okay. I’m doing the work. And Kelly’s the good kind of chaos. You’d like her.”

      “I know,” I tell the stone, smiling. “I’ll be gracious. I’ll even wear your dress. Consider it my heroic act of the day.”

      I stand, give the bouquet one last nudge to sit just right, and touch the cool edge of the marker. “Love you. I’ll land it for you tomorrow.”

      Outside the gates, the morning thins into afternoon. I unlock the bike and swing a leg over. Home is a short ride away, and a nap is non-negotiable if I’m going to survive whatever circus Kelly has planned. No hints. She’s trying to be mysterious and, for once, I can’t figure her out.

      Fine. Let her have this one. I’ll be sweet tonight. Then tomorrow, it’s me and the ice—and that landing is mine.
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        * * *

      

      Parking in front of Kelly’s house, I kill the engine and sit there for a second, fingers still wrapped around the wheel. My stomach does a weird flip. It’s just a birthday. Not Nationals. Not a short program with a triple-triple. Just cake and people and whatever circus Kelly calls “low-key.”

      I step out, the evening air cool against my legs. The porch light spills a warm fake-halo over her doorway. I lean back against the hood, slip my phone from my clutch, and start typing: I’m here. If this is a murder plot, blink twice. I’m halfway through the eye-roll emoji when the front door flies open.

      “Happy birthday, Ash!”

      Kelly explodes out of the house like a glitter grenade, popping a confetti cannon straight at me. Shiny gold stars rain down, catching in my hair, sticking to my lashes, sliding down the neckline of my dress. I flinch, then snort. “Oh my god, Kel.”

      She takes one look at me, hands flying to her mouth. “You’re hot as hell, girl!”

      I push off the car and do a slow spin just to mess with her, the way I would at center ice when I know I’ve nailed a costume. “Obviously,” I say, flicking a star off my chest. “If you’re going to drag me out of my nap, I’m not showing up in sweatpants.”

      Kelly loops her arm through mine like she’s claiming me. I let her. “Good,” she says, eyes gleaming with that dangerous, “I planned something” sparkle. “Because you’re not ready for what’s inside.”

      “Define ‘not ready,’” I mutter, but she’s already pulling me toward the door, heels clicking, gold confetti kissing the driveway behind us like a trail. “I thought this would be the right outfit for celebrating my birthday wherever you’re taking me.” I wink at her. “I wanna go to a strip club.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Okay, where's the Ashley we all know? The shy, lovely bitch?” I burst out laughing, giving her a middle finger. “No, seriously, Ash. Are you okay?”

      “I am, silly. I was teasing you since I have no idea what you're up to.”

      “Okay, here's a hint,” she pauses. “We'll go to a club.” I look at her puzzled, I mean, we have just a dozen clubs here in Newtok. “Not a strip club though, and not where your dad can spot us.”

      “Hmm, okay, that trims to four clubs where you could book us.” I laugh while starting the engine.

      After tugging her seatbelt, Kelly claps her hands. “If you haven't figured it out, even better.”

      Rolling my eyes in a dramatic way, I drive away from the parking lot. “How can I drive if I don't know where to?”

      “I'll be your wingman.”

      Checking the rearview, I overtake a car. “Great, then we'll never get there. At least not tonight.”

      “Hey,” she crosses her arms over her chest, pretending to be offended. “It happened once.”

      “Thank God, we ended up in Colorado when we should have been up in Washington, D.C.”

      “No one is perfect, Miss Gold Medal.” She mocks me. Even though I've won some prizes and medals, I don't like to brag about them. Something she doesn't get. If it were for her, I'd have a monument downtown with my name on it.

      “Ha! I know, but that means you suck as a wingman.”

      “True.” She giggles. “Okay, then, we’ll go to ZBE.”

      “Ohhh. For the hot guys, or there’s another reason?” I ask, implying why anyone wants to go there. Their cocktails seem to be sublime, as is the music, but their staff are hot as hell.

      We share a look and burst out laughing, “The hotties!”

