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INTRODUCTION




If I had felt fear before, I was horribly mistaken. The dead demons lying on the ground had been but a prelude, a prologue, a small taste of what it meant to be scared. To be hunted.

They had meant nothing. Not when standing before me was none other than the devil himself.


PROLOGUE


Ash


You hear stories about people returning from the dead, their lives turning around, happy that they got a second chance on this earth.

This is not one of those stories.

The moment my father shot six bullets into my body, I died.

My blood pooled on the floor, and my body grew cold as my last moments faded from my grasp. I stared up at the ceiling of a rusty old warehouse as darkness crept into the corners of my vision, and I felt relieved. There was no panic nor distress. Not even an ounce of fear. Having lived a cruel, unforgiving life that had cut my ankles at every turn and burned my hands whenever I had wished for something more, death was a blessing. One I welcomed. One that brought me peace in a way life never did.

Darkness consumed me, and my senses failed one by one until not even the distant shouts of people around me filtered into my ears. It was still, and quiet, and weightless. It was a vast void of nothing. Nothing to feel. Nothing to hurt.

Finally, it was over.

I was free.
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Unfortunately, I lived.

I had opened my eyes from a coma and been told by doctors, surgeons, and the people who had gathered around me that I was lucky.

I felt everything but.

Surviving being shot six times was nothing but a cruel joke. The gift I had longed for had been snatched from me and, once more, I was thrown back into life with a few more scars than I had left with.

My enemy was still alive. I had put my one friend in jeopardy. And a man I wanted nothing to do with was hot on my tail.

With nothing but a fake name and fake identity, my safety was only a ticking time bomb. Soon, my father would find me again, and all I could do was hope that a seventh bullet would do the trick and pray that my survival had only been beginner’s luck. Because more than anything, I knew that I was not afraid to die.

I was afraid to live.


Chapter One

ASH




Run.

My feet thrashed against the floor, broken glass and sharp stones piercing through the thin soles of my crumbling shoes. Sharp air tore through my throat, my pulse pounding in my ears, and my legs threatened to topple as I forced every muscle, organ, and bone to its limit.

Faster. Faster. Faster!

I was dizzy; my lungs were faltering, my oxygen scarce.

I could not give up.

Beaming crowded stores and bright beckoning streetlights flickered past in a blur of ignored sanctuary. I did not stop.

With shouting voices on my tail, I knew they were not far behind. No shop, nor well-lit street, would protect me. If they wanted me, they would take me regardless of the cameras or witnesses. Hiding was always my only option. But right now, that was not a choice. So, I did the only thing I could.

I ran.

An alleyway loomed on my left, and I took it. My shoes almost snapped at the sharp turn, making me stumble and stagger into the humid, haunting brick hallway. It dodged harshly right, and I bulldozed towards the end, trash and puddles torn beneath my feet as I surged forwards, hearing their chasing voices bouncing along the alleyway walls.

I turned, about to duck out of their sight as the corner crept up and—

Dread clogged my throat as I stared up at the towering brick wall blocking my exit.

“Shit,” I hissed with a panting breath, dull pain rippling along my scalp as I tugged at my wild hair. It did little to centre the growing panic making my fingers and toes numb as the sound of voices grew ever closer. The alleyway began to sway and lean towards me, the walls crawling closer and closer.

“This can’t be it!” I lunged towards the damp wall, hands searching along the cracked and jagged surface for anything—a foothold, a crack, a small gap I could press myself into. It was useless. Not a ledge, a roof, or even a dumpster to step foot onto. Just walls, walls, and more walls.

Blood ran over my red, raw palms as they dropped, leaden and shaky, to my aching sides. My legs, thin and brittle, rattled beneath me, beseeched of what scarce strength I had gathered, and my laboured breaths dissolved into the cold air.

There was nowhere left to run.

Nowhere left to hide.

I was trapped.

A sharp cackle had my heels spin, and a murky puddle of water splashed across the slick concrete. Droplets of moisture trickled into my shoe, soaking the fabric of my shabby socks and stinging the scratched skin beneath. I did not have the power to care.

Two men, not much taller than me but much stronger and sinister, stood shoulder to shoulder in the narrow alley, saccharine smiles pulling at their cheeks. They teetered on the edge of my poor vision, blurs clinging to the edges of their large and imposing masses.

“Now, now, princess,” one spoke, wiping an arm across his forehead, sweat trickling down and into the collar of their shirt. “I think we’ve had enough of playing mouse.”

“She ain’t no mouse.” The other laughed, and I pressed my back harder into the wall, feeling the grooves of the bricks etch themselves into my bony spine.

“She’s a cockroach.” He cackled, reaching one hand behind his back. It returned, and in his gnarled grip, a knife glinted under the transient glow of a nearby neon sign. The wicked pink parried off the edge as he twisted it back and forth under his gaze. “She just won’t stay dead.”

“Sounds like a payday to me.” The first one shrugged, stepping to the side to cut off any chance of escape.

“You do not know who you are messing with,” I growled, the harsh words stumbling out of my dry, cracked lips.

Laughing bounced around the dank walls of my trap, the sound surrounding me from all sides. The man with the knife stifled his with a hand over his mouth, breathing until the noise bated.

“Are you threatening me, princess?” He smiled, taking long strides to close the distance.

Stepping into my limited field of clear vision, he was bigger up close, and menacing—hulking shoulders, a slew of scars and tattered tattoos distorted by damage and time, none of which communicated his competency with a knife.

“Because the only thing you’d be able to do to me now”—he reached forwards, the blade resting on the exposed skin of my neck. It took purchase on my clavicle, the point indenting my cold, clammy skin—“is threaten me with a good time, if you catch what I’m saying.” The knife slipped farther down, a sharp sting slicing through the shivering cold at home in my bones.

I tasted bile on my tongue and felt the acid in my nose as his lecherous eyes followed the knife down. The blade butted against the hem of my collar and exposed a slither of my sloped, pale breasts. His hot, sweaty musk steeped into the damp air, and disgust dug its way deep into my mind. My sneer bent my mouth, and my hands balled into fists. Heat roiled over my chest in a flash, faster than I could contain.

From panic or fear, something took over me and, before I knew it, my claws were drawn, and I did the worst thing I could have.

My temper sprang.

My spit landed directly on his cheek, and the man went deadly cold.

“Fuck you,” I growled, the words registering in my ears before my brain had caught wind.

“You little bitch!” the man roared, pulling back the knife and raising his free hand.

Water splashed against my face, the hard concrete knocking into my temple and side, and the blazing burn of a handprint deepened across my cheek. Ringing deafened my ear as warmth spread in my mouth, and a numbness covered one half of my face.

I coughed, blood splattering into the puddle and dying the murky water red.

“No wonder no man wants you.” The man hacked and spat from high above my crumpled body. “Not even your father.”

I struggled to sense my surroundings as a throb drummed to life around my skull. His words meant little, but I heard him continue the depraved insults and swearing with great speed and little dictation.

Blinkers settled on my brain as I drowned out his drivel, eyes searching for anything helpful. The burning in my chest was simmering as the cold puddle leaked in and darkness swam like ghosts at the edges of my vision. The past lurked in that darkness, and I could almost hear her voice in the echo of his. The cold leeched in deeper.

No.

I’d listened to enough.

I rolled to my side, finding sparse strength in my arms to drag my head out of the puddle, grit and blood spilling from my lips. I reached my arm forwards to where my bag lay crumbled in the puddle, the dark water soaking through the thinning, worn material.

I reached for the side pocket, and a small flash of metal caught my eye. I barely got two fingers in the pouch before a weight slammed me back down.

My chin bounced off the concrete once again, water filling my mouth and nose, pain jolting through my skull. The noise rang in my ears, and I choked on a groan, water spluttering out of my mouth.

A hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled. The motion churned vomit in my stomach, head spinning and ears ringing as my back slammed into the hard ground and the blurred night sky stared back down at me. Water pooled around my hair, seeping into my scalp as hard concrete cupped my head.

“Don’t worry.” A familiar sharp prick pressed into the underside of my chin. “I won’t kill you. Not yet.” The man bent his knees into the ground on either side of my hips, washing me in his rancid scent. The crotch of his thick jeans pressed into my hips, a portion of his weight pinning me in place and embedding the grit of the concrete into my skin. “The bonus I’ll get when your father gets to see his little girl’s face once again makes me want to come all over you.”

I wished for the ringing to rise, to drown out the vile words coming from his lips. His face was too far to make out details, but I knew I wouldn’t need them. He was just another faceless mob in a crowd of carrion, pecking at my bruised and broken body.

“Hurry up, man,” the other jumped in. He had moved closer, the water in my ears sloshing at the touch of his boots. “We ain’t got all day.”

“Shut the fuck up, Jimmy.” The man above me seethed, his thighs clenching in a punishing grip around my frail frame.

“Once she starts screaming, the police will be here faster than your mother can unbutton her pants.”

“Keep my mother out of your mouth,” Knifeman growled, the pressure under my chin vanishing as pink light bounced across my vision. The neon light waved through the dark alley shadows as Knifeman manically waved the blade through the air. “I ain’t dragging this bag around with us.” His position shifted, his weight moving down to my thighs to better hold me in place. I groaned at the bow in my knees as they fought under the pressure. “Not in one piece, anyway.”

My skin turned frigid, my body a statue as the man grew still with calm. He moved his head up and down, perusing his prey with unnerving focus.

“Now,” he purred, “which bits do we need?”

Hot lines traced down my arm, the point of the knife digging into my flesh, a pebbling line of blood speckling over my skin.

My twisted muscles flexed as my nails dug into my fist. The small pocketknife burnt in my grip as the open blade wetted warm blood between my fingers.

Oblivious, the man reached the crook of my free wrist and pulled up my arm like a child with a doll. His slimy eyes admired the angry red line he had made. “Such pretty skin,” he mused. “Shame to waste it.”

I bit my cheek, eyes straining for an opening.

The chest?

It would be too hard. The man wore a layered leather jacket, the material zipped tight over his chest, and his bulked body would make it hard for my little knife to cause much damage.

The hand?

A hard-moving target, it’d be difficult to land a hit properly, and if I missed, I would be revealing my card with little to show for it.

The neck.

My assailant was hunched, chin tucked into his chest as he stared down at me. It was protected by the angle, but that meant little; angles could change, and if they did, I would have the element of surprise. The reach would be difficult, but if I played my cards right, it could be a deadly hit at best and, at worst, it would be a shock and might buy me the opportunity to get out of here. It was worth a shot.

“Ki—” I choked, the noise cut off as hot iron blood swelled in my mouth, a sharp split on the inside of my cheek rubbing against my teeth. I swallowed as much as I could, the metallic taste bitter. “Kiss me.”

The man looked surprised, as I was sure anyone would have been. He looked away from his knife, leering eyes glazing over me. “What was that, princess?”

“Kiss … me,” I struggled.

A lecherous leer overtook his face, drool coating his fat lips. “I knew you were just a loose bitch,” the man jeered, the bait sinking into his smooth brain.

He wiped his mouth against the back of his hand before leaning towards me. A finger and thumb grabbed my chin with a punishing grasp. Whatever wound was filling my mouth throbbed in retaliation.

He could not hide his greed as he leaned his body forwards, stale breath lathering my cheeks.

Time slowed down. I adjusted my grip, the pocketknife slippery between my bloodied fingers until the handle sat snug in the crook of my palm. I ignored the harrowing monster as he leaned closer, my eyes sliding past his face towards the thick, ropey neck moving within range.

I can do this.

His fat lips pressed against mine, cigarettes and stale beer overpowering, mixing with my blood as his grip tightened on my chin and the back of my head burrowed into the concrete behind it. I could not decide whether it was bile or more blood that filled my throat as I swallowed hard to force it back down.

I can do this.

I lifted my hand, cautious to keep it obscured from view of my target’s accomplice.

His tongue pushed through, and my gasp of protest was smothered beneath his sloppy lips. The man delighted in my struggle and growled into my mouth.

I can do this!

I reached up, arm aching and shaking as I poised the knife where I needed it, the blade finding aim towards his throat.

3 … 2 …

“Monster …”

The words raced into my head, and the concrete disappeared beneath me. Ice swept into my soul, and darkness swallowed me whole.

A different dizzying and disorientating void took hold, but it was one I had never forgotten. My eyes burned, and chemicals filled my nose. Pain flashed across my face, my muscles aching and exhausted, but my grip on the blade was tight, my knuckles white. I could feel her chest quaking beneath me, felt the shiver of the blade and heard the gargle of blood in my ears. “You … monster.”

BANG.

I was startled, the scream of a man filling my ears. Concrete pinched at my skin, and the hallucination vanished.

Knifeman stilled above me, his eyes bulged as wide as a frog, his face contorted with frozen rage. It did not last. The arm holding him aloft collapsed, his body falling rigid, like a felled tree, down onto my side, crushing my arm and knife beneath his titan mass.

I cried out, my bones being crushed into the uneven concrete. I curled towards him to find relief, pushing against his stiff chest, trying desperately to pull my limb free, but it was impossible. He weighed too much, and I was too weak.

His scream still rang in my ears as panic began to writhe in my chest and cortisone surged through my veins. I needed this man off.

The bile I tried to hold back, projected out of me and onto the still body of the man now lying motionless on my arm. His eyes remained wide open, pink neon light glinting lifelessly across his stark features. The acid burned my throat, and tears well in my eyes, as a cold reality dawned on me.

The man screaming was not this man.

The searing pain only grew; no adrenaline or shock comforted me, no numbness or cold, no blissful unconsciousness.

Even still, it could not distract me. Not as my body racked with tremors, not as I fought to stop myself from turning.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

I looked.

At first, I could see the accomplice doubled over on the floor. His knees were soaked with dark red blood, hands clutching his waist, the handle of a hunting knife pressed between his knuckles. His yelling began to dull as more blood sunk into his shirt, and he began to sway. It was less than a second before he collapsed onto his side, hands falling limp on the ground.

The blood continued to spill, the thick puddle growing across the concrete, reaching towards a pair of expensive black dress shoes.

It cannot be …

My eyes climbed. The shoes were attached to a pair of slender, tailored suit trousers, the black colour untouched by blood, grime, or dirt. I rose higher, to the red silk shirt and the black suit jacket, the matching red silk handkerchief tucked into the breast pocket.

I knew this man.

Both neon and moonlight vanished as dark shadows swept across the hallway. I could not see well.

Beyond my poor vision and the crippling pain burrowing deeper into my arm and mind, he stood as an abstract blur—nothing more than shapes and soft edges. But even if I could not see him, I knew how the suit would cling to his frame, the sharp slope of his shoulders, the long length of his neck, and the cut of his languid lean legs.

He stood with one hand tucked into the pocket of his trousers, the other with a silver pistol hooked around one finger, swinging loosely at his side. Smoke rose in ribbons from the barrel as he stared down at the injured man curled on the floor. He watched with a neutral, unchanging expression as the withering slowed and his gargled groans ceased.

The shadows swooped closer, dancing across the edges of my vision as my lids grew heavy. My blood thickened in my veins, and my arm numbed beneath the weight as even the pain began to grow distant and dull.

He turned, the sound of his footsteps echoing as he grew closer with every step until even the puddle began to ripple with his presence.

I knew by now my vision should have been able to focus, but instead, he remained a blurred, formless shadow as my eyes fluttered no more than a sliver from closed.

“I warned you.” His words burrowed under my skin. His voice, even from afar, was like a whisper deep in the shell of my ear. “I told you to never stop running.” He paused, and I was incoherent enough to believe it almost sounded pained as he muttered his next words. “This was your last chance to escape.”

A warmth gripped my chin, my body wanting to jerk away, but my strength had been sapped, and I was prey to his touch. Unlike the bruising grip before, his was tender, almost humanly gentle.

Do you know what will happen if I catch you …?

His distant voice replayed from a not-so-distant past in my head. I could feel the ghost of his breath on my skin from all those months ago and felt the same shiver of fear and anticipation crawling over my skin.

I won’t ever let you go.

His fingers travelled, slipping beneath my jaw, stretching until his fingers fit snugly against my neck. My neck rubbed against his firm, calloused palms, and his hand shivered.

“I’ve caught you.”


Chapter Two

LAMB




Every day was the same.

Men lay on worn leather sofas, cigars and cigarettes lit between one finger, and a cold beer encased in the opposite meaty paw. Half-naked girls saddled on empty laps with a full face of makeup, smelling of sex and perfume. Children ran around inside and out, shouting, screaming, and giggling along the way. It was the picture-perfect club life the brothers had carved out for themselves through long wars, fast rides, and hard work, and it was nice to feel some semblance of peace that had been scarce the last few years.

“I said,” Anna growled. “Move. Your. Ass.”

I moved the white polishing cloth around the glass, water marks disappearing until only my warped reflection stared back. Once done, I put it down and moved on to another.

“Motherfucker, I swear to everything unholy, I will strip you of your manhood right here and now if you do not fucking move.”

I sighed. I let my eyes wander far across the room, searching every meticulous square inch of the dusty, worn, and battered place we called a club before dropping them down to the bright red tomato spitting fumes at my side.

“Oh.” I gaped. “I didn’t see you there.”

“That’s it!” Anna seethed, her forked tongue flashing from her lips, fangs sharp and ready to pounce like the little viper she was. Her bloodred boot rested heavily on the footrest of the stool I was lounging against. As her shoes now matched her cheeks, I assumed she’d spent more than a little effort trying to push it from beneath me.

“I picked something up recently,” I mused, letting my eyes wander once more. The door swung open, and I watched as a chaotic cluster of small, rambunctious bodies came rushing through the door. The children screamed and chased, but the brothers in the room paid them little mind.

A string of fervent swearing went in through one ear and out the other as small pinches nipped up and down my arms. I didn’t flinch. I put down my clean glass and picked up another.

“I don’t want to know about your STIs.” Anna’s anger ebbed quickly into disgust. She retracted her talons, her attempts to claw me not working in her favor.

“It’s not an STI.”

“Look”—Anna held up her palms—“I don’t care if it’s an STI, or STD, or any other letters; you can keep your nasty to yourself. Now get off my chair.”

I sighed, shifting on the seat, still blocking access to the red wine on the top shelf, the one Anna had said she would be drinking the moment she stepped through the door. The wine that I had no intention of letting Anna have for the pure sport of it. “It’s not a sex thing.”

Anna growled out a sigh, her eyes rolling somewhere between resignation and frustration. “Read my lips.” She pointed at the bright red lipstick. “I do not care.”

“How do I make it like me?” My head lolled toward my shoulder, eyes going out into the room once more.

Anna had hidden herself behind the bar while the men corralled a gaggle of children crawling on mats in the center of the room. The other women also escaped as far out of reach as possible, leaving the big burly bikers to fend for themselves against a small army of infants.

“It?” Anna repeated, eyes wide. “It’s alive?” One hand lunged over her heart, and the other under her eye as she wiped away an invisible tear. “The poor thing. What could it have possibly done to deserve such a terrible owner? How cruel God can be!”

It was my turn to roll my eyes now. “You don’t believe in God.”

Anna pondered that for a moment. “Is Satan a god?”

“No.”

“Dolly Parton?”

“No.”

“That bottle of red you’re purposely blocking because you’re an ass?”

“Also, no.”

“Then you’re probably right.” Anna let out a defeated sigh, as if she believed a single god would dare claim her as their apostle. The woman was walking sin—the hair, the boobs, the attitude. Hell hath no fury like Anna.

“Fine,” Anna grumbled, setting her hands on her generous hips, her blue eyes bland and bored. She gestured a waving hand toward my own. “I’m guessing they’re from your new pet?”

I looked down, following her gesture to the two long red marks scored across the back of my hand. They were thin, and though they hadn’t broken the surface, the skin was angry and raised.

I nodded.

“I love cats.” Anna grinned. “They’re little assholes.”

“Cat?” I mimicked. Their face came to mind; the way they were always guarded, fought any approach or touch, and near enough hissed at me anytime I got close. My cheeks tightened and fought to hide the smile threatening to show. Maybe her guess wasn’t too far off.

“So stray, shelter, or breeder?”

I let the question simmer. “Stray.”

“Of course.” Anna smirked. “There’s no way you’d have passed a home check.” The smug smile on her face folded into a frown, a rare show of concern. “You’d better get those checked then.” She gestured back to my scratches. “It could have diseases.”

“Health check. Right.”

“A stray, huh?” Anna mused, rolling the words over her tongue, deep in thought. “Is it young? A kitten?”

“Adult,” I corrected. “A young adult.”

Anna’s nose scrunched. “That’s going to be harder then. A lot of strays are already set in their ways. Most have never known kindness, especially not from humans. Surviving day by day has been their only priority. Getting them to trust you will be difficult.”

“I figured as much.” I feathered my fingertips over the marks; they weren’t painful, but they ran deeper than they looked.

“Lamb.” A deep voice silenced our conversation.

I turned to see a familiar mountain standing on the other side of the bar. A small boulder fit snugly in his arms, dark head turned into the wide nape of his neck. Wolf’s rich brown eyes flickered between us, a suspicious glint devouring any crumb of insight into our conversation.

“What are you two up to?” The Russian lilt of his accent still hung on his words, but it had drastically faded from the deep brogue he’d had when they’d first met all those years ago.

I was amused by his expression and let a grin show on my face. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“That’s why I asked, dipshit,” Wolf grunted, shifting the dead weight in his arms. The small child nuzzled deeper into his neck, his hands squeezing small fists full of his shirt. Wolf’s single large palm cupped the infant’s bottom, allowing the child to work on the stain of drool around his father’s collar.

“Tell you what?” I leaned forward over the bar, offering Wolf a wider smirk. “Why don’t we make a be—”

“Not happening,” Wolf cut me off, immediately shifting his gaze to Anna. “Take Dimi.” He shuffled the child from his shoulder and down into his arms. The overgrown baby didn’t even make a stir as Wolf extended him easily out toward her.

“Nuh-uh.” Anna wagged her finger at him, taking a step back. “It’s your turn.”

Wolf rolled his eyes. “It’s always my turn.”

“I carried him for nine months and shoved his huge head out of my vagina,” Anna snipped. “Do you know how many stitches I had to get because of your monster genes?”

“Six.” Wolf sighed.

“Six!” Anna hissed. “Six stitches! And what? You can’t even look after your son for five minutes?”

“Look, this is cute and all”—Wolf gestured with his free hand all over Anna’s body—“but I got business, so are you going to take him or not?”

“He’s your spawn, too.”

“He—”

“Fine,” I interjected, having seen this go on long enough. “I’ll take—”

“No.”

“No.”

I frowned. “That’s rude.”

They gave me a horrifying glare as Anna reached out to heft the child toward her. The monstrous six-month-old now looked like a giant in Anna’s small arms, but she miraculously managed to cradle him against her with some effort.

“He may be a spawn”—Anna ran her fingers through the small cow licks curling around the sides of Dimitri’s head—“but he is still my spawn. I won’t let you affect him with your ...” Anna’s eyes narrowed, raking along the length of me. “Evil.”

“Wow,” I deadpanned. “How motherly of you.”

Wolf rolled his eyes, glancing toward me instead of acknowledging her antics. “Come with me.”

“Yes, boss.” I stood from the chair, ready to follow my president. My first step, however, was punctuated with a shower of metal rattling onto the wooden floor. I looked down. Three screws rolled toward my feet, bouncing off my boots. Only a single screw sat haphazardly in its hole, the sole support holding the chair together.

Anna didn’t even spare us a glance. She turned with her child in hand and sashayed away.

“Should’ve just let her get the wine,” Wolf grumbled, looking at his wife’s sabotage efforts.

I grinned. “Never.”
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“So, boss …” I followed his heavy steps away from the clubroom and toward the president’s office, my eyes examining the familiar worn and faded leather cut I knew like the back of my hand. The skull’s wings branched over the wide expanse of his shoulders and rippled with each easy swing of his stride. I noted the new creases, scratches, and stains of the sun-bleached leather. It had aged. “What do you need me for? Other than my amazing good looks.”

Wolf didn’t respond.

He swung open the door to his office, leaving it wide open, and stepped around the small room, toward the beat-up desk. I followed him in, and with another look at his stiff posture circling his chair, I closed the door behind me.

Wolf took his seat, the chair creaking in protest at his mass, hands steepling on the desktop. Varnish peeled away from the wood, curling with age and abuse, leaving little more than a thumbprint of space that wasn’t scratched, chipped, or burnt.

“Are we calling church?” I probed, eyeing up a small crack on the base of the desk; a bullet had once lodged itself there and, to my knowledge, remained.

“No.” Wolf released a strained sigh. “The less people know, the better.”

My attention was piqued.

Wolf stood from his chair, on the move again, circling to the front of the desk. His thick thighs blocked the view of the crack as he purchased himself there. The furniture gave a creak of protest, but otherwise held up the enormous man’s weight.

I explored Wolf’s face—his furred brow, shadowed eyes, and the tightness of his lips. His jaw ticked with untapped frustration, and his fingers hooked tight around the lip of the desk, knuckles white and arms braced. “You seem … mad?” I proffered, pursing my lips. “No … disappointed?”

“Both,” Wolf growled, the anger sharpening that steely glint in his eyes as they leveled on my face. I traced my finger along the edges of my jaw, cogs moving.

“At me,” I concluded.

Wolf’s expression didn’t change, but it was enough confirmation.

“Why?”

“I’m not playing this question-answer bullshit,” Wolf growled, unwinding one hand to rub across the overgrowth on his face. It had once been a well-cared-for beard, but with the arrival of the new baby, there had been little time to manage the beast making home along his jaw. “You know why I’m pissed.”

“Ah,” I gasped in mock surprise, clapping my hands together. “So, you have noticed.”

Truth be told, I’d known I’d been made the moment Wolf had approached me. I knew it wouldn’t take long for word to reach him and had chosen to make myself available at the club rather than risk the rhinoceros busting down my door. It wasn’t time for that yet.

“Of course, I noticed!” Wolf finally snapped. He launched himself from the desk, and the robust furniture screeched back a few inches along the floor. Pitiful thing. “What the fuck are you playing at?”

The small office suffocated inside the man’s raging aura, and I kept my distance, cautious about getting caught up in it. Combat with Wolf required careful precision not to get clubbed by those huge paws, and it was wiser to avoid it if possible.

“I told you I was managing it.” I shrugged and watched the smoke rise out of his ears.

“Managing it?” Wolf spat. “I know you can be oblivious to some things, Lamb, but you’re not an idiot. So, stop playing and get her gone. I want her as far away from Fellpeak as possible.”

“You haven’t even asked me why.” I frowned, bunching my lips.

“Lamb,” Wolf growled, struggling to rein in his anger. “This isn’t some game of yours.”

“I know.” I sobered. “But you asked me to handle it. I’m handling it.”

“Handling it shouldn’t mean bringing the danger magnet right back to our doorstep. I thought I was finally done with this problem, and you brought it straight back!”

“She’s a loose cannon. I need to keep an eye on her.”

“You can keep an eye on her from a distance, Lamb,” Wolf growled, his anger ebbing into frustration. “You’ve done it the last eight months. I don’t see why things had to change.”

“It was always my plan to bring her back.” I shrugged. “I just needed the right timing.”

“And how is this the right time?” Wolf spread his arms out around him, his fingertips close to reaching either wall.

“Our guise wore off.” I allowed the truth to spill. “Changing her identity was only going to last so long; organized crime families all over Western Europe and North America have been spreading the word; Rothwell’s only daughter isn’t as dead as he thought she was.”

Wolf swore through clenched teeth. His body tightened into a white-knuckled, quaking tension. He folded his head into his palms, fingers clenching his hair. He was quiet for a long moment.

“When?” Wolf lifted his head, voice finding steady and even footing. His fiery attitude was locked down under calm, hard control.

“Rumors started two months ago, spreading up and down the American West Coast,” I revealed. “A month later, suspicions about her death had spread its way across the continent. Three weeks ago, word of a reported sighting touched British shores.” The weight of my phone resting against my chest and the intel inside it felt heavier. “There are more than a few looking to get into the good graces of one of Britain’s most secretive and influential crime families. Confirming that the daughter he’d personally shot dead is very much alive will either earn you a place at his table or become the fitting warfare to take them on.”

“A war is brewing.” Wolf’s brows furrowed tight; I wondered if he’d ever be able to undo them. “And we’ve got the detonator.”

“I have a plan,” I announced, though little relief reached my president’s face. Instead, his expression seemed to deepen.

“What is it?” Wolf asked, looking worn and aged beyond his many years. It didn’t surprise me.

A war he had thought had ended had, in fact, only just begun. It’d tire even the most hardened of men.

I didn’t answer straight away. The words rolled around in my mouth, my eyes cataloguing every tick and twitch in Wolf’s face. The longer I let the silence linger, the more sour his expression became. His shoulders bunched around his neck, and his hands threatened to meld to the edge of the desk.

I confirmed my suspicions. “The less details you know, the better.”

Disbelief fractured Wolf’s expression. He stared at me with a hollowing, wide gaze. Ice skittered across my skin at the unfamiliar face. In the many years I’d known him, and through the many trials I had faced at his side, I had yet to have seen the face he now had.

“You’re not going to tell me?” Wolf spoke slow and soft, barely able to hear his voice at all. “You’re going to keep me in the dark.”

“You always act in the best interest of the club, but right now, we need to pretend that absolutely nothing is going on. We haven’t seen Ash. We haven’t heard from her. She’s dead. If I tell you too much, you’ll try to protect the club, and they’ll know, and the thing we need the most is time.” I took a breath, straightened my shoulders, and looked my president straight in the eye. “I need you to trust me.”

That final sentence had lingered long in my mind. The moment I had put my thoughts into action those many months ago, I knew I’d have to say this to him eventually. I knew what it would demand of him. What it would mean for him to agree. As my president, my brother, and my ally, I knew that everything would balance on the ten years we had withstood side by side.

Would it be enough?

The doubt had easily sunk into my mind and found a place to latch. I was betting on our friendship, partnership, and trust; something I myself had little understanding of.

Wolf’s expression darkened. The tightness of his brow, the tuck of his shoulders, and the death grip on his desk were firm in position. The intensity behind his gaze, however, had vanished. Instead, ghosts of cold winds ran through the room.

“You’re asking me to put the club at risk. The safety of every woman, child, and brother who walks these halls. You want to blindfold me to the danger right under our noses.”

“I don’t want to,” I corrected, holding my brother’s gaze as I shook my head. “But to make this work, I need you to act like absolutely nothing is going on. Like she isn’t here. Like she doesn’t exist.”

“But I know she exists. I know you have her.”

“But not where I have her, nor what I plan to do with her,” I countered. “If I tell you my plans, you’ll act in accordance to do the best for the club. The brothers will soon learn the truth, and it will only cause more harm. If confirmation gets back that she’s alive and that we have her, the first place they will come looking is here. And the first person they will target …” Lamb let the words fall in the air between them.

Wolf turned his head to the closed door, and to the person he had just left beyond them.

Anna.

“If they decide they’re going to use her as bait to draw Ash out”—Lamb tore Wolf’s gaze from the door, wild and defensive heat flashing through them—“we won’t have the power to stop them.”

Wolf’s jaw ticked, his tongue worried at his cheek, and his lips pressed together into a thin white line.

“I hate this,” Wolf snarled. “But you’re right. We barely got out of it alive last time, and that was because he let us walk. I’m not stupid enough to walk into a death trap. I risked the lives of my club members once to keep that girl alive. I won’t be doing it again.” Wolf looked me dead in the eyes, holding my body hostage with the overwhelming pressure he possessed. “No matter the cost.”

“The club stays out of it,” I confirmed. “They’ve given enough.”

Wolf nodded.

“I’ll do this alone.”

Wolf stood to his full height, his seven feet of Russian prowess domineering easily over my five-ten. “Don’t even think of making this a suicide mission!” His tone was tentative, but the fury building beneath it was anything but subtle.

“Not exactly.”

Wolf shook his head, a hand reaching to clasp my shoulder. The grip was painful. “She’s not worth it.”

My attempt at a shrug was smothered beneath Wolf’s grasp. “No, but giving up isn’t a choice either,” I spoke. “We could have left her out in the wild, and I’m sure someone would’ve picked her up eventually and delivered her on a silver platter to the highest bidder. But right now, there is a small window of opportunity.”

Suspicion raised Wolf’s brow as his voice dipped into a deep rumble. “To do what exactly?”

I smirked. “To solve all of our problems.”

Wolf scowled. “To cause a war?”

I smiled. “Ideally, I’d be stopping one.”

I saw color sink away from his face.

“Trust me,” I cut in, reaching to grasp the hand tightening on my shoulder. “We will win, Wolf. I’d bet my life on it.”

Wolf’s face fell. “That doesn’t comfort me.”

“How about a hug?”

“I will literally shoot you.” Shaking his head, Wolf’s hand fell from my grip. His longer hair brushed his cheeks as he settled back on the poor desk. “Is there anything you can tell me?” He sighed, his eyes burning holes into the floor.

I mulled over the questions. “There is something …” I rubbed the top of my finger under my chin, letting my eyes roam over the exhausted man. “But I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

Wolf grunted, his eyes rolling upward to glower at me. “I already hate it. What more could I hate?”

“I’m going to make Ash fall in love with me.”

I watched Wolf’s soul ascend through the ceiling. I’m not even sure the thought was fully processed before the words burst from his lips. “What the actual fuck is wrong with you?” He threw his hands against his face as if to smack the disbelief from him. It didn’t seem to do much good, judging by the violent swinging hands that soon followed. “I thought you were being serious,” he growled, running a hand down his face as steam deflated out of his chest.

“I am being serious,” I spoke. “For this plan to work, I need my own bait.”

“Bait?” Wolf scoffed. “You want to use Ash, the most uncooperative person alive, for bait? And by seducing her, no less? You of all people?”

“I need her absolute trust,” I responded, unsure as to why I was a matter of concern. “There’s only two ways of getting that—learning loyalty and devotion as a member of the club—”

Wolf snarled at the idea.

“—or she falls in love with me.”

“And if,“ Wolf stressed again, and I frowned, “she falls in love with you, then what?”

“Then I can start my plan.”

“The plan you won’t tell me about.”

I nodded.

Wolf frowned, the idea seeming less palatable with the extra information. Perhaps I should have just kept it to the bare bones. I knew Ash was the crux of the matter for him. Even if I could get Wolf to trust me, Ash was like a delicate explosive—mishandled her once, and it could destroy everything. She was too unreliable.

But that wasn’t the reason Wolf hated her.

“Wolf,” I earned his attention. The shadows gripped his face, the weight I had determined was necessary heavy on his wide shoulders. “I’m not asking you to believe in Ash.” I reached out, extending my palm. “I’m asking you to bet on me.”

“And if you were me,” Wolf growled, “what would you do?”

I shrugged. “I know where I’d put my money.”

Wolf considered it for a moment longer, and just as I thought he’d resist, a rough hand took mine. “I don’t like this,” he growled. “But you better not make this the first bet you lose.”

I looked at my president, a confident smile across my face.

“Yes, boss.”


Chapter Three

ASH




“You psychopath.”

“That’s a little harsh.” Lamb shrugged, taking a long draw from his coffee cup. He leaned back into the wall, one leg stretched forwards, the other ankle propped against the skirting. I could make out his form against the blurry seams of my vision, but not his expression. Though, I would not be surprised to see a false innocence masking his face. I might be borderline blind, but I was no fool. Not to this man.

“You kidnapped me, and now you are standing there, drinking coffee,” I hissed, trying to be gentle as I fought a losing battle against a building headache. “I doubt I am the harsh one.”

When I had woken up on a soft bed to a white ceiling above my head, I had feared the worst. Whether or not it was fortunate that I was not in a hospital was yet to be decided. Fortunately, being crushed by a man three times my weight had only left me with colourful bruises blooming over my arm and shoulder, and no broken bones, not even a sprain.

“Kidnap is a strong word.”

“I will have a strong case.” I gestured to the row of metal bars installed across one side of my cell.

The room was plentiful, nicely decorated with floral sheets on a wide double bed, and even an en-suite bathroom attached to one side. A couple of fake plants were placed around in ornate pots, some smaller ones clustered on the side table in the corner. It added to the white cushioned chair and tall overhanging lamp in the corner. A couple of books were stacked to one side. It was as if he had plucked a page straight out of an IKEA catalogue and slapped it behind a row of bars.

There were no windows; only curtains hung on either side of my iron bars. I was, presumably, in a basement.

“It’s for your safety.” Lamb swirled the cup, pretending to be transfixed on the motion. I knew better than to believe it. “I can’t have you jumping in front of every knife, gun, and train every chance you get.”

“I think six bullets was enough for a lifetime, thank you.”

Six bullets that my father had buried into my arm, shoulder, leg, calf, stomach, and chest. In that order. The wounds had long since healed over, but they ached under the surface, the ghost of their trauma clinging to me even years later.

“Good, because based on life expectancy, we have at least another fifty years together, and I can’t be spending that in and out of a hospital.”

I paused. I stared at the blond-haired man. He oozed confidence and control. He wore a dressed-down tee and thick, pristine jeans that hugged his slim and sturdy build. Lamb’s looks were unassuming for a biker; he neither had the rough, rugged look, nor the dirty, wild clothes and attitude. Lamb was put together. Ready for a day at the office, not riding motorcycles with a gun tucked into the waistband of his jeans.

“I was wrong,” I admitted. “You’re not a psychopath.”

Lamb looked up, subtle surprise raising his brows.

“You are an absolute lunatic.”

The brows fell back down, a soft sigh slipping from his lips. “This lunatic saved your life,” Lamb responded. “You haven’t said thank you yet.”

I stared at my warped reflection in the bars, a face I barely recognised staring back.

I could hear the gunshots in the distant recesses of my mind. I’d long since learnt they weren’t there, but the aches they brought with them, the throbbing across my chest, and the ghostly cold that touched me clung to my reality.

“I am not,” I groaned, resting my head against the cool metal bars. “Thankful, that is.”

Lamb stood from the wall, taking slow steps to approach my cage. I couldn’t look at him. I counted the steps until silence followed. He said nothing, and I stared at his shiny black boots.

“Why am I here?” The words slipped out to fill the silence. “I have caused enough trouble. You should hate me … Maybe you already do.”

I waited for a reply, but one did not come. No footsteps filled the air, and I could feel him watching. It was neither warm nor cold, but the pressure was strong and intense, like an autumn breeze pushing against me.

A chime cut through the air, and the pressure was gone. I saw Lamb pulling his phone from his back pocket, eyes scouring the screen briefly before tucking it back in place. “I have to go.”

“Wait.” I jerked from the bed, the floor melting under my feet as a dizzying wave took hold. My hands latched onto the bedframe, holding me steady. “You are just going to leave me here?”

Lamb’s lips turned into a frown as he scanned the room. “Yes.”

“You cannot!”

“Why not?” Lamb shrugged as if there was not anything wrong with this situation. “You called it kidnapping before.” A blatant smirk pulled at his lips. “Consider yourself kidnapped.”

And then he left.

The door outside my cage swung open, obscuring himself from view as he disappeared beyond it, leaving the resounding click of the lock echoing off the walls.

“You have got to be kidding.”

I waited, staring long at the door, as if it might magically reopen and Lamb had not locked me up inside his personal dungeon only to leave me alone. “Is he really that stupid?”

I scoffed, my body dropping like a sack onto the chair, staring glumly at the white canvas wall.

Lamb, a man who I did not understand. I would never understand him. And never would I want to.

Not even if he had saved my life. Not even if it was not the first time.

My hands clenched over the soft folds of my clothing, the memories of that day sweeping back. No matter how much I tried to eradicate them or pretend that trauma or blood loss would have deleted those memories, I could not escape them.

The cold came first, the wetness of blood pooling beneath my back and sides. TV static ran up and down my body, and a weighted blanket pinned me down. I was exhausted, and all I wanted to do was close my eyes. Buzzing voices and the shrill ring of the gunshots deafened my ears.

There was one voice that was crystal clear. As I stared up at the world fading away, my heartbeat slowing and my mind mourning a life of pain, torment, and misery, I heard him. Lamb. His single word reached deeper than any bullet, that cursed and ruined my single wish. The word that made me hate him forever.

Live.


Chapter Four

LAMB




“It’s over, boys.” Wolf slammed the gavel on the table with a resounding bang.

Cheers lit up around the room, chairs falling back as the men stood with pride and joy, exchanging fierce handshakes and powerful smacks on the shoulder. Church became a parade as the burly men formed into a mosh pit of leather and sweat.

I stepped into the corner, careful not to let one of the elephants tread on my feet. “Next time, let’s announce news like this in the clubroom where there’s more space.”

“Let them be.” Wolf chuckled, his shoulders relaxed for the first time in a long while. He leaned back in his chair, setting the gavel gently back on its pedestal. “The war is yet from finished, but a long battle is over; they deserve to celebrate.”

“I knew we’d get those fuckers!” Polo, the old and wild man, yelled from somewhere hidden in the crowd. There was no chance I’d see him through the giants that now ran the club. The older generation had withered, not just in mind but in height.

“The Black Jacks are nothing compared to us!” someone else, a younger voice, shouted.

I rolled my eyes, looking across at my president. The huge man’s head came close to my shoulder. “This room was built for active members, at most. Every member is beyond capacity.”

An arm jerked around my neck, and I was soon pulled close into a warm, stiff chest. “We did it, brother!” Jax yelled right into my ear drum. “Nothing like taking a bullet for you guys, but I don’t think I’ll be doing it again anytime soon.”

A saccharine smile pulled at my lips. I didn’t fight his grasp but turned my gaze to meet his. “Do you want to bet on that?”

Jax’s joy simmered into caution. His eyes darkened as he quickly registered the situation he was in, and the exact brother he was holding onto. Even so, he held me a moment longer than any other brother would have done. But, unsurprisingly, he did eventually slip his arm away from my neck and back to his side. “I think I’ll pass …” Jax meekly mumbled.

His muteness lasted until he caught sight of a different brother. Once again, the hyperactive man-child was bouncing off into the crowd, leaving me safely next to Wolf’s impenetrable, humorless fortress before any other brother got a little too excited and grabbed onto someone they shouldn’t. Even seated, Wolf was the size of a body shield in front of me.

My shield gave me a sympathetic smile before taking in a deep breath.

“Shut up!” Wolf bellowed, and like a switch, silence rained down on the room.

They all turned, frozen in motion, to their president.

The towering man looked over each one. “Party starts in an hour.” Chuckling at the sight, he rose out of his chair.

Whoops and hollers blasted through the room, and with a spring in their steps, the men piled out with raucous energy that would only grow and grow into the night.

I watched as the dense crowd trickled out until just myself and my president were left in the room. “I should—”

Wolf’s meaty paw dropped onto my shoulder, toppling me to one side. I recovered and gave the thing a curious stare before I moved up to my president’s face. His lips were pressed into a fierce, thin line between the scraggly salt and pepper bush on his face, but his eyes were clear. “Stay for the party,” Wolf said. It was a command, not a suggestion.

I reached for my phone in my pocket, the square plastic pressing against my chest. I shook Wolf’s hand from my shoulder, brushing away the thick creases he left in my leather cut. “I was planning to,” I lied, turning on my heel and walking out the door before Wolf could say anything more.

I disliked being told what to do, and Wolf knew it.
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“Iwant to leave.” I sighed, taking a long draw of water. I stared at it glumly, wishing for a lightly aged whiskey or a full-bodied wine. But I would be riding back the second I was allowed to leave, and nothing would stop that.

“Hey!”

Which meant no precious alcohol to absolve me of my torture. Instead, I stood behind the bar, watching people get trashed and laid.

“Hey!”

Three hours was more than enough.

“Hey! Blondie!”

I turned my head.

I was unsurprised to see two generous tits pressed into the varnish of the bar, nipples dark chocolate against deep honeyed skin. I didn’t let my gaze linger, moving up to her face, meeting endless black eyes. They were glazed and unfocused, running up and down my length with a languid gaze.

“Finally,” she slurred, shifting herself further onto the bar, her ass now propped up into the air for all to see, tits making their way over the other side of the bar, dangling free, nipples pert and pointing down to the floor. “What does it take for a girl to get attention around here?”

“You’re in the right place.” I moved closer, smelling the sickly sweet taste of hard spirits on her lips. They were glossy and pouty, her tongue darting between them. “Just the wrong direction.”

“Oh.” The girl’s eyes flickered with clarity for just a moment. “You’re gay?”

I heard a burst of laughter farther down the bar but didn’t deign Jax a laugh, not even as his laughter grew into hysterics.

“Not exactly.” I shrugged, reaching my hand to grasp her chin. Her skin was soft, as the residue of makeup transferred onto my skin. I leaned forward, watching her fall enticingly into my lull, lips parting, eyes widening. “You’re just not my type.”

Soured at my words, the girl jerked her face from my hold. Her heels clapped against the wooden floor, her tits bouncing at the motion before turning and stomping off back into the crowd.

“Wow,” Ronnie, Jax’s old lady, didn’t wait a moment before chiming in. “Did you really have to say it that way?”

“Leave him.” Jax giggled, his laughter still shaking his chest. One arm dangled limply over his old lady’s shoulder, the other wiping tears from his eyes. “He’s a stone-cold heartbreaker, that one. No sympathy for the old, the weak, or the beautiful.”

I didn’t correct him.

Ronnie just frowned, tucking her long hair behind her shoulder. She looked down into her own glass of orange juice.

“Do you think I did the wrong thing?”

Ronnie’s green eyes jumped to mine, surprise widening them. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jax roll his eyes.

“Not exactly.” Ronnie shrugged. “Just think you could’ve gone about it differently, is all.”

“If the end result is the same, does it matter?”

Ronnie’s brows knitted, not in thought but in reflection as she stared long and hard in my direction. Even Jax paused to give me a second look.

“I guess not, but …”

“Tell you what”—I moved closer, leaning an arm on the bar—“I’ll make it up to you.”

“Oh shit,” Jax groaned. “This can’t be good.”

Ronnie registered Jax’s reaction, giving me a skeptical side-eye. Curiosity got the better of her in the end. “How?”

“I’ll let you know a secret.”

“What’s it going to cost me?”

“You’re sharp. I like it.” I smiled, glancing toward Jax, who puffed his chest out with pride. “He needs someone like you.”

“Hey!” Jax snapped.

“Never mind him.” Ronnie smacked her hand against Jax’s chest. Then she leaned forward over the bar, her space invading mine. “Name your price.”

“What’s to say there is one?”

“You don’t strike me as the charitable type.” Ronnie smirked, the gesture wrinkling her nose.

“You’re right; I’m not.” I shrugged, liking her more with every word out of her mouth. “But let’s say you’ve earned this one.”

“Fine.” Ronnie squinted, not sounding convinced, but also not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

I leaned forward, my mouth coming to the corner of her ear. I heard her breath hitch and felt the slight warmth glow from her cheeks. “She wasn’t after me.”

A frown puzzled Ronnie’s soft warm face. Then she turned to Jax, who sipped easy on a beer, eyes obliviously scanning the room, a pout on his lips. At the realization, her easy smile cooled.

“Prove it.” A smug smirk took over her face as she dropped back onto her stool as if she had caught him out.

“What makes you think I can’t?”

“You going to go over there and make that girl admit she was coming after someone while their girlfriend is right next to him?”

“You still have lots to learn about club life, huh?” I nodded, casting a glance at Jax. Ronnie followed, and Jax shrugged sheepishly.

“It’s a free life.” He took a swig. “Not everyone plays by the same rules.”

“Still, it was you she spoke to.” Her finger outstretched at my chest. “She was giving you the fuck-me eyes and everything.”

Jax stood to attention at that. “And what are the fuck-me eyes, babe?” Jax purred, leaning close enough to his old lady he could lick her tanned skin. “How about you show me?”

Ronnie grunted, shoving a palm over Jax’s face and pushing him away. “You’re disgusting.” The pink blush running over her cheeks told a different story.

“How sure are you? That you think she was after me?” I drew her attention back.

“Pretty sure …” Ronnie folded her arms over her chest, pushing her small breasts up over the peak of her shirt.

“Want to bet on it?”

Jax’s face paled. “Babe!” He dropped his beer on the counter before clasping her waist. She spun with a yelp on the bar stool until she faced Jax. He looked wild and harried, the words sputtering out of his mouth. “Don’t do it,” he begged. “Whatever you do, don’t make a bet with him!”

“What? Why?” Ronnie, panicked by the reaction, glanced back and forth between me and Jax.

I stayed my hand, waiting patiently.

“You never want to owe Lamb a favor. You don’t know how he’ll make you repay it. It could be as simple as driving his truck or burying a body. You basically owe him your soul.”

“That’s a little dramatic.” I rolled my eyes, sighing at the pathetic man. Perhaps his favors had lost a little of their value.

“You are such a sore loser!” Ronnie cackled, and I knew Jax had lost his plea.

More whining tumbled out of his mouth, but she had already turned her head back to him. “You’re on. “I’m more curious how you’re going to prove it, though.”

“Keep your eyes on me,” I purred, folding my polishing cloth thrice and setting it on the bar.

I circled through the exit, coming into the fresh waters as flittering eyes turned my way. Many club girls let their tongue wander their lips in flirtatious desire. But I wasn’t playing with them tonight.

I speared through the dense crowd, weaving my way easily past the half-naked women, drunk men, and those somewhere in-between. I found her again easily, the dark-skinned girl gyrating in the center of the dance floor, a collection of drooling onlookers staring as her tits sashayed to the beat of her hips.

Lost in the music, she didn’t notice me until my hands slid around the soft curves of her hips and my chest pressed into her back. Big brown eyes swept up my face, and the smirking pout vanished into a sharp frown. Her body never missed a beat.

“What can I do for you, asshole?” she snipped.

“It’s the opposite, actually.” I smirked, enjoying the game. I leaned close into her ear, the loud beat of the music smothering our voices. “I’ve come for your number.”

“That’s gonna be a hard no,” she sneered, whipping her head back and forth, her long brown hair smacking me in the chin. “Try some manners first.”

“It’s not for me.” I pressed my hands firmer against her hips, her soft, doughy skin dimpling beneath their touch as I spun her generous hips toward the bar, her eyes finding the couple now staring wide-eyed back at us. “It’s for that one.”

“They’re interested?” she gasped, her mood doing a fast one-eighty. “I thought they were taken?”

I smirked, releasing her and reaching into my pocket for a small square business card. I handed her a pen and a card. “Can I get that number now?”

“Should’ve said so sooner.” The girl laughed, snatched the pen from my hand, and once she managed to pry her eyes away from the bar, she scratched several digits onto the note. Before handing it over, she turned and looked straight to the bar before pressing her big lips into the card and lingering there as her eyes batted at her target.

I watched Ronnie’s face flare red with rage and Jax shrink into his shoulders.

It almost made it worth staying behind. Almost.

With a flourished turn, the girl flicked the card back to me, and her hand whipped out to smack me firmly on the ass. “Hurry up, messenger boy.”

“I like you.” I laughed, already seeing a future where she gave my brothers hell. She wasn’t old lady material, but she had enough fire to make it as a club girl and not get burned.

“Everyone likes me.” She smirked. “Shame you can’t say the same.”

“Your name?”

“Eva.”

“Stick around, Eva.” I waved the card at her. “Might find some other things you’d like here.”

Eva glanced at the bar, her saccharine smile showing the devil inside. “I’m sure I will.”

With the parting words, I let the sea of men and women swarm back around the topless girl as she spun back into the center of their avid attention.

Sauntering back to the bar, I avoided a couple of women beelining toward me and ducked out of their reach before they could get their claws into me and slid back into position down the far end of the bar.

Ronnie’s face was a beautiful shade of red as I pinched the card between two fingers and offered it out. Only benign curiosity filled Jax’s face as he innocently reached for the card. Flames fueled Ronnie’s pretty green eyes, and I snatched it.

“Nuh-uh.” I wagged a finger at him. “This isn’t yours.”

I turned toward Ronnie, the card dancing between my fingertips. “For you.”

It took a few seconds for both Ronnie and Jax to catch up, but the moment it did, the tides quickly changed. Shock changed into a beautiful shade of bright pink on Ronnie’s cheeks as the green anger jumped into Jax’s chest.

“Hey!” Jax snapped, jumping to his feet. “How dare someone hit on my old lady!”

Ronnie reached out and tentatively took the card from my grasp, looking at the little piece of paper like it might bite her. It wouldn’t. But Eva would.

“Don’t take it!” Jax hissed, snatching it out of her hand and shredding it into tiny pieces until it looked like a hamster had built a nest on our bar.

Ronnie ignored his meltdown, her eyes still wide on me. “But I thought it was Jax she was—”

I shook my head. “I just said she wasn’t interested in me. I never said who she was interested in.”

All sorts of interesting emotions crossed Ronnie Marsh’s face, some I was sure Jax wouldn’t mind exploring if he took even a moment to process his old lady’s reaction. But as much as he was observant with animals, Jax was short-sighted regarding his own woman. Always had been.

With that thought in mind, I figured I might as well add the final nail to the coffin. With a smirk, I leaned across the bar, protecting my shirt from the tacky surface, and whispered into her ear, “They do say pregnant women glow, after all.”

Ronnie’s neck snapped back from mine. Her eyes were wide, and the pink blush had disappeared. Her hand smacked over her mouth with such speed that you’d have thought she’d spilled the secret herself.

She hadn’t. Not verbally, at least. It’s just that there was no use hiding secrets from me. I always found out. Always.

“What is it?” Jax demanded, almost falling off his stool as he leaned into her space. “What did he say?”

“I’ll call you about that favor sometime.” I bid her farewell, leaving a badgering Jax and a Ronnie stunned into silence.
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Sleep tugged at my mind. As much as my brothers liked to joke that I was a robot, I had little strength to repel my biological needs, as and when they came. I got tired, hungry, and horny just like the rest of them.

My wheels cruised down the quiet suburban street, a couple of lights flicking on with the rumble of my engine. Three a.m. was not a strange time for me to be out riding, but if people were bothered, they had little courage to say it to me. Not even an anonymous letter through the door.

The white picket fences blurred by, with their carefully manicured lawns and meticulously tended flower patches.

My house, much like any other house on the street, came into view, and I turned my bike onto its tarmac driveway. I kicked down the stand and cut off the engine, the residential reprieve was loud in the absence of my bike. Not a single car, or pedal bike, traveled the lone wide road. A cricket chirped somewhere in the grass, but otherwise, the night was empty.

I slipped a hand into my riding saddle, pulling out the whiskey I’d longed for back at the bar, and enjoyed the softness of the autumn night breeze before unlocking my door and slipping inside.

The trek through the living room and toward the basement door had a tingle running through me. Excitement, perhaps? Trepidation? I’d longed all day to leave the compound and return to the prize waiting for me beneath the foundation.

By now, she’d be begging for a drink. If my grasp on her alcohol dependency was accurate, which it would be, then eight hours without a drink would make her—

I stopped.

My hand grasped gently around the basement doorknob. I glanced toward the keypad flat on the side of the wall. The little green lock light that would glow in low light was dark.

The lock was disengaged.

I didn’t remember opening the door or rushing down the stairs. All I could remember was the empty cell and the unlocked metal gate.

Ash had escaped.


Chapter Five

ASH




The taste of freedom was dry and nauseating.

I did not know how long it had been since I had managed to break free. I had hit the concrete and had not stopped since.

Darkness still shrouded me, and I had long since left the comforting surrounds of housing behind. Open land stretched far beyond me on either side, and the road was empty, stretching far into the distance, not a landmark in sight. Trees scattered across the horizon, but other than that, there was little way to know where I was.

Except that I was not in Fellpeak.

The surrounding area was similar, but I had grown familiar enough with that place that I knew this was not it.

I paused, my legs burning and my head spinning. Bile sat at the back of my throat, and my pounding head threatened to drop me to the floor. It was heavy, and I was weak. Even as my knees dropped against the hard tarmac, I couldn’t care.

“Fuck,” I hissed, pressing my forehead into the cool, rough feel of the ground. Loose stones and debris pressed into my skin, but it only served as a distraction. “I need a drink.” I slowed my breathing, focusing on the rise and fall of my chest, mentally trying to stop myself from vomiting.

I could not count on my fingers how many hours had passed since I had last had a stiff drink pressed to my lips, but I was feeling them. It was not so bad at first; a hangover gripped me when I woke, but it was only a mild headache. Now, it was way worse.

I was not unaware of my addiction. My body had become accustomed to a drink, and my hands felt empty without a bottle. At first, it was to calm my thoughts and to sleep. But sleep came in fits and bursts, and the thoughts would always wither back in.

Drinking just helped avoid them. My mind had already begun to whisper. Its devilish whispers were taunting and cruel.

Give up.

Murderer …

I gathered my meagre strength and pushed my feet back underneath me, the ground tilting below. My hand clasped over my mouth as my stomach rushed into it.

Die.

I choked, bile spluttering through my fingers, my strength sapped out again as the contents of my stomach ejected onto the road.

“No.” I retched, trying to catch my breath. “Shut up. I won’t listen to you.”

The ground vibrated beneath my hands and knees, and a distant rumble grew louder and louder. Something was approaching, and I was in the middle of the road. I could only pray they would see me, for my body had no strength left to move.

Or perhaps it would hit me.

I wanted it to.

Monster …

White light burned across the concrete, and my eyes stung at the intensity of the headlights.

You think you can get away with this—

The voices screeched louder and louder, a ringing bouncing through my skull.

You’ve killed a person. You cold-blooded mur—

Heat burned against my arm, and I screeched.

“LET ME GO!” My body threw itself back with what little power it could, twisting away from the scalding touch.

The concrete hit the back of my head before I knew what was happening. A misty white light filled my vision, and the dark sky swam above my head.

“Ash,” a distant, distorted voice murmured. Two hands wrapped around my face, their touch like a stinging burn. “Ash, calm down.”

“Get off me,” I growled weakly.

“Look at me.”

My vision refused to focus, but I saw the light cut away and a dark shadow loomed over my head. Hands pulled me upright, and the dark sky vanished, a wavering face filling my vision.

“Look at me.”

“I know who you are,” I hissed, wanting to push him away, the brown of his eyes reaching through my blurred vision. “Let me go.”

Bile rose again, the acid burning my throat. I gagged, and Lamb tilted me forwards, a hand pressed against the centre of my back. I coughed and retched, but nothing came.

“You’re in withdrawal.” Lamb’s voice was firm. His hand pressed against my forehead, and my sensitive skin screeched.

“Stop”—I took a deep breath—“touching me.”

“You have a fever.”

“No shit …” I breathed again, trying to calm the flips in my belly. “Sherlock.”

I swear I heard him laugh.

“Now let me go.”

“You’re in no state to be alone,” Lamb said, and one arm wrapped around my back whilst another slid beneath my knees.

“I am in no legal state to be kidnapped either.” My stomach roiled and, against better judgement, I clung to the arm holding me up as my stomach lurched and a dry heave choked through my throat.

“It’s not kidnapping.” Lamb chuckled, jostling me against his body. “I’m rescuing you.”

“I am not a damsel”—I paused, nausea rolling through me—“in distress.”

“No”—Lamb’s fingers pulled back my hair, careful not to touch my skin—“you’re not.”

The sight of concrete was growing tiresome as I threatened to spew all over it for the umpteenth time. I had no strength to look up, but I knew the face he would be making. Something about how he spoke was like he disagreed with his own words on some level, but the energy I had left to fight was sapping further away from me.

I didn’t want to be rescued, or kidnapped, or whatever else he wanted to call it. I just wanted to be left alone. If I became roadkill or starved in a ditch, that was fine.

But just like any other time, I had no strength to make that choice.

My eyelids grew heavy, and the beat of Lamb’s breaths rocking with my body began to croon the darkness in. My throbbing head grew heavier until I could no longer hold it up. Lamb’s arm braced against me, and his hand soothed over my back.

“I don’t want to go back,” I murmured so low and quiet that I doubted he had even heard.

The sound of a second engine grew in the distance, but I was already sinking, knowing where I would wake up and who would be by my side.

Escape was futile.
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Green eyes were a fresh surprise.

A sharp prick dispelled some of my sleep haze as my visitor pierced a needle into my arm.

“Good morning,” Mint’s rough and tired voice greeted me. He stared down at my face, and his wide calloused hands were warm around my wrist.

“Not exactly,” I grumbled, my throat dry and my head heavy, like gravity had doubled during my sleep. My head floated like a bobbing on the surface of water and tiredness still clung to my awareness. “I feel strange …” I tried to sit up, but my body was too burdensome, and the effort was wasted.

“I wouldn’t bother.” Mint released my hand and tucked it under the blanket. “You’re probably feeling quite drowsy right now.”

I tracked the tube he had attached to my arm, slipping out beneath the sheets and up to the bag hanging from the bedpost. “What did you give me?”

“That?” Mint followed my gaze, leaning back into the plush armchair pressed up to the side of the bed. He had a book in his hand and a pen perched betwixt his fingers. “It’s just glucose.”

I frowned, and Mint seemed to read my thoughts. “I’ve just given you something to minimize alcohol withdrawal symptoms.” He looked back down at his book, his pen scribbling something. “It’s a type of tranquiliser.”

“Oh.” I sighed, sinking further into the bed. I looked around the room, figuring roughly what had gone on during the time I had been passed out.

The room, from what I could make out, was wide and empty. Once again, a page had been taken from the IKEA catalogue with matching furniture, muted warm tones, and sparse accent decorations. I wasn’t sure who he was trying to impress; I wasn’t fully blind yet, but my vision had deteriorated over the years, thanks to previous trauma. I got by well enough, but I’d admit that the interior décor was wasted on me.

Still, no matter how pretty it was, everything screamed new and unused. For a house, it felt rather unlived. I hadn’t expected anything less.

It was Lamb’s house, after all.

“At least I’m not in the basement.” I sighed, looking over to the sheer curtains covering a wide, bright window. The lighting was dim, but daylight still crept in, brightening the room with a warm glow.

“Yeah, I saw that.” Mint chuckled, the noise unfamiliar from his usual grumpy demeanour. He was gentle underneath, from what I had seen, back before my (semi-self-imposed) banishment from the club.

He had not changed much visually. Mint had cropped hair, a stiff, upright posture, and disciplined muscles. Everything about him screamed Army. Although many had been welcoming to Mint, I noticed that he did not often seek others’ company. He was a lone wolf. Or he tried to be. Company always seemed to have a way of finding him, even if he did not wish for it. That was just how Fellpeak was.

“Glad someone finds this amusing,” I grumbled, forcing my fingers and toes to wiggle. They moved beneath the sheets, and I was relieved at the sight. I did not know what dose I had been given, but at least it was not enough to paralyse me.

“You’ve been out for a few hours.” Mint ignored the comment. “The effects will wear off soon, and your symptoms will relapse.” He closed the cover of his notebook, turning his head up to meet my eyes. “You should consider detoxing. Long-term effects of excessive drinking can and will cause neurological issues later down the life. You’re young; don’t ruin your future.”

I laughed. The noise was ugly and bitter. “My future?” I scoffed before a twinge of guilt hit the brakes. “Sorry—”

“It’s okay.” Mint waved me off. “I get it.”

His interaction timer must have rang as he tucked the notebook under his arm and, without another word, walked out of the room.

I stared at the empty doorway, feeling the tiniest spec of guilt chewing through whatever tattered organ was left in my chest. Of all the bullets to have hit me, you had to have expected at least one to puncture my heart, but nope, the toxic, bitter muscle still pumped, and here I was, being a dick to a man who had only ever offered help, no judgement. Unlike his brothers, I liked Mint. He had an intense pain in his eyes that reflected my face, and for some sick and twisted reason, I appreciated it.

I was left alone with my thoughts for no less than a heartbeat before I felt him. Goosebumps pricked my skin, the tingling sensation of his gaze sending a chill running down my spine. My, surprisingly, intact survival instinct flared at his presence.

“Is kidnapping not illegal in this country?” I refused to look at him, knowing he’d be propped against the doorframe, arms over his chest, eyes everywhere, taking in everything. He had a gravitation pull, and even if I did not meet his eyes, it felt as if he would swallow the world whole if he wanted to.

“It is.” The sound of Lamb’s tired and gravelled voice was new, and I despised how it vibrated deep in my bones.

His footsteps were quiet but not soundless as he walked across the room. I stared holes into the sheer white curtains, not letting even his silhouette enter my line of sight. They drifted in a small breeze, rippling like the crest of a wave breaking across the shore.

My weight shifted on the bed, the world tilting slightly with it. My stomach churned, but its disapproval was muted compared to the previous night’s protests.

I jerked at the warmth against my forehead, his wide palm momentarily blocking my vision as I spun towards him. “Your fever’s broken.” Relief laced his voice, and I scrutinized it.

“You do not have to touch me,” I hissed. “Thermometers exist.”

“I know,” Lamb murmured, his hand still lingering. “But it’s a good excuse as any to touch you.”

“You’re not supposed to admit that.” I shook off his touch. He did not push, retracting his hand back into his lap. He remained seated by my side, undeterred by my unwelcoming actions. Instead, a small smile pulled on his lips, eyes flickering as they jumped about my face. I was sure I looked interesting to him—white face, dark circles, hollowed cheek. I could not fathom what horror movie I had turned into. It had been a long time since I had last looked at my reflection. I doubted I could even recognise it even if a mirror was in front of me

I caught his brown eyes. My attempts to ignore him had failed, and the energy to resist was waning. He held my gaze, unmoving and undistracted as we stared for a long moment. I realised the mistake I had made as my heart began to pick up in my chest. Although his expression was neutral, something about his steady, unblinking stare made me feel like someone was intruding inside. Someone without permission. Someone uninvited.

I moved first, scared he had found something he was not meant to see and instead escaped away from his face to his body. I noticed his dark grey tee, thick, bleach-washed jeans and dark hooded jacket slung over his shoulders. It felt too casual for a man who wore tailored suits to do dirty deals for his club.

He reached for my cheek, and I growled like a wild animal to stop him. Reading it in my eyes, his hand hung in the air before retracting back to his side.

“Were you not ever told not to touch something that doesn’t belong to you?” I sighed, the insufferable man having the audacity to act oblivious. “Just because women throw themselves at you doesn’t mean—”

“I do,” Lamb interrupted, eyes unmoving onto mine. “I know.”

I stiffened, his penetrating gaze stirring a thread of guilt deep down in my middle. I refused to apologise, however, dropping my eyes to his chest. His Adam’s apple stirred, but he remained so still I wondered if he even breathed at all.

I closed my eyes, my heavy head resting on the soft pillow. In just a few minutes, this man had managed to sap the energy out of my body and soul. “I am getting a headache,” I grumbled.

“The medicine is wearing off.” Lamb lifted himself off the bed, and my middle jostled with that familiar nausea.

Even through the drowsiness, it’d been a long time since I had felt so relaxed. Drugs were dangerous.

He padded to the other side of the bed, squeezing the IV bag hanging on the post. Confirming it was empty, he sat in Mint’s chair and slid his hands under the covers.

I jumped at the touch of his fingers, but it did not deter him. His fingers slid underneath my elbow and, with great care, he slid my arm out and removed the needle.

“You’re all done.” Lamb soothed a plaster over the bead of blood on my arm, holding it down with his thumb.

“You are doing that thing again,” I grumbled, staring at his hand. His thumb began to smooth over the plaster back and forth. “I am sure that’s plenty stuck now.”

Lamb mumbled something, but I could not make it out. He held on for a moment longer before letting go, looking regretful. “I’ll be back in a moment,” he said, standing.

With growing strength, I managed to slither my arm back under the defence of the covers and trace Lamb as he moved across the room, disappearing out from the door and closing it behind him.

I pushed the cover back from the bed, a chill racing across my skin. The autumn air felt less welcome on my exposed skin. My jeans and socks had not changed, but an unfamiliar large shirt hung from my shoulders. I reached for the collar, the material soft between my fingers. If I brought it closer, I knew it would smell warm and woodsy.

I leaned off the bed, making smooth, gentle movements as my body roiled with any sharp motion. Lethargy still latched to my limbs, forcing me to use momentous effort to sit upright. Throbbing beat in the back of my mind, but I ignored it, squinting around, looking for my familiar, dirty, tanned backpack.

A few things were of a similar colour, but it was only when I spotted something on the dresser in the back that was the same size that I had the motivation to move my legs to the edge of the bed. I took it steady, but there was little avoiding the dizzying waves. Planting my feet on the floor seemed simple at first until I tried to put weight on it.

Soft, plush carpet absorbed most of my fall, my knees knocking into the ground and my body crumbling down on top of them. I clasped my hand over my mouth as the urge to heave clawed up my throat. With my other hand, I made a tight fist around the top sheet, anchoring me to something steady.

Time ticked by, and my sense of urgency grew stronger. I glanced over the top of the bed to the door; it was still closed. I didn’t know how long I had until Lamb got back, but I had to get it while I had the chance.

“I am not beneath crawling,” I breathed, peeling each finger from the bed and finding support on the carpet.

Crawling proved efficient, and even with the small struggle of keeping my balance and orientation, I moved across to the edge of the room, focusing on my hands and knees. Left. Right. Left. Right.

Something hard slammed into the top of my head, and I jerked backwards with a hiss, only to see the dresser I was aiming for.

My heart leapt at the sight of my dirty, torn, degrading bag slumped on the surface. “Yes!” I lunged for the thing, not caring how the world spun or my knuckles bounced off the dresser as my fingers grabbed a fistful of the material and pulled it down to join me on the floor.

Thump.

I froze.

“No,” I breathed, my hands scrambled for the opening, tugging on the drawstring. “No, no, no, no.”

It was empty.

“No!” I whined, shaking the thing upside down. A range of small items fell—a pair of socks, a napkin, paper, and bottle caps. A handful of empty hotel bottles clattered against each other on the carpet, but otherwise … it was all gone.

Despair washed over me, and I stared holes into the useless pile of rubbish on the floor.

“Looking for something?” Lamb’s voice startled me.

I whipped my head around, my hand lunging for the dresser to anchor myself.

In his hand, he held up a clear glass bottle. Inside, a brown liquid sloshed back and forth in the glass.

A white-hot rage rose inside of me. “That belongs to me!”

Using the small secret reserve of strength that even I was unaware of, I gathered my feet beneath me and all but scrambled forwards. I bounced off every piece of furniture, clawing my way towards him. My legs threatened to collapse beneath me, and my body swayed like I was on a sea in a storm. I did not care. I wanted it back. I needed it!

I lunged and, unsurprisingly, missed.

I collided with a hard chest, my face crushed against his soft jumper as he curved his back into my force, softening the blow just slightly. The bastard did not even make a noise.

My fists tightened in handfuls of his jumper as I used him as a pole to prop myself up. Fortunately, my sea legs had not crumbled, and I had not fallen to crotch height as I had feared. “You could—”

Liquid sloshed above me.

My head snapped back like a demon, and I saw it. It hung in the air, higher than I could reach, but it was not an impossible jump.

Lamb’s head turned down to look at me, his brown eyes wide with surprise. If I had been thinking clearly, I would have noticed how unfamiliar it looked on the steelman’s face, but I was not, and I did not care.

“Give. It. To. Me,” I growled, twisting my fingers through layers of his clothing. I was not beneath much, and pinching was well above the line.

If it hurt, Lamb did not show it.

Instead, he smiled.

He fucking smiled.

“How about we make a deal?” With the cheer in his voice and the sudden eagerness in his eyes, there was only one thing that came to mind.

This wouldn’t end well.


Chapter Six

ASH




Iwas shaking.

Rubbing my hands up and down my arms did little to fight the encroaching cold chilling my bones as I hid in the safety of the doorway. I could not bring my feet to cross the threshold, my bare toes rooted into the soft hallway carpet in the hopes it might swallow me alive.

But nothing ever went as I hoped, and instead, I was left squinting at the beautiful front page of IKEA’s bathroom selection.

Bright daylight washed over the wide claw foot bathtub, steam rolling in waves over the edges and onto the sandstone floor, oozing with hot suds and bubbling water. Plush tan towels were laid over a quaint wooden stool alongside it, with a picturesque arrangement of soaps, shampoos, and a wide-toothed comb.

Lamb covered the large space in a few steps and drew down the bamboo blinds, transforming the bright sunshine into a warm, atmospheric glow. Only stark streaks of light cut through the gaps between slats, leaving small stripes marking my path to the tub as if it were lit by the heavens. Even God had begun praying for me to take a bath. Unfortunately, me and God were in rocky territory, so it just deterred me even more.

I looked between the tub and Lamb’s expectant face. He extended a bare arm, the long sleeves of his Henley rolled up to his elbow, towards the bath.

“No,” I spat, hugging my arms tighter.

He made no move to grab me, but I could feel my blood leeching into my shaky legs. With my waning strength, I doubted I could run away, but I was still determined to stumble as far as I could if he dared drag me towards it.

“You take a bath, you get a drink.” Lamb waggled the bottle of whiskey like a dog treat.

I despised how my eyes watched the liquid sway back and forth, my tongue dabbing my dry lips at the memory of its bitterness.

“That’s the deal.”

“How about you just give it to me?” My body had already begun to shake, the effects of the medication Mint had injected wearing off faster than I had hoped. The peace it had brought, even momentarily, had been nice. And tempting. I would be willing to bet that whatever drug it was would not be easy to access; otherwise, I would be in the market to change my addiction.

“I think you need a recap on the term leverage.” Lamb smirked, walking back across the room to join me in the doorway. His warm, woodsy scent stirred my stomach, both soothing and yet didn’t stop me from wanting to vomit on his bare feet. Could not tell if that was an emotional or physical response.

“You just want to get me naked,” I accused, pushing up onto my toes to get into his face. If I vomited now, maybe I would get a headshot.

Lamb, unfortunately, wasn’t privy to my thoughts and, at my words, he closed the tiny distance remaining between us. The warmth of his breath rolled over my cold skin and my lips. If I puckered, they would touch his.

His neutrality vanished. His eyes narrowed, and a sharp reptilian focus crawled through. Brown darkened to black as he tilted his head down to mine. “I know an easier way to do that,” he purred, the vibrations caressing my skin as he placed his bare foot onto the soft carpet between mine. He didn’t touch me, but the intrusion was electric; static rushed through my limbs, and my hair stood on end.

I jolted back but did not get far, as my spine slammed into the frame of the door, dull pain bursting across my ribs. My surprised gasp blew over Lamb’s lips as he refused to give back even an inch of space he had claimed.

His hand latched against the doorway above my head, arm bracketing off the hallway and closing any escape. Sandalwood and cedar steeped my senses as his lips moved across the surface of my skin. He did not touch, but his rolling breath was a ghost across my cheek, moving slowly over my flushed cheeks and tight jaw before settling in the shell of my ear. “Would you prefer the alternative?”

My heart jumped into my throat, suffocating my lungs as I was overwhelmed by his proximity. Shivers racked through my body, and I knew it was not from the medication. Anger flared in my chest as defeat settled in.

“Fine,” I hissed, turning my head away and holding my breath. “Get off me.”

I could feel the bastard smile, but when he stepped back, nothing was there. His expression returned to the passive, gentle persona he masqueraded, extending his hand back towards the bath. “If you’d please …”

I scuttered out of his reach, halting only in front of the tub. Even if I was only a foot out of arm’s reach, air returned to my lungs, and the weight of his tangible aura lessened around my throat.

Steam clung to my chilled skin, humid moisture beaded on my arms, and the plush bathmat felt soft between my toes. Staring at the milky-white water, warmth and subtle scents rising from the surface, a deep and weary ache resonated inside.

It was not like I chose to be dirty. Life on the streets was hard, and when you spent time wondering where your next meal would be and if the rain would hold up for a few hours of sleep, hygiene slipped down the list of priorities. It was rare I had an opportunity like what was in front of me, and yet, I still hesitated.

Something felt like it would be giving in. It was stupid—I knew that—but giving in to one desire would inevitably lead to another and another, and soon, I would be wishing for things I could not have. Should not have. Even a single, tiny wish was dangerous. I had learned that the hard way.

“I …” I stared down at the rippling water, a murky shadow of my reflection, too distorted to distinguish features, looked back up at me. “I do not want this …”

I thought I had whispered it, but either Lamb’s ears were inhumanly sharp, or I had spoken louder than I thought.

“You don’t have to.” Lamb’s voice was soft and even.

I turned over my shoulder and saw him still standing in the doorway where I had left him.

His expression wasn’t hurried or impatient. In fact, he looked no different now than he often did, just neutral. Standby.