      

      Forty minutes later, I park my car and kill the engine while reaching for my bag. The ZBE is one of the most exclusive clubs in Newtok, the kind of place people name-drop like it’s a personality trait. It’s tucked out past downtown, where the streets get wider and darker and the city pretends not to look too closely. Kelly was right. Dad would never come out here. Too far from his comfort zone, too close to people he’s spent half his life condemning on principle.

      The building itself has all blacked-out windows and clean lines, no cheesy neon girl or flashing shots sign. Just three bold letters above the door and a low thrum of bass you can feel in your chest before you even step inside. Outside, the line is tight, controlled, not drunk chaos. Nobody’s yelling. Nobody’s acting stupid. It’s… organized. That tells you more than any review online.

      They check everyone’s ID. And I mean everyone. Even the guy in the tailored suit with a watch that probably costs more than my skates. No smiles, no fake-friendly banter. You get your turn, you show your ID, you play by the rules, or you don’t get past the door.

      The bouncer is exactly the sort of man you don’t argue with. Shoulders like reinforced doors, neck tattoos just visible above his collar, and his cut on full display. The Black Panthers patch sits on his back and chest like a warning and a promise. It’s the real deal, not some fashion knockoff.

      That’s why we never hear anything bad about this place. No fights spilling into the street; no drama plastered all over socials, no horror stories. The Panthers run it. Around here, people are clear about where they stand on them: half the city respects them, half the city fears them and pretends that’s the same as moral superiority. I’ve always been… curious. Maybe more than curious.

      I don’t know if it’s their reputation for handling their own problems fast, or the fact everyone told me to stay away. Figure skaters are disciplined; we’re also stubborn. Tell me I can’t, and I’ll circle the perimeter until I find the angle.

      I’ve ridden past their neighborhood before. Close enough to see their bikes lined up, chrome catching the sun, men posted outside like a wall you’re not meant to breach. But I never crossed into their street. Not because I’m scared. Because even from a distance, it feels like walking onto someone else’s ice without being invited.

      Now I’m here, directly in front of one of their doors, and the bouncer’s gaze cuts to me. Sharp, assessing. I realize I’m staring. At him. At the cut. At the way his arms strain against the fabric like someone designed him out of gym hours and intimidation.

      Shit, I breathe in my head, forcing my eyes up to his face. Sorry, man, not my type, I add silently, even if those muscles should honestly be illegal. He raises one eyebrow like he heard every word.

      I square my shoulders, pull out my ID, and give him the same look I give a panel of judges right before I nail my opening jump.

      Let him see I’m not just some clueless girl playing with matches. I know exactly where I am and I walked in on purpose.

      Kelly takes out her golden pass, and I snap my head at her. “How on earth…?”

      Grabbing my shoulders, she forces me to look at her. “Promise me, you will enjoy tonight without pondering everything. Free your mind for once.”

      “Okay, I promise,” I smile as she pushes me into the club, ignoring my question. The music is not as loud as I thought, and hell, it's crowded too. Spotting some of our friends in the VIP area, I wave at the,m but before reaching them, Kelly drags me to the bar.

      The bartender rolls his shaker while his eyes land on us. “Hey, gorgeous, what can I get you?”

      “A Cuba Libre for me.” Kelly orders while looking around.

      I lean over the counter, closing the distance between us. “I’d take a Cosmo, and hey, could you please add just a little alcohol to mine? Not the whole quantity.” I’m not sure if he’s surprised or offended by my request, but then his eyes skirt behind me.

      “Good evening, Rock.” He greets with a nod.

      I roll my eyes because he didn’t even answer me.

      “Evening, J.” I pivot, looking at the man whose voice makes my skin cover in goosebumps, and I freeze in place. Holy crap! Even in my forbidden dreams, I couldn't picture someone as sexy as him. When he looks down at me, I feel like I'm catching on fire, but his eyes, oh sweet mother of God. Music fades, and my heartbeat is the only sound I can hear.

      “Are you afraid of drinking, Princess?”

      Is he speaking to me? I open my mouth to reply, but Kelly cuts me off.