“But,” Lamb said, lifting that bottle of whiskey back from his shirt, “a deal is a deal. No bath, no drink.”

“It is a shame humanity is not in your programming.” I sighed, giving up on my mental recess as I turned back towards the tub. “Best just get this over and done with.”

Maybe if I was quick, it would not feel that good. Or if I closed my eyes and pretended it was icy sewage water, I would not want more.

I doubted it.

I reached for the hem of my shirt, the soft, rich cotton of Lamb’s shirt rising up from my waist and—

“Aren’t you leaving?” I spun, eyes glowering over my shoulder.

Lamb leant against the doorway, arms over his chest, his calm brown eyes focused on my face. “No?”

“Leave,” I demanded, hands jumping back over my chest, holding the shirt firmly in place.

“No.”

“You are really going to stand there and watch me bathe?”

A sly smile tugged at his lips, and it sent heat across my cheeks long before I had even dipped a toe into the water.

“Not exactly.” Lamb took the slowest possible turn, exposing his back as he propped himself against the doorway.

“Is that so?”

“I can’t leave you alone.” Lamb shrugged. “I don’t know what you’ll do.”

“What do you expect me to do? Jump out the window?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Lamb sighed, and I swear his irritating dramatics only fuelled the flickering fire inside me. “I can talk my way out of a lot, but a dead body on my driveway would land me jailtime for suspicion alone.”

“I am not suicidal,” I grumbled, once again looking at the window. We were on the same floor as the bedroom, and I had spotted stairs at the far end of the hallway, so we were at least on the second story. Even if I had managed to jump out the window and not break a limb, I would not get far with my sober state; a hard lesson learnt last night.

Between the low chances of a successful escape and Lamb’s unbudging form, I accepted that this was probably my only option and the closest thing to privacy he’d allow.

I stared hard at his back, waiting for a flinch before peeling off my socks and jeans. I steadied my hand against the tub, fighting the flittering spells of dizziness that came and went with movement. The humidity didn’t help with my disorientation, but my skin seemed to breathe the vapour like a beached whale desperate for moisture.

Only my shirt was left after a few suffering moments of fighting the materials, revealing layers of dirt, grime, and sweat. It was only then that I became painfully aware of the large mirror hanging on the wall. Our eyes met, and the person staring back at me was not a person I recognised. She was haggard and hollow, hopeless and destitute. A shell of a person.

I could not take my eyes away, even as I pulled the shirt over my head, exposing the broken body I was burdened with. Even in dim light, the taut scars were reflective in the dim light. Some were worse than others, but each was disfiguring.

I could hear each gunshot in the back of my mind. The longer I looked, the more blood beaded from my skin. From each of my scars, a long trail of red trickled into a puddle at my feet. One in my chest, just above my heart, left a gorged hole in my breast, and instead of blood, a black, viscous liquid ran ice-cold down my skin, dying the red pool into a dark abyssal hole in the floor. My feet slowly sank, consuming me into a frozen, unforgiving embrace. I saw the girl disappearing in the mirror, tears running down her face, crying.

Why bother?

Crying had never solved anything.

“Did you get stuck in your shirt?” Lamb’s voice snapped me from the nightmare. Light slipped through the blinds again, and the girl in the mirror stared back at me, dirty and tired, but no more blood stained the floor. “Need a hand?”

“Do not turn around,” I growled, turning away from the mirror at last.

I carefully lifted my foot over the rim of the bath, letting myself slowly slide down into the tub. It was unbearably hot, but the heat seeped deep into my bones as I melted beneath the surface. Soft floral scents floated into my nose, a mix of jasmine and lavender sinking into my mind and body.

The water turned dark and murky as I watched the dirt lift off. I rubbed my body with my hands and a bar of unscented soap on the stool, fascinated at the bare, clean skin beneath. I washed my face by splashing water onto my hands and let my hair sink into the water. It was knotted and matted, and even with the shampoo and conditioner at my disposal, it did little to loosen the nest I had grown.

I gave up, my hands shaking too hard to even attempt to tame it, and finished up cleaning what I could. The bath had long grown cool, and as I stood, I once again saw the distorted reflection of my pale skin in the dark water.

Lamb, true to his word, had not turned around or even made a single comment since. He had all but faded into the background of the doorway, a solitary, silent statue.

Even as I staggered out of the bath, shaky hands fumbling with the white towel that I wrapped around me, he stayed quiet.

“I am … done,” I chattered, the tremors in my body reviving the nausea the bath had only temporarily soothed.

“There’s clothes on the counter,” Lamb spoke, his low voice jarring in the extended silence.

I looked across to the porcelain sink, where a stack of clothes was neatly folded in squares, piled on top of each other.

My feet pattered across the sandstone tiles as I shakily pulled the items apart. I held the cotton black knickers on the tip of my finger, a matching black sports bra staring up at me.

“You even went this far ...” I grumbled.

Lamb said nothing.

I kept as steady as I could and pulled each piece of clothing on—the underwear, cotton socks, and the joggers. They were soft, and clean and dry, and fit suspiciously well. It was only as I was reaching for the final item that I paused.

I stared at the empty counter. “There is no shirt.”

Lamb lifted himself from the doorway, turning with supernatural grace until his eyes landed on me. His gaze stayed steady on my face, as if nothing existed below my neck. An arm extended, and in its hand was a folded grey shirt. “Here.”

I pulled it from him, smelling the familiar earthy notes, and pulled it with little grace and some struggle over my head. It kept falling until it stopped below my hips, hanging loose and large from my shoulders. It was not massive on me, but it wasn’t my size.

“This is your shirt,” I stated the obvious, the scent of his detergent filling my nose. “You managed to buy new everything down to my underwear, but not a new shirt.”

Lamb’s eyes raked over it, the grey shirt under tough scrutiny.

“They were sold out.”

“Of shirts?”

Lamb nodded.

“Everywhere?”

“Everywhere.”

His blatant lie left no room for argument. His eyes had finished their perusal, as well, moving back up to the hair on my hair, the knotted clumps hanging around my shoulder, dampening the collar of his shirt.

“It’ll do.” He unfolded his arms, and the whiskey bottle popped open with a twist.

I lunged for it like a starved animal. The scent rushed up my nose, the world tilting with desperation and the intense urge to vomit slamming into me all at once. I reached out to grasp the bathroom sink, steadying myself as Lamb lifted the bottle to his lips, taking a long swig.

“Hey!” I snap, diving for the bottle.

He caught my arm, his fingers latching easily around my bicep, and he pulled. My weak and tired body followed his command, my chest slamming into his, his warmth, and scent, and body entwined with mine as soft, firm lips pressed against my open mouth.

Before I could fight or think, the wet spice burnt in my mouth, and I swallowed. Warmth rushed through my veins and nerves, and my body softened against his. His firm chest held me aloft, but I did not care. Relief washed through me like a broken dam as thoughts vanished from my mind, and all I could do was groan at the spice and bitter warmth rolling over my tongue.

Lamb pulled away, and I grieved the loss of the taste, my tongue dabbing the few escaping drops trickling over my lips.

Lamb’s lips mirrored my own, his head only a few inches away, watching my face change with avid fascination. His eyes searched mine with an intensity that dragged me closer. The gravity of his expression was strong, and for a moment, I feared I would be lost in it.

Warmth pooling in my stomach sent a tingle to my brain. the delirious fog lifted, and clarity struck hard.

Metaphorical ice water rushed over my brain as I launched from his grasp.

A mix of shame and remnant cosmic static ricocheted down my nerves as I gripped the closest surface to not fall flat on my arse.

“What are you doing?” I hissed, scrubbing my hand over the back of my mouth until my lips burned and I tasted a small tinge of iron in my gums.

“Let’s call it desensitization,” Lamb dared to say without a single spec of shame.

“So, we are going to ignore what just happened?” I growled, moving myself far out of his reach.

Lamb collected a lowball whiskey glass that had magically appeared next to the sink. He poured a finger into the bottom, sealed the lid, and then placed the glass back down and slid it closer towards me.

It was a trap. I felt paranoid and crazy, but even so, it felt as if taking the glass would drop a cage over my head.

Lamb stayed silently still. His eyes found interest in the bottle of whiskey in his hand, his hand secured tight around the top, in case I was brave enough to attempt a snatch. I was not. My eyes were on the glass, on the way the honey-brown whiskey stirred, and the spiced scent settled deep in my lungs. My pulse drummed beneath my skin, and my mouth whetted with the remnant taste. It took barely a breath for my need to shove apprehension into the back seat and slam its foot on the gas.

I seized the glass from the counter, my shaking hands struggling around the smooth edges as the whiskey sloshed from edge to edge, threatening to spill over the sides. Fear of losing my precious release, I slammed the glass against my lips, knocking into my teeth and bruising my gums.

It was sharp going down my throat, but the moment it settled in my stomach, the sweet burn rolled in waves across my body, a euphoric relief stronger and more potent than any physical pleasure. I wanted to groan and purr as it found home down my throat, my eyes rolling into my head and pain washing from my mind.

I had intended to savour it, but the second it touched my tastebuds, I had no control nor willpower to do anything but consume every last drop. Like a zombie for brains, I was mindless for that drink.

My tongue lapped the edges, milking every drop. It was not enough.

I shoved the glass back at Lamb’s chest, ignoring the boundary I had laid out for myself just a moment before. Dangerous territory meant nothing as I pressed the glass into his chest, my voice raw and pained. “More,” I gasped, fighting with my trembling hands not to drop the glass. “I need another one.”

Lamb did not move, his dark eyes languid across my face.

I hated the whimper that slithered out. “Just one. Please.”

In a rare moment, the sharper, colder features of Lamb’s face softened. “Not yet.” He reached out, soothing a wet strand of hair back behind my ear. I barely felt the touch, my eyes staring holes into my empty glass. “That’s enough for now.”

“For now?” I frowned, pulling the empty glass back to my chest. I tilted it side to side, hoping for even a slither of whiskey to glaze over the bottom.

“Your dependency is dangerous. You’ll need to be weaned off it.”

Warmth turned to fire in my stomach, a feral defensiveness overwhelming my brain. “You do not get to decide that,” I hissed, clutching my glass and stepping far out of the man’s reach. “You have no right to tell me what to do.”

“You’re right.” Lamb smiled, and I disliked the satisfaction of finding a home in his expression. He closed the gap, and I could taste his woodsy scent through the tang of whiskey on my tongue. I fought the need to escape, determined to hold my ground. “That’s why you’ll choose to detox yourself.”

“What?” I almost laughed. This man was delusional. “That is not going to happen.”

With only a single smirk, turning his soft and gentle expression into one of devious devilry, he turned his back towards me and walked out of the room.

Fear travelled through my body in a way it never had. Standing, abandoned in the empty bathroom, the floor had long grown cold underfoot as an inkling of self-doubt skated down my spine. It was buried deep within my heart, as a cold truth I struggled to deny whispered in my mind. Lamb was rich. Intelligent. And capable. But more importantly …

If Lamb wanted something, he would have it.

By any means necessary.


Chapter Seven

LAMB




“You got what you wanted.”

I looked up from my phone and saw a disgruntled, curly-haired cowboy draped like a wet cloth over the front of his handlebars. The humid autumn air separated the curls on his head, the mass swaying in the breeze like seaweed on the ocean floor.

“And that is …?” I probed.

“My slow and painful death.”

I sighed, already regretting bringing him with me. “You’ve been away from your old lady for only a few hours.” I checked my phone screen to confirm the time.

14:05.

Notification: No new motion detected.

I slid the phone back into my pocket as the wind tousled my jacket. Sand rolling across the dirt road began to pile around my kickstand, and the glossy black paint had dulled to a matte. We’d been here too long.

I looked around the abandoned gas station.

What had once been a gas station was now filled with the sand and grit from the road. Spiders made their homes in the broken neon signs, and rats had lunch on their wiring. Plastered posters peeled from the walls, leaving spots of colored paint, untouched by the bleaching sun.

“That’s a few hours of baby-making I could be doing.” Jax threw himself up, his hair settling in a wily bunch around his shoulders. “This new fertility treatment has made her like a bitch in heat. She can’t get enough of this.” He gestured his tattooed hand down the length of his equally tattooed body. Being clad in jeans, boots, and a leather cut did little to hide the myriad of ink covering his bare, sun-kissed skin. Jax and I were among the shortest active club members, but for what he lacked in height, he made up for in speed. Jax was a dirty fighter and could handle himself better than most in a fight, but that wasn’t why he was here with me.

“I’ll make sure to tell her that.” I made the mental note, watching Jax’s smug smile drop off his face. “Women love to hear their men calling them a bitch in heat.”

“Don’t you dare!” Jax flung his leg over his bike, his foot catching just enough to stagger him across the gap. “Or I’ll—” His finger wavered in the gap between us, the bolstered confidence waning in my presence.

I raised a brow. “You’ll what?”

I watched the bravado fall into the many crisp leaves scuttering on the floor. “Whatever,” Jax grumbled, showing his back, his Black Angels’ skull glaring as he sulked back to his seat. “Not worth it.”

“How about we strike a deal?” I proposed, toying with a leaf that chose my boot to settle. I pinned it beneath my heel, holding it back from the pull of the wind. “For my silence?”

“Nope,” Jax popped, sinking back into the wet rag position on his bike. “Ronnie is the lesser of two evils compared to you. I’m only here because I’m paying back a favor, anyway. Not going to dig my grave any deeper.”

“Wise choice.” I shrugged, crushing the decayed leaf beneath my shoe, crumbs scattering in the dust storms skating over the hot earth.

“Wise enough that you won’t tell her?”

I smiled.

“Of course, you’ll still tell her,” Jax whimpered, rubbing his head into his tattooed arms. “I’m never talking to you again; all I do is get in trouble.”

I shook my head, pulling my phone out of my back pocket.

Notification: No new motion detected.

“Talk about pot calling the kettle black,” Jax grumbled, turning his head just enough for a brown eye to scowl between the frizzy mass of dark hair.

“I thought you weren’t talking to me.” I clicked my phone shut.

“I’m not,” Jax said, beady eye following my hand as it slid into my pocket, depositing my phone. “But while I’m still not talking to you, do you want to tell me who’s got you all hot and bothered?”

“No.”

“Oh, come on.” Jax flung himself back into his seat, his suspension creaking with the motion. “We’ve been sat here for an hour—”

“Twenty minutes,” I corrected.

“—for ages, waiting for this guy we don’t even know will turn up,” Jax continued, anyway. “I’m bored.”

“He’ll come,” I said, looking into the distant horizon, heat rippling off the tarmac, trees swaying in the mirage. The breeze blew, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a tumbleweed rolling across the long, empty stretch of road.

“How d’you know?”

“I don’t.” I shrugged. “But I’ve never once had a no-show.”

“I’m not surprised,” Jax grumbled. “Everyone would jump at the chance to cash in one of your ‘favors.’”

I assumed he was speaking from experience, seeing how Jax had ended up on the wrong side of my favors more than anybody else had. He’d been a gullible kid when he’d come into the fold; always desperate to prove me wrong, eager to win just one bet against me. Even all these years later, he was still falling into the same old traps.

“What information’s so secret that we’ve been dragged out to the middle of Nowhere-Ville, anyway?”

“Nowhere-Ville?” My eyebrows knitted together as I looked about the empty gas station.

“Yep,” Jax popped. “Right between Nowhere Town and Nowhere City.”

I rolled my eyes at last. It had only been a matter of time.

“And you know what? I hate Nowhere-Ville,” Jax huffed. “We’re like sitting ducks out here. No cover. No alternative exits. Getting a smooth run out of here if something goes wrong will be next to impossible.”

“That’s why I brought you.” I caught his eye. “It’s your job to get us out of here alive.”

“Did you miss the bit where I said impossible?” He exaggerated the last word with his lips. “Do you want me to spell it out for you?”

“I don’t know,” I retorted. “Can you?”

Jax opened his mouth, words sitting on the tip of his tongue.

In the distance, a car engine rumbled.

Jax and I turned toward it, buzzing with anticipation and caution.

Soon enough, an old beat-up wagon cruised, clunked, and clattered its way up the open road before screeching to a stop next to our bikes.

I stepped back, waiting for the clouds of dust and dirt spinning in the air to settle.

Rust covered more of the car than the flaking silver paint, and the wheels were more threadbare than a burlap sack. It shrieked in protest as the handbrake was engaged and creaked when the driver’s door swung open.

A middle-aged, emaciated man stumbled from the car. He ran a sun-spotted wrinkled hand over his whiskered chin, gunmetal gray hair slick back with wax. His white wife beater, patchwork jacket, and torn jeans weren’t a fashion statement but a visible depiction of a harder life. As was the beaded chain that hung around his neck, a familiar emblem dangling at its end.

“Detective.” I stepped out, extending an outstretched hand. “It’s good to see you still breathing.”

“Wish I could say the same.” The grizzled man turned up a lip, his scraggly gray whiskers shifting with the movement. He turned narrow sunken eyes on Jax, scanning him up and down with scrutiny before turning back to meet mine.

“Hopefully, we can make this meeting our last.” I presented a friendly demeanor, but the detective had little interest in it.

“Better be,” he growled, turning on the heel of his worn and dusted boots. “The next time I see your face will be in hell.”

Jax took this moment to intervene, stepping up toward the car. “Did you make sure you weren’t followed?”

Steam piped straight out of the man’s ears as he whirled on the young upstart. “Followed!” he hissed. “I was in the force for fifty years! Ain’t nobody able to follow me while I got two working eyes.”

Jax flashed his hands up in surrender. “Look, old man, I just—”

“Hush up,” he growled, and I saw the white of Jax’s eyes widen. “I don’t need some greenhorn telling me what to do. Do you think I chose to be out in the middle of nowhere for no reason? Don’t be such a fool.” The detective stomped back to his car, his chain jingling with each unsteady limp. He gave the trunk an irritated kick and a hard pull before the old thing popped open.

Jax sent me a deep frown, coming close to my side. “You sure this guy is sane?”

“He isn’t.” I shrugged, leaving Jax with the passing comment as I walked over to the detective, getting a glimpse into the open trunk.

Inside were old luggage trunks, suitcases, cardboard boxes, and duffle bags, filled to the brim with things from CDs to VHS tapes and articles of clothing.

He reached in with thin, branch-like arms and lifted a cardboard file box from the mass. The lid sat haphazardly on the top, a file, stray papers, and the corner of a Ziplock bag peeking from inside.

I offered out my hands, ready to take the box from him, but before I was within reach, the man snatched the box back toward his chest.

“With this,” the detective grumbled, small dark eyes thinned into tight slits, “our slate is clean.”

It was worded like a statement or demand, but I could see the inquisition in his eyes, the uncertainty.

I reached forwards again, my fingers pressing around the edge and bottom of the soft cardboard box. “Consider your debt paid,” I reassured him, lifting the box out of his hands.

Relief slumped into his brittle bones as he glanced down at his empty hands with a stuttered breath. His eyes then jumped up to the box now held tightly in my hands. For a moment, something flittered past his eyes. Hesitation. To leave it with me or to take it back.

“It took a lot to get that information.” He gave the metaphorical bomb in my hands an uneasy stare. “Don’t waste it.”

I didn’t get a chance to reply. The old, weatherworn man staggered back to the heap of rust he called a car. He dropped inside, slamming the door closed with a gallant effort.

Spluttering screeches started the machine back to life, and with the last of his hesitation lost to the wind, the wheels spun, spitting dust clouds into the air as it peeled out onto the road. For a while, the car stayed in sight, the sound softening into the distance, murmuring until nothing, but the disturbed earth remained.

“Well, wasn’t he a delight?” Jax propped his hands on his hips, looking into the empty distance with a puzzled expression.

“He’s a crazy old man,” I explained, moving to my bike and setting the box on the seat. “But he’s the type of crazy that’ll dig, and dig, and dig until there’s nothing left to find.”

“So, that’s how he ended up owing you a favor? Dug too deep?”

“No,” I indulged. “We met at the races, actually.”

“The horse races?” Jax questioned. His surprise was amusing. “So, he lost a bet?”

“Of sorts,” I spoke. “He was chasing horse dopers. Got caught snooping.”

“By the dopers?” Jax leaned forward, intrigued.

“By me.”

“That’s even worse,” Jax gasped with a dramatic flair. “Poor guy.”

“I offered to help him escape,” I continued, ignoring the petulant man.

“Let me guess”—Jax sighed—“in exchange for a favor.”

“Everybody is useful.” I pried open the lid. I could see photographs and files—some new and crisp; others older, softened and wrinkled from years of prying through, revisited time and time again. “If you know how to use them.”

“Right. Thanks for that lesson, Satan,” Jax grumbled, giving the box a bored look. “Is that everything you were after?”

“It’s a start.” I pulled open my saddlebag, took the box, and pushed the contents into one side.

“Good. I want to get out of here.” Jax scanned the horizon, his body tauter with every passing moment. “I don’t like being this exposed. And this place is for sure haunted.”

I looked back toward the gas station, wind whistling through a broken window, a hanging sign creaking, and the absent whisper of even the smallest wildlife. I could see how he got that impression.

“Let’s go,” I said, slinging my leg over my seat, settling into the familiar weight of my bike between my thighs.

Jax was already saddled on his own, his engine rumbling to life with a flick of his wrist. He pulled a set of shades from his pocket, sliding them onto his face before kicking back his stand and moving toward the road.

I followed, giving one last look at the abandoned station. For a moment, my eyes caught a glimpse of something in the window, but when I turned to get a closer look, it was gone.

Must have been a trick of the light.

I pulled up behind Jax as we turned onto the road, happy to get the tarmac flying beneath us and leave Nowhere-Ville behind.
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Knock.

Knock.

Knock.

No response.

I shifted the tray of food into one hand, my other slipping the key into the lock.

“I’m coming in,” I announced, flicking my wrist. The key protested for a moment, fighting at a quarter turn. But with a little bit more effort, the resistance gave, the lock clicked, and the door opened with a gentle push.

I slid the key into my pocket before stepping inside.

Drawn curtains smothered the evening dusk, while a soft breeze stirred the drapes, giving home to the autumn chill.

Despite the cold, the girl lying in bed didn’t rouse. Her hair was a mess, tangled and knotted over the white silk pillows, the thick sheets draped over her slim body. Something tightened in my chest, an unsettling unease as she remained undisturbed.

I placed the tray on the sideboard, the soup and bread joining the other cold, neglected meal from the morning.

I turned back, reaching to shut the door behind me. I paused.

My hand lay on the door handle, catching a glimpse of the small scratches etched around the keyhole. Sneaky little mouse …

I folded my lips between my teeth to smother my smile, picked up the low-ball glass from the tray, and headed across the plush carpet.

I settled on the side of the bed, and at last caught a glimpse of the weary, milky eyes I had begun to miss. It had only been a day, but I sensed my internal change.

Not being welcomed in my home was not a new experience. My relationship with my parents had dissipated over time as the differences between me and other children became more apparent. I hadn’t minded it. It was hard to love a child who could not love you back. I understood that.

Either way, my concept of home was warped in the eyes of many. I returned to take care of my needs, and that was all. I never needed to linger or shelter myself between the four walls. I only returned when it was necessary.

Wanting to return there was a novel sensation. Returning because of a person was even more so.

Those bright, wild green eyes glowered at me beneath long, dark lashes and drew me from my reflection. I waited patiently for whatever she might say, but instead, she clicked her tongue and squeezed her eyes closed once more. I waited longer.

Her fists tugged hard on the sheets, the material taut beneath my weight as she tried to wrap herself into a silk cocoon. The soft chatter of teeth filled the air, and a strong shiver radiated through the mattress.

Concern folded a frown between my brows. I peered through the dusty twilight, cataloging the shadows hugging the hollows beneath her eyes and the red flush lighting her pale cheeks. Her skin was clammy, and cold sweat beaded on the surface.

“Here.” I held out the glass, the scent of the spiced whiskey strong as the shallow breeze stirred its scent.

Her eyes shot open. They ignored my presence, focusing solely on the wash of dark golden liquid rippling in the glass. I took the opportunity to look at them, never having caught more than stolen glimpses before.

In thinner areas of scarring, her green eyes were more vibrant, like wild ivy that stubbornly grew and spread in even the darkest of corners. It made me yearn to see what bright shade they must have once been. In a time, perhaps, when she’d been younger, with the youth her trauma had stolen, with innocence, and joy, and a happy smile on her face from life’s simple pleasures, not hard-won through life’s toughest trials. Before she was scared. Before she was tortured.

Sensing my lingering gaze, her head jerked away, staring hard enough to burn holes into the stirring silk curtains. She tugged the blanket tighter around her shoulders, knuckles pressing underneath her chin. “Stop smiling,” Ash grunted, shifting beneath her protection. “You’re taking way too much joy from torturing me like this.”

I pressed my fingers to my face, feeling the tight ridges of the smile tugging at my lips. I hadn’t even realized.

I jostled, feeling Ash’s feeble attempt to pull more covers from me as she adjusted her body. She pulled her legs into herself, keeping the gap between us as wide as possible as she maneuvered to an upright position.

I rose from the bed, freeing the material and allowing her to bunch it up around her slender one. It was an opportunity to come close as I dropped to my haunches beside her pillow, staring into the untrusting, weary eyes regarding me. I could smell the mix of her hair and her body tangled in the scent of my detergent and savored the aroma.

I offered up the glass once more.

It’d been a few days since we’d started this new routine, and Ash had yet to warm to me. Sometimes it felt like the temperature dropped every time I entered.

Ash reached for the glass with shaky hands, but her eyes remained on me, waiting for that split-second that I would seize payment.

I didn’t move.

I let Ash’s trembling hands cup around the glass, the liquid rippling in her grasp.

Securing the glass, relief dropped Ash’s defenses. Whiskey poured into her mouth as her sheet cocoon slipped from her shoulders, exposing the damp, pasty skin underneath. Her body shook with a mix of pleasure and desperation. I watched with fascination as her mind and body seemed to battle. Instead of downing it in one, she fought to slow herself, to savor it. It didn’t last.

In a few seconds, the couple of fingers of whiskey was gone. Ash’s tongue lapped the lip of the glass, trying to sap even a droplet more, to no avail.

The empty glass dropped to her lap, eyes dazed with relief and disappointment.

“Ash,” I murmured and watched her chin drop, eyes turning down to meet mine.

I kissed her. Her lips were soft, the quiver of her skin and the shaky breath brushing my tongue before she could even think to dodge.

Ash jerked back, her lips pressed into a thin white line, eyes bulging with a fiery rage.

“I wouldn’t call it torture,” I purred, tasting the sharp, sweet taste of the whiskey lingering on my lips. “Most people like this.”

“Like being licked by a dog,” Ash snarled, punctuating it with the slam of the empty glass on the nightstand. She swung the sheet high up over her shoulder and threw herself back down onto the bed, back toward me.

I couldn’t resist the challenge.

I wasn’t taller than most of my brothers, but I was not short by any measure. Rising to my feet and leaning down over the bed, I propped one hand on the far side, and she straightened like a rod. Her trembling body tensed as I leaned my weight down, trailing my other hand across the sheets, moving inch by inch closer to her. Her fists tightened beneath her chin, knuckles turning white with force.

“I’ll be gone for a few hours,” I whispered, knowing my breath would warm her cold skin. I slipped my hand beneath the pillow, her head undisturbed by my intrusion. “Don’t worry. I won’t forget about you.” I lingered a moment longer, waiting for her body to unwind. When it didn’t, I pushed my weight back up with ease.

I waited for the soft escape of her breath before I revealed what I had in my other hand. “Now, if you’d please?” I waved the small, broken clock at her, catching her eyes, and extended my other, a waiting open palm. Both clock hands were missing, and its place on the wall was scuffed from where it had been pulled down.

Silence was my answer. Just what I had hoped for.

“If you wish to be patted down, I will oblige.”

Less than a second passed before Ash, in a rare spurt of energy, whipped her hand out of the bed, and the resounding clatter of metal bounced off the wall behind me.

I felt the smile this time.

I walked over to collect the two broken clock hands. I stared down at the pair of accomplices that had caused the scuffs around the door’s lock. The hands were too small and too delicate to have had any chance against the heavier-duty lock. I was proud of the ingenuity, however lacking the results were.

I glanced over my shoulder, a flare of hair spread back over the pillow, blanket wrapped tightly around her neck. The serene picture that had been painted when I’d first walked in was now once again in focus.

I picked up the abandoned empty tray of food, leaving behind the new one. Steam had stopped trailing from the surface, but I knew it would still be warm enough for now. “Try having something to eat,” I advised. “I’ll be back later.”

Balancing the tray back in one hand, I opened the door, pulling loose the key from my back pocket as I turned to leave.

“Do not,” Ash growled, the noise so quiet I almost missed it, “come back.”

I paused for a heartbeat.

Then I walked out of the room and locked the door behind me.


Chapter Eight

ASH




My watcher never slept.

As if he always had a ready supply of batteries to exchange throughout the night, it was impossible to find a means of escape. It simply added to my theory that Lamb was not human, but a fantastical feat of engineering and AI technology gone wild.

“You’re thinking deeply about something.” Lamb’s voice slipped into my thoughts.

I looked up in the mirror at him, powered with what little energy I could muster. My restricted supply of alcohol kept my addiction at bay, but that was about it. Feeling as if I was in a constant state of hungover, my day-to-day life was becoming a challenge. I swayed with the ripple of the bath water, wanting nothing more than to press my face into my thighs and sleep there.

“I am tired,” I grumbled, the warm water bleeding through my skin and deep into my bones.

Fingers grazed my face, and for a moment, I let them.

Then my mind sobered, and I jerked my head back, glowering at the offended palm left hovering in the air.

Lamb did not look discouraged; he never did. Instead, his hand followed my motion, once more cupping the damp skin of my cheek, his chocolate eyes transfixed on the movement. He brushed away a stray strand of hair sticking to my skin, and I fought not to press my spine any harder against the back of the tub.

“If you want to sleep, then sleep,” Lamb uttered, his low and rumbling tone touching a deep, instinctual part of my brain. I shook it off.

“I want to leave,” I replied, forcing his eyes to meet mine. “Let me leave.”

Lamb’s soft and curious expression vanished. “I’m acting in your best interests,” he explained, eyes flickering between mine, searching for something in them. “You can trust me.”

“So long as my interest aligns with yours, you mean?” I brushed away the lingering rogue hand and sat up, allowing myself to lean closer to him. I could smell his woodsy cologne mixing with the soft floral scents of the bathwater. “I am not a fool, Lamb. Play me however you want, but at least do not lie to me.”

“I haven’t,” Lamb said. “I haven’t once tried to deceive you. Not truly.”

That stunned me.

“Yet another lie,” I managed, shaking my head with incredulous disbelief.

Lamb sat back from the bath stool, where he had managed to inch himself closer over the days. At five p.m., without fail, Lamb would draw a bath for me, and during my moment of freedom from my room, I was not to be left unsupervised.

“It’s not useful to lie to someone who can see through them.” Lamb shrugged, giving me an appraising stare.

I frowned. “I do not know—”

“I saw it the moment I met you,” he interrupted. “From the way you’d never catch my eye, how you avoided me at all opportunities, and even now, you shy away from my touch. You, from the get-go, have seen through everything.”

The bath water felt cold, and my skin broke with goosebumps.

“Has it ever occurred to you that I might simply dislike you?” I brushed him off, averting my gaze into my reflection, the bleary-eyed, warped woman staring back at me, as unease weighed on my chest.

I knew the moments he was referring to.

I had never been oblivious to Lamb’s nature. At first, something had felt off, and I had never been able to put my finger on it. As time went on, and our interactions and shared spaces overlapped during my brief stay with the Black Angels, my suspicions had grown.

Nevertheless, I was not walking around, acting as if I was Lamb’s own lie detector. In fact, I had spent more effort trying to avoid him than earn his attention. Ironic, considering my current situation.

“That look.” Lamb leaned forwards again, ignoring my comment as he joined my reflection bathwater’s surface. I refused to look towards him, staring down only at the rippling mirage of his face. His warmth invaded my space, so close I could feel his words roll over his tongue and caress my cheek. “It intrigued me.”

In the water, a hand moved forwards, reaching out to touch me. It lingered midair, only a hair’s breadth away, and my skin electrified with anticipation as it grew closer.

It never came.

Lamb rose from my side, moving his seat towards the back of the claw tub as I released the breath I’d unknowingly held.

He settled behind my shoulders, and I watched him from the corner of my eye. “Sit back,” Lamb ordered before waiting patiently for me to respond.

I lingered, considering his command. As indecision flittered through me, he sat in silence, waiting. An image of Lamb, thousands of years from now, unchanging and eternal, sat in the same place, with the same expression, ever patient, passed through my mind. An intense emotion I could not decipher settled on my chest. It was as heavy as stone, but it was neither uncomfortable nor painful. I shook it loose, staring at the mortal man staring back at me. If I focused, a little remnant of that weight remained beneath my ribs and the image lingered behind my closed eyes.

I shifted, the water cooling around my body, and instead of fighting this uncertain change, something else crept in. Curiosity purred in my ear, and something about that lingering weight had my resistance crumbling.

With a tight breath, I gripped the tub, angling my back towards him, and settled against the smooth porcelain curve. The mirror edges were fogged with moisture, but in the middle, I saw my face looking back.

The creak of his stool bounced across the tiles before it settled behind my head.

“Sit still,” Lamb said, adjusting himself behind me.

I stared through the tall mirror, fastened to the scene unravelling inside. Lamb was tall, but the low sides of the tub and the even lower stool bowed his back and shoulders.

He pumped some lotion or shampoo and began to lather his hands, suds and bubbles building with each rough caress. With ease, he pulled the length of my hair over the edge, the wash of water showering the floor at his feet. With care and extreme concentration, he started to detangle what others would have long since given up on, myself included. I wanted to yank my hair from his grasp, to scathe and hiss at the touch I’d grown far too comfortable with, but an unusual emotion gave me pause.

Curiosity stilled my hands, and instead, I watched him work.

“You should just cut it,” I said, allowing my grip on the tub to ease as Lamb magically worked through my hair, not a single tug or pull to be felt. “It is not worth the effort of fixing.”

“How do you know if you haven’t ever tried?” Lamb responded, voice distracted as his eyes were locked on his task.

“You can tell just by looking at it. It is a mess. It will take hours to unravel it all.”

“Just because something is hard work, doesn’t mean it’s not worth the effort.” Lamb glanced up, catching me off guard and red-handed spying. His dark, rapturing gaze caught mine through our reflection, and for a moment, I was smothered by the pressure, the deeper meaning behind his words. I swallowed, my throat feeling tight, and with great strength, my eyes turned back to the murky water.

Silence followed for a long moment, the water growing colder while Lamb patiently began to pull a strand from the rest of the strands. He produced a comb from somewhere out of sight, and I only felt its soft tension running over my scalp and down the lengths.

“Is that what you are doing to me?” I whispered, my voice barely enough to disturb the water’s surface. “Trying to fix me?”

Lamb stopped. The comb dropped to the tile floor, and the stool creaked.

My gaze snapped to the mirror as he rose to his full height, becoming a figure towering high above my prone body. My blood thickened, my skin prickled, and my body coiled.

He reached over me, his warmth and scent rushing over my skin and senses, and I’d have leapt straight from the tub if it was not for the sheer space his limber form covered. Instead, my muscles coiled, and I could see the small, faint growth of hair on his throat, so close to me I could reach out and bite his Adam’s apple. It was a vulnerable area. If I hit him quick enough, with surprise on my side, I could escape before—

Lamb gave the tap a swift turn.

Hot water gargled and poured from the ornate vintage gold taps, and with its rapidly travelling heat, I realised how cold I had grown. The goosebumps on my skin shivered with delight at the warmth subduing them back under the surface.

“Do you think you’re not worth it?” Lamb asked, not looking as he settled back down on his seat, picking back up the comb and continuing his work.

His scent lingered on my tongue, and I bit back the urge to chastise myself for readying an attack. Until it reoccurred to me that I had been kidnapped. I should have taken the chance to escape while I had it.

Instead, I considered his question, as if I had not been building the courage to kill him vampire-style. “I think there is an easier solution to your problem.”

“Killing you?” Lamb phrased the question so simply. Perhaps it was.

“Surely, you have heard of Occam’s Razor?” I shrugged, the shift in my thoughts was not too big a leap. The threat Lamb posed to me in the present, and the threat I posed to everybody else in the future. “‘The simplest solution is often the correct one.’” I recited; the words summoned from a dusty shelf in my memory. “I am the reason your club is being targeted. Without me, the threat on you would disappear.”

“‘Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof,’” Lamb murmured. “Sagan’s Standard.” He allowed my hair to drop down the tub’s side, a new lightness to its fall. Then he looked up, his bitter chocolate eyes carving through the mirror. “You can tell me that it’d be easier to be rid of you, but you can’t prove it.”

“Neither can you.”

I gasped at the touch of Lamb’s fingers, long and lubricated with conditioner as they glided over my bare skin, down until they rested on the smooth, shiny scar over my shoulder. My heartbeat thrummed beneath his touch, and I was sure he felt the ripple under my skin.

Everything screamed at me to lunge out of his grasp, but it fell on deaf ears. I was anchored beneath his hand, unable to do anything but feel the electrifying sensation burning into my skin. I watched, Lamb’s eyes unmoving from mine in the mirror as he leaned his head down over the bath, his head dropping next to my shoulder.

His mouth opened, and warm breath tingled over my damp skin. “The difference between you and I,” Lamb purred, my body vibrating with the tremor of his words, “is that with every means disposable to me, I will prove that my choice is the correct one.” With his other hand, he reached up, finger cupping my chin and turning my head, eyes directly staring into mine, no more mirror between us. “Even if it means proving it to you, as well.”

He kissed me.

The taste of his tongue as it slipped past my lips flooded my mouth and brain with overpowering lust. I was both attached and distant to the version of me with the man pressing his mouth to mine, his warmth bleeding into my body, reaching deeper and further into me than I ever thought possible, my mind screaming far in the distance.

Lamb pressed deeper, and his tongue tangled with mine. The more I fought to resist, the more my body caved to the demand, wanting to give in.

I twisted in the water, turning for better access, as his hand on my shoulder travelled up my skin, settling at the base of my neck, setting a blazing fire along its path. His fingers splayed over my throat, his thumb pressed on the pulse rapidly pounding beneath.

I could not breathe, my head spinning and my heart squeezing in my chest and—

Lamb pulled away.

The cold rush of air running over my damp lips was like artic water over my head. I jerked away from him, clamping my hand over my mouth, disbelief trampling over my mind and body.

What was I doing?

Lamb reached over, his hand tightening the tap back to close, the water just about to spill over the edge. His hand stayed fixed on the tap long after the water had stopped, knuckles turning white, eyes fixed hard on the metal faucet.

What felt like years passed only in a handful of seconds.

Lamb turned away, collecting a towel from the counter. He stopped a step further from the tub than before, the towel extended at the edge of his reach.

In those few actions, Lamb had managed a factory reset. His expression was calm and neutral, mirroring the same face I had seen when I had first entered the bathroom. Before he had ambushed me with his mouth. Before he had set fire to my soul and shattered my resolve in a single, spirit-stealing kiss.

Was it a hallucination?

My tongue tingled with his taste, my lips swollen, and a sore ache throbbed in my jaw. It had been no hallucination.

I did not know what expression I wore as I took the towel from him, feeling incredulous as I watched him turn his back in a rare show of privacy. I could not take my eyes off him as I pulled myself to my feet, my body weak and shivering as the warmth of the water receded. I tugged the plush towel around my shoulders, tucking it tight under my chin, my eyes staking steel daggers into the wide back presented as something else crawled its way up. Through the shock and newfound bitterness at his retreat, a new emotion was lurking. Something hotter. Something … angrier.

“Why are you doing this?”

Lamb did not turn. Instead, he cocked his head, turning just enough for his ear to angle towards me. And that was all. He said nothing to my question, and nothing to the tone it carried.

“There is no point in being kind to me.” I tasted the bitter venom on my tongue, spitting the words as frustration fought for dominance. “Do not look after me. Do not try to help me. Do not kiss me.”

My long, wet hair whipped around me, snapping and coiling around my slick skin. I stared at it, the dark length reaching farther down than I last recalled. There was so much of it all at once, everywhere, touching everything. It was unfamiliar, and the anger that had slowly been rising vanished. Like a train jolted from its tracks, the emotions surged, the power and control rushed forwards and, with no path to go, something else opened its arms instead.

I was numb, and overwhelmed, and stupid, rising to my knees in his heated bath, the air cold and biting against my wet skin, the soft towel suffocating around my shoulders, my smooth hair like a net tangling my limbs. I shoved with my arms, water sloshing over the edge of the bath and splashing onto the floor as I began to push and scratch at the dark web glued to me. The more I pulled away, the more that seemed to appear, tightening and wrapping around me. I could not escape it. It was everywhere. I could not get free. I could not breathe.

“I should not be like this … I should not be—” I fought to speak; my throat tied into knots. My lungs burned, and my chest ached as I pushed my ribs to open, to fill. Sharp noises rang like a shrill bell in my head, pounded like a gong over, and over, and over again. I was speaking, but I could not hear myself anymore. I did not know if I was making sense. I knew my mouth was moving, but my tongue was dry, and each word felt like sandpaper scratching my voice box.

My eyes burned, and the world spun as too many thoughts raced through my mind, memories and visions coming to the front, each demanding attention, screaming at me to look. To see. To listen!. LISTEN TO THEM! DO NOT HIDE. YOU CAN NOT HIDE ANYMORE, ALEXANDRA. YOU CAN NO—

“Like what?” Lamb snapped, his voice sharp and loud as it tore through the screaming voices. “Ash, listen to me. Answer me.” Warmth pressed against my cheeks, long fingers curling around my hair and the nape of my neck. His thumb pressed under my jaw, my heartbeat struggling beneath his touch. “You shouldn’t be like what?”

“I am not mean to be fixed,” I whispered, desperation taking hold of me. I was cold. I was tired. “I am not meant to—” Feeling dizzy and lightheaded, my weight tilted forwards. “I am not …”

MONSTER … MURDERER.

I closed my eyes, pressing my hands against my ears. “No,” I begged. “No. GO AWAY.”

I could hear it. The gagging sounds. The struggling breath in my ears. The blood matted in my hair.

I was there.

My eyes burned like a kettle boiled and poured over my face. Never stopping. Never letting up. I fought to brush it away, felt my hands clawing at my face, the scalding burns, the stinging tears and searing pain tearing into my eyes.

“It hurts,” I cried, shaking my head, trying desperately to rip the rag free from my face. But no matter how much I grasped, and pulled, and tugged, darkness was everywhere. “Please,” I begged. “Make it stop! Please!”

“ASH!” a familiar voice bellowed. I knew this voice.

I jerked forwards, my hands lunging, a firm body beneath my palms. Relief spun through my desperation as I dug my claws into the skin, dragging the person closer.

“Please,” I begged, the darkness withholding, the pain generous. I needed it to stop. The dark. The pain. All of it. “Help me. I can’t see. Please, I—”

Strong hands tugged me closer. A thick arm pressed against the base of my back, another snaking around the nape of my neck, pulling my head against something warm and solid. An earthy, woodsy scent filled my nose, a soft shirt pressed into my face as I fought to suck the air into my lungs. The material smothered my mouth and nose, and I wanted to push away, to escape for breath, but I could not. I had no strength.

“I cannot—” I gasped, stars swimming around the edges of my vision as they screamed and seared. “I cannot breathe.”

My legs turned to lead and collapsed beneath me, but no hard surface struck my side. Instead, I fell gently. In the intangible darkness, I kneeled on something cold, hard, and wet.

“Look at me,” the voice ordered, sounding far away.

Cool air rushed over my face as the soft fabric smothering me retreated. Wide, long-fingered hands pressed against my wet cheeks, thumb tucked under my chin, fingers splayed over my throat, a finger on my pulse. My blood rushed with the single, overpowering thought as the material over my eyes felt as if it were fusing over my skin, as if removing it would take my face along with it.

“Look at me, Ash,” it called again, and if I squinted, in the dark, I could see something blurred moving within it. “You can see. You’re safe.”

“Take it off,” I pleaded, clinging to him. “Please!” I was sure I dug deep enough to draw blood, but I couldn’t care.

It hurt too much.

“Ash,” the voice whispered close to my ear, and my hands tightened on his body, anchoring him to me. “I’ll make it go away. For now.”

I opened my mouth, wanting to respond, to beg or cry, or something; but no words came. I felt pressure on the nape of my neck, and I gaped, trying to take a breath, but I could not function.

One sole word repeated over in my mind until nothingness emptied my mind and I succumbed to the void.

Monster.


Chapter Nine

LAMB




Impulsive.

It wasn’t a word ever used to describe me; by others, and more importantly, by myself. I carried out my every action with intention and purpose, with an outcome planned and predicted. I didn’t have whims or impulses.

Or so I thought.

It wasn’t until the moment when her damp, wet face looked up at mine, tangled hair clinging to her flushing red cheeks, her lips parted, and her breaths bated, eyes yearning for something that I didn’t believe was inside of me. Until it was.

It was different from the stolen kisses in exchange for a drink. This had been my desire and mine alone. It had been instinct and thoughtless. I was already moving, pressing my lips to hers before I could even question whether it was a good idea.

I’d expected her to pull away, to fight, but when she melted into my touch and responded, my mind had vanished.

I’d wanted to take her then and there, jump into the bath, and cover her body with my own. I wanted her legs around my waist, my hands all over her naked skin, and my fingers buried in her hair. I wanted to see her submit to me, to give me her everything, to beg me to take her.

Water had sloshed onto my lap, and it might as well have been artic with how I’d jumped from her.

Pouty, swollen red lips, eyes wide and dazed, the blush spreading from her flaming cheeks, down over her quivering chest.

I’d nearly torn the tap from the faucet as I’d closed it, my actions and the moment of pure impulse registering with complete, chilling clarity.

I had physical desires and have had satisfied women in my bed, and women who’d satisfied me. But that had been nothing compared to this. The obsessive need that had rampaged inside of me was like a matchstick to gas—as fast as it was dangerous, and even more so destructive.

It made me question everything about myself. It made me ask things I had no answer to. And that, more than anything else, struck a fear I’d never tasted, piercing deep into my core.

“Lamb.”

Even with that cold resonating deep inside, all I could see was my hard work crumbling to pieces, my plans torn to shreds.

Ash having a panic attack wasn’t strange behavior. She never hid her trauma; with the permanent bottle in her hand, the nomad lifestyle, and the prickly personality, it wasn’t hard to assume even for the average onlooker. I’d planned for it. Chosen specific small steps to get her used to me, used to this space and her new life, and now I was experiencing the exact consequences I knew came from such stupid mistakes. I could do nothing but watch as Ash’s mind dissolved like sugar in water, seeping through my fingers, intangible, uncontrollable. I had been, for one of the rare few moments in my life, utterly powerless.

“Lamb.”

I’d used pressure on her neck to cause her to pass out, and she’d come to a few moments later, but there was exhaustion, and confusion riddled her mind. I’d tucked her into bed, allowing sleep to give the reprise I couldn’t.

With her difficulties staying asleep, I’d be surprised if she wasn’t already awake. And even more so if she hadn’t drunk the half glass of whiskey left next to her meal.

“LAMB!” a voice roared half an inch from my face.

I covered my pounding ear as I turned, glowering at the huge giant leaning over me.

“What?” I grumbled, pushing my chair out from beneath the mountain’s shadow.

Hunter’s face was wrought into a deep frown, and as I turned to scan the room, I saw others mirroring his expression, a whole sea of brothers giving me silent stares.

“Were you even listening?” He dropped back down into his seat, dwarfing the extra-large office chairs we’d had to buy for our steroid-sized members. Dim bulb light once again washed over me, and I gave him a raised brow.

I sighed, tucking myself and my chair back in front of the table from where Hunter had spun me from it. I pointedly ignored Wolf on my other side, giving me an intense glower before opening my mouth.

“Club business profits up by fifteen percent. Run on the fifteenth will go ahead as scheduled; Hunter, Wolf, Pretty, and Jax will go. Keep an eye out for some mercenaries; they’ve been hijacking other club’s runs recently, and the last thing we need is our last winter run to go awry before we can start up again in spring. Anything I missed?”

I could hear Wolf roll his eyes, but other than that, the brothers looked a curious mash between impressed and disgruntled.

“If you were listening, answer the first time,” Hunter grumbled, turning away from me and back to the table, a shrug shifting his massive shoulders.

I reached over, sliding my hand over his huge biceps. “Sorry, baby, I didn’t mean to neglect you,” I purred, a smug smile pulling over my lips as Hunter’s face turned visibly green.

“You’re a sick fuck.” Hunter yanked his arm away, rubbing furiously, as if he could ever be rid of my trace.

“Oh, come on, baby; don’t be like that.” I pulled my chair closer, the wheels pulling me smoothly along the wooden floor.

Hunter all but sprang out of his chair, the poor thing toppling to the ground behind him with a clatter. Laughter broke out amongst the crowd, followed by some jeers and teasing Hunter’s way. A couple gave me horrified looks; others were relieved they weren’t my victim for the day.

I was about to stand from my chair, stepping in my huge bear of a brother’s direction, when a loud, resounding bang stole sound from the room.

I turned, planting my ass in my chair, as Wolf held his gavel aloft the plate. His eyes were dead and cold as he stared point-blank into the room, but even if his gaze wasn’t direct, the message had gotten across.

Quit fucking around.

Humor swept from the air, and with serious faces armed, we faced our president once more.

“Like I was saying,” he continued, shooting off a quick pointed glare in my direction. I paid it little mind. “Just because we’re not in dire straits anymore, isn’t any reason to be lax. The most trouble is the ones closest to home, under our roofs, and in our beds. Some clubs don’t give a fuck about their brothers’ personal lives; I’d like to be one of them. Unfortunately, personal shit comes knocking too often here, and that’s just how life is. No such thing as a separate home life and separate club life, so keep that in mind when you consider bringing those into the fold. We’ll stay a tight-knit group, and that’ll keep us alive because—”

“If our brothers have our backs, we have our brothers’ backs,” the room finished, like a bunch of kids at a school assembly. It was our mantra, and we knew it well enough to come naturally from our lips.

Frowns floated among the many faces. For some, Wolf’s words hit home, their bodies rigid with resonation, eyes fixed hard on their president. Others were confused and had them glancing around the room to try to catch what they had missed.

The latter was mostly the youngsters, the greenhorns, and the naïve. They’d soon learn the harsher world that lived outside the club, the world that could hurt you deeper than physical wounds might. It’d be a good lesson for them. Alas, a painful one.

Thoughtful silence ended with Wolf’s heavy gavel, and the peace was broken. “Church dismissed.”

Brothers began to rise out of the room, funneling their varied big, broad, and barreling bodies through the single office door leading through Wolf’s office and into the hall. Shouts for beer and the following squeals of club whores ran through the open doorway.

I waited back, allowing the bulls to clear the room before pushing back my chair and rising to stand.

I thought of Ash, who had possibly escaped her room and was wandering around my house, raiding my cupboards and chewing the table leg from being locked away for so long. I was sure she’d be anxious for my return. I could already taste the softness of her lips on mine and longed to see her pleading pale eyes and hear her soft, desperate whimpers.

“Not you, Lamb.” Wolf’s voice was low and even. “You stay.”

The lingering dregs of club members sent me curious looks. They glanced between Wolf and I, reading the curious raised brow on my face, and the unchanging frown on Wolf’s. I gave a few who caught my eye a shrug before settling back into my chair, leaning into the cushioned comfort as we waited in silence for the room to clear.

Pretty, the last member to leave, wisely shut the door behind him. We’d had soundproof walls recently installed to make sure each of the rooms was secure and secrets spoken within our walls stayed there. Aside from the occasional party, the compound was a private dwelling, and strangers weren’t welcomed, but it was wise to confirm that nothing would reach ears that weren’t meant to be listening.

“You’re distracted.” Wolf wasted no time in getting to the nitty gritty.

I considered his words, and now Wolf had turned to me, his deep brown eyes hardened and an ice-cold expression solidified on his face. It wasn’t one I’d seen often, and I’d never been on the other side of it.

“I won’t deny it,” I said, remembering how my thoughts had drifted during the meeting. Sure, I’d heard everything they’d said, but my attention had been split; something I’d never experienced while dealing with club business.

Club before all.

It had been Wolf’s personal mantra for a long time, and as we’d been raised together by our predecessors to be the vice president when the time would come to pass, there was often an overlap in our beliefs and personal policies. This just happened to be one of them.

I could read the details buried behind the struggle in his eyes. Wolf had been one of my longest case studies, and now most of his ticks told me everything I ever needed to know. From the tightening of his jaw, the deep burrowing frown, and the narrow pinch of his eyes, it often revealed the many aged wrinkles he was gathering; a hasted process more so in recent years.

I could see he wanted to ask. His mouth parted a few times before locking firmly shut into a thin line. Then they opened, and closed once more, before finally, he spat the words.

“Don’t fuck this up.”

Wolf pressed his palm into the table and pushed himself to stand. The towering giant dwarfed me, and all I could do was crane my neck up to look at him. I barely got a glance as he barged past me, a strong gust tussling my hair, his exit punctuated by the open and slam of the door.

I watched the gavel rock on the pad it rested on, the noise of his departure echoing in my ears. It felt louder than it had been, and some part echoed deep into my brain, long past when the physical noise had faded.

The trust the man had for me was astounding. Our past aside, I knew I’d proven my capabilities over the years, and Wolf would have my back, the same as I’d learned to have his, more so after our prospecting years had been put behind us. Years we had spent fighting like a cat and a dog.

I just hoped the trust he placed in me wasn’t unfounded.

These new feelings and distractions were unknown to me. They bubbled up out of nowhere and skewed my brain in a direction I wasn’t used to. I had no control, and that was a new experience for me. This went beyond lust and beyond any physical desire. It was emotion-driven, a realm I had barely dipped my toes into.

I was sure it wouldn’t take me long to get them under control. Until then, I had to make sure I didn’t fuck this up. As passive as she was acting, I knew she’d take the opportunity to escape if she got the chance. For now, it was simply a case of never allowing that opportunity to rise for her, even if it meant keeping her under lock and key.

I had a plan. She and I had a destiny that would solve all our problems. I just needed to show patience. She’d soon learn that going along with me would be in everyone’s best interest, including her own. And until then, I wouldn’t let her escape.

I couldn’t.


Chapter Ten

ASH




The walls were spinning and not in a fun way. My head throbbed to the beat of a drum, and my body carried the vibration. My hands were fists around the sheets, curled over onto my knees, pressing my damp skin into the softness of the bed, willing with all my power for it to just stop.

It was worse than any hangover I had ever experienced; not because of the pain or the effects, but from knowing that it would only get worse. It could all be solved with a single, simple solution.

A bottle. A glass. Even a mouthful would be enough to stave off part of the effects. I would not even beg for more than that; I just wanted enough to have a moment of peace, of numbness, of calm.

“Please,” I moaned, rubbing my head harder into the sheets, not caring if my newly unknotted hair got ruined. “Just one sip.”

Silence answered my prayers.

I groaned, rolling over onto my side, scanning the room. A clock ticked by in the distance, and even if I could read it, I knew it would not be time. Seconds had grown into hours, and hours into days.

I could not tell if the sun was up or down, or if even the seasons had changed while I had been trapped in my new eternal prison. Waking up from one nightmare was bad enough, but my thirst had grown before I had passed out, and now I had become a desert in summer.

I had to find something—anything.

I took a deep breath, using the strength and courage I had in short supply, and straightened. Through bleary, burning eyes, my raw and sensitive skin stung. It had no doubt been damaged during my episode. Darkness shrouded the room, with not a single peek of light from the gap in the blinds, or the gap beneath the door.

It took me a moment to get orientated with nothing to guide my way. My vision was already poor, and my brain debilitating it further made the sense useless.

I paused to take breaths, fighting the urge to vomit as the throbbing pounding away at my skull with each motion.

“I can do this …” I whispered. “I can.”

I reached forwards, a firm, hard surface slamming into my palm.

The side table.

I clung to the edge, a landmark at long last in my vast black world, and dragged my body towards it. Plush carpet cushioned my feet as I swung them off the edge of the bed, and a wave of determination pushed through me.

It was but a small feat to find the correct side of the bed, but I took the win, nonetheless.

I pushed myself to stand and—

Cold brushed my finger, and I jerked.

Thunk.

Something landed beside my feet, and cold splashed against my leg, an earthy, sweet smell rising.

“What did I—” I stopped as realization throbbed in my chest.

I dropped to my knees, hands scrambling across the floor as the liquid sunk into the thick carpet. My fingers butted against the glass, and I almost threw it away whilst trying to scoop it up into my shaking hands. I lifted it to my mouth with trembling fingers, the sweet aroma of the whiskey like an adrenaline shot to my nose. I stretched out my tongue, waiting for the sweet drops of its nectar.

None came.

“No, no, no, no, no!” I cried, tossing the glass aside and reaching down to the carpet as the panic raced to the surface. I pushed with all my weight into the plush material, desperately trying to squeeze what it had stolen from me, but the porous material was stubborn and only a mild dampness coated my fingers.

I pressed it to my mouth, sucking the skin so hard I threatened to leave bruises, but the lingering, minute taste did not last.

The drink was lost.

“Fuck!” I hissed, slamming my fist into the floor. My head pounded and beat like an iron drum. I didn’t care. I mourned for the relief that had slipped out of my fingers as my body swayed on its tender perch of control and sanity. “Fuck that bastard!”

Lamb’s face plundered through my mind. It was his sick game that had put me here; never giving me enough to quench my thirst but only providing the necessary amount to not die of withdrawal. He was taking too much joy toeing the line, each step this way or that had my body dancing to his tune. Stealing a kiss or a peck, or something a little more before handing over the glass each time was a new form of torture.

Whatever Pavlov’s dog he was trying to pull over me would not work. If it were not for the dying urge to drink the poison he offered, I would be more than willing to bite his lips straight from his face at this point.

Strengthened by the raging fire inside, I used the edge of the bed and the side table to pull myself up onto tender footing. I bit down on my lip, urging the nausea to stay at bay, staggering my way towards the door.

Next to the door, a little table lamp stood proudly on the sideboard. I propped my body against the wall, quaking hands making quick work of screwing off the lamp shade before tearing it apart without mercy. Two wires, one from the top and one from the bottom, were now in my hands, the material thin and malleable, not meant for anything more than holding the lampshade taut.

It did not take long to fashion two long prongs resembling lock-picking tools. Often, hair grips, bra wires, and hangers could make good impromptu substitutes when the situation called for it.

I had debated escaping from the room a few times before, after figuring out it was a relatively simple drop pin lock. But each time I had, I often thought about what awaited me outside. I had spent months wandering about; little places were welcoming to those who perhaps hadn’t showered for days, wore clothes with a few holes too many, and a grime that no public bathroom sink could wipe away. For the price of a warm bed, shelter, and safety, playing along with Lamb’s antics hadn’t been too big of an ask.

Until now.

I took a breath, jamming the two wires into the lock. It rattled as my shaking hands pried the pins in further, using more will than strength to control my limbs and delicate, precise gestures.

It took a few too many tries, and frustration built rapidly in my chest. I was a few moments from exploding when I heard that sweet, sweet click.

I calmed myself, making sure to hold the pins in place as I gave the handle a steady twist, and with a little pull, the door swung open.

I was free.

I had no time to feel excited as caution was thrown to the wind. I tossed myself out the door, staggering and slamming into the hallway wall as I struggled to hold onto my balance. It slowed me down, but it did not stop me.

I thundered forwards with more momentum than control, heading towards the stairs, remembering the few stolen peeks I had gotten from the hallway on my way to and from the bathroom.

They wrapped tightly to one side, and I did not slow on my approach. Clinging to the singular railing with strength powered by pure adrenaline, I rushed the stairs. I skipped half the steps as I ran down, the steps seeming to continue for far longer than they should have until the carpet vanished from underneath me and ice-cold tile slammed against my feet.

It was a shock to my system that froze all operations. Unable to stop my pace, my knees buckled, and I slammed hard into the ground, a dull flash of pain radiating up one side. My stomach churned, and bile rushed up my throat, threatening to explode onto the cold floor. Slapping my hand over my mouth, I fought to swallow it, my nose stinging and eyes watering.

Forced to take a few seconds, and a few deep breaths, I waited until the floor stopped moving and I’d successfully managed to contain and return the meagre contents of my stomach.

Daylight was sharp and harsh, bouncing off the bleach-white walls and white tiled floor as I pulled myself up. I had no doubt been bruised, the panging ache already spreading across my side, but it was easily drowned by the drum beat of my brain.

In the bright, blinding daylight, my eyes screamed to close, and my vision was bleary. That and everything around me was a sea of white.

I had died.

This is what heaven was like, right? Just an endless bright white room all around?

I struggled to believe that heaven was in Lamb’s house, of all peoples. Hell, perhaps. But I would be severely disappointed to find that the pearly white gates led here.

I turned, and turned, and turned, slow and steady, with a hand on my belly, as if it might persuade it to stay calm.

Not a single ounce of colour stood in the endless ocean of nothingness.

Huge, expansive windows seemed to pour light into the room, reflected off every possible surface, like a spotlight being shot at my face.

I raised a hand to my brow, trying to shield some of the light from my eyes, but it did little to ease my suffering. With my other hand, I reached out for anything—an object, material, a body—anything to provide a clue to what surrounded me. My stolen glances had only gotten me this far, and unless I had developed x-ray vision at some point during my capture, there had not been much more for me to find.

Something firm butted against my hand, and soft suede brushed against my knuckles.

A couch?

I tried once more to get a better look, but the thing was just as white as the room around me, not a single stain or fingerprint suggested it had even been touched, never mind sat on.

This man was living in a simulation. There was no other explanation.

“I do not need this.” I shook my head, abandoning the couch as my guide as I began to move away from the light, deeper into the room. “Kitchen, kitchen, kitchen …” I chanted repeatedly, as if it might suddenly appear right in front of me and—

A shiny black surface cut through the white. I closed in on it like a moth to a flame, like a portal cutting through the void, offering me a sweet escape from the blankness.

My fingers ran over the ice-cold marble, and relief washed over me.

“Kitchen!” I breathed, the only word I was capable of speaking.

If this was a countertop, then …

My hands slid towards and then underneath the edge, the glossy white surface giving with a little push. The door pushed back, and the cupboard swung open.

I almost cried when I saw the pots and pans staring back at me. Not only were they not white but black, but it also meant Lamb had things in his kitchen. Like a normal human did. His dedication to his disguise paid off … for me, at least.

I wasted no time pushing and popping open every cupboard I could. From cutlery to tins to spices, Lamb’s kitchen was fully stocked, even with fresh vegetables and products.

What a waste of resources; robots didn’t eat human food.

In his farce of a kitchen, I just prayed he did not forget the one important detail. The single thread of hope I was clinging to, the one thing that would stop my head from beating, my stomach from sinking, and my mind from reeling.

“Please, please …” I begged, rifling through anything and everything. “Why has he got so many cupboards!” I snapped, my irritation growing each time a cupboard turned up empty.

My hope began to dwindle, and the panic I had kept at bay was crawling back up.

I should leave. Instead of digging through his shit, I should take the chance to escape, and if I kept walking, I was sure there would be a store around here somewhere, or an open back door, or—

Clunk.

My heart soared.

No longer caring if I threw up or not, I heaved my body up onto the counter, scrambling like a mad animal onto my knees, pulling and throwing the packets, jars, and tins onto the floor. I heard things break and smash, but I did not care. I heard it move. It was glass. It had to be.

There was no way he didn’t have a single bottle.

I was right.

Just as I was about to reach the back of the cupboard, I saw the tall, thin-necked bottle tipped onto one side where it had fallen, hidden behind a wayward packet of pasta.

I lunged.

My fingers wrapped snugly around its neck, and I pulled.

My feet hit the floor, a mess of broken food, glass, and plastic littering around me. I did not care. The clear bottle and bright red label stared back up at me, confirming exactly what I had thought it was.

With shaking hands, I gripped tight around the cap, spinning it off with a single-jerked motion, bringing it up to my trembling lips. The cold, sweet liquid hit the back of my throat, rushing into my stomach with a hot, burning heat. The vodka was sharp through my senses, and my stomach both screamed and revelled as it settled inside.

Home sweet home.
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The harsh sting shooting across my skin jarred me awake.

Darkness’s sweet embrace flushed from my vision as a familiar ceiling stared down at me—a white, bleached ceiling. I squinted at it, the light bouncing off its surface harsh on my tender eyes.

My head still ached, but it had moved to the background, enough for me to ignore. Something bitter and harsh sat on my tongue, and my mouth felt dry, as if I had swallowed a hundred cotton balls the night before. But that had not been the case. My state was familiar to me, and the taste was that of an old friend, vodka. It had never been my drink of choice, but it had been a drink, nonetheless.

I moved to stretch, feeling more settled than I had in a long while. Or I tried to.

My leg was trapped in a vice, and with my movement, I was rewarded with a sharp pain rushing up the nerves in my leg.

“Fuck!” I hissed.

I looked down to investigate, and that was when I noticed it. Noticed him. The body heat that swam through my leg, the soft, gentle material pinning my ankle still, and the broad back, a dark black cloud in the bright sea of white.

His silk ebony shirt pinched as it moved, tugging over his shoulder as he worked, hunched over my foot, eyes sharp and focused.

“What are you—fuck!” I hissed again, a singing burn following each stab of pain. “Stop!” I hissed. “Whatever you are doing, stop it.”

Another sting.

“Okay, okay, I get it.” I tugged at my ankle, but his grip refused to budge. “I should not have broken out of my room, okay? I will go back just—”

Another.

“Fine!” I snapped. “I should not have drank your vod—”

Another.

“Lamb!”

The repetitive pain ceased.

I stilled as a mix of caution and relief made a terrible concoction inside of me.

Lamb had not moved a muscle, and I sat on the edge of anticipation, waiting for punishment or release. It took a few moments, but soon enough, the black silk shifted, and Lamb began moving once more.

I had not been released, however.

“You got cut.”

“What?” I frowned, missing his words.

A soft sigh weighed on his shoulders. “Your feet got cut on the broken glass,” Lamb repeated with practised patience. “I need to bandage it.”

“Oh,” I said, because what else could I?

Silence descended as I mentally focused on his actions. The softness of the bandage pressed against the raw underneath of my foot. Small, irritated nips tingled across my skin, but compared to whatever he was doing before—disinfecting, perhaps?—there was not much to complain about.

Feeling only the briefest of touches, he wound the material over and around my foot and ankle. His movements were efficient, and though it had felt a yearlong with each tingling graze of his fingers, it had only taken him a minute or so to have completed my first aid.

With care, he lifted my foot, allowing himself to slip from the couch, and set it down on a cushion before walking past me.

Woodsy cedar washed over me as he passed so close to me that I could have grabbed him if I wanted to. Part of me did. Part of me was rapidly questioning the bizarre behaviour. Part of me wanted to apologize for what I had done, despite being the kidnapped victim. Part of me wanted to stop him just because I could. Because I knew he would stop. Knew he would look at me.

His gaze had unsettled me for a long time, and I had slowly begun to learn why.

Lamb looked at me.

My formative years had been spent living as a ghost, and even though many seasons had passed, I had evolved no further than a shadow, moving from one place to the next, never finding solid standing anywhere.

For Lamb, though, no light shone through me. I had cause and effect on the things I touched. There was evidence of where I had been. I left footsteps on this man who had no reason to treat me as anything other than dust passing in an autumn breeze.

“It scares me,” I whispered, the words slipping out of my mouth. I stared into the white void of the room, the bright light seeping into the room, curtains stagnant and still.

I heard Lamb’s feet pause, his steps freezing just past my head, just out of sight. If I focused, I would see his lingering form in the corner of my eye, but I did not. I could not.

“What does?” Lamb’s voice was soft and neutral.

“The way you look at me.”

“And how …?” Lamb paused. “How do I look at you?”

“Like I exist.” My gaze shifted to my foot, the phantom touch of his fingers still roaming over my skin.

I waited, wondering what his response would be, mind wandering far and wide.

Lamb’s footsteps continued, not a single word spoken as his steps disappeared behind me. I tipped my head back, closing my eyes as a breath escaped my chest, silence descending like a veil over my mind for a small, peaceful moment.

“Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”


Chapter Eleven

LAMB




Gathering the necessary ingredients from the refrigerator, I set them out on the kitchen island, its shining surface reflecting a blurred image of my face.

My motions were practiced and fluid as I set each ingredient apart and pulled out the small dishes that went alongside them. I cracked the eggs into a glass bowl then pulled out the few slices of bread onto a plate, putting away each item before moving on to the next step.

I heard the pained gasp from across the room and paid it no mind. I made quick work of mixing the eggs as Ash hobbled across the floor towards the kitchen. I focused on the task at hand as she managed to lift herself onto the bar across the island. She sat hunched into her shoulders, eyes roaming all around me.

If she was looking for the evidence of last night’s rampage, she wouldn’t find it. It’d be hard to believe this was the same crime scene I’d returned home to. Not a single drop of sauce, a broken shell of pasta, or a shard of glass remained in sight. The scene was impeccable; even a fingerprint would be hard to find.

With a frown wove into her brows, she turned instead to the inductive hob, watching as I moved the eggs around the plate. “You can cook?”

I neglected the eggs and set the bread into the toaster. “I can. Though just making eggs hardly counts as cooking.”

“It is surprising, nonetheless …” Ash bobbed her head, a hand moving to push the wild strays of her mussed hair behind her ears. It still looked a million times better after I’d detangled it, but in just a few days, it had already begun to resemble its wild state.

“I own plenty of cookbooks.” I paused by the fridge, pulled out a water, and grabbed a packet of pills from the counter. I popped open the bottle, poured two painkillers into my hand and, after cracking the seal on the water, slid them, along with the bottle of water, across the counter.

Ash stared hard at me, seemingly unable to marry the idea of me and cookbooks. It took a while, but once abandoning the thought, she dropped her eyes to the counter, giving the proffered tablets a hesitant look.

“They’re painkillers,” I explained. “And water.”

Ash rolled her eyes before settling a pointed glare on me. “And here I was, thinking it was poison.” The sarcasm rolled off her tongue and over my skin, an electric current rippling.

She popped the pills into her mouth and took a swig of water, a shiver running through her body.

“I’m making eggs,” I explained, lowering the heat. “It should be easy on your stomach.”

“Okay … Jekyll,” Ash murmured, casting a sensitive glare on the bottle of water again.

I collected a glass from one cupboard, setting it on the counter before moving to the other side of the kitchen. I unlocked the coded latch beneath the handle and opened the door tucked under where the stairs descended into the other room. Inside sat a compact cabinet filled with various bottles of alcohol.

“Of course,” Ash grumbled behind me, more sweet sarcasm rolling off her clever tongue. I masked the amusement threatening to reach my eyes. “Why did I not check under the stairs? That is where everyone keeps their alcohol. I am an idiot.”

“You’re talkative this morning,” I said instead, pouring half a glass of whiskey before sliding it across the bar. “Feeling better?”

“Not exactly,” Ash grumbled, a hand unconsciously reaching up to touch her head, a headache no doubt brewing there. “Besides, you are the one being weird.” She didn’t give me a chance to rescind my offer as she scooped up the glass of whiskey. “Is this not supposed to be the part where you shuffle me back into my prison, lock me up, and make sure I never escape ever again?”

“I think you and I can agree that didn’t work. Either time.” I pulled out a plate, the only one remaining in the cupboard, and dished her eggs and toast.

“I guess,” Ash said, her drink perched permanently against her bottom lip as she took small, savoring sips.

I set the dish in front of her with a knife and fork.

From the beginning, I’d barely seen Ash eat more than a bird. She’d pick at her food, a bit here and there. Even the food I’d brought had turned stone cold with no more than a bite taken from each. Ash was slim, but her body had gone to waste over time. And now, instead of the soft, straight lines to her body, she was scarily skinny, sharp bones protruding from her pale skin.

“Eat.” I pushed the plate further, discomfort ebbing in my chest as she gave the plate a wary eye. “Or I’ll spoon-feed you.”

Her gaze snapped to my face lightning-fast. “I thought you said that forcing me was not working?” she hissed, her drink parting from her mouth.

“This is this, and that is that.” I shrugged, raising a brow, daring her to challenge me. I was more than willing to take up the offer, and her opinion was the least of my worries when it came down to getting some nutrients into her body. In fact, a large part of me wanted her to, the fight stirring something unfamiliar deep inside.

Sensing something from me, Ash’s fire cooled as she looked back down at the plate. Her lips pinched into a tight line, hesitance crossing her expression. I couldn’t tell what she must have been seeing on my face, but one more glance up seemed to steel her resolve. She took a big swig of her whiskey, tongue darting out to catch an escaping drop from her lip. I traced the movement, desperate to copy it, but I knew the same honey-sweet taste would be absent from my own.

Armed with her knife and fork, she swept back her hair and gave the plate a challenging glare before setting to work.

Her slice struggled to fit on the fork as she worked at the edge of the bread. But she didn’t stop, nor did she hesitate as she slipped the small piece into her mouth.

I could see it was uncomfortable for her. Saw that the food probably tasted like cardboard as she worked to chew and swallow a piece that did not need as much effort as she was giving it. It was no testament to my cooking—I knew for a fact they’d be the best eggs in the town—but it reflected her harsh lifestyle and the poor conditions her body had become accustomed to.

As I watched her throat bob, some of that uncomfortable feeling in my chest shifted, untangling the tension and allowing me to relax as she ate each small morsel.

Escaping strands of hair slipped over her neck as she worked tediously on her food, the occasional glance flittering my way. I didn’t let myself slip up and kept my expression neutral each time I caught her eye. Anna’s misunderstanding came to mind, though I wasn’t sure I could call it a misunderstanding much longer.

I watched Ash cautiously eat tidbits of food, giving me flickering glances, resembling a small, feral kitten scooped up from the streets. Comfort and care were unknown and unfamiliar to her. In a world that had fought her every moment since birth, all she had learned to do was fear those around her and fight anything that came her way. Nothing was good. Nobody was kind. Nowhere was safe. It had been a pitiful way to live, but it explained how she had become the way she was.

Ash reached up and tucked away the rogue strand of hair behind her ear, focusing solely on her food. I watched as it slipped down again, the long ribbon of brown warm against her lightly tanned skin.

Unable to stand it any longer, I moved around the island.

Focused solely on the challenge in front of her, Ash didn’t glance my way or acknowledge the sounds of my footsteps. It wasn’t until I slid my fingers over her shoulders that she realized my presence.

Her body snapped straight, her hands stiff as stone.

I hooked my fingers around the edges of her hair, dragging it back past her shoulders and down her arched back. Her skin was flushed, and a slight feverish warmth sent tingles through my fingertips as they just grazed the fine hairs running over her neck. Goosebumps prickled along the surface, and a tremor traveled throughout her as she fought the sensitive shiver.

I continued my motion, slipping my fingers beneath her hair, scooping the escaping strands, and sliding the elastic down my wrist until I could twist and wrap it around the collum of hair, taming it into a simple ponytail down the back of her neck.

I released the soft breath I’d been holding and took a step back, admiring my handiwork. It wasn’t much, but for someone who’d never let my hair grow long enough to touch the back of my neck, it was perfect, even for a first try.

I saw the tension unwind in Ash’s shoulders, her fork lowering from her statue hold, and her chest sucking air back into her lungs. I stood still, a thought trickling into my mind as I stared at her familiar figure.

She’d allowed this.

To have touched Ash had earned me a defensive strike or a rapid escape without fail. Each kiss I’d stolen had been rewarded with a growl, hiss, or a hasty retreat. Even when I had touched her hair previously, it had been only with permission. This mindless gesture, however, had surpassed all those conditions.

Heat spread across my chest and stimulated every nerve south. I grew rock-hard beneath my jeans and had to fight to suppress the purr wanting to erupt. Just the thought of Ash letting me take control, to submit to me even just this once, had such an emotional and physical impact that I wondered how I’d not noticed such a nature inside before.

I’d never cared for anything sexually exotic, other than satisfying my physical needs. There was no need to complicate an activity that served its purpose. Both my partner and I would come out satiated and drained, and that would be that.

This—whatever it was—had me ready to blast into my jeans just at the touch of her hair. I’d barely grazed her skin, and a fire was burning in me hotter than anything I’d ever felt.