      “It's her birthday and she doesn't want to get drunk.” She leers at him. “I'm Kelly, by the way.”

      “Rock,” he answers, not taking his eyes off mine. I think I'm melting right on the spot. Get a grip, Ash, what a fuck!

      “I'm Ashley, and yes, I don't want to get wasted tonight.” I try to move my gaze away, but it's like I can't.

      “Happy birthday, Ashley.” He smiles, stepping forward. “J, make sure her drinks are half of the dose.”

      The powerful aura he has makes me want to touch him. Even though he's wearing a shirt and a leather jacket, I can see he's a mass of muscles and that beard adds so much sexiness to his appearance. My eyes land on his patch, but he turns away. Is he a biker too? It can’t be, he’s too clean and classy for it.

      “On it, Rock.”

      “Enjoy your night, Princess.” He extends his arm and takes his beer before moving away.

      Do not look back. Don’t you dare.

      I can still smell his cologne. If that’s how my night will be, I may think of becoming a regular member, because fuck me, I have just squirmed in my pants.

      “Here you go, enjoy,” the bartender says, winking at Kelly.

      “I want to dance the whole night,” Kelly shouts over the music. “What are you looking at?” she asks, following my gaze. “You should invite him to our VIP area.”

      Shaking my head at her silliness, I cling to her arm, forcing myself to look away from Rock. “Come on, Kelly. Do you think he’s single? He’s not.” I roll my eyes while taking a sip of my drink.

      “You don’t know it.”

      “Please, I don’t need a boyfriend.” I whimper in exasperation. After Blake and I broke up, she has tried to set up some blind dates I've never gone on.

      “Who said you need one?” she sips her drink, but I haven't missed her smile. “But you can get laid tonight.” I choke on my Cosmopolitan. “Your V card is about to expire, love,” she whispers into my ear, making me laugh.

      Shaking my head at her, I move to the other side. “Not tonight, and not with a random guy.”

      “Live it up, Ash, you won't regret it!” she winks at me while dragging me toward the VIP area.

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The ZBE is one of my creations. Running the Black Panthers Motorcycle Club is not the only thing I do. I’m also part of the Trinidad, an alliance with two other MCs that keeps our territory clean and under control. I don’t want to get in trouble with the new sheriff, even though we kinda get along. We made a deal almost a decade ago: he won’t bother us, and we’ll keep the town out of drugs and get rid of The Vipers. Those motherfuckers were selling drugs in schools, and I can’t stand that shit. Kids are off-limits for our clubs and for our smoke, too. He agreed, and as long as I stay out of trouble he won't come for us.

      I like seeing how much this town loves our clubs, maybe because they don’t know the Black Panthers are running them, but that’s not something they should worry about. We're not bad, we're worse than the outlawed and loyal toward our brothers, values and club.

      

      Walking in ZBE tonight feels different. I don't know how to explain it, it's not like the normal Friday nights we used to have.

      Seeing the beauty bomb in front of me makes my heart race. A powerful twinge happens in my chest, cutting my breath off. What the fuck just happened?

      I have plenty of pussy around here, or at the Strip and even at the Clubhouse, but it seems like she’s put a spell on me. Her voice is so darn sweet that it awakens the beast in me, and I'm wondering if her moans have that delicious sound too. I need to get the fuck out of here because I’m not a horny teenager anymore, even though right now I feel like one of them.

      Walking away with my beer, I try to calm the fuck down. I'm here to work and then go home. Taking a generous gulp of my beer, I try to forget her eyes, but fuck me, it's so difficult. I rub my eyes and take a deep breath.

      The office doors close, but I don't move. I spot Denise getting in. “Hey, Rock, you okay?”

      “Yeah, Di,” I say, looking out of the window down to the dance floor where she's enjoying the song. “We need a few more bouncers,” I try to get a grip and focus my brain on work.

      She sighs while sitting on a stool. “Can't Blue or Brick take care of it?”

      “You know why I’m asking you.”

      She lights a cigarette. “It sucks being your friend, you know?”

      “You love me.” I chuckle, taking place behind my desk.

      “You’re family, Rock.” She sighs. “But I see it more like a man's task, though.”

      Denise plants herself in front of my desk like she owns the damn floor.

      I look up at her.

      She’s been circling this for weeks. More runs. More action. More risk. She wants in, really in. And she has no idea that once I open that door, it never closes again.

      She’s good at what she does. Keeps the clubhouse tight, shuts down bullshit before it blows, keeps mamas and my brothers in line with one look and a smart mouth. She’s earned her respect.

      But there’s a line.

      “Di, I know you want to go for the cargo,” I say, voice flat, “but I can’t involve you.”

      Her jaw ticks. “Why’s that?”

      I drag my hand through my hair. Here we fucking go again.

      “Because I’m trying to keep you safe,” I say. No sugar. No spin. “I’ve buried more brothers and family than I ever intend to again, and for once in my life, I’d like to fucking breathe.”

      Her laugh is sharp, humorless. “No one fucks with the Black Panthers. So, who exactly are you keeping me safe from, Prez?” She leans in, eyes locked on mine. “You know what this sounds like? Bullshit. You’re afraid that if I end up with a bullet in my head, I’ll come back and haunt your ass.”

      “No.” The word hits harder than I mean it to. My palms slam down on the desk, wood cracking the sound between us. She jumps, just a fraction, and I hate that I made her. “You’re not following my orders, and you always got something to say,” I bite out. “You wear those patches because Nathan brought you in, but you’re not some random. You are family. And I am not throwing you into the dark for the sake of your pride. Got it?”

      Her eyes widen. I don’t pull the “family” card often. Not with her. Not since Nate.

      She stares, searching my face like she’s trying to find a loophole. There isn’t one.

      “You want to be more involved?” I continue, slower and measured. “Good. I need people I trust. But the Panthers’ shadow work is not for you. That’s blood, bodies, decisions you don’t get to walk away from. So, you got two roads, Di: you stay in this charter, doing what you already do better than most men here, or you step the fuck up and run one of our businesses on the outside. Your choice.”

      She’s one of the best I have. Loyal. Smart. Ferocious. The problem is, she doesn’t know when to shut her mouth, and men who underestimate her don’t see the knife until it’s in.

      Her chin lifts. “Can I pick which one?”

      I push back my chair, a sudden urge to get eyes on the bar. Too much talk in this office makes me edgy. “I thought I was pretty clear,” I say.

      “Finney’s,” she says, softer. “Can I take Finney’s?”

      I stop.

      Finney’s the dinner where she and Nathan met. The place I bought as a wedding gift, a fresh start with chrome stools, shitty coffee and generous tips. After Nate died, I couldn’t ask her to touch it. She could barely walk past the street without breaking.

      Now she’s standing in my office asking to run it.

      I exhale through my nose, a slow release of something tight in my chest.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” I tell her. “You’re not moving out of the neighborhood. Non-negotiable. And you’re not running it alone. You’re paired with Mason and Fox. They’ll handle security and books. You run the floor. You call me if you even smell trouble.”

      Her eyes flare, then shine. There’s grief there, sure. But there’s something else too. Purpose.

      “You serious?” She asks.

      “I don’t waste words,” I say. “You want in, that’s your in. It matters. It’s ours. It was his.”

      She swallows, nodding once. “I won’t let you down.”

      “I know.” I hold her gaze so she gets it. “That’s why you’re getting Finney’s and not a fucking cargo run.”

      She huffs out a breath that’s almost a laugh. “Still think you’re being overprotective, Prez.”

      “Probably,” I say. “But you’re still walking out of here.” And that, as far as I’m concerned, is the only part that matters.

      

      Spotting the Princess laughing with her friends knocks the edge off the tension wrapped around my ribs. She’s got her head thrown back, talking with that fire in her eyes. No one near her with bad intentions. No one should be stupid enough to try.

      Good.

      I drop back into my chair, the leather creaking as I lean into it. If she’s smiling, I can breathe. For now.

      Denise watches me watch her.