I could see her, on her back, mewling my name, begging me for more. I’d take her, I’d ravish her, I’d show her everything that it meant to belong to me. I—

“Are you … allergic to color?” Ash’s voice cut through my thoughts, and I retreated as if I’d been scalded.

Ice doused my body as my brain kicked into gear, turning down whatever switch had been turned to max. Logic berated and banished the rampant thoughts, quelling the momentary weakness of my desire. I knew full well if I fucked up here, my plan would be shredded to tatters without a second chance.

Whatever had come over me had been temporary. I wouldn’t let it happen again.

If Ash had noticed my actions, she pretended not to, her eyes skittishly scanning her surroundings. “I thought I had died when I saw it all.” She stared through narrow slits, eyes blinking rapidly in the face of the bright occlusive daylight.

I swept across the room, pulling loose the sheer curtains and dragging them closed. With each one, I took a breath, making sure the fire in my chest was smothered into nothing but cold, dead ashes before I turned back around.

Ash was tracing me now, her eyes open and clear as the curtains diffused the light into a more manageable strength for her sensitive sight. I looked around at my white surroundings before turning back to her, placing myself a few feet away. “What color would you like to see?” I sunk onto the arm of the couch, interlocking my fingers together as I looked back at her.

She still squinted, with her low visual ability and the lack of sunlight, as she skimmed across the room. “I do not know.” Ash shrugged, her knife and fork abandoned by the side of the plate, pressed neatly alongside each other. She’d maybe eaten half her food, but it looked like that would be all. It was the most I’d ever seen her eaten in one sitting, so I was more than willing to take the win.

“You don’t know colors?” I tilted my head to one side, enjoying a bitter sense of satisfaction as I watched her eyes roll into her skull with a disgruntled huff.

“I know colors,” she grunted. “But does it really matter which one you put in here? It just needs something so it is not all … blank.”

“How about you pick one?” I stood, reaching down to the white console table and pulling open a drawer underneath.

“A color?”

“No. A shape,” I responded, sarcasm saturating my voice, and again enjoyed the scowl sharpening her features. I shrugged, offering her an easy smile as I began to walk back over to her. “Tit for tat.”

She rolled her eyes again, and I liked how the attitude looked on her.

“A color for what?” Ash ignored the comment as I stopped just short of her perch.

“For anything.” I lifted my hands, revealing what I’d grabbed as I placed the simple black-framed sunglasses onto her face.

She jerked back at my touch, the glasses jumping down her nose. She righted them, pushing them back up her bridge, a puzzled look staring through them.

I gave her a wide smile, knowing what reaction I’d get.

“We’re going shopping.”
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It had been an impromptu plan, but as we walked—or in Ash’s case, hobbled—into the shopping mall, I patted myself on the back.

This new detour posed potential profits for my plan, starting with Ash clinging desperately to my arm. I was beginning to wonder about the cost of an artificial arm when pins and needles prickled my fingertips as Ash’s death grip cut off my circulation, all the while hissing from next to me for the thirteenth time, “This is such a foolish idea.”

Paranoia hounded her face, tucked tightly into her chin, veiled by only the brim of the baseball hat she’d stolen from my wardrobe as I’d dragged her out of the house. Her eyes were everywhere, suspicion radiating from them like a laser beam, shooting at every man, woman, and child, as if a spy might be disguised inside a stroller.

“If you had been this cautious while traveling, our current situation would have been a tad more unlikely,” I commented, earning myself a laser beam to the pupil. I met her gaze, an easy expression on the face of my adversary. “If you’re looking to blind me in solidarity, then all you have to do is ask.”

“No,” Ash grumbled, turning away from my gaze. “I feel like if I asked, even as a joke, you would grab the closest fork and stab yourself right in the face.”

“Of course.” I shrugged, jostling her weight a little and consequently earning a sharp pinch beneath the navy sleeve of my long trench coat. “Which would you prefer I do first? Left or right?”

I turned to catch her face, leaning close enough to feel her breath rolling over my cheeks, and batted my eyelashes. Our heights weren’t too different from one another, but with a limp, Ash was more hunched and lower from me than usual. I ate up the space with ease, and the sweet, soft scent of the shampoo I’d bought for her wafted into my nose. Something about her smelling exactly like I’d predicted had a purr rolling in the back of my throat.

Ash rolled her eyes, something that had been rare for me before today.

Choosing to leave our debate at that, Ash blanched at my proximity, my cologne not stirring a reaction out of her as it did myself. Perhaps, I ought to try a different brand.

“I can walk on my own,” Ash grumbled, once again trying to free her hand from the crook of my arm.

I pressed my palm over hers, her skin cool as I held it firmly against mine. “You shouldn’t put weight on your foot. It will open your wounds.”

“Then we should have stayed home,” Ash said. I’d heard the words inside my mind before they’d left her lips, reminiscing about the struggle it’d taken to leave the house.

With an open door, I’d expected Ash to fly out of it. But, much to my surprise, Ash had stayed anchored in place, her face paling at the thought of leaving. Her protest had been legendary, and I’d had to pin her arms and legs to her sides as I’d all but thrown her into the car and tied her into her seat belt.

“They are papercuts, at best,” Ash said. “It is an inconvenience compared to a bullet through the chest or anything else I experienced.”

I knew the last part meant her life on the streets, even if she didn’t elaborate. When we’d set up her new identity, we’d given her a card with money loaded on it to get her started. But once Ash had escaped the nest, there hadn’t been a single penny spent from it; it had been a dead end in my search to find her. She’d also been shot six times, so there was that.

“Well, you’re here now, with me,” I answered. “And I made a promise. So long as you stay here, by my side, no harm will come to you.”

“What good is a one-man army against my father with governments, gangs, and the underworld at his beck and call?” Ash shrugged as well as she could with one arm fixed under my own.

“I think you overestimate his influence.” I shrugged again.

“And I think you underestimate it,” Ash countered.

I thought about it. “War can break with a word. Fire can ravage with a match. An avalanche can fall with a whisper.” I smiled. I knew the foe I had faced, but I’d never met a match I couldn’t best. And I never fought a war I couldn’t win. Some might call it arrogance, but I preferred confidence. It hadn’t guided me wrong yet.

“Very poetic,” Ash said, voice flat, clearly unimpressed. Writing a love letter would be off the list of potential persuasion techniques. “So, which are you—the stone, the match, or the whisper?”

I pulled her in, a gasp slipping from her lips, her foot catching mine, momentum throwing her into my arms. Surprise widened those glossy pale eyes as her glasses slipped down her nose, pupils peering up at mine. I tightened my hold around her waist, the weight of her body against mine uncomfortable, her sharp shoulder pressing into my sternum, but I was hesitant to let it go.

“I can be all you want me to be,” I offered, a free hand lifting to push back the stray hair slipping from her head. I tucked it behind her ears, the tips a soft, blushing red as my finger lingered longer down the trail from her ear, down to her neck. “I can be a reckoning war, a vanquishing hellfire, a mighty avalanche; I can tear down your enemies until nothing but ash and dust lay beneath your feet.” I stopped my finger on her throat, the thundering pulse quaking beneath my touch. “If that is what you wish, then I am capable of all of it.”

Ash stared for a long while, her eyes jumping back and forth between my own as if searching for the lie, for the false confidence hidden behind them. She would find none. There had been many limits I had yet to reach; all I lacked was simply motivation. The task would not be an easy one; the ability to find means and create opportunities would be difficult.

But it wasn’t impossible.

Even a crack could destroy a dam. All I had to do was find that crack. And if I couldn’t find one, I’d make one.

“You are delusional,” Ash blurted, shock dwindling into disbelief, as a sharp, barked laugh burst out of her chest. “You almost had me for a second there.” She slapped her hand against my chest before using it to right herself back onto her feet.

She slid her hand back under my arm voluntarily, while she righted her glasses with the other before resting it over her chest. “I thought I was going to have a heart attack.”

I raised my brow at her, which only seemed to cement her misunderstanding.

“See? I knew you were joking.” She laughed, twirling her hand in my face. “Your face tells all.”

“It does?” I frowned.

“Yup.”

I didn’t give her a moment. I pressed my arm to the small of her back, spinning and pressing her body into mine. Her gasp filled my mouth as I pressed my lips down to hers. Then I reached up, winding my hand around the back of her neck, tilting her head, giving me access to that shocked, delicious mouth of hers. I heard her hat slip from her head, dropping to the floor behind us, but I didn’t care, and neither did she as I slid my tongue between her lips, pulling hers into mine, our warmth mingling together.

A noise rumbled out of my chest, and she moaned in response, tilting hers toward mine as I fought to restrain my strength. My hands burned with the urge to tighten around her, as if I could even possibly bring her closer to me, desperate to merge her body with mine.

Her hands tightened into the lapels of my coat, dragging me forward, and I obliged with a step between her feet. Warmth wrapped around my leg as her thighs straddled my own and I almost dropped to my knees then and there.

Feeling my dick straining painfully against my zipper, I broke the kiss. Her hot, panting breaths rolled over my damp lips, and I found our eyes locked together. Even through her glasses, I could see her wide, dark eyes glossy and soft as they stared up deliriously into my own.

“If you think my face is telling you I am joking,” I whispered, darting my tongue out to swipe one more sweet taste of her lips, “then I will tell you the truth with my body instead.”

Ash swore, jerking her hands away from my coat like she’d been scalded. She slid back off my leg, and I almost groaned as her warmth slipped away. She spun from me, jerking her hands to her face and head as she realized her hat was missing. Turning in circles, she flapped until she spotted it on the floor, snatching it from the ground and snapping it onto her head, the rim pressed tight down over her face. It hid everything except those swollen pink lips, her teeth raking over them. “Do not do that in public, you bastard. Who knows who is looking at us!”

“I didn’t think you were the shy type,” I purred, trying to close that tiny difference.

Ash escaped a step back, a pink blush working its way down from her cheeks to the small, exposed flesh of her neck. I yearned to run my teeth across it.

“That is not what I meant,” Ash hissed, shoving at my chest. It was pathetic and barely enough to move me. If I’d been a hoping man, I’d think it was her excuse to touch me again. “I am a wanted fugitive, you twat.”

“Ah, right.” I nodded, looking about the half-dead mall. Even in a city, if you came early enough in the day, people were sparse. “There is that.”

“You are seriously an imbecile,” Ash huffed, turning her coat collar up, one of my thick wool scarfs now tied tightly around her neck, and stalked as best as she could with one weak foot deeper into the mall.

I watched her hobble for a while, a light heat fluttering over my chest, reaching my burning lips. I shifted, trying to adjust my trousers for a little breathing room, but my appendage was not ready to go down. With my eyes tracing her fleeting form, it twitched.

“I’m screwed.” I laughed, the humor not lost on me as this toxic, traumatized woman tottered away.

I jogged after her, and she fought me for a moment before allowing me to capture her hand with my arm, unable to look at me as she waited for that soft pink blush to settle from her skin. I looked forward to making it reappear.

I should have known that this moment, though small and fleeting, had been the point of my downfall. Should have known this woman would be the end of us both. If I had been a smarter man, I’d have turned and walked away.

I was not a smarter man.


Chapter Twelve

ASH




“Iwant to go home,” I grumbled for what felt like the millionth time.

Lamb did not care.

“What about this one?” Lamb countered, raising a red vase that had caught his eye. He handled the bizarre-shaped pottery. It was wide in the middle and shrunk to a tiny point at the base. I doubted the thing would even be able to stand on its own, never mind with flowers in it.

“Sure. Get that one,” I huffed. I had been fed up after the first twenty pieces of décor that Lamb had shown me, and after the slowest-paced wander through the kitchen crockery and appliance section, I was now frustrated.

“You don’t like it?” Lamb repeated his infamous, finishing words as he put the pot back onto the shelf, managing gracefully to stand it upright alongside its clones before moving us farther down the aisle.

“Read my lips,” I growled, grabbing him by the lapel of his coat and turning him to face me. He turned easily with my pull, face lowering the small gap to my own, eyes wandering down to my lips. “I do not care. I want to go home.”

Lamb’s ears weren’t working, and his mouth must have malfunctioned as he stared back at me in silence. His eyes jumped back and forth between my own, a burning heat penetrating through the dark sunglasses. They slid down to my hands wrapped tightly into the material of his coat and then travelled oh so slowly back up to my lips, his tongue darting out over his own.

The images jerked through my head, the feel of his hands around my neck, the warmth of his hips pressed into mine, and the soft growl that vibrated down my jaw and landed deep into the pit of my stomach.

I jerked backward, letting him go. I threatened to fall but quickly caught myself, the ache in my foot lost to the pounding heat flooding my core.

Fuck.

Something had loosened in my chest with that kiss earlier, but I could not explain what it was or what it meant. Self-control had been siphoned by his touch, and now I was like a fish floundering out of water in front of him. I was distracted, panicked, and, most of all, really, really wet.

“How about this one?” Lamb had already moved on, picking up a small cat ornament off the shelf above my head. It was a cursed thing; wiry fur, black abyssal eyes, and a hunch rivalling Ben Nevis.

“Yes, adorable. We will get it,” I pleaded, near tears beading in my eyes as that encroaching tremor began to ripple through my muscles. My throat had long since dried, and the headache I had battled earlier lingered at the back of my eyes, ready to jump back into action.

Sensing my irritability, Lamb skimmed his eyes from my head to my toes in that piercing, clinical way that made me feel naked in front of him; and not in the sexy, hot way. I felt exposed, and all I wanted to do was curl up into a fetal position in the corner and never move. It was more chilling than the snowy winters spent in parking garages or rainy days on public park benches.

“Look, just give it to me and let us go pay,” I said, reaching for the cat ornament. Lamb did not fight me when I took it out of his hand. His gaze was wandering over my face, a frown placed on his.

“Can I help?”

I spun on my heels as a voice travelled over my shoulder. It came from behind me, and I panicked at the proximity, one foot stumbling over the other, nearly throwing the cat ornament. I could see it about to smash into a million pieces as my body landed flat on top.

Lamb was next to me in a flash, my shoulder crashing into his firm chest, a strong arm catching my back and stopping me, and the cat, from hitting the floor.

“Sorry!” the woman gasped, alarmed at my sudden movement. “I didn’t mean to make you jump.”

“It’s okay,” Lamb reacted, flashing that deceptive, sweet-as-honey smile. “My wife is just a little skittish.”

“Wife?” I choked. “I am not your wi—”

Lamb’s hand tightened around my waist, pinning me close to his side. “Not yet.” He looked down at me, his eyes crinkling with adoration. “We’ll be married this spring.” I had to give him credit; he was a good actor. Probably studied it in How to Fake Being a Human 101.

“Oh, how lovely!” The woman smiled, clapping, a bright smile on her rouged cheeks. For a moment, I was sure I saw her gaze flicker between me and Lamb and something crossed her eyes. It disappeared behind her professional veil, and she moved into her sales pitch. “Do you mind if I ask what you’re shopping for today? I’ve seen you wandering around for a while.”

“We’re looking to redecorate our home. Everything’s a little … blank.” I did not miss the short flicker back to my face with that comment.

I huffed at his pathetic storytelling as Lamb described our house and “wedding” plans. The woman ate it all up, while all I wanted was to stomp on his perfectly polished shoes. I would revel in the look of pain on his face and watch that mask fall and crumble to the floor. I would want to take a photo, fold it up, and keep it tucked in my back pocket for when the dark nights crept in.

I had been in my head a little too long as, suddenly, I was being tugged along. Lamb had wrapped his arm around my waist, and we walked in step with the saleswoman guiding the way deeper into the shop. More importantly, farther from the exit.

“What is happening?” I whispered, glancing over his shoulder as my prized exit disappeared. “Where are we going?”

Lamb did not look my way, but I saw the small smirk creeping up the corner of his lips. He was up to something. I knew it.

“Here it is.” The woman smiled, swiping her hand toward the premade display bed. A deep rich red nearly burnt into my eyes at the sheer loudness of the colour. It was intense and almost sensual with the quilted edges and the pinched seams giving it a quilted look, the homely sense clashing with the overtly sexual red.

It was horrib—

“Perfect. We’ll take it,” Lamb interrupted my thoughts.

“We will what?” I strangled.

“Amazing. I’ll get one all packed up for you.” The woman smiled. “It’s such a beautiful colour for your soon-to-be newlywed bedroom.”

“I’ll take them all.” Lamb caught her just before she escaped.

“All of them?” The confusion was visible on her face.

“It’s best to have spares,” Lamb explained as the confusion now began to infect my own face and mind. “We’ll be needing to change our sheets often.”

Even her professionalism could not cover the shock of that one. A sharp cough leapt from her throat as my own jaw dropped open. “O-of course, sir. I’ll get them all ready for you.” Her rouged cheeks doubled with a natural, flaming blush as she all but ran away into the back.

“Why the hell did you tell her that?” I seethed, trying and failing to pull away from his grasp. He pinned his arm tight to his side, holding my hand in place, and even with my slim wrists, I could not find the strength or dexterity to escape. “Let me go.”

“Absolutely not.” Lamb smirked. “You, my wife, and I, your husband, will be very busy. I told her we were planning to have seven children. Five boys. Two girls.”

“SEVEN CHIL—“ I choked on the words. I could not even think. “You are insane!” I gawked at this man who was proud of his accomplishment. “Someone has infected you with malware or something. Your motherboard is fired. Ka-put. Boom. You understand?”

Lamb raised a brow at me, not all getting what I was saying. But that was to be expected with his broken hardware.

“I will make it simple,” I said, pulling on my trapped hand and leading him away from the stop-sign red bed. “You are malfunctioning. We need to leave before that woman comes back.”

Lamb dug in his heels, and we weren’t moving anymore. For a slender man, he knew how to throw his weight around when he wanted to. Arsehole.

“I’ll make it simpler.” Lamb smirked, reaching forwards and plucking the little, scruffy cat out of my hand. “We’re getting the sheets. And this.” He wagged it in front of my face. “You get to pick something, and so do I. Team effort.”

“We’re no team,” I growled. “We are a kidnapper and his victim.”

He thought about it, his tongue pressing into his cheek like he seemed to do whenever he was thinking deeply about something. And just as I thought he could not spout worse gibberish than he just had, he said, “I prefer the term Master.”

“I will die before that word ever leaves my lips—ever,” I punctuated, just in case he did not get how serious I was. “Comprendo, mi amigo?”

Lamb smiled in response.

Great, now his comprehension skills had become corrupted. How did you hard reset an AI robot in disguise? Did he come with a manual? Sex Bot Reset for Dummies. Because, let us be serious, with a face like his, that was exactly what that man was made for. That or to infuriate poor people just wanting to live their lives. Like myself.

If I had thought my father was petty enough, I would believe he had made Lamb for the sole purpose of slowly torturing me to death. It was cruel, even for a man who had shot me the first five times for fun, trying to kill me only with the sixth.

“Come on, wife.” Lamb began pulling on me again, dragging me from my thoughts. “Let’s get home and get a drink into you.”

It took a second before I realised … “Did you just say that in Spanish?” I blurted out, whipping to him.

Lamb did not stop, heading toward the counter and pulling me along. I saw the woman come rushing up with a couple other shop employees, carrying bags of what I could only guess was every single set of that red duvet.

“Didn’t you?” Lamb countered.

“Yeah, but—You speak Spanish?” I frowned.

“So do you,” Lamb countered.

“Yeah, but it is not fair if you do,” I argued, knowing I sounded like the petulant children I despised. “I had to learn it. Physically. With books. It took years.”

“And how do you think I learnt?” Amusement seemed to slip into Lamb’s voice, his tone softening, sending a quick glance my way as we rounded towards the counter.

“A software update.”

Lamb laughed. Like, full-bellied laughed. It was jarring on him, his normally cold, sharp features softened by the soft, animated expression. He almost looked human.

I was so fascinated by him that I missed how much we had travelled in a small moment, and now we had reached the counter. Shaking off his juxtaposition, the only relief I got from this whole experience was that the staff were also looking at the order placed at the checkout like the man before them was crazy. That and some of the younger female staff, and even some of the male staff who had gathered at the counter to watch the bizarre event, were giving him long, lingering stares. Lamb was sex on a stick and no doubt drew attention his way. Hopefully, he was just a bright enough light for me to hide in his dark shadow and not illuminate me like a neon sign right next to him. Regardless of our parading around the mall, it was still best I was not seen, or worse—recognised.

Fortunately, the staff paid me little mind, their eyes transfixed on the hot but eccentric man now buying about twenty sets of the same bedding. I bet they could not wait until they got home to tell their partners, friends, and parents all about what had happened at work today.

Neither could I.

Except, I did not have parents. None who had not tried to kill me. Or friends. Or a partner …

Guessed I would talk to myself then.

Lamb placed the scraggly black cat onto the counter, earning a curious look from the saleswoman. “That, too,” he added before pulling out his phone from his back pocket.

“Sorry, sir,” the woman said as Lamb double-tapped the screen and reached over to the card reader with his phone. “Banks don’t allow contactless for orders over—”

Beep.

“I think I’ll be okay.” He gave her a pleasant smile, and she just looked at the card reader with wide eyes, swallowing down her words.

Great, now he is communicating with other electronics.

“Okay …” she breathed. “Enjoy … your purchase.” She gave me a sympathetic smile, and I would have burst into flames if I could.

“We will.” Lamb reached over to grab the several bags, and I leapt for joy at the thought of escaping his grip so I could sink as deep into the Earth’s crust as lava burnt me to a withered crisp, never to be seen again. Instead, Lamb grabbed the several bags with ease into one hand and lifted them from the counter like they weighed nothing more than a few hundred grams.

I cursed under my breath, reaching forwards and snatching my damn cat from the counter, and waited for him to lead me out of the shop.

This trauma would require more than a glass of whiskey to get over.

Perhaps a few thousand.
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“Advanced Latin?” I scoffed, staring at the ridiculous array of language books stacked alphabetically from the top down to the bottom. “Who even needs to know Latin anymore?”

“Most modern languages have roots in Latin or Greek. Learning both can help your ability to comprehend the others,” Lamb countered, wrapping the fresh white bandage over my foot. His fingertips rested on my calf, not enough to hold me still, but just so his warmth bled through to my skin. Static from his touch ran up my thigh and into places it did not need to be.

“Oh, so you know Greek, as well?” I coughed, trying to hide the effect his simple touch was having on me as I read through the spines on the bookshelf. I could see the names of a few of the bigger-worded textbooks, but the other fine prints were lost to me in blurry blotches.

Lamb tied the knot of the bandages before turning and pointing at a book, a little higher up. I could not read it, the fine lettering on the spines too blurred to make out, but I did not have to, to know he was pointing at what would no doubt be a Greek textbook.

“What is the point of having all these bookshelves for show?” I grumbled, my head flopping back on the bed. The red silk sheets cupped my head, and I would have felt worse for touching the vile thing if the exhaustion had not begun to creep in. I was supplied with a consolation drink upon arriving back at the house, my ratty little cat in hand, and now I was feeling the soft buzz washing over me, the warmth still tingling at the back of my mouth as the sweet whiskey lingered on my tongue. Life was good … if only for a moment.

“It’s just a place to keep them,” Lamb interrupted, standing and looking down at me. “I’ve never needed to revisit a book I’ve read once before.”

I closed my eyes, not wanting to see his smug face. Of course, he did not need them again. They were probably just for show, with little cutouts in the middle, hiding the USB or microchip they inserted into his brain to transfer the data.

“So, you can just read any book once?” I asked, wondering once again why I was torturing myself like this. I had quizzed him on the way home, too. Knowing four languages fluently, and another five or six at least conversationally was a devastating blow to your pride. I knew three languages, and I could not even claim I knew them fluently. Learning them had not been much of a priority as I was growing up. I memorized enough to get by, doing well enough to stay off the radar, but I was not out there to impress anyone. I had long since given up on that.

“Usually,” Lamb said, pottering about with the drawers to the dresser. “If it’s just a textbook or blocks of information. Sometimes, if it requires more interpretation and comprehension, it’ll take a little longer to read, but once is still normally enough.”

“Right. Of course.” I sighed, rubbing a hand over my eyes. I had changed into a set of pyjamas; a pair of long pyjama bottoms and one of Lamb’s long shirts that had somehow made their way into the small selection of clothes that had magically appeared in the dresser one day.

Lamb was getting a little too comfortable playing house with me. I was a doll in his little house for him to bathe, and dress, and brush my hair. He seemed to think he could order me to do anything, and I would run to fulfil his every command. I wished we could go back to the traditional kidnap; chains, basements, and a little starvation never killed anyone. This was torture.

“Come on; sit up,” Lamb probed, his voice echoing in my tired ears. He slipped his fingers around my wrist, warmth shooting over my skin, the hairs standing on end.

“What?” I growled, trying to shake him loose. “Why?”

“I need to turn down the sheets.”

“No,” I grumbled, rolling onto my side and pulling my knees into my chest. “I will just sleep here. Like this.”

“What about me?”

“What about you?” I peeped one eye open, staring down at Lamb as he lingered at the edge of the bed. His head was cocked to one side, his eyes deceptively playful as he stared at my curled-up form.

“It’s going to be hard for both of us to fit, if you lay like that.”

That got my attention.

I jerked upright. The daze of the alcohol made me misjudge my stop, and I nearly threw myself face-first off the bed in surprise. “You are sleeping here?” I internally cringed at the rising octave in my voice.

Lamb had caught it, and I saw the small twitch of his lip as he nodded.

I stopped giving two shits about my voice because the matter at hand was too serious to divide my attention.

“You cannot sleep here.” I folded my arms over my chest, shaking my head. “I will not allow it.”

“You will not allow it?” Lamb repeated, a brow raising high into his distinct and full hairline, arms folding over his chest to mirror mine. “I don’t think you have a choice, sweetheart.”

“Just because I am the kidnappee and you, the kidnapper, does not give you the right to crawl into my bed.”

“Don’t you mean my bed?” Lamb countered, that smile now in full show. He knew he had the upper hand in the argument, and there was no chance of an underdog win from me. Besides, I had long since known that if Lamb wanted something, there was nothing I could do to stop him from having it. The man looked like a sports car but bulldozed through life like a freight train set loose from its tracks.

“Fine,” I conceded, knowing when a tactical retreat was necessary. “You sleep on the bed; I will sleep on the floor.”

I planted my feet on the floor, pushing to step past him, giving him access to his plush, bloodred monstrosity of a bed. I did not want to sleep on it, anyway. The familiarity of the floor, even one covered in a soft, plush carpet, was a better bed than wet cardboard, and it would do me just fine.

Or it would have.

The soft material slipped around my wrist, and the click I had heard more times than most struck my ears.

The leather cuff was soft, with a fabric inside to stop any chaffing, and the little metal padlock rattled against the metal loop holding both ends of the cuff tightly around my wrist. Not even a little bit of room for me to squeeze my hand loose. I was well and truly tied.

It got worse.

I looked to where the chain led, the short, barely half-a-meter chain linked to its identical pair, locked around the wrist of none other than the enemy himself.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I growled, looking from the leather cuff up to his face. He locked eyes with me, the deep brown a near black in the dim lighting. The single lamp light hugged all his sharp features, as that smug smile still settled on his curved lips.

“Looks like we’ll be sleeping together after all.”

I was not given a moment to argue. Before I could fight or run, or whatever else stupid thing Lamb must have expected me to do, he had his shoulder ducked and in the middle of my waist before I could act.

The whiskey lurched up my throat, and I bit my tongue to stop vomiting all over the place, though, in hindsight, covering his back in my stomach juices would have been a fair return as he tossed me onto the bed.

“You bastard,” I hissed, fighting the birds and the stars spinning around my head, the world rocking beneath me as Lamb flicked his side of the covers over onto my body and slid inside the bed, turning off the bedside lamp.

Darkness descended on the room, and there I was, on top of a red, silk bed with my mentally corrupted AI kidnapper powering down next to me.

“What the actual fuck?” I seethed into the darkness.

“Go to sleep,” Lamb audaciously said from next to me. Perhaps Lamb did not power down. Was it something more like battery-saving mode? Standby?

“No,” I growled. “Toss me and tie me up all you like, but do not tell me what to do and think I will just do as you say.”

“If I thought you would do as I’d say, then I wouldn’t have had to tie you up or toss you,” Lamb responded, the darkness starting to settle in the world around me, some blurred shapes hinted at by the minimal light leaking in from the suburban neighbourhood outside.

“We agreed that forcing me did not work,” I argued back, wishing desperately that my vision was not as bad as it was; that I could make out just enough of his form in the dark to land an unsuspecting hit. Right now, however, I was in more danger of attacking his pillow or throwing myself off the other side of the bed than managing to at least get in a satisfying attack.

“You’re right,” Lamb agreed, surprising me for a moment. A really short moment.

“Then take this off.” I jostled the cuff, the chain clinking softly against the sheets.

“No,” Lamb said. The short moment ended.

“Why?” My frustration began to rise in my chest, and whatever buzz the whiskey had kept me subdued with was wearing off fast because I was craving another bottle. Or crate. Or barrel. It would be the only thing to stop me from committing murder. I had killed once already; Lamb would just be another notch on my metaphorical murder bedpost, so to speak.

“It’s assurance,” Lamb explained, his voice patient and lacking any inkling of killer intent, unlike mine.

“More like a leash.” I shook it again to press my point. “I am not some pet, you know.”

“I’ve never once thought of you as a pet.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I growled, pushing myself to sit in bed. Fortunately, the chain was long enough that we weren’t forced to hold hands. I stared hard at what I assumed was the direction of his sleeping form. It would be awkward to turn on the light and find I was ranting in the opposite direction. “You take me out for walks.” The mall. “Give me treats when I behave.” Whiskey. “Bathe me and brush my fur.” Self-explanatory. “And now you tie me up in case I run away.” I shook the chains again. “If I am not a pet, then what am I?”

If I had been expecting a verbal answer, I was severely mistaken.

I found I had been facing the correct way as his body slammed into mine. One second, I was sitting up; the next, I was flat on my back, my head slamming into my pillow, and a firm, hard, warm body pressing down on me. My breath escaped out of my lungs, his sandalwood and cedar scent overwhelming this close as that familiar leg pressed between the gap of my own, his hard, muscular thigh pressed right into my core.

“You are the single most baffling thing I have met in my life,” Lamb answered, his breath rolling over my neck, tingling heat in its wake. My nipples hardened against his chest, the vibration of his voice travelling through his sternum, into my chest, and down between my legs. “You confuse me in ways no one and nothing ever has. I can’t figure you out, and in my world, that is rare. People have patterns and goals, but you …” He hesitated, and his nose touched against the side of my jaw, running along it, tracing it up to my ear and down the artery in my neck. “Patterns very rarely change, but it’s like yours have never been set. One moment, you seem like you want to live; the next, you act like you’re ready to die.”

“So what?” It was as if his claws had sunk deep into my chest, touching a part of me that nobody, especially not him, should reach. “You are going to fix me? Make my patterns right again?”

I tried to move, but Lamb’s grip was firm. I had no way to grapple him or shove him, his hands pinning down my wrists. It was frustrating, but Lamb was a healthy, strong man, and I was a sick, weak woman. In just strength alone, we were severely outmatched.

“No.” Lamb shook his head, his nose still pressed into the soft nape of my neck. He lifted his head, a gentle brush of his hair passing over my chin. I could not see his eyes in the dark, but I could feel his breath running over my lips. “I don’t wish to change you.”

“Then what do you want?”

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice so quiet I barely heard it. “And for me, that is a first. You frustrate and confuse me, but even so, I cannot and will not let you go.”

Lamb’s grip loosened on my wrist, but it did not disappear. Instead, his hand slipped from my arm, trailing slowly over my elbow, travelling to my shoulder, tracing the lines his nose had made up to my throat. His fingers paused over my pulse, my heartbeat no doubt thrumming beneath my skin, a heat now rushing from his fingertips, over my chest, and up to my face.

“What if you cannot keep me?” I whispered, my voice breaking as the weight of those emotional claws sunk deeper into my chest, into my heart. The need to attack and push him away still burned bright inside, stinging its way up my throat and behind my eyes, but I did not move. He held me still, no longer just by his body pressing into my hips, his hard length luring my own centre to press closer. But the weight of his fingertips placed on my skin was enough that I was static beneath him.

“Be it your father, the world, or even yourself, no one will be able to take you from me now,” Lamb vowed, his voice deep and gravelly, emotions he didn’t seem to understand lacing tight into his words. Emotions I did not, and feared I would never, understand, either. “I’d bet everything on that.”

I did not know what to say. I did not know if there was anything I could say to that. What did you say to a man who said he did not care for your opinion, and that you belonged solely to him?

“But if it is a collar you want so badly,” Lamb purred, his palm sinking down over my throat, fingers bedding into my skin, holding me there, still and tamed, “I will oblige.”

Ah. That is right.

“Fuck you,” I hissed, my free hand now awakening to reach up and—

He grabbed it. I could feel that smug look on his face as his thumb pressed tight against my wrist, my fingertips just brushing that annoying soft blond hair he bedazzled people with.

“Dickhead,” I hissed. “It is not like anybody would have noticed a clump missing from your head.”

“I don’t mind hair pulling.” Lamb’s voice rippled through the air, a new husk to his voice that had not been present a moment ago. “But at least let me give you a better reason to do so.”

He pressed my captured hand to the back of his neck, my other pinned hand, now free, and placed in the same spot.

“What are you—oh God!” I hissed, the chain jostling as his mouth sunk hard onto my neck. The bastard moved fast, rocking his hips to each suck and graze of his teeth and mouth against my nape. His intention was not to free my hands but his own as they sank down to my hips, holding my body still as his hard length pressed against the thin cotton bottoms.

“Lamb,” I groaned, heat burning and aching with each roll of friction rubbing up over my folds and my clit. I had no knickers on beneath the bottoms, and there was no barrier as the heat from his own body seared straight into mine.

Both my hands were now wrapped around his neck, wanting to push him away, but physically unable to do anything but hold on. Even without his hands locked around my hips, my muscles wanted to rock in time with him as each torturous movement sent treacherous shivers deep into my core. The friction was building, my warmth soaking into my crotch to the point I doubted you could even call this dry humping any longer.

Lamb, a master of multitasking, apparently, pressed his chest harder into mine, my nipples bordering on pain as their tight little buds rubbed against the firm motions of his chest. The silk was deceptive, and the sheets beneath me did nothing to hold me still as we both began to slide up and down the bed with the motion. All it did was add to the momentum as my body slammed back into him with each increasing thrust of his hips against mine.

I nearly gasped at the hard point of his dick catching the centre of my entrance. The sponginess of the mattress had altered the angle of my hips as the force increased, and now, with each motion, the tip caught just on my entrance, pushing just past the surface before breaking free and sliding up to slam into my clit.

“Oh God,” I moaned with each poke and slap of my clit building a lava-hot fire inside. It was slow, and the friction had felt good at first, but now, it was bordering on torture as I rose and rose with no end. “Lamb, stop,” I moaned, my fingers wrapping tightly into his hair, hoping they’d be the reins to slow him down.

It did the opposite.

My grapple on his hair seemed to urge him on, and he ramped up the pace, breaking from his place on my neck. I did not think he could, but the heights I had reached meant nothing as he continued to build me more and more, the heat burning me from the inside out. His panting breaths now mingled with my own, his head pressed into the pillow.

“Lamb, please,” I whispered, begging for him to stop or release me, I didn’t know.

“Fuck,” Lamb growled, and his thrusts slowed, but each became harder and harder, and the small poke of his dick pushing against my entrance now had it pressing through the cotton and an inch into my entrance.

One free hand slipped down beneath my elastic waist, and his warm, large, firm hands began to rub furiously around the small bud of nerves that had my toes curling, my hips rocking into each hard thrust until I could feel myself being brought to that edge, that electric tingling over my skin, the heat bursting from my core and my mind shattering with a loud, piercing cry.

Lamb rocked against me as my orgasm burst from my centre, and a few painfully delightful thrusts later, warmth pooled against my entrance, both our cotton crotches now soaked with each other’s cum.

Lamb collapsed against me, his weight shifting to one side, cautious not to crush me as my mind revelled in the buzz. More so than alcohol, or medicine, the sheer force of that orgasm had my brain melting into a delicious, delirious goo.

Before I had the power or energy to analyse what had happened, what Lamb had made me do and what I had apparently done to him, the call of the dark was stronger. It seeped from the room and into my mind, and any thought I was about to have, became silent. For the first time in a long time, I fell asleep, feeling something I had not in a long time.

Safe.


Chapter Thirteen

LAMB




“What is it like …? Detoxing, I mean?”

Ash’s words caught me by surprise. I’d been midway through unloading the washing machine, transferring the first set of red sheets into the drier when she’d appeared in the doorway.

I paused, looking over at her.

For the first time in a while, Ash had a healthier flush to her skin. She’d slept through most of the night, but I’d found her awake in the early hours, having not slept more than a handful of hours before trying to remove the handcuff with her teeth.

It was absent now, settled in the top drawer of the bedside cabinet. Come morning, I’d released her from the binding, and she’d pranced away, out of the room and down the hall. I’d followed and found her at the island counter, waiting for her drink.

I’d expected her to shy away after last night, but something seemed to have changed in her instead. It wasn’t often someone reacted in a way I didn’t expect, but with Ash, it was becoming more and more apparent that she wasn’t a predictable person; with all the psychological and metaphysical chaos going on in her body, the erratic behavior was no surprise.

“It’s not easy,” I finally answered, satisfied to see a small pink blush creeping up her cheeks. She wore a simple pair of cotton yoga pants and one of my white shirts hanging from her slim, statuesque shoulders. “To you, it’ll probably feel like hell.”

“Wow,” Ash grunted, propping herself up against the doorway. “Way to convince me.”

She rolled her eyes, and my teeth ached. Last night had been an uncontrollable experience for me. Something about her just riled me enough that I had no choice but to take her. If she’d even fought me a little bit, I would have been able to wrangle some control, but no, she’d submitted. She’d mewled my name, and her hips had thrust alongside mine, fingers digging into my hair, sending trickles of pain through my nerves.

“If you choose to detox, there’ll be things to help you,” I continued, turning my back to her so she wouldn’t notice the growing bulge beneath my jeans. I began to set the drier, musical buttons singing back to me with each touch. “There are medicines and techniques that can ease some of the burden.”

Hoping the change of topic would distract my lower half for a moment, I turned back to face her.

Ash was staring at the floor, eyes distant, her finger running over her lips as a self-soothing gesture. She was deep in her thoughts.

I took a step closer, and her gaze flickered back up to me, matching my gaze. She didn’t run away, but for a moment, her eyes flickered down to my mouth, and I saw that soft pink flush creeping under the collar of her shirt.

Calm down.

I reached forward, capturing her cheek with my hand, and where I expected her to flinch away, she stood still. Something enraptured her about my face, and as I spoke my next words, her gaze stayed focused solely on mine.

“Detoxing will give you back control,” I promised. “It will give you power over your own body, and alcohol will no longer influence your choices. You will be independent again, and if you choose this path”—I paused, reaching out with my thumb and soothing it along the soft line of her jaw—“I will make sure you do not fail.”

I could see in her eyes that I hadn’t yet convinced her. But that was fine. If I had only provided her with a different path, opening her up to even the possibility that there was more than running and hiding in oblivion, that would be enough for me. For now.

It would be small steps, but I wasn’t deterred by a long journey. It wasn’t a case of if I’d reach my destination. It was simply a case of when.

A sharp cough jumped from Ash’s chest as she backed out of my hand, shaking off whatever trance she had been under. She tugged at the collar of her shirt, failing to hide the signs of heat traveling over her skin. I felt it, too, like electricity standing every hair on end. Seeing her retreat made me want to chase, but I held back.

I still didn’t know what the tipping point for her had been, but I wasn’t about to unravel the work I’d unwittingly made to satisfy my curiosity. This mattered more.

“You look like you want to tie me up again.” Ash’s voice cut through my thoughts.

I looked back at her, a scowl sharp in her eyes, the slight fog clouding her irises. Small flecks of pale green would catch the light, but the scarring over her lenses made me wonder what true eye color was hidden beneath. Would it be darker than what I saw? Lighter? More of a moss green or a jade? Perhaps something else entirely.

“I won’t,” I said, shaking my head. “Not while we’re awake, anyway.”

Her brows jumped halfway up her forehead. “Oh, how gracious of you, kind sir.”

“You’re welcome,” I copped back, earning a sharp huff.

I loved the attitude on her. It brought forward all the emotions that had been simmering beneath the cold and distant surface. The first impression of the prickly, stone-clad woman I’d met was crumbling, and beneath was a person. I wondered where I had to poke and push for a little more rock to fall to reveal the new Ash beneath.

“In that case, I am just going to grab my shit and hit the road.” Ash smirked, jerking a thumb over her shoulder as she began to back out of the doorway and into the main living room.

I watched her retreat, only stepping into the vacated doorway. When I didn’t follow, her steps faltered, pausing in the kitchen, giving me a weary look. “Are you not going to stop me?”

I shook my head. “I won’t do that anymore.”

Ash frowned, her brows knitting together, chin pressing into her lips. “Why?” Her eyes searched my body, as if looking for a broken leg or if my head had disappeared entirely.

“I won’t stop you if you wish to leave.” I shrugged. “But”—I saw her ears perk up and her body straighten, anticipation burning through her eyes—“if you run, I will chase you. I will track you down to the far edges of the earth. To the tallest mountains or the deepest caves. You can run and run as much as want. I won’t grow tired.”

Ash’s jaw hit the floor. She stared wide-eyed, brows raised. I knew my face was a picture of calm and casual, but my words were deadly serious.

It took a moment or two before function started to return to her, her head shaking as if trying to physically slip the words loose from her mind. “You know what?” Ash grunted, throwing her hands up in the air in surrender. “Forget I said anything.”

She turned on her heels, stomping off to the stairs, and I heard the patter of her feet all the way up to the bedroom before silence filled the house.

I think she got my point.
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Club music pounded in my ears as I got to work putting the display bottles back in the correct places. Dust gathered on the surfaces during the short time I’d been away, and I worked diligently to get them back to sparkling.

“Just get the prospects to do it,” Anna grumbled from next to me. She sat on the other side of the bar, holding a newborn infant, cradling it close to her chest as she scribbled away at some paperwork sprawled out over the bar. “They could do with some discipline. Things have been a little lax lately, and all they do is eat, shit, fuck, and repeat.”

I looked down at the comatose newborn then back up at her. “The prospects have been getting on your nerves?” I ventured, curious as to what had made our queen so upset.

“All of you have been getting on my nerves,” Anna grunted, shifting the child in her lap, frustration growing evident in her features. Her baby blue eyes were sharp as she glanced around the empty room. “People popping out babies left, right, and center. I’ve had work shoved down my throat since my maternity ended, and now I have a VP who’s as present as a fucking ghost.”

I ignored the last bit.

“So, who does that belong to?” I said, pointing my finger at the wriggling, thumb-shaped being in her arms.

“I don’t even know anymore.” Anna sighed, throwing her pen onto the bar, and dropped her head into her free hand. A pained groan dragged from her lips as she buried her head harder into her palm.

I was about to go back to my work, done with the conversation, when her head jumped back up, her free hand striking out, a sharp, red fingernail aimed at the dead center of my chest. “Don’t ignore me,” Anna snapped, eyes too clear and focused on my own. “Where the hell have you been? Why haven’t I seen you recently? You pretty much only turn up for church, and that’s it. Got a new girl or something? Need me to run a background check? Actually, I don’t care if you want me to; I’m going to, anyway.”

“That’s”—I paused, not sure where to start—“a lot to unpack there. You good?”

“I’m not,” Anna seethed, flames flickering out of her ears. “But I’m not addressing that right now. You. You need to give me answers.”

The baby stayed snug asleep in her grasp, probably enjoying the warmth of the flames raging inside. I, however, did not feel like entertaining her attitude and was no doubt about to seal my own execution.

“I do not and will not,” I said with calm certainty. “Your attitude and fire may intimidate everyone else, but it won’t work on me. What I do is not your business, your highness.”

Earning what felt like the wrath of a titan, a searing heat flaring across my face, I took a deliberate step backward. The bar between us was no shelter, but at the least, I had to thank the baby anchored in her arms for holding her back; otherwise, she’d no doubt leap for my throat and rip it clean off without even a splinter of remorse.

I put down the dusting rag, folding it thrice before tucking it next to the others, and walked myself out from around the bar and into the clubroom. Anna’s eyes did not leave mine, and her gaze tattooed into my skin, branding me with a mark announcing my inevitable demise. The next time Anna saw me would be the last I would see in the world; she’d do her best to make sure of it.

I wasn’t afraid. I knew she was capable, but we were a fair match.

May the best man win.

“Do you have to rile her up like that?” Wolf growled as I stepped past his bulking body and into the hallway.

I didn’t have to look to know her eyes were still locked in my direction. It was rare that the clubroom was ever completely empty, but I guessed it had been lucky for today. No one would die in the crossfire of the war I had started.

“Wouldn’t have to if you’d sort her out yourself.” I shrugged, heading into the office and dropping into my staple chair, opposite the desk. “Not sure what’s up, but something needs exorcized out of her.”

I looked back up to where Wolf lingered in the office doorway, his head peeking out just enough to see his woman. “I’ve tried.” Wolf sighed, retreating into his office.

“Not ex-ER-cise,” I stressed. “Ex-OR-cise. That woman’s got demons inside.”

“I know what you meant,” Wolf grunted into his chair, the arm jostling under the pressure of his meaty forearms as his hands wrapped tightly around them. “If I take her to a church now, I fear she’d combust into flames or set the place alight herself.”

“She’d laugh while doing it, too,” I added, picturing the scene in my head. Mallory, another old lady in the club, would murder us if we let Anna ruin her late father’s church. However, there was little anyone could “let” Anna do. If she wanted to, she would. There would be no stopping her.

“We’re getting off topic,” Wolf countered, shaking his head, trying to dislodge the worries about his woman’s fearsome attitude. “I need you to do something for me.”

“You’ve got a woman for that type of thing, boss.” I raised my palms, backing deeper into my chair. I watched the impatience flush over his face, a sickly sweet amusement teasing my lips. “But, if you really, really need it, then I guess I’l—”

“Finish that sentence, and I’ll put a bullet through your skull,” Wolf cut me off. His voice was as dry and hard as the desert, and I could hear the tumbleweeds bouncing through the resounding silence.

“Well, there’s no need to be defensive.” I lowered my hands, easing away from the big bad wolf as I successfully managed to get the top couple of the club ready to kill me. Maybe they’d make my murder a date night and fuck on top of my grave. A little disrespectful, but I got it.

“I need you to head over to Redwood. There’s a meet happening over there, but I got somewhere else to be.”

“You’re going alone?” I crooked a brow at him, surprise lacing through my voice.

Wolf didn’t comment, his eyes just hardened on my face, lips pressed into a tight white line.

Understanding dawned on me. “Must be important”—I smirked—“to make you smile all pretty like that.” I waved a hand at his face and watched as his features darkened.

“Don’t fuck around, and don’t wait too long. Get the information and head back.” Wolf leaned back in his chair, reaching inside a drawer before pulling out the silver handgun. “Go armed.”

He slid the gun along the table toward me, and I gave it a short once-over before picking it up and sliding it into the waistband of my jeans. I draped my cut over my back, keeping the weapon covered as I rose to stand.

Wolf mimicked my movement, his height towering far over mine.

“Pretty Boy is waiting outside. He’ll go with you.”

“A child.” I smiled, Ash’s sarcasm creeping into my voice. “Delightful.”

I moved over to the door, swinging it open and feeling the dense warmth of the clubroom wash across my face.

“Lamb,” Wolf stopped me in the doorway. “Be careful.”

I stared at the big sensitive giant, my eyes roaming the tired, hollowed face that had darkened over the last few months. He’d grown wearier, his beard more salt than pepper, and his body leaner than I’d ever seen.

A lot had been going on recently, and it was taking a toll on the older man. Even if we weren’t apart much by age, in terms of experience, Wolf had lived a thousand more lifetimes than I ever had. Or ever would.

“Yes, boss,” I said, heading out the door, the gun now heavier than ever in the back of my jeans.

I passed by Anna, still blazing with anger, locked at the bar, but felt the way the fire scorch along my back as I walked through the empty clubroom and out into the cool, bitter winds of the car park.

“Hey!” Pretty called out. “I was just beginning to forget your face.” He smirked, leaning back against his bike, parked right next to mine.

“How’s middle school?” I quipped back, walking over to him. “Didn’t get detention today?”

“I’m at college,” Pretty grumbled, swinging his leg over the side, pulling free his helmet. “I’m not twelve.”

“You’re right; my bad,” I said, sitting down over the snug, curved seat of my bike, her body conforming to mine as I began to buckle into my helmet. “You’re thirteen now, right? Wow, such a big boy.”

The satirical energy was lost as Pretty let out a downtrodden sigh. “I don’t know why I agreed to go with you.” His engine rumbled into the chilling winds, and my own struck up beside it, smothering any more chances for conversation.

I sent one last look at the huge concrete building, the barred windows, and the large storm doors, thinking about the final look on Wolf’s face. It only lasted a moment before I spun on my wheels and headed toward the gate.


Chapter Fourteen

ASH




Ipulled and heaved and …

The lock did not budge.

It stared at me, laughing as it blocked me from my precious poison. The small padlock had been inserted into one of the supporting columns of the stairs, and inside housed all of Lamb’s alcohol supply. I looked at the clock for the millionth time since he’d left this morning. He’d given me a drink just before he had departed, but we were ticking well past my next supply. I had nibbled on the sandwiches he had left me on the counter, the soft bread like wet sand and the cheese like a piece of cardboard, but it was doing nothing for the growing ache in my stomach and the intensifying shakes in my hands.

I felt cold and feverish, sweat trickling down my brow; a mix of the impending withdrawal and my furious attempts to physically rip the padlock from the wall. I hated waiting at this man’s beck and call, depending on the moment he would give me my next drink. My body and mind could spiral if he so wished. It was infuriating.

I grunted, letting go of the padlock and collapsing into a pile on the floor. My legs sprawled out on the tiles, and I shivered as its cold touch sank into my bones.

Darkness had coated the house in a shadowy, murky monochrome. Trickles of light bled through from the lampposts out on the street, giving a golden edge to the sofa, the table, and the few appliances dotted around the room. More than a few, actually.

It was not until I was left to my own devices, and mentally acute enough to explore around the house, that I found no porn magazines or secret stashes of cash, though all of that was digital now, so I hadn’t expected to come across any. Instead, I had come across even more books; how-to’s, guides, and textbooks all explaining something different, from changing a car tyre to beginner hacking and an encyclopaedia on diseases. It was the most eclectic collection I had ever seen, as if he had just up and stole the whole non-fiction department from a library.

Second to that was the number of devices here, there, and everywhere. If there was something designed to shortcut a task, Lamb had it. His blinds were remote-controlled, doors locked with a keypad, a vacuum robot rolled out across the floor, hoovering and mopping as it went. Even the windows could only be opened via thumbprint. It did not work for mine, of course, but it had been worth a try.

I’d debated checking the door lock, but after Lamb and my conversation this morning, part of me didn’t want to know whether he’d left it unlocked. Because if it was unlocked, I wasn’t sure what I would do. And the fact I was debating that was scarier than believing I was locked in here. So, for the foreseeable future, I was Schrodinger’s cat. The irony wasn’t lost on me. I had told Lamb to stop treating me like some pet, yet here I was, tamed and waiting on my mast—nope, still could not say that one—owner to return.

It was pathetic, and—

The door chime rang through the room, and before I could even comprehend what I was doing, I had sprung to my feet, racing across the dark living room.

Lamb stood, wide-eyed, as I screeched to a stop. He looked me up and down, taking in a quick assessment of my state before his eyes reached mine.

“You are home!” I gasped, elated relief rushing across my chest.

Lamb stood, static in the doorway for a long time, before stepping through and closing it behind him. It chimed as the lock engaged and he put the small bag of what looked like shopping onto the floor beside him.

“You are late,” I growled, folding my arms over my chest. They shook against my ribs, but I did not care. The spurt of energy that bolstered through my chest had a fire lighting inside, and though it did nothing to warm me up, I could not ignore the heat spurring my tongue. “Do you know how long I have been waiting for you to—”

Lips swallowed my words, a warm tongue slipping over mine, a gasp lost in the mix of mouth and moans. His warmth mingled with mine, body crushing against my chest, hands going around my hips and, before I could process, lifting me off the ground.

My fire erupted. One moment, I wanted to rip his hair from his skull for making me wait, and then next, I was bursting with need, anger, and impatience. My demand of him turned into my demand for him. My addictive habits, and borderline withdrawal, craved to drag something out of him, something to fill my need, something to calm the raging hole gorging out of my middle.

Legs wrapped around his waist, arms clinging his shoulders, we moved backwards before my ass dropped onto the back of the sofa, legs sliding down to the back of his knees. His head followed me, unwilling to break the kiss, the scent of his warm cologne and the sharp taste of mint coating his tongue sending shivers down my spine.

He traced the back of my teeth, exploring my mouth as his hands reached around my neck, cupping my face and holding me in place. His movements slowed, the feverish force settling into a slow, lingering burn.

Satiating whatever demon had taken over him, Lamb slipped his tongue from mine, peppering kisses, capturing my lips again before he dragged himself away.

I was drained, the shivers lost to the burning shooting up from my core. The hole was filled, if only temporarily, with the molten warmth he had placed there, bubbling and simmering from his touches. The only reason I had yet to collapse back into the sofa was Lamb’s hold still secure around my face, one thumb tracing the edges of my jaw, the other soothing over my swollen, wet lips.

“I’m home,” Lamb rumbled, the vibrations going straight down to my vagina, and I almost slid right off the sofa then and there.

“I need you to stop doing this.” I sighed, melting into his touch as a weightless feeling lifted my chest.

“Doing what?” Lamb purred, reaching down to steal another soft kiss from my lips. I found my own trying to follow it, but my body was too heavy and devoid of strength to do so.

“All of this,” I whispered, not liking the feeling of those emotional claws climbing their way into my chest. In my gooey, jelly-like brain, I could feel the lingering weight of doubt dragging me back down from cloud nine to the cold, cruel earth below. “Stop being kind to me. Stop touching me. Stop kissing me.”

“Why?” Lamb asked, his voice only curious.

“Because I’m scared.” The truth slipped out from my lips, and I could feel the vulnerability of my soul; the raw tenderness exposed to the cold outside, begging to bury itself deep within, back to where it was safe and where nothing could reach me. I wanted to push him away, to run far from his reach, where I didn’t have to feel so … helpless. “I’m scared that I won’t stop you. That I’ll depend on you. That you’ll crawl your way in, and when you tell me you’ll free me … that I will believe you.”

“You should,” Lamb retorted, tilting my head from where it had tucked into my chest. I looked up, blond hair framing his deep brown eyes. “Trust me, Ash,” Lamb whispered, his hands tracing the edges of my face, lost in the curves of my cheeks and the softness of my lips. “I will make it all disappear. I’ll make you safe. I’ll set you free.”

“I don’t believe you.” I shook my head, seeing his eyes harden. “Not yet.”

A smile quipped on Lamb’s lips, and I could see that spark in his eye, a mix of playful and deceptive. “Shall we make a bet?”

A tingle rushed over my skin, starting from his hands and working its way deep down. His faith was contagious, and I fought to rid it from my soul, but it had crept in, and the little crack he had made widened a smidge more. “I have heard of your corrupt bets.” I shook my head, the motion subdued by Lamb’s hold. “The ones that are impossible to win.”

“Then you’re aware of the terms,” Lamb quipped. “If you are sure I’ll fail, you’ll have no problem agreeing.”

I stared up into his eyes, the dark brown orbs alight with confidence in not only his words but himself. I was not sure whether he was just self-assured or deluded about the task. Freeing me meant going against a man with countries at his back, and the power to kill, and not even a whisper of him appearing in police records or newspapers.

“You are just one man.”

“Sometimes that’s all it takes.” Lamb stroked back a strand of my hair, tracing the motion as it tucked behind my ear.

“Fine,” I sighed, knowing he would not give in, and I was not stupid enough to expect him to. Though our time together had not been long, Lamb was as stubborn as a mule. “And if I win?”

“Then I’ll let you go.” His voice was calm, no emotions riding on the few words I had been desperate to hear. But inside, something shrivelled up and wailed. Did I even want to go? It was a dangerous question, one I was not sure I had the answer to. It was a bittersweet reality, and yet, I still could not bring myself to refuse it.

“And if you win?”

“Marry me.”

I nearly threw myself across the room. A laugh of shock bubbled out of my chest. I clung to his arm, suffering through the surprise, nearly tearing up at his words. “You are kidding,” I scoffed.

Lamb was everything but. He shook his head, eyes locked on mine. “Not at all.”

“It is absurd.” The laughter stopped, and the humour cooled in my chest. “There is no benefit to marrying me. You know best what happens to people who get too close to me.”

“I’m not afraid of your father,” the imbecile countered, missing the point entirely.

“You do not see it.” I grabbed his arm tighter now, willing my words into his body. “It is not just my father. All my life, anyone associated with me has suffered because of it. Even if my father was gone, even if all my problems ceased to exist, there would always be something. Something to tear down those who choose to be with me.”

“Is that why you ran away? From the club? From Anna?”

Lamb’s abrupt question cut through my soul. I had not been ready for it, nor prepared to even hear her name. The name I had not heard for months. The name I had not dared let pass my lips. But Lamb was not finished.

“You ran away because you were worried something would happen to her,” Lamb pushed, and those ice-cold walls rose again. With all their ridges and cracks, they towered higher and pushed me deeper. “She has a life now. A family. A son. Were you worried something would happen if you stuck around? That’s why you left?”

“Get off me,” I whispered, wriggling to break free of his grip. He tried to hold me still, but that just made me resist stronger. “I said get off,” I hissed, and Lamb let go. His grip lurched from my skin, pulling his body back, hands raised by his side.

I did not care what expression he looked at me with. Did not care what he thought. I just jumped from the sofa, my feet hitting the floor and rushing across the tile, not stopping until I was upstairs, behind the safety of the bedroom door. The room felt colder than ever as I let the darkness envelop me.

I was not ready for that conversation.

I probably never would be.


Chapter Fifteen

LAMB




Persuasion was an art form.

There was a time for pushing, and a time for pulling.

I knew what I’d been doing when I’d brought up Anna. Knew what push I was giving. I’d even expected the pushback. But what I had not expected was for Ash to shut down entirely.

Anna was bound to be a sensitive topic for her. With the way they had fallen apart—Ash having severed the bond between them herself—I shouldn’t be all too surprised at the way she had reacted, especially with her preluding words.

So, here I sat, now on the third and final step, waiting.

Even though it had been intentional, I was lamenting my choice. The soft touch of her skin, her hooded, pleading eyes, and her warm, wet lips haunted my brain. To have touched, even just once, had been a curse, and now with each step the closer I took, the more I craved. I had become greedy, and I feared there would not be enough of Ash to fill me. Even if I consumed all of her, I would still want more.

I had never been that patient of a man. If I wanted it, I took it. I never understood why I would have to wait for something I could achieve through other means.

But Ash was different to me. There were no shortcuts or easier options. She was as complicated as they came, and my approach would put to test everything I knew and then some. Still, it didn’t stop the barrage of thoughts, mentally testing any and every way possible.

Trying to stave the growing noise in my mind, I poured myself a drink. I swirled it around in the glass, watching the golden liquid sweep around the edges, savoring the aroma.

The whiskey was warm on my tongue, sending tingles down my throat and pooling in my stomach. I could see why Ash had chosen whiskey as her companion; the sweet spice both punishing and comforting in equal measure.

I reached for a second glass and split the last. It was encroaching on the time for her drink, and where she’d normally be lingering in the corners of my vision or flat-out pestering me, Ash had remained sullen and distant. Not even the whiskey had been enough to lure her from her room. Even so, it’d do her no good to sink into withdrawal, not with the delicate balancing game we’d been playing over the last week. Or, at least, that was my excuse.

Tipping back my head, I let the last finger of whiskey warm my body before picking up the second glass, heavier and colder than I remembered it.

Just as I was about to get up, my phone blared to life, the ringtone slicing through the silence, lighting up the dim room like a beacon.

I glared down at the caller, a familiar name crossing the screen.

Boss.

I sighed, setting down Ash’s glass. Silencing the tone, I allowed the call to go through a few more rings before I slid across the answer button. I could feel the burn of Wolf’s impatience through my palm, and I reveled in it for a moment before putting it to my ear.

Big mistake.

“Why do you never answer on the first ring!” Wolf’s voice blared down the device. “I know you have your phone on you.”

“Learning patience is never a bad thing.” I smirked, the irony amusing to my own ears.

“Fuck off.”

“Anyway,” I sighed, swapping the side of my phone as I tried to rub away the ringing deafening my left side. “I’m sure you haven’t called at three a.m. to hear a lullaby from me.”

“The day I call you for a lullaby is the day I cut my dick off.”

“Want to bet on it?”

Static hung on the other end of the phone for a beat before a short word cut through. “No.”

“But—”

“Church. Ten minutes,” Wolf growled, and before I could squeeze out even one more word, the line went dead.

Someone was grouchy.

[image: ]


Pulling up to the club compound, I glared at the obnoxious square building. I’d had to leave my peace offering for Ash outside the bedroom door, infusing it with the small chance to earn back some trust. It was more like a bribe, but I wasn’t beneath anything that would push her out of her shell and hopefully back into my arms.

Already mourning that she wouldn’t be waiting for my return, I spotted more bikes rolling through the car park, along with a couple of cars pulling through the gate.

Hunter and Jax pulled in beside me as I slipped from my seat and stood.

“This better be something good,” Hunter growled, pulling off his helmet, revealing deep-seated bags around his eyes as he gave the building a glare like I had. “I’ve barely had an hour of sleep.”

“Little one keeping you up?” I mused at the huge ogre of a man, weakened by something that weighed little more than a bag of rice. Still, having sleeping troubles with a one-year-old child was bound to hollow out a man, even one as resilient as Hunter.

“Mallory was up with her during the day, so it was my turn for the night shift.” He rubbed a hand down his long face, his wild beard unkempt and out of control around his chin and jaw. “I’m getting the snip, I swear to God.”

Jax’s shrill gasp had us both whipping toward him.

The cowboy paled at Hunter’s words, hand clasped over his heart, the other over his mouth. “How could you even think of doing such a horrendous thing!” he wailed. “That’s sacrilege.”

Hunter scoffed, unfazed by his best friend’s reactions. Jax was known for his dramatics.

“You wait.” He jabbed a finger at the smaller, slimmer man. “Once you’ve had to spend the first six months on two hours of sleep—if you’re lucky—then try telling me you want more.”

To Hunter’s chagrin, Jax beamed, the light of his smile too bright in the early morning dusk. “Can’t wait.”

I rolled my eyes at the pair, ready to leave them behind as I walked toward the building. “Just sell it to the circus and be done with it,” I advised, ushering the two men as they stepped beside me.

“You’re a cruel bastard,” Hunter grunted.

“Then quit your bitching,” I retorted, unwilling to hear more about the baby infestation plaguing the club. It was like someone had released a fertility bomb a few years ago, and now everyone had popped out enough small humans to create their own biker baby club.

“Would you seriously?” Jax skipped ahead as we approached the door, other brothers merging into our group.

“Would he what?” Pretty chimed, swinging open the door to let them through first as he converged with our small posse.

“Lamb said he’d sell his kid to the circus,” Jax repeated.

“That’s in character,” Pretty agreed, giving me a considering, but nonjudgmental look.

“In my character?” I paused, frowning at the younger club member. I could hear the distance voices muffled and moaning beyond the doorway into the clubroom.

Pretty shrugged. “Just sounds like something you’d do. Can’t imagine little Lamb’s running around and you changing their diapers and shit.”

It wasn’t something I’d expressly considered.

Not one to be left out, Jax added his two cents. “It’s not like you ever hang out with the kids. Mind you, I haven’t seen you hanging out lately, with kids or brothers, or hell, even women.” His eyes narrowed, doing a slow once-over from top to toe, as if there might be a clue hiding in plain sight on my person. “What have you been up to?”

“Nothing much.” I smirked, feeling a sense of challenge burn through my chest. I fixed my eyes on my younger brother, doing a slow once-over of him. Information brewed on my tongue, and I began to let it slip. “Actually, I’ve been spending time up in Redwood recently. There’s a place on 32nd Avenue that—”

“STOP!” Jax blurted out, lunging to grab me and silence my words.

I dodged, missing his grip, but not the glare that whirled with my head.

“How do you even know about that?” he hissed, ready to pounce again.

I looked at our little group and noticed a few other brothers had stopped, staring at our display with curiosity. I smiled. “Still curious about what I’ve been up to?”

He paused, his glower bitter as the undercurrent threat processed through his pretty head. “No,” Jax snarled before stalking off into church.

Hunter glanced between Jax’s retreating form and the smile still sitting sweetly on my lips a few times. A shiver passed over his body before he shook it off, following fast after his friend.

Pretty, however, wasn’t as wise; he stood staring at me, curiosity battling his better sense across his face.

“Do you want to know?” I raised a brow, my smile pulling a little wider.

Pretty glanced over to the empty doorway where Jax and Hunter had escaped and the other gathering brothers darting past. Fortunately for Pretty, his better sense won.

He shook his head. “No.”

“Good.” I clapped my hands, my victory secured and my smile dropping. “Now get in there. Church is about to start.”
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The water rippled across the tub, my fingers dragging through the frowning expression reflecting up at me, distorting an image I didn’t recognize.

I’d spent hours wondering if Ash would take the chance to escape, if this was finally enough to push her to run again, realizing it was worth the risk to escape my grasp once more. After I’d managed to keep her by my side, careful not to spook her, lure her just enough to stay. All my hard work threatened to crumble with a few mistaken words.

I’d barely managed to sit through church, forcing myself to stay like some sick atonement from start to finish. I remained locked in my chair until I was one of the few dregs remaining. Then I drove every mile home under the speed limit, despite wanting to gun the engine so hard that even the dial wouldn’t keep up. And when I’d opened the door to the dark, curtain-drawn house, I’d unlaced my boots, shrugged off my jacket, and took each stair one quiet step at a time.

I’d nearly fallen to my knees hearing her soft footsteps moving around the bedroom. The fear and anxiety that had infected my stone walls released me, and I hadn’t realized how tightly it had been holding until I’d managed to take that deep breath of relief.

She was here. She hadn’t left. I hadn’t fucked up.

The bath water stilled, my face piecing itself back together, one soothed ripple at a time until a calm face looked back. My brown eyes were relaxed, and my hair was tidy and styled, as if a storm hadn’t just raged through me. A storm I’d never felt before. A storm I hadn’t seen coming.

My wet hand slid to my neck, my eyes following the movement in the bath water’s surface. Trickles of water dripped down my collarbone, tickling the ridges of my muscles as it slipped beneath my hanging shirt collar. I pressed my fingers to the side of my throat, feeling the calm, steady rhythm beating beneath.

“The water is going cold.”

I turned, the stool protesting beneath me, and found her lingering in the doorway.

I scanned her from her long, bare legs to her narrow, boxy hips pressed into the doorframe, the hem of my large black shirt falling just past her underwear. I swallowed, forcing my eyes to move away, up to her cocked head, framed by her wild brown hair. Ash’s lips were flattened into a line, but her clouded eyes told a different story. They returned the languid cataloging stare, from my bare feet and denim jeans, all the way up to the damp shirt, before taking a teasing detour over my neck and face before finally meeting my gaze.

“You’re up,” I spoke.

Ash stalked into the bathroom, her strides narrow and overlapping, more the walk of a cat than a human. She strode past me like I was air. The steam filled with her scent, and I fought to lean in closer and take a deep breath.

She reached past me, so close her brown hair grazed the bare skin of my arm, and dipped her hand beneath the water. Our world rippled and swayed again, but I stopped looking at it. My eyes ate up every morsel Ash presented, tracing each line of her movements like an unsung song going around my head all day.

“It is still warm. Good.” Ash sighed, returning to her standing, lithe posture. Even all her years on the streets couldn’t hide the straight, proud pose of her shoulders. Class and education simmered deep in her bones, and it trickled through every layer of dirt, grime, and attitude she hid behind.

“Hold this,” Ash cut off my thoughts, a black shirt dumped on my lap.

I jerked up, her soft, pale flesh exposed right in front of my face. My mouth watered, knowing I could reach forward and take what was painfully just in reach.

I trailed the complex spattering of scars across her body, the shiny skin highlighted in the humid, damp room. I wanted to bite each one, leave marks deeper than the scars that bound her to her past.

Ash slid down the black panties and tossed them toward me, as well. This time, I caught them. I fisted the dark material between my fingers, locked on to whatever little game this girl was playing as she had me straining behind my jeans already, treating me like I was nothing more than a hamper. A hamper all too ready to take a bite.

She took slow, delicate steps, gradually gliding beneath the milky-white surface. A satisfied, sensual sigh slipped from her lips, her shoulders sinking into the warmth, her face melting into relaxation, eyes falling closed.

“What are you doing?” I interrupted, waiting for those clouded, cautious eyes to flick to me, just for a beat.

Ash didn’t even twitch. “I am bathing.”

“I can see that,” I said, the noise becoming a rumbling growl as I glowered at the surface of the water, jasmine, and chamomile washing away her scent and obscuring her naked body beneath the surface.

“It is five,” Ash said in return, as if that explained everything. “You always run a bath at five.”

It was, and I had.

Routines were important, both in my plans and my own life.

I scanned over that delicate face once again, admiring the relaxed, creaseless edges of her skin. As much as I had been observing her, Ash had also been observing me.

A door once opened can be stepped through in either direction, so to speak.

Revealing her keen observations gave me an unusual sensation. Having always been the one to watch the room, pick people apart piece by piece, and read between the lines they so desperately tried to blur, it was a new experience to have the same done in return. I wondered if she liked anything she found, or if she discovered something to fear, like many had done in the past.

“Do you have a razor?” Ash shifted in the bath, finally opening those cool, cruel eyes. Water sloshed against the sides as she brought her knees back up to her chest, sitting upright and bringing one leg to breach the surface. Her long fingers ran down her shin, sliding and settling underneath her knee, holding her calf from sinking back below. “I cannot remember the last time I shaved my legs.”

I frowned.

“Shaving my legs was a low priority.” Ash rolled her eyes, flicking open her other hand to count off her fingers. “After food, shelter, water, and—”

“That’s not what I meant,” I cut her off. Her observational skills weren’t lacking, but her inference needed some work. I got up off the stool and turned, heading over to a cabinet and pulling out the small pack of razors kept stock underneath.

“Thanks.” Ash reached for the razor, holding her palm outstretched.

I pulled it out of reach.

“Hey!” she snapped.

I shook my head at her, enjoying the frustration wrinkling her nose and small creases appearing between her brows. I wanted to smooth the line with my thumb and bite the tip of her nose with my teeth.

I sank back down on the stool, pulling it closer to the edge as I did. Bathing in the sharp tingles of Ash’s gaze watching with weary eyes, I saddled up next to her. I grabbed the hem of my shirt, lifting it up and over my head before tossing it to the side. Steam immediately groped the bare skin, a soft sheen coating my muscles and abs. I caught a sliver of Ash’s tongue peeking between her lips, and I wrangled myself in control.

Ignoring my throbbing dick, I pretended not to see the lust burning across her cheeks and chest with that soft red flush I craved to taste and sunk my hand beneath the water. Electricity seared through my skin as my fingers skimmed over hers, my larger, wider hands securing her legs with much more grip and ease than her own, smaller ones.

Her hand escaped my grasp, jerking back to her chest, but her legs stayed firm in my grip, her shallow panting breaths swirling the steam dancing over the surface of the water.

I changed my focus, ignoring the whimpering, begging cries from behind my zipper, brought the razor to her skin, and began my work. I was smooth and precise, a trail of perfectly polished skin left behind with each stroke of my hand.

For something so simple and mundane, it soon grew into something else. With each smooth stroke, I could feel the tremor of Ash’s thighs rippling down to her calf and could hear her bated breaths growing louder with lust.

Inch by inch that I glided had her riling further and further, and all I wanted to do was sink my fingers deep into the pussy I knew was calling from the depths of the water. I wanted to lick my fingers, curious how much of her I could taste in the water already, like a shark called to blood. I longed to search for the part of her that needed me most.

Despite my overwhelming urge to touch her, I was addicted to the slow, languid movements of my hands, delighting in the way she built with each swipe of the blade, absolute power, and control, and trust trapped in my minute movements.

I nearly caved when I moved onto her other leg, her hips bucking against my knuckles as they grazed her. I wanted to abandon my project and start a new one that would have her screaming my name, but I needed to finish my first. I saw everything through to the end. Always.

“Why?” I spoke, hiding the strain tugging at my throat, needing something to distract my mind from the all-consuming thoughts.

“What?” Ash responded after a beat. Her face was flushed, her hair damp and plastered to her skin, a smooth sheen glowing across her amber face.

“Why did you want to shave your legs?” I reiterated, my words slow and controlled.

“Does it matter?” Ash grunted, her hot and bothered attitude brimming with frustration.

I repositioned my blade at the top of her knee, letting my pinkie finger graze the edge of her calf. Her leg twitched, and I fought back for mental control. My little teasing touch was doing as much mental damage to myself as it did to her.

“It doesn’t,” I agreed. “But I’m curious.”

“Why do you care?” Ash shifted in my hands, trying to wiggle in my grip. I tightened my hand around her calf, squeezing the soft, bitable flesh in my hands. I raised the blade from her skin until she understood my message, her resistance fading.

I placed my blade against her again. “If you wanted to do it for yourself,” I said, following the last and final line of fine hairs, completing the perfect picture of polished skin. “That’s fine, but if you’re doing it in any way because of me …” My voice dropped, and a deep rumble rose. It lilted my words and brought a fire into my chest. The one brewing in the furnace at the base of my spine, in my jeans, and in the back of my mind was now blazing and roaring.

If even just the seed of the thought had been planted in her mind that she wanted to incite me, tempt me, or seduce me … I would be tipping over the edge of a cliff I hadn’t noticed I was standing on until this late.

I let my gaze crawl up the inches to her face, little by little, her leg still held firm in my grasp, anchored within my control.

“Answer me,” I breathed, my eyes finally fixed on hers, pupils dilated and damp, wet lips floundering to speak. Her bright red face spoke volumes, the lust mixed with surprise and caution screamed words to me. Guilty as charged.

“No,” Ash breathed, words weak, eyes betraying.

I dropped the razor in my hand, and before I thought about what limb to move, I was already there. My hand gripped her jaw, my lips slamming into hers, punishing and consuming, greedy and needing. Ash’s gasp dissolved on my tongue, her hands grasping my arms, fumbling and fighting to brace against me.

Water sloshed against my skin, sizzling and dissolving into the rising steam as the heat building inside of me was overflowing and out of control. I released her calf, sliding down beneath her thighs, fingers grazing the soft globes of her ass as I angled for a better grip.

I hoisted her up to the edge of the bath, needing her closer and tighter against my skin. I was braced over the top of her, my groin painfully crushed into the edge of the tub, fighting against the smooth edges of the porcelain and the desire to bring her to me.

It wasn’t enough.

Using newfound strength, I lifted. One hand under her ass, the other slipping around her back. I broke the kiss, my lips throbbing in pain and begging for warmth, as I pulled her straight out of the water, rocking back onto the stool, her body slapping flush against my wet chest and her bare ass soaking into the thick denim of my jeans.

“Lamb!” she gasped, suddenly righted and in my arms, her dazed, dewy eyes struggling to comprehend how we’d gone from there to here.

Her weight was the right amount as her wet pussy sank into the crotch of my jeans. My bulge pressed straight into her, and my dick begged to be free and sink home to where it belonged. Ash wiggled on my lap, her wetness sinking through to my own pants, unsure what was water and what was her personal lubricant.

“Tell me to stop,” I growled, sinking my face into her wet shoulder. Her hair clung to my face, her chest rising and falling beneath my lips, my teeth aching to reach out and taste the forbidden fruit. I was no vampire, nor cannibal, but this woman had me becoming a monster in all sorts of ways. I’d consume her right now if it were the only way I could have her. “Just one word, and I’ll let go of you right now.”

I forced my fingers to relax, each one painfully stiff as I pried them from her, not enough to release her but enough to pull back from the sweet scent of her skin. I turned my head up to where she was peering down at me.