      She smirks, tilting her head like a cat that found something fragile. “You sure you’re okay, Prez?” She sings songs. “Because J told me we’ve got a birthday party booked tonight.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard about it,” I say, grabbing a stack of paperwork and pretending it suddenly matters more than my sanity.

      She comes closer, unbothered by the fact that she’s poking me into my own damn office. She reaches out and presses one finger on the edge of the papers, bending them down so I have to see her face.

      “She’s cute, isn’t she?” She says, eyes flicking pointedly toward the Princess.

      “Di,” I warn, low. “Say whatever you wanna say, I’ve got work.”

      She lets out a little gasp. “Uh-oh. Someone’s got an attitude.”

      I lift my head slowly, cocking a brow at her. She knows that look. She’s not scared of it. That’s half the problem.

      “Could you bring some roses?” I say.

      There’s a beat where she stares at me, and I can see it hit. The smirk. The sparkle. Brat mode activated.

      “For the Princess, right?” She pushes, lips twitching. “Red? Romantic? Should I throw in a ring while I’m at it, or is that too subtle?”

      “Di.” My voice drops a notch.

      She bites her bottom lip, losing the battle not to laugh. “Relax. I’m just making sure the vibe matches what’s going on in your head.” She taps the papers again. “On it, Prez. Roses. Big, pretty, obvious ones. Wouldn’t want her to miss the message.”

      “Di.”

      She goes back toward the door, walking backwards because, of course, she does. “Got it, got it. I’ll behave. Maybe.”

      She throws me a mock salute, bratty grin wide now. “Roses coming up.”

      

      Eventually, I force myself to focus on work. Numbers. Schedules. A pointless argument with new suppliers who think “exclusive” means they get to test my patience. By the time I’m done explaining how business runs in my house, my knuckles itch for a fight I don’t start.

      I turn back to the security monitor wall.

      Dance floor: packed. Bar: busy but controlled. Entrance: clean. My men: where they should be. Everything is running smoothly.

      Then my gaze hits the last frame. The camera that covers the private corridor to the staff area.

      She’s there.

      Far from the crowd, heels click on my floors like she owns them. Head high. That tight little dress hugging every line of those legs, that ass, that attitude. She doesn’t look lost. She looks like she decided this hallway belongs to her, too.

      Something spikes low and sharp in my chest.

      This part of the club is not for customers. Not for pretty girls with sharp smiles and soft throats. It’s for my people. My business. My secrets. She has no idea what kind of men walk those halls. What kind of shit bleeds through these doors.

      Nobody touches her.

      The thought hits so hard it feels like a command. Mine. The word flashes, and I shut it down just as fast. I don’t know her. But I know what kind of trouble a girl like that can trip into without even trying.

      I’m out of my chair in a second.

      I leave the office, taking the stairs fast, boots heavy, pulse steady. The bass from below climbs up to meet me, but under it, I hear her. A low murmur, like she’s talking to herself or whoever was stupid enough not to escort her back.

      I stop on the last few steps, listening, every muscle tight.

      “Why the hell did he come here?” She mutters, too wrapped up in her own storm to notice the camera or me on the stairs.

      I take her in for a second.

      That dress. Those legs. Fire in her voice. She’s rattled, pissed, fighting tears and refusing to let them win. Yeah. Trouble.

      “Did you get lost, Princess?” I ask.

      She startles, spinning toward the sound. Her gaze tracks down the hall until it lands on me halfway down the stairs.

      “I was looking for the back door,” she says, chin tight like she’s daring me to argue.

      I push off the step and lean back against the wall, hands in my pockets, giving her space but not moving away. I want her to step closer. I don’t say it.

      “You wanna leave before celebrating your birthday, Princess?” My tone is calm. The part of me that runs this place. Not the part that’s suddenly very aware of her mouth.

      “Stop calling me Princess,” she snaps.

      There it is. That bite.

      Something in me locks. She’s not a drunk girl, messy or sobbing in a hallway. She’s controlled. Hurt. Pissed. Trying to stand straight when something just knocked her sideways, and she’d rather take my head off than let whoever did this see her crack.