Her eyes were glossy and hooded, lips moist and parted, and her short, near-panting breaths ran over my damp skin. Her gaze danced over my face, not settling on any particular place, her thoughts moving with the same struggling concentration. Her mind was in disorder, out of sync with the body tremoring on my lap, fingers digging into the flesh of my shoulders, and tongue darting out to dampen her swollen red lips.

I forced my body still, desperation to buck my hips and grind my rough jeans into the wet pussy weighing down on top of it busting at the seams. I wanted to push her and demand an answer, but I held my impatience in check. She was getting there; it was just taking time for her to sort between what was lust and what was logic, something with which I was also struggling.

“What stopped you?” Ash whispered, her husky voice nearly drowned beneath the pounding inside my chest. “I am here, naked, on your lap.” Ash began to stroke lazy circles around her stinging nail marks. “You could take me however you like.”

Blood rushed in the back of my mouth, the metallic iron bitter and cold down my throat. “I don’t know what you think about my club, about me,“ I growled, not liking the way it pooled like ice-cold lead in my stomach, my dick faltering at her implication, “but the only way this dick is going into your tight pussy is you soaking wet, legs spread, begging for it.”

Ash’s thighs tremored, and my God, my simple dick stood back to attention, unaware whether her tormenting gesture was out of anticipation or trepidation. Her gaze heated, eyes widening, and her toying fingers stilled on my shoulders.

“Oh,” she whispered, the tight little circle of her mouth calling for my tongue.

Another thought occurred to me, and if I thought I’d been ice-cold before, now I must have been arctic. “If anybody has ever treated you otherwise, I—”

“No,” Ash rushed, her hands jerking to cover my mouth.

Don’t bite. Don’t even lick them.

“It is not that,” Ash explained, her hands floundering between us, her mind struggling through her words. “It is just … I have never—”

Her crimson cheeks deepened, and the words rushed lightning-fast through my brain. “You’re a virgin?”

Her gaze darted away to the floor, the shy gesture soaking my jeans as she threatened to end me then and there. She nodded.

“Fuck,” I groaned, the word strained and painful out of my mouth. I was in danger of busting out of my skin, my mind, my body, my dick—all of it was about to implode at the physical, emotional, and lustful whiplash.

“Well, there is no need to react like that,” Ash huffed, grabbing at my shoulders as she tried to lift herself off my lap.

My hands clamped like vices around her hips, putting her right back where she belonged. “Nuh-uh, sweetheart,” I growled, deep and guttural.

She stilled, back rigid, eyes wide.

“You ain’t going anywhere.”

Ash’s defensive fangs reared, missing the undertones of my command. “You are obviously not in the mood anymore, so I will—”

I raised my hips, my dick pressing up into her core, her heat sinking through the thick material. A hot, surprised gasp rushed over my face as I groaned in pleasure at just the thought of plunging myself into that tight, burning pussy.

“You’re wrong.” I raised one hand from her hip, sliding over her back until I could sink my fingers into her damp, thick hair. “I don’t know what it is about you,” I purred, pulling tight on her scalp. She gasped again, her head leaning into my grasp as I pulled her close enough toward me that her small, firm breasts were planted firmly against my chest. “All you have to do is breathe into my direction, Ash, and I’m ready to fill you with my dick until you taste me. Do you understand?”

Ash tried to nod, but my hold had her motionless. Instead, a small, husky “Yes” whispered from her lips.

“But the second there isn’t anything you don’t like, or don’t want, all you have to do is say it,” I added, fixing my eyes dead on her, knowing the truth lay in them. She could see through me, and though I wasn’t sure how I felt about it during the day, at this moment, I needed it. Needed her to see that I was telling the truth. That it mattered that she trusted me. “One word. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Good girl.” I released my grasp on her hair, letting my fingers slide through the damp, polished ends.

“Now. Where were we?”


Chapter Sixteen

ASH




Iwas scorching, burning from the inside out.

Pain still tingled across my scalp, travelling down my spine until it simmered in my core. I fought the urge to rub against the rough denim pressing up against my clit, the temptation like a tidal wave threatening to drown me.

I had never been in touch with my sexual side. Not really. I had been neglected for most of my formative years, and it gave me a strange impression of the outside world and how people interacted. I was not naïve. I had seen darker things than others could even imagine. Dark alleys and seedy hiding places often showed off more than you wanted to see. I had never experienced it myself, nor had I ever had the inclination to.

So, why was this man so different?

Why could this man have me sitting on his lap, his fingers in my hair, wanting to moan his name and questioning everything I had ever believed about my own body? It was a traitor and weak, melting at his commands and his dominance. It was chasing simple pleasures and damning the consequences. It—

Lamb shifted, his bulge surging up against my clit, and I groaned. The noise burned its way up my throat, a shiver of pleasure electric over my skin.

“Fuck,” I hissed, dropping my head onto a firm, damp shoulder.

“Ash,” Lamb purred, the vibrations travelling up his shoulder, through my skin, and into my mouth. “Look at me.”

I did not want to. If I looked into those eyes, I knew I would be adding fuel to the fire already burning. He had tempted me much too far already and—

Lamb’s fingers sought my chin, and before I could resist, he had me leaning back, head tipping up and staring into his eyes. His heated brown irises were molten, consuming every inch of attention I had to offer and holding it hostage.

“From this moment on, you can’t look away.” Lamb’s thumb drifted over my soft, wet lips. “I want to see every expression you make. I want to watch you fall apart.”

Oh God.

Just his words alone had my legs trembling against his thighs, and if his fleeting smirk meant anything, he knew it, as well.

“Keep looking at me. Understand?” Lamb punctuated his words with his palms against my ass. His hands were wide and long, and his fingers grazed my centre. I jerked against his hold, but it only made me rub harder against his bulge. I fought not to gasp, my hands jumping to his shoulders, raising the teasing jolt of pleasure.

Lamb’s grasping hold tugged me forward again, rubbing my centre over her jeans. “I need words, Ash,” he growled, his hips pushing up to grind against the movement.

“Yes, I get it. I understand.” The words tumbled out of my mouth, my hips fighting against his hold, seeking more of that sweet friction.

Lamb was cruel. His arms held taut, stopping me dead on his lap, and I swear I saw a smirk creep on his lips as the frustrated growl crawled out of my mouth.

“For both our sakes, I think it’s for the best if I’m in control,” Lamb said.

“Anything else, your highness?” I challenged, pushing once again to climb that mound on his lap and failing when his hands around my ass did not falter. “Perhaps, you should let me—”

Lamb’s tongue filled my mouth, his lips pressed punishingly against mine. My words were swallowed as he tugged and toyed with my muscles, working every ounce of fight I had out of my mouth and into his.

His finger slipped closer, and his touch teased my centre. I was unable to move or do anything about it as it slid around my opening, coating itself in my eager wetness. His free hand around my ass slid up my spine, pressing firm against the small of my back, my hips wedged up between his abs and his dangerous, advancing fingers.

He held my tongue hostage with his kiss, demanding and domineering my head, while his finger rocked dangerously close back and forth over my entrance as my hips flexed beneath his hold. My hands slid from his neck, fingers running through his scalp, tightening on his short hair as frustration built inside.

Lamb was barely touching me, but his tempting was lighting a burning torch in my centre with pure simple need. I squeezed my fingers, earning a dark, rumbling growl from deep within his chest. My nipples scraped against his chest, rock-hard and tingling at the sensation of the noise.

I wanted his finger inside of me, impatient to know how it would feel to have him inside and whether it would bring pain or pleasure.

I had toyed with myself a few times out of curiosity, but I had never felt satisfaction. I had believed for a long time that I was incapable of such things, or maybe I never learnt how to desire it. Either way, I had not been relieved or disappointed. It was just one of many things that were not meant to be for me.

Lamb’s finger scraped against my entrance, just the tip of his wide, thick finger slipping into my centre. It felt strange and foreign, but I did not dislike it. In fact, the frustrated, impatient part of me felt relief at the simple progress, a delighted sigh slipping between our moving lips.

Lamb pulled out, rubbing over my entrance in slow, languid circles before dipping in once again. Over and over, he repeated the process, each time his finger ebbed a little deeper. My hips found his rhythm, and each time he pushed in, my hips shifted back into his touch, captivated by the feeling of him rubbing against my internal walls.

“Lamb,” I breathed, pulling free from his grasp. My lips were throbbing and swollen, but Lamb’s dark eyes followed the traces of my tongue rubbing over them as if he could snatch them back up. “I understand going slow,” I breathed, punctuating my words with Lamb’s finger sliding inside, his rhythm uninterrupted, “but this is a little—”

Cutting off my words, he ejected his finger from my channel. I whimpered, immediately mourning the loss of his finger and the sensation of pleasure. I was pleading and desperate. It was foreign, even from my lips.

I clamped my hand tightly over my face, locking away any other pathetic sounds from escaping.

Lamb, however, had other plans. His large hand wrapped around my wrist, his fingers overlapping around the other side, and he pulled me clean off his lap, standing to his side. I did not understand how I had moved from one space to another so fast, but the cold ate away at my skin.

Rejection burned through my veins, pulled aside so fast and efficiently by a man who seconds ago could not get enough of me. I wrapped my arms around my chest, cradling the burning rising like acid up through my throat.

“Why—”

“Sit down,” Lamb growled, the tempered burning edge to his throat hoarse and gravelled.

I stood straighter, confusion now washing down over me. “You just threw me off, and now you want me back again?” I growled, my upset clear in my tone.

Lamb did not care. He disregarded my words as if I had not said them at all. “Sit back down,” he pressed, his dark eyes not leaving mine. He stared straight through my head, like an arrow through the eye and I was caught like prey.

Was this some game? If it was, I was not interested in playing. He felt good, but I was not one to be toyed with. Never.

“I will not,” I growled.

“Sit.” Lamb’s voice dipped deeper, and I would be damned if my legs did not squeeze together, a hot, pounding throb where his finger had teased.

My body, clearly not listening to my brain, stepped closer, my core deciding we were playing hotter and colder, and with each step closer, back into his reach, I burned, and I scorched.

I was nearly panting as my thighs brushed against his, still sitting on his stool, eyes turned upwards to look at mine. Looking down past my small breasts, my nipples pointing out at his face like dousing rods looking for water.

Lamb moved his hands from his sides, gesturing widely to his lap. I moved, slowly and cautiously, like a lion stood staring at me. I felt his gaze hot down my neck as I lifted my leg and—

“No.” Lamb’s hands snaked out to my waist, his fingers wrapping tight and firmly over each one before he spun me around like I weighed no more than a feather, picking me up and planting me back down on his lap.

But it was different this time.

This time, with his thighs beneath my core, his dick pressed up between the curves of my ass, and his chest pressed into my back, each hard ab drawing lines on either side of my spine, I was facing someone else.

Me.

I had not paid much attention to the big floor-length mirror, its beautiful golden edges and the out-of-place ornate design in such a modern bathroom. But there it stood in its antique glory, and there I sat, ill-suited inside such a beautiful frame.

Condensation crept around the edges, drips of water, like tears, rolling down its surface, warping and twisting small specs of the image reflected on its surface.

“I want you to watch,” Lamb purred in my ear.

More sensitive and aware of his hot breath rolling on my skin, I fought not to wiggle against his lap and drench his jeans in the desire leaking from my centre.

His arm slung around my waist like an anchor, his other slid down over my waist, creeping between my thighs and pulling them open.

I watched, transfixed as my body moved like a puppet, as Lamb adjusted me as he liked.

He leaned me back, my head falling into the nook of his shoulder, the angle tilting my hips so my centre was in full view to both me and him.

I watched with bated breaths as his hand slid lower, fingers reaching out to soothe through my folds. I felt him more than I had before, as if myself and the version of me in the mirror could feel everything as one. Even the sensations of his touch were reflected two-fold.

He moved slowly at first, with delicacy and deliberation in his actions as I watched through the mirror. My earlier impatience and frustration vanished, replaced by a rising anticipation, seeing what he was doing, knowing where he was touching and feeling it all the same was like the slow climb of a rollercoaster.

“Lamb,” I whined, not sure what I wanted or what I was begging for. Lamb seemed to know, though, as if he could read my body like a book, as his other hand holding me still moved down between my thighs, finding my hot, throbbing core, and slid one finger straight in. I moaned as his finger began to pump in and out. His other hand found the tender, desperate bundle of nerves and started to swirl and rub against it.

The pressure began to build, heat and lust tangling in my stomach. My fingers fought against the denim on his thighs, so tight I was no doubt clawing red marks into the skin beneath them, but I did not care. Lamb’s finger began to move faster in and out of me, and I could only focus on the rise growing.

My breaths were short, and I could no longer stop the small whimpers and moans slipping from my lips, nor the buck of my hips with each pleasurable motion.

Still, I stared hard into the reflection, watching his fingers go round and round and inside and out, mesmerised and enraptured with each flex of his fingers shooting a burst of pleasure burning through my body. Watching his finger slide up to the knuckle, disappearing inside of me, amplified the sensations.

Glistening and wet, he slid back out, and as I sought the feeling of him inside, he slid another in. The friction and the burn jerked through my nerves, and I arched into his push. I watched as he pumped back inside, both fingers sliding in and out with impossible ease. I was so tight and stretched, but my body gobbled up each finger with eagerness.

“Lamb,” I panted, feeling that rollercoaster peak and my legs tremble. His forearm kept them pinned wide open, and I wriggled against his hold around my waist. His touch was both too much and too little. I was overwhelmed yet desperate to reach that edge.

“Not yet.” Lamb’s tight, gravelled voice rippled in my ear. He ignored any cry of impatience and continued his steady, tantalising thrusts, building me higher and higher until I swear there was nowhere more I could climb.

“Lamb,” I cried. “Please.”

I turned my gaze for the first time in the mirror and saw his face. His black abyssal eyes locked tight onto mine. I had learned that Lamb was ice in the dead of winter, but now, at this moment, his eyes burned hotter than the sun in the peak of summer and left a searching scorch wherever they touched.

I could not look away, the raging heat shooting straight to my core, swirling with the rising fire inside. With that all-consuming look, the stare that threatened to swallow me whole, the eyes that saw all of me, I was pushed over that edge.

A silent cry burned up my throat, fire, and heat, and electricity racing across my body, convulsing every nerve and muscle. Pleasure exploded in its wake, soothing the burst of lightning and sucking all the energy from my limbs. My legs dropped down against him, my centre throbbing and sensitive, eyes damp and weight melting into his hard, firm body behind.

My muscles ached and burned somewhere far away as pleasure swam and clouded my mind, like I was riding a high. It felt different from being drunk, but it quietened the thoughts all the same.

This is dangerous …

I had not felt nor noticed Lamb move until I jerked at the cold flannel pressing against my tender lips. He was gentle but thorough as he wiped over my thighs, my folds, and down to the cheeks of my ass. I was not one to be looked after nor pampered, but having little to no energy, nor the will to move, I could not bring myself to care.

I protested as Lamb began to move, his hands supporting my waist as he brought me up to stand, his body following. He stayed enveloped around my back, his hands on me at every moment as he reached for a soft, fluffy towel to drape over my shoulders.

Only then did I turn as the man began to soothe the cotton down over my skin, absorbing every damp drop of sweat, and the small escaping traces of my orgasm that the flannel had missed. I floated on my cloud, not thinking much as I followed Lamb through each action, mesmerised and enraptured by even the smallest and simplest movement.

I watched as his tight, flexing muscles shifted with each movement, large, veined hands careful and precise in their movements. I traced his body from his neck to the large, firm jeans and the dark stain soaking through the front.

My face flushed, and my mind began to rise to clarity as I stared at it, knowing that the true traces of my orgasm were buried into the material of the jeans pointing a salute back at me. His body pressed at the seams, the mountain so tight and firm against the denim.

Before I realised it, I was already reaching towards it, my fingers pinching the metal zipper. Lamb’s travelling hands paused on my skin but did not reach to stop me. I took it as an all-clear before I began to slowly pull down the zipper. I only got an inch or so down when it slipped from my hands, and his erection burst free.

The man was commando. I remembered grinding on his lap and knowing that there had been but a single zipper stopping his erection from rubbing directly into me, had a perverse heat brewing once again at my centre.

His dick was large, and although I had been turned off by the few unsuspecting glimpses of dicks throughout my life, this did the opposite. He was thick, and hard, his veins jutting, and the fact that this was all caused by me … the thought was powerful.

I reached out, hesitant, like I had encountered a creature in the wild. My fingertips grazed the tip, and it jerked in response. I was amused to some degree, letting my fingers cautiously trail over the feverish warmth, feeling each solid ridge beneath the velvety skin. It was a strange and unique body part, and my curiosity grew in leaps and bounds.

My inquisition led me into dangerous territory, however, as I slipped my finger back over the head, the small bead of liquid coating my finger. A growl rose from the depths of Lamb’s chest, and I leapt to attention, having forgotten that the beast had been attached to a human.

Lamb’s eyes were pitch black, his breaths haggard, and his body tightened like rigor iron.

“Are you …?”

“About to fucking explode?” Lamb grumbled, his eyes not leaving mine, his throat swallowing hard between words. “Yeah. Keep touching me like that, and I think I’ll shoot a hole through your hand.”

“Oh,” I breathed, glancing back down at the penis twitching and straining beneath the shaft of skin. “I did not mean to …”

Did not mean to what? Touch him? Toy with him? Tease him?

I might not have had the intention, but seeing him struggle under my control gave me the tiniest, guiltiest shivers of pleasure, and earning another was an opportunity I could not resist.

I reached out again, spurred by my thoughts, wrapping my fingers around his length. Lamb let out a sharp hiss, his hips bucking his dick further into my grip.

“Ash …” Lamb growled, a warning tone riding the wave.

I could not tell if he was warning me to stop or not to.

I chose the latter.

I knew, in theory, what I was doing, and I began to let my hand slide up and down along his shaft in long, languid strokes. Lamb’s hands gripped tight to the white towel still wrapped around my shoulders.

I moved up and down and felt traction with each pull, his skin tugging against mine. I was not moving as smoothly as I liked. I needed moisture. I needed lubrication.

A thought filled my mind, and before I could comprehend what I was doing, I had already slipped my hand loose. A growl confirming my other thought rushed out of his chest, but the moment his eyes moved to my hand and saw what I was doing, he quickly shut up.

My fingers were smaller, and my entrance a little tender from his early touch, but I managed to slip in easily, my own moist wetness coating my fingers in a shiny, slippery coating.

I pulled back, not feeling the same sensations as I had from Lamb, but that mattered little. Instead, I studied his face, his black abyssal eyes focused tightly on my hand as I moved my newly wet fingers towards his cock.

I was not sure I could even hear him breathing as I slid my fingers back around his shaft and smeared myself across him. Satisfied with the shiny sheen I had left behind, I wrapped my hand around him and picked up where I had left off. The new lubrication worked delightfully as I built up a steady rhythm up and down his dick. Each ridge and vein slid beneath my touch, and I got acquainted with each one.

Fascinated by my actions, I had almost forgotten Lamb above me until the towel slipped down my back and dropped to the floor. His free hand slid down over my waist, and he expertly manoeuvred his hands straight back to my core and slipped his fingers inside.

“Lam—“ I gasped, but his voice overtook mine.

“Don’t you dare stop,” he commanded, the vibrato travelling through my ear and straight down to my core, the noise meeting his fingers as he built up a fast, rapid movement to match my own.

I turned back to his dick, an intense struggle to concentrate enough to move my hand while his fingers turned my insides into a burning, tingling inferno.

My legs quivered as if I had not just come a few moments ago, and my wrist ached as I matched his punishing rhythm. My hand rapidly wrenched up and down his shaft as his fingers worked me inside and out, his thumb coming around to the front and finding my tender, swollen clit.

I found myself tipping over the edge, but I fought fiercely not to fall. I worked him harder and faster, and I knew the moment he was about to explode. His breath hissed through his teeth, his hips bucked, and his dick seemed to strain against him before a sharp stream of cum burst out of him.

I had no chance to feel the satisfaction as Lamb pushed a third finger inside and pinched down hard on my clit, throwing me hard and fast over the side.

A loud cry burst from my lips as my hands lunged for his shoulders, holding onto him as I rocked through the fireworks exploding from my vagina and rippling across my body. It was faster and more intense than the first had been, and stars danced across my vision.

I was keenly aware of Lamb’s arms wrapping around my waist, pinning my body against him, as I rode out the waves of pleasure ebbing from within.

My breathing was hard and laborious, but it began to calm as the waves settled and thoughts crawled through the thick, soft blanket of pleasure. I also became keenly aware of the warm, wet sensation between mine and Lamb’s abdomens and knew it was not just sweat.

I arched my back just enough to peer down and see where Lamb had coated himself across my skin, and I, in turn, had coated Lamb back in his own cum.

He did not seem bothered. His head was hung, his breath calmer than my own, and his eyes stared down at my face. His eyes were no longer black, but a honey brown, glistened and calm, as they flittered back and forth across my face.

Lamb reached for the cloth and dunked it into the cool water of the tub. He wiped down his abs but was hesitant before doing my own. He moved the cloth tenderly, making sure not to miss a single piece. The cool water was welcomed against my hot, throbbing core, and I was careful not to lean into his hand, scared to start something else I had no energy to finish.

Lamb guided me, still naked, into the bedroom, where he tugged open the sheets and pulled me in before climbing in tightly beside me.

“What? No cuffs?”

Lamb wrapped his hand over my waist, his fingers absently trailing across the surface of my waist, his head buried into the back of my neck. “Not tonight …” he murmurs, sleepiness lacing his voice.

The man was more spent than I had expected.

He pressed tighter against my back, and soon, I could feel his soft, sleepy breaths against the nape of my neck. He was out.

I was not long behind him.

[image: ]


Streetlights filled the darkness with ambient warmth, and I watched the treeline of the woods bordering the town rock in the chilling autumn breeze. Many had lost their leaves; branches bare as winter crept along the horizon.

I wished I could see them clearer, reminiscent of the woodlands that surrounded much of the British countryside estate I had once called home, but all I could make out in the dark night with my reduced vision was brown blurs speckled amongst the jade winter green of the firs.

A few years ago, perhaps I had been able to make out the closest tree or two, but now they were nothing more than a soft blotch of colour in a dark world.

My memories were similar, and as I sat on the small, cushioned chair, knees tucked to my chest, and eyes wandering the empty darkness, I sifted through the fraying pieces of a dull old world I had once lived in.

I heard a muffled shuffle of the silk sheets, and a few moments later, a supernatural warmth washed over my skin. I knew his eyes had found me. It had only been a few hours, but it was longer than I had slept in a while. It had been peaceful and dreamless, which was even rarer.

I waited a while, listening for his sleep-laced voice, but it never came. Lamb was lurking quietly in the darkness, watching and waiting.

I turned back out to the window, my fingers tracing absently up and down my soft skin and shaved shins, thoughts emerging from their mental recess.

“She was the first one,” I reminisced, feeling a bittersweet smile tug at my lips, “to tell me I was not normal.” I stared down at my feet, rough and calloused from endless walking. I soothed my hand over the top of my feet, tracing the soft veins running beneath the surface.

There was a beat as I trailed to my toes before I heard the metaphorical click.

“Anna?” Lamb probed.

I nodded, unsure whether he could see the motion. “She called me a freak, actually.” I chuckled, the ghost of her words repeating in my ears, as they had done many times. “I could count on one hand the number of times I had ever left the estate. One of those times when I was fourteen, I think. Maybe fifteen? I have never really been sure.”

“Of your age?”

I shrugged, not looking up. “When any record of your birth had been burnt, and there was not a single person nor reason to celebrate your birthday, you lose count pretty fast.”

A pregnant silence followed my comment, and I sensed Lamb was not pleased with my nonchalant answer. I did not care. I had never told my story to anyone before. It sounded more like I was talking about someone else than myself. I had expected to be emotional when I did speak of the past, of my pain and my scars. Instead, I was distant, looking from the outside in at a little girl who had drowned in her dark world because nobody had ever taught her how to breathe.

I heard Lamb’s feet settle on the carpeted floor, but I struggled to track any movement in the dark.

“Anna was the daughter of one of my father’s business associates and, in a strange turn of events, we had been left to each other’s company.”

I could see her standing in front of me, the small, blonde-haired girl wearing makeup too mature for her age, blue eyes piercing with the clarity of an old soul. I wondered what I looked like to her, the dull, lifeless girl she had met that day. I had looked up into her young face and seen her staring straight into my soul from day one, becoming the first pure and bright colour in my otherwise grey world.

“I had met very few people—never another child—but I did not know what to do. It was safe to say my social skills were lacking.” I remembered our meeting; how strange I had felt inside, some concoction of anxiety and excitement I had never felt before. It had been new, exhilarating and confusing all at once. “I did not know what to do, so I did nothing. I must have just stared at her for minutes on end, not saying anything before she finally turned around and asked me what type of freak I was. For her, it was a strange meeting, but for me … it was love at first sight.”

It was as if she were standing before me again. The warm streetlight running over her soft, young features, the slight red of her cheeks, the freckles that had splattered her nose before they had faded over time, and the crook of her brow as she had looked me up and down.

“We became friends. Though, for her, I think it was out of pity. I was so scared I would not see her again, but over the years, I could see her every few months, when the opportunity permitted. I think my father saw it as a way into the company her father ran, one of the many he had predated on in the hopes of taking over. Though it had largely turned into a mistake. Soon, Anna was teaching me what it meant to be a teenage girl—what I was supposed to be doing, supposed to be seeing; how I was feeling and what I wanted. She brought out the girl who had been buried long before she was even born.”

As the warm memories left me, a cool breeze circled back through the room. The autumn air rustled young Anna’s long platinum hair, her eyes regarding me, the new me, the broken. The familiar disappointment and disgust weaved through her features. She would hate me now. Hate what I had become. Hate how far I had fallen.

At least she had never changed. Back then and even now.

I stared back at her, feeling that same weighted emotion from many years ago. No air to breathe, my lungs burning, floundering … drowning.

Young Anna shook her head, her mouth moving, but no words coming out. My eyes burnt, but I knew no tears would form.

“It was my biggest regret … meeting her,” I whispered, my voice weak and tight. “If only I had never known what was out there. Never knew what I was missing. Never knew what I could have. Then maybe I would not have wished for more and … I would not have ruined it all.”

The darkness hugged me tight, its cold claws sinking deeper into my bones. The cold chill settled under my skin, and my anxieties churned. I could hear her voice again, a mix of old and young, past and present, as it echoed in my ears. Echoed the words I had begged for, the words that had daggered my heart, before I allowed it to bleed and decay.

A foreign weight fell over my shoulders, surfacing me from my thoughts. My mind had sunk into its depths. Even looking up at the dark brown eyes, flecks of golden light dancing across their depths, I stared from a mental distance.

“Come on,” Lamb’s deep voice rumbled, his arm sliding beneath my legs and around my back. He lifted me with ease, and this time, I did not fight him. I allowed him to carry me over to the bed, toss back the covers, and lay me down.

He climbed beside me, his warmth trying to break through my chill. I could still hear the ghostly whispers of my past, memories flickering through my mind in broken, mismatched pieces. Of a past that smelled of bitter blood and cold coal, of the neglected fireplace and Anna’s laughter, of my screams of pains, and of her final breaths. Everything that had led me to right here … to right now.

“Everything that I am,” I whispered, unsure if Lamb could hear me any longer, “everything that I have done, and everything I have become, were all the result of my choices. I am responsible for every break, every crack, and every splinter that makes me who I am. My choices are my own, and the consequences are mine to bear. And mine alone.”

Darkness began to take hold, lulling me into a rare second sleep. The same words played over and over in my mind before the nightmares anchored my soul.

My sins belong to me.

And they shall end with me.


Chapter Seventeen

ASH




“I’m not a walking pharmacy,” Mint snapped.

His crew-cut hair was immune to the dishevelled, harassed visage he was carrying. His shirt was half hanging out of his jeans, his belt having missed one of the loops, and his helmet hung by just its straps around one thick arm. A big green canvas bag was slung over one shoulder with a first-aid bag in one hand and a small box in the other.

“I don’t think my request was that unreasonable.” Lamb shrugged, reaching one hand out for the box.

Mint snatched it back, his cool green eyes molten with frustration and fury. “‘Hey, Mint. Get a hold of some prescription drugs, an IV drip, and hospital supplies.’ I expected to do a beer run, not rob the local Walgreens.”

Lamb’s brows knitted into a tight frown, confused by Mint’s wild, spirited actions, as if he could not fathom why such a request might be difficult.

“Well, anyway”—Lamb shrugged him off, raising his hands in mock defeat—“you’ve done your bit. I’ll scratch your favour off my books. Now give me what I asked for.”

“Absolutely not.” Mint shook his head, slinging the medical bag and the big canvas rucksack onto the floor. “If you’re attempting to detox at home without medical supervision, it’s a bad idea. You can’t just google this shit and think you know what you’re doing. It can be stupid dangerous if you do it wrong.”

Lamb glanced down at the bag then slowly back up to his younger brother. “Doesn’t look like you’re here to stop me.”

Mint looked away from Lamb and, for the first time, shot over to me.

I sat on the back of the couch, legs dangling beneath me, swinging. I was sure I looked a state, in nothing but loose joggers, Lamb’s black shirt, and my hair plaited down my back.

Waking after an hour or two of deep sleep, I found myself butt naked with my hair in a single neat plait. It’d taken me a while to orientate myself, but the moment I had, the rush of memories had me out of bed and dressing myself in whatever I could find.

Unable to slide in next to Lamb’s naked body lying out in all its glory, the reminder of what I had done standing at half mass outside the sheets, I had curled up by the window in the cushioned chair again.

I had battled with myself for a while, wondering where the girl whom had so confidently jerked Lamb off had gone. The haze of lust was a powerful one, and I had found myself doing something I had never thought I would. Something I did not know I could. It brought a wild bag of emotions, and an endless conflict with no resolution.

Not to mention my soul slipping out in the confident illusion of the night. I had spoken volumes more of a past I should have buried, not shared. I had opened up about my history for the first time and now felt a bitter wind ring in the hollows of my chest.

Even as the night twinkled on and the sun began to clear the dark sky into a bright but cold day, all I knew was that I did not regret doing it. Only that I did not know what it meant for me next.

“We’ll be starting with four doses a day, and then we’ll whittle it down,” Mint explained, a clipboard appearing in his hands, Lamb over his shoulder, scanning the document. I had missed something while inside my brain, as the two had moved on from combative to collaborative.

“Okay, and at what intervals?” Lamb asked, pointing to something on the chart.

The two began speaking in languages and sentences I did not understand. I watched them for a while, wondering if I had faded into the white background of the house, a ghost in my personal jail cell.

“Do not mind me,” I huffed, earning not even a bit of their attention. “I was just kidnapped and forced here against my will, and now, somehow, I am about to put my body through a world of pain. No need to ask me my opinion or anything …”

That earnt a glance.

Just one.

Unfazed by my comment, Lamb turned back to Mint, showing him something on his phone.

I laughed, but it sounded bitter, throwing my hands into the air and getting up. Lamb had given me a drink over an hour ago, and I had not even known it would have been my last. Lamb was efficient; I would give him that. The second I had made my choice this morning to go ahead with the detox, Lamb had his phone out of his pocket, and Mint was rocking up the next hour with his bag of supplies that looked like he had robbed the closest morgue. Maybe he had.

I was starting to panic that I had been tricked somewhere along the line into agreeing to this stupid plan.

I was aware Lamb was playing his own little Pavlov experiment on me—associating his touches with whiskey and earning my affection in other attentive little ways. I would never tell him I had long stopped needing the whiskey to want his touch. His irresistible little pets and ravishing glances were doing things to me that I could not control, and all I could do was add to the list of things the man was managing to do to me without realising.

Lamb had changed his tactics, but a leopard did not change its spots so easily. Even knowing that, I had let Lamb manage to worm his way in, despite his tricks and the cold truth of who Lamb was at heart. So, how had I let myself think putting my life in his hands was a good idea?

I did not.

That was the problem; I was screwed.

“Let us not do this,” I blurted out, louder than I had anticipated.

Now I had both of their attention.

Lamb’s brows worried into a tight frown.

Covering the short distance between us in two long steps, his deep brown eyes swallowed me whole. Now he was seeing me, a solid, malleable being in front of him. “You’re hesitating.”

“Well, I just …” I began to fumble with my hands, picking at the rough, calloused skin around my fingers. “Is it even worth it? Does it really matter? Can I not stay the way I am?”

Lamb’s hands closed over mine, stopping the nervous gesture. His gaze was searching, looking deep into my soul and seeing much more than they should. “You can,” Lamb responded. “It’ll make my plan more difficult, but if you don’t want to do this, I won’t force you. It means nothing if this isn’t your own decision.”

Returning his searching stare, I saw no judgement or disappointment on his face. It was just as he said. Lamb had no expectations of me, no demands, no requirements.

It was truly my own decision.

“How will it make your plan more difficult?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me. Lamb had slung the word “plan” around as if he owned it, and yet I was no closer to figuring out what he meant by it—if he meant anything at all. Lamb was the type to have a plan for everything, from A to Z. It would be alphabetically categorised like his bookshelves, of course.

“A good plan needs two things,” Lamb began. “Means and opportunity. My part will be to provide the means.”

“And the opportunity?” I asked, lured into his lecture.

Lamb’s hand scooped up my chin, his thumb holding my jaw still. A knowing smile pulled his lips into a soft curve. “You.”

I frowned, wanting to escape his touch, but Lamb’s hold was firm. He refused to let me back away and did not let my eyes leave his.

“What about me?”

“You are my opportunity, Ash.” Lamb’s other hand touched my face, his finger running along the side of my cheek, leaving tingles in its wake. He traced it along the side of my jaw, migrating down the muscles taut in my neck before resting just above my collar bone, finger pressed to my pulse. Somehow, it always ended there, like a pigeon flying home.

“You want to use me as bait?” I scoffed; the notion was almost hilarious to me. Meanwhile, something rattled quietly in my chest.

“It’s not the word I would have used, but you could say that.” Lamb shrugged. “Your father has few weaknesses; you are the most reasonable option to exploit.” He tilted his head to the side as he searched my face, trying to piece together whatever emotions were bubbling up there.

“Speak,” Lamb insisted, a frown wrinkling his brow. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking.”

“I do not know whether to be shocked that you thought it was fine to use someone as bait, or that you think that I would be okay with that. Or that you think I am my father’s weakness.”

“It’s a means to an end.” Lamb shrugged. If he had not held onto it, my jaw would have hit the floor. “I don’t need to justify my means, only getting my end.”

“And that is …?”

“Marrying you.”

A hole opened, and it swallowed me whole. That or a brain tumour had finally taken hold of me, because I swear to God, I was hallucinating. Heat burst across every nerve, energy electrifying my skin. I did not know what I was feeling, but it was uncomfortable and overwhelming, my mind both numb and racing.

“You are not right in the head, are you?” The words stumbled out of my mouth, my own brain struggling through what he said.

Lamb smiled. “No, I’m not,” he agreed. He let go of my chin at long last, and I ducked out of his grasp, my palms cupping my cheeks. They felt cool against my flushed skin, and even crowded against the couch, I could breathe again.

“I haven’t forgotten our bet,” Lamb said. “Whether you choose to detox or not, I will not lose.”

“Oh my God.” I shook my head. “You are serious. I thought you were joking.”

“I’d never joke about such a thing,” Lamb’s smugness faded, and in its place, a steeled expression held his features. “With you, I am honest. Mostly.”

“Forgive me for not realising that, R2-D2.” I rolled my eyes because, really, what was I supposed to think? This man had the emotional capacity of a cactus; he had given me so much expressive whiplash in one conversation that I did not have the brain power nor the capabilities to process it.

A barked laugh shifted the attention of the room as Mint did a valiant job of trying to hide it behind a cough. “So, we still on, or did I just go through the trouble of illegally acquiring prescription drugs for no reason?”

“We are on,” I growled, pressing one hand to Lamb’s chest as I pushed him out of the way. Surprisingly, he gave in easily, allowing me to break past his defences. “I have a bet to win, after all.” I jabbed my finger back over my shoulder, not deigning him even a glance as I headed towards the stairs. I turned back to Mint, crooking a finger. “Follow me.”

Mint picked up his bags, slinging them easily over his wide shoulders, and marched into step behind me.

[image: ]


“Itake it back. I think I will just waste away in a vat of Jack Daniels, thank you.” I groaned, flopping down onto my back. The soft, cushioned bed enveloped me, and I wished it would swallow me whole.

“There’s not many questions left,” Mint reassured me.

“You said that a billion questions ago,” I whined, knowing I was sounding petulant. It had already been a few hours since my last drink, and knowing I was not getting another one, possibly ever again, was making me irritable and jittery. Mint was simply the closest punching bag for my nerves.

Mint sighed, looking up from his clipboard, tugging down the small, thin-framed glances he had rested on his nose. They looked minuscule and fragile on a man of his size, and the juxtaposition had been funny at first. Now, it had lost its charm, along with Mint and his desperation to play 20 Questions a hundred times over.

“I need to find out exactly what I’m dealing with so I can give you the correct dose and set you up a proper detox course.”

“I get that.” I sat back up, folding my arms over my chest. “But you have had my drunk life story six times over; surely, you have enough by now.”

“If you’re not serious about this,” Mint responded, slapping his pen and clipboard onto the buffet beside the sitting chair, “you don’t have to go any further.”

I could not blame Mint for losing his patience. I was not being the easiest of patients, could not say I ever had been. I had not been the most forthcoming with information; some things I did not remember, and others felt so tedious that I could not fathom their importance. Mint, however, had a different opinion.

“I am sorry; I am being a dick.” I sighed, rubbing my hand over my eyes. The dull headache had already surfaced just as the quiz began, and it was now drumming a steady beat behind my eyes. “Where were we?”

“The final question.” Mint ignored the sheet he had spent the last half an hour writing on. “Why are you doing this?”

“What?”

“Detox isn’t an easy thing.” Mint sank back into his chair, his pose relaxed, but his eyes and tone were anything but. They were strict but sincere. “It’s not just a single permanent choice made here and now. This is a choice you will have to keep making over and over again. Anytime you’re around alcohol, you’ll have to choose not to drink. Anytime you feel thirsty, you’ll have to choose not to drink. Anytime you’re in a supermarket, an off-license, a bar, a pub, the clubhouse, anywhere with even a small selection of alcohol, you will have to choose not to drink.” He paused. “Are you sure you can do that?”

“I …” I paused.

Was I?

I might have agreed to the detox, but there was no surety I had really thought it through. I would never be touching alcohol again. That last drink would be just that. My last. Throughout the rest of my life, however short, I would never touch a drink again.

Alcohol had been an escape for me. Something to kill time, and a way to just disappear from the world. As time went on, and the hangovers got heavier and being sober felt worse, I just let the thorns of my addiction sink in further. Soon, the search for a drink in every town and city I went to became my normal, and a habit was built. One I had no desire or reason to ever break.

It was not like I had come across any higher purpose to change myself or a desire to become normal. In the last few weeks, the only thing that had changed was Lamb’s new control over my actions. I did not hate it entirely. We had been wrapped up in a little world where I did not have to try to find a solid piece of cardboard to insulate me from the wet floor of the street or find food in a place where I was not even allowed to look in through the window. I might have chosen to wither away in that life, but it did not make it any less miserable. Any less cruel. Any less cold.

“It is not often that I get to make my own choices,” I murmured, my thoughts slipping out loud. I dabbled somewhere between the deep dredges of my mind and the awareness that another human sat in front of me, listening. “The few I did make were not great.” I thought back to how I had left the club. Left those I had cared about. Even going back in time, my choices would not change. But it was less that I wanted to and more that I must. For the safety of those I cared about, it had to be what I wanted, even if I wished it was not. “If I can make at least one more good choice in my life, this one is as good as any …”

Mint did not respond at first, and it took a while for my eyes to gravitate back to his face. His gaze was searching, looking somewhere deep and far away through my face, but I did not hate it. It did not feel prying or judgemental, just present.

“I am sure my reason is not a strong enough one—”

“No,” Mint interrupted, reaching back for his clipboard and pen. “It’ll do.” He took a few quiet moments to scribble some more onto his papers, the sole noise carried on the breeze slipping through the open window.

I looked out as dusk began to settle on the neighbouring houses, a few indoor lights flickering on as the darkness of looming winter weighed on the day’s tail.

“Do you think I can do it?” I asked without thought. I did not expect an answer, nor was I sure I wanted one. I was determined to follow through when I chose something, even if those times did not come often. But choosing to do something and being able to complete it were different.

“You can.”

I spun toward the source of the voice not in front of me but behind.

Lamb leant in the open doorway, his black slacks and white shirt hanging loose off his frame. He suited the clothes well and oozed that effortless chic, the material clinging in the right places to allude to the well-kept, tight body beneath while blurring all the spicier details. A tease, well and truly.

He pushed off the doorway, walking barefoot around the edge of the bed before stopping at my side. His fingers grazed my cheek, toying with my hair like it was his newest obsession. Warmth spread across my skin at even the softest connection.

“I meant my words,” Lamb reiterated. “If you choose this, I will make sure you do not fail.”

“How are you so sure?” I shook off his grip, frowning at the confidence on his face like an unmoving, irreplaceable mask.

“Because every moment for the rest of your life will belong to me,” he answered. “I will be your strength when you have none. Your stubbornness in moments of weakness. Your power and drive to do anything and everything you desire. I can become that for you. And I will.”

I was shocked.

“Where do you get these lines from?” I shook my head, trying to make sense of what exactly had just come out of his clever, talented mouth. “Did your inbuilt algorithm text search for that? Because if so, that is cheating.”

Lamb’s only response was a small quirk of a smile before turning to Mint, rendering my argument invisible and forgotten.

Mint was keenly skimming over Lamb’s words, but I could see from the slight taut of his brows and lips that he had also been shocked by his brother’s cinematic speech. From the interactions I remember in the club, it would be weird for them to see this side of Lamb; he was a trickster and a troublemaker as much as he was their capable vice president. The AI had masked well, but since my arrival, it had become corrupted, and now it seemed like he did not care who saw his robotic persona underneath.

“Got everything you need?” Lamb queried, looking over Mint’s clipboard at his scribbling. He squinted and frowned before Mint pulled the clipboard protectively to his wide, muscular chest.

“Yeah, just give me a few to get everything we need set up, and then we can start.” He rose from the chair, brushing past Lamb who made no effort to move an inch away from me, and began rooting through his mountain of luggage.

“You never answered.” Lamb looked back at me, his hand resting on my head and soothing down over my plait. His eyes followed the gesture, an out-of-place softness to them.

I swatted it away.

“Answer what?”

Lamb reached to pet my head again, undeterred by my strike.

“The bet …” He soothed his hand down over my shoulder, sliding his fingers through my soft, brushed hair. “Either I fail to free you and you leave, or I succeed and you marry me.”

“As simple as that,” I scoffed.

“As simple as that,” Lamb repeated, his tone carrying none of my sarcasm, only a lightly amused tone.

I rolled my eyes, realising that Lamb was becoming a dog, and this would be his metaphorical bone.

It was not that I doubted Lamb’s capabilities, but I had been scarred too many times from hope. Had too many fantasies that I would be able to escape the fate set out for me. I was to die by my father’s hands, whether that took him one or a thousand tries. It had simply become a matter of when.

Even so, there was no harm in agreeing to Lamb’s outrageous bet. Only he would be the one to be disappointed when this all fell through. A shame for him to lose his streak, betting against impossible odds. It was not like him at all.

But fate makes fools of us at least once in our lives. This would merely be his turn.

I extended my open palm and watched his smile brighten on his otherworldly face. If I had thought he was handsome before, then I had been wrong. If I could, I would never sell that smile, not even for a pretty coin.

“Bet.”


Chapter Eighteen

LAMB




“Iam going to smash it,” Ash growled, lunging for the round disk on the wall.

My actions were reflective; leaping between the clock and its assailant, I wrapped my hands around her waist, her furious fists darting over my shoulder as all ninety-five pounds of her slammed against my chest.

She wriggled and withered against me, unable to break free and only stirring me to hold her tighter. I liked the feel of her body rubbing against mine, even at the cost of a barrage of pinching and rapid cursing.

Seeing her pinching attack was futile, her furious limbs settled. Instead, a dark shadow crossed over her face, eyes zeroing in on the exposed section of my neck, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.

“Do it,” I purred, leaning close to her ear, feeling the shiver ripple down her spine. “Bite me.”

Ash stilled, her gasp snagged on those damp lips, eyes wide, pupils dilated. I could see the confusion in the bite of her lip, unsure whether to push the line or retreat from it.

I knew what I wanted her to do.

Instead, Ash relaxed in my grip, her body parting a penny’s worth from mine. Her eyes escaped my hold, flickering back to the clock ticking quietly.

“The noise is driving me insane,” she growled.

Ash wasn’t taking the start of her detox well. Even in my grip, she swayed, and in her attack, I felt her weakness and exhaustion. This was only the beginning, and a storm was brewing inside her, escaping in small bursts of anger and irritation.

Pride was Ash’s greatest foe, and now all her strength was crumbling around her. She would have no choice but to show her weakness to both me and Mint, and I knew that the mental strain would be harder for her than any physical fight.

Still, she didn’t fight me and allowed me to hold her still, even if neither of us would acknowledge it. A flicker of the fire in my chest warmed my cold soul, the subtle submission pulling an involuntary purr up my throat.

“You should sit down,” Mint interrupted, turning the page of his magazine. “This is going to be a long ride.”

Ash looked down at the plush carpet beneath her feet and the soft grooves already worn into the surface. It was the track Ash had been building just before she’d decided to brutalize the clock on the wall. For a second time.

“That is not as simple as it sounds,” Ash grumbled, tugging free from my grasp. I allowed her to slip away, her cool touch lingering on my fingertips.

I studied her; she rocked from one foot to the other as she shuffled back to the bed.

“I need to do something. Walking, talking, fighting.” Ash settled on the bed, wringing her hands in and out of each other, her nails raw around the edges. “I could take a distraction right about now.”

“Well, I don’t think you’d do well in a fight right now,” Mint chipped, still not looking up from his magazine. “And I don’t think the carpet can take any more of your pacing.”

“Talking, it is,” I finished for him, following Ash around the other side of the bed. I sunk onto the bed, the warm mattress welcoming me back into the spot I’d had to vacate the second Ash’s fists had begun to clench and her eyes locked onto the clock. My book was cast aside into the wrinkled mess of the bed, and I reached back for it; but instead of continuing where I’d left off, I folded it closed and set it aside on the bedside table.

“So, what shall we talk about?” I turned to Ash, my fingers folded over my lap, waiting.

Ash met my gaze and didn’t like what she saw there. A disgruntled groan dragged from her lips, a deep eye-roll pulling her gaze away from me and over to the window. She dropped her head in her palms and, with another groan, said, “I should have taken the drink.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Ash lifted her head again, her eyes cast softly over my reclined form; my feet propped up on the soft duvet with my ankles locked, leaning deep into the soft duck feather cushions.

“There was no point.” She sighed, shaking her head. “The sooner this starts, the sooner it will be over.”

“Why bother prolonging the inevitable?” Mint asked, the physical embodiment of an intrusive thought.

“If it even comes,” Ash scoffed, her eyes regaining that dangerous glint as she looked back up at the clock on the wall.

I kept my body lax but was ready to jump up and intercept should the need arise.

“It feels like it has been hours already.”

“It’s been a few,” Mint answered, fingers soothing down the edge of a page before casting it over. “Three? Maybe four.”

“Four hours and twelve minutes,” I corrected.

“Is that all?” Ash groaned, reaching out and snaking her arms around her knees, her head buried between them, rocking slowly from side to side.

I sat up, reaching out for her. I touched her clammy skin, but it disappeared just as fast as Ash lurched from the bed in a blur of wild movements. She threw herself up, her balance unable to catch up, so she stumbled forward. She made a strangled noise, and all I could do was watch, half-jerked over the bed as she made impact against the wall.

The noise was loud, and my heart began to pound in my chest, struggling and strangling itself of oxygen as adrenaline threw me straight over the length of the bed and to her side.

Mint had gotten there first, his trained instincts having him moving the second she had jerked from the bed, but he hadn’t been quick enough to prevent the fall. He wrapped an arm over her chest and caught her as her head made contact.

Her knees went limp as she collapsed into Mint’s arm, his own body dropping to cradle her weight as she dropped.

“Ash,” I breathed, throwing myself down by her side, scooping my hand under her chin and turning her to face me.

“Ow,” Ash hissed through gritted teeth. “That fucking hurt.” She moaned, her eyes squinted tightly shut, as a deep frown wove into the pained grooves of her face.

Relief flooded my veins, and my grip relaxed against her skin.

She snatched her head back from my hand, but it only pulled a louder groan from her.

“You good?” Mint asked, pulling her back and helping her lean against the bed. No blood covered her skin, but a growing red mark was darkening over her temple. “You hit that pretty hard.” Mint had flicked into nurse mode and was already poking, prodding, and turning her face to get a good look at the damage.

“I will be fine once you stop touching me,” Ash hissed, never the easy patient.

Mint ignored her swatting words and finished his assessment just as Ash began to worm away from his medical maneuvering.

As he let out a relaxed, begrudging sigh, I knew we were clear.

I reached forward, spreading my hand across her cheek. I turned her gently to face me, my eyes digging deep into that constantly changing expression of hers.

Guilt surged forward as she returned the eye contact, and I knew then that the action before had been involuntary. At the start of the detox, I was aware that this was going to be hard on her, not just physically but emotionally. There were going to be psychological mountains to climb, revealing themselves from the dirt that Ash had spent years trying to bury them under. This was just the start of a long climb.

That didn’t mean I liked it.

In fact, I hated it.

“Don’t run from me, Ash,” I warned, the growl in my voice low and guttural. It came from somewhere deep inside, somewhere I didn’t understand and didn’t control. “Never. Do you understand?”

“I have just cracked my head open, and now you are spouting—”

I squeezed her cheeks, cutting off her words. Her eyes flashed with rebellion, but mine burned brighter. “Do you understand?”

Ash rolled her eyes, but her defiance faded; she relaxed into my grip, even if her eyes said otherwise.

I slowly released my hand on her cheeks, my fingers soothing over the reddening spots. “Use your words,” I ordered.

Ash sighed. “Yes, fine, I understand, Mr. Hyde,” she grunted, shaking off my grip. “Do not run from you. Got it.”

“Good girl,” I purred. The satisfaction of her words, even if they were just surface level, resonated back into the endless darkness. I was no closer to getting a sense of its depths, nor the trigger of its appearance, but this new energy, this new black fire inside, was taking a hold on me that I wasn’t sure I liked.

It burned bright at Ash’s every move. The urge to control, to take, to dominate had every cell in my body electrified with the need to make that happen. I needed her to submit to me, to not fight me, to give in. I needed it more than I needed to breathe. An unstoppable obsession.

It was uncontrollable.

It was frightening.

I let her go, righting myself back onto my feet, before helping Ash back up and onto the bed. She grumbled but allowed my help before fussing over her head. I could already see a shining bruise that would cover the skin over the next few hours. It wouldn’t be long before that painful bruise would become a drop of water compared to the oncoming tsunami as the last of the alcohol trickled out of her body.

Her anxiety was stirring, if the nervous ticks and panicked responses were any indication. Maybe I should pad the walls just in case? Acquire a straitjacket, perhaps?

“Stop it,” Ash growled, eyes narrow.

I crooked a brow at her. “Stop what?”

“Whatever you’re thinking about. I dislike it.”

I smirked. “Oh?” I leaned down, reaching to toy with her hair. She brushed it aside. “And how do you know that when you haven’t even tried it yet?”

“Because you looked a little too happy about it,” Ash rebutted, crossing her arms over her chest, wincing as the movement jostled her head. “Whatever makes you happy will not make me.”

“Want to bet on that?” I offered out a hand to shake, daring her to take it.

“No,” Ash sneered down at the extended palm before disregarding me completely and turning back to Mint. “Do we have to do this today? Can we not do it on a different day? Or not at all? We have already had a bad start.”

Mint had settled back into his armchair already, his magazine thrown back onto his lap like he hadn’t left. I worried his ass would have made a permanent indent on the chair by the time he left. I should throw it away. Or burn it for safe measure.

“At the rate you’re going?” Mint mused, twisting his lips with thought. “I’d give you five years max before you start experiencing severe liver damage.”

In the few years since I had met Mint, I realized he wasn’t the most patient person. He spoke his mind, damn the consequences, and whatever quiet atmosphere he alluded to at the beginning vanished when he decided you needed a lecture.

So, when Ash piped up, I buckled in for the ride, that lecture tone leaning in hard.

“So, I still have five years?” Ash clung to hopefully.

“For severe liver damage. Let’s not ignore what will come before that.” Mint flexed his hand and began popping his fingers down one by one. “Weakened immune system. Weakened bones. Poor appetite. Swelling. Infertility. A full cancer buffet. And my personal favorite—brain damage.”

Ash glared at my brother, looking far too amused for her liking, even if it was facetious. “Aren’t you a delight.”

Mint shrugged. “You asked.” With a sigh, he then began to rise from his chair, his magazine again abandoned as he walked back over to the bed. He scooped up a blood pressure cuff from the floor next to his bag, and for the fourth time since this started, he crouched beside Ash.

“Again?” Ash groaned, her lips rising into a half-frown, half-snarl.

“Yep. Every hour on the hour,” Mint popped, his tone far too peppy as he reached back for the clipboard tucked into the side compartment of his bag. He double-clicked the pen and began to ask Ash a series of questions while scribbling away.

After a few minutes, they moved onto the blood pressure cuff, and Mint recorded the reads with two fingers to the inside of her wrist, silently counting her pulse.

After writing down the results, Mint regarded the clipboard with bitter scrutiny. “If you have any immediate business you need to deal with, do it now, because you won’t be able to leave here for a while,” he said, rummaging around inside his medical bag.

I found Ash’s eyes catching mine, just for a moment; long enough for me to see the sudden vulnerability and longing before it disappeared far too fast to take a mental picture. Ash had, like always, been the first to break our locked gaze, and I mourned her vanishing expression.

“There’s nothing,” I said, refusing to look away from her, begging for her gaze to turn back and meet mine once more. Sincerity and honesty burned true in my gaze, boring a hole into the side of hers, her pale trembling hands tight on her lap. “I’ll be here.”

Ash didn’t turn to meet my gaze, but her hands relaxed, unwinding from their tight grip. They still shook with a cold quiver against her lap, but I knew it wasn’t because of me. Without thought, my palm smothered her cold fingers with my warmer one.

Ash didn’t fight me, her gaze weighing as heavy as a stone on our joined hands.

“Will this even fix me?” she breathed, the noise nearly lost between Mint’s rustling.

“No,” I said. It was too honest of me. Even cruel. But it was the truth. And it was all I had to offer. “But it is a start,” I added, squeezing her hand. Her small fingers softened and folded beneath mine, and just one palm alone was enough to hold them tight. I cataloged her face, watching every small micro expression flickering over the surface, wondering if I had said the correct thing enough to comfort her.

It had never been a forte of mine, opting more for honest truths than white lies. It was more practical, and though lying and bluffs had their purpose, within my close circles, it was often truths that came easy and lies that proved more difficult. Deception was an art in small doses; too much and your own truth would become blurred by the same lines you tried to bend.

While in the depths of my mind, I had missed Ash moving on from the comment, her assumptions and thoughts now sheltered under many layers kept close to her chest. Instead, those milky eyes had moved onto me. They returned the favor by scouring along the plains of my face, and I let her, basking in the warmth left behind by her traveling gaze. I kept an unbreakable gaze on her eyes, recognizing the way the white, translucent scarring wasn’t an even layer, but a fragmented one with big masses, much like the way the world was drawn onto a map. In some places, the jade green of her eyes was more vivid, much deeper, and silvery than the rest of her eyes alluded. It was like a forest in winter, the evergreens tinged with frost and light snow. I wanted to see more, to pull off the white scarring and see her eyes in their pure, true form, even knowing it was impossible.

“I cannot figure it out,” Ash interrupted my dream. Her gaze had stopped traveling, and now I could see how still and transfixed they had become back at mine, and how still they had been as I stared deep through the gaps into those wintery green irises beneath.

“Figure out what?” I pushed.

Ash’s eyes dropped like anchors into her lap. “Nothing,” she mumbled, shaking her head. Her braid slipped from her shoulder, down over her chest.

I reached forward, looping my finger around the braid and pulling it over her back, my fingers grazing the cool touch of her neck, my eyes burying into the exposed face turned down and away. Ash’s gaze stayed far away, looking at everything that wasn’t me.

I didn’t like the unsettled feeling in my chest, the strong desire to grab and turn her to look at me, to face me when she spoke. But I knew that it wasn’t the right time. Not by instinct or intuition—I possessed neither. No, over the last few weeks, I’d begun to understand the unspoken language Ash sometimes screamed and shouted, and other times whispered. Her eyes spoke volumes, and when she turned away, I knew it was like a closed door. Different from the times she burned with attitude and rebellion, different from when she pushed and begged for me to retaliate, to push back.

“If you have a question,” I said instead, my fingers occupied with pulling back the soft strands of hair escaping from her braid, tucking them behind her ear, my touches sparse and soft, barely grazing her skin, “just ask.”

“I cannot …” she whispered with a long breath.

“Why?” I pried, searching for a hint in the small frown of her lips.

“Because you will answer.”

“And that’s a problem?” I frowned. Confusion was exceedingly rare for me. Curiosity, sure, but I wasn’t often left bewildered. Though, with Ash around, I found that it was becoming more and more common. She baffled me in ways other people never had, and perhaps that was a strong part of her allure. The novel emotions she brought out in me that I had thought were otherwise extinct.

“Yes,” Ash answered, interrupting my reflection and pulling forward that large question mark spinning around in my mind. The conversation wasn’t satisfying my curiosity, and from my confusion, frustration began to grow; an impatience and persistence that I knew better taking over.

“I don’t understand …”

“You do not need to.” Ash sighed, slapping her hands against her thighs and shaking whatever melancholy had washed over her. “It does not matter.” She shuffled forward to the edge of the bed and pushed off to stand.

I felt her skin beneath my palm before I realized what I was doing. My fingers wrapped like a cage around her thin and fragile wrists, her arm flinching in my grasp as I stopped her dead in her tracks.

She looked down at it with surprise before turning to me, and I saw her eyes grow even further.

“It does matter,” I shot, unsure what it was she was seeing in my face, but knowing a bubbling mix of emotion was swirling inside of me. Something about the way she spoke, or the way the vulnerable space inside of her had snapped shut had impatience pounding in my chest. My heartbeat rose, and the thrum running through my fingers into hers told me her pulse began to quicken, as well. “Tell me.”

Ash paused, her eyes cataloging something on my face, something that had her stiff posture softening in my grip and her gaze holding mine.

I gave Ash a tentative tug on her wrist, and she let me guide her closer. Her knees butted against mine, her hair framing around her face as she looked down at mine. I released my grip on her wrist, my hand gaining a mind of its own as it reached up to cup the gentle, worried expression tightening on her delicate features.

Her softened green eyes searched my face, looking for something to give her the green light, to let her tremoring lips open and speak. I wasn’t sure what it was, but when her voice fell on my ears, I knew I had opened the door for her once more.

“Are you … in love with me?” Ash asked, and for a moment, my mind tripped. It was just a moment because as I searched Ash’s face in return, I realized she wasn’t asking this for confirmation, or with hope or desire. It was curiosity and confusion that wove her brows.

Before I got a chance to process my answer, Ash continued, “From the beginning, there was no attraction for us, not in the emotional sense. Neither of us is foolish enough to believe in fate. And if this is just a means to an end for your club, then there are more efficient ways to do this. You do not have to find my missing pieces or fix what is broken. So that is the only thing I can think of that would explain your devotion to putting me back together. To going this far for me … is love.”

I thought about her words, the letters tumbling over my mind time after time. It happened in a moment, but years flew by in my mind. Years of watching my brothers fall in love, one after another; of seeing the different forms; family, romantic, platonic; of different versions of love I’d witnessed; of another world I’d never been able to touch.

“I would be,” I answered, the words slipping from my mouth before my brain had caught up, “if I was capable.”

I had taught her love in every way I knew how, with every method I had seen and every story I had witnessed. It was all I could do for someone who lacked the core necessary to act with emotion. I could only do what others had done before me and hoped it was enough. Enough to fulfill my end of the bargain.

“I see.” Ash nodded, her gaze breaking from mine yet again, to the floor. She wasn’t disappointed, nor upset, not that I could tell. She was simply thoughtful.

It was one of the rare comments I had ever made about my nature. It wasn’t something I had ever discussed and had never needed to. Not many had seen behind the façade I carried, and even if they had, it wouldn’t be a side of me that would warrant an explanation or understanding. My duality would be the least of their problems.

Ash and I had fallen into our thoughts for a long moment, and when a sharp noise shot through the room, Ash nearly leaped out of her skin.

Mint held his closed magazine in his hand, his face welded with a heavy frown and his lips pursed.

“Shit.” Ash gasped, her hand on her chest. “I forgot you were there.”

“Clearly,” Mint deadpanned, tossing his magazine onto the side table and standing. “I need a smoke.” He fished a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, giving us both long, cold stares. “If we’re going to live in each other’s pockets for the next forty-eight hours, we need to pick a different conversation topic.”

“You could always leave,” Ash huffed, not taking any of Mint’s attitude. “I will be fine on my own.”

“I didn’t mean for you.” Mint scowled back, the two butting heads again. I had yet to decide whether they got along or not. Both had a habit of riling each other up, yet a mutual understanding ran deep between them, as well. “I mean for us.”

Mint gestured back and forth between himself and me.

I stared blankly at the gesture, unsure exactly what he was alluding to.

“Don’t get me wrong; you’re going to feel like you’re breaking from the inside out,” Mint said matter-of-factly, looking back to Ash, “but seeing someone suffering and being able to do absolutely jack shit about it … that shit will burn you.”

Ash frowned. “You have done this before?”

Mint hesitated, his eyes flickering between me and Ash. “I’ve done both.” Mint smirked, but it was bitter. “Being on the outside hurt way more.” With that final statement, Mint walked out of the room, the door closing softly behind him.

“I am not sure whether that was supposed to comfort me or not,” Ash mumbled aloud, that worried brow tightening once again. “I do not think it did …”

I thought about his words, my eyes scanning over the vacant doorway.

It didn’t comfort me either.


Chapter Nineteen

ASH




Iwas not, in fact, ready.

I expected the headaches, the dry mouth, and the dizzy spells. Expected that half my time would be spent with my head in the toilet bowl. Expected the constant feeling of irritation by any sound, touch, or smell.

I must have begged for pain relief, vomited every mouthful of water I was forced to drink, and bit Mint’s head off for just breathing about a dozen times.

But there was one thing I had overlooked, the one thing a detox boiled down to.

Waiting.

Waiting until you no longer want a drink, or your body falls apart—whichever came first. Currently, with my raging headache, stomach acid burning my mouth and nose, and a murderous rage that could not be fulfilled or quelled, I was hoping the latter would happen sooner rather than later.

I was not patient by nature, and sitting through over a hundred hours with nothing to do except suffer had long since lost its appeal. We had tried all distractions—the TV was too loud, my headache was too intense to read, and getting out of bed was an overall struggle.

To make matters dire, that was not even the worst bit.

On the outside, I was struggling—my body had become allergic to the world, and my mind wanted nothing to do with it. So, I did the only thing I seemed able to do. The one thing I wished would go away but, contrary to my wishes, had gotten more intense.

My thoughts.

My childhood loomed in the darkness, clawing and slinking its way closer, out from the regresses I had pushed it into long ago. While attempting to thwart its progress, I had latched onto something else instead.

Lamb.

From his confession, to using me as bait, to his admittance about his lack of emotion, to his every action to tend to my wounds and indulgence with my every request. Except for alcohol, drugs, or an execution—those were off the table, apparently.

I lay in a trembling ball on the floor, the carpet swaying like a boat beneath me, out of sync with the throbbing drum ricocheting through my skull. My eyes pincered so tightly shut in a pitch-black room out of a single, improbable fear that a stray beam of light might catch my gaze despite every window being blacked out and every door gap taped over. No phones, no lamps, no light of any kind.

I was both present in pain, but also so far away and distant that I could almost see myself from a third perspective; an outsider looking in. I could not tell whether it was a psychotic break or a coping mechanism, but I took the relief all the same.

But alas, it was only temporary.

The darkness began to gain weight. It pushed on my chest, and I sank into the endless void. Suffocation clung to my throat as water filled my lungs, my gasping breaths turning to gurgles as I fought and clawed desperately to breathe. Just a single breath. Anything.

Instead, fire burst over my skin like I had shoved my face into a blazing flame. It sizzled and burned, and I wanted to scream in agony, but the fire flooded deeper into my chest and lungs. I was being burnt from the inside out, and no matter how I fought, the pain only reached deeper and deeper and—I couldn’t differentiate the pain that zapped across my scalp as my hair snapped taut and my bones cracked as I was torn back.

I could not breathe.

It hurts. It hurts. It hurts.

I cannot breathe. I cannot breathe. I cannot—

A sharp piercing noise burst through my ears, darkness swallowing me whole. I fought through the water, wading and struggling, but the noise only got louder and louder. It was insufferable, and my lungs gasped into the water.

Except it was not water any longer. It was air.

And I was screaming.

“ASH!” a deep voice bellowed, a hard violent force slamming into my chest.

I gasped, my throat on fire and my head pounding. I forced my eyes apart, the darkness drawing back inch by inch until my vision cleared and a familiar voice shouted at me.

“Ash!”

Realisation quaked through my brain like a tidal wave and, in a matter of seconds, every piece fell together. I was here, in Lamb’s house. It had all been a dream.

“Calm down, sweetheart.” I felt a pressure on my arm and turned to see soft, pastel green eyes holding steady on mine. Seeing my returning gaze, I watched the intensity soften and a breath rushed from Mint’s lips. “You’re back. You’re here, with us. You are safe.”

I realised I had stopped screaming, the sharp piercing noise melting into a soft ringing in the distance. My jaw hung agape, and I struggled to swallow, my mouth turning into a sandpit.

I took a deep, shaking breath, flickering my eyes away from Mint’s before catching and anchoring onto Lamb’s. His big brown eyes were wide and flickering a mile a minute, his skin pale and clammy, veins threatening to burst from his neck. I wondered how loud I had been screaming to have incited such a reaction.

I reached for my voice to speak, but before I could, my wrought hands sprang in pain. My taut muscles snapped, and I looked down just in time to see them jerk back from Lamb’s arm, five bloodied marks trickling blood down his arm.

“Oh my God,” I gasped, jerking my hands back to my chest, trying to lunge away. Lamb’s own arms were clamped like a vice around mine, holding me firmly, but not doing the same damage that I had done. He did not allow me to move more than an inch away. But instead of looking at him, all I could do was stare at the blood seeping from his skin, dripping and darkening his grey pants. “I am so sorry, I am—”

Violent nausea rocked my world, and the sharp sting of acid rocketed up my throat. Fortunately, Lamb and Mint had learned to read at least that much from me as Lamb flinched and Mint reflectively leapt from the bed.

Unwilling to let me go and escape, Lamb was in the splash zone as I hurled hot, acidic stomach bile all over him.

“I am sorry,” I choked out, trying to swallow and stop anything else from escaping. It stung in the back of my nose, and fresh tears rolled down my cheeks. My trembling hand wavered in the air above it, unsure what to do to fix it or make it better. “I am sorry, I—”

“It’s fine,” Lamb growled, his hand clamping shut over my mouth. “Stop apologising.” His eyes had not left mine for even a second. Not even as I had spewed all over his shirt and lap. His hands stayed fastened in the same place they had been before, their warm grip like hot iron around my cold, shivering skin.

“Lamb, brother.” Mint reached over to put a strong hand over his undefiled shoulder. “Go get washed up. I’ll stay with her.”

Lamb did not move at first, but when Mint gave him a gentle squeeze, Lamb relinquished his grip. It was slow, one finger at a time, as he fought to pry himself away. His fingers lingered across my skin, skimming past my elbows and forearms until his fingertips and mine dragged apart.

He hesitated once, his eyes boring deeply into mine for a moment that felt far longer than the few seconds it must have been before he broke eye contact and turned away.

“Let’s get you cleaned up, shall we?” Mint crouched in front of me, to where I now realised I was folded between the side table and the corner of the wall, the side lamp laying crumpled on the floor beside me. Fortunately, it was not broken, but that shade was an interesting degree of cock-eyed.

“I killed her … my stepmother,” I whispered, my voice so quiet I wondered if Mint could hear me at all. Apart of my brain screamed to be quiet, but another let the words drip from my tongue one word at a time, out into the air, like a leaky tap echoing in an empty house. “She would torture me whenever my father was away from home. Lock me in the freezer. Shove my face into scalding water. Force me to drink alcohol until I threw up or passed out. Things that would not leave marks.” I felt them all, the years of pain, and misery, and desperation. As if each new inventive way she would take me to hell happened only yesterday. “Then, one day, she took me to this factory. She tied me to a chair and put this cloth over my eyes … It burned. It hurt so bad. I could not see, and I screamed and screamed, but she would not take it off.” My throat tightened, the memory sinking through my chest like the knife, the same one I’d used years ago, sinking inch by inch through my sternum, bone and muscle and sinew cracking beneath my weight. “So, I killed her. I shoved a knife through her chest and listened to her choke as she bled to death.”

I stared at the shattered piece of the broken lamp, unable to pull my eyes away from each little fragment, so broken it could not be fixed. “I thought it was over,” I whispered, “but it never is. It’s never over.”

“Your eyes …” Mint murmured, and I could see his own searching my face, the missing puzzle pieces now fitting together in his mind. I couldn’t look at him, the reflection of myself haunting those pale green eyes. But it was not me now, but the me with blood soaked under my nails, blindfolded and exhausted. The murderer that lived inside me.

My eyes burned with a mix of pain fragmented from the past. But stronger still, the frustration chewing away at my heart and mind. “I hate this,” I whispered, the horrible swell of defeat and pure misery strangling my voice. “I hate it all.”

“You’re in the worst of it right now.” Mint’s voice was soft and reassuring. “But it’s going to get better. I promise.”

The words I had heard so many times only felt like fuel on the fire; they inspired a bitter hatred and wallowing misery that dragged themselves out from the dredges of my soul. I had spent years in suffering, in pain, and in misery. I had survived time and time again only to go through more and more. To sink lower and lower into a dark tar of pain that I was never going to escape from.

“It never gets better,” I breathed, the thought of my future pressing against my throat. It was like the boiling water down my gullet again, my chest pained with each swell, and my body fought to breathe. “It never has gotten better … It never will.”

Never to find relief in death or freedom in life. I was born to suffer. Destined to despair.

I watched Mint lift my hand, not feeling it, nor reacting to it. It was as if it was happening to someone else. He inspected the back of my hand with a frown, and a thick droplet of blood slithered down over my skinny, bony hands. It must have been from the IV. I must have torn it out during my episode.

“Stay there.” Mint scanned me over, lingering for a long time. He was hesitant to leave, but his priorities outweighed his reluctance. “I’m going to get another needle and something to cover that up.” Mint stalked across the room, and a rustling of papers, plastic, and other things filled the air.

I stared down at my hands, feeling alien as I watched the blood trickle over my skin. I expected it to at least feel warm, but I felt nothing. It was not a big enough wound to cause any true harm. Quite literally just a pinprick. If it had been somewhere else, somewhere higher and more vulnerable, then it would justify the concern. The wound to my hand would do little to take me away from it all. To free me the way I always wanted.

Even so, the needle hole was bigger than I had expected. It was the first time I realised the harm a catheter needle could do.

The revelation was like ice. Cold, cold ice pouring down over my back, sharp, electric shocks of cold alighting every nerve. My eyes were lead weights as they moved so slowly towards the bed where the red-tipped edge of the abandoned metal needle poked over the side of the mattress.

Gravity moved my body, no a thought or question slipping through the haze. My blood thickened in my veins, my feet growing heavy like lead pooling in my soles, and my heartbeat like a war drum, steady and loud, pounding in my ears.

I did not dare look away. Did not dare look in Mint’s direction where he could possibly have seen and could already be moving to stop me.

The needle was a searing iron in my hand as my fingers clasped around its thin, lightweight shaft. It felt delicate, like it would snap between my fingers if I pressed too hard, and my hands shook as I struggled to hold it still. My arms felt strained as if I was pushing through layers of resistance as I brought it towards me.

This time …

I can finally …

Finally, be free.

The needle burnt as it pierced my skin. A flash of fiery adrenaline burst like a dam as the first trickle slid down my skin and pooled against my collarbone. It hurt. Even with the medication and the withdrawal burning my nerves, the pain remained.

But it did not stop me.

It urged me forward.

I just wanted it to be over. Please, let it be—

A train slammed into my chest. Air ejected from my lungs, the metal tearing from my throat, my shoulder and arm screaming as it was lashed far from my torso. The needle flung from my fingers, disappearing into who knew where?

A hand snapped around my neck, crushing my windpipe as my body was lifted weightlessly into the air before the wall struck my back, my skull cracking against the hard concrete.

I could not even mutter a single syllable of his name as I processed the face I recognised. The face of the man choking the life out of me with pure, unadulterated rage.

“LAMB!” Mint bellowed from across the room.

I doubted I had ever seen anything more than a trickle of true emotion on Lamb’s face, but as I saw him now, emotion was all I could see.

“How could you?” Lamb growled, his iron arm vibrating against my throat as darkness danced around the corners of my vision. I wrapped my own hands tightly around his wrist, fighting, struggling for even an inch of room to breathe, but Lamb gave up none.

His brief words were enough time for Mint to barrel across the room. He slammed into Lamb’s side, the slender man bound to go down against the wide bulk of Mint’s body. Lamb did not even allow an atom of space, as he not only held still but managed to throw Mint straight over his back, slamming him down into the side table and lamp as they shattered into a million pieces.

“Your life belongs to me,” Lamb growled, dark, burnt eyes on me, furious and consuming. Whatever little breath I had was stolen by that look. That look that threatened to consume the earth in its entirety. “If you try anything stupid like that again, I’ll chain you down and make it so you can’t even shit without my permission.”

“LAMB!” Mint roared again, this time going for his arm.

I saw the struggle between the narrowing dark of my vision and could faintly feel the shake of his arm pinning me against the wall slacken. Darkness touched me for a moment, and I floated in it.

Until the ground came up against me without warning, my legs crumpling beneath my body, oxygen flooding back into my lungs. My chest screamed in agony, my throat struggling to relax as I fought to draw in each painful breath.

I heard a slam behind me, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mint on the floor once again, his body slumped against the broken armchair he had been relaxing in a few hours prior.

“You were supposed to be watching her,” Lamb growled, his voice no longer a raging bellow but a deep, threatening rumble.

Mint stiffened against the debris, and I turned to get a better look. His mouth tightened into a harsh line, but he didn’t argue. His heckles were up, his shoulders bunched as he picked himself off the floor, ready for the fight.

Mint’s green eyes flickered to mine with a flash of concern before turning back to Lamb, who stood between us like an unmovable wall. “I need to treat her.” Mint gestured over to me with a flick of his chin, his eyes never leaving Lamb.

Lamb glanced back to me, cataloguing and scanning every inch of my body like he always did. Something in him relinquished its hold, and I could see the fight settle to a simmer beneath the surface. His shoulders slackened, and he hesitantly stepped aside.

Mint moved carefully around him, giving him a wide berth as he made his way over to me. Once in front of me, his back turned to his brother, his focus fell onto my neck, scanning the blood still dripping down my skin. Then he poked and prodded at the tender marks that would blacken and add to my collection of nasty bruises over the next few hours.

During his examination, I watched Lamb stalk to the other side of the room, posting up within a dark shadow in the corner.

He never left me alone again.


Chapter Twenty

LAMB




Ihad never experienced loss.

Throughout my life, it was natural to see people come and go, and when they had, I hadn’t mourned them. My own parents had grown distant from me over the years, and though I couldn’t sympathize with their struggles, I understood why. It was hard to love a child as warped and lacking as I was.

Even when Nobel had passed, who had been next in line as president, I had only adjusted my plans. I had plotted revenge and dealt justice for our younger member and changed prospective presidents to his brother, Hunter. It was a shame to lose him, but I hadn’t felt the level of grief that my brothers’ had, nor the loss that they had suffered.

So, when I saw the needle pressed into Ash’s neck, her vacant features, and the blood trickling over her pale white skin, I hadn’t expected the explosion of emotion. The rapid, overwhelming despair that had burnt into an explosive white rage had shocked me to my core.

My fingers had wrapped over her throat, ready to murder her myself for trying to take her life, and it was illogical and confusing, but at the same time, it was instinct. A pure, unstoppable instinct that knew if I couldn’t have her, nobody could.

I had guessed something dangerous was brewing beneath the surface, but I hadn’t thought it would be able to control me like it had. I thought I’d be able to manage, assess, and act regarding the best possible results like I always had.

That was no longer an option.

I stared down at Ash’s unmoving form, her chest rising and falling, her face relaxed and tranquil for the first time in days. Mint’s medicine was working its magic, allowing her to rest in a dreamless sleep, not plagued by flashbacks or nightmares.

My gaze slid across the hair amassed on the pillow behind her, wondering how long it would take me this time to detangle it all. I looked forward to it.

Paranoia rippled across my skin; she could just be pretending to be asleep. She could be plotting anything. I had removed any possible weapon from the room while Mint had been tending to Ash, and now a random assortment of items had been piled up in the hallway and, more importantly, out of Ash’s reach.

I wasn’t sure what effect I had left on her, whether it was a strong warning or another trauma to add to the pile. Either way, Ash did not look in my direction a single time during the half hour it had taken for the medication to take effect. As she’d grown drowsy, her eyelids struggling to stay open and her body collapsing into the soft bed, she’d still focused her efforts to not let even a slither of my body perverse her view.

A part of me hoped she’d done so out of fear. Hopefully, it would be enough to deter her from doing anything else stupid. But a larger part of me hoped it wasn’t. Hoped I hadn’t just destroyed the sandcastle of trust I’d been carefully building the last few weeks.

“Wolf needs to know,” Mint cut through my thoughts.

I didn’t move my gaze, watching a stray hair bend and sweep Ash’s face with every soft breath.

“You were dangerous,” Mint continued when I didn’t respond. “You were out of control. You could have killed her.”

“I know my strength,” I argued, but it only fueled Mint’s anger more. I wondered if a part of his frustration was due to my earlier attack where I had bested him. I’d only won due to Mint’s surprise, and his tackle had shallowed with hesitation. He’d been careful about Ash getting caught in the crossfire and had attacked too wide. It was the only reason I’d been able to deflect his blow.

It was also why I knew it had nothing to do with our fight. Mint was loyal, but even more so, responsible. He was serious when it came down to his charges, whether that had been Mallory, Adair, or even Ash.

“I don’t think you can trust yourself,” Mint bit back, his voice calm, but the undertones were hard and angry. “This isn’t like you. You’re not impulsive or so … emotional.”

I glanced at Mint for the first time, his hand waving in the air, signifying his confusion as he struggled for the right word. Mint was on the money, however, much to both his and my surprise. But there was little reason to be as shocked as I was. I had sensed it. Knew something was stirring, and I had chosen to ignore it.

This was the outcome.

“You’re right.” I sighed, my chest and reservation deflating in tandem. “I’m not,” I explained. “But don’t use that as a measure to judge me or my actions. I know what I’m doing. I always do.”

“Sure.” Sarcasm dripped from his words. “I get that you must have some grand plan. Some reason for doing all of this. I’d even bet money on it.” He gave a defeated sigh, reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose as he worked it between his finger and thumb. “But whatever effect this girl is having on you, it’s fucking with your head, man. That, back there, that can’t happen again. Ever.”

I rubbed my palm over my chest, soothing the tight knot having made its home there. It was heavy and throbbed beneath my touch as I moved my gaze back to the girl lying prone in my bed, alive and breathing.

“She won’t be leaving,” I said, my voice clear and calm. “Neither will I.”

A frustrated growl burst over my shoulder and, fortunately, neither of us was worried about Ash waking. She was out cold under the influence, and though I hadn’t been happy about it, it was what she needed.

“Fine,” Mint seethed. “But I’m letting Prez in on this. Our deal to stay quiet ended the second you put your hands around her neck.”

Mint’s thumping march traveled down the hallway, shaking the few decorated paintings on the wall, before he disappeared down the staircase and slammed the front door shut behind him.

I let him go, never having the intention to stop him.

If I had wanted, I would have had no problems convincing Mint to sew his mouth shut, whether by reason or force. But something else held me back this time. Something that Mint had nailed on the head.

I wasn’t acting like myself. Something inside of me had become unraveled … untethered. But that wasn’t even the worst part of it. Despite the reasoning, the logic, and the self-awareness that I had over my situation, I didn’t care.

When it all came down to it, I knew I’d let hell freeze over before I let her leave my sight. I didn’t understand it, but I knew the deep burning would turn to hellfire if she ever tried to leave me. Knew the wrath I would wreck if her pulse ever stopped. The destruction I’d reign down on the earth if her breaths became her last.

Mint was right.

I was dangerous.
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Merlot, Cherry, Ruby …

Beautiful shades of red among many I’d seen Wolf’s face change over the years. It was to the point that I had come to expect it whenever the man knocked down my clubroom door, waited for me at the clubhouse gate or, in rare cases, like today, showed up on my doorstep.

This time, however, the huge Russian warhorse wore neither a dusty pink nor a flush of rose. His face was its usual shade, and I found that … unsettling.

I’d heard his bike bellow in the distance shortly after Mint had disappeared outside with his cigarettes and phone. Mint had met him outside, and I had awaited the familiar stomp of his boots.

I must have been early for the reception, however, as Wolf had lingered for a long time outside as he got the full story from Mint.

Mint had been the first to return, strolling up the stairs, his hand having rubbed the back of his neck red-raw. “Prez said he’d speak to you downstairs.”

I frowned. Streaks of light were slipping through the curtains where they now refused to hang straight on the bar above. They’d been pulled loose from the wall when Ash had been thrown against it, and in revenge, it allowed rays of light to cut through the dark haven they had made for her.

“Watch her,” I said with instruction and warning before giving Mint a firm pat on the shoulder and walking down the hall.

The knot in my chest wrapped itself tighter and grew heavier with every step away from her. I ignored it, descending into the hallway, where I spotted another familiar face. One I hadn’t expected but wasn’t surprised to see.

Hunter looked sheepish. His arms were folded over his chest as he gave me a weary stare. Among all the brothers, Hunter and Wolf had known me longer than any else. Both had been around in various states when I had prospected for the club. Hunter had been a lot younger than he was now, a greenhorn by the dictionary definition, attached at the hip to his brother. Life had dealt him a harsh fate, and it was showing. Though his brother would always have had it worse.

“Are those some gray hairs?” I leered, watching as Hunter’s lips hardened into a straight line. I reached for him, but he quickly dodged out of the way, an impressive feat for a man his size.

“Fuck off,” Hunter bit. “This ain’t the time.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I wiggled my fingers at him, threatening to strike again. Hunter didn’t move but gave them a cautious glare.

“Then you better think again,” Wolf growled, my feet tremoring against the rumble.

I abandoned my target, turning and brandishing my widest, sharpest smile toward the man who was leagues bigger and leagues meaner than Hunter.

The wide-set Russian was mirroring Hunter’s pose—his arms locked over his chest, dark, branch-like arms covered in a thick coat of silvery hair. His muscles were like hard stone beneath his skin and clothes, jaw set, and salted brows shadowing his light coppery eyes.

“You want to explain to me why the fuck I’m here?”

“Beats me.” I shrugged. “But if you want to make some guesses, I’m willing to offer up a bet?”

Wolf’s jaw ticked, and I took an involuntary step away from the man. Pressure pushed on my shoulders, and the weight of the room descended around me.

Hunter glanced between the two of us, and even if Wolf had barely moved an inch, his silence suffocated the atmosphere. I might have poked a bear just to see what happened, but I’d think twice before poking a monster like Wolf; his bite would be much worse.

“Explain to me.” Wolf stepped, his voice low and steady as he crowded closer. I could smell him and feel the smothering heat radiating from his skin. “Explain why I have to hear from Mint that my vice president has not only kidnapped and held hostage the one person who should be nowhere near Fellpeak but also decided that it’s now okay to try and strangle her to death.”

I glanced at the other brother, at our audience. Wolf knew what I was doing, but he didn’t know why. But our brothers couldn’t find out either, and seeing him now, his rage and anger and “shock,” I realized I’d underestimated Wolf’s ability to act.

I held my position, turning up to meet Wolf’s eyes. “It’s under control.”

“Under control?” Wolf barked, the sharp laugh humorless. It almost sounded real. It lasted less than a second before it abruptly stopped.

I hadn’t expected what came next.

Pain burst across my throat, my back slamming hard into the shelves of my bookcase. I choked as books littered like rain down over my head and shoulders, the wood threatening to collapse under the force. Wolf’s grip on my throat clamped down, cutting off my oxygen.

My hands leaped to his wrist, trying to resist his hold. It was futile. Wolf’s strength outweighed my own by legions. His paws were powerful, and they seized my breath with a strength that left me unable to steal even a whisper of air.

My eyes leaped to his, a fury snapping to attention in my chest as—

It was but a lighter’s flame compared to the seething, unbridled lava that pooled behind Wolf’s eyes. The dark brown was molten gold, set in a face contorted with a rage I had rarely seen from him. A rage that had never been directed at one of his own. A rage that was no act. This was real.

My blood burned, and my skin seared where he touched.

I resisted the urge to fight for as long as I could, knowing this was a battle of wills, but as my lungs began to throb, my chest started to burn, and my fingers electrified with sharp pins, it became harder and harder to resist.

My body betrayed me first. My hand released Wolf’s wrists and began pounding at the crook of his elbow, desperately trying to break the lock of his arm. But in the battle of pure power, I was greatly outmatched.

Darkness began to feather at the edges of my vision, Wolf’s hair and skin growing darker. Adrenaline burst through my veins, my fingers dug into Wolf’s skin, and my legs kicked out, trying to hit anything I could reach.

Wolf held firm.

The bastard didn’t even flinch as my foot contacted something hard. His eyes only burned brighter through the descending darkness as I struggled to break free.

I knew Wolf wouldn’t kill me. Knew this was just a ploy of his. Even so, I couldn’t fight the primal urge to escape, to fight death even in the ghost of a threat. It was powerful and overwhelming.

Let go.

Let go.

LET GO!

Wolf released.

My body hit the floor like a bag of rocks, limbs collapsing beneath me like a puppet. Air rushed into my chest, and my body threw itself forward, coughing and spluttering as it hurried to take gulps of air. My bruised and battered windpipe pounded and protested.

I could still feel Wolf’s hand around my throat, but the euphoria of oxygen made me dizzy and lightheaded, dampening the burning festering beneath my skin.

“Did that feel under control to you?” Wolf’s voice was now above me. It no longer held the fury it once had. Instead, it was softer and calmer. Almost defeated, he looked down, regarding me with a pained frown.

I pressed my hand against my throat, meeting his gaze as his words hit home.

“I know I let a lot go,” Wolf continued, brows knitting back together. “Especially with you, Lamb. But in a moment of weakness, you took that girl’s power. You held her completely at your mercy, and for someone who has been through the things she has … you had no right.”

I opened my mouth, but Wolf wasn’t finished.

“I know the situation,” Wolf interrupted. “I know what she was trying to do. But you’re damn clever, Lamb. Do you really think you had to go as far as you did?”

I assumed the tar-like sludge sinking in my gut was shame. It trickled in as I looked at my brother and harkened back to the face he’d worn as he had awaited me downstairs. Now I realized the emotions he had worn were not cold, seething anger. It was something else entirely.

Disappointment and betrayal.

I had taken advantage of Wolf’s trust and acted in a manner I should never have.

“Now”—Wolf took a step away, both physically and proverbially—“you’ve got forty-eight hours.”

“For what?” I coughed out, dusting off the splinters and the aches. I stood, hand still tenderly rubbing against the darkening skin over my neck, my throat dry and sore.

“To bring her to the club.”

“What?” I choked, surprise slicing through my vocal cords.

“The second I got that call, this became club business.” Wolf’s voice was tight and clipped, leaving little room for objection. “I’ll be leaving a brother here with you at all times until you bring her in.”

“Bring her in? Bu—”

“You had a chance to sort this yourself, Lamb,” Wolf growled, pacing to the front door. He paused at the threshold, his hand tight around the doorknob. His head stared stiffly into the wooden panel. “You fucked up, and now you lost it.”

With those final words, Wolf swung open the door and marched out the doorway. The door hung wide open, vacant in the wake of his large, familiar form.

I stared at it for a long time, my brain calculating and rapidly adjusting my plans and tactics around the newly changed situation. I could have stood there all day, mentally figuring out my next move. There was one thing I did know, though, and I didn’t even have to think hard about it.

I was fucked.


Chapter Twenty-One

ASH




“We meet again.”

I had known this was coming.

At first, I had thought Lamb’s stony silence had been aimed at me. I had noticed how he had kept his distance, lingering in the shadows hanging from the walls. Felt myself grow cold as his thoughtless touches and soft grazing fingers grew absent. Not even his eyes would reach mine. I had not seen the warmth of his brown eyes, nor the calculating computer ticking behind them since the moment I had roused from the effects of the sedative Mint had given me.

It was not until I had spotted the extra Angels amassing in the house that I realised that was not the case. With Mint’s new guard dog aura, his eyes tracking every movement Lamb made, watching him like a bomb ready to explode, I managed to piece together the truth.

The Black Angels had stepped in.

I strongly suspected that the Black Angels were fully aware of what Lamb had been up to. I had at least thought they knew I was in town, or that Lamb was being sketchy, but I had either underestimated their observational skills or Lamb’s ability to mask in front of his brothers.

The last thing I wanted was to be back on their radar; I was the equivalent of a walking time bomb, something we were all aware of. It made tensions high, relationships strained, and an all-around bad atmosphere. I was not oblivious to the damage I had already caused them, and the fact that the potential for more was vastly worse than anything that had happened so far made my relationship with the club inevitably sour.

“You’re just going to ignore me. Really?”

Mint sat wordlessly at my side, the bed threatening to suck me into his space as he weighed down the soft mattress in his direction. He was changing the bandage on my neck, forcing me to keep my head tilted up and away as he pulled off the adhesive tape. The wound had not been deep enough to cause too much damage, but the ten-fingered bruise over my throat was tender, and the ghost of his hand still lingered, physically and psychologically.

Mint carefully poked and prodded the skin, and I did my best not to react. In the past few days, the veteran’s sharp green eyes had grown keen to my tells. He could see through me well, and any hint of discomfort would make the wrinkles between his brows harden. I was wondering what it would mean for this country to have a second Grand Canyon … on someone’s face, no less.

“You seduced my brother with your wicked tricks and got him in trouble, and you’ve got nothing to say?”

I let out a long-suffering sigh, having heard enough of the mosquito buzzing in my ear. I rolled my eyes towards the man standing at the foot of the bed, heavily tattooed arms crossed tightly over his chest, a tight snarl warping his objectively handsome face. Not my cup of tea, but certainly many others.

“Kidnapped,” I corrected him. “I was kidnapped.”

Jax scoffed. “Don’t look very kidnapped to me.”

“Despite the fact you are one of my armed guards yourself?” I retorted, using my own finger to point down towards the gun tucked into the waistband of his jeans.

He moved his hand over the handle as if my arms might leap from my torso like a cartoon and steal the thing. At the least, after my death, my body would be whisked away to Area 51, never to be seen again.

Jax returned my eye roll. “You had no trouble escaping up before. I highly doubt Lamb catching you was a lucky shot.”

His tattoos rippled over his taut muscles, having grown larger and more disciplined since I had seen him last. His dark, curly hair, however, had gotten shorter; cropped closer to his head, showing off more of that deeply tanned neckline, also laced with various inks swirling and shifting over his tightened throat.

If I had to compile a list of people who hated me the most, Jax’s name would not even make it into the top ten. But in a competition of being openly hostile, Jax would place bronze at least.

It was fair enough. I knew his reasons for hating me, and they were valid. That was why I could not bring myself to hate him like I did my other enemies.

“Glad to know you have no faith in your brother’s skills. I will let him know.”

“Don’t twist my words, witch,” Jax growled, having had enough and stalking out of the room. At least that was one less bodyguard to breathe down my neck. Speaking of … I glanced over to Mint who was finishing my dressing.

“You know, you could always let me go,” I threw.

“Tried that one already,” Mint interjected, not breaking his focus from his work. “Look where we are. I think you’re going to be stuck with us. For now, at least.” He applied the last of the tape and started packing away his array of medical tools back into his beastly first-aid box.

“Fabulous. I think we are going to need a bigger bed.” I glanced down at the queen-sized bed, running my hand over the silk sheets. “I doubt we will all fit in this one. Unless you want to go top-to-toe?”

Mint ignored me.

“Now would be a great time for a stiff drink,” I mumbled the comment under my breath, but it was not low enough. It earnt me a sharp glower, Mint’s ice-green eyes sending a shiver down my spine.

I was not completely out of the worst of it. The dizziness, headaches, and insomnia still had a stronghold. It was like someone had stuffed my mouth full of cotton wool, but that was not the worst part. I had a constant thirst, but neither water nor anything remotely virgin would satisfy it.

I looked down at the red sheets, my fingers pulling and tugging at the silky material, wanting to pick it apart seam by seam. Words toyed on my tongue, and questions bubbled in my throat, but only silence continued.

Mint closed the latches on his first-aid box, but instead of getting up and moving, he stayed where he was, waiting.

“I heard I am being brought to the club,” I managed, constructing my words carefully. My eyes remained pinned to the red fabric, anchored to my lap. “I do not think that is a good idea.”

“I bought you a bit of time so you can get over the worst of it,” Mint explained, his voice calm. “But it’s no longer safe to leave you here.”

“Because of Lamb?”

A voice cackled, and I spun to see Jax returning through the door. Mint cut him a seething glare, but the tattooed cowboy just shrugged, mouthing a petulant “What?” back at his younger brother.

“No,” a different voice answered.

I looked away from Jax now, my eyes eating up the familiar figure leaning against the doorframe.

Lamb ran a hand through his blond, wet hair, slicking it back from his face. A tear of water slid down the sharp edge of his jaw, down his long, slender neck, soaking into the collar of his grey, unbuttoned Henley. Purpling skin mirrored my own, stretching wide around his throat, finger marks clear and distinct. “It’s not because of me.”

Mint frowned. “But—”

Lamb stalked into the room with purpose, stopping a mere foot away from the edge of the bed. From me.

I could smell him. It was woodsy and earthy, and surrounded me in a thick, tingling aura, sending hot shivers over my skin. Lured like a moth to a flame, my eyes found his face.

It had felt longer than a day since I had seen those eyes. As waves washed over the shore, a warmth began to beat out of my core. It grew in intensity, and I was shocked by their effect. My muscles relaxed, my lips parted, and my gaze softened. But worse of all, the pure, calming scent of him nearby blurred my protests.

Damn that Ivan Pavlov.

He reached forward, and I fought not to nuzzle into the feeling of his fingers as they found my jaw, skimming along the bone and down towards my neck. I did not flinch as his fingers feathered around the purpling bruises. It had barely been two days since his hand had wrapped around my throat and he’d held my life suspended in the balance, helpless to his whim. Though it seemed I was not the only one.

“Are you scared of me?” Lamb’s voice was softer than I had ever heard it before. His eyes bore into mine in a way that erased everyone else from the world, and only he and I stood in the bedroom, his question for me and my ears alone.

“No,” I breathed, the question leaving me not without thought, but without hesitation. “I am not scared of you.”

“Are you an idiot?” Mint’s voice jutted through my trance. “He nearly killed you.”

I shook my head, not leaving Lamb’s eyes that were simmering with warmth and calculation. Behind the cold, metal exterior, something had begun to move beneath the surface. Something new. Something different.

A soft sigh slipped from Lamb’s lips, his fingers parting from my skin, and my body grieved their absence. Cold seeped under where he had touched me, and I yearned for his warmth.

“You should be,” Lamb said, dropping his hand limply by his side. With that, he turned once again and vanished from the room, leaving both me and his two brothers bewildered by the abrupt interaction.

We stared for a long moment at the empty doorway, each of us having something to process.

“Never seen him like that before,” Jax grumbled, dark brows woven into a puzzled frown. He shuffled on his feet and readjusted his arms, as if comfort escaped him.

“You’ve known him longer than me, man.” Mint shrugged, shaking away his confusion as he stood from the bed, collecting his medical box.

“Yeah, but …” Jax’s mouth floundered, half words and half thoughts spinning in circles over his face and expression. “Lamb’s never really got things the same way we do.” Unlike other club members, Jax wore his emotions on his sleeve, and his face was often an easy read, except in moments like these, when neither he nor I knew what he was thinking.

“He’s not an idiot,” Mint grunted.

“Not like that.” Jax frowned, rubbing the sole of his shoe into the carpeted floor, receding into his mind. “I mean the emotional stuff.” He rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “He gets it, but he’s never like got it got it, ya know?”

Mint frowned. “I don’t think I’m following.”

I know.

I had seen it. Not from when we had first met, but if you looked at him long enough, you could see it. A glimpse here and there. If the light struck right, or the conversation flowed the right way, you would notice something there, hiding. It was subtle at first, but once you saw it, you couldn’t unsee it.

In those fractions of a second, where people had already reacted, spoken, and moved, he would hesitate. He would wait. Think. Then act. What was second nature to us, would be third or fourth to him. The behaviour we considered innate, to him, was learned.

The urge to defend and explain him caught in my throat. I did not want to admit what I knew. Doing so would confess far more about my interest in Lamb than I was willing to share. Knowing what others assumed to have just been a few days of watching each other, had, in fact, started a lot longer ago.

“Whatever.” Jax righted himself, stretching back to his full height. “Wolf can explain it better. They’ve been together since their prospecting days.”

“No shit?” Mint said.

“Apparently, they’ve been like Tom and Jerry since they met.” Jax chuckled. “I’d loved to have seen them prospecting together; doing shit jobs, following everyone’s demand, taking whatever crap was handed to them.”

“You’d have to watch it in black and white,” Mint scoffed. “They’ve been around longer than the dirt on your shoes.”

Jax flexed his hand, waggling his fingers along with his mouth. “Ten … Fifteen … Got to be something like twenty years ago.”

“Twenty years?” Mint gaped, mirroring my own surprise. “I get Wolf, but Lamb isn’t that old.”

“He was young when he started.” Jax shrugged. “Not sure how old, though.”

“Seventeen,” Lamb’s voice cut through, reappearing in the doorway. “Now if you’re done gossiping, let’s go. I’ve got a curfew.”

With his words, I once again became aware of the weight pressing on my shoulders. It anchored my belly to the bed, and I glanced towards the window. The lopsided curtain shifted in the breeze, slipping through the open crack, cold air chilling my skin. I saw the sun hanging lower in the sky, painting the soft clouds a hazy gold. A beautiful autumn evening was emerging.

“Let’s hit the road.” Jax all but skipped towards the door.

Mint put aside his first-aid box and fished a set of keys from his back pocket. “I’ll drive cage,” he said as he offered his hand to me. His hands were calloused and large, and though I was not used to receiving help, I had learnt that it was easier to take it than to fight it. Especially Mint. He was stubborn.

My efforts were thwarted as a different hand wrapped around mine. It was long and slender, wrapping in a firm cuff around my wrist. “She’ll ride with me.” Lamb’s voice was calm but cutting. It left no room for argument, and Mint’s hand lingered hesitantly in the air.

Pale green eyes looked down at my arm and Lamb’s hand wearily before looking back towards him. “But Prez said—”

“She will ride with me,” Lamb repeated.

Jax glanced between his two fellow brothers. His gaze hung on Lamb, that familiar frown reappearing in the wrinkles on his brow, flickering down to the deepening bruises on his neck before returning to his vice president’s face. Something flashed across Jax’s face, breaking that expression for a moment, but it was quickly buried. Whatever Jax had seen, he was unhappy about it; that much I could tell. I wanted to ask, but something stronger than curiosity pressed my lips tight. Something moving between the two men’s expressions warned me not to ask. That it was finished business.

“Fuck’s sake,” Jax sighed, stalking through the room and grabbing Mint by the scuff of his shirt, towing the stocky man towards the door with more ease than he should be able to. “It doesn’t matter; let’s go.”

“Don’t manhandle me, asshole!” Mint growled, shaking free of Jax’s grasp.

“Then move your feet,” Jax retorted, both barging into the hallway. “I ain’t getting my ass kicked if we’re late because of you. It’s too pretty an ass. Ronnie says so all the time.”

Argument riled up in Mint’s throat, along with the rising red of his cheeks, but the two barrelled down the hallway before I could make out any more words. Instead, just noise followed in their wake, quickly growing distant.

I stared back down at the hot burn on my wrist. Goosebumps prickled along my arm, but I was warm where he touched. I stared up at him, his head facing towards the doorway. I gave my arm a short tug, just enough to draw his attention back.

Brown eyes flickered over my face and across my body. After a moment to process the information, Lamb’s fingers loosened, dropping his hold, and my heart deflated. Instead, they slid up to my palm, pushing open my hand and slipping his fingers between mine, and my stupid heart thumped.

“Shall we?”

I frowned at the affectionate gesture. “You are being rather polite …” I spoke. “For a kidnapper, that is.”

“I think we’re mutually trapped now.” Lamb shrugged, his eyes mischievous and amused.

“You should have just left me alone,” I sighed. “Then we would not be in this mess.”

Lamb shook his head. “I’ve been in this mess for a long time. I’m just not alone anymore.”

I opened my mouth. And then I closed it. I could not formulate a thought to process that statement, nor its implication, never mind respond to it.

I chose not to, in the end, taking the quiet moment to shakily stand. I felt weak, and the soles of my feet were tingly and tender. Balance was delicate, but Lamb waited patiently for me to find my footing before he guided me along. He matched my pace but didn’t support or help me, allowing me to figure it out myself.

He was quiet the whole way down, and so was I.

We might be in this together, but it didn’t change the reality.

Today, we were heading to our new hell.

One I had vowed never to return to.


Chapter Twenty-Two

LAMB




Every mile that disappeared beneath the car made Ash wind tighter and tighter. Her tension traveled like an infection, the car growing quiet and anxious. Words sat paused on the tip of her tongue. She swallowed them every time, turning back toward the window, eyes looking far beyond the glass.

I knew what she was struggling with. Or rather, whom.

Ash had only one connection to this world, and the last time she’d been at the club, she had severed it. Now, every minute that passed brought her closer and closer to the moment of confrontation. As cold and clean as she’d been about it, the wound left behind had festered in her for a long time. It was raw and painful, having never even begun to heal.

Her hands were clammy, and her fingers shifted restlessly as she tried to worm away. I didn’t let her. I kept our interlocked palms pressed against my thigh, the physical anchor relaxing my tension and growing fiercely in my chest.

I’d tested Ash’s reaction to Anna before, and the bitter taste still sat in my mouth. I didn’t want to see her retreat into herself if this went poorly. Nevertheless, this had to happen, and there was no way out this time. The only path was forward.

Huge metal gates rose into view, and a moment later, the large concrete building towered over us. Pipe was by the gate, swinging it open and letting our vehicle through.

I was sure Ash had stopped breathing by now as I could not hear even a whisper of breath from her. My thumb slipped from around hers, stretching down to her wrist and feeling the thick, thumping thrum of her heart beneath her skin. She stared out the window, as if an alternate reality had stolen her mind.

“Wait!” Jax snapped, slamming his hands hard onto the center console. He jerked forward, a string of curses falling from his lips.

I didn’t have to lean far to see what he had; the cherry red beetle was visually screaming between the array of black SUVs.

“She’s not supposed to be here,” Jax growled, snatching his phone out of his pocket and hammering his fingers onto the screen.

“What should we do?” Mint frowned, head turned toward Jax. His hands were wrapped tight around the wheel, his foot light on the pedal as the car thrummed quietly in neutral. “Should we head back?”

“We can’t go in,” Jax hissed, pulling his phone from his ear, his call unanswered. “Anna doesn’t know about this yet.”

Ash flinched in my grasp. She didn’t move. Didn’t turn. Didn’t even breathe. But her hand had grown tighter in mine, my knuckles a pearly white.

I’d had enough.

I wasn’t going to play a part in this cat-and-mouse chase. Wolf had made his decision. If he hadn’t told his old lady about it yet, that would have been his problem to solve. Now, I had my own priorities.

Ash’s hand was weak and tired as I slipped my own free. Her head whipped around, ghostly green eyes flashing to her empty palm. I didn’t spare a moment to gauge her reaction as I popped open the car door and stepped out.

I heard Jax shouting from inside the car but ignored it. I marched across the lot, past the bright red car, to the double metal doors of the clubhouse.

Mint’s voice piped up as fast feet raced behind me.

I knew Jax’s footsteps, but I didn’t stop.

I was inches from the door when the collar of my shirt noosed around my neck and Jax’s voice shouted in my ear, but it was too late.

We both barreled forward, slamming and busting through the metal doors as we burst into the main crowded room of the clubhouse.

Noise collapsed into silence as over a dozen heads turned in our direction, Jax half over my back as we fought to right ourselves.

Jax’s grip tightened on my collar, hand shaking against my back, and it took me a second to see why.

Wide blue eyes gave us a slow, careful assessment before a pale blonde brow crooked in our direction, neither surprised nor concerned at our state. “What’s got your panties in a twist this time?” Anna sighed, propping a hand onto her voluptuous hip. “Did he steal your juice box or something?”

I opened my mouth, my collar cinching in protest.

“Don’t,” Jax growled, head shaking, eyes alight with intense swirling emotions. “Not like this.”

He was pleading with me, and it wasn’t often I saw this side of any brother. It was strange and unsettling. I knew how much he cared about Anna; they were more like siblings than those bound by blood.

Unfortunately, it just wasn’t enough.

I stayed staring at my brother, watching those swirling eyes turn cold as I opened my mouth. “I have Ash outside, in the car.”

The warm sun-kissed tone of his skin washed from his face. “Motherfucker,” Jax hissed, dropping his hold and shoving me aside.

I turned, disheveled but free to look down at her. Our lawyer. Our president’s wife. Our MC queen.

She was still.

I’d spent years observing Anna; she was made from fire and brimstone, a volcano ready to erupt at a moment’s notice, but this wasn’t like anything I’d seen on her before. It was neither a fiery storm nor a bitter blizzard; it was just stone-cold silence.

I saw little movement beneath her features, her face able to conceal any emotion, if she felt them at all. It was like looking at a still ocean; I could see no movement despite knowing that a thousand trillion things lurked beneath the surface.

“Anna, babe,” Jax approached her, palms splayed, face a mix of uncertainty and panic. “We can explain.”

Anna’s hand shot up like a bullet, palm near slapping Jax in the face, halting him. She didn’t acknowledge him any further. Once again, her cold eyes slid to mine, no icy storm or sea of fire to be seen. She was cold, calculated, and collected.

He wasn’t her target. I was.

I met the silence of her expression, wondering if or what would be looming on my heels, whatever hell was about to break loose, or what cannon I couldn’t see coming.

“Club business or personal?”

I regarded her carefully, and her question even more so.

“Both,” I answered.

Her expression didn’t change. “Does Wolf know?”

I nodded and lied, “Only found out two days ago.”

“Okay.” Anna nodded, voice devoid of emotion, tone even and undisturbed. If she could catch my lie, she didn’t react to that either. Something was happening deep within her, tectonic plates shifting under the ocean, hidden and oblivious to those on land.

After a short, readjusting breath, she turned and walked into the depths of the clubhouse, leaving only cold, empty air following in her wake.

I watched her for a while, waiting until that pale blonde hair disappeared into the shadows.

Everybody else looked around, shellshocked; either at the news, Anna’s reaction, or perhaps both. It would be the first time hearing Ash was back on Black Angels’ land for most of them, and they’d have their own reaction to it.

A large part of me had my doubts that this would be the end of it. Another part, however, considered that Anna truly had cut off the ties that had bound the girls together. Where Ash’s wound had never begun to heal, Anna’s might already have turned into a scar.

“We’re fucked,” Jax breathed for the first time since this whole fiasco had begun. “We’re well and truly fucked.”

I sighed. “You’re overreacting.”

“I hope Wolf finds out first.” Jax slapped his hands together, and for the first time I’d ever seen, he began to pray.

“Why?”

“Because I’d rather Wolf beat me to death than deal with whatever hell Anna would summon.” He whimpered. “I’m scared.”

I rolled my eyes, turned on my heels, and left the poor man to his suffering.

Opening the compound doors once more, a pale-faced Mint made eye contact with me. Torn between following after me and Jax and watching Ash, he’d hung at the edge of the black SUV, door open, but his hand was anchored to the handle.

His expression didn’t change much, and I figured he didn’t know how to take my demeanor. A good reflection on the situation would be clear, considering the building hadn’t blown up and I was walking out without a bullet wound. Mint had similar thoughts as the moment passed, and I watched some tension slip from his shoulders.

I walked toward him, the thick and damp Oregan air clinging to my skin. I could taste the storm brewing on my lips. Dark clouds began to cluster at the edge of the horizon as I hurried my pace past Mint and toward the back of the car.

I gave Mint a nod, and he leaned back into the car, popping loose the locks we had installed on our cages. It helped to prevent people from escaping. Except for certain redhead with a knack for jumping cars.

I popped open the car door just as I heard Mint’s voice pop up again.

“What’d he do?” he yelled, just as I heard the telltale dragging of Jax’s boots moping across the lot.

“Told Anna,” Jax whined.

“Fuck,” Mint swore. “How long we got before hell breaks loose?”

“That’s the thing”—Jax shivered—“she didn’t care at all.”

Mint paled even further. “We’re dead.”

I took that opportunity to ignore their whimpering and swung open the door. Ash’s head jerked toward me as if she’d just seen me standing there. She mustn’t have heard me talking, or the door opening. Her pale, clouded eyes stared at me, wide and white, jerking and flickering over my face for any ounce of information she could glean.

It was a rare moment of vulnerability, where she looked to me for answers.

I wasn’t sure I had any to give.

“Let’s go.” I leaned across, devouring the soft, light scent of her skin, and popped her belt. I hadn’t realized how little we’d been near each other in the last few days. I felt like an addict falling off the wagon. Ironic, I know.

Ash didn’t move, her head spun like an owl’s, flickering over my shoulder, to the front of the car, squinting through the windshield, and then back again. Overwhelmed by information and instinct, she hadn’t even heard my words. I was like a transparent ghost around her—not seen, heard, or felt.

“Ash,” I repeated, my tone sharper and stronger. I cupped her hands, and they felt limp and weak between mine. “Ash.”

Still. Nothing.

I wasn’t one to be ignored, nor was I one to be patient.

I pressed my lips against hers, jerking my hand around the back of her neck, forcing her to look at nothing but me. I stared at her as I tasted her sweet, soft lips, tracing their lines with my tongue.

At first, Ash didn’t react. Her body was limp in my arms, her eyes wide and blinking. Just as I thought I hadn’t done enough, Ash’s eyes locked onto mine. Heat and surprise burst from her eyes in an uncontrolled mix that parted her mouth, hands jumping to my shirt. Fever and desire burned through our touch, our skin melting into each other, mouths demanding more and more. The taste of bitter medicine mixed on our pallets, and I pressed further to get a better taste and—

Ash struck.

Her swing struck gold, and the indent of her knuckles against my throat had me reeling back. My bruises throbbed, and my throat sputtered air as I coughed and choked, staggering a step back from the car.

I pressed my hand gingerly over my throat, protectively and soothingly, as I looked up at her.

Ash sat with both hands propped on the front seat and back, her vicious knee tucked up to her chest, lips wet and swollen. She panted, eyes wide as she looked at me, a fractured expression of both lust and anger fighting for dominance over her face.

“Now you look at me.” I smirked, ignoring the pain and thriving in the sweet satisfaction that purred deep inside. I craved that look. Pure emotion incited by me and me alone. Her whole attention was mine.

“That was unnecessary,” Ash hissed, adjusting herself in the seat as her heckles settled. Her pale green eyes were scathing as she clambered closer toward me.

I smiled sweetly, smelling her scent closing in.

Her eyes flickered to my throat, to where the dark bruising matched hers, a fracture of guilt flashing across her features. “Consider us even.” Her shoulder slammed into my side as she barged me out of the way and climbed out of the car, straight past me and into the fresh Fellpeak air.

We aren’t even. Not even close.

I turned and observed her. She stood still in the car park, long brown hair caught in the stirring winds, her back to me. A tepid coldness swirled around her, fridged but fragile as she stood on the ground she’d sworn to never return to. She was alive, and although worse for wear, she had returned.

Ash was back.

I wondered what it meant for her to be back. How she would feel. What emotions it would stir. My curiosity would never be satisfied around this woman. I would get few answers, and even fewer would I understand or relate to. But that was fine by me.

What felt like an eternity only lasted a moment. The winds began to pick up, as did Ash. She spun toward the compound and walked, her strides long and confident. This would not be like the last time she’d been here; this time, it was different.

“Hurry up, fucker,” Jax growled, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “Lose her, and you’re dead meat.”

Jax didn’t realize how true his words were.

Except I’d never know.

Ash was mine, and I’d never let her go.

Till death do we part.

And hell, we reunite.
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Istared at my warped reflection, the bars of the holding cell widening the sharp contours of my jaw and cheekbones. “I think something is wrong here.” I folded my arms over my chest, exchanging a frown with my distorted self. “Call me an idiot but—”

“You’re an idiot,” Jax cut in, a smirk wide and proud on his face.

“But,” I ignored him, “I think we’ve got this muddled up.”

I stared across at Wolf, his firm, shameless face tucked between his shoulders in a shrug, his visage blocked by several metal bars. Then I looked down at the floor where the bars interrupted; Wolf and Jax on one side, and myself and Ash on the other.

“It’s getting dangerous,” Wolf explained. “It’s already leaked that she’s alive.” He tossed a chin nod toward Ash, who stood quietly, watching the situation unfold. “Since we’re the ones that covered that up, bad attention will start coming our way.”

He then swung his finger around to Ash, who threw back a crooked eyebrow, defiance radiating from her own crossed arms, mimicking his posture. Regardless of the situation and height difference, I knew these two would never see eye to eye.

“I don’t need to explain why you’re in there.”

Ash didn’t argue that point. She just rolled her eyes before stalking further into the cell.

“You, on the other hand”—he swung back to me—“your brain goes to your dick when you’re around her, and since you’ve made it abundantly clear that you aren’t letting her go anywhere out of your sight”—Wolf sighed—“you’re stuck in there, too.”

“I understand that, but—”

“You’re an idiot,” Wolf cut me off. “A clueless, fucking hot-headed, immature idiot.”

My mouth dropped open, a hand to my chest.

Well, that came out of nowhere.

“Either get that out of your system or get comfy,” Wolf finished, looking a tad bit smug at his reply. He didn’t give me a chance to respond or argue any further. He marched up the stairs with Jax, leaving Ash and me alone in the basement.

“I don’t understand,” I grumbled, staring at the vacant space where the huge Russian had stood. “I don’t see what he stands to achieve by leaving me in here. If people are looking for us, they need me.”

Ash’s sharp laugh stole my attention. I whirled to where she sat on one of the cots in the corner, her legs tucked beneath her, head lolled in her palm.

“Are you pretending to be clueless, or are you actually an idiot?”

I frowned.

“I thought you were at least self-aware.” Ash sighed, unfolding her legs and rising to a stand. She was still a little unsteady on her feet. Despite having finished her detox cycle, it still exhausted her, and I knew the thirst for a drink still plagued her. But her body was no longer collapsing in on itself, so the only way was up. Physically, at least.

“Your textbooks.” Ash took a step toward me. “Your reactions.” Another step. “Your emotions.” She now stood close enough to touch me, her scent close enough to smell. Her eyes sought mine, sharp and intelligent, as they bore into my mind. “You always choose logic over emotion every time.”

“I’m aware of my own nature,” I answered, knowing now what she was up to. I closed the distance between us, reaching up to stroke aside the hair framing her face. With my fingers, I trailed her cool skin and saw the goosebumps prickle over her exposed neck and shoulders where the collar of my shirt hung low against her collarbone. “I know what I have and what I … lack.”

“I highly doubt that.” Ash shook her head, her voice gentle and tempered. She pressed against me, her chest pressed into mine, our warmth mixing. “You are not as empty as you think you are.”

My brows creased, but it was in pity, not in confusion. I opened my mouth to answer, but Ash didn’t stop.

“What about me?” Her eyes searched mine, something frenzied filling them. “Am I just an obsession to you or …?”

“Are you asking if I love you?” A bitter smirk twisted my lips. “Again?”

Ash didn’t answer, nor acknowledge my expression. She just waited.

I thought about it genuinely, but no matter which way I turned it or looked at it, my answer didn’t change.

“I don’t know.” I thought of my childhood, of my family. “I have never loved, nor been loved in that way. I knew something was different when I saw other families; how they acted with each other in ways I didn’t understand or ever felt the need to. I’ve seen it in my brothers; how they are with their women and children. I’ve seen what they have. But I don’t think it’s what we have.” I paused, watching her process the words. She didn’t seem surprised, but something had made her stop and consider. She tilted her hips into mine, and my arms snaked around her waist, liking the way her body responded to mine. “What about you?” I turned the tables, leaning my weight into her.

Ash stiffened at my words, but I wouldn’t let her escape. I leaned in close, watching those pale eyes bounce back and forth between mine, her walls shooting up.

“We’re not talking about me,” Ash argued, trying to turn her head away. I chased her, my face following hers, closer and closer until our noses nearly touched.

“Call it Stockholm if it makes you feel better,” I purred, my teeth aching to nip the tip of that small, soft nose. I yearned to hear her startled gasp. “You’ve always been looking at me. Ever since we met, your eyes have followed me everywhere.”

“That is because you—”

“Yes,” I interrupted. “Because my eyes followed you, too.” I had never hidden that I had been watching her. Not once. I wanted her to know I saw her. Wanted her to know I saw where she lurked in the shadows, and no matter how much she wished to hide and squirm away, I would shine a light on her. I saw her. All of her.

Heat flushed across Ash’s face, and the sight of the pink blush made a burn seer in my chest. It was electric and almost painful as it rushed over my skin, knowing I had her shy and flustered in my grasp.

“So, what was it? Was it my looks? My intelligence? My position in the club?” I slid my cheek alongside hers, loving the heat burning there. My lips reached the inside of her ear, and I pressed a soft, slow kiss there, the shiver down her spine traveling straight to my dick. The fire burned brighter.

“It was the emptiness,” Ash whispered, her breath swirling in my ear. I pulled back just enough to see her face. She looked up into my eyes, this time steady and honest. “I thought you were like me—empty on the inside. Drained.” She shook her head. “But you are not. How could you be drained when you were never full in the first place. No reason to live, but no reason to die either.” She reached up, fingers stroking the edges of my face, touching deeper into my mind.

She wasn’t wrong. The days would pass in a blur as I looked from one thing to another. Nothing felt much different from the rest. My world was shades of gray, like I was waiting, watching the world pass me by. I was an observer, seeing how the world worked but never being able to find a place where I fit. It didn’t bother me, and I never craved to be a part of it. It was simply how it was.

“I am the opposite,” Ash continued, her fingers pausing on my chin, tentative and delicate. “I have every reason for both. Reasons to live. Reasons to die. But there are more than one than the other.”

“Even now?” I whispered, leaning down and pressing a soft, lingering kiss to the corner of her mouth. I pulled back, looking into her eyes.

Ash didn’t answer. Instead, with both hands, she reached up, wrapped them around the back of my neck, and pulled me closer. She pressed her lips against mine, tongues tangling together, and whatever questions left between us disappeared between our touches.

None were asked, nor answered.

Perhaps there were no answers left to give.


Chapter Twenty-Three

ASH




“Icannot believe you had that this whole time,” I grumbled, not genuinely surprised as Lamb unlocked the cell door. The heavy thing swung open with a creak and a cry for WD-40. It was so loud I was sure everyone in the compound heard our escape.

“I had Wolf slip me the key before we went in,” Lamb revealed, sweeping his arm out in a polite gesture.

“So, you planned this whole thing together.” I sighed, feeling the weight of my soul crumple in my chest. Of course, they did.

“Wolf’s a good actor when he wants to be.” Lamb shrugged, waiting for me to cross the threshold before following behind me. “Wolf had insisted you stay in the cage, but I made it clear we came as a pair, so if he wanted me, he had to take you, too.”

“I feel so charmed,” I scoffed, sarcasm dry on my tongue. “And the point of this was …?”

“To get you to be honest with me.” Lamb tucked the key back into his jeans pocket before walking towards me and reaching for my hand. I didn’t get much of a choice as he scooped my hand into his, threading our fingers together. Not one for clingy interactions, I fought to shake my hand free, but the fucker had a good grip. I gave up, lacking the energy to fight and the willpower to challenge this man. I had long since realised it was better to pick my battles with him.

“And …?” I probed. “It does not sound like it has done you much good.”

“It has.” Lamb paused as if he was thinking it over when I knew he had already formulated a plan within his great scheme. “I’m going to tip the scales.”

“What?”

“If you have more reasons to die, then I will give you more reasons to live,” Lamb answered. “And if that becomes my reason for living, then that’s two birds, one stone.”

“Simple as that?” A laugh burst from my mouth.

“Simple as that.” Lamb puffed out his chest. The pride and certainty on his face had the laughter rippling harder as I struggled to climb the stairs into the clubroom. This man had just investigated a dark abyss and decided to get a shovel and fill it up, one scoop at a time.

“You really are an idiot,” I laughed, feeling my strength wasting through humour and disbelief.

A small smile pulled at Lamb’s lips, but that same keen curiosity was sharp in his eyes, waiting patiently until I calmed. Certain that I had not lost my mind—not fully, anyway—he pushed open the door, and the noise of the clubroom rebounded down the hallway.

It was loud, as it had always been, full of life, and noise, and energy. Even down the long hall, the vibrancy slammed into me. I had not paid it much attention as we had been shuffled in. The room had been nearly vacant, but now I knew the people I had once cast aside, cold and cruel, were right here. It was suffocating. I had felt outcasted when I had been in the club, but I knew it had been my choice. This time, however, it was different.

We walked in silence back towards the clubroom, and the closer I got to the main hall, the wooden boards beneath my feet turned into a plank, and the resounding noise became the waves of the ocean. I had not noticed I had slowed until I felt the small tug of my hand as Lamb’s fingers pulled on mine.

He paused, staring at me, and even though I was aware my feet were dragging, I could not get them to move any further.

“I would like to say you don’t have to but—”

“I know,” I cut him off. “I must do this. Like ripping off a plaster, right?”

Lamb looked over to the room, to the huge pride of lions ready to eat me alive, and when he looked back at me, his face was a mask of innocence.

Liar.

With a deep breath, I crossed the threshold.

Silence descended like a snuffed-out candle. The noise and life lost in a whisper of smoke. Cold faces and icy glares turned towards me, and the blizzard bit into my bones.

I had not expected an excited welcome, but an Artic storm was beyond my prediction.

“Well, glad to see everyone is happy to see me,” I grumbled beneath my breath. Even Lamb was giving our audience an uncertain stare.

“I—”

“Church!” Wolf bellowed from across the room. “All members. Now.”

I had been so startled by the frozen wasteland of the club that I had not even spotted the nearly seven-foot Russian hanging out by the other end of the room. He bracketed himself in the other doorway, the one that led to the office and, more importantly, the clubroom.

He gazed across the room, barely landing on Lamb and me, before disappearing into the dark hallway.

An obedient army, one by one, the brothers got up and headed to their clubroom. Some were more obvious about their looks of distrust, disgust, and disapproval my way; some going as far as adding pointed gestures and glares as they went on their merry way.

Lamb’s face said little as he looked at me, but the context and situation said enough.

“Go,” I sighed. “I’ll be fine. I just need to find a stiff drink.”

Brown eyes hardened, and even if his face was unchanging, a burning rush rippled beneath my skin.

“I am kidding,” I huffed, giving him a light shove of his arm. The small use of strength exerted me more than I would like to admit, and having his hawking eyes hanging over me the entire time was not helping. I was weak, but I was not fragile. “Go. Before we get in any more trouble.”

Lamb’s lingering gaze slid across my body, cataloguing all the information he could attain before he allowed his fingers to slip from mine. The cold raced over my skin as I tucked the limp limb towards my chest.

“Hurry back,” I said quietly so he would not hear, but as his back turned to me and he walked away, a part of me wished I had said it louder.

Lamb vanished from my sight, the glimpse of his blond hair disappearing down the hallway, and all too soon, I was alone.

Cold flooded in, prickling and poking at my skin. For a long moment, I stared at the empty doorway, trying not to let it reach too deeply. But I could not stand there all day, and the longer I waited, the worse it would get.

Not waiting for the unlikely event that someone would approach me first, I lifted my chin, pulled back my shoulders, and strode across to the bar.

I was okay.

I repeated the mantra in my head as I lifted myself up onto one of the bar stools, the soft, worn cushioned seat welcoming me. Out of everywhere in this clubhouse, this had been the one spot where I had discovered comfort and solidarity. What I had not been able to accept from others, I found at the bottom of my whiskey glass, one after another.

My fingers toyed at the frayed holes of the seat, the slightly uneven legs rocking beneath my weight back and forth on the wooden floors. I smelt the bitter taste of beer, the sharp sting of spirits, and the sweet aroma of cocktails rising from the bar. Many drinks had been shared, spilt, and shotted from this bar, and it carried the chips, scratches, and stains from them. No matter how much they polished, buffed, or washed the wooden surface, it still had that tacky residue that many bars did.

I was not the only one to have drowned in a drink, many having wasted tears, pain, and bad memories into their glasses. Some made people better; others, worse. Either way, enough always promised a blissful oblivion, even for a night. It would be gone by morning, and I was among the many who would feel reality come knocking and would pick up another glass, not ready to answer the door.

“You okay?” A voice jolted me out of my thoughts, and I nearly threw myself from the chair. I had not realised how far my mind had wandered, and a jolt of panic rushed into my stomach.

I spun on the stool, eyes registering my surroundings once again, and I saw that not a single person was breathing in my direction, and the panic in my chest began to calm. All except for one, that is.

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat, rubbing my clammy hands up and down on my jeans. “I am okay...”

I would be.

“You don’t look fine.” Pipe, I recognised, stood with a frown, his bald head gleaming even under the subdued, dim lighting of the bar. The few windows running along the outside wall cut through the dark shadows of the room, dust dancing in their dominion.

“I’m—”

“Pipe, honey,” a sharp, high-pitched voice cut me off. “Can you grab me a beer?”

I turned, staring at the girl leaning over the bar. Her long, false blonde hair hung in big, bouncy curls over her bare shoulders, pooling into her deep, round cleavage. She had bright red lips, black smudged makeup, and ice-cold blue eyes fluttering her spider-leg lashes at Pipe like she was having a seizure.

I did not recognise her, nor did she recognise me. She gave me a slow once-over, not even attempting to hide her pitiful, smug smile. I was unsure what she thought she won, but it did not matter.

Pipe’s eyes roamed over what she had to offer before reaching down beneath the bar to the fridge coolers. He extended it to the girl, who pressed her lips into a wide pout.

“You haven’t opened it,” she purred, running her fingers over the condensed sheen of the neck, eyes not leaving Pipe’s.

“And you ain’t paid.” Pipe smirked.

To my surprise, the girl popped up on her thick heels, pushing over the bar, her tits squashed into the sticky bar surface, and pressed a kiss to Pipe’s cheek. Then she slipped her hand around the beer bottle, pulling it back.

“You’re short,” Pipe grumbled, unsatisfied with the pocket change she offered.

“Put it on my tab.” She winked, pressing the neck of the bottle against the side of the bar and, with a deft slam of her hand, the cap pinged off somewhere into the room, and a cold fog rolled out of the open top.

She looked over at me, smug and revelling in the slightly impressed look I gave her before she offered the bottle towards me. “Cheers.” She winked, the scent of the beer wafting across my face before she turned and strutted away.

Badump.

The scent of the beer clung to my throat, and I could taste its bitter bite on my tongue. It shot straight to my stomach, which churned at just the smell.

Badump. Badump.

I fought to breathe in through my nose and out of my mouth, trying to control the nausea rising. I clung to the bar, my racing heart turning the world around me as my heart rate climbed and climbed. Every fibre of my being clung to the scent that had long since disappeared. I knew it was not real, but I could taste it on my tongue, could feel it pooling in my stomach, the warmth of a drink flooding through my veins and rushing over my mind.

Panic raced through my vessel, and my throat began to close as the darkness swept in around me and my chest tightened. My head pounded as that smell grew louder and louder in my mind.

“I am … I—” I could not get the words out. They were stuck, clinging to my throat like thick black tar.

I was not okay.

“You really don’t look good.” Pipe’s voice bounced around in my ears. “Let me get you a water or—”

“No,” I practically hissed at him. He stilled. and I was able to look up from the bar just enough to make contact. “I need wh—” I shook my head.

No.

“Whiskey,” I pleaded, my voice strangled. “Double. Triple. Anything.”

No!

Pipe frowned, running his eyes up and down. “I’m not sure that’s—”

“Please,” I begged, my body shaking violently. I no longer had control. Something had taken over, and no matter how much I screamed and begged not to do it, I was unable to resist. I needed it. Needed it more than I needed to breathe. Needed it more than I could cope.

After a long stare, a soft breath rushed from Pipe’s lips, his steel grey eyes softening. “All right,” he sighed, reaching up to the shelf and pulling down a bottle. His hands were slow, or time had slowed to a snail’s crawl. Either way, it felt like an eternity before a glass slid in front of me.

Like an animal dying in the desert, I lunged for the glass, my hands shaking so violently that I almost threw it back over the other side of the bar.

Stop!

I pulled the glass to my lips, the wet whiskey rushing over my skin like burning electricity. Finally.

STOP!

Glass shattered across the bar. Pieces scattered over the surface, rushing over the edge and crashing over the floorboards. A rough, calloused palm clamped over my lips, the back of my head pressed into something hard and firm.

“Fuck,” Jax hissed, shaking his glass-splintered palm above the counter. Small shards dropped onto the counter while others glistened in his skin.

I stared at the blood trickling over his palm and onto the counter, mixing with the spilt whiskey. I could feel it on my hands and dripping down my skin and arms.

“No,” I breathed through tight fingers.

Jax dropped his hand from my face, and my own hands, dripping with dregs of whiskey and glass, jerked towards my lips.

Hands locked around my wrists, stopping them in place, a few inches from my lips. A tug from tasting that sweet warmth once again.

“Towel. Now,” Jax hissed, and without missing a beat, Pipe tossed one across the bar. Jax held me like an iron bar, unyielding to my struggles as he wiped the whiskey and blood running down my skin.

“No,” I whimpered, pulling at my arms as Jax wiped away the traces of my drink. With his muscles and my meagre strength, he might as well have been a mountain. “Please, no …” My tears burned as they ran down my cheeks and the fight leaked from my bones.

Pipe hurried to clean up the counter, my drink disappearing as I watched, unable to do anything about it.

“What’s wrong with her?” Pipe’s mild concern had evolved into full apprehension as he looked towards Jax, who was making sure to get every single drop of drink from my skin.

“Fresh out of detox.”

“Fuck, brother.” Pipe paled, his eyes pleading over my shoulder. He held his palms up either side of him. “Sorry, I didn’t—”

“It’s okay,” Jax grumbled. “You wouldn’t have known.”

I could not bring myself to turn or look. I did not want to see their faces. See the disappointment. I had crumbled at the first hurdle. I had been left alone for less than a moment and was desperate to throw myself over the bar and drink every bottle until the world disappeared.

My throat tightened, and I could not get my chest to relax. My breaths came short as the despair washed over me. I had begged and pleaded with myself not to do it, but when it had come down to it, I was unable to stop myself. I had no power. I was pathetic. I was weak.

“Fuck, Ash,” Jax snapped, dropping his hands from my arms. “Sweetheart, breathe.”

“I—” I could not. “I cannot—”

Arms wrapped around my back and my legs, and the next thing I knew, I was in the air. I clutched my chest, desperate to pull in just a breath of air as the world rushed around me. I was aware I was moving, but I could not focus on anything except the darkness dancing across my vision.

“Ash,” Lamb’s voice echoed through my mind. I heard a bang, and the next thing I knew, Lamb was putting me down, sitting me up. One arm held tight around my forearm, stopping me from kneeling over, and the other pressed against the back of my neck, pushing me forward until I had my head tucked between my knees. “Breathe for me, Ash. Calm down and breathe.”

I was unsure how long I sat there, but Lamb held me still, his familiar hand squeezing the back of my neck in soft, gentle pulses, counting the beats as I fought to pull in air. Slowly, my mind cleared, and my racing heartbeat calmed.

Certain I was not going to pass out anymore, I pulled back against his grip, and Lamb allowed me to sit upright. He sat on his haunches in front of me, his hand on my thigh, the other cupping the side of my face, rubbing his thumb up and down the curve of my cheekbone.

“I am sorry,“ I whispered, my voice hoarse and weak. “I am—”

“Ash,” Lamb cut me off. “Look at me.”

I shook my head. I could not.

Finger and thumb cupped my chin and pulled me up to face him.

Dark brown eyes stared at me as he searched and observed my face. I could not bear to meet his gaze. His expression was set in a stern frown, and the guilt churned.

“I’m sorry,” he sighed, catching me off guard. “I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

I shook my head. “I am weak,” I admitted, hating the reality crashing down around me. “I am pathetic. I could not even stand five minutes before I—”

Lips pressed against mine, my words lost between the gesture. Lamb held me tight, his lips moving softly over mine, gentle and tender. My fight slipped from my fingers, despair and frustration softening with his touch.

Lamb pulled away, those bright, simmering brown eyes still and steady on mine. “You are anything but. You are strong, and you are stubborn,” Lamb whispered, his words running over my skin. “It may have been five minutes this time, but next time, it will be ten. Then ten minutes will turn into an hour. An hour into days. Days into months. And months into years,” Lamb carried on, reaching up with both hands to hold my face, his lips punctuating his words with soft, peppered kisses against my forehead, eyes, nose, and lips, each touch leaving soothing tingles. “I told you.” Lamb’s lips grazed over mine. “I will not let you fail.”

Lamb kissed me again, deeper, softer, and I found my resolve melting into him. He wrapped his hands tightly around my neck, his thumbs pressing into my jaw, forcing me to tilt back my head as he rose. My lips refused to part from his, growing into a feverous desperation as I clung to his, wrapping my hands around his neck and my legs around his waist.

The soft kisses turned into something fast and rushed and, suddenly, we could not get enough of each other. I kissed him fervently, his touches letting me breathe and his heat pumping blood through my veins. Lamb returned it, his grip almost painful on my hips, fingers holding me still as he pressed my back onto the bed.

“Lamb,” I whispered against him. “Please,” I begged, not sure what I was asking.

Lamb knew. Lamb always knew.

He let go of my waist for a second, and my hips bucked, mourning his tight hold. In the second his hands were gone, my jeans slid from my waist, my underwear gone with them.

I clawed at his shirt and dragged it up over his shoulders, the kiss breaking just for a moment as I tore the material off his head and tossed it to the side. In that split-second we looked at each, I saw a fire raging in Lamb’s eyes. It was molten, and it burst across my skin and core. I drenched at the power raging behind that expression, and I could see that, this time, unlike any other time that monster had reared its head, he was not thinking. No more calculated, cunning movements. This was pure and powerful. Raw emotion rampaged between us that neither of us could stop.

I grew hot in my core as Lamb made quick work of the rest of my clothes and his. His hot, raging length stood against his abs, the deep red head staring at me with intention and desperation. I reached down, my fingers just grazing the tip of his head.

That was as far as I got.

My arms were launched above my head, and my wrists were caged between a wide, strong hand for the second time today. Lamb pinned my hands above my head, and I opened my mouth to argue, but the second I looked at him, the words stopped dead on my lips.

Lamb’s face was flushed red, his chest panting, breaths staggered, and teeth pressing down tight on his lips.

“Lamb?”

“We can’t—” Lamb swallowed, and I could see it in his eyes. The fight for control. The raging heat that took over was now battling with the Lamb inside. The urge to take what he wanted and the need to stop and think struggled for dominance.

“Lamb,” I whined, my hips bucking up against him, the burning in my core not liking this whole thinking business. I did not care which side of Lamb took over, I just wanted to relieve the burning itch. “Please,”

“Fuck,” Lamb growled. I thought he would take longer to argue, but he must have come to some conclusion.

I was unsure how he did it, but one moment, I was on my back, and the next, I was on my belly. Lamb’s hand still pinned my arms above my head, my face now getting a mouthful of bedsheets. I opened my mouth to argue, but Lamb had other plans.

His free hand slipped beneath my waist, and he lifted my hips, the hot rod of his dick resting against my ass.

I did not get time to try to figure out what he was up to as, suddenly, his hot, burning dick slid between my thighs. I gasped as his tip pushed through my folds, hot and burning, and my core throbbed in response.

I groaned into the pillow as Lamb began to work himself back and forth through my folds, his dick curving up to my clitoris with each slow, gyrating thrust.

This was not what I had in mind, but my body did not care. Each thrust was enough to send me spiralling up and up. His hot shaft teased the entrance of my vagina, throbbing and clenching with each slow push. He kept the rhythm soft and steady, his hard grunting pants in my ear making me rise higher and higher.

It was so close to sex, but not, and toeing the line just seemed to drive my body more insane. It was both not enough and too much as he quickened the pace. His chest rubbed against my back as his sweat mingled with mine, our bodies moving with each lubricated thrust.

I was climbing higher and higher, and my head went dizzy as I struggled to breathe between the sheets. I was suffocating, but it only served to drive me higher.

I knew when Lamb was close as his hips began to work harder, his thrusts becoming sharper and bruising into my ass. He slid his hand down from his bracing hold and found my clit. His fingers rubbed the bundle of nerves, hitting the tip of his cock with each thrust, and his hot, gravelly moans in my ear were erotic.

Lamb’s fingers worked faster and faster until we were both about to hit that ledge. My hands dug into the pillow, and Lamb’s clamped down around my wrist as we rose to that final edge together. Lamb’s mouth pressed against the nape of my neck, and too caught up in my moaning climb, I did not realise what he was doing before Lamb bit into my skin, and that sharp spike of pain sent me over.

Fire burst over my skin, and my orgasm exploded like fireworks over my body. It erupted from every cell and ricocheted over every nerve and fibre of my being, cosmic euphoria flooded through me. My hips tremored and shook against Lamb as his thrusts powered faster and faster through my rippling orgasm until he hardened against me and pushed between my folds just in time to let his hot stream pump over my vagina and between my lips. The wet warmth dripped onto the sheets, but I did not care.

Lamb collapsed against me, our body fluids mixing between us as we both struggled to catch our breaths.

Exhaustion took over; my energy spent from the chaos of the day, the panic at the bar, and now Lamb had drained the last of my reserves. I turned just enough to breathe free of a pillowcase, and air pulled into my lungs, but my body refused to move anymore. I was wet, damp, and hot, but all I could feel was my body sinking into the softness of the bed, marinating in Lamb’s scent and heat until darkness dragged me under, promising me something I had not had in a long time.

Sweet oblivion.


Chapter Twenty-Four

LAMB




Ipulled the door closed softly behind me, careful not to make even the slightest of noise. Exhausted from the previous events, Ash laid asleep in the bed, but I had learned that staying asleep was a difficult balance for Ash, and that there was no way to predict when she would wake or what could wake her.

“Your little test didn’t go so well,” Jax growled, a clean bandage wrapped around his hand. He tugged and played with the cotton dressing, adjusting it against his palm. It only served to aggravate the wound more, and blood was already soaking into the white material.

“I needed to know where she was,” I answered, ignoring the bitter bite of his words. I walked past him, pulling him away from the door. We had soundproofed a lot of the clubroom, but noise still traveled well through the walls of the sleeping quarters. “Needed to know how much freedom I could give her here.”

“You could just say you were worried about her,” Jax grunted, dropping his hand to his side long enough to give me a crooked brow full of attitude and knowing.

I shook my head in return, not liking how my hair brushed against the sides of my face. It had come undone from my earlier work to tame it, and I had no time to fix it. “It’s not like that.”

“Oh, really?” Jax snorted. “You know, for someone so smart, it’s nice to see you can be a fool, too.” His posture straightened, and a little more bounce popped into his step, his ire falling from his shoulders. “It makes me feel better about myself.”

“If you’re doubting my intelligence, we could always set up another poker night,” I challenged.

Color dripped from Jax’s tanned face. Even the black of his tattoos seemed a little ashen. “Ronnie still hasn’t forgiven me for that.” He rubbed his good hand over his chest, the tight line of his lips telling more than he knew. It lasted briefly, as a new, lighter expression washed away the creases. “I’m also not stupid enough to place bets with you.” Jax jogged a step ahead, turning back and wagging a finger in my face. “See? Smarter.”

I held back my answer, letting the man bask in his delusions.

“Oh!” Jax shouted, pausing in his slow escape. “Prez is out back. Wants to see you.”

I sighed. “I’m sure he does.”
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It wasn’t hard to find the huge seven-foot-tall Russian man. Even with the vast, vacant field belonging to the clubhouse, and the wide expanse of trees that lined the edges of the metal fence, he was like a lighthouse on the shore.

Hunched like a mountain, the man sat on the rickety hand-crafted bench, a cigarette wagging between his lips, unlit. His beard, more salt than pepper now, looked wiry and wilder than I’d seen in a long while. His hair was tied tight behind his head, begging to be trimmed as it fought to free itself from the thin band holding it together.

I stood to one side, observing him for a while, and as the minutes passed, and Wolf didn’t make a single motion to acknowledge me, impatience crept up my spine.

Ash was asleep, and I wanted to be there when she woke, whether it was five minutes or five hours from now. Either was possible.

I leaned forward, plucking the white stick from his pursed lips, triggering life into the stone man. I put the cigarette between my own, tasting the bitter taste of nicotine and beer around the filter. Fishing a lighter out of my pocket was second nature as I cupped my hands against the elements, and with a flick of my finger, breathed life into the cigarette.

I took a drag before pulling it out and offering it back.

Wolf’s face was a bag of lines, each weaving in the most contorted expression of disgust I had ever seen on him. “Fuck no,” he growled, practically snarling at the little cigarette between my fingers. I didn’t see the big deal. It wasn’t like I licked it.

I shrugged off his refusal, putting the cigarette back to my lips and taking a long inhale, the warm smoke filling my lungs before escaping into the wind.

The bench creaked as he leaned back against its delicate support.

I dropped in next to him, filling whatever small gap the giant left.

Wolf fished out another crumpled packet of cigarettes from his pocket, tapping out another white stick and propping it between his lips. I reached again for my lighter, but Wolf already had his out, setting his smoke alight. Orange embers glowed with his deep long draw.

“I meant what I said, Lamb.” Wolf pulled the cigarette from his lips, looking down at the concrete floor between his large black boots. Weeds were creeping through the cracks; fresh rain and cooling autumn weather gave rise to the persistent growth. “I need your head on straight and tight.”

I looked out over the field, the dark clouds that had begun to gather now stitching into an ominous black sky. The air grew thick and heavy, a storm ready and waiting.

“I know,” I answered.

“No.” Wolf shook his head, silver threads falling around his aged face. A wry smile formed over his lips. It didn’t reach his eyes. “You don’t.”

I tilted my head at my president, my eyes wandering over the face I had read many times more than any other. Age lines had deepened in his leather skin, and dark circles hung from his tired, weary eyes.

“I got intel last night.” He sighed, resignation deep in his tone.

I frowned as I reached into my own pocket this time, pulling out my phone. It was unusual for Wolf to get information outside of my network. Before it made its way to him, it always came through me first and—

“8 unread messages.”

Wolf caught the change in my expression and scoffed. “You’ve had your head so far up her pussy there’s no wonder your ‘network’ got neglected.”

I scrolled through the messages, eyes sifting through the information, plucking out what was the most important and casting aside the lesser. It only took seconds before I found what Wolf was talking about.

He knows.

My finger froze, hovering over the anonymous text message. My brain was turning, organizing, plotting, and planning my next move, adjusting the several hundred others I had lined up, ready and waiting.

“I know it was inevitable”—Wolf dropped his cigarette onto the floor, the tip catching the edge of a leaf from a reaching weed—“but I thought we’d bought ourselves a little more time.” His boots pressed and twisted, snuffing the cigarette into ash.

“We’re ready,” I reassured him. “This is what we’ve spent the last few years building up to. We’re stronger now. We have what it takes.”

“It’s not having what it takes that matters,” Wolf sighed, rubbing his weary brow. “It’s what it takes from us that matters. There is always a cost.”

I could see fragments of the past rushing over him. It had aged him faster these last few years than any before him. When the war came crashing down on our side, the fallout too heavy to bear, the club almost fell apart. It had broken, cracked, and nearly crumbled right before our eyes.

“We will rebuild, like we always do; repair the cracks and fill the bullet holes. We’ve always been stronger for it,” I reassured him. “And we will this time, too.”

Wolf frowned. “They never tell you this about being president.” His gaze turned distant as he looked out over the open field, staring past the guarding chain link fence, past the woodland boundary, past the dark horizon. “The weight of all the lives on your shoulders. It is not simply the lives of others. It’s the weight of our home. Of our women and children. Of our brothers … I don’t want to lose a single one of them. Not when we’ve lost so much already.”

I knew the face that came to mind. The face of a brother fallen far too soon. Too young. Too hopeful. Nobel had been a member long before he’d carried the badge and should have held it for years longer than he’d been given.

“Isn’t that why we’re here?” I countered, wanting to wedge away that weight even if it was just a little. “The weapons, the deals, the connections—everything we’ve gained the last few years. It wasn’t to wage a war for vengeance or pride. It’s to protect what’s ours. Protect our women. Protect our children. Protect our brothers.” I placed a hand on the wide, strong shoulder of my president. It was a weight of warmth beneath the heavy burden of stone he was destined to carry so long as he wore that patch. “If we do this, we’re risking it all. But if we don’t, we risk losing it all.”

Wolf sighed, his shoulders adjusting underneath my grasp. “You know, it’s moments like these that fool people into thinking you’re actually human.”

I smirked, retracting my hand. “Only on people who want to be fooled.”

Wolf considered my comment, his face pensive. “Then what about her?” he asked. “Are you fooling her, too?”

The words tickled my mind, sorting my new swell of emotions between sharp, logical lines. “Are you asking if I’m being genuine?”

“I know this started as a mission. As club business. But it’s not like that for you anymore, is it?” Wolf’s eyes sharpened, the clear honey-brown piercing and clear. “You didn’t have to go this far. You didn’t need to fix her. You don’t need to be by her side.”

“It’s safer for us and her to be by my side,” I argued, having gone about this line of argument once again. My answer never changed.

“But it doesn’t have to be you,” Wolf bit back, frustration building on his brow. His foot began to bounce against the floor, the black boot stirring small dust storms rolling over the concrete. “I could ask another brother to take your place. Even Mint could—”

Wolf’s words stopped dead. His brows shot upward in surprise, registering the small, but meaningful movement.

My flinch had been obvious, and I couldn’t deny the reality. I trusted Mint; he was my brother through and through. Though new and young, I knew I could rest easy with my life in his hands, as I could with any of the brothers who had fought alongside me. The seconds his name had left Wolf’s lips, however, I was ready to gut the man.

It was hot, possessive, and intense, and it was over in a flash. Even in a fraction of a second, it had said enough.

A smile fought at the corners of Wolf’s mouth as he struggled to bite it back. “Do you know why I helped you?” He sighed, the tension in his shoulders slumping, eyes relaxing their visual grip on my own. “Because I know what it’s like. To have someone whom you fear to lose. Fear so much it can overtake you and make you act in ways that aren’t true to yourself. Love is hard.”

That word burrowed into my chest; it was like a physical weight bearing down on my ribs and lungs. I reached up, rubbing against my sternum, as if to ease the ache I knew didn’t exist. “Is that what you think this is?” I hadn’t considered it. The word was foreign to me. I’d never needed to learn or know what love was. I’d understood loyalty and devotion to my brothers and our club, but I’d never been able to call it that. “You think I love her?”

“Can’t be sure.” Wolf shrugged, the motion easy on his wide shoulders. “Love looks a whole lot different to everyone. And even if your love is not the love that I or our brothers know, it might be the closest you ever get to the real thing.”

If anyone was to understand my nature the most, it would be him. The man who’d been by my side since day one; who’d seen through my shit and shenanigans. Who’d taught me the meaning of loyalty and brotherhood, even if I didn’t work the same way others did.

“Either way”—Wolf drew back—“it’s special, and you need to protect it.”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Wolf didn’t let me.

“Though I’d rather you pick anybody else on the planet.”

My words dissolved behind a barked laugh erupting from my chest. The man had not changed even the slightest as the years went on. Much like the true mountains he resembled, he weathered and aged, but he still stood tall and proud, remaining who he was to the core.

Wolf didn’t laugh with me, but his mouth resembled something close to a smile. “If you didn’t think it was love,” Wolf questioned, his expression puzzled and curious, “then what did you think it was?”

“Indigestion.”

Wolf barked out a laugh, hard and hearty. It was a noise I had not heard in a long time.

“If you think that, you’re the fool. Not her.”

I glowered at my president. “That’s the third time I’ve been called an idiot today.”

Wolf shrugged. “If the shoe fits.” He didn’t allow me to argue any longer, patting his hands against his knees and pushing himself up to stand. Deep brown eyes looked over at the darkness on the horizon, regarding it for a quiet moment before moving along as if it never happened. “My old lady will be needing me about now. I’m sure she’s already loaded up with things to throw at me.”

I didn’t doubt it. If Anna didn’t already have an arsenal of weapons, she’d make do with a shoe, a lamp, or a bookcase—whatever was handy. She was resourceful like that.

I recalled her expression from earlier, her calm and collected reaction to the biggest trigger in her life. It’d be calming for him and the rest of the club to see her attempt to commit murder, as usual.

“Lamb,” Wolf jarred me from my thoughts about his wife. He stood tall and towering over me, his face darkened with his shadow, light smothered behind him. “It doesn’t matter what you call it. If you know it’s something you don’t want to lose, you know what to do.”

“Which is?”

Even through the muted light, I could see Wolf’s expression sober.

“Don’t let go,” he warned. “No matter what.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

ASH




“Die!” she screeched, pressing the blade into my throat. “Why won’t you just die!”

I lurched from the darkness, my hand jumping to my throat. Pain throbbed against my fingertips, but my skin was dry with no blood in sight.

It was not real.

I had had plenty of nightmares, more nights with than without. Often, they involved her, and normally, I could fall back asleep afterwards, even just for a brief period, knowing she could no longer hurt me. But sometimes, on rare occasions, they had him. Those nights, I would not sleep at all.

As my heart began to calm, I squinted around. Wind rapped against the window, rain showering down on the panes with natural ferocity. I heard the rumble of thunder in the distance, and not long after, a burst of light flashed across the room.

It vanished, and I was enshrouded in darkness, the short fracture of light glimpsing off the unfamiliar furniture and room. It took a few moments, but eventually, I realised where I was.

Lamb’s room was sparse; nothing more than a bed, a dresser, and a side table. Only a small stack of books on top of the dresser would give away its owner. I could not read the titles at my distance, but I would probably be able to guess the general genre.

I reached up, once again probing the tender bruising around my throat, the small bandage that had covered my self-inflicted wound no longer there. I missed the soft sound of its crinkling touch in the void of noise in the darkness. Even the sound of the storm was dulled behind the strong, fortified walls and watertight window frames. From the lack of noise around the clubhouse, I assumed it was the early hours; the time after people had gone to bed, and well before any would arise. Those were the hours that were the most silent. The most suffocating.

I jumped at the warm hands around mine. I stared hard at the large hand tugging mine down to the bed, a curious finger tracing over the ridges of my knuckles and the veins of my hand. Even in the darkness, I could see the glimmer of white light in his eyes as he stared deeply at his movements as if mesmerised by himself.

“I slept longer than I expected,” I whispered, needing something to fill the air.

“In fits and starts,” Lamb responded, turning over my hand to focus on my palm. With his thumb, he ran circles around the soft centre. “But yes, about four hours.”

I could not remember waking before, but it was not unusual. I often woke up more exhausted than before I went to sleep.

I considered his world idlily, my eyes drifting away from Lamb’s quiet musing, back to the room around us. “There is nothing here …”

Lamb, considering my words, paused from his musing over my hand and followed my gaze around the dim room. He only briefly scanned it, either from familiarity or the fact that there was little to look over. His head tilted with that tiny, subtle gesture of confusion working its way into my heart like a parasite. I fought the traitorous smile pulling at my lips.

“I meant your room,” I elaborated. “There is not anything … personal in it. It looks like a guest room.”

Lamb gave a half-shrug, the sheets rustling with the movement. “Is there a need for something like that?”

“Not a need per se, but …” I drifted off, unsure where I was going with that statement. Having never had a room for myself, I was not confident I could be the authority on what to do with his room, or his house, for that matter.

“This is the colour thing again,” Lamb interrupted my thoughts. I scowled in response, not liking how that synced up in my mind. The last thing I needed was for Lamb to be able to read my thoughts. He saw too much already.

“It is just …“ I paused, the words sticking to the tip of my tongue. I toyed them over in my mouth, my hesitation growing.

Lamb’s fingers threaded through mine, squeezing tight onto the back of my hand, drawing my attention. “Tell me,” he pressed. “I want to know.”

I sighed, my free hand finding clasped ones as I mimicked what Lamb was doing before. My fingers trailed over his, the self-soothing gesture of tracing the length of his fingers feeling hypnotic. “I have never been allowed to personalise anything. Never had a single thing with my name on it. Or an ornament of something I liked, or a book on something I enjoyed. I just assumed everyone would personalise their room if they ever had the chance.”

Neglect was the most accurate way to describe my life. But it was not simply that my parents never paid attention to me. It was more that they wanted to scrub the earth of my existence. My neglect was intentional, even encouraged. I had been abandoned by the world around me, forced to live as a ghost, barely alive, barely existing. I always felt like I could disappear into the air if I wished for it. The world would go on, and nothing would have changed.

“Saying I’m not like anyone would feel cliché.” Lamb pursed his lips in thought. “I’ve always done what I thought I should do. What people wanted of me. What I was expected to do. It wasn’t until I was older that I realised people did things because they felt like they should. At that point, it didn’t take me long to realise the difference between me and them.”

“How old were you?” I asked. “When you realised?”

“Young,” Lamb answered. “Self-awareness came to me faster than it did other children. Something to do with my brain’s development; that’s what my psychiatrist said—my mom made me go.”

It was the first mention of a parent I had heard from Lamb, and it piqued my curiosity. I had not seen a photograph or overheard a distant phone call that would have indicated their presence. “Your parents, are they …?”

“They’re alive,” Lamb filled in the gap. “They live overseas, but I don’t visit them much, and they return the sentiment. I think pretending to be a normal family got too uncomfortable for them in the end.”

I knew the feeling. Only, I wished my family had long since abandoned me before I had no choice but to flee from their side.

“Do you know your mom?”

I jerked in surprise; I had not expected Lamb to whip the table back on me so abruptly. Processing the question led to an uncomfortable ache throbbing in my chest and my hand abandoned our joint ones to rub away the phantom pain.

Light splashed across the room, catching the sharp glint of Lamb’s golden eyes, piercing through the vague darkness and straight into my soul. Knowing who Lamb was, along with everything he had just explained, I knew there was nothing behind those words. To him, it was a simple question. Fortunately, I had a simple answer.

“No.”

Lamb tipped back, one hand bracing behind his head as he stared at the ceiling. “Does it make it easier for you? Not knowing?”

I frowned at the man sprawled on the bed beside me, reconsidering the words I had just thought. “Are you asking about how I feel?”

“As someone incapable of gauging it myself, I must ask; otherwise, I’ll never know.”

“You are slow,” I corrected him, shuffling down the bed until I was propped beside his prone form. With my free hand, I reached to brush aside the wisps of golden hair framing his face. “But you are not incapable of feeling. I find it hard to believe you are incapable of anything.”

Lamb measured me softly, his head turning into my hand, those piercing eyes flushing heat across my face and down beneath the covers where our naked bodies lay inches from each other. His own free hand slid from beneath his head, turning and cupping my own pressed against his cheek. Electricity tingled from his hand into mine, washing over my arm and chest, rushing straight south. He laced his fingers around it, holding it still as he turned his face towards me. His lips pressed into the valley of my wrist, teeth grazing the slight raise of my veins. “I’m not perfect,” Lamb whispered against my skin, and I tried not to squirm.

Even in the dark, Lamb would see my smirk. “I would rather you not be.”

Lamb’s mouth pressed back into my wrist with bruising brutality, his teeth scratching and nipping at the tender, flushed skin. I winced but did not pull away, my eyes tied to his actions with avid fascination as he began to turn the dial on my temperature higher and higher with each bite of pain.

He watched me like a predator, capturing every detail of my face, his own transforming with a keen fixation that had my heart thundering in my chest. It pounded to the sound of the storm rapping against the window, and I became unsure what was the storm and what was me.

“You stir something in me,” Lamb purred, thunder rumbling in tandem. “Something I can’t control.” He tugged on my arm, lips skimming up the inside of my elbow, to my bicep where he pressed another hard kiss into the soft muscle. His tongue darted out to soothe the reddening area, and I struggled not to pant.

“Cannot?” I breathed, my chest tightening, my stomach flipping to the beat of the growing storm. “Or will not?”

Lamb paused; his breath bated against me as thoughts stirred behind those burning brown eyes. “I’m not sure.”

He tugged harder, giving me no room to protest as he pulled my body closer until I was on my knees. One arm pressed into the pillow, holding my body aloft above him.

Weak limbs trembled as his lips continued their trail up my arm, over my shoulder, sinking into place at the nape of my neck. He breathed so deeply it was as if he might steal the oxygen from my lungs as our scents mingled.

“That sounds unlike you,” I whispered, trying to find sense in my quickly narrowing world. I struggled to grip my words, more questions wanting to bubble to the surface, but his lips were making quick work of my priorities.

A flash of lightning buried my hiss as a sharp sting of pain bolted down through my core and a searing burn burst up my stomach.

“Lamb,” I panted, my voice losing any authority. “Do not bite.”

“Stop talking,” Lamb growled back, snaking his other hand up around my bare waist. With light pressure, my body did little to stop me from collapsing on top of him, my breasts rubbing against his tightly muscled chest.

The world flipped, my back pressing into the soft cradle of the bed as Lamb braced above me. He stilled. His pause travelled through every wired fibre of my being, his persistent weight holding me in place, pinned by his pelvis pressing into mine. I fought to adjust, or ease the pressure of him, but only felt the solid mass pressed into my belly harden.

“Lamb,” I whispered, my eyes jumping up to the dark, shadowed face above me, his expression neutral and quiet.

Our hearing was drowned by the storm ramping up outside, and I knew my words landed on deaf ears. His focus was far from my voice, eyes hardened just below my chin. He stared like he might burn a hole through my skin, and it sent hot, flaming shivers down my spine.

I flinched as the whisper of fingers grazed over my throat. My breath caught in my lungs as his palm spread over my oesophagus, his fingers finding placement around it. There was no pressure behind his touch. Only his fingers rested on the tender bruises mottled across my skin.

“I made those marks,” Lamb uttered, pressing his thumb into the nook where my artery tremored beneath.

My blood was pounding in my ears, louder than the storm and stronger than the rain. It shook with neither fear, nor weakness, but something else entirely.

I shifted against him once more, his long, hard length rubbing against my skin. The phantasmal energy that started at my centre, flooded my stomach, scorching the skin where we met.

“Lamb,” I whimpered, feeling both charged and overwhelmed, hips bucking against him, reaffirming the feel of his length against my abdomen.

“Hmm?” Lamb purred, his tone absentminded as his thumb pressed into my neck. “Your heartbeat … I can feel it.”

That tiny little bit of pressure made sparks ripple over my skin and down to my breasts, my nipples standing to a hard, painful point. My hand jerked to his, fingers clasping around his wrists with a powerful strength I was unaware I had.

Lamb, snapped from his daze, relaxed his arm. His eyes, for the first time, reached up to my face. I could feel the flaming red of my skin and knew my eyes fluttered with lust and anticipation.

I held tighter to his arm, the pressure fading from my skin, a rushing desperation jumping through my mind. “Do not,” I breathed, pressing his hand back against my throat. “Do not let go.”

Confusion rose to the surface of his eyes, jumping back and forth across my face, as if trying to find the answer within. I did not understand it either.

All I knew was the feeling of his hand around my throat, the pressure of it there, holding me stiff … I did not want it to end. It made my body weak, my chest heavy, and my heart pound. His touch was usually like ice on my skin, but now it was the only thing able to taper the mad fever rushing through my veins. I was delirious with lust, and my brain had already melted into a puddle. But this, the feeling of his hold, it anchored me.

“Hold me,” I breathed, my neck straining further into his palm. “Like this.” I slid my hand from his wrist, sliding down over his knuckles, my hand overlapping and fingers threading between his, reapplying the lost pressure.

Lamb’s eyes tracked the motion, and I saw the understanding creeping into his expression. Those curious, confused eyes darkened, and the Lamb that sought control began to fade into the background. Energy surged through him, his presence feeling larger and heavier above me.

“Let go,” he said, his tone calm and controlled, his eyes not leaving mine.

“I—”

Lamb’s hand flexed around my throat, my breath flinching in reaction. I searched his face, and the more I saw, the more heat bloomed in my chest.

“Let. Go.”

I understood.

I let my hand slip from his, falling limply into the soft cotton of the sheets. I fought the tingling electricity rushing over my skin, desperate to move and find friction between them. I remained still beneath him, completely submissive to his touch.

“Don’t move,” he growled, his weight shifting back, releasing my hips and leaving me yearning for its return.

He pulled back his hand, cold rushing over my throat as he pushed back onto his haunches. Disappointment and panic flooded my veins, the heat turning to ice as I opened my mouth to protest, pushing up onto my arms to—

“Don’t,” Lamb snapped. “Move.”

If I thought the heat had faded, I had been wrong. It burned twice as bright, my body immediately melting under his command as I sank back into the comfort of the sheets.

Lamb’s eyes ran over my body, slowly tracing and devouring each soft shape that made my body whole. I fought not to wither beneath his gaze, holding my breath steady and my muscles relaxed beneath his control.

Satisfied with what he saw, Lamb’s fingers found my knees, tucking slowly underneath. One at a time, he skimmed down from my knee and under my calf until he was able to lift my ankle up and over his waist.

I nearly buckled under the hot weight pressing back into my pelvis. His scalding length was like a burning poker, slowly pushing its underbelly against my wet and throbbing folds.

I moaned at the feel of him. His heat against mine. I longed to move, to recreate the slow crest of his dick pressing against me and the pleasure it stirred there, but I could not. Lamb’s eyes pinned me with a dark, intense gaze that had my limbs pinned to the sheets, ignoring the screaming from down south that begged to find more pleasure.

Lamb said nothing as he settled himself against me, both of my legs now wrapped and pinned around his waist, my ankles hooked over one another. Both arms braced against the bed as he leaned down until his chest pressed against mine, our skin, already hot, flushed and sweaty, melting into one another.

One large hand pressed over my abdomen, pushing me into the mattress and pinning me in place as he adjusted his weight on top of me, but the hand did not stay put. It travelled a slow and lingering path up over my belly and over my sternum, neglecting my aching breasts and sliding up over my collarbone.

My mouth watered at the feel of him growing closer and closer, my lips dragging through my teeth as I fought to help him on his way.

His fingers found my throat and settled where they belonged, the staggering mix of anticipation and satisfaction riding the quiver raking through my body.

His other hand found its way down between us until his fingers wrapped around his hot length. His knuckles brushed the top of my mound, my hips bucking up and into him in response.

Lamb rocked his hips a little further down. He rested his dick against my tilted centre, my legs still hooked tight around him before allowing his body to push forward, the long, hot length of him sliding between my wet lips.

I tremored against him, his dick rubbing across my clit, sending shivering sparks all across my body. “Lamb,” I whimpered, my throat rubbing against his palm. It only intensified the pleasure.

Lamb stopped, and I was ready to swing at him for it before his dick slid down further than it had before.

The tip of his cock pressed against my entrance, and a bubble filled my chest.

A low, quiet growl rumbled from Lamb’s lips, and it took a second to fight through the delirium to realise that it had been words.

“What?” I breathed, struggling through the haze.

“Stop me,” Lamb spoke, a little louder. His eyes were locked down on his dick where it sat against my core, as though if he looked away for a moment, it would slide straight into me without thought.

I realised what he was asking, knew what he wanted and why he had paused where he did. I was a virgin, and he was about to go to a place no one had been before, and it was something I could never get back.

I had not ever fiercely defended my virginity, but it had not been something I had ever felt pressured to give away. In fact, I had not thought much of it at all. With the way my life had been, the concept and concern many had over my first time hadn’t even make it onto my list of priorities. It was a luxury I had been deprived of.

Yet here I was, a man holding onto the last string of his sanity, giving me that consideration. Any other time, I would have been warmed by the gesture. Right now, however, it was different.

“Lamb, I swear to God,” I heaved, fighting the desperate need to shimmy my hips just that little bit lower, “if you do not put your dick in me right now, I will—”

Lamb surged forward, his tip pressing through my hole without hesitation. Heat and pain rushed over me like a tsunami. It was like I had been run through with a sword as my vagina fought to adjust around his uncomfortably large length.

“Fuck,” I hissed, my hands bracing against his chest, my hips wiggling this way and that as if I might find an escape from the discomfort. “Fuck, you are big,” I whimpered against him, my hips moving back and forth.

“Stop,” Lamb growled, the noise sharp and, for a moment, jarring me from my concerns.

“What?” I gasped, turning to look away from where our bodies met, where his dick had just pressed straight into me, skewering me like BBQ meat. “I—”

My word was cut short, Lamb’s hand tightening over my throat. I gasped, my oxygen fighting to get through the small gap Lamb allowed as his other hand caught my own and pressed them back down into the bed.

“Stay still,” Lamb demanded, the consideration and concern vanishing from his face in the bat of an eye. “Trust me.”

I searched his eyes, the dark abyss wanting to drag me in and swallow me whole. A frown was rooted into his face, lips tight and brows heavy as he stared straight down between us.

I wanted to argue, wanted to move, but Lamb had me pinned, both verbally and physically. I tried to ignore the urge to move and readjust, choosing to relax and calm my short and shallow breaths.

Lamb waited until I had stopped moving before he shifted his weight, a gasp jumping up through my lungs in tender protest. He adjusted himself, and I felt little difference, but when Lamb reached down between us to find that bundle of nerves, I wanted to melt against him. His fingers worked in magical ways as my stomach warmed and a burst of teasing, tantalising pleasure surged through the pain and discomfort. It felt good, and the faster he began to work, the faster the pain around him began to ease.

I thought it was impossible, but one second, I was in pain, and the next, something began to brew beneath me. It came so fast, out of nowhere, that I did not even know I was rising until Lamb’s fingers began to move faster and faster, and the muscles I fought so hard to relax began to tighten around Lamb’s length. The solid intrusion of him inside of me as my muscles wanted to clamp down only seemed to heighten my climb as my toes curled and my short breaths turned into bated moans. I fought for breath and oxygen, and I was denied, but it only served to bring me higher as the struggle pushed me up onto that edge.

And then Lamb moved.

I gasped as he suddenly backed up his hips, his dick sliding out. I opened my mouth to protest, the burn of him moving and to deny him leaving, but Lamb had other ideas.

He slid back in, his full length sliding straight up to the hilt until his balls pressed against my ass. My breath caught in my throat, and even a moan of pleasure struggled to make it out as the mix of pain and pleasure rushed through me like a train.

I had not tipped that edge, as the bite of pain grounded me.

Lamb continued to play with my clit, his hips rocking back and forth, in and out of me. I burned as his shaft slid out, my entrance clinging to his every ridge and edge. But as he slid back in, his long dick slamming up into my uterus, a deep, primal pleasure took hold, bringing me higher and higher.

“Lamb,” I huffed, his hand in perfect control over my throat, serving to keep me in place as he rocked his hips forward and backward.

Each time he surged back in, his hand would squeeze in tandem, tightening the control of my oxygen, my body and breath under his absolute dominion.

The gentle did not last long as Lamb began to move faster and faster, slamming into me so hard that even holding my throat did not keep us pinned in place. The bed shook, my hips joined to his, my throat held by his hands as it creaked and waned beneath us.

As I began to build, my desperate, begging moans stuck deeper in my chest, barely able to take a breath, nor release one as he filled me up with his cock. Somehow, it was like he was filling me more than I was capable, as if the pressure he was creating was growing more and more intense with every thrust.

“Tighter,” I gasped, my hands gripping back to his arms, fingers digging into his skin as I begged for it.

I could see the battle in his eyes. The desire to squeeze me tighter and the fight for control that told him he could not. I revelled in it.

Lamb dipped forward, his chest once again pressing into mine, our thrusts rubbing my nipples against his muscles. He pressed his mouth against my ear, his hot breath growling into the shell, “If you don’t want your life”—Lamb squeezed, bringing me closer to that dark edge than ever before—“then give it to me.”

Not a second of hesitation passed my lips as I stared into those dark, consuming eyes. It was enough. “It is all yours.”

Lamb’s grip tightened around me; my oxygen was completely trapped. I fought for air, but there was no hope as Lamb’s thrusts got faster and faster, and in a final sprint to the finish line, black spots danced around my vision, my orgasm rushing up and over me like a tidal wave, as Lamb slammed home into me.

My orgasm exploded like a firework, electric pleasure shooting off in every direction, overwhelming every cell and fibre as Lamb released his hand and oxygen rushed into my lungs. The return of air amplified the pleasure as it tore through my veins like hot, molten euphoria.

It was a unique high I had never experienced, and as Lamb pulled out, I had not even a single ounce of energy to move. I was ragged, exhausted, and elated all at once.

I stared up at the dark ceiling, riding through the waves of pleasure until Lamb’s voice pulled me down into reality.

“That was risky,” Lamb grumbled.

I glanced over, seeing his chest rapidly rising and falling as he struggled to catch his own breath.

“It does not matter,” I whispered, my voice rough and weak from his touch.

“I could’ve killed you.”

“You wanted my life,” I retorted, turning my head to look at him properly. I looked into those dark, honey-brown eyes, warm and melted as his own pleasure still flooded his body. “Have it. Do with it what you will.”

His eyes flickered over mine in that cute confused little gesture as he tried to pry something from my expression that would give him the answer he wanted. He would not find what he was looking for. There were no lies in my voice. The statement was as simple as it sounded.

“No takes backs,” I added, a weak smirk pulling on my lips.

Whatever was struggling beneath Lamb’s face seemed to fade, and instead, a small smile began to pull at the corner of his mouth. He reached over, his palm resting over my eyes, shutting me into the dark. “Sleep,” Lamb said. “You’ll need it.”

“I give you my life, and this is what you choose to do with it?” I murmured, his fingers relaxing against the contours of my face. “Interesting first choice.”

Soft lips brushed over mine, followed by a gravelly, insistent, “Sleep.”

I sighed, my protest fading into the dark as our words mingled in my mind. It might have sounded like a joke, but I had been serious. Even if it had just been a verbal promise, the idea of handing my life over to Lamb felt like a weight lifted off my shoulders. It was nothing profound, but I still felt it shift, and I felt lighter than ever.

Even as my consciousness began to sink around me, I was not scared to sleep, even if nightmares awaited me. For the first time in a long while, I drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep, relaxed and content.


Chapter Twenty-Six

LAMB




Ash stared down at her lap, her face pale and eyes avoidant.

I slid the plate further toward her, drawing her eyes up to the tabletop before they made a hasty retreat elsewhere in the kitchen. I said nothing as she squirmed under my stubborn stare.

We’d been at this for a while already, the eggs and toast already cool, as our silent showdown continued. I expected it to go on as long as was needed; even if the food was stone-cold, I expected it to be in Ash’s stomach, and I’d take no less.

“Is this some weird game?” Jax interrupted. The cowboy stood propped against the doorframe, arms folded over his chest, eyeing us with a strange stare. I had no idea how long he’d been standing there, but I had other priorities.

I pushed the plate an inch. “Eat.”

Ash sucked her teeth between her lips, and I knew from the pallor of her face that the morning nausea was draining her today. Her detox was still working its way through her system, and it had become more of a challenge to get her to eat than it ever had been before.

Beautiful, whitewashed green eyes slunk up to meet mine, pleading with me across the breakfast bar counter, where I stood, waiting. Her eyes searched my face, squinting to make out details.

I sighed, releasing my grip on the plate, and for just a moment, relief flushed across Ash’s face, bringing back a hint of life.

I grabbed a stool, the metal scratching across the floor until I could sit comfortably in her space, my knees locking around her hips, so close her body heat seeped into the material of my jeans and warmed my thighs.

Misery sank back into her sharper features; our battle resumed. I fought not to react as I saw the bob of Ash’s throat, her purpled bruises shifting as those milky-white eyes began to focus on anything else.

I scooped up her hand and placed a fork tightly in it. Ash sighed, once again looking down at her food—the eggs, toast, and half of a banana sliced on her plate, like a mountain towering before her.

“Mint said you’d be fine to eat this type of thing now,” I pushed, releasing her hand with the fork. I let my own slide down into place on her thigh, her soft muscles relaxed and calm beneath my touch.

“I know,” Ash grumbled, her weak expression altering into a stubborn pout.

Jax, feeling neglected as the attention seeker he was, strolled further into the room, putting himself in my vacated place on the opposite side of the breakfast bar. “You got something against eggs?”

Her lip turned at the question. “No, but …”

“Jax.”

It was one single word. A name she’d heard a million times. Except, it was spoken by a voice she hadn’t ever thought to hear again.

“You got a minute?” Anna asked, her blonde head poking through the doorway.

I glimpsed her white-blonde hair out of the corner of my eye, but my gaze didn’t stray from the woman in front of me.

In a heartbeat, Ash had turned to fragile glass in my arms, her body brittle, barely breathing. I wanted to cage her in tighter but feared she’d crumble to pieces if I even dared to touch her.

“Uh, yeah, what’s up?” Jax responded, looking like a deer caught in headlights. His eyes bounced back and forth between Ash and Anna in panicked confusion.

“Meet me in the office in five?” Anna asked, not waiting for a response before she vanished from my sight, and all I could hear was the famous click of her boots disappearing down the hallway.

Jax glanced between Ash and the empty doorway, hesitating before quickly scuttering down the hallway in Anna’s wake.

I waited and watched.

Time seemed to move slower than before, the clock on the far wall ticking in the empty silence.

I wasn’t sure what I had expected Ash to do, but like any other time, she proved to confuse me as her hand began to move. She stabbed her fork viciously into her eggs, nearly sending them off the table before she began to scoop large mouthfuls onto her fork.

I observed the struggle as she fought to fill her stomach, each bite like torture as she forced it down.

I shifted my eyes back to the empty doorway, the sound of Ash’s fork in my ears, and the sound of cogs turning in my mind.
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The wall was cool against the back of my head as I let the noises around me fade into the background—machines beeping, metal clinking, and voices muttering; the usual hospital stuff. The clinic was abuzz with people who sat waiting until their name was announced, but overall, it wasn’t a particularly stressful environment. The chairs were small but not uncomfortable and the machine coffee was bland but not bitter.

I opened my eyes, letting them slide to the juxtaposition next to me.

Ash was the definition of stress. Paranoia radiated off her like a chemical spill; head whipping at every noise, jumping every time the door opened, her hand knuckled-white as it squeezed mine so hard that I feared we’d need to surgically separate us.

I pulled her hand into my lap, toying with the fingers digging their way into my skin. “Ash.” I kissed the back of her hand, smelling the soft scent of the drugstore body soap lurking around my club bedroom. For a cheap bottle, one I normally wouldn’t touch, it smelled light on her skin and didn’t drown out her natural scent. “Ash,” I stressed, nipping her lightly.

Ash whirled on me with a flash of fire in her eyes.

“There you are.” I smiled against her hand, reaching my other hand out to tuck away a stray hair escaping from the bun I’d tied it back in this morning. She dodged the gesture in annoyance.

“Why are we here?” Ash hissed, leaning in close enough for a kiss. “Anybody could be watching us. This is not Fellpeak.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” I playfully gasped, unable to hide the smirk on my lips.

Ash glowered. “You know what I mean.”

“And I said what I said,” I countered, letting her hand cradle back into my lap before I decided to take a bigger bite. “So long as you are with me and by my side, you have nothing to fear.”

“Are you an idiot?” Ash growled. “I am genuinely asking.”

“I’m starting to hear that a little too often,” I grumbled. “But no, I’m not an idiot.”

I’d have laughed at Ash’s dubious look if it hadn’t been so genuine.

“Well—”

Before I could defend myself, a woman’s sharp voice rang across the room.

“Christopher Black?” A petite, round woman called out, clipboard clutched between her fingers. Round glasses sat perched on her nose, her ebony skin complemented by the bright blue of the frame.

I stood, giving my legs a well-deserved stretch and earning a sharp glare from Ash while doing so. Still locked onto my hand, she tried to tug me back down.

“Sit down,” she demanded.

“They called for us.” I threw my thumb over my shoulder at the woman with the clipboard, her dark brow rising with impatience.

“Your legal name is Christopher?” Ash’s eyes nearly bulged out of her face.

I rolled my own, returning her tugging gesture as I pulled her off her chair and up to her feet. “Believe it or not, they wouldn’t allow Lamb on my birth certificate.”

In her shock, Ash’s eyes stayed fixed on my face as I managed to peacefully cart her across the dimly lit waiting room and began trailing behind the nurse—or receptionist, I assumed—into a narrow hallway.

Sense was returning to Ash as we stopped outside of a closed door.

“Dr. Burkitt?” the nurse/receptionist called, leaning her head into the doorway.

“Wait.” Ash’s hands jumped up to my arm, fingers digging into my muscles as she dug her heels into the worn carpet. “I am not—”

“No more waiting.” I ignored her plea, pushing open the door and dragging her ass behind me.

Much like the waiting room, there was little deviation from the standard doctor’s office. A small, elderly woman sat behind a wide desk, long gray hair tied into a wiry braid around her shoulders, sagging eyes hidden behind thick-rimmed glasses. She looked like a dwarf in the large office chair, tucked in the corner with a bookshelf overhanging her workspace, full of random anatomy books and colored files with loose papers jutting out. The desk surface reflected the chaotic organizational system, if you could even call it such. Pens, papers, devices, and tools were scattered amongst the piles of paperwork, sticky notes, and folders. A mug sat abandoned, coffee stains dried on the surface, next to the large dinosaur computer.

“Doctor,” the receptionist said from the doorway, looking displeased with our abrupt entry. “Your two o’clock is here …”

The doctor’s wrinkles pinched as she took in our standing figures lingering in the doorway. “Thank you, Carol.” She smiled, waving an old, freckled hand.

Carol returned it and, without a second glance at either of us, closed the door and disappeared.

“Doctor.” I smiled, offering a hand over the wasteland she called a desk. “You haven’t aged a day.”

“Christopher.” The woman’s dark eyes narrowed, taking a long peruse up and down my length. “I can’t say the same about you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Ash’s head turning back and forth like a ping pong ball between us, trying to piece together the puzzle with missing parts.

“This”—I changed my outstretched hand into an introducing gesture—“is my great-aunt, Dr. Mabel Burkitt.”

A sharp pinch shot up my palm, and I jerked my hand away from the vicious woman as fast as I could.

“The great was unnecessary.” She glowered before turning to Ash with that deceptively gentle, old lady smile. “Pleasure to meet you, dear.”

Ash stared at her with wide eyes and a gobsmacked expression, as if an alien might have landed on Earth right in front of her. It lasted a long time before she noticed the woman’s hand extended toward her.

Panicked, Ash jumped onto the hand, both hands wrapping around the fragile bony fingers. “Sorry,” she apologized, eyes cautiously flickering back to me and then Aunt Mabel, unable to reconcile us together. “I have just never seen him so … friendly.”

“I’m sure.” She nodded. “It took a while, but his acting is flawless … when he chooses to use it.”

Ash’s mouth turned into a small circle, eyes bright. “So, you know about … his disposition.” She gestured loosely up and down my body.

“His disposition?” Aunt Mabel didn’t even try to hide the sharp cackle that burst from her mouth. “Sure, let’s call it that.”

“Perhaps programming would be a better descriptor,” Ash muttered to herself, not loud enough for an older lady to hear, but enough for my ears.

Aunt Mabel gestured to the two foam seats in front of her desk, and Ash guided herself cautiously into it. Seeming to remember where she was, her eyes lit up with unsettled energy, darting around the room—the apparatus and the wall charts—before lingering longer on the scattered items on the desk.

“Christopher and I have a deal,” Aunt Mabel explained with a shrug, shuffling around the piles on her desk, beady eyes scanning like a crow. I settled into the chair next to Ash. “If he acts like a human, I shall treat him as such.”

That caught Ash’s attention. She leaned forward, peering closer at my aunt. “And if he does not?”

“If he chooses to act like a robot, then I’ll take him to the closest junkyard and sell him for scrap parts.” She shrugged, and I reveled as Ash’s jaw dropped to the floor. “Society is for humans, not robots,” she continued, the familiar drawl falling off her tongue with ease as it had done for many years. “Being born with a low emotional intelligence will do little to change where you’re born. It’s better to fake it till you make it, as they say.”

Her eyes lit up with more life than she had shown previously as she spotted a small, thin barreled penlight underneath an upturned file.

“Aunt Mabel was the only one who agreed to post my bail.” I shrugged, leaning in and whispering into Ash’s ear. I watched the shiver run over her body at my nearness, pleased when she didn’t outright jerk away from me. “I paid for the bond, but everyone needs a guarantor. Aunt Mabel was the only one willing to sign for me.”

“You needed bail?” Ash turned to me, her face close enough that, for the first time, I noticed a small splattering of freckles faintly dusted over her nose. A pink blush rose up her cheeks before she ducked away, easing but not subsiding the strong urge I had to kiss her, not caring who was watching.

“Don’t get worn out too soon, sweetie,” Mabel interrupted, pushing away from her desk and rolling skillfully on the wheels of her office chair. She swung around with a spry not suited to her age and parked in the small gap between Ash and the desk. Their knees almost touched as Aunt Mabel gave the little penlight a few smacks into her palm before turning it on.

Ash jerked straight, her back almost slamming into the back of the chair at the sudden invasion. If Aunt Mabel had noticed or was offended, she didn’t show it. She closed the small bit of breathing space Ash had made herself, armed for battle with her penlight.

Crooked, skinny fingers cupped Ash’s chin, and Ash’s hand jumped into mine. She bore down hard, her knuckles turning white from the force as Mabel pulled Ash closer, pointing the penlight directly into her face. Flicking it from one side to the other, her scarred eyes were now jarringly white in the bleaching light. She continued doing all sorts of maneuvers, some of which served no purpose whatsoever.

When Mabel eventually turned off the penlight and tucked it into the top pocket of her white doctor’s coat, she reclined back into her chair with a gentle, saturated sigh. “You poor soul,” she mourned, shaking her head. “You’ve been through a lot.”

Ash, still blinking rapidly from the effect of the light, frowned in her general direction.

Mabel turned and began rummaging through her junkyard desk again, the unhappy energy clouding around her. “Eyes like yours don’t get that way by accident.”

A weight hung from Ash’s head as she tucked her chin into her chest, staring down into her lap. She reached up to rub at her eyes, whereas her other hand went limp in my grip. I held tight in return, not letting her escape.

“So, what do you think?” I pressed my foot into the wheels of Aunt Mabel’s chair, knocking it ever so slightly to get her attention.

She tutted, landing a mean kick on my shin before scuttling out of reach. She rounded back to the other side of her desk, her rummaging increasing with impatience. “I hope you don’t mind, but Lamb did share with me some parts of your story,” Mabel revealed, earning me a soft, gentle, sideways glance.

A strong discomfort ran along my chest at the sight of the vulnerable gesture. I’d rather she bite, kick, or stab me than ever look that way again.

“Mechanism of injury is an important factor to consider.”

Ash nodded.

“An ophthalmologist can tell you more, but in simple terms, the chemical exposure to your eyes has caused significant trauma,” she explained.

“Lamb,” Ash spoke softly next to me, her free hand now tugging on the sleeve of my jacket. “Why are we here?”

I turned away. “Is it going to get worse? Can it be treated?”

I could see anger forming on Ash’s face, and I could guess her reasons why. Though I had announced where we were going, I hadn’t specified why. It wasn’t for her detox or general health but for her eyes; a sensitive subject for her, both physically and psychologically. Even so, her head turned as Mabel opened her mouth to answer, that slither of hope betraying her.

Mabel pulled a board from under her desk, one familiar to many. It had the letters from big to small across the board, and Mabel propped it up against her shoulder, no more than an arm’s reach from Ash. She pointed at the biggest letters, looking straight at Ash. “Read this.”

Ash frowned, but after a moment of hesitation, began to read, “A … R … L …”

At the second line, Ash made it through, but her eyes were already squinting hard.

At the third, she struggled.

She couldn’t make it past the fourth.

After seeing Ash suffer enough, Mabel tucked the board beneath the desk. “How was your eyesight as a child? Did you need glasses?”

Ash shook her head.

“Did you ever struggle to read things up close or far away?”

Another shake.

“Do you know what substance they put over your eyes?” Mabel asked the question as bluntly as the others, as if it was a normal question to ask during a routine physical exam.

I didn’t expect Ash to answer, or at least dodge the question, but much to my surprise, she took Aunt Mabel’s question with stride.

“I don’t know. They brought a bucket and dunked the cloth before putting it over my eyes. It smelled like petrol, but I do not think that was the only thing they used. They wore gloves, and it smelled sharp, but I cannot tell you much more than that.”

Aunt Mabel nodded, her fingers tapping, the invisible mental image of a notebook and pen in her hand jotting down the information. “I’d like to send you for more in-depth testing, perhaps at a main branch hospital.” Mabel sighed, and Ash straightened into a rod. Mabel just rolled her eyes at her reaction. “Relax, I know that’s not on the table now. But it doesn’t mean it will be forever off it, so consider it.” She wafted her hand, but her eyes stayed tightly fixed on Ash’s. “I don’t think laser surgery will do much good for your cornea scarring, considering its severity, so you’d probably be looking at a cornea transplant. As for the actual state of your vision, I’d say it likely won’t get better.”

If Ash was surprised or upset by the news, she didn’t show it. Her hand remained calmly tucked into mine, and her head raised to face Aunt Mabel as she continued to ramble on in detail about how cornea transplants work and other things. I stayed silent, watching her quietly, trying to pick apart the small pieces of emotion she had hidden in the corners of her face. I struggled to find them and wondered if Ash truly didn’t mind, or had long since given up hope. I hoped it was the former, even knowing it was the latter.

“Now, if you don’t mind, Christopher, giving us a little privacy?”

“I do, actually,” I returned to the conversation, facing the challenge in the feeble lady’s eyes.

She raised a brow with an expression I had seen so many times over the years.

“Get out before I kick you out,” Mabel huffed, shifting herself in her big computer chair, ready to hop onto her feet.

I raised my free hand in surrender, rolling my eyes at the batty old lady. “Fine,” I grunted, turning back to Ash.

She was searching my face, a mix of unease and insecurity rushing across those features that had been a mask only moments ago. I didn’t need to tell her how much her need for me to stay by her side affected me. I pulled up our joined hands, pressing a soft kiss to the back of hers.

“I’ll be outside.” With that, I let go of her palm, her fingers hanging onto mine in a brief, lingering hold before I slipped out of reach, heading to the door.

I didn’t turn back, fearing if I did, I wouldn’t be able to walk out the door. If this was how bad it was already, I wasn’t sure how I’d ever be able to leave her alone in the future.

I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

ASH




My gaze remained glued to Lamb’s back as it disappeared behind the closed door, not once having turned to look back at me before making his departure. Something deflated in my chest, and the cold walls of the doctor’s room felt smaller than they had before.

“Don’t worry, darling; I won’t bite,” Dr. Mabel Beckett, Lamb’s great-aunt, interjected as she hopped off her large office chair. It spun behind her, and she made her way around the desk. “Not unless you ask me to.”

I was taller than average, but not by much, so when the tiny woman came to stand before me, it was strange to meet her at eye level while I was sitting. I was sure she had been taller before time had placed a bend in her back and a hunch on her shoulders. There was much to process about her, stuff I had no time for as Lamb had ambushed and projected me into the doctor’s office.

“If you have questions, ask.” Mabel waved her hand as she began digging out different tools from under the paper mountain living on her desk. “Lift your arm.”

I complied with her as best as I could, fighting not to jerk away at the touch of her cold hands as she slid a blood pressure cuff up my arm. I was quiet while she went through the basic motions of the checkup, thinking about what I could ask. I did not need much imagination to see Lamb as a child; he would question every little detail about his life and tilt his head when he did not understand why someone might cry, or laugh, or yell. I knew it would not be all rosy; I was sure he had sat alone at lunch and hid behind textbooks and encyclopaedias, wondering why he was different.

“It must have been lonely …” The words slipped from my lips as I saw the parallels between us. Perhaps Lamb would not understand, maybe he could not. The cold loneliness that had plagued me might never have reached him, but it did not hurt my heart any less.

“Not really.” Mabel slapped the end of her stethoscope against my knee, and it jerked in return. “Lamb had lots of friends growing up …” She paused, her head tilting to one side as she thought it over. It was a lot more subtle than Lamb’s, but it made me smile to know the gesture was an inherited one. “Though they were more like slaves. While others were learning how to move their bodies and develop their brains, Lamb was already practising blackmail and bribery. Manipulation comes easy when you don’t have a sense of guilt or justice.”

A laugh startled us both. It was my own, and it jerked out of my chest before I could catch it, the image of Lamb already making bets and having children do his bidding.

Mabel smiled, wrapping her stethoscope back around her neck. “You’ve got a beautiful laugh, sweetheart,” she commented. “It makes me feel better about asking you to strip.”

My chest cooled, and the warmth seeped like the sea across the shore. My hands tightened into the hem of my shirt, my nails digging into my palms. Nervous anxiety fluttered over my chest.

Mabel waited quietly, stepping back so I had room. “Would you like me to turn around?”

“Is there much point when you are going to turn back and see me naked, anyway?”

“Not really.” Mabel shrugged, turning before I could answer. “But some people appreciate the courtesy.”

“Courtesy is not something I am familiar with,” I sighed, letting the comment sit in the still air as I plucked myself up and pulled off my jacket and the thin material of my shirt.

I was in a simple black bra and matching underwear, all chosen by Lamb, and now I could see why he had insisted on picking out my clothes this morning. I took off my shoes, and the jeans slipped right off. I laid them over the chair before turning back to her.

I felt cold and vulnerable, and the bright light of the room shimmered over my purple scars, looking harsh and dark against my pale skin. “I am ready.” It was barely a whisper.

Mabel turned around, and if she was shocked, her face betrayed nothing. She was clinical and professional as she stepped closer, eyes scanning and cataloguing things beyond my knowledge. She pressed against the wound on my stomach, her fingers firm and precise.

“Do you have any stomach issues, long term, since these have healed?” She asked as she moved onto another sitting just left of my hip.

“Not really,” I answered. “I only get minor side effects. The surgeons said I was lucky.”

“Then your surgeon and I have a different definition of lucky,” Mabel tutted, becoming more comfortable adjusting me like a pliable doll as she moved from one scar to the next.

Aside from the main two—one in my chest and the other in my stomach—my other gunshot wounds had been to extremities. I had six in total, and four were just minor; done to deal pain, not kill.

After a long time being poked and prodded, and a few thousand more questions, Mabel handed me back my clothes. Goosebumps prickled up my skin, and my body had begun to shiver as I struggled to pull back on my jeans and shirt.

“You’re healing well physically,” Mabel summarised, moving back around to her desk and hopping onto her chair with a grace not suited to a woman her age. “I’m going to give you a shot of some vitamins and all that other good stuff to help you with the post-effects of your detox, and I’d like to see you again in three months. By then, I’ll have more information on a treatment plan for your eyes. For now, I’ll give you some eye drops and a referral to an optician. They should be able to get you some glasses to help with your vision at least.”

I committed all the information to memory as Mabel printed out a small prescription slip and handed it to me. “Thank you,” I said, meeting her small brown eyes. “For seeing me. I’m sure you must be busy.”

Mabel smiled, and for a moment, it was soft and sweet, and then it was bitter and annoyed. “Let’s just say Lamb drives a hard sale,” she huffed. “I may have been able to fix his manners, but I hadn’t managed to change his soul.”

I laughed. “I do not think anyone can.”

Her attitude was subdued. “Be careful, Ash.” She reached over, her hand wrapping around mine. “Lamb is who he is. He gets easily obsessed with things and can be possessive with the few things he likes. Even with toys, he’d play with them until they broke, or he lost interest.” Mable held my gaze, her expression stern and fierce. She didn’t say the words with malice but with warning. “You’ll need to take him as he is or give him up entirely. He may be my great-nephew, but what you might find endearing makes him dangerous. A man like him could take everything from you if you are not cautious.”

Her words settled with unease in my chest. Not because of her tone, but because I knew it was the truth. Those moments, when darkness shone through his eyes, when I felt like gravity was pulling me in, threatening to consume me, I knew it was dangerous.

“Now, go get that boy before he starts banging down the door because I’ve kidnapped you for too long.” She patted my hand and let me go, waving me away with a flick of her wrist and turning back to her computer. Her fingers prattled over the old keyboard, and she did not turn her head back in my direction again.

“Thank you,” I said as I pulled open the door, Lamb’s voice carrying from down the hallway, arguing with the receptionist, most likely.

Mabel didn’t turn.

I smiled, pulling the door shut behind me.
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“Ice cream?” I stared down at the display of cold desserts. “In November?”

I would believe Lamb was confused about the season if it had not been for the bitter winds cutting across our skin on the walk over from the car park into the parlour.

In the last week alone, the warm grasp of autumn had slipped, and winter was announcing her arrival as the last leaves fell from the trees, and coats, hats, and scarves were becoming regular sights. The bright lights of the display hurt my eyes as it battled the growing gloom sapping away the daylight.

“Yes,” Lamb said, squeezing his hand tighter around mine, as if I might slip my leash and run for it at the sight of a ninety-nine.

My paranoia bloomed as we approached the counter, the line slowly moving forward. I would have thought an ice cream parlour would struggle as the weather turned colder, but a queue was nested around us, and many booths and tables were occupied.

People whispered and murmured, the occasional glance and look sent our way. I knew it was because of Lamb; he was good-looking and would attract attention regardless of where we were, but after years of hiding my face from even the casual passerby, the agitation was clawing it way up my spine.

I pressed closer into Lamb’s side, welcoming his bodily warmth and the shield from prying eyes.

“Relax,” Lamb leant towards me.

“It is fine for you to say,” I grumbled, wanting to bury my face into the leather of his jacket in the hopes the material would swallow me. It was not his normal club cut, but a warm brown one that fastened to his sharper frame and warmed the chocolatey depths of his eyes. “Someone might recognise me.”

“I doubt the people chasing you are hanging out in an ice cream parlour in Redwood.” Lamb chuckled.

“But—”

I was cut off by the weight pushing down on my head. The cap slid on smooth over my hair, and the brim tugged down over my face. I reached up, grabbing the foreign object before my eyes jumped to the hand holding it. Lamb’s smile sat on his face, soft and gentle, as if he might have been born human, after all. He moved to brush away stray hairs falling over my face, adjusting the hat a little bit here and there until he was satisfied before snapping off the price tag. “There,” Lamb murmured. “Better.”

“But—”

Soft lips planted on mine swallowed my words. It was fast and brief, but the warmth and sweetness lingered long after he had parted. “No one will look twice at a couple on an ice cream date. You’re safe with me.”

I buried my face into his arm, hiding the reddening burn flushing over my cheeks. I wanted to argue that there was no way someone would not notice, but I thought better of it as we made our way to the front counter, next in line to order.

“What are you choosing?” I squinted at the labels.

Lamb shrugged, careful not to jostle the hold I had on his arm. “I’ve never been picky about food. It doesn’t taste all that different, so any is fine for me.”

It was not a surprising answer.

“You?”

“I do not know,” I mumbled, looking over each of the distinguished colours. They were bright and vibrant, some with things mixed in or decorations on top. “I have never tried ice cream before.”

Lamb stiffened in my arms. If he wanted to ask something, he thought better of it. Instead, his silence was solemn and thick with thought as we moved further up the line. Panic rushed my nerves as we were about to pick up our order. I could not see the labels well enough to know what each one was, and the vast choices were overwhelming.

“What can I get for you?” The cashier turned to us. He was a young man with freckles over his face, and even he gave Lamb a long once-over. I could not tell if it was admiration or something more. Neither would surprise me.

“We’ll take the hat”—Lamb pointed to the souvenir hat now fixed onto my head—“and a double vanilla,” Lamb gave his order, and the boy quickly turned to me.

“And for you, miss?”

“Um …” I turned to the cabinet, briefly catching my warped reflection in the glass casing and the hat on my head; bright colours and big pops of writing I assumed spelt the name of the shop. It was horrible but better than nothing at all. I squinted past my face, the light reflecting off the surface of the rounded glass making it even harder to focus.

“One pecan, one dark chocolate, and a butterscotch,” Lamb interrupted, saving me from my social peril. “With all the trimmings.”

“Wait—that is too much.” I pulled on his hand, but Lamb had already decided. He had his phone out of his pocket and over the card machine before I could protest anymore.

“It’ll be over to your table in a jiffy.” The cashier beamed at Lamb before turning to me with an equally polite but much less enthusiastic smile. I did not return it.

We slid into a booth in the corner, my back turned to the room, closest to the wall. Lamb slid next to me on the same side, blocking me in. I wanted to protest, but even with my escape route blocked, I still felt better hidden behind him than if I was exposed on the edge. I mulled over the duality of my old sensitivity and new security as Lamb pulled out silver spoons from the pot on the table and arranged them in front of himself and me. I was amused by his meticulous procedure—folding napkins and moving the unnecessary cutlery away as he prepared our dessert set up.

It had truly been a “jiffy” as two large bowls of ice cream were slid onto the table in front of us by a young waitress whose eyes lingered on Lamb long enough for our ice cream to soften. Lamb paid her no mind, sliding my bowl closer and putting a spoon in my hand.

He did not bore over me like he had with breakfast, or any meal I had had to consume in front of him. Instead, he got to work on his own ice cream, taking in measured spoons of his dessert, his face neither changing from the sweet taste nor the cold temperature.

Left to my own devices, I looked down at the enormous bowl. The scoops were no bigger than a tennis ball, but they felt as big as footballs staring up at me.

I would try a bite. Just one. I could at least manage that.

I scooped a small curl of ice cream onto my spoon of the dark chocolate flavour and tried hard not to think much of it as I slipped it between my lips. And then I tried the pecan, and finally, the butterscotch.

My nose wrinkled at the bitterness of the dark chocolate, and although better, the thick buttery taste of the pecan was too heavy for my taste. And at last, the butterscotch was sweet on my tongue, melting into a warm, creamy texture that lingered long after I swallowed.

I went for a second spoon, scooping on more before sliding it back into my mouth. I revealed the duplicate sensation; how the cold pooled in my stomach, but the taste warmed my mouth.

I felt like Goldilocks, having found my perfect porridge and found the chore of eating subsiding as I enjoyed each bite I took.

Until I saw a rogue spoon coming my way, and then I became the bear.

I slashed at the spoon, nearly growling as I whirled on the assailant. Lamb’s brows bounced to his hairline, eyes wide and an amused smile pulling wide on his lips.

“I think you like that more than me,” Lamb grumbled, lowering his spoon but not dropping it completely. I eyed it wearily.

“I do.”

“You know, I think I’m becoming the jealous type.”

“Of ice cream?” I scoffed.

“Of everything.” Lamb’s eyes held mine, deadly serious. “You need to like me the most. I won’t stand for anything less.”

I rolled my eyes, returning to my ice cream. “Whatever.” As the cold ice cream burned in my stomach, I slipped another sweet spoon onto my tongue to try to soothe the rising heat.

Silver flickered past my eyes quicker than I could react. I had let my guard down and, in that second, a large spoonful had been snatched before my eyes.

I jerked my hand, clamping tight around the escaping spoon, and before Lamb could resist, I shoved it straight into my mouth, sucking it clean off.

I was smug and satisfied as Lamb watched me lick my lips, successfully thwarting his attempts to steal my ice cream. It was sweeter than any of my previous spoonsful, and I could feel myself becoming addicted. “Take that—”

Lamb’s lips pressed against mine, his tongue stealing my words. His hand held the back of my neck, and the sudden invasion of his warmth and pressure had me becoming malleable in his grip, responding to him in kind, the sweet butterscotch mixing on our tongues.

Lamb pulled back, and the white noise of the parlour grounded me back into the booth. I glared at him, but it was too late. He had a saccharine smile, his tongue soothing over his damp lips.

“You’re right,” he purred. “It’s sweet.”

My jaw dropped.

This man was beyond all reason and comprehension, going that far to steal a bite. It did not surprise me, as such, but the reality of being with this man in front of me was beginning to settle in.

I was screwed.

“Shut up and finish your ice cream,” I growled, cupping my bowl in my arm, and turning my back to him, hiding the hot red blush rushing over my face. I enjoyed my butterscotch ice cream but knew the taste on my lips would linger long after we left the parlour. The taste he had left behind.
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There was being proactive, and then there was being stupid.

The current swing of the party, the half-naked women, alcohol in every person’s hand, and the broadcasted foreplay on the centre couch was the latter. I knew the club was liberal, but when you had a kingpin resting the barrel of his gun right in your face, waiting to shoot at any moment, this type of party would have been the last thing I had expected.

I struggled to pick apart the partygoers. I could not distinguish whether they were club members, affiliates, or strangers as more piled in through the doors, the room tightened and the air thinned.

Lamb pressed his hand to the small of my back, tucking me into his side as people brushed past us, bottles, glasses, and cans held aloft my head.

“Lamb,” an older man greeted with a head nod. His gaze slid down to me, and I pressed closer into Lamb’s side, the warmth of his cedar body soap and sweat from the warm room smothering my nose.

Lamb nodded his head at the man in acknowledgement.

He offered no greeting to me before he moved along in the crowd. It was a great deal more than I had been expecting to receive. Not having someone spit in my face or threaten to kill me with their eyes was a good day considering my rocky relationship with the club.

“Are you sure we should be here?” I pushed onto my toes, my mouth pressed into Lamb’s ear.

His cheek rested against mine. “No better place than out in the open,” Lamb responded, his voice thrumming louder than the blaring bass music rippling through the floor. “No one will think we’re hiding an illegal convict with an open-door party.”

“But these strangers …” I let my eyes roam around. With a new pair of glasses, my vision had been given some clarity and distance. It was not a perfect fix and did not solve half my vision problems, but they did allow me to have some sense of normalcy. Or, in this case, paranoia. Even tucked into the corner of the room, a great vantage point over the whole party, I hated how it made my skin crawl. Any of these people could be lurking spies for my father, or worse—an assassin.

“I said open doors, not open gates.” Lamb shook his head, his hair brushing against my skin. He had been styling it less and less and had donned more of his heavy denim jeans and dark shirts, akin to his biker side than his fancier alter ego. Although his aura had more edge this way, his face looked younger and softer with his hair dropping gently around his temples.

“And the difference is …?”

“Open doors are for everyone club-related—old ladies, families, affiliates, and friends. But unless we recognise your face, you aren’t getting through the gate.”

“So, not strangers.”

“Not to me.” Lamb smirked, and his cheeks tightened against mine. Hearing him talk and feeling his expressions against my skin felt a thousand times more intimate. “But you won’t recognise a lot of them.”

It was expected that he was familiar with many people as the vice president, though I was sure it was not all business-related. He attracted every eye in the room, and though people knew him well enough to be weary with their words, their bodies were a different matter entirely.

I wonder how many he has slept with here.

I scanned around the room, leaning a little further away from him before my eyes landed on the corner couches that had already become a sex dungeon by the sheer amount of skin on display. There were tattoos, glitter, and … I stared hard at the girl who sat reverse cowgirl on a brother’s lap, watching the small blurry blobs of colour shake and shimmer. “Are those tassels?”

“Are you interested?” Lamb purred, his head now cocked away enough to see the sour expression simmering behind the frames of my glasses. “I’m sure I can get my hands on some.”

“No,” I snapped, whipping my head away from them fast, trying to erase the burned image of the swaying tassels from my irises. Surely those hurt? Perhaps it was part of the lure. “Do you like that type of thing?”

“I like whatever you like,” Lamb dodged the question neatly, and if it had been any other man, I would assume he was saying it to make me feel better. But Lamb was enough of an oddball that it was likely an honest answer. It was as sincere as someone with little preference for anything could get.

“And what do I like?” I purred, pressing my head back into the side of his neck, letting my teeth brush along his skin the way he often did mine. My glasses bumped at the edge of his neck, and I was beginning to think that maybe they were not worth it.

Lamb pressed his hand now firmly against my back, pinning me up against his washboard abs and the firm denim of his jeans grinding against the thin black leggings I wore. They offered me far fewer layers of insulation, and as his crotch ground against mine, I could feel him against my clit.

“I can think of a few things,” Lamb growled, twisting his head to playfully run his tongue along the top of my ear. I melted at his touch, tingling at the vibrations of his throat against my lips. His pulse quickened and the thrum of it against my skin had my own joining the race.

The room felt hot, and I desired to strip my thin layers.

“Want to show them to me?” I challenged, pulling back my head to investigate the face of the man I had every intention of climbing if he did not pick me up in the next two seconds.

Until I saw his face.

Lamb’s attention had shifted, his gaze no longer lingered at my level but shot far into the distance.

I turned, followed his gaze, and through the myriad of people, I struggled to see what he was looking at until, for a moment, the room so happened to clear just enough for me to make out the unmistakably massive figure at the bar.

Wolf.

I sighed, my burning, newfound libido deflating in disappointment. “Go,” I sighed, stepping back.

Lamb’s mouth quirked with a little smile before he leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “I’ll come find you soon,” Lamb promised, his hand dropping from my waist. He stepped to move aside, but before I could even turn, hot, wet lips caught mine, and a tongue delved into my mouth.

He was hot and impatient, and the kiss set aflame my desires once more before Lamb pulled away, licking his damp lips, his heated gaze staring into my own. “I’ll show you everything you’re capable of,” Lamb promised, and without another beat, he turned and dissipated into the crowd of people, leaving me alone, horny and soaking wet in the corner of the room.

Great.

Unable to do anything about my wet panties, or my raging hormones, I chose to wander around the room, trying to find any quiet place to hide away. People were caught up in their indulgences—alcohol, sex, music, and more sex. Some even had the odd spliff in their hand, taking long drags into the air before passing it onto the girl in their lap then stripping off layers of clothes. Nothing went the full way out in the open, I noticed, but hands were in trousers and many knickers and bras had vanished into the void of the clubroom. They would never be seen again until the clean-up crew came in. I felt sorry for the poor person who had that job. I bet the pay was great, though.

Standing at the far edge of the room, my eyes sifted through the crowd, sorting faces I recognised from those I did not. There were many I saw and, for the first time, with some clarity from a distance. I could always recognise people, but the glasses extended the distance I could do that with.

It was interesting.

Until it was not.

A bright flash of red hair whisked through the crowd like a trail of smoke stolen by a strong breeze. I chased the colour through dark denim and black leather until they vanished from view. Part of me wished I had gotten a better view; another part was glad I had not. As sure as I was that they had managed to see and recognise me, I knew that it was likely Kay or Mallory who had seen me and that neither would have welcomed me.

There were two more people whom I had betrayed. Two more I had cast aside their goodwill and help. Two more people I had sinned against.

Feeling the overwhelming awareness of being the outsider looking in, I struggled to settle the uncomfortable weight on my chest. Many did not pay attention to me, and those who did were either too drunk to care or sober enough to know to ignore me.

I wanted out of this party, and out of this room, but the crowd was thick and dense, and just as I stepped foot, I realised I was trapped.

A large, bellied biker rocked up next to me, a beer swaying in his hand, the contents already sloshed over his hairy knuckles and down half of his shirt. His eyes were glazed and unfocused as he squinted down at me. I wasn’t small, but the man was much larger than I was, more so in width than height, but it was more than enough to make me concerned.

I stepped out of his reach, moving further down the wall my back had come against. The harsh chips and scratches in the raw wood rubbed against my shoulders as I shimmied past the other partygoers.

A hand snagged my wrist, and I spun, ready to break free.

Stale, warm beer splashed over my face and hair, the liquid running over my skin and into the dip of my shirt.

“Sorry, babe.” The man chuckled to himself, slurring the noise. “Didn’t see you there.”

“Get off me,” I seethed, tugging on my wrist wrapped tightly inside his meaty paw.

I took a breath, trying to curb my temper. I had no weapon, no strength, and no options. We were at a party where I already stood on thin ice. The last thing I needed was to cause a commotion and give the Black Angels another thousand reasons to kick me to the curb.

The beer drizzled through my lips, the bitter taste on the tip of my tongue. I had toyed with the idea of falling off the wagon. I had wondered what I would have tasted if I had even a sip of the whiskey Jax had obliterated into the bar. Wondered if even a drop of the alcohol’s bitter warmth would be enough to seduce me into oblivion.

Now, as just a drop slipped down my throat, I realised I was wrong.

I wretched, the taste of it like acid down my gullet, ready to project my earlier butterscotch ice cream all over the invasive man. I would return his favour in kind.

“Don’t be like that, sweet thing, I know you club sluts all want a piece.” He put the bottle to his lips, unable to lift it high enough to drink the tiny remnants left in the bottle. He didn’t notice, gasping as if he had swallowed a mouthful.

I wanted to retort his ridiculous comment, to tell him the only piece of him anyone would want would be a piece of the knife I would ram through his chest if he came any closer. No words came, though, as I slapped my hand over my mouth, the bitter bile cresting at the back of my mouth. I felt clammy and cold, and the longer the man held me, the smaller the room became.

I wanted out. Out of this situation. Out of this room. Just out.

“Let go, fatass,” a voice bit through my darkening world.

One moment, my hand was locked in his; the next, the man reeled back, holding his hand to his chest, anger red across his drunken face. I stared at it with the same shock he mirrored. But just as my hand was out of his, another latched around my wrist and dragged me into the crowd.

I tried to calm my breathing, taking short breaths in and long breaths out as I was all but hauled like cattle, knocking past body after body, some shouts and grunts whipping past until we both came stumbling into a quieter hallway.

It was short and vacant, but the noise of the party boomed dully behind me as my kidnapper swung the door shut.

“Absolute heathens, some folks.” A heavy southern accent filled my ears, and I managed to lift my head to see my saviour.

A woman, perhaps a few years older than I, stood with her arms propped on her side, tight shorts hugging long legs, one marred with a nasty scar, and long brown hair plaited over her back. Although I could not see the colour of her eyes in the dimly lit hallway, I could sense them burning with anger and her lips twisted in disgust. It faded in a heartbeat as she pulled her glare away from the door and pity softened over her features as she took me in.

“You okay?” she asked, leaning down to place a warm hand on my back, rubbing up and down in gentle strokes. “You’re as white as a ghost.”

“I am okay. I am just—” I righted myself into a full stand, no longer hunching over my stomach as I calmed the quivering muscles. “He just surprised me.”

“Being drunk ain’t no excuse for harassing anybody,” the woman sighed, her hand still stuck to my skin. “It’s your first time at one of these parties, isn’t it?”

“Um …” I shrugged. I did not recognise this girl, and although she seemed nice enough, I was not sure how much to share. “Yeah.”

“These things can be a little overwhelming at first.” She sighed, letting go of me at last, now sure I wasn’t about to topple over. My chest began easing, and my breathing loosened. “I’m still a fish out of water myself. Jax likes to keep me tied up at the farm—” She froze, a bright red blush rushing across her face at her words. Pieces began to fall into place, and intuition drove me forward.

“You are … with Jax?” I asked. I was unsure how to phrase it. What would he call his latest obsession with his arm? He was a flirt. And though he would never settle down, I felt a little bitter about this poor girl being dragged along with his sweet promises. She was nothing like the dozens of girls I had seen him with during my short stay last time.

“Shit, I didn’t introduce myself.” Energy flashed up her spine as her hand jumped out, a broad smile on her face. “Name’s Ronnie. I’m Jax’s old lady.”

“Old lady?” I could not hide my surprise. “Sorry, I—”

“I know, I know.” She laughed. “Don’t worry; that’s everyone’s first reaction when I say it. Still feels weird to say it myself.”

Her red blush had softened into a light pink over her tanned features. It suited her. This woman was sweet and far different from what I would have expected if someone had told me the man whore of the century would have settled down with.

“You came with Lamb, right?” Ronnie interjected my thoughts. Her eyes were wide and curious, and excitement breamed from her smile. “That’s just as surprising if you ask me. What bet did you lose to have to spend so much time with him? Don’t get me wrong; I don’t want to offend ya’ll, but he’s a little too sharp for my tastes.”

Our conversation became a monologue of Ronnie’s thoughts and feelings about Lamb, the other brothers, and the club. I paid as much attention as I could, but soon, her words filtered into the background and my own thoughts took hold.

She reminded me of the other old ladies. Of Mallory who I had met at the airport once, deciding to run away from her love out of fear and anger. I had given her the little push she needed to try again, to have courage when I could not. To have things I never could.

It was a hypocritical thought, looking back at it now. I was throwing stones in a glass house.

Even now, I stood on the aged wooden floors of a building I’d nearly destroyed with my actions, soaked with the blood of those caught in the crossfire, and the painful memories of those I had tortured with my words.

Lamb’s sweet promises had wormed into my ears, and I had, for a moment, believed them.

I believed that I could be a part of this world, a part of this club, and a part of Lamb’s life. Have a piece of this world of my own. I was a fool.

I did not belong.

The air vaporized from my lungs. A stone pressed on my chest, and my heart became a dozen horses galloping inside. The hallway began to close in, and the panic grew louder and louder and louder.

“Sorry, I have—” I struggled for breath, fighting to stay composed, to not draw attention. “I have got to go.”

Ronnie stopped speaking, her eyes growing with concern and frowned. “Oh, okay—”

I did not wait for her to finish talking. I turned, fleeing as fast as I could from the hallway, as far as possible from the party. My brisk walk turned into a run the second I turned the corner, and I bolted.

My lungs burned, my head spun, and my legs trembled as I pushed them harder and harder, the endless hallway disappearing under my feet a thousand miles a minute, yet I was going nowhere.

I could not escape.

I was trapped.

I needed to get out.

I n—

Metal slammed against my chest, and a bar lunged into my solar plexus as the emergency door tucked behind the corner flung open and cast me aside with it.

I stumbled, knees faltering beneath me as grass caught my collapse. My glasses fell from my face as the damp dew of the field soaked into my leggings and chilled between my fingers. Cold winds whipped at my exposed skin, and goosebumps scattered across my sweaty arms and face.

The noise of the party disappeared with the slam of the metal door behind me, and silence fell on my world. I was cold, and tired, and exhausted all at once, wanting nothing more than to drop into the earth in front of me and lay myself to rest, once and for all.

My eyes burned with unshed tears as I dropped my head against my muddy knuckles, letting the cool air run in and out of my lungs at a steady count in my mind. Four breaths in, eight breaths out.

With each cycle repeated, calm settled the gallop throbbing in my ears, soothing it into a tremoring hum. It brought quiet to my mind and outside noises began to seep back into my world—the white noise of the party smothered by the emergency door, the rustle of the wind in the dense trees surrounding the back of the compound, the soft buzz of crickets roaming even this late into winter, and the gentle release of a willowy breath.

I whirled, my escaped hair slapping against my face.

I was too far away to make out the face, but it did not matter. The pale skin, light hair, and the bright blur of red. I knew that figure. Would know it blindfolded. I saw it on the back of my eyelids when I slept and heard her voice in the hollow of my ears when all other noise would fade.

“Anna …”

Her name left my lips in a whisper, and those horses began to canter as I stumbled up from the grass, finding feeling in my limbs and shoving myself forwards.

I anchored myself out of reach, but now I could see her.

For the first time in a year.

White hair, longer than I had last seen it, was tied in a low ponytail, a few strands caught in the breeze. Her features were relaxed, cast in a golden glow from the security light, her mouth in a soft circle around her cigarette, embers glowing with her inhale.

She leant comfortably back into the wooden bench, one elbow propped up on the backrest, legs extended, ankles crossed.

Ice crept under my skin, my muscles turning to stone, and my once-racing mind was hollow. The last I had seen of Anna, she had been wielding back a fist, face full of fury and hurt. My jaw burned hot with the shadow of the punch Anna had landed, and I resisted the urge to reach up and soothe it.

I need to get out of here. I cannot do this. Not right now. Not with her.

A burn travelled into my limbs, fighting to break apart the stone shell encasing them. I lifted my foot and turned my body towards the door I had just come through. Even that hell would be better than this.

“Channel 2.” Anna’s voice cut through the chilling air. I stiffened. “Seven a.m. and eight thirty p.m.”

I turned, slowly and stiffly, to look at her. Anna had not moved, not an inch. Her baby blue eyes looked distantly over the field, taking another long drag of her cigarette.

“That’s when the national news is on,” Anna said. “Crime segments are usually the first; that’s where they announced dead bodies; the unsolved murders, suicides, and police fatalities.”

“What?” The word dropped from my mouth. I was struggling to catch up; it had been so long since we had seen each other, and she was talking about the news?

“They even post photos of Jane and John Does. You know, the unidentified bodies, just in case people might recognise them.”

“What does that have to do with—” Ice water poured back over my skin, winter reaching its claws inside.

The Jane Does. Unidentified bodies. Suicides.

With the path I had been on, that channel had been my destination. Whether I had ended up killed in a drunk accident, found dead in a ditch somewhere with no identification, or if I had become another statistic of unsolved murders. It all would have been announced there.

“You never turned up,” Anna stated, her eyes sliding in my direction for the first time in over a year. Cold winds channelled in its wake. The claws dug deeper.

The baby blue was still bright, even in the dimming twilight and, as usual, they pierced straight into my soul. Anna had been the one person who knew me inside and out. No walls. No misdirection. No hiding.

False hope batted its wings for a fraction of a second before I staked it back into the cold earth. I stared at the person who had once been my entire world. Who, perhaps, still was. She had been a part of me I had carved out, only an empty, cold hole left hollow in its wake.

A different voice whispered in my ear. It was cruel, but it was honest. It looked between the lines of Anna’s words and the implications carried in them. The words I had never wanted to ask. The words I had hoped to bury in shadow came creeping forwards. The whispers grew into a shout, and from a shout into a scream.

“Were you relieved?” I breathed. “Or disappointed?”

My hand slapped against my mouth, the taste of dirt on my tongue and grass on my lips, but it was too late. The words were free.

I wanted to cover my ears and never hear the answer. My hands did not move.

Anna’s gaze flickered between my eyes. “I …” She frowned for a second before shaking it away. “I don’t know.”

My world crumbled beneath my feet. The tiny piece of her I had held onto all this time turned to dust between my fingers.

This is what you have done. You burned this bridge. You caused this. She hates you. No … less than hate. She does not even care anymore. You are nothing to her. And it is all your fault.

Anna’s footsteps jolted through the growing static of my brain.

“I will leave,” I belted, my body lunging forwards to block her path.

Promise not to look for me.

“Give me the word, and you will never see me again.”

Please do not walk away from me.

You walked away first.

“Do what you want.” Anna shrugged, not looking back. She swung open the door, her boots crossing the threshold as she walked away.

She was gone.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

LAMB




Her steps were subtle and light, passing over the old, creaky floorboards without even a whisper of a sound. She stopped a pace away from where I lingered, my back pressed against the wall where I had waited and listened.

I pushed away, letting my eyes rise to her familiar face. The dark hallway hid her features in shadow, and even with keen eyes, I could parse little from it.

“Have you seen Ash?” I kept my tone even.

Anna turned slowly. “Outside,” she answered with little to no emotion. Her boots picked up, and she brushed past me, her skin cold as she grazed my arm.

I shouldn’t ask.

“Business or personal?”

I stopped Anna in her tracks. Her shoulders stiffened, and a frown tightened her delicate features as she turned to look at me over her shoulder. “What?”

“You and Ash,” I pressed. “Is it business, or is it personal?”

Recognition fluttered over her face, remembering the question she’d asked me at the club threshold only a few days prior.

Anna turned away, her rigid posture dropping slack as a deep, aged sigh fell from her lips. “Business,” she said. “There’s nothing personal.”

At first, there had been a mix of pain and grief. Or perhaps it had been hurt and betrayal. It all flickered away so fast I couldn’t get a quick enough read. Now, little emotion remained at all.

A soft mumble beneath her breath almost passed me by as she turned away and walked away.

“Not anymore.”

My eyes chased the dark shadows of the empty hallway for a moment or two, the image of her walking away lingering in my mind. I turned toward the open doorway, leaving the thoughts to dissipate as a cold breeze cut across my skin and the soft glow of amber light filtered through the dark.

Ash’s brown hair was tangled in the breeze, sweeping down like a mourning veil. Her knees were collapsed into the earth, hands tightened around fistfuls of grass as her head hung from her shoulders. If not for the movement of her hair and clothes, I’d have thought someone had captured her likeness in stone. Even the subtle motions of her chest rising and falling were negligible.

Between the gusts, I glimpsed her face as I crouched down next to her, but it wasn’t enough for someone like me to work out the subtle complexities moving there.

Time passed, and she didn’t move. Neither did I. I just waited while the blood pooled in my feet and goosebumps ran along my skin until it felt like sunrise would be creeping around the corner.

Ash sighed, and a hand unwound from the grass. Dirty fingers pawed through her hair, brushing back the wild mane, her head turning to the dark sky. The night reflected against her scarred eyes, the darkness swirling and pooling like a lake beneath the stars. They were red, and puffy, and irritated, but I saw no pain or devastation, her face devoid of anything of all.

“Ready to go?” I extended a hand toward her.

To my surprise, she took it straight away, her dirty red fingers sliding between mine, the touch of her palm chilling up my arm as I helped hoist her back to her feet, pins and needles rushing through my own.

I pulled her in toward my body, my heat sapped straight from my soul as her small, fragile body curled in next to mine, her hands sliding around my bicep, not a word of protest or refusal.

No words passed between us as we headed upstairs. Her head was miles away from where we walked arm in arm past my drunk brothers, naked women, and wild partygoers.

Ash slipped from my arm as we passed the threshold to my room, not waiting as I turned the lock.

Leaving it open was an invitation into my bed. Once, there’d been a time when I didn’t care who came walking in, but now, I’d shoot the next person who dared try.

Noise from the party stopped at the door, the soundproofing descending silence in the room. Only the ambient noises of the night slipped inside from the open window.

I turned back to Ash and watched her shirt drop to the floor. Layer by layer tumbled to her feet until she stood there, bare to me, clouded eyes dazed and distant.

I leaned back against the door, folding my arms over my chest, letting my eyes peruse the naked woman standing before me.

“I need a favor.”

“And that is?” I raised a brow.

“I want you to make me forget,” Ash whispered. “Even if it is just for a short while.”

I narrowed my eyes, an uncomfortable burn settling on my chest. Then I pushed off from the door, covering the small distance between us in a single stride. I stopped short of her, just enough to deprive her of my body heat. Small goosebumps covered her skin, her fine hairs standing on end, and her body shuddering with the tiniest shivers.

I reached down to the glasses she’d abandoned on the bedside table. I slid my finger beneath Ash’s chin, holding her face still as I slid the frames over her nose and ears. Surprise wove into her expression, settling into befuddlement through the clear lenses.

“You don’t get to use me like that,” I snipped, calm but stern. “If you want sex, that’s fine, but-” I tightened my hold, my thumb pushing up into the soft pallet of her jaw, pulling her forward. Her staggered step closed the distance as she followed my hand, her bare, solid nipples rubbing up against the thin material of my shirt. “You will remember who you are in bed with. No hiding. No running away.”

I waited, watching her eyes flicker between mine, choices whirling behind those cloudy green storms.

It felt like a year had passed before her body softened in my hands as understanding weaved through her features and my dick stood to attention. I strained against my jeans as my hands slid from her jaw, tracing each delicate edge of her body. Shivers and tremors rippled like the surface of still water, my touch affecting even the farthest edges of her body.

My hands settled beneath her small tight ass.

A gasp jerked from her lips as I picked her up with ease, taking a step forward and depositing her naked body on the top of the dresser. The carefully folded clothes toppled into a mess on the floor as I pushed my way between her naked thighs. They were soft and pliable, giving me access to her warm, damp center. Even in the dim light of the room, I could see her wetness glisten, her arousal making my own mouth water with desire.

I leaned forward, pressing a soft, delicate kiss to her lips as my last act of mercy. Then I took a knee.

Ash had no time to register what I was doing as my hands wrapped beneath her thighs, planting her calves over my shoulders and fastening my hands against the back of her spine. Her warmth spread across my face, and in her attempt to shuffle away, my hands caging her in only brought her warmth shuffling close enough to taste.

I peered over the growth of hair, her soft curls framing her red flushed face around my view. The glasses slipped down her nose, and the soft red blush burned across her cheeks. Her mouth parted, lips moist as her tongue perched between them, licking her lips in anticipation.

Just the innocent, seductive look was enough to have precum leaking into my pants and my briefs dampened beneath my jeans.

I pressed my face into her folds, my tongue diving for gold as it slid into her entrance, with no teasing or taste testing. I knew what I wanted. And I was taking it.

A moan burst from her lips, thighs clamping tight around my head as I buried myself deeper between her folds. I pulled her closer, dragging her to the edge of the dresser, pressing myself harder against her, trying to reach even a few millimeters deeper.

Pain rushed over my scalp as her fingers tangled in my hair. Whether she pulled for balance or pulled in pleasure, I couldn’t care less. I was addicted.

My patience wore thin, and her taste on my tongue was like an aphrodisiac. One second, I was in control; the next, I couldn’t stop. Like water in a desert, I was desperate to swallow, and lick, and taste every drip from her and wring her dry.

My nose pressed against her lips, rubbing on the inner folds of her labia. I hadn’t even moved to her clit yet and she was already rocking against me, possessed by pleasure and lust.

Her growing moans and whimpers spurred me further, and with tricks and tantalizing twists of my tongue, her walls began to clamp down around my mouth. Feeling her near her edge, I released her entrance.

A gasp of protest cut through the air. I had no plan to neglect her, but her desperate noise made my dick twitch painfully against the zip of my jeans. I shifted my face, her moist wetness coating my jaw as I lifted my chin and indulged her once more.

Time for dessert.

I latched onto the bundle of nerves already swollen and throbbing as my tongue danced around them.

Ash’s back arched but not a single noise managed to leave her lips as I sucked hard on her clit. Her fingers dug tight, pulling clumps of hair from my head as I fought against her hold, the pain only heightening my own arousal as I sucked punishingly hard.

It was enough.

Ash’s body quaked with her climax, legs clamped around my neck, pressing hard enough to suffocate my windpipe as her orgasm rocketed out of her. I hung on and drew out the pleasure until there was nothing left to give.

I released her clit, my tongue soothing the delicate nerves with long, languid licks. As the satisfaction began to disperse across her body, her legs fell limp over my back, and her body slumped against the white wall. Tired fingers slid from my hair, blond strands caught beneath her nails as they dropped onto the top of the wooden cabinet.

She panted, gazing up at the ceiling as she rode the euphoric high.

I rose from my knees, sliding her legs off my shoulders and letting them drape against the drawers, adjusting them beside my hips. She was slick in the center, her wetness sliding against my stomach as I pressed up against her. I leaned forward, her warmth burning through my middle as I pressed a soft kiss to her mouth, coating her in her fluid.

She managed a soft, weak return, her lips moving against me with a low, hoarse groan.

“We’re not done yet, sweetheart,” I whispered and watched her drooping eyes flutter wide. Her pupils dilated, and I couldn’t fight my smile. So dangerously innocent.

“Oh,” Ash breathed, eyes dropping down between us, tongue darting out at the sight of my hot, rock-hard dick demanding attention.

I didn’t wait. I’d long since slipped my jeans off, my erection jerking up against my abs as it nestled between her soaking wet folds, hot and throbbing against my length. I tilted back my hips, my head lined up against her entrance, hearing the soft suck of air tuck between Ash’s lips.

Ash met my gaze as I reached up with my free hand, grabbing the arm of her glasses and sliding them back securely onto her face, restoring her vision.

I slammed home.

Ash’s cry of surprise and pleasure cut through the air as I filled her to the hilt. Her wetness stuck to the curl of my pubes, our hair intertwined as her body flexed and throbbed against me, adjusting to my girth and length.

Pleasure rippled through my own body, threatening to explode then and there like a teenager with no physical control as she squeezed me like a second skin. I felt every muscle and twitch of her canal, as Ash’s head tipped back against the wall, her glasses starting to slide from her face as she moaned through the sensation.

My hand jumped to the back of her head, my fingers slipping behind her neck and pulling her head forward, stopping the glasses from slipping off. Her eyes were glazed with pleasure, her head limp in my hands.

“Don’t look away,” I demanded, letting my hips rock back as my length began to slide away. Ash’s eyes began to roll up, her head tilting back in pleasure. “Look at me, Ash. Don’t look anywhere else.”

I slammed back into her, and this time, I didn’t wait for her to adjust. She’d had enough time.

I kept my thrusts sharp but slow, painfully dragging out each length only to push back in hard and fast. Ash’s limp body grew tense and tight as desire filled her with each thrust. Her hands clamped onto the edge of the dresser, rocking beneath us as my movements picked up pace.

This had no patience. There was no love or delicacy. This was raw fucking.

My force became punishing, the dresser slamming against the wall with each pound of my hips, and Ash’s cries peaking with every bruising slam of my head against her cervix. Lust clouded my judgment, and my thoughts became silent from everything except the overwhelming desire to reach so far into her she would taste me at the back of her throat. It consumed my every thought, and even when my ass and my thighs burned with pressure, it only spurred me further.

Ash’s glasses began to slip from her sweat-slicked face, and at the sight of them disappearing, my hand jumped up her neck into her hair, my grip tightening into it and holding her head in place.

“Look at me,” I growled, the need for her to see me as she felt me deep inside consumed me. “Who am I?”

Ash moaned, her response garbled between her groans and gasps.

“Look at me,” I insisted, tilting her face to look into mine, our noses touching as I forced her eyes into mine. “Who. Am. I?”

“Lamb,” Ash cried. “You are Lamb.”

“Louder,” I growled, my face pressing into the side of her face, my lips pressing against the shell of her ear. “Who am I?”

“LAMB!” Ash cried. “Lamb, Lamb, Lamb.”

Each breath became a prayer of my name, mixing with the slam of the dresser and my own greedy grunts as pleasure began to build in my dick. She clamped down around me, suffocating my shaft as resistance built in her channel and she reached the edge first.

I slid my lips down her damp skin, finding purchase in the nook of her shoulder. I pressed my lips against her skin and sank my teeth straight in.

Ash cried out my name, her orgasm exploding inside of her first as her cum raced down her thighs and lubricated against my abdomen. With one more thrust to bury me home, my balls slapped against her ass, tightening into rocks beneath me as my dick burst inside of her.

Tremors racked over my body as I collapsed against her, my energy sucked out of my dick as it spilled into her, warm and quivering around my sensitive shaft as bliss flooded my veins and nerves.

I let go of her neck, my mouth lifting with my small remaining energy to press soft kisses to the harsh red marks bedded into her skin. “Fuck,” I groaned, my head dropping against her neck, smelling our sweat and sex mixed. “I’m exhausted.”

Ash’s raspy grumble vibrated over my shoulder, her chin resting against it, head lolling into mine. “Let’s sleep here,”

I chuckled. “On a dresser?”

Ash attempted a meek shrug. “I have slept in worse places.”

“Not anymore.” With intangible energy, I slid my hands beneath her wet thighs, the slickness helping me slide under before I lifted her from the dresser, her dead weight collapsing against my chest. My legs and ass ached as I dragged us over to the bed before weakly dropping us both on top.

The bed bounced, and Ash couldn’t even lift a finger as I tucked her into my side, dragging the thin sheet over the top of us, both sticky, and hot, and wet together. “From now on, your place is right here.”

“Uh-huh,” Ash grumbled, exhaustion closing her eyes.

“And mine,” I grumbled, pulling her leg higher on my hip as I shifted my hips forward and sunk my dick home. Ash groaned at the sensation, her back arching weakly into my stomach. “Is here.”

Whether Ash wanted to argue or not remained a mystery as she relaxed against my body and I knew sleep had already taken her, her warmth tied tightly into mine. I pressed a kiss to the crook of her neck, the bite mark—my mark—already darkening with a bruise.

The darkness inside purred at the sight, begging to make more. To cover her in my marks until there was no confusion about who she belonged to. I held back. As much as Ash didn’t want to admit it, she trusted me now, but it wasn’t enough. Not yet. Even so, both she and I knew that it was only a matter of time until she accepted the inevitable truth.

She was mine.
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Darkness stirred, rousing me from my sleep. Cool air caressed my exposed skin, my sheets hanging around my waist. I stretched out, my longs limbs able to spread out on either side of me; normally a good thing, until you remembered you had buried your dick in a woman before you fell asleep. A woman who had vanished.

I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

Bleary eyes peeked open as I surveyed the endless night of my room. As my vision adjusted, furniture and doorways becoming more apparently until I spotted the figure standing by the window, face washed in pale moonlight, skin glistening with an ethereal glow. A haunting melancholy clung to her as the light softened her more mature features, youth seeping back into her face. For a moment, it wasn’t the beautifully strong but scarred woman I knew, but a girl, lost and confused, standing in my room.

“Sorry,” Ash whispered, not turning from the window. “I did not mean to wake you.”

A slight rasp clung to her voice. Knowing it was from screaming my name, my dick twitched beneath the sheets. But it was the softness and subtle vulnerability that kept me still. Her words faded into silence. Unable to fill the void, I just stared at her.

One of my shirts hung from her narrow shoulders, the hem reaching her midthigh, buttoned just enough to cover the soft hills of her breasts. The deep maroon color bleached her even further; she looked like an ephemeral spirit, one strong wind from dissipating.

Not liking the uncomfortable mental imagery, I rose out of bed, casting the sheets aside, and padding barefoot the small distance to where she stood.

Her thin frame was easily enclosed by my arms, my chin resting over her shoulder as I tugged her back into my chest, breathing in her scent. It hadn’t been long since we’d fallen asleep, and the smell of sex clung to her skin. Still, Ash was cool to the touch, and I wondered if she had even slept at all and that watching her fall asleep had been an illusion.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, those words foreign on my tongue.

Ash jerked in my grasp. I couldn’t see her face but felt her lips brush my forehead as she tried to turn and look at me. I kept my nose buried against the small groove where her neck and shoulder met, enjoying the small comfort it brought.

“Why are you sorry?” Ash blurted out. “Can you even be sorry?” There was no malice in her question, purely confusion and curiosity.

“I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “But I wished I’d been able to make you forget longer.”

Even if I could never be sure of my own emotions, however small and infrequent they were, it was easy to see the loneliness that radiated off Ash. It was like thick waves, strong and eternal, and no matter what I did, I’d never be able to stop them washing up over the shore. This was not a battle I could fight for her, no matter how much I wanted to.

Ash’s shoulders sagged, and she leaned back into my chest. “It’s okay,” she sighed. “I cannot run away forever.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” I grumbled, coming up for air from the reprieve of the skin thawing under my touch.

“Is that your therapist talking?”

“I went for several years; it’d be impossible for me not to pick up on a thing or two,” I admitted. Although therapy had done little to change me over the years, that didn’t mean it had no use. There was always something to take from any experience. The techniques that didn’t work on me would work on others. I could credit most of my business success to what I’d learned from the good doctor.

Ash dropped a begrudging sigh, her head shaking, tussling her long hair. “Trust you to weaponize tools meant to help you.”

“Nothing is good or bad inherently. It’s how you use it.”

“Did you get that line from therapy, too?”

“Philosophy, actually. I took a class in college.”

Ash’s brows rose. “Wow. There really is no end of your surprises, Pandora.”

“Enough about me.” I pushed my face back into her neck, not liking the cool air on my skin. My tongue darted out to taste her, small kisses at first, but soon changing into light nips. Small shivers sprinted down her spine, her naked thighs pressed back against my half-mast. “Tell me.”

“About what?” Ash shrugged, playing the fool.

I bit a little harder, and she gasped. “You know what I’m asking,” I grumbled, lapping my tongue back over the small red mark. My earlier mark had already begun to purple beneath her skin, and I held back the carnal desire to recreate it. “What did you two talk about?”

“Nothing to be surprised about.” Ash shrugged, her shoulders sinking further, head tipping back to rest over my shoulder, glassy eyes looking up at the ceiling as if answers to all might be scribbled into the plaster. “Anna doesn’t care about me anymore. Nor should she.”

I frowned, my mouth pausing.

“I just …” Ash fumbled through the words, and her voice began to thicken. “I know I betrayed her. She did everything for me, and I threw it back in her face.” Emotion raised its ugly head inside of her, and Ash began to tug away from me. I held tighter. “I expected to be hated. To be punched the moment she saw my face. To be chased away if I ever came near her. I expected her fire and her fury. But I had not expected … nothing.”

I curled my arms tighter, but it couldn’t stifle her soft sob.

Ash was not wrong. Anna and Ash had gone through hell together with only each other to rely on for so many years that when Ash had chosen to leave and never come back, Anna had crumbled in her own way. When once they had been each other’s lifeline, they had soon turned to poison. One that didn’t destroy them right away, but as time passed, it sank deeper and deeper into their veins until slowly, piece by piece, they eroded like limestone crumbling into the ocean.

“You might be right,” I said, not one to lie or sugarcoat the truth. “But there’s another possibility.”

Ash turned in my arms, her cheeks damp with quiet tears glistening in the moonlight. Her eyes searched mine with desperation, the emotions she had tried to bottle up rushing up to the surface and spilling over the edge.

“Caring is time. It’s energy. It’s an investment,” I explained, reaching up to cup her cheek, my thumb gently rubbing away the damp trails. “I’ve spent my life watching others, learning what they do and why they do it. Over those years, the biggest lie people ever tell is that something so profound in their lives has become nothing to them. Even after being hurt, betrayed, and left broken, there was still a part of them that would never let that one thing go. To feel absolutely nothing for something they once loved … is a fallacy.”

“But she—”

“Sometimes people pretend.” I reached up with my other hand, both now cupping her small, sad face, eyes wide, and even without her glasses, her whole focus was locked firmly on me. “It’s easier to pretend it doesn’t hurt, but deep wounds don’t disappear.” I slid my fingers down from her face, tracing the lines of her jaw and neck, pushing aside the delicate silk and revealing one of the shiny pink scars on her shoulder. “They scar.”

I leaned down, kissing the mark, sending a ripple down Ash’s body. My head lulled back onto her shoulder, enjoying the steady rise and fall of her shoulders, her face pressed into my neck, warm breaths rolling over my nape as her emotions settled.

Eventually, Ash reached up and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, nuzzling closer into my skin. So close, I almost missed her mumbled words. “You should send your therapist flowers.”

I held back my laugh, sliding my hands under her thighs and lifting her into my arms. She stayed cradled against my neck, arms clinging tightly.

I brought her to bed, laying on my back as she stayed fixed around my shoulders, curled across my chest like a housecat clinging for warmth. My hands rested over her, easily holding her in place as my mind drifted away. Sleep called for me, but I knew it wouldn’t for Ash. I’d be surprised if she slept any that night, but at least it’d be a night with no more tears.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

ASH




When I had gotten out of the shower and found the bed empty, it had taken all my tattered courage to step out of the bedroom alone and into the clubhouse to search for my lost lamb. What I had not expected was heading outside into the car park and finding the recreation of the wall of China. Except, instead of bricks, it was large, muscled men; and inside, through a brief glance, I saw no one other than the man himself.

Lamb was half-naked, covered in sweat, fist-fighting another man.

I didn’t even know Lamb could fight. I had seen him fire a gun, but going hand to hand in a contest of strength wasn’t something I could have pictured mentally.

“This again?” One of the club girls shook her head, her long, dangling earring jingling. She tossed her wavey hair over the tiny bra barely covering her nipples, the twilight of winter unable to touch her dark-tanned body.

I pulled my jacket tighter around my neck.

“It’s hot, though,” the other purred, her feet happy tapping in the ten-inch platform heels. I stared down at them, impressed at her agility on the stilts.

I had not interacted much with the girls who hung around the club during my stay. Their faces had passed as blurs, neither of us having any reason to interact with each other. After the attack and during my recovery, they had been scarce on club grounds.

“Georgia.” The girl in the tiny bra turned to her, a disapproving frown on her face. “Those two both have old ladies now; no point in getting hot and bothered unless you want Anna to throw you down. Again.”

Georgia rolled her eyes. “Just ’cos I can’t touch, don’t mean I can’t look.”

Bra Girl gave her a dismissive eye roll, but a small smile pulled on her full pouty lips.

I did not risk wedging myself through the tight circle; the wide bodies were a mountain for someone of my stature. I also had no standing or confidence to throw around like other ladies in the club to clear myself a path.

Instead, I pushed my glasses up my nose, peering around until I spotted the wooden picnic bench pushed up to one side, not too far from the commotion.

I clambered onto the table, the vantage point earning me a clear view above the three dozen heads.

My jaw gaped.

Of all the people I had expected Lamb to be fighting with, I had never guessed Wolf. He was an enormous mountain of a man; Lamb withered to the size of a twig next to him.

Silvery hair was pulled back behind his thick head, though much of it had already slipped loose, hanging around his sharp, square face, the ends brushing the salt and pepper beard growing thick and bushy over his jaw. He was also a victim of the shirt shortage, his chest and arms covered in a dense layer of dark hair, covering an impressive set of tight, bulging muscles. A mix of faded and new tattoos painted his skin in an elaborate display, but he was too far for me to make any of them out.

Lamb, on the other hand, stuck out like a sore thumb. I had seen him naked countless times, but something about this hit me differently. Compared to his brothers, Lamb’s skin was pristine. Except for the Black Angel’s emblem borne on his arm, he was a blank canvas. There was little body hair, and of what he had, it was blond and disappeared against the pallor of his skin. Not even a single scar.

I had observed the Black Angels over time; they were barbaric, bold, and badass. They were rough and fought with each other and their enemies. They all had scars to tell the tales of their battles, but not Lamb. Not even a nick on his finger.

It should not come as a surprise; Lamb did most of the club’s paperwork rather than the grunt work that came with such an … enterprise.

My surprise, however, was placed somewhere else entirely. Not so much by his looks, but by his actions. Lamb, though inferior on many different levels to Wolf, had not a single fresh scratch, or mark, or bruise. For every lunge and swing of Wolf’s large powerful fists, Lamb swiftly ducked, dodged, and dipped out of his way. He was efficient, using only the barest movements and minimal energy to avoid attacks. Even an amateur like me could tell that Lamb knew how to fight. And how to fight well.

He took his time, teasing and taunting the lumbering giant. Wolf’s stamina seemed endless; fists swung through the air, neither losing precision nor speed as he chased Lamb’s shadow. At first, he missed his shoulder, then grazed his jaw, and then his fingers just skimmed past his side. Wolf was catching Lamb’s pace, growing closer and closer to landing a hit with each weighted swing.

The longer the fight dragged, the more time Wolf had to read Lamb’s movements. It was experience versus skill, and soon, the stalemate would end.

Lamb could dodge forever, but it would not win him the match, and with the speed Wolf was gaining on him, I doubted Wolf would let it drag on much longer.

As the thought crossed my mind, Lamb lunged.

His first offence shot him forward, grabbing the larger man by the neck. Then, using the momentum of his body weight, he dragged him down to his height.

Time stilled. Nobody moved, whispered, or breathed.

Lamb’s face was pressed against the side of Wolf’s, his lips pressed into his ear.

If Wolf’s face had turned red from physical exertion, it was now molten with pure rage.

A roar bellowed from Wolf’s chest, his mighty fist lunging for Lamb who barely managed to drop and duck out of the way. Rage carried Wolf forward, a barrage of fists flashing with furious fervent speed.

Lamb pulled back, niftily dodging the few centimetres he could buy to slide out of Wolf’s range.

They both peeled backwards across the concrete with Lamb on the defensive. The circle split at the seams as the men barrelled past it, people rushing to follow and bubble around the action.

I stared, frozen in the spot as the two men rampaged closer and closer to me. It was only as I spotted sweat flicking from their skin and smelt their hot breaths that I launched myself from the bench, my bones jolting with shock as I hit the concrete just as Wolf’s fist cracked into its target.

Wood splintered across the grounds, the table roaring in agony as it slid across the rough earth. Lamb’s dense body slammed into the lumber, his head bouncing.

It was over.

Wolf’s chest heaved with lumbered breaths, tremoring with rage and exhaustion. His hair was wild and loose, clinging to his sweat-slicked skin. Brown eyes glowered down at his vice president, hellfire burning within them.

“Fuck you,” Wolf spat.

With one last scathing glare, the man turned and walked away.

The Red Sea parted for the giant, swallowing his wide form into the ocean of people before it disappeared. Onlookers stole glances at Lamb’s limp body collapsed against the picnic bench before dispersing, leaving the two of us alone and abandoned in the car park.

I stared at the picnic bench, at Lamb as he winced and jostled his bruised and battered body, questions that had been smothered now bubbling to the surface. They struggled to find form, confusion and chaos causing interference.

“What just … happened?” I blinked, looking at him, half-dead, and then to the doorway where his opponent had vanished.

Lamb lifted a weak arm, draping his hand over his eyes, and I watched in horror as the corners of his mouth began to turn, twisting into a smile.

“Are you okay?” I moved next to him, my hands hovering in the air, unsure what to do or what to touch. “Did you hit your head? Do you have a concussion?”

Please, let it be a concussion.

“I’m beat.” Lamb chuckled, the noise raspy and crisp between staggered breaths.

“Yeah, you had the seven bells smacked out of you,” I quipped, disappointed to see it wasn’t a concussion. The man was just insane. “Was there not a more prideful way for you to lose?”

The hand shielding his face slipped away, the smirk flickering for just a second, away from humour and into a sternness that captured my eyes in his. The warmth had disappeared, and the robot inside looked back.

“I didn’t lose.”

“What?”

The robot powered down, and Lamb’s smile fluttered back into place as he looked up to the bright blue sky above, a rarity in the approaching winter. “I didn’t lose.”

For a moment, a vision popped into my mind—the moment Lamb had pressed his face against Wolf’s. The grapple that had lasted too long for an attack, but too short for a hug.

I leaned over, my shadow darkening Lamb’s face. I grabbed his wrist, moved his arm, and held his eyes.

“What did you say to him?” I whispered, tracing his long, pale eyelashes flickering with the movements of his eyes. They jumped back and forth between mine as I stared down into the machine.

Lamb jerked faster than I could react.

Lips pressed against mine, warmth rushing over my cold skin as a hand latched around the back of my neck, blocking my escape.

I tasted the sweat of his skin and the iron of his blood. It was both disgusting and stimulating as I sunk into the powerful, prehistorical pull, danger alarms screaming in my brain, silenced by his firm, commanding lips.

When he let go, that smile stayed fixed on his split lip. “A secret.”

I’d almost forgotten the question as Lamb’s answer permeated my ears.

He slid around me with an ease an injured man should not have, hopping up onto his feet with pep and wandering back to the clubhouse.

I turned, staring at his wide, blank back for a moment, unsure how to feel about the satisfied look on his face between the blood and the brewing bruises. Lamb was always up to something, that much was guaranteed. But there was something off about this. Something different.

Something dangerous.
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Ihad a new home.

The corner of the clubroom bar had become my safe space. It was far from prying eyes and out of the way of anyone who would think better of picking a fight while I nursed my lukewarm lemon water. There were not many openly hostile to me, but the blizzard that plagued the club in my presence still felt icy cold down to my bones. Silence was my only company; neither a word nor a gesture was thrown my way by any club member no matter how much time moved. I would see millennia pass before they would even begin to thaw.

It had been a week since I had been ejected from Lamb’s house and locked down in the clubhouse, and even if my social position remained static, my body had changed. My tremors had lessened, and my headaches were further apart. Most nights, sleep still eluded me, and even when it took, nightmares often followed. My body was recovering, but my mind still had some catching up.

Lamb’s confidence in me outweighed my own, as he’d grown comfortable leaving me alone in the club while he went out to finish various deals and business matters. Putting his work on hold while he had plotted and successfully managed to kidnap me had caused a backlog he was now catching up on.

I spent my time alone, idling away in his room or in my corner, too scared to venture past the invisible tape I had drawn for myself. Waiting for Lamb to return had become my only task.

“Want a refill?” A young voice cut through my solitude.

I looked up at the bright-eyed prospect. His head was a mop of shaggy brown curls, with large doe eyes the same warm, mousy colour. I did not recognise him, but he wore a prospecting jacket, stiff from the press with a fresh coat of black, a colour that would fade with wear and exposure to the sun the longer his tenure lasted.

“Name’s Roland.” The kid smiled, no older than eighteen or nineteen.

I gave him a long, steady look, adjusting my glasses to address him. “You should not go round telling everybody your name.”

He smirked, propping one arm on the bar, leaning close enough to whisper, “Who says it’s my real name?”

A smile flashed across my lips. “I do,” I retorted, seeing straight past the young man’s poor façade.

“Doesn’t matter.” He shrugged, retreating to his side of the bar. “I’ll have a road name soon enough. Something cool like lightning or Quicksilver, like the superhero.”

I frowned.

“You don’t know Quicksilver? Don’t tell me you’re a DC girl. Can’t be having that. Marvel all the way.”

“You are speaking a different language.” I chuckled. “Besides, I do not think that is how road names work. You do not get to pick.”

“’Course it is.” He smirked, puffing out his chest, flashing waggling fingers towards me. “Hunter, Wolf, Ripper—” he began ticking off his sworn big brothers’ names with his fingers and thumbs. “Everyone’s got such cool names.”

“Even Lamb?”

“Wolf in sheep’s clothing, right?” he retorted, quick as a whip. “But they couldn’t have two Wolfs, so he became Lamb instead.” Before taking a breath of air, he added, “Haven’t had much of a chance to interact with him. People say he’s off looking for something, but I heard he’s like a genuine genius.”

He found what he was looking for.

I thought to the man who had slept beside me the last month. I could see the way he would come across, and how people would come to that conclusion regarding his name. I had heard many different rumours about how Lamb’s road name came to be; some more mild, and others wildly creative. Never had I heard Lamb himself say anything on the matter, however.

I had been trying so hard to distance myself from him from the second we’d met that I had not spent a moment to ask the question myself.

“He likes to think so,” I responded, realising Roland was waiting.

He began to speak some more, but I had already checked out of the conversation, my eyes drawn to the water in my glass, my lemon fragmenting into pieces, left to sit for far too long. I wondered what I knew about Lamb. The facts that I had, I could count on a single hand, and the realisation made me feel a little … empty?

Lamb knew nearly all there was to know about me, even beyond the information I had divulged. The mental file I had on him would not even be a full page thick.

The thought dragged me back into my seclusive silence, and after half a dozen neglected questions, Roland took his cue to busy himself farther down the bar.

I continued to wait.
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Lamb did not return until midnight, his footsteps light on the wooden floor as he traversed the space towards the bed. It dipped as he sat on the edge, and I waited, listening to his shoelaces pulling loose, the zip of his jeans, and the soft thump of his shirt and jacket being folded and placed neatly on top of the dresser.

He tucked himself behind me, chasing away the cold of the bed with his warmth, folding in over my back and sides.

His hand snaked around my waist, his nose pressing into the slope of my neck. The small hairs on my skin tickled from his breath.

“What did you do today?” Lamb grumbled, the noise vibrating down my spine.

I relaxed into his familiar and comforting shape. He adjusted himself, pulling back on my hips, taking my minimal weight onto his. His hard length pressed against the top curve of my arse, and my body purred.

“Nothing.” I stared across the room, my hands extended across the wide bed, my fingers blurred between darkness and my limited vision.

“Hmm,” Lamb rumbled, and the noise made me shift against him, energy stirring inside.

“Babe.” Lamb nipped at the nape of my neck. “If you keep moving, I’m not going to be able to leave you alone, and even though I’m fucking exhausted, I’ll fuck you till I pass out.”

I stiffened. I would not deny that I had been teasing him, even if only a little, but I had not expected the blatant response. Lamb loved to tease and torment me in the most convoluted of ways. Apparently, his filter dropped when he was tired. It was interesting. It was new. I added it to the file.

“Such a gentleman,” I scoffed.

Lamb did not rise to the jab. Instead, his hand tightened around my waist, pulling me closer as his hard mass wedged its way between my arse cheeks. “Gentle isn’t your type,” he growled.

“Oh yeah?” I wiggled. “Then what is my type?”

“Me.” Lamb pressed a wet, demanding kiss to my neck. “And only me.”

A hand turned rogue as it skated up from my waist, tracing the small dips of my breasts as it climbed higher over my chest. His fingers circled over my shoulders and slid down the length of my arms. In the dark, I could see and feel his hands as they found mine own, encircling them in his larger palms.

I wanted to have the last word, to say that Lamb could not be defined as a type, per se. But a deep-seated warmth kept my mouth slack and my lips still as I sank into the firm, enveloping body around me. I would let him have this one. Just this once.

Silence stretched long into the eternal night as I stared through the shifting darkness at Lamb’s large hands encasing my own. I shifted out of his grip, freeing my hands so they could toy with his. I traced each of his long fingers, following the grooves of his palm and the hills of his knuckles. I pressed my palm into his pliant ones, amazed at how much longer his hands were than mine. I threaded our fingers together, the tips of my own touching the rough scabs of his knuckles, the remnants of his fight with Wolf. A fight I had no answers for, nor the belief I would get any.

If I had fallen asleep throughout the night, I would not have known as each phase of the night bled into the next until the darkness receded.

Golden sunlight crested on the horizon, and flaxen light trickled into the room. Birdsong picked up in the forest beyond the clubhouse grounds and early riser vehicles hummed in the distance.

I had forgotten to close the curtains last night, and the tide of morning soon washed across the bed and warmed my face.

Lamb stirred behind me, having not moved a single muscle the entire night. He shifted with wakefulness, his hands tightening around our interlocked palms as he nuzzled his head into my back. “You’re awake,” he grumbled, voice rough and thick.

I hummed back at him.

Lamb sighed. “You didn’t sleep.”

It was not a question; merely an observation, one I could not refute.

I began to play with Lamb’s hand once again, and despite not being as limp as when Lamb had slept, he kept them relaxed, bending them to my puppeteering motions. “Lamb …”

Lamb murmured something in response, but it was smothered between my back and the bedsheets.

“Lamb.”

Another mumble.

I turned, jostling Lamb from his hole as he lifted his head to accommodate my invading shoulder. His eyes remained pinched closed against the dawning light as he propped his chin up onto a free hand that had snaked away from under my head.

I rested my palms against his face, his skin warm to the cool touch of my fingers. “Lamb.”

“I like it when you call me like that,” he grumbled, a weak, sleepy smile pulling on his lips.

“How did you get your road name?”

Lamb smiled, warm brown eyes opening, sunlight glimmering in their depths. “You curious?” he purred. “About me?”

“You know everything about me, but …” I trailed into silence, not liking how pathetic and whiney it sounded.

His smile grew between my palms. “I wouldn’t say everything,” Lamb amended. “But I do know a lot.”

“I think we should be on even ground,” I said. “Know thy enemy and all.”

“I hadn’t labelled us as enemies.” Lamb ground his hips into my arse, and the whole length of his hard shaft agreed with him. “In fact, I think allies are more appropriate.”

I scoffed.

“But,” Lamb said, “I can see how that would make you jealous.”

“Jealous?” I gasped. “Not likely.”

“Fine,” Lamb sighed, shifting away from me and letting the cold air seep between us. The covers pulled taut as he rolled to the other side of the bed. “Then I will cancel our date tomorrow.”

“What date?” Surprise pushed me up to sit, turning to look over my shoulder at the wide sulking back. “We did not plan a date.”

“It was supposed to be a surprise,” Lamb grumbled. “I was going to show you how I got my road name, but I guess you’re not that curious.”

“Are you”—I could not believe my eyes—“sulking?”

The robot was malfunctioning.

“No,” Lamb scoffed. “I’m sulking as much as you are jealous.”

“Then I guess you are not sulking,” I huffed, dropping back onto the bed to mirror his position.

We both lay there for a long, pregnant moment, our petulant words dancing on the dust in the air.

“This is childish,” I huffed, my patience already non-existent.

Two brown eyes stared back into mine. I had not heard him, but the ninja had long since turned to face me. There was no upset in his eyes, but rather a bemused twinkle.

“Date. Tomorrow.” Lamb smiled, reaching a hand over to my hips, fingers warm over my skin, tugging me gently back into the curve of his body.

I paused, my pathetic irritation melting in the warmth of his gaze. “Fine,” I sighed. “I guess I can squeeze you in.”

“Squeeze me in?” Lamb chuckled. “I didn’t realise you’re so busy.”

“I am. Very much so,” I said. “I am very popular; I will have you know.”

Lamb did not respond to that. Instead, he just gazed at me. I wondered if he would call me out on my blatant lie, but he did not.

“Just to let you know”—Lamb smiled—“it’s not because I’m a ‘Wolf in sheep’s clothing’.”

It took a second to click, but when it did, my gaze narrowed on his smug, handsome face, my irritation rekindling.

“You have been spying on me?”

“So what if I have?” Lamb shamelessly shrugged, unabashed by my tone.

My fist tightened in the pillow, and I wondered how swiftly I could pull it from underneath my head and smack it around his.

“You could at least pretend to feel guilty,” I grumbled, the fight swallowed back down my throat as my brain barged in.

The fact he had been spying on me was unsurprising. As far as I was concerned, this was as much enemy territory as it was outside. Their goodwill only extended from their respect for Lamb, nothing more and nothing less. Lamb watching over me felt nice, curbing the weak and bitter emotions seeping underneath. I was weak and powerless without him.

I rolled away from him, my inferior feelings trampling on the soft moment.

Lamb’s body followed, his hips finding purchase against mine, one arm sliding under the pillow, the other draped over my waist. He nuzzled in against my neck, his new favourite place, and took a long, deep breath, his weight settling against me, comfortable and secure.

I turned back into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and sliding my fingers through his soft blond hair as I pulled myself tighter against him.

“I told you.” Lamb rubbed his cheek against mine, his lips brushing my ear. “You’ll never be able to hide from me. I’ll know where you are at every moment. No matter what you do, or think, or want, you’ll be right by my side.” His knee slid between mine, stopping an inch from touching my core and pinning me against the bed. “As practically as that can be arranged.”

I was aware of Lamb’s possessive side. I would be a blind fool to not see it at this point. That slightly warped, twisted obsession that had been brewing for me. The nature that allowed little leniency with the things that belonged to him. The darkness that took over the moment he had me in his grasp …

It did not surprise me anymore.

What did surprise me, however, was the knot that loosened in my chest. It was like taking a deep breath for the first time in years. That, for once, my lungs were filled, and oxygen flooded my starved veins. My heart pounded with a strength and a freedom it had never had before.

When I should be revolted and fearful of Lamb’s psychotic nature, I felt … protected.

Unbeknownst to me, the absolute control that had once smothered me had become my shelter. Where I had been the last few embers of a dying fire, ready to let my final light fade, Lamb had become a pair of shielding hands that had protected me and nurtured me back to flame. I was far from burning on my own, but it was there, that little glow of hope.

The mystery was no longer who Lamb was or what he desired. Now it was me. Who I was. Who I could become.

Lamb was not Pandora’s box, after all.

I was.


Chapter Thirty

LAMB




“Why the fuck am I even here?” I growled, staring from one ugly face to the next.

“Wow, what a warm welcome.” Pretty rolled his eyes as he tugged off his helmet. His short, icy-blond hair fell into a messy shag around his chiseled, handsome face. Even helmet hair couldn’t ruin the boy’s good looks.

“Trust me,” Hunter grumbled, turning off his own engine. “If anyone has a right to skip, it’s me.”

“Will all of you quit your bitching?” Wolf growled, standing from his own bike, leather cut straining as he stretched his arms over his shoulders. He made a pained face, and the reminder that old age was inevitable flooded silently over us all. “I thought I brought men on this run, not bitches.”

“You’re right,” I sighed, righting my slouch across my bike’s handlebars. “I am a little bitch.” I’d been the first to arrive when I’d received the three a.m. wakeup call early this morning. Now the sun was cresting over the horizon, and the warmth of dawn bit back at the cold wintery winds. “So let me go home.”

Wolf’s gaze was colder than a grave. “Just because you’ve got someplace to stick your dick now, doesn’t mean you get a free pass out of club business.” Wolf turned away. His thick arms reached up to pull loose his long, salt and pepper locks before attempting to tame the wild beast into a ponytail at the back of his neck.

I frowned. Having annoyed Wolf daily over the last decade, something about his cutting tone made suspicion rise across the hairs on my neck. I sent a questioning look toward Hunter, unsurprised to see he mirrored my confusion.

“What am I missing?”

“You’ll find out,” Wolf chipped in. “Let’s go.”

Heavy boots beat down on the ground as Wolf marched toward the rundown diner in Redwood. He neither waited for me to dismount nor for anybody to follow. Fortunately, I was fast and fell into step behind my president, with Hunter coming up belatedly at the rear. Pretty made no motion to follow, planting himself next to our bikes, resting comfortably against his own. He seemed as if he was enjoying the morning sun, not securing our escape if something were to go awry.

An old bell rang as Wolf stepped onto the linoleum floor, announcing our arrival. I took cursive glances around the newly redecorated art-deco diner. Bullet holes had been plastered up nicely and covered with retro art pieces and black and white photographs, disguising any evidence of the shoot-up last year. I’d heard about it through some back channels, but while the Black Angels had little affiliation with our now ex-rivals, it was little more than some interesting breakfast gossip.

Hunter stiffened by my side, his face rigid and hands clamping into fists at his thighs. I wasn’t surprised. Not when my eyes landed on the president of the Hell’s Runners in the flesh.

Chains, otherwise known as Hunter’s surprise half-brother. He was a mirror image of Nobel, Hunter’s blood brother and our club brother, who’d died in a clash between Hell’s Runners and the Black Angels several years earlier. It had left a bloody smear on our past and chilled the hope of Hunter and Chains ever getting along. If it hadn’t been for Chains’ brown eyes instead of Nobel’s iconic green, I’d have thought my brother had walked straight out of the grave myself.

It was my first time seeing the man in the booth next to him, but with the constant rotation of personnel on the Runners’ side, it made sense. Just because I wasn’t interested in their happenings, didn’t mean I ignored them.

Wolf stopped at the edge of their table, offering his bear paw for Chains to shake. It was a stiff and reluctant exchange, but one of mutual understanding before my president sat.

I slid in next to him, and Hunter stood like one of the Easter Island heads by my side—stone-cold, expressionless, and as big as a mountain. It was a practical move for defense, and it sent a message. Especially when Chains’ own mirroring enforcer was dwarfed by Hunter’s six-foot-four ass.

Chains didn’t bat an eyelid at his blood brother’s attitude. Their relationship was still novel to them both, and Hunter had yet to make a clear move. He hadn’t pushed Chains away, but he didn’t invite him any closer either.

I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I were introduced to a hidden half-brother at thirty-six years of age. Then again, I wasn’t like most others, so I was doubtful my hypothetical choices would offer any valuable insight.

“Still no V.P.?” I offhandedly commented, giving Chains’ company a slow, lengthy look.

The kid at his side was wiry at best, probably hooked on a drug or two—eyes bloodshot, cheeks hollowed and pale. He jittered like a vibrator, physically straining to stay still. It’d take little effort to knock him off his feet.

I almost felt regretful having Hunter by my side; it was like turning up with the real Hulk to a kid’s superhero dress-up party.

Chains cast a brief glance beside him, a moment of recognition passing across his face as if he’d just remembered his attendance. He mentally cast him aside, refocusing on Wolf and ignoring my question altogether.

“Out with it,” Wolf growled, ignoring the steaming hot pot of coffee in the middle of the table. I reached over, poured myself a cup, and took a swig, the bitter acidic taste lingering on my tongue as it burned down my throat.

Chains kept his deep brown eyes focused on the large threat in front of him, figuratively and physically; a wise choice. In the unlikely event that violence would occur, it’d be under Wolf’s order.

“You’re under investigation,” Chains caved, the words coming out on a hurried breath.

“That’s nothing new.” Wolf shrugged, unperturbed.

I reached for the sugar shaker and rocked it back and forth as the sugar sifted into my drink. I caught the wiry Runner watching me, disgust growing across his ghostly features as the granules endlessly poured into the black abyss.

“Even if it’s the FBI?”

That caught my attention.

Wolf showed nothing, and much to his credit, neither did Hunter. They were well-trained. I was proud.

I set down the sugar, picking up my spoon and stirring a whirlpool into the surface, the grains of sugar scratching at the bottom of the mug. “Can’t see why the FBI would be sniffing around us,” I interjected, eyes transfixed on the vortex in my drink.

“Not sure who you’ve pissed off, but orders came from up top. It’s an undercover investigation and—”

I scoffed.

Chains stared at me, waiting for something to follow. Nothing did. I continued to stir, and he turned back to Wolf.

“They’re building evidence, but it won’t be long before they turn up with the battering ram.”

“What evidence?” Wolf’s eyes were swallowed into the inset of a deep frown. His expression was stern but not concerned, as he did well to smother the growing tension rippling across the surface of his arms and knuckles concealed beneath the table. I’d known the Russian giant for a long time, and his subtle motions were glaringly obvious to me now. He was an open book. An angry, mistranslated, dusty, old book.

“Free trial is over.” Chains straightened, hand reaching to push a lock of curly blond hair out of his face. “You want the rest of the information, we need a deal.”

Wolf barked a harsh laugh. He leaned back into the booth, arms folding over his chest, chin held high as he regarded the younger man. “It seems the pup has finally learned how to bark.”

“I’ve got a club to run, just like you, Wolf.” Chains rolled back his shoulders, chest puffed out, confidence controlling his expression. “I can do much more than bark.”

“The bravado is cute,” I sighed, abandoning my coffee. “But we need to get back on track.” I slid my coffee forward, toward my wired friend, and he gave it a fearful glare. “Make your offer.”

“I want a route through Fellpeak.”

I’d have spat out my coffee had I drank it. For dramatic flair, of course. I wasn’t surprised by his words; my network tracked his every move, word, and breath. From the way Chains had been working to revive the once-collapsed Hell’s Runners, I figured something like this would be his next move.

“You’re biting off more than you can chew,” Wolf warned, his teasing tone turned threatening.

The audacity to ask the club for passage rights, even temporarily, was a big one. Lending territory was considered taboo for clubs without prior affiliation; never mind one with a blood-soaked history.

“Big risks mean big gains.” Chains shrugged, but the movement was stiff. The relaxed and confident air he was boasting was paper thin. I marveled at his attempts to play in the big league.

Wolf was a seasoned veteran in the MC world, and being a president, Chains wouldn’t have an easy time with this negotiation.

“What makes you think this information is worth it?” Wolf leaned forward, his imposing seven-foot body was the size of a small mountain, even folded into the tight diner booth.

“Something is only worth what someone is willing to pay,” Chains responded, fighting not to mirror Wolf’s body language. A natural behavioral response. “And I bet you’ll be willing to pay.”

“I’ll make that bet,” I interrupted, capturing Chains’ attention. It was rude not to pay attention to me. It wasn’t often I sat at the table of a business meeting and was ignored. “We’ll decide once you give us the information. If it’s worth it, you can have a temporary pass to run through Fellpeak. But it will be escorted, and it will require prior notice.”

Chains’ dark eyes betrayed his relief, but I wasn’t finished yet.

“If it isn’t worth it, that pass won’t be instated, but you will still receive appropriate compensation.”

I would cross-check the information myself; I had many strings at my disposal, and my connections would quickly spin the truth. Depending on the outcome, the Black Angels would honor whatever deal was made today. If any of the information turned out to be false, or a red herring, well … they’d honor it differently.

Chains weighed the options. Brown eyes jumped between the president and me as if he might glean any more information to sway his decision. There would be none.

The deal wasn’t leaning in Chains’ favor, especially if he hadn’t verified the information himself before staking such a large claim on it. But Chains would always be at the bottom of the proverbial chain until he managed to rein in his club and take charge. If he could manage it, I’d commend him; building from the ground up as a traitor was no easy task.

If he couldn’t … well, I’d still be entertained by the show, nonetheless.

“Deal.” Chains extended a hand, too eager to sign himself away to such unfavorable terms. Unfortunately, time was not on his side. And neither were we.

Wolf stared at the open palm, leaving it in the empty air as his stoney glower slid back up to Chains’ face. “Information first, then we shake.”

Chains’ fingers retracted into a tight fist as he lowered it onto the tacky table. A ring of white lined his tightly pressed lips as he worked the words up from his throat.

“A dead body’s turned up,” Chains began, forcibly unfurling his fist and lying it palm down on the table. “I know that’s common news in our world, but this is a special case.” His eyes bounced between me and Wolf and, for a split-second, toward his brother, his eyes uncertain. “It’s Anatoli Ivanov.”

Nobody moved.

“Is that it?” Wolf’s shoulders sank, his creased brow smoothing over his forehead as he released a sigh.

“It’d be nice if it was.” Chains leaned back into his seat. Whatever reaction he hoped to pull from us seemed to have fallen short of his expectations. “We both know that the FBI likes to look the other way when one of their most wanted shows up face-down in a river.”

Wolf’s fist flinched beneath the table. It was a brief fraction of a second out of the corner of my eye, but it happened. Hunter stayed stiff but calm beside me, holding his unfazed expression neatly. Chains, fortunately, was none the wiser, missing the reaction he’d been searching for.

“This time is an exception,” Chains continued, ignoring the wave that passed through his company. “A full undercover operation has been sanctioned to find whoever put an end to Romanov. And I have good word they’re looking in your direction.”

“The FBI, huh,” I huffed, pulling out my phone and scrolling through an extensive list of coded contacts. I paused over numbers that would come in handy and got to work dancing my fingers over the screen and firing a few short messages.

Chains, and even his two buddies, sent me some inquisitive but guarded glances until Wolf diverted the attention.

“You got a time on this?”

“Sounds like they’ve been sniffing around your area already. If they haven’t been yet, you probably got a few days, max, before they come knocking.”

“Who’s your contact on this?”

“I don’t reveal my sources.”

Wolf gave him a long, hard look, stern silence stretching across the retro diner table, coffee growing cold between them. “Good. Don’t burn bridges you don’t have to,” he grunted, the closest thing to a compliment from a fellow president that Chains would ever receive.

Wolf pressed his humongous paws flat on the table and pushed his huge form to full height. He towered easily over the table and the other men. Even Hunter was dwarfed by his superhuman size.

Concern fractured through Chains’ calm and collected mask. His eyes flickered between us as I shifted out of the booth, making room for Wolf to follow, watching as the expression crept closer to the surface.

I kept mute, wondering if the pup would jump the gun or if he’d let us walk out the door.

Wolf ended my experiment.

A large meaty paw was extended over the still steaming coffee pot. A frown was still woven into the grooves of the Russian man’s face, his expression permanently disapproving and disgruntled.

Chains wasn’t fazed. He almost leaped across the table, stealing Wolf’s hand into a fierce grip before it could escape. Wolf held it for a long tenuous moment, and I’d bet money on the test of strength being exchanged between them.

“You’ll hear from us tomorrow,” Wolf finished, being the first to release the grip, satisfied by the exchange.

I stepped aside, letting Wolf take the lead as he turned his back on the young president, who had once been our enemy. As a betting man, I’d put money on the new fragile alliance taking shape. As vice president, I’d say there was much work left to do for anything to come to fruition.

Cold, tingling air was welcomed as we stepped out of the stiflingly warm diner, and I strolled toward my bike in tow of my president. Behind me, Hunter followed the procession with stiff, near-robotic movements.

“Family reunions always feel a bit tense,” I stated, rubbing my arms to chase away the settling chill. “I assume, anyway. I’ve never had one.”

Hunter sent me a cutting glare. “It was a business meeting,” he snipped. “What do you want us to do? Hug? Catch up like old times? Oh, wait. We don’t have any old times.”

“Ouch,” I hissed, holding a hand over my wounded chest. “That’s a tad cruel.”

“You’re the pot calling the kettle black.”

“Fair enough.” I shrugged. “But it might do you some good to reconnect. Loosen up the old heartstrings. Make a little room for a lonely outcasted brother.”

“My only brother died, Lamb. I didn’t forget that. And neither should you.” Hunter barged past, pushing me to the side as he strode toward his bike.

I frowned, coming to a stop next to my own bike parked on Wolf’s other side.

“How’d it go?” Pretty asked, waiting until each brother had their legs swung over their seat, keys in the ignition.

Both Hunter and I turned to Wolf.

Wolf didn’t turn his head, start his engine, or even address him. He stared hard into the distance, his thoughts traveling around his wide head, growing unhappier with each loop they made.

“Call church,” Wolf growled, surprising Pretty. The boy flashed a concerned gaze between the diner and the door. “I want to be the last one walking into that room.”

Pretty and Hunter wasted no time pulling up their phones and passing on the message. There was no doubt that every single brother would be sitting and waiting in church before our tires even crossed Fellpeak’s boundaries.

Wolf’s bike sounded to life.

Hunter and Pretty followed in tandem, but just as I grasped my own keys, Wolf’s hand rose into the air. I stopped.

“Lamb.” Wolf’s stern tone had me sit straighter in my seat. His eyes stayed fixed in the phantasmal distance. “You know what to do.”

Without waiting a moment more, Wolf kicked up his stand, and his bike propelled him forward. Pretty and Hunter fell in behind their president in a triangle formation. At least Pretty was sympathetic enough to give me a confused head nod before they pulled out onto the street, leaving me alone in a cloud of stirring dust.

I waited until their forms were no more than ants on the horizon before turning my keys. My engine roared to life between my thighs, and I took a deep, steeling breath.

It was going to be a long night.


Chapter Thirty-One

ASH




Something had changed.

Since the great biker apocalypse two days ago, where every brother and each of their family members had crammed themselves through the clubhouse doors for an indeterminate stay, everybody had been on edge. Knives danced in people’s fingers, guns stowed down every jeans and jacket, and weary eyes watched every window, door, and suspicious mousehole chewed through the walls.

Wolf had burst in from whatever meeting had adjourned out of town with a storm on his face, and all full-time brothers had been locked up in church for several hours.

Or so my sources told me. Well, not so much was disclosed to me as they told others. I just happened to be sitting nearby with an open ear. A few less familiar members had answered my harmless probing questions before gaining insight into who I was and what I was doing there.

The only truth that continued to elude me was where Lamb had gone. He had left with Wolf and his brothers to the meeting and had never returned. It had been fifty-two hours since he’d gone MIA, and all I had been told was that he was still out on “business.”

“You look like shit,” Mint said.

I looked up from the wood-chipped staircase, my fingers pausing on the small bare patch I had been picking at and stared down at the wide man’s form. He lingered on the bottom stair, two small Styrofoam coffee cups shared between his large hands, dark hair mussed from sleep and tired green eyes dulled by the stairwell shadows. I stared at the black liquid swirling inside the cup, steam stirring across the surface.

“It’s coffee.” He gestured to it, climbing his way up the rest of the stairs before taking a seat on the step beside me.

The coffee smelt strong but bitter, mixing with his fresh crisp scent as he settled by my side. There were many large individuals in the club, and though Mint was neither the tallest nor the bulkiest, his body was wrapped in taut muscle, trained and disciplined.

“I know it’s not booze, but it’s better than nothing,” he said as he held the cup out to me.

I took it, the heat transferring into my cold palms like an iron on ice. It burned, and I relished the sharp sting, not realising how cold I had gotten. “Thanks.”

Those sharp, green eyes scanned me head to toe before narrowing into tight little slits. “When was the last time you slept?”

I ignored him, looking into my coffee, watching light flit across the shaky surface.

A strong, calloused hand captured my chin, turning my head toward him.

“You have gotten far too comfortable touching me,” I growled, tugging my head out of his grasp with a snarl.

“Put away your claws, kitten.” Mint chuckled, my warning falling on deaf ears. “You can’t scare me off with those measly things.”

I sent him a scornful glare, but Mint shrugged, unfazed. I did not like this one bit. I used to be scary. Intimidating.

“Fine.” Mint raised his free palm in mock surrender. “Tell me the truth, and I won’t manhandle you,” he proposed. “When did you last sleep?”

“Last night—”

I yelped, pain bursting across my forehead. I slapped my hand against my skull, the sting radiating beneath my touch. “You flicked me!”

“And you’re a liar,” Mint retorted, disarming his finger and thumb. He took a mouthful of his cheap coffee, his eyes cast out into the small section of the clubroom visible from my spot. Yesterday, it had been crammed shoulder to shoulder with people, and now, it was an empty wasteland, only a small buzz of conversation drifting in from somewhere deeper inside.

“Where did everybody go?” I sipped my coffee, redirecting the conversation away from myself. The warmth simmered down my throat and pooled in my stomach, an acidic aftertaste lingering in the back of my mouth.

“Staying out of harm’s way, I suppose.” Mint shrugged.

“Have we got problems?” I said, not touching Mint’s eyeline as I diverted my attention to some chipped paint flaking from the wall. Fascinating.

“Nothing to worry your little head about.”

I could hear the smirk on his lips. I had not fooled him. As fresh as Mint was to the brotherhood, he had earned his patch through loyalty and sacrifice. He would not give up club-sensitive information to an outsider, borderline foe, that easily.

“Lamb’s fine, as well.”

I hated how fast my head turned. I hated the smile Mint failed to fight even more. Seeing it creep up onto his face made my head turn back to my loyal wall, familiarising myself with the chip. “I did not ask.”

“No,” Mint agreed. “Not verbally.”

I frowned at him.

“I’ve seen you up here more times than not. A couple of brothers shit themselves thinking you were a ghost,” Mint explained. “Probably not wise to sit out here in the dark at night.”

My insomnia had been exposed through ghost stories. Who would have thought?

“Did they send you over”—I chuckled—“to exorcise me?”

“I don’t have enough salt or crystals to exorcise your demons,” Mint joked, but it soon softened. “But I would if I had. Yours and everyone else’s.”

I studied the young man in-depth for what felt like the first time. He was not much older than me, if not the same age, though our lives told vastly different stories. Still, I could not help but wonder: what took a man so prudent, honest, and dutiful as him to step into the life of an MC? He would look more at home in the emergency services than running drugs and guns through suburban neighbourhoods.

“Never took you for a martyr,” I mused.

Mint’s gaze wandered into the distance. It travelled far past the club walls, the gates, and beyond Fellpeak’s borders. “There’s a lot people don’t know about me. And a lot I don’t share,” he spoke. “Nor will I.”

I wanted to ask more. I wanted to pry. I wanted to know what had ruined and scarred this man so terribly. I let my curiosity wither in my chest. Something about that distant gaze made me think that if I did ask, he would be too far away to hear me.

“Mint!” A frighteningly loud voice jolted us back into our surroundings.

I whipped my head to the bottom of the stairs, hot liquid spilling over the rim of my cup and onto my fingers as I caught sight of wild, blond curls. A wide grin parted the boy’s plump, rosy cheeks, wearing a ragged set of overalls covered in patches of oil, paint, and who knew what else. His big bright eyes were set on the biker beside me, and even in the dimly lit hall, and my lack of glasses, I knew they would be a vibrant emerald green.

“Adair.” Mint frowned, his call-to-action softening. “What’s up?”

“Uncle Hummer’s lookin’ for ya.” He began to climb the stairs two at a time with wide, strenuous steps, not waiting for Mint’s response.

The large biker heaved a deep sigh. “All right, all right, kiddo. I’m coming.” Mint stood, collapsing his empty coffee cup in his palm, tracking down the stairs, and meeting the mountain climber in the middle. He dropped his shoulder, scooping an arm around the small being’s wriggling frame, and stood. Adair went limp under the brace of the large man, legs and arms dangling like wet noodles.

His bright green eyes jumped upwards, curiosity glowing through his every expression as he stared wide in my direction. “Hi.” He waved, giggling as Mint’s steps jostled him up and down like a theme park ride.

A smile fought to break through at the charming little gesture, but I schooled my face, not wanting to encourage the child’s good faith to an ill-fitting suitor. The boy did not falter, smiling unfazed whether I responded or not.

The pure giggles continued long after Mint and Adair disappeared out of sight. I wished they would last forever, but even they echoed into silence and I was once again left alone. I stared into my full cup of coffee, taking a small bitter sip.

It was cold.
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Loud, shrill screaming tore through the clubhouse.

I was startled, throwing myself upright from the bed I had been lying in, staring at the ceiling moments before chaos erupted. Panic roiled through my veins, my stomach shivered and spasmed, my fingers grew cold and my feet hot, and the air turned thin.

The noises grew louder, and scuffling, smashing, and shouting swelled with each passing second. I tore my mind out of shock and scrambled towards the bedside table, knocking my glasses clear off the side. I swore, my eyes failing in the dark to find them.

I wasted no time looking for them, throwing myself across the room and slamming my shoulder into the door as I tore it open.

Air blasted across my face as people bulldozed past, thundering straight down the stairs leading to the main hall. I could not tell the brothers apart, not when they melded into one large and angry meat wall surging straight to the source.

The floor vibrated with their charging rumble, and I pressed myself tight into the wall, all too aware my ruined vision made me a prime candidate for a trampling. I took deep breaths, tampering down anything that threatened to rise from within, and hugged the wooden panelling, tracing every nook, cranny, and snag that signalled where I was. Darkness had swallowed the halls; no windows or doors could light my way, and the lack of light meant a lack of power.

I crested the staircase in the aftermath of the stampede, and the screaming voices began to separate, and words formed from the chaos.

“FBI!”

Icy tentacles surged from the earth, twining around my ankles and arms, and my heart and brain stopped dead in their grasp.

He’d found me.

Panic seeped from my blood into my mind like poison, my heart shivering in my chest, waves of adrenaline and cortisone tightening my muscles into knots as every fibre of my being screamed.

Run. Run. Run.

I fought for my breath, but fear held tight and crushed my lungs under its leaden weight, suffocating me from the inside out.

If you stay here. You’ll die. YOU’LL DI—

A bang burst through the room. Light flashed across the space, bouncing off every wall and ceiling for a blinding second, leaving in its wake … silence.

A soft, ringing buzz grew in my ears, and I realised that it was not that the world was not screaming. It was that I could not hear it.

The flashbang screamed in my ears, its resounding cry drowning the dull, distant shouting and scuffling piercing through the deafening veil.

A sudden pinching grip latched around my arm, and I swung.

Air sliced past my fist, a wave of red hair burning across my vision as my attacker swerved and ducked beneath my swing. Their hand clamped around my wrist, the inertia pulling me forwards as I stumbled and slammed chest first into the wall.

My jaw ached, and my nose rebuffed the concrete wall with a loud whack.

“Ash,” my attacker hissed. “It’s me. Calm down.”

I thrust my chest and hips forwards, the momentum pulling back my shoulders with just enough force to break free of my bonds. I spun, whirling, ready to fight. Until I saw their face.

“Kay?”

“Yes, thank God,” Kay sighed, reclaiming her grip on my arm as she hauled me into a brisk jog at her side. “Come with me.”

“Wait.” I shook my head, fighting the confusion and disorientation. “That bang. Someone’s throwing flas—”

“That’s Anna’s doing.”

“What?”

“We don’t have time for this,” Kay growled, glancing over her shoulder, impatience burning through the worn grooves of her aged face. As the old lady of the late president, it was not a surprise she was familiar with these situations. But the concern growing on her face made me uneasy and my heart stumble. This was not like other times. “They should be here by now.”

“The FBI?” I asked, jerking around a corner as we dove deeper into the encrypted clubhouse. “They’re already here.” That familiar panic, momentarily subdued by confusion and adrenaline, was rearing its head. “I have to get out of here, Kay. I need to go before they get to me!”

“I know,” Kay grunted. “Last thing we need is to be caught harbouring an illegal alien.”

Unease roiled in my chest as Kay began opening doors, slipping down corridors and turning hidden corners. I did not know the place well enough to track where we were going and, in the dead of night, I was truly lost. The compound was not a large place; not large enough for this myriad of turns and back routes. It would be an impossible maze for strangers. Impossible for me.

The further we ran, the more distant my escape felt, and the more power my mind took. My chest grew tight under its hold, my heart throbbing in my ears, and the unmistakable iron taste perverting my tongue. Oxygen thinned, and fog seeped into my mind, lead pooling in my feet as they began to catch and snag against the floor.

You will never get out. He is here. He is going to catch you.

“Wait,” I panted, my breathing slow and shallow. “Slow … down.”

I heard a curse from Kay sounding far away from me now. My arms and fingers tingled with numbing pain as I fought for each half-filled breath. Arms wrapped around my shoulders, and the force dragged me forwards, my feet catching my staggering body with great effort.

I wanted to run or walk without tripping. I needed to exhale the panic or take just one full breath. But I could not. Darkness swam around me as my world began to crumble.

He was here.

This was it.

It was all over.

“I cannot,” I gasped, my voice weak and agonised. “I cannot go back.”

“You won’t, honey.” Kay’s voice was soft and sweet in my ears. “I’m getting you out of here, okay? You’re going to be all right.”

A beam of light sliced across us, consuming us with an endless bright ocean as an icy-cold wind battered my skin. It swirled and sucked itself into my lungs, the cold jarring in my chest as it stirred a strong, resonating breath inside. We were finally out. But where was I supposed to go next? Where—

“Babe.”

I jerked upright, my oxygen-deprived muscles screaming in agony as I almost threw myself around.

Warmth wrapped around my cheeks, fingers grazing my neck as thumbs rested against my cheekbones. Palms pressed tight into my face as I looked up into a familiar pair of brown eyes.

“Lamb?” I whispered, fearing if I spoke too loudly, my hysterical illusion would disappear with a stroke of the wind. I searched the warm brown eyes staring down, as harsh and sharp as I remembered them, a deep running warmth stirring beneath the surface.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Lamb answered, hands shifting around my head, soothing my hair and gripping my shoulders, eyes scanning up and down my length, a relaxed wave washing over his movements as he recognised that I was uninjured.

The noise that had shifted away surged back with a booming force. An arsenal of bangs and shouting rocked through the clubhouse, smothered and tamped by the concrete walls. They were still trapped at the foremost part of the clubhouse, but it would not take long for them to advance.

He was here. He was coming.

“Lamb,” I rushed, my hands clamping onto his jacket, his attention snapping back to my face, reading the concern and panic flooding it. “The FBI, they are here. They have come for me. They are going to take me. Lamb, I cannot—” I stumbled over my tightening chest. My breaths shorted again as images of them bursting down the door, tearing us apart, and dragging me away took over my mind. It could not end like this. It could not.

“I know,” Lamb cut me off, those hands wrapping tightly around the sides of my face. “But right now, you’re having a panic attack.” He lifted his arms, draping something warm and heavy around my shoulders. It was drenched in his sandalwood scent. Then Lamb wrapped his arms around me, pulling me tight against his chest as his large palms rubbed up and down my back in soothing, rhythmic waves. I struggled against the hold, my adrenaline and panic wanting to burst free and run as far away as I could. I was numb, and my legs were like lead, but I was ready to drag myself claw by claw to get away.

“Let me go, Lamb! We need to—”

“Ash, babe,” Lamb said, pulling back just enough to look at me. One arm stayed planted around my waist, keeping me pressed into his warmth, as the other reached up and cupped my chin, tilting my head to his. “I know we need to get out of here, but I can’t put you on the back of my bike if you’re going to pass out.”

“I am not, I will not, I—”

“After me,” Lamb interrupted me once again. Frustration burnt through my chest. “One …” Lamb said as he took a deep inhale.

“We do not have time for—”

“One …” Lamb persisted.

I glared at the stupid man. We didn’t have time for this. I could hear the chaos and confusion grow louder. They would soon be—

“Ouch!” I yelped, slapping a hand to my cheek. A dull pain throbbed across the thick skin from the tight pinch of his fingers.

“You weren’t listening.”

“I was.” I slapped away at his hands, pushing out of his hold. “All I have been hearing from you is babe this, babe that.” I stabbed a finger at his rock-solid chest. “Why the hell are you calling me your babe?”

Incredulous belief rushed through my feet up to the tips of my hair as I saw his lips curve.

“Are you smiling?”

“Looks like we’re good to go.” Lamb turned abruptly, his wide back rushing towards his bike, swinging one long, limber leg over the machine’s waist and sinking comfortably into the seat. He leaned back, pulling two helmets from the floor, before extending one towards me.

I was cemented to the ground, the interaction still processing in my mind. This man was unfathomable.

“Come on, babe; we gotta go.” Lamb urged, gesturing with the helmet in his hand.

The noise had grown silent behind me, and the situation began to dawn, breaking through the mental whiplash. I was unsure if it was for better or worse.

“I know,” I grumbled, stomping over to his side. Strength gathered in my legs, and even though my hands shook, I took the helmet without dropping it. If time had allowed, I would fear the power this man now held over me, but fortunately for him, it did not. “And stop calling me babe.”

The material Lamb had draped over my shoulders, I realised, was a thick, protective leather jacket, a little too big for my size but still comfortable around my form. I slid my arms into the sleeves, embracing its warmth. I fiddled with the helmet, refusing Lamb’s lurking hands, and clicked the strap into place. Then I swung my leg up over the side with a lot less ease and practice than Lamb had and slid down onto the smooth black seat.

Lamb fitted his own over his face, leaving only his burning brown eyes piercing through the dark material.

“You have never worn a helmet before.” It was not the time or the moment for the comment, but seeing the jet-black helmet over his head filled me with concern. I would not have enough fingers to count the number of times I had seen him astride his bike, hair blowing in the wind, face exposed to the elements.

“The second my engine starts up, we will have a tail riding my exhaust. Our only hope is to outrun them.” Lamb’s answer only deepened my anxiety. He turned, his tight, muscular body turning to grab the hem of my jacket, fit the zip together, and pull it up beneath my chin. “Any mark on your body should be my making and my making alone.”

His words summoned something in me. Something I had tried to repress.

For the first time since Lamb had left me alone, I felt the cold of my bones and the hollow hole in my chest. I felt how his warmth seeped into my skin. How the firmness of his back fitted against the curve of my chest. How his scent swirled in my lungs and sent fire down to the tips of my toes.

Entranced by the sudden and overwhelming presence of the man who had my heart truly at his mercy, I did not realise he had moved until his fingers locked around my wrists. They fit in perfect rings around my slim arms, pulling me tighter against him until my arms coiled around his tight waist and not even the wind could slip between us.

My breasts plastered against his leather, and though we each had two thick leather layers between us, I could feel the ridge of his muscles and the solidity of his spine. My core singed against the back of his jeans, my nose pressed into the slope of his neck, his warm woodsy scent making me dizzy and dazed.

I gasped as he adjusted on his seat, a searing burn flashing through me faster and hotter than any fever. “Lamb,” I all but moaned in his ear.

“Fuck,” Lamb hissed. “Babe, if you keep purring, I’m not going to be able to ride, and we ain’t got any more time.”

Pressing my palms flat against his rigid arms, Lamb released me. “I’m going to need you to hold on as tight as possible.” Lamb turned his head, his helmet knocking softly against mine. “You let go even a little bit, and I’m pulling over.”

I could not tell whether the lingering woozy sensation was from my panic attack or from lust, and I had neither the time nor the patience to figure it out. Being a second skin to Lamb for the entire ride seemed like torture and pleasure; I could not decide who had it worse. “Got it.”

“We’re going fast,” Lamb continued. “You feel something’s up or isn’t right, you let me know right away. Pinch me if you have to.”

I loosened my hand enough to thumb his tight skin beneath my fingers and pinched. Hard.

The bastard did not even flinch.

“Good girl.” He smirked.

Torture. It was definitely torture.

With those final words carved into my head like a gravestone, Lamb turned the key, and his engine roared to life.

“Let’s rid—”

Before Lamb could finish his words, the back door burst open. It bounced off the concrete wall with tremendous force, the metal ringing like an ancient gong across Fellpeak. Men in blue and black vests stormed through the small entry, shields and guns aloft.

Several had their weapons raised, barrels pointed directly towards us. Lamb did not wait for them to pull the trigger.

He released the throttle, and we shot forward, wheels screeching as dust and debris flew into the air. We rocked off the grounds and out the side gate, sliding onto Fellpeak’s streets faster than the wind could carry us.


Chapter Thirty-Two

LAMB




After what felt like an eternal drive, trees that had once surrounded us like a dense fortress wall began to grow sparse as open expanses of dry, umber lands stretched endlessly on either side of us. Dust swirled and danced in the air, tumbleweeds wrestling with crisp shrubs tangled at the edge of the road, their dead roots stretched along the cracked tarmac as if they were reaching for salvation, never to find it.

I swerved a couple of tumbleweeds that had reached farther as my destination began to loom. In the middle of nowhere, a wide metal fence rose above the horizon like a cresting wave. Rusted barbed wire sat atop the eight-foot wall, hardy shrubs and nomad trash tangled in the worn, loose chain link mesh. I tightened my grip and my engine lowered to the speed limit.

The limp gate swung open with an echoing creak and ghostly welcome, not a single person in sight. I paid little attention, knowing someone somewhere had made note of my arrival, and that secrecy had been a worthy purchase.

There was not a single drop of water in sight, nor even the glimmer of salt in the air, and yet, hundreds of shipping containers surrounded us. Some were laid in every orientation like dominoes, while others were stacked high and haphazardly like Jenga towers. Not a single living person walked the grounds, and the howl of the bike echoed and bounced across the metal like a lone wolf’s somber call.

My gas gauge ticked in the red zone, and I praised my decision to fill it up the day before. It had carried me far, and as my goal approached, relief tunneled through my stomach.

I dropped into a slow cruise, a roll, and finally stopped outside a rusted blue container tucked deep within the metal maze.

My muscles burned as I straightened my taut leg to the floor, suspending the heavier weight of the bike. The drive had been long, but not my hardest by far, yet the toll on my body was a humbling experience.

I wasn’t the only one.

Ash’s arms clung to me like a seat belt, her warmth cemented against my spine, protecting my body from the bitter blusters of winter chipping away at us as we had sped out of town. Her helmet rested against the center of my back, tucked in place, unmoving for most of the duration. Clung in the fetal position, I doubted she’d noticed we’d even stopped moving, and I was reluctant to change that.

Having her dependent and reliant on me in such a way had my hands heavy as I gave her padlocked hands a gentle tap. “Babe, we’re here.”

Feeling the frosty touch of her skin, I pried them from my waist and brought them between my own. I had not fared much better during our impromptu ride, unable to wear gloves before we’d rocketed out of Fellpeak, but I rubbed my palms over hers, hoping the friction would thaw them.

The weight of her helmet pried away from my spine, and I turned to see her frosty doe eyes flickering about our surroundings. A soft rose dusted her windbitten cheeks as she worried her bottom lip beneath her teeth. The visor was no substitute for her glasses, and she squinted tightly back and forth over my shoulder.

“Thank God.” Ash heaved an exhausted sigh, her shoulders slumping. “It’s over.”

“You should be thanking me, not God.”

“I thought I was going to die,” Ash murmured, ignoring me. “At least it would have been quick and painless at that speed.”

I held my tongue, the realities of a high-speed motorcycle accidents not seeming conjunctive. The danger and reality would jeopardize the future of her ass on the back of my bike, though I’d never let anything like that happen. No threat or fear would find its way toward her.

I cupped her hands closer to my face, liking the way it kept her chained to my back, her crotch pressed tightly against my hips, and blew warming breaths over them.

“I’ll get you some gloves,” I murmured.

“I think I will need more than that; I am freezing.” Ash snuggled closer into my spine, sealing the warmth between her chest and my back again. Her quiver racked through her body as the shivers took hold.

“Come on,” I said, wanting nothing more than to turn her over, spread her legs, and warm her up the good old-fashioned way. “We’ve not got much time.”

I peeled myself from the seat, bringing her shortly after me before tucking her inside my arm, my body providing little heat compared to the physical support I offered to her stiff limbs.

We closed the distance between the bike and the container, not moving far as I tugged out a key from my back pocket. There wasn’t much security; just a simple chain and padlock wrapped around the latch to keep it closed. It was high quality and would take nothing short of a laser to break the chain.

Ash’s face dropped with disappointment as I swung open the large creaking door, only to reveal a dark, empty room. She stood to one side, staring with a tight frown at the void, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

“This wasn’t exactly the date I had planned either.” I chuckled as I returned to my bike, rolling it up and into the container.

“I thought the FBI raid and highway chase was all your idea,” Ash quipped, playful sarcasm saturating her tongue. “Most guys just bring flowers and buy dinner.”

I moved toward her, reaching up to either side of her head as I cupped the helmet. I slipped it off her head, her hair flaming out in every direction as the wind had dealt its damage. She looked up with mischievous eyes. The fear and panic that had only a few hours ago haunted her face had diminished.

“I’m not most guys.”

“Let me guess,” Ash mused, her lips pushed out into a teasing pout. “Candle-lit dinner and wine? Honestly, I did not take you for the type.”

I dropped my head, taking a sweet, sharp nip of those chilled lips, her gasp like fire across my cold skin. “I didn’t take you for the type either.”

“I would not know,” Ash growled, bitter about being caught off guard. “I have never been on one.”

“A date?”

Ash shrugged.

A violent fever flashed through my nerves as the curse left my tongue. Having disappointed her, and being forced to abandon the date I had promised, didn’t sit well, and the bitter discomfort in my chest had me drawing up plans for every single agent that had stepped foot on a territory they didn’t belong. There were already going to be repercussions for them. Now there’d be revenge.

I lifted my hand to her pink flushed skin, her face fitting perfectly into my palm, her pale green eyes finding mine like a lighthouse in the storm. “You’ll get your date,” I vowed. “One so incredible that nothing and no one could ever compare to it.”

“You make it sound intimidating.” Ash laughed, the light musical noise softening that fire. “I fear you will spoil me.”

I leaned down, and this time, when I caught her lips, it was soft, slow, and sensational as I explored her mouth and tongue, taking my time to savor her taste. “Then be afraid.” With that, I let her go, taking the helmet back to the bike before escorting her out and locking it behind me.

We didn’t walk far before I stopped in front of a different container. This one was covered in faded red paint, big scabs of rust and scratches screaming ancient and derelict. No one would fathom the fortune hidden away behind such old doors, but if one looked close enough, they’d see the similar lock and chain that had been on the earlier container.

Unlike the other, this one had no key. Instead, I pressed my thumb into the lock, and after a beat, it popped open, the chain slinking from the bar and dropping into a pile on the floor.

Ash tried to help me as I swung open the big door, and it stretched my polished acting prowess to make her think she’d contributed. The door was heavy and robust, and Ash’s feeble shivering arms were more decorative than effective. Even still, I flashed her a grateful smile that she was exasperatedly willing to accept.

“What is that?” Ash squinted into the dark, the covered object no different than a large slab to her eyes. On the other hand, I could make out the edges, the slopes, and the snags of fabric the huge, draped sheet covered.

“You wanted to know how I got my road name, right?” I stepped forward, grabbing two dusty handfuls of the sheet.

Ash’s eyes darkened with anticipation, her breath held on her parted lips, making a smirk tug at my lips.

I pulled.

Even in the dingy light of the container, the dispersed light of the overcast day peeking through the door, the canary yellow was a bulb in the dark. It was glossy and sleek, and not one scratch marred its surface.

“How did you …? Where did you …?“ Ash’s mouth dropped open as she moved slowly around the car. “A Lamborghini?” Her fingers hovered, hesitant to lay them on the surface.

“Vegas,” I answered, leaning my hip against the vehicle, earning a sharp glare from Ash. It amused me more. “And before you ask”—I wagged a finger at her—“it isn’t stolen.”

Ash’s mouth disappeared as her lips flattened. Shame flickered across her face as I caught her red-handed. As mysterious and guarded as she had first been, the moment those walls had begun to crumble, it was as if the fog had lifted, and I could see her as easily as a bright summer’s day.

“So, Lamb is short for …” Ash trailed, eyes jumping from the car to me, and back to the car. “Lamborghini?”

“It’s highly creative.” I rolled my eyes, the memories rushing back. “Let’s just say some older members weren’t so imaginative back in the day.”

I pushed off the car, rounding the steps to meet Ash on the other side. She opened her mouth as her thoughts flickered across her expression. Whatever she wanted to say, she thought better of it.

“So, you … bought it?”

“I won it.”

“Won it?”

I fished out a set of keys from my pocket, a golden bull emblem crested on the smooth black fob. Lights flashed inside the tight container as I clicked the button. It flashed sharp across Ash’s soft face, her suspicious narrowed eyes glowing ethereal yellow for a split-second.

I opened the scissor door, the soft hush of the mechanism filling the empty container as the edges skimmed past the tight walls and stopped just shy of the metal roof. Fear fled from Ash’s face as she breathed out her relief that I hadn’t just unwittingly scratched my car by forgetting we were in a metal box.

“The weekend Wolf and I were getting patched, we went up to Vegas,” I explained, protecting her head as curiosity got the better of her and she clambered inside, eyes washing over and consuming every inch of detail. “I had been winning a long streak before we were promptly kicked out of the club.”

“What for? Winning?” Ash frowned, disdain coating her tongue.

“For cheating.” I smirked, enjoying the sudden shift of her features to surprise and disappointment. “I’d been counting cards the entire night.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” Ash grumbled, her body fitting snugly into the smooth, cupped leather seats. She looked perfect there, on the passenger side.

“You should also know that the entire club is banned from Vegas in general.”

“The whole club got banned?” Ash gasped. “Just because of you?”

The memories that swarmed me had a laugh escaping my chest. “No.” I chuckled. “It was for the hell they raised after.”

I pushed for her door to close before rounding the car and slipping into the driver’s side. Ash’s cloudy eyes followed me the entire time, many emotions working their way through her face.

“Well, that’s how I got my name,” I concluded, slipping the key into the ignition and firing up the engine. The car purred to life, its soft rumble sending shivers up my spine as I fit my hands into the snug comfort of the wheel.

It’s been a long time, old friend.

I eased our way out of the container, but the moment we had an open road, I slammed my foot to the floor, and like the beast she was, we flew. Road passed beneath us like river rapids, and just as we shot out past the metal gate, several FBI cars rushed past, heading without a second glance into the compound.

By the time they realized what had happened, it’d be too late.

We were gone.


Chapter Thirty-Three

ASH




Someone had filled my shoes with cement. Or it felt like that at least, as I trudged through the large double glass doors towering several feet above my head. The glossy, pristinely polished floor reflected a hideous monster as I looked down at my blurry visage—tangled mess piled on my head, flushed red cheeks on a hollowed pale face, and eyes glossy and frosted with exhaustion.

“Mr. Wolfe.” A man rushed up to our side, the bustling hotel brimming with people.

I looked up and around the banquet hall they called a lobby. Everything was polished marble, gold encrusted, and decorated with plants so lush and full of vitality. In a brief passage of weakness, I wondered how much a leaf would sell for. They would not notice just one missing … right?

“We have your suite ready, sir.” The man, dressed in a tight suit, slicked back hair, and a clean-shaven face, beamed at Lamb. Of the two of us, I had weathered far worse on the bike trip, and even in the supercar, I had crashed, burned, and let exhaustion take hold until we had come to a greeted welcome outside the doors of Hotel De La More.

“Thank you, Jason. I know it was last minute.” Lamb, with a face I had never seen before, gave the man a thousand-watt smile before taking the keycard out of his hands.

“Would you like your luggage sent up to your room?” he offered.

Lamb raised a palm. “That won’t be necessary.”

With a knowing smile, the man nodded. “Of course. The boutiques will be awaiting your arrival. I assure you, as always, we have all the latest trends and designs ready for your perusal. Tailoring is no question, either.”

“I expect no less.” Lamb scooped his arm around my waist, pulling my weak body flush to his side.

Jason glanced down at me, and if he had any thoughts, they did not show. Catering to the rich and famous had carved a fine gem out of him. I was sure I was not the first piece of trash dragged through their pearly doors.

“Does Wolf know?” I scoffed. “That you use his name as an alias?”

Lamb smirked, not capable of even an ounce of shame.

That meant no. I was sure Wolf would be flattered. Not.

Lamb pulled me with a confident stride over to the far side of the lobby. Rows and rows of elevators lined the walls, but Lamb did not stop. People waiting to ride followed him with their eyes. There were a few sneers and frowns at my appearance following in tow. I was too tired to care, and as we moved towards the end of the corridor, their faces fell out of view.

As more golden elevator doors passed beside us, I feared I would have to walk another mile before I finally got to stop. I was sure this hotel was wider on the inside than on the outside, and as exhaustion clung to my eyes, my weary limbs growing heavier with each step, we finally stopped.

Another set of elevator doors reflected our tired expressions. They were taller than the others with an ornate frame and intricate details of leaves and ivy welded onto the jet-black doors. It was beautiful, grand, and screamed money, except for a single thing.

There was no button.

I frowned at the metal doors, my eyes jumping up and around, squinting hard as I tried to see if the button was concealed or magnet-activated. I took way too long, invested in my search before his saccharine smile burnt into the back of my neck.

I spun, eyes narrowing as Lamb gazed down at me with a dewy, amused smile. He looked soft and human, and unfamiliar. “Are you having a nice time, Mr. Wolfe?”

“A little,” Lamb mused, his arm flexing against my back.

“Well”—I gestured to the elevator—“I take it you have a keycard or a secret button, or an open sesame, or—”

A loud woosh cut me off as the two doors began to slide open.

My jaw dropped. “How…?”

Lamb shook his head. He tugged me along as I stared at the door. It closed behind us with a silent whisper, not a single button pressed, and I felt the familiar gravitational shift as we began to rise up.

And up.

And up.

“I am going to die before I get to sleep,” I groaned, my head planted into the crook of Lamb’s neck. I had long since given up carrying my body, allowing my weight to sink into his strong, reliable figure. Bastard did not even look a little tired.

If his hair was not mussed by his helmet, and his shirt a little creased from where my hands had locked around his waist, then you would never have guessed he had high-tailed it across the state at neck-braking speeds. He kept a loose arm around my back. His warm, woodsy scent mixed with leather and sweat sank me deeper into sleepiness.

The car ride was nice and smooth, but all it did was highlight the stiffness and ache of my muscles from clinging to Lamb for dear life.

A ping and woosh pulled open the black doors, revealing the interior of a beautiful, luxurious suite. Everything from the billboards, and movies, and dreams was in a mass open plan modern suite. A fruit bowl, wine, and fresh flowers were presented as elaborate gifts on the centre table, along with a small handwritten note reading, “Mr. Wolfe,” in swirly lettering. But everything was mediocre compared to the view. A vast wall of windows swung in a smooth curve in a single sheet of glass. The black skyline of the city, now sunken in twilight, shimmered and glittered like stars in the night. If not for the reflective glow of the room lights, and my figure staggering forward, hands pressing into its surface, I would have believed there was a hole in the building. Believed if I stepped forward, I would fall into the inky abyss of the city.

“It is stunning,” I breathed.

Despite my origins being old money, I had never seen a penny spent on luxury. Not for me, at least. I had never dreamed of stepping foot into this type of place. Not as a rich daughter. Or as a murderer. Or a washed-up alcoholic.

“I hate it,” I breathed, my fingers pressed flat into the cool glass, a burning swelled behind my eyes. Even though I could not make out the buildings, their shapes were an encompassing dark blur with twinkling lights, it was breathtaking. And for that, I hated it.

“Not the usual reaction.” Lamb slid in beside me, his face manifesting in the reflection of the glass, warm hands sliding around my waist as he fit his body like a puzzle piece against my back. “But I wouldn’t expect that from you either.” He leant down, his wild hair brushing the side of my jaw as his warm lips peppered kisses across my cold skin.

I turned in his hold, my back pressed against the cool glass, his warmth now soaking into my breasts and waist. Chocolate-brown eyes stared down at me with that calm curiosity that always lingered.

“We need to talk.”

“Are we not?” Lamb frowned, the puppy dog ignorance a lost cause. Perhaps if I did not know his nature, I might believe the sweet façade.

“What happened at the club? The FBI?” I stared hard into his eyes. “You knew they were coming.”

To have been absent for days only to turn up like a knight on a chrome steed to steal me away at the perfect moment was impossible odds.

“You never ask for anything until it’s times like these.” Lamb sighed, his tone bitter and disappointed. “Are you not willing to be ignorant? At least just for tonight?” He pulled me tighter into his chest, and I became acquainted with the stiffness in his jeans. “We can get a bath together, and I’ll wash your hair and fuck you till you can’t walk.” He leaned in close, the punctuated words sending trembling shivers down my spine where they pooled at my core. “Then I’ll carry you to bed, and I’ll fuck you again. Then we’ll sleep with you in my arms. No dreams. No nightmares. Just sleep.”

An impossible promise. Lamb was capable of many feats, but controlling my nightmares and dreams was simply out of his reach. Despite how tempting his offer was, regardless of his supernatural abilities, I quashed my libido, her screams falling on deaf ears as I shook my head.

“I have spent most of my life in ignorance.” I considered his words, my thoughts leaking out as I processed them in real time. “But that had never been my choice. If I had been given one …”

As my words trailed off, I saw the understanding bloom in Lamb’s eyes. It had been there from the moment we had walked in. He knew I would ask. He had just hoped I would not.

“The FBI raid …” I prompted, my fingers finding purchase in fistfuls of Lamb’s leather jacket. “It was for me?”

There was a beat of hesitation. He nodded.

Lamb told me everything.
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Time ticked by slowly, each jerk of the large Art Deco clock hand hanging above the electric fireplace like a foreboding message.

My father knew I was alive.

He had prompted that raid to flush me out, and his plan had succeeded. News would have run through deft ears to reach his side, and even if the FBI had not managed to identify me, it would not take a genius to figure out what woman had hightailed it straight out of Fellpeak. There was no smoke without fire, after all.

The proverbial clock was ticking. It would only be a matter of time for him to confirm my location and send death straight to my door. Perhaps, this time it would arrive at last.

“Babe.” Lamb’s soft whisper tunnelled through my miasmic thoughts. I looked up, catching those brown eyes searching desperately across my face for the small shards of emotion he had taught himself to read. Using all those skills he had developed to survive in such a cruel world, to try to read a heart that had long since grown cold and tired.

“This is the reason why we are here,” Lamb pressed, and for a moment, his words sat on the stagnant waters of my mind. As they began to sink in, I had forgotten one important rule. Lamb never did anything without a reason.

“We are not in this hotel to hide … are we?”

Lamb shook his head. “To gain the upper hand, it’s best to strike first.”

“Wait.” I pressed my hands against his firm chest, feeling my own tighten as thoughts invaded my mind. Dangerous, panicked thoughts. In the time we had spent together, a part of me had learned to witness the world in the way Lamb might see it. To see what I could utilise. To see what was necessary and what was not. To know the best course of action, disregarding any emotional influence.

And what I saw now frightened me deep to my core.

“Why are we here, Lamb?” My voice was thick and tight, and I had to force the words out, knowing, deep down, I was afraid of the answer.

“There’s a gala happening in town,” Lamb explained. Something about my expression must have flagged a red sign at him as his words turned cautious, eyeing me weary with a confused frown knitting into his brow. “Your father … he’s the guest of honour.”

He was here. In this city.

He was right here.

Blood rushed from my brain. It pooled in my feet and turned to stone. My heart racketed against my ribs, my fingers tingling, and my extremities grew cold. Loud, deafening noise rang in my ears as the world around me grew so distant, so far away.

I could feel my chest tighten. I was struggling for breath. I could feel Lamb’s hands on me, his mouth moving with lost words.

And I could do nothing.

My father’s chilling voice revived in my memory. From the past, when I was young and naïve and only wished to please him, to the cold voice that fired six bullets through my body, praying that I would die. They overlapped and intermingled, variations of the past becoming indistinguishable, visions and memories blending until I could not tell when from where.

I was trapped.

“ASH!” Lamb snapped, my neck burning with pain as darkness swam across my vision. His familiar hands wrapped around the back of my neck as pressure pushed on my chest. Where was I? Where—

It was not darkness. The black material of the sofa was pressed so close to my nose that I was unable to distinguish it. Light shimmered off its leather surface, and I realised Lamb was holding my head between my knees. My back burned at the sudden extension, lacking the flexibility but having no choice.

“Breathe for me slowly.” Lamb rubbed the edge of my neck with his thumb, running up and down as I tried to inhale to the rhythm. “Good girl.”

My hands trembled, nails dug deep into the cushions as my chest slowed with each calm intake, sensation returned to my limbs, and the voices and memories faded.

“You can let go now,” I grumbled, unsure how long I could stay folded like a paper crane.

Lamb’s grip softened, his fingers gingerly tracing the slope of my neck before disappearing entirely.

My back protested, and my head swooned as I adjusted back up to a seat, my eyes meeting the face of the man crouched in front of me, his skin a shade paler than before. He sat on his haunches, eyes racing across my features, scanning me in the little robotic way he constantly did. Searching for an answer he might find but might not understand.

I lifted my hand, cupping the long length of his face. The briefest tingles remained as I pressed them against his cheek and felt the warmth of his skin slip into my white fingers. It was in moments like this, his face fixed with little to no expression, just searching for something to interact with, that I could see the child in him. His mind might not work like others, but in his bizarre and uncanny actions, there were threads of emotion, of desperation, of doubt, and of insecurity. It was enough. He was enough.

“I’m sorry I worried you.” I leaned forward, pressing my lips softly against his forehead, lingering there briefly as I smelt the dirt, dust, and woodsy scent of his hair. “So”—I pushed back my hair, trying to tame the beast behind my ears—“I am bait after all.”

Lamb shook his head. “I brought you here to build an opportunity,” he explained, turning over my palms as his fingers began to trace the creases, his soothing gesture. “You wanted your revenge, and so I’ve brought you your chance.”

“My chance …” I could not fathom the possibility. My father still stood tall, as a cold and vengeful god in my mind, and even if I wanted to slaughter him where he stood, I was no different from the girl in the warehouse, chemical rags bandage over my eyes, tied to a chair, that man abandoning me to the murderous whim of my stepmother. Time had passed but all I had done was gain more scars. “I do not think I—”

“No.” Lamb frowned, and I saw the struggle to process the implication of my words. It was outright dismissed as he shook his head, reaching for my hands, grasping them between his own larger, warmer palms. “You are mine,” Lamb said, his eyes squinted with thought, his processor whirring loud enough for me to hear. “I won’t let anyone take you away from me.”

“It is a beautiful notion, but—”

“No, Ash. You don’t understand.” Lamb’s hands squeezed. “For your sake, I can become invincible. I can become your sanctuary. I have never reached the end of my capabilities, and if you wish for it, I will become your untouchable shield. Even in front of your father, I will not fail.”

If I had ever thought Lamb was capable of love, devotion, and affection, I would still never have predicted that this struggled, grand promise would ever leave his lips. I had never known that this man, who had latent emotions and a genius efficient brain, would have something akin to a heart.

I leaned forward, my fingers escaping his palm to find his solid, stubbled jaw. I wrapped my fingers around his chin and tipped his face towards mine. I soaked in those boiling honey eyes, their endless abyss no longer frightening but inviting. I breathed in his scent, finding his lips and closing mine around them. It was soft and sweet, and Lamb let me do as I pleased as I imparted something that words could not show. He might not understand the message, but it was enough for me to pass it on.

“You are capable of love, Lamb,” I breathed, his taste still wet on my lips. “Perhaps not in the way you think, or that people would understand, but it is in your actions. And to me, that is valuable beyond measure.”

I knew Lamb was not convinced, nor would he ever be. But that was okay. It was enough for me to say and for him to listen.

Lamb’s hands found purchase against my neck, his thumb pressing into the softness of my jaw as he tugged me close once more, his scent enveloping me, his taste coating my tongue and lips. He pushed up from his knees, his long legs lifting him high above me as he pressed harder into the kiss. The couch hugged my back, holding me firm as he knelt on the cushions, caging me between his firm thighs.

I gripped his jeans, my fingers tightening in his belt loops, anchoring him to me as I tried to lift my body higher into his. I wanted to feel his firm chest against mine, his armoured abs between my thighs, and his hard length rubbing against my aching core.

Raw emotion turned into feverish lust as my hands clambered higher until I grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and yanked them up his back. I wanted him naked. I wanted him on me. And I wanted it now.

Our tender kiss turned ravenous as Lamb’s arms slunk down around my waist, and in a single swift motion, he had me up in the air, my legs latching onto his hips, and my head bowed to keep his lips between mine.

His naked chest was hot against my skin, and my clothes began to itch as I made quick work of my own shirt, breaking the kiss just enough to tear the thin material from my head. I did not care where it landed as we moved through the suite, focusing on where our bodies met and the growing frustration of it not being enough. I wanted more. I needed more.

I reached down between us, my tongue still tangling with his, as I fumbled with my jeans, trying to pull the button loose as I quaked in Lamb’s arms.

A wall slammed against my back, my breath catching as it jerked from my lungs.

Lamb’s head dropped as he stared with feverous frustration down at my waist. He pushed my hands aside, making quick work of the button, followed by the zipper, and had the denim halfway down before his hand found home.

My knickers were no match as he slid past the cotton and landed true.

I moaned as his finger slammed straight into my tight channel, the feel of his thick digit rubbing up against my insides making my head spin in circles. My gasping breaths became mewling pants as even just the single digit rocking back and forth inside of me had me grabbing a fistful of his hair as my hips tried to ride his hand.

Lamb pressed me harder against the wall, his head bending into the crook of my neck, his hot, heavy breaths stuck to my bare skin as he pressed soft nips to the swell of my breasts, my bra scratching against my rock-hard nipples.

My rise began to wane as I reached the limit of his single finger. My insides clamped around the digit, begging and pleading for something bigger, wider, hotter.

“Lamb, I want you,” I whimpered, tightening my legs around his waist in urgency. “I want you inside of me.”

Lamb growled, his finger slipping from my core as he wrapped both hands around my arse and the wall disappeared from behind. I hung tighter to his head as he whirled around with lightning speed, and one moment, I was in his arms; the next, I was in free fall.

My stomach lurched as I slammed down into a soft pillowy support. The bed bounced with enthusiastic springs as I was left looking up at the white ceiling, alone.

I flipped onto my stomach, searching through the shapes of the room, trying to find—

A hand pressed against my lower spine, pinning me in place.

“Lamb, what are you—”

His weight leant into my arse as his hot member pressed against my bare back. I felt its imprint, every ridge and bump, searing into my skin like an iron brand.

His hands slid against the edges of my face, and for a moment, something dark crossed my vision.

The blurred shapes before me sharpened as the glasses settled on my face. I stared forward, at my face looking back at me. I was a mess—my hair in a rat’s nest on my head, my face flushed a feverish red, and my lips damp and dewy. Lust screamed from my face.

I was not the only one.

In the tall wardrobe mirror, I saw Lamb standing behind me, his dark brown eyes like molten bronze, his body rigid and hard, poised above mine like a feline predator stalking its prey. His eyes met mine, and I could feel him grow harder against my skin.

Without preparation or warning, his large length stretched me to the edge. I cried out as he pressed all the way to the hilt, his hips pressing into the back of mine, balls cupped between my thighs.

“Fuck, Lamb, I—”

He pulled out, the head sliding all the way to my lips, just holding open my entrance before his hand came down, wrapped around the front of my throat, held me still, and slammed home.

Without waiting for me to adjust or find comfort, he picked up the pace, slamming in and out, to the hilt and to the edge with merciless, powerful thrusts. I could not breathe. I could not think. The angle felt like he was going deeper than he had ever before. I could taste him in the back of my throat, feel him hitting my tonsils, and his fingers tightened their grip as he jerked himself off with my body in the middle.

It was animalistic and rough, and as I saw his lust burning in his eyes, that unhinged powerful energy burning through the mirror, my limp body rendered helpless in his grasp, subject to only pleasure and pain at his only whim.

I melted into his touch, let his control take over as he used me to siphon his pleasure, to facilitate his desire, and to succumb to his raw lust.

I did not realise my orgasm was building. Bursts of pleasure and twinges of discomfort hit the beat as he slammed home deeper and deeper with every thrust. So, when a tsunami of mindless desire rose to the surface, I could not even moan, or scream, or cry as I was lifted to the highest edge I had ever reached.

“Never forget this face,” Lamb growled, nipping at my ear. “Never forget how I feel inside of you. Even if your vision fades, burn this memory into your body. You belong to me.”

Hard, and fast, and encompassing, my body spasmed and shook as pleasure thundered across my nerves. Wave after wave after wave rendered my body euphoric as I rode the tsunami with devastating destruction. As the slamming waves turned to lapping oceans, Lamb’s seed seeped from my centre, running down my thighs and onto the sheets. I had not felt him come, but now his warmth soaked inside of me as his dick calmed within my body.

My brain was broken, and my body became mush as I stewed in the remnants of quiet, exhausting pleasure. My orgasm rippled through my nerves, fried and wired in content satisfaction.

Lamb moved around me, the bright light disappearing into ambient darkness as a wet cloth ran between my legs before I was moved, and a sheet was draped over my naked skin.

Lamb slid in behind me, locking into place, his hands wrapping around me in a protective, warm embrace, head nuzzled into the back of my neck.

As dreams started to lull my consciousness, I heard a soft mumble across my skin.

“I protect what is mine.”

If I had energy, perhaps I would have spoken. Or moved. Or breathed. But I had none, and instead, I let the words settle on my mind as I drifted into sleep.
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Ifound company in the night.

Even at the height of my exhaustion, my sleep had been fragile.

I stared out at the moonlight, its soft white light washing over my skin as I sat, my feet tucked up on a chair beneath the comfort of the provided white robe. I stared listlessly at the wide, dark sky and the unsleeping city glimmering beneath it.

Turning my head, I stared at something far more beautiful and dazzling. The raw ache of my body burned at the sight of the naked man, his best parts tucked beneath the thin white sheet, the warmth of the suite’s heating doing its best to keep winter beyond the glass, as the rest of his body laid exposed to the elements, long and limber.

I stood from my chair, my tender, tired feet moving silently atop the dense cushioned carpet as I neared his side of the bed.

Asleep and relaxed, his calm face, nuzzled into the soft duck feather pillows, looked young. He wore no confusion, and even his sharp features were softened by the touches of shadow. His mussed blond hair was pale in the white moonlight.

I wanted to reach out and touch him. To feel his skin against my palm, and his warm on my skin. But I knew my resolve would melt at the warmth of his body. Knew that I would falter.

It would just make my decision harder.

I curled my fingers tight against my chest, turned, and did what I did best.

I walked away.


Chapter Thirty-Four

LAMB




Blue skies peeked through the shades as the touch of early winter sun warmed my skin. I stretched across the wide California king mattress, the silken sheets whispering as my bare skin skimmed across them, the delicious sex ache waking my muscles and bones.

I opened my eyes, the tall white ceiling with ornate crown molding staring back down at me. A large, modern chandelier hung above the canopy, a fan turning softly above.

“Babe,” I groaned, turning over to wrap my body around hers, looking for her post-sex scent and cool skin.

I found nothing.

I pried my eyes apart to stare at the vacant spot next to me, sheets tossed aside, not even an imprint of her body left behind.

I lunged forward, throwing myself up as my hands spread over the bed, feeling not even a trace of body heat left beside me.

Something sank in my chest. I felt cold.

I shoved the sheets aside, grabbed my discarded pair of dusty jeans, and dragged them on before storming into the suite. I checked every room, cupboard, and closet, and found no trace of her.

No clothes. No note. Not even a strand of hair.

“No.”

I couldn’t let her leave. Couldn’t let her escape. She belonged to me.

I buried my fist into the wall, the elevator springing open as I stormed into the small metal box.

Time moved slowly as every second descending the floors drained away as I waited for the final floor to open. Fortunately, the private elevator only stopped at the bottom floor and penthouse, so this was a one-way out for her.

I’d scour every inch of the lobby. I’d make every concierge search through every second of security footage. I’d have every guard blocking every door, exit, and window. If she was still in this hotel, I would find her. I would—

The doors pinged open.

Cloudy green eyes widened in surprise.

Ash stood with a small arm of boutique bags and two coffees in a tray in her other hand. Her eyebrows were raised in surprise as the door opened, hand hanging in the air as she juggled her haul.

“Oh!” Ash gasped, a smile lighting her face. “Thank God, I do not know how to open this thing from this side.” She pushed her thick glasses up her nose with a weighted arm before her gaze moved lower and her surprised brows buried into her hairline. “And your shirtless … in the lobby … in public.”

I stared, the raging inferno in my head still swirling with momentum. My body, on the other hand, lost all ability to move. I just stood there, staring at her innocent face, as my muscles turned to stone and my bones into iron.

“What is wrong?” Ash’s surprise melted into a frown as her eyes needled into my expression. Over time, she’d grown sharper, and our time together had provided her a unique peephole into my mind.

“I thought you’d left.”

It took a heartbeat for the realization to dawn on her face. The undercurrent of my words swept over her, her expression falling with heavy, languid emotion. Her beautiful, warred eyes jumped back and forth between mine, desperately searching for something in my expression. I had no idea what it could tell her, what it reflected of the tumultuous storm inside.

“I—” Ash’s mouth floundered.

A gasp jerked us from the pregnant atmosphere as a gaggle of women paused in the lobby, eyes nearly falling out of their heads as they stared straight past Ash and into the elevator where I stood. I didn’t even have shoes on. My jeans only covered what was important, and my bare feet bore the cold tile floor.

“Fuck,” Ash hissed, catching wind of the quickly thawing group of women behind us.

She pushed forward into the cabin, her free hand pressed against my chest as she backed me up with persistent force until my spine crushed into the mirrored wall.

Ash spun away from me, her hand still fixed on my solar plexus as she watched the doors quickly close just as the women made a mad dash toward us. No music played in the private elevator, and only the soft whir of working machinery filled the box.

I reached forward, letting my arms slip around Ash’s waist and tug her ass against my crotch.

“Careful!” Ash hissed, holding the coffee far out to one side. “You could burn yourself.”

I didn’t care. I buried my face into the nape of her neck, her long, brown hair draping over my skin as the soft scent of body wash mixed with her natural scent filled my nose. I pressed my nose into her supple skin, tracing the muscles with my lips. My fingers slipped beneath the hem of her shirt, her cool skin jerking at my touch. My palms flexed around her waist, enjoying the extra weight filling my hands. It wasn’t much, but she had slowly started to put on mass, and I loved it.

It didn’t take long for my teeth to ache as I peppered kisses across the small strip of skin exposed by the plain black shirt. I tugged at the hem, giving myself more access as I sucked, and nipped, and kissed my way across her collarbone, up her neck, and across her jaw. Her flustered breaths rustled my hair as I saw that tantalizing peach blush cresting her cheeks.

I slid my hands higher and higher as the sound of bags collapsing onto the floor filled my ears. A rouge hand found purchase in my hair, squeezing tightly as I pressed my lips and teeth to all the places that made her stomach quiver and shake.

I paused.

“You don’t have a bra on,” I growled, images of her walking around, tits free in the lobby where so many people would have seen her.

“And you do not have a shirt,” Ash countered.

The doors opened behind us as sunlight cut into the dim box just in time to watch the coffee cups collapse, liquid splashing everywhere as I spun Ash to face me.

Ash began to argue. “Lamb, I just—”

I picked her up with ease, holding her body aloft, her crotch fixed to my abs as I stalked into the room. Ash’s legs locked around my waist with practiced perfection as her hands grappled around my neck.

I dropped her down on the entryway table, grasped the hem of her shirt, tore it over her head, and tossed it into oblivion. “Now you don’t have a shirt either.”

Ash narrowed her eyes, her glasses cockeyed on her face as she adjusted them. “Touche,” she grumbled. Her lips were damp, and her tongue danced between them.

I urged to fulfill the desire screaming from those pert lips, my crotch buried between her thighs feeling uncomfortably tight. But I held back.

I leaned my chest back, letting my eyes wander painstakingly slow over her exposed facets. I counted the freckles and scars, her moles, and the goosebumps rising on her chilled skin. I smiled as I watched her soft blush pink nipples harden under my gaze.

“You shouldn’t go out braless,” I decided.

Ash scoffed. “It is not like I have much to show. You cannot even tell.”

I captured her nipple between my finger and thumb, applying just enough pressure. Ash hissed, her thighs clamping down on my waist, her crotch rocking against my jeans.

“This,” I purred, reaching up with my other hand to capture her other lonely nub, “And this”—I applied a little more pressure and nearly buckled as Ash began to squirm, her soaked crotch seeping into my denim—“belong to me.”

“You will find that they are attached to my chest,” Ash quipped, her annoyance weakened by her hot, heavy breaths. “Not yours.”

Not disliking the challenge flaring in her eyes, I released her. “Want to bet on it?” I asked, my hand splayed in surrender as I let my eyes wander down before moving back up to meet her gaze. “About whom this body belongs to?”

Ash’s eyes darkened, her pupils so wide it hid the pale green as her moist mouth parted, hands tightening against the edge of the table. “No.”

“Why?” I leaned down toward her chest, the flushed heat of her skin burning into my face. I blew out a soft breath over her skin and watched the muscles shudder under the sensation. “Scared you’ll lose?”

Hesitation held Ash briefly, but the rising blush turned from soft pink to burning red and broke it apart. “Fine,” she growled, eyes narrowing. “But I am revising the terms.”

I cocked a brow, curiosity always getting the better of me.

Hands lunged around my neck, and my body was jerked forward, lips slamming into mine. Ash’s tongue delved between my parted lips, teasing, demanding, and daring me out to play. Any fight I had crumbled as her fingers tangled in my hair, the sharp sting of pain pulling me closer into her control. Her legs clamped around my waist, her hips thrusting up against my crotch, the barest burn of friction making my dick howl with desire.

I reached forward, capturing her waist, desperate to control the momentum.

Ash pulled away, her teeth dragging against my swollen lips as a saccharine smile creased her eyes. “Let us see who belongs to who.”

An inferno of lust burst across my chest as I captured those devious lips with a bated breath. I returned her agonizing pressure as I pressed her down onto the table, my tented jeans pressing deep into her softest part with pressure and weight. She withered beneath me, her legs squeezing me tight, her fingers pulling my hair even tighter as she threatened to take handfuls of my scalp with her.

We were like magnets as I fought her irresistible pull, bracing a palm against the solid wood table, trying not to crush her as she urged me closer. We fought between frantic kisses, bruising bites, and savage sucking.

It was carnal mating as Ash released her grip on my hair, her nails scratching down my neck and arms, leaving a beaded trail of lines marking her path.

They slid further down over my abs, finding the button of my jeans, her legs releasing just enough to pop it open and tear the zipper straight to the base.

My dick jerked free of its confines, red and angry, and raging for a hot, warm place to sink home.

I shared the sentiment as my own hands slid down into the waistband of Ash’s trousers, the willing elastic material already sliding down her damp thighs, panties hooked in tow until they wrapped around her ankles. I stopped there. Unlike her shirt, I kept the panties wrapped around her legs and, with a little maneuvering, pushed my head between her knees and left her ankles bound behind my neck.

“Lamb,” Ash mewled, shifting her wet pussy as it rubbed against my abs, leaving a hot trail over my stomach.

I slid a hand down her soft pale legs, reaching down to meet where our bodies joined, my fingers burning as they found her hot, wet folds.

The tip of my digit circled her entrance, my thumb working in tandem to rub her clit. Her hips bucked against my chest, her hands clinging tight to the edge of the table as she used it to anchor herself against my skin. Her breathing ramped up into short, staggered gasps, her eyes feverish and hungry.

I leaned forward, her legs folding up over my shoulders as her wet core melted against my solar plexus, covering me in her wetness. Her rock-solid nipples rubbed against my hard chest as her ribs racked with ragged breaths.

“Tell me,” I whispered, my lips brushing the shell of her ear. “Who do you belong to?”

Ash’s gaze steeled, but it was molten with lust and challenge. She bit into her lip, fighting to hold the words inside. She wanted to give in, I could see it. She wanted the pleasure and euphoria I offered her, but her pride held tight to her tongue. It wouldn’t last for long.

I tutted, capturing her chin, my thumb pulling loose the lip pinned between her teeth. “If you’ve got to bite something,” I offered, “bite me.”

Warm wetness captured my thumb as I pushed it between her swollen lips, scraping my skin with the sharp edges of her teeth. I depressed it down onto her tongue, feeling the soft muscle flex back against it. My mouth salivated as her lips wrapped around my finger, tossing my offer of a bite aside as she sucked hard on my digit. My dick ached with jealousy; her twisting, tormenting tongue, and pleasurable purr sending vibrations straight down to my shaft.

I tried to pull my finger back, but Ash didn’t give it up. I felt the sharp flash of pain as Ash did, at last, what I’d offered. Her teeth held my finger in place, her tongue unrelenting as it soothed over my skin and toyed with my aching member.

“You want to play dirty?” I smirked and watched as it dawn on Ash that she’d bitten off more than she could chew.

I pushed my finger forward, my thumb hitting the back of her mouth. Ash gagged, choked, and her teeth released their hold.

“You cheated!” Ash coughed, raising her hand to cover her mouth.

Blood trickled from my thumb as I looked down at her fiery expression. “No,” I purred. “This is cheating.” I thrust my hips forward, my dick surging home.

Ash cried out as I filled her, my own moan mixing with hers as her velvet warmth gripped my dick in a vice. I struggled through my own convulsions as Ash shuddered beneath me.

“Now, let me tell you the rules.” I smirked, one hand propped beside her head, the other wrapped around her thigh. “Every time you say my name, I’ll move.”

“What?” Ash gasped, her breath catching, hips writhing on the counter as she tried to adjust to my size.

“That’s not my name,” I retorted, shifting ever so slightly. The small movement caused Ash’s teeth to clench, her eyes rolling into the back of her head, a soft curse rushing out of her lips.

“Tell me.” I found that swollen bundle of nerves pleading for touch and pressed. Ash’s abdomen tightened at the sensation, her chest jerking. “Who do you belong to?”

Her jaw ticked, and I smiled. Sweat trickled down over my skin as the torture of staying still inside her tight, wet warmth threatened to undo me where I stood.

I pressed the flat of my thumb over her clit, savoring the feel of her thighs trembling beneath my taunting touches. “Who, Ash? Tell me who.” I pressed harder down on her nerves, giving her just enough pleasure to ride herself higher, but not enough to bring her to the edge.

Repeatedly, I brought her up, watching as frustration built in her eyes. I could see her crumble piece by piece until, finally, she broke.

“Lamb!” she cried. “I belong to Lamb—”

I bottomed all the way out, my dick nearly slipping free before I slammed back home.

“Lamb!” Ash cried as I thrust in time with her crying words. “Lamb! Lamb! Lamb!” she moaned, her words catching with each ram of my dick into the deepest part of her.

My orgasm was building, her own storming on ahead as she locked around me like a vice, legs clamped tight around my waist. Her force subdued my movements, and with each thrust in and out, her body followed my hips, nearly coming straight off the table.

Each time, I was getting deeper and deeper until it was as if my head was buried so far into her cervix that I didn’t expect it to come out. I was rising faster than I ever had before, and my balls tightened as Ash’s wail shattered through the room.

She clamped down around my dick, pinning me up into her channel as her orgasm burst through her, rippling over every muscle in her body as her cum slid down over my dick and trickled down my legs.

As her orgasm rocked her, my dick begged for me to move. I slid back toward her entrance, her legs falling limp beside me.

And then a foot hit my chest.

I staggered at the force, my dick slipping free of her pussy, my brain shaken as I stared at the offending limb.

Ash, covered in glistening sweat, her post-orgasm haze clouding over her eyes, sat up on the table. She inched off the edge, her legs threatening to collapse as she stalked toward me, pressing her hand into my chest.

“You have had your turn,” Ash growled as the couch came up against my knees and I collapsed onto the soft cushions. “Now it is mine.”

Before I could get my bearings, Ash positioned her knees on either side of my hips, her hand wrapped around my shaft as she lined my dick up with her entrance.

The brief cold vanished as Ash sucked my dick back into her warm, velvet entrance. Her head tipped back with a groan of pleasure as she swallowed my full length, her ass smacking against the top of my thighs.

I watched with fascination as my confused dick swelled again inside of her, begging her to move.

I grasped her thighs, ready to guide her into position, but Ash swatted them aside.

Instead, hers found their place back in my hair, pulling tightly on the strands until I was forced to bare my throat, to look straight up into the sinister smile licked by a devious tongue. “Who do you belong to?”

My dick hardened.

Ash’s smile grew wider.

Her hips rocked with reward, her insides sliding up the edges of my shaft in something equivalent to a soft brush.

If I’d thought before had been torturous, this was next level. My full dick grew fuller and fuller as she continued to rock slowly back and forth, hips spinning and gyrating just enough to stimulate my skin. It was both overwhelmingly good and frustrating at the same time.

“Babe,” I growled, fingers digging into the soft flesh of her ass.

“That is not my name,” Ash panted, getting a sick satisfaction out of torturing me.

I held my tongue. I wanted to say it. I wanted to bury my dick right to the hilt and whisper her name as many times as she needed in her ear. I wanted to take her by the ass and rock her so hard she wouldn’t even remember her name as I screamed it at the top of my lungs and filled her with my seed.

I remained silent.

Instead, I enjoyed my torture, watching the sheen of sweat build on Ash’s skin as her own pleasure began to derail her plans. Her rocking movements grew with speed as she began to build herself. Her control was fraying as soft whimpers slipped from her lips.

Ash’s eyes locked with mine, and just when I thought she was about to yield and allow us both to give in, she smiled. Then she reached down between her legs, her thumb rubbing over her clit as she rapidly drove herself to the finish line, desperate to come herself before she’d allow me.

“Tell me,” she moaned, her eyes glazing as she neared the edge once more, leaving me stranded behind. “Who do you belong to?”

“Ash,” I hissed, her threat forcing my surrender. “I belong to you, babe. All of you.”

A soft, sweet expression melted across her face, satisfaction screaming from her eyes as she leaned forward, her lips brushing the shell of my ear and nearly undoing me with just two words. “Good boy.”

True to the game, Ash released her clit, anchoring her hands on my shoulders instead as she lifted her hips, and with the energy neither of us had, she rode me home. Faster and faster, she bounced on my lap, her ass hitting my legs as her moans grew louder and louder.

I latched onto either side of her hips, shifting my own to give myself a little room as I lifted her off my lap and slammed up into her pussy. My hips took over her own as I bucked and bucked my dick deep into her channel, the warmth, the pleasure, the tightening of her hole around my base, threatening to cut circulation, all brought me up to that edge.

Ash cried as her orgasm took her over, her pussy slick with her own personal lube as I followed her over.

I bellowed as my own dick burst like a firework, pleasure shooting down my nerves like lightning, leaving only please to crackle across my circuitry.

We collapsed in a hot, sticky pile against the couch, our limp limbs tangled and our raging chests struggling to catch our moist mixed breaths.

Our cum seeped down around my dick and between my legs, no doubt soaking into the expensive hotel suite. Neither of us had the energy nor mental capacity to care.

We both sat like that for a while, both steeping in our post-sex smell and sweat until our chests began to settle and our brains recovered from the orgasmic haze.

“Where did you go?” Through the initial panic and the raging sex, the question had finally managed to dredge itself up from the depths of my mind.

“It is rather late for that.” Ash’s laugh rippled into my chest, and I enjoyed the sensation.

I began to draw lazy lines up and down her spine as she snuggled in closer to my body, our heat melded where we touched, and the cool air brushed where we didn’t.

“I got a bit … distracted.” I licked my lips. Ash’s eyes traced the movement with amusement wrinkling her eyes.

“I needed a dress.” Ash sighed, dropping her head onto my shoulder, her hair a tangled mess around her shoulders. I began forming plans to tackle the nest as her next words spoke volumes. “I cannot go to a party without a dress.”

I looked at her. Her eyes were sharp. And even with exhaustion taking over both, she was determined, and with a deep breath, said the words that would start and ultimately end everything.

“I am ready.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

ASH




Iwas not ready.

Whatever epiphany had convinced me this was a good idea was nowhere in sight as we patiently moved up in the queue of cars. Lamb’s Lamborghini was a pebble on the shore amongst the sea of expensive, luxurious, one-of-a-kind cars pulling the rich, the famous, and the affluent towards the hotel doors. It was a grand building, historic and palatial, with tall stone pillars and wide double-height doors with a red-carpet tongue rolling down the stairs, slicing through the wall of photographers and paparazzi buried behind cameras and flashes.

“Maybe this is not the best idea, after all …” I breathed. My clammy hands clung to the material of my dress, sponging the sweat from my palms and blocking my nails from bedding into my skin. My mouth felt dry, and my tongue was thick as the lights and noise grew closer.

Warmth spread over my palm as he pushed open my hand, fingers fitting between mine, and squeezed tight. I clung back, watching his knuckles turn white under my grip, but the motion was anchoring, and my chest loosened a little.

“If something goes wrong,” I whispered, letting my free hand trace the veins along his knuckles, “you need to get out of here.” I turned to look at him, his brown eyes ready and waiting to meet mine. They were bright and burning, and even in the dark cabin of the car, their heat blazed across my skin. A confused brow furrowed above his nose. “Without me.”

“No.” His frown deepened into displeasure, his grip flexing. He tried to shake me free but could not. Even if it was half-hearted, the attempt made a lump curl in my throat.

“Lamb, listen to me,” I pleaded, the creeping anxiety bubbling in my stomach. “If it comes to it, you need to leave me and go back to the club.”

“I won’t,” Lamb growled, his tone cold and cutting across my fragile skin. It jarred me back to when we first met, when he had acted more machine than human. “There would be less to go back to. Same repetitive life. Same world of grey.”

“At least it would be a life,” I argued, the image of his cold, colourless home flashing through my mind. I thought of his red bed sheets and the little black cat sitting on the coffee table, waiting for our return. “Better grey than nothing at all.”

Leather suffocated under Lamb’s white-knuckle grip on the wheel. I watched it process through his mind. The subtle ripple of emotion, as new and stiff as they were, struggled for comprehension beneath the handsome planes of his face.

After an age, a saturated sigh loosened Lamb’s grip, both around the wheel and in my palm. Resolution calmed the stirring seas of his face, and it washed over my own with cool relief.

I knew it was not with understanding, but with resignation, that softened Lamb’s expression. Even if he did not understand my choices, he understood me.

If it came down to it, I was ready to give it all up. Just like I always had. If I became something that would tie him to his death, I was willing to cut that cord.

That would never change.

“What colour?” Lamb asked, eyes calmer, brighter, staring ahead at the approaching stream of valets.

“What?”

“What colour do you want to paint the bedroom?” Lamb reiterated. I had not misheard him. Seeing the confusion clear on my face with a flickering side eye, he elaborated, “After this, when we get home, we need to pick a new house together. So, I want to know what colour we should paint the bedroom.”

Warmth and tingling vibrations spread through every nerve, muscle, and bone, threatening to melt me into a puddle as I understood his meaning.

“I want hot pink,” I murmured, my voice tight through the thick lump growing larger in my throat.

“Okay.”

“I am kidding,” I sighed, releasing his hand.

Lamb’s grip tightened. It was his turn to hold me still, to grip my palm tight as he dragged it over to his chest and laid my knuckles against his sternum. “If you want hot pink walls, I will give you hot pink walls.” Lamb turned, those burning, rich hazel eyes holding me hostage. “If you want me, then you can have me. If you want your freedom, you can have it. If you want to live, I will make sure you will.”

For a man who claimed he had no emotion, the weight of his words was crushing on my chest. Those eyes were a window into an endless sea that threatened to protect and destroy me; I did not know which one I preferred.

This time, it was my turn to struggle. I did not know what to do with these promises he made. With each of these convictions, he burned into my skin and tattooed my soul. As much as I felt precious, and privileged, and protected … I also felt fear.

Fear I would one day believe him. Fear that I could wish for something more. That if it came down to it, I would wish more than anything to live. That I would risk it all for him.

I had never feared the price I would pay in return; I feared something far worse.

That I would not be the one to pay it.

There was no more time to talk as bright, flashing lights filled the cabin, and the valet hurried to my door.

Lamb turned, a tight smile pulling on his lips, the sharp lights bouncing off those cunning warm eyes. “Shall we?”
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Thankfully, getting inside was easier than I had expected. When you were a nobody in a sea of somebodies, people paid you little attention as you made your turn slowly up the red carpet, trying not to draw suspicion. We made our way through the door, invitation in hand, and a champagne flute in the other.

We were engulfed immediately into a slow-moving tide of people; a large crowd gathered like a swarm of bees around elaborate, artistic displays. They sat on marble pedestals, some towering multiple feet into the air, while others were tiny and hidden behind glass displays. People muttered in bunches, discussing the pieces for auction and engaging in false pretences and sly business dealings under the tables.

My champagne soured; the notion of charity encompassing such an event felt bitter. Greed and betrayal were the gravity that pulled these powers together, not generosity.

We were not unlike.

Darkness and bad intentions dwelled in us as much as any other. Perhaps worse.

A tight squeeze of my waist dragged me from the gutters of my mind, warm fingers running along the exposed flesh of my dress. A pink flush heated my skin as I wore his hand like a decoration. I masked my features, hiding how much it electrified and grounded me.

“Stop,” I hissed, turning my head to his shoulder, the scent of his woodsy cologne-like spice on my tongue. “People are looking.”

“Of course, people are looking,” Lamb purred, reaching up with his other hand to push away a strand of hair curling over my collarbone. His fingers detoured, of course, running along the exposed flesh of my shoulder, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. “You look beautiful.”

“Beautiful and bizarre are different things,” I snipped, wanting nothing more than to press myself into Lamb’s chest and disappear.

I looked down at myself, regarding the red lace dress clinging to my slim body. It hugged my shape and alluded to curves that did not exist. It was a simple but beautiful dress and would have been lost in the parade of other stunning pieces. If not for one thing.

The moment Lamb had seen me in my dress, he’d chosen to make a single amendment.

The air was cold as it flashed through the crowd, skating across my exposed skin—my shoulder, my stomach, my thigh, my back, my lower leg, and the centre of my chest. In the places where my shining bright pink scars shimmered in the flashing lights, the red lace of my dress receded. It had been tailored, and the design now looked intentional, with the delicate lace edges framing each scar like a centrepiece.

I wrapped my arms over my belly, doing little to protect the exposed flesh from the chill. I had no extra hands to cover my other spots, and it left me no choice but to accept my display and, for the first time, people could see everything—my skin, and bones, and scars.

“You’re alive,” Lamb whispered, his breath warm and damp in the shell of my ear. He tugged me as close to him as I could get, traces of his body heat soothing my goose-pricked skin. “When the odds were against you, you survived. You recovered. And now it’s time to show the world that you live. That you survived. That you’re back.” He leaned down, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to my parted lips, before leaning back just enough for his eyes to hold mine. “That is the most beautiful thing.”

I burned. A hot, roaring inferno throbbed and boiled somewhere deep down. Deeper than lust. More powerful than love. Something intrinsic changed within me, and I was unsure how to react, or even if I could.

“That is not a word,” I scoffed, staring at my champagne, wanting nothing more than to down it and reach for several others. I knew it would not touch that blazing fire inside, despite how much I craved it, even now.

It slipped from my grasp as Lamb plucked the flute from my fingers, bringing it to his lips, and slipping the drink down in a single, fluid motion. He placed the empty glass on the tray of a milling waiter, giving me a wicked smile. “Then I’ll just make it one.”

“Your arrogance is astounding.”

“One of my many charms.” Lamb winked, and it was devastating.

Never mind what I was wearing, half the women in the room probably paid me no mind after he had entered. Dressed head to toe in a beautiful, red three-piece suit, his blond hair swept back over his head, dark brown eyes deep and rolling, he looked like a blood-soaked angel, pristine and powerful, commanding attention and authority. For someone who liked to observe from the shadowy corners, this was a display like no other. I would worry about other women approaching him, except I did not have to. Where I went, his eyes followed, and where he went, so did mine. We were becoming quite the pair.

“Mr. Wolfe, what an honour it is to have you join us.” A man interjected himself between us, extending a hand with a large gold signet ring suffocating his thick finger.

Lamb, with a perfectly welcoming smile, presented his free hand into the air. It did not pair with the offered hand, and the man flashed a quick glance to me, to my waist, and the hand stitched there. Unwilling to move his hand around my waist, the other man quickly swapped palms and gave Lamb a fierce shake.

“Thank you for letting us in on short notice,” Lamb returned, his shrewd businessman persona fitting over him like a second skin. “I hope it wasn’t too much inconvenience.”

“For you, absolutely not.” The man beamed, and I figured out how we had gotten our invitations.

“Thank you, Raymond.” Lamb retracted his hand. “I won’t keep you. I’m sure you have other guests to greet.”

“Oh, yes.” Raymond’s disappointment disappeared as quickly as it came, schooled behind a practised face. “Enjoy the party, and I’ll catch up with you later.”

“I can’t wait.”

Unwilling to let Raymond drag on the conversation any longer, Lamb ushered me forward, pushing us deeper into the milling crowd.

Without provocation, he leaned down, his warm breath in my ear. “That’s the curator of all these pieces. He manages an art gallery.”

“Oh yes, I forgot about the club’s avid interest in art,” I scoffed.

“We may not be interested, but that doesn’t mean others aren’t,” Lamb corrected, a soft nip of my ear shooting straight through my haywire nerves. My body was like a bungee cord, a scrambled mix of aroused and anxious. “Leverage is a great asset.”

Another of his many “charms.”

I scrubbed the distracting thoughts from my mind as we made our way into the densest part. People were not on top of each other or bumping into one another, but with Lamb plastered to my ass, it took a little manoeuvring and strategic planning to get by without knocking into someone and spilling their hundred-dollar glasses of bubbly.

Only as we were winding our way between a bundle of people and a few servers with trays of food and drink did I have to step back, swallowing the sliver of space between us. My ass pressed straight into Lamb’s crotch, and his hand squeezed painfully into the flesh of my hip.

“You must be happy to see me,” he joked, but his tone was bitter.

I scoffed, adjusting my leg, and simultaneously, moving the small knife holster tucked into the garter at my thigh. It was only a thin stiletto, but it was as much safety as I could smuggle wearing the thin lace number. There were not a lot of places to conceal things when your dress was the equivalent of a red doyley.

Lamb had not objected to my concealed weapon as much as he had objected to placing me in any danger whatsoever. Being armed, even if the intentions were that I would never use it, comforted him to some degree, but he made it clear that it would never leave its holster.

That was the plan. His plan.

“I assure you I want to be as far from you as possible,” I joked, leaning forward and pressing my chest into his.

His trained smile remained; however, his eyes darkened and a low guttural noise rolled from his lips. His fingers tightened on my ass, and I fought to hold back my gasp.

“I’ve told you before, babe,” Lamb purred, enjoying the way that pet name made my lips purse. “You can’t run from me.” He leaned in close, his nose rubbing along the edge of my throat. “I won’t let you go.”

“Excuse me, miss.” A deep, rumbling voice sliced into our private pocket in the crowd, disrupting our intrepid moment.

It was familiar, but I was not the first to recognise it.

Lamb plastered against my side, the soft fabric of his suit brushing against my bare areas, once again warming my cool skin. He was a rock wall at my side, his hand a vice against my hip, pinning me tight against him.

I managed to turn just enough to see who had caught his attention.

Under the warm chandelier light, dressed head to toe in an abyssal black suit, with matching shirt and tie, not sparing even an ounce of colour in his attire was the trickster himself. His clothes absorbed every speck of light, like someone had sliced a section of the universe clean out in the shape of an ebony Adonis. But like yin and yang, his best accessory glowed brighter against his black skin—his bright golden eyes, otherworldly and beautifully haunting, richer than any rare ornament on display, fixed with amusement on us both. In a crowd of humans dressed to their best, the difference was vast. He was more akin to a god than a man.

“Charon.” Lamb’s voice was tight and clipped.

“It’s nice to see old friends at a party,” Charon mused, rubbing a finger and thumb under the dark growth beneath his chin. He towered over us both, his shoulders matching our width put together. His dark skin warmed from its rich black to a deep brown as the man who lurked in the shadows stood comfortably in the bright warmth of the ball.

“We share the same sentiment,” Lamb returned a polite smile, his human switch flipping on. He extended a palm, which Charon eagerly accepted.

“If anyone was to make me believe those lies, it would be you, Lamb.” Charon beamed, genuine but twisted joy bearing a bright, white-toothed smile.

Lamb did not bat an eye at the comment. “I didn’t see you on the guest list.”

“I’m never seen anywhere.” Charon glanced around the room, where guests continued to mingle, paying no attention to the beautiful, looming god. “That’s my whole shtick.”

Lamb did not join him in his perusal, and I suspected he had predicted this to some degree. Charon was the big bad of the underworld in the northern continent; to sway this many powerful people to look the other way was a testament to his frightening influence.

“Don’t look like that, beautiful.” A finger brushed against my cheek, and I jerked back into Lamb’s arm. Charon’s trigger finger was rough and calloused against my skin, the sensation foreign and fridged. “You’ll ruin all the effort you went to.”

Lamb’s hand flexed against my skin, but he made no move to retaliate. In fact, his own gaze flittered around the room, as if he had not noticed Charon’s action at all. His hand clinging tight to my hip told another story.

“With that being said …” Charon clapped his hands, pivoting towards me. “My date seems to have wandered away at some point.” He rested a hand against his solar plexus and bent in a deep ceremonial bow. “Will you honour this neglected man with a dance?”

Lamb’s head snapped like an owl, his eyes sharp like daggers, slicing straight through his veil of indifference. His expression was stone-cold, but his eyes were fierce and dangerous, a wave of broiling heat rolling from his aura like blue flames licking my skin. Something thrummed over my skin as his energy wrapped tight around me, snatching my breath, his eyes a dark void.

Charon’s eyes widened, his mouth strung into a feral smile that made my heckles rise.

I moved before I could think. My palm pressed into the soft warmth of Lamb’s cheek, stepping between the two men and blocking his line of sight. Lamb’s black eyes flickered straight down to me, and a burning tumultuous storm scorched my chest as I traced the flickering, subtle emotions rippling across his face.

“We cannot make a scene.” I smiled, doing my best to soothe him. “Not yet.” I pushed onto my toes, my heels helping me close the small height difference between us as I pressed my lips to his. I lingered longer than I needed to, hoping to steal some of that fire that stirred the stone giant inside. His lips melted into mine, and his muscles softened against my palm. “It is just one dance.”

I did not open my eyes until I dropped away, his taste lingering on my lips as I turned to face the problematic man in question. Whatever expression Lamb held would collapse my resolve, and I would be more than ready to derail my plans to make him happy.

“For a shadow, you are a tad dramatic.” I rolled my eyes, placing my hand in Charon’s waiting one. His hand was far larger than Lamb’s, and it engulfed my own as he led us towards the dance floor.

“What’s life without a little drama?” Charon chuckled, the noise trickling down my spine as we broke through the dense crowd into a wide-open space; an extensive orchestra played classical pieces as couples danced and bounced around the room in a pitiful display of elegance and nobility that had been lost in ages past.

I had not felt much for ballroom dancing and still cared for it little. But the academy’s strict compulsory lessons had done their job as I fell into position, my posture a little rusty but otherwise complementary as a song concluded.

To my surprise, Charon fell into step with ease as a new song began, and my muscle memory revived, and we both fell into seamless motion.

I was like a child in such a large man’s arms, easily turned and spun, his hardened hands holding onto my hips, fingers grazing my exposed scars. Hands that had committed more violence and wielded vaster control than I could hope to understand, and yet felt tender and gentle as he swept me through each turn. The presence of such a large player made me feel conscious, paranoid, and cautious all piling into one messy emotion.

“Looks like our dates are talking.” Charon smirked, eyes crinkling over my shoulder.

My gaze jumped up to meet his bubbling gold ones, and he shot a wink straight back before we leaned into a spin, his view swapped for mine.

At the edge of the clearing, Lamb’s eyes burned like molten lava. My skin blistered with fever and flame. Even so far away, his eyes were trained on me like a predator and I, the prey. Lamb’s mouth moved tightly as he stood next to another man in a suit, also looking our way.

The man was broad and bulky, not to Charon’s level, but it was easy to see a trained body even through a tight tuxedo. He had dark hair and light eyes, but he was too far to catch what colour.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Charon wink again, and the ally Lamb was talking to rolled his eyes and returned an irritable scowl before turning away from us altogether.

Lamb’s gaze did not falter, and for a moment, trapped in those iron forges, I forgot whose arms I was in until a warm, spiced breath rolled over my neck.

“Tell me,” Charon purred, and I could feel his smile hidden over my shoulder. “What does Lamb know about your little plan?”

A jolt of panic flushed any lingering arousal out through my feet. My toes and fingers were cold and tingling as I became highly aware of whose mercy I was under.

I turned, catching his gold flickering eyes, alight with intrigue and amusement, and something else. Something deep and hidden beneath his expression, something I could not read.

Our plans had only been to confront my father and get the necessary evidence to have him arrested on United States grounds. His position was not as fortified, and his walls not as impervious on US soil; this was Charon’s territory, and my father had little hold here. I knew that the club would not let it end only there; a death sentence was hiding behind locked bars, and even if it was difficult, they would make it happen.

It was a good and solid plan. Everything was riding on being here tonight and catching him when he was most vulnerable. Tonight was all or nothing.

But I wanted more.

It was dangerous and selfish, and if Lamb knew what I was doing, he would shut me down before I could even try. He would call me foolish and take me home over his shoulder and never let me step foot outside again.

A part of me wanted that.

But a bigger part of me needed this.

I needed my plan to work. No matter the cost.

Charon reached forward, allowing his fingers to knowingly graze the skin of my thigh as they slipped ever so slightly under the hem of my dress. I tried to jerk back, but it was too late. Charon’s fingers tugged against the handle of my concealed knife, slipping it from its hold and snatching my only weapon. I opened my mouth to protest, but a warm finger pinned my words to my lips.

Charon’s Cheshire cat smile grew wide and sharp as he pressed something colder and heavier into my holster instead. His lips pressed against my cheek, his hand vanishing from my thigh, and then he stepped back with a cunning smile. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

I wanted to know the extent of his intel, know how much lurked behind that smile but, more importantly, I wanted to know how he knew. I wanted his source.

My eyes were locked on his dark, mysterious figure as he backed into the flurry of the crowd, smile unfaltering, and between a single beat of a couple dancing past, my vision blocked for half a second, the giant vanished, along with any hope of an answer.

I was left standing alone, the extra weight against my thigh holding me in place long enough for our song to end and another pick up into a jauntier tune.

Warmth swept against my back, and I knew who had saddled up uncomfortably close to my side. My goosebumps softened as he wrapped his arms around me, hands rubbing up and down the places Charon had touched. Despite the Grim Reaper’s lustful charm, he had been gentlemanly and, putting aside his parade under my dress, his hands had never drifted anywhere inappropriate.

Lamb’s gaze met mine, the inferno that had burned so feverish and fierce moments before was smothered by something else; his eyes were sharp and something akin to concern began to creep forward beneath the cracks in his mask. “Ash, remember to breathe.”

“What—”

“Alexandria,” a voice cut in, and it took a moment for me to realise that they were speaking to me. “Your presence is required.”

The surreal calm I had fastened tight to my mind began to slip. Panic and fear echoed in the distance like rolling thunder. It was not here yet, but it was coming.

A sharp, tight squeeze, so strong it was almost painful, wrapped around my hand. Lamb pressed down on the tingles, and the numbness swelled, and the cold leeched from my fingers. He did not look at me, his eyes tightly trained on the waiter, but I felt him with me. Felt his warmth roll over my skin, and slowly, the music my heart played on my ribs changed from a gallop to a steadier canter.

This was the finish line. The final battle.

This was not the time to falter.

Sucking in a steadier breath, I returned the tight grip, our hands softening into a steady hold with interlocked fingers.

“My name”—I let out a slow, whistling breath—“is Ash. And you will address me accordingly.”

The man, dressed in the impeccable attire of the wait staff, refused to address my outburst and instead nodded his head towards Lamb as if I had not even spoken a word. “You have been requested, as well, Mr. Black.”

Requested this time, not required.

Lamb’s hands tightened on my arms, hostile and defensive glowers sent to the waiter who acted none the wiser. I bit back my tongue before I thought to say anything else fruitless to the older man, and instead remembered what we were here for. What we were doing.

Lamb, on the other hand, looked ready to commit murder for even the suggestion of going anywhere other than home. It did not show on his face, of course; his mask was impervious steel as he held the older man’s weighted stare.

“Remember.” I turned back to him, pushing up onto my toes, chin to chin, as my words whispered over his lips. “This is our plan.”

My plan.

Guilt laced my lips as I kissed him, the taste bittersweet as calmness from his touch settled over my nerves. My heels touched the floor again, and I waited for him, watching the cogs go round behind those warm brown eyes.

They searched mine for a moment much longer than time would allow, before he took an arming breath. He did not relax, or soften beneath my touch. Instead, his muscles tightened as he pulled an arm around my waist and tucked me into his side.

“Lead the way.” Lamb gestured towards the dense crowd.

The waiter nodded, turned, and the crowd parted just enough for the man to get through, but not a single strand of hair, or hem of a tailcoat, touched him. In that gap, we followed behind.

I tried to walk confidently, but with the world falling out from underneath me, I feared I could not pull it off. This was what I wanted. What I needed. But no matter what I wanted, or needed, there was one thing I could not control. One thing that gripped me tight and would never let me go.

Fear.


Chapter Thirty-Six

ASH




Ihad never been to a funeral.

I imagined them to be sombre and heavy, thick with thoughts and emotions. An atmosphere much like the one guiding down the hall, charioting me towards my own inevitable funeral.

Gloomy silence was a dense shroud around us; even our footsteps were swallowed by the thick, plush carpets of the hotel as we were led deeper. The further we walked; the more scattered people became until not even ghosts glided amongst us.

I stared down at the soft red carpet beneath my shoes, the colour reminding me of poppy fields that had sprung up in no man’s zone at the end of the First World War. The same fields were cursed to be burnt to ash, as the Second War was declared little more than two decades later.

Perhaps this was my own war. The first I had survived, dragged from the depths of hell, not by my own strength but of another far stronger than I could ever be. By someone who found light in me where I had only seen darkness.

Now I was walking back into that darkness. My fire was no roaring inferno of revenge or fury. It was warm and licked at the shadows skittering along the edges, neither pushing them back nor letting them closer. It was strong, but I feared perhaps not strong enough.

Lamb squeezed my hand tight. He had been a wall at my side, stone-cold and rigid as we had left the hall. His fingers were a scalding warmth around my own, his stiff posture betraying none of the anxiety and spiralling fear building in me with each step deeper into the myriad hotel. In fact, he seemed perfectly calm as we walked into the den of the cruellest, coldest man known in existence, as if he was leisurely enjoying the art and paintings lined along the walls.

A small pang of jealousy raised its head.

I would be getting a bionic brain the second I was able to.

The employee turned a sharp corner, and as we followed, two large ivory doors with delicate carving and real gold-plated ornate letters stood tall and opulent at the end of the hallway. It screamed ostentatious, and though there had been no direct elevator arrival as with Lamb’s, a penthouse needed no introduction.

Nor who would be waiting beyond it.

I could feel it now—the tremble in my legs, the iron cage around my lungs, and the dredging sickness in my stomach. My breath caught on my lips, my hand wringing into the sides of my dress.

Dragging us close enough, the employee stopped a few feet from the doors. He made no motion to knock, nor announce our arrival. Instead, he turned to us, glanced at me, and politely nodded at Lamb before turning on his heels and walking briskly away.

We were alone.

The reality that on the other side of those doors stood the horrendous hell I had run, clawed, and hidden myself from was too heavy a thought to bear.

Cowardice screamed within me. We had an opportunity, a chance. We could turn, and leave, and burn this horrendous plan to ash. Go back on the run, get as far away from here as possible. Be safe.

But would I?

I had spent a long time running. I had gone far. I had hidden in the darkest places and vanquished any trace of my existence. Never once had I ever felt truly safe.

There would be no more running.

No more hiding.

I was done.

Lamb, waiting patiently for my mind to go through the motions, looked down at me. Those sweet brown eyes were sharp and clear, but something else danced behind them. Something strange and new, something so tangled and blurred that I could not quite make out what it was or where it belonged.

“Do you trust me?” Lamb breathed, his hand tightening around my own.

I remembered our moments. In the few short weeks that we had spent together, and through all manner of insane, and crazy, and psychotic things we had done to each other, we had entwined ourselves into tight knots. It was clumsy and messy, but somehow untangling ourselves now would be an impossible task.

I opened my mouth, the truth poised on the tip of my tongue. But then I caught that small glint again, fluttering across his eyes.

“No,” I whispered, the lie pulled from between my teeth.

Lamb smiled, his shoulders softening with relief that curdled in my chest. “Good.”

He lifted his hand, ready to rasp his knuckles against the ivory wood.

They didn’t connect before the white doors pulled away and a man affixed with a deep scowl, dressed head to toe in a black suit, filled the void. His dark eyes ran down my figure and Lamb’s once before stepping aside and pressing a finger to a small earpiece.

“Alexandra Rothwell and Christopher Black have arrived.”

My birthname felt cold and foreign. It had been so long since I had heard it, in the same territory as it had been given to me. Now, it belonged to a stranger.

Alexandria was a girl who knew nothing. Wanted nothing. Learned nothing. Not a single scar, or blemish, or flaw in her appearance. The perfect ghost.

I was no longer her. Nor would I ever be.

“My name is Ash,” I snapped at the guard with more bravado than I owned as I pushed past him.

Lamb remained hot at my side, his warmth like a bubble trying to inch through the radiating frost seeping from my skin. Though I wished to be fuelled with fire and vengeance, it was ice and fear that gripped my heart as I stepped over the threshold and into the enemy’s domain.

The grumpy hire’s lip lifted at my retort but gave none of his own as he closed the door behind us and folded over his arms, returning to an unnerving, unnatural stillness blocking our escape from the suite.

Suite was a stretch, I realised as I was overpowered with grandeur and flamboyance.

Hidden within the historic hotel, the room was more of a luxury townhouse. The first room opened with a spiral staircase with white marble and ivory-encrusted stairs leading up to a second floor out of view. Different statues, busts, and ornaments sat on pillars behind similar glass cases as the ones filling the charity ball downstairs.

A few other ornate doors led off to the sides of the room, but just the expanse of the entryway and the big glass windows, veiled by the night sky, was more than enough to feel dwarfed in its presence.

It was a room fit for a royal. Or someone who considered himself such.

Just as the thought crossed my mind, I heard the first tap. The knock of the cane against the marble staircase had my thoughts about the room running scarce. My fingertips turned blue, my feet grew heavy, and my chest tight.

That noise. That dreadful, hollowing noise sent me back to the past. Far from reality, that noise echoed in the depths of my memories, in the dark of my dreams, and in my shadows every step I took. It was not always loud, but it was there, lurking behind every breath.

The noise announced his arrival and, for the first time in two years, since he had shot six lead bullets into my body and left me for dead, I laid my eyes on him.

My father.

My contacts kept his visage crystal clear. To any other person, he might have looked as frail, weak, and weary as any ageing man might if they had stolen the same number of years he had. He had been old when I had first met him, and though he had changed little, I knew I had been born past his prime.

But even an old, decrepit shell could not conceal the hunting spots he harboured, the marks of a predator.

“My dearest daughter,” my father crooned, descending the staircase one slow step at a time. “You have return to your father’s … embrace.” That meticulous gaze lowered onto me, razing down from my head to my toes, pausing ever so slightly over my exposed scars.

My confidence was shattered. Whatever I had gained from displaying my weakness and vulnerability to the world now withered. I felt exposed and defenceless; the urge to cover my scars coiled tight in my chest.

I held myself firm, not out of pride or stubbornness but the sheer fear that even the smallest motion would cause my body to crack.

With a half-hearted shrug at my ignorance, he ambled the last few steps off the marble staircase and hobbled towards me. He was a short man; his bowing spine and the natural height decline that came with age put his head near my shoulder.

He was tailored from the tips of his toes to the greying locks on his head. His cuffs were undone, and his black bow tie was draped around his collar, having been caught mid-dress. At least my arrival had been something of a surprise to him.

His dark, haunting eyes glazed over me, to the one behind me, the one blazing a maelstrom at my back. My father flashed a sharp businessman smile, easy, charming. “I suppose I should have you to thank for that.”

“Your offer was hard to refuse,” Lamb quipped, his voice hard and tight.

“Offer?” I frowned, the word soft on my lips, but my father did not even spare me a glance.

“You are quite the shrewd businessman.” My father, with near praise in his tone, appraised Lamb once more. “Though it is rather heartless to buy a girl’s heart if you had no plans to keep it.”

I spun, my eyes leaving my father’s threatening visage to Lamb’s.

“Lamb,” I breathed, the noise strung through a tight throat. “What does he mean?” That roaring blaze that had warmed my back had vanished. Instead, the body braced to fight had been locked down.

Stone shuttered over his face, his emotions vanished, and his eyes were ice-cold as he did not even bother to look at me.

Something was wrong. Something was really, really wrong.

“Everybody has a price, dear daughter,” my father said. “Even your precious hero.”

“Lamb,” I snapped, my voice torn and loud, pleading as I reached for his sleeve, my fingers burying into the material as something deep inside started to unfurl; something dark and formless in my middle. “What is he talking about?”

He looked at me.

For the first time since we walked in, he looked at me.

I had expected that icy gaze. That stone-hardness. The nothingness that walled him off from reality. The lies.

I had not expected pain.

It slammed into me like a train, the horrible storm of raging emotion and suffering swirling in those deep brown eyes. His face betrayed nothing, but I could feel it take my breath and wrought my soul to shreds as reality dragged me to my knees. Because I knew.

I knew what this man had become. Knew how he had evolved, and changed, and grown. Knew that if everything had been a lie, it would not destroy him like it was.

This was the truth.

Lamb had betrayed me.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, the strangled voice barely a murmur in the empty silence.

“Honestly, I do not have much use for her.” My father’s voice cut mercilessly through the air, bogged down with pieces of my world crumbling around me. “But if you are that attached, I would have given you a little longer with the thing to do with it what you will.”

“No.” Lamb wrenched his eyes from mine, and yet the pain did not stop. Its grip fastened into my spirit, nails digging so tight into my heart that I struggled to breathe. Yet, I did not move. I could not.

“Just leave my club alone,” Lamb growled. “That is all I want.”

Oh.

Oh.

I could hear it ringing in my ears. Even if he loved me, even if he cared. There was one rule above all for Lamb. One rule that was the basis of his being. Above any love or loyalty. Above any friendship or honour.

Club before all.

“A deal is a deal.” My father shrugged, raising his hand back towards the door. A dismissal.

I did not see Lamb’s gaze again. Not even a glance, or even a flicker in my direction. He pulled loose his sleeve from my fingers, plucking the material from between my fastened grasp. He turned on his heels and headed back towards the door.

I was suspended, watching his back, his warmth seeping from my soul as that thick and choking darkness uncurled and festered deeper inside. It seeped into my fingers, toes, eyes, and tongue as even the scent of his woodsy cologne faded from my senses and only a charcoal bitterness remained.

The man in black opened the door, and I watched, unable to look away, as Lamb stepped out, not faltering a single step. The man in black followed in tow and shut the door behind them. He was gone.

I was alone.

“I like him,” my father interjected, drawing back my attention.

I could still feel my lungs swelling, my heart bleeding into an endless empty ocean in my middle. It was there. It was happening. I was drowning.

“Forgive my attire,” he said, misunderstanding my rigid gaze. “I heard you had arrived and … well, I could not contain myself.”

“You can forget the fake chatter,” I hissed, my voice much stronger than I felt. “I cannot stand it.”

I wondered how I looked to him. Confident like I had hoped? Or weak like I felt?

“Very well.” He nodded, dark grey eyes narrowing on my face. The smell of aged whiskey and recently snubbed cigars wafted from him. The scent roiled in my stomach. “It seems you did not inherit my silver tongue … among other things.” He turned up his lip, wrinkles protruding from deep ravines in his face. Disgust was a familiar emotion to him. I was not surprised.

“Your time galivanting in the outside world has not rounded you as I had hoped it would.” He shrugged. “You still seem in the same rough shape I had cast aside not so long ago.”

“Murdered.” I bit through clenched teeth. “You did not cast me aside. You murdered me.”

“Unsuccessfully,” he mused as if we were discussing nothing more than an article in the newspaper. His eyes once again roamed my body, lingering longer on my scars. “Despite my best efforts, your resistance to death seems to be treating you well. Excessively so.”

Blood swelled in my mouth.

“So, tell me, Alexandria,” my father droned, turning and settling on the plush Sherlock chair in the centre of the room. A glass drink’s trolley held a half-full crystal decanter of port and a matching ashtray with a full cigar. “After crawling out of the grave, why have you come here of all places? Surely, you would be better suited to fleeing away to the far reaches of this earth?”

“You know that would do no good.” Pain flashed across my palms as my fingers curled into tight fists at my side. Fury from the depths of my soul burned charcoal black from his casual, relaxed tone. Did he not know why I was here? Or did he not care? “Catching me was only a matter of when.”

“You give yourself too much credit.” My father sighed, perusing his used cigar and warming drink. “The only reason you have had so long is because it was not worth my while to chase you down.” He picked up the crystal glass, wrinkled, freckled fingers spread along the rim, and rose again. He abandoned the cane at the side of the chair, his weary legs standing straight and firm as he swirled the liquid around in the glass. “Taking care of you was an opportunity. I was in the States for a work matter, and you just so happened to scamper across my path. I was tying off a loose end.”

My body ached, and my scars singed. I could feel those lead bullets wriggling deeper into my body, pain and anger wrought apart my flesh and bones. “You tried to kill me because it was convenient?”

He sighed. “I will not repeat myself.” He moved over to the tall plant and stood aside in the hallway, shoes scuffing against the marble floor, but his footsteps were otherwise strong and stable. He reached out a free hand, caressing one of the feathery leaves. It was a large palm with beautiful bountiful stalks, their tips tall enough to brush his shoulder. “I just get rid of things that have lost their value.” He tilted his hand, the warm whiskey pouring from the glass and sinking into the soil. “Your mother, your stepmother, that little bicycle gang of yours. You.” He released the glass. It landed with a resounding shatter, pieces of expensive crystal exploding across the floor in tiny, jagged fragments.

I started at the noise, my feet staggering back to avoid the cutting crystal embedding into my shoes. A flicker of a smirk pulled at his lips.

“Then why?” I snapped, my voice much calmer than the tornado wreaking havoc on the inside. I stared down at the shattered shards, the epitome of my life, falling apart into a million pieces, never again to be whole, broken and worthless at the behest of this man’s whim. “Why did you come?”

Glass crunched under my feet as an unstoppable tsunami of anger, pain, and sorrow surged me towards him. My hands tore at my dress, ripped at the edges of my scars, alight with pain as fresh as the day he had made them, red and shiny beneath his bonified crystal chandelier.

“Like I said—”

“No,” I snapped, wrenching his words from his tongue. “I do not mean the day you shot me. I meant that day. The day she tried to kill me. The day you put a knife in her hand and left me to die.”

His dark eyes narrowed, his head craning up a few inches to look at me. His presence far exceeded his actual height and, in front of me, the man was no taller than my chin. Crow’s feet bunched in the corners of his eyes, shadowed beneath sunken brows.

“I know you,” I seethed. “I was a little girl, desperate for her father’s attention. I know the sound of your footsteps, the engine of your car, and even the rhythm of your breaths. You are a fool if you think I would not recognise your voice.”

My heartbeat pounded on my eardrums as I struggled to catch my breath. I refused to look away from those cold, dead eyes as silence stretched between us. My fury, now released, was unable to be contained. Too long had I cowered before this man. This monster. If today was my last, I would drag my answers to hell with me.

He laughed.

It was like an icy slap across the face. My retreat was instinctual, the shock of the crisp, cackling sound so foreign and fragmented from my mind I could only full body reject it. I had never known this man to have a soul, never mind a sense of humour.

“That is all?” He heaved a breath, stifling a cough behind the back of his knobbly hand. “You are right. You are a little girl. One much like the stepmother you despised so much.”

He sighed as the noise died once more. “It was merely a coincidence.” He shrugged. “Your stepmother dragged you to a factory I had in mind for acquisition. In hindsight, she had probably hoped I would catch you both there, dreaming for some emotional reaction, I assume.” He spat the word as if it tasted as unfamiliar. “I came for a prospective visit since I had been nearby for some other business matters, and when I found you both, well, I just wanted her to hurry up and be done with it.”

“So, you gave her the knife.”

“Slow torture is messy. Better to end it quickly.” His eyes scoured down to my scars, and my stomach roiled. “Besides, if she killed you and got herself arrested, then it would be two birds with one stone.” He shrugged. “Though it ended up being the other way around. You are quite difficult to kill.” His tone almost held an imperceptible hint of admiration.

“And it was all … just a coincidence?” I couldn’t believe the words I had just muttered. Flames rose in my chest, and my heart turned to coal, the weight of it crushing me from within.

“In a matter of speaking.” He shrugged.

That could not be it. It cannot. All of it, every single struggle of my life, my need to survive, my need to escape my father … it was all a lie? Like sugar paper in water, my truth dissolved before my eyes, nothing but a bitter toxin left behind.

My father only spared the time to try to kill me himself because he was nearby. His only daughter. His sole heir.

What did my vengeance mean now? What did it matter? All of this … was for nothing …

“I think I have spared you enough of my time,” Maximus muttered, straightening his gown. “I need to finish getting dressed and finish this façade of a charity ball so I can get on with some real business. I cannot keep my new business partners waiting longer than necessary.” He did not spare me a glimpse as he turned and walked towards the staircase.

“To what end …?” I struggled through the words, my chest threatening to cave in on itself. “To what extent will you let your greed win? How many bodies must you climb to reach your goal?”

He hummed, his shoulder rolling in a small shrug. “I guess I have never thought about it.” He half-turned, his eyes staring into the distance with the first glimmer of interest I had ever seen in them. “There is always something new to take, something new to acquire. Until I have it all in my grasp, there will be no end. Not in my lifetime, and certainly not in yours.”

No end …?

“What about me?” I whispered, voice weak, hand clutching my chest. “Will there be no end to this either?”

My father turned, and my head hung from my shoulders. I stared at his slippers, eyes focused on the million tiny pieces of glittering, broken, and destroyed crystal.

“You want me to kill you?” His deep, familiar voice swam in my ears. The voice I had craved for so long as a child. This voice I wished would speak words of affection and familiarity. The voice that had haunted me every moment of my adult life. “You are unworthy of my time.”

Enough.

The small, tiny click of the safety echoed in my ears.

My father sighed, turning his head over his shoulder. Disappointment was an interesting look on his face. The first, and possibly only, emotion I had ever seen from him. Would ever see.

“Am I worth your time now?” I laughed, the humour bubbling and nauseating in my throat as I aimed the small compact revolver at his head. It was a pure white ivory handle, and the chamber was carved with intricate, beautiful depictions of a bird taking flight in gold etching. Charon’s gift was stunning. But it was small. It barely had a few shots packed into it.

“I must say, Alexandria, I took you for a dying dog all these years,” he mused, allowing a smirk to flash on his usually stoic face. “I am surprised you know how to bark but, more importantly, are you sure you can bite?”

Maximus turned to me, his chest puffed and shoulders wide as his smirk grew into a more deranged smile as, for the first time in my life, his entire attention was on me. He was not looking over me or through me. He was looking at me. Despite all my wishes and dreams as a child, it made me sick to my stomach.

“I hate you,” I growled. “I hate you so much. You showed me endless cruelty through your indifference. You see people as nothing more than tools. You should never have allowed me to be born.”

“Alexandria.” My father stepped forwards, a piece of glass grinding beneath his slipper. “If you aim a gun at someone, you better be willing to shoot it.”

“My name,” I growled, staring him dead in the eye as my finger slipped over the trigger, “is Ash.”

BANG.

Pieces of ornate China crumbled to the floor, tangles of feathery limbs coming undone as the palm collapsed into a pile of dirt and dust.

Maximus laughed, the noise echoing off the tall walls as he looked down at the plant before him. It did not last. It soured into a bitter, angry frown.

“I was wrong. You have no teeth,” he spat, and despite my rage and pain, I still felt those words. They