      “Why are you quitting your own party?” I ask, eyes narrowing. “Someone say or do something they shouldn’t?”

      “No.” She drops her gaze to the floor.

      Wrong answer.

      I close the distance, slow so I don’t spook her, and hook a finger under her chin, tipping her face up. Her eyes shine, glassy but stubborn. She’s losing that battle and hating it.

      “It’s just…” she starts, voice thin.

      The door at the end of the corridor opens.

      “There you—oh.” Her friend clocks the scene in a heartbeat. “Never mind. Do whatever you’re doing.” She smirks and shuts the door again.

      Princess flushes. I exhale once through my nose. Great. That’ll be a story before midnight.

      “Come with me,” I say, turning toward the stairs.

      She doesn’t move.

      I stop on the next step and angle a look back at her. Brow raised. Your choice. I don’t ask twice.

      She hesitates, weighing all the ways this could be a bad idea, then follows. Smart enough to see I’m not some drunk asshole at the bar. Smart enough to be curious.

      In my office, she pauses just inside the door, eyes sweeping over the leather couch, the shelves, the files, the mirror-glass window that overlooks the whole club. If she’s intimidated, she hides it well.

      I take her wrist, gentle but firm, and guide her to the window. “Who’s the reason you’re running away?” I ask.

      “Who said it’s for a reason?” she shoots back.

      Her eyes betray her. They flick straight to the VIP section where her friends are. A few couples. Two guys. Three girls. One face too familiar, or too unwelcome.

      Heat crawls up my spine.

      “I don’t like seeing my customers running out sad,” I say. “Especially not the birthday girl. Whatever’s bothering you, I’ll get rid of it.”

      It’s not a line. It’s a promise. I feel it land between us.

      She blinks, and then it happens. Not the tight polite smile people give the man who owns the room. A real one. Soft. Surprised. Bright.

      My heart kicks once, hard, like it just misjudged the landing. The fuck was that?

      “Thank you,” she says with a slightly steadier voice. “But I can’t ask you for that. I should just go back to the party.”

      She turns to leave.

      “Wait, Princess.”

      She whirls on me with a low growl, hands on her hips, all attitude and zero fear. “What now, am I in trouble?”

      “Yeah,” I say, and there’s a rough edge to it I don’t bother to hide. “I’ll spank your ass later for that bratty attitude.”

      Color floods her cheeks. She freezes for half a beat.

      “I’m kidding,” I add, letting the corner of my mouth twitch.

      She huffs, spins on her heel, and storms out, shaking her head. The sway in her walk is unintentional, lethal and I catch myself smiling.

      I watch her from the wall window, watching as she steps back onto the main floor, crosses past the bar. Halfway, she glances up at the window. I know she can’t see me through the tint, but her lips curve just enough that it feels like she does.

      She rejoins her friends, and when one of the guys comes up to her, she takes a step back. My eyes lock on the one who ruined her night, and every muscle in my body goes tight. I don’t know why it makes me this angry. I just know it does.

      A pissed-off me is not good for anybody.

      I head downstairs, letting the music swallow the static in my head. On my way past the bar, I clap J on the shoulder.

      “How’s it going?” I ask.

      “Great, Rock. Everyone’s having a good night,” he says, shaking a drink. “Got the bottle ready for the birthday girl.”

      “Good.” My eyes flick back to the VIP. My jaw works. “Keep it clean.”

      “Always,” he says, then looks past me and snorts. “Oh, man.”

      I turn and see Di coming, grinning like the devil, hauling a ridiculous, overflowing bunch of roses.

      “Here you go, Rock,” she says, shoving them into my arms.

      I stare at the bouquet, then at her smug face. “The hell is this, Di?”

      “You said ‘bring you some roses’. You weren’t specific.” She winks.

      At least they’re not all red. My grip tightens around the stems.

      “She’s gonna love them,” Denise adds, too pleased with herself.

      I shake my head, fighting the traitorous pull at my mouth.
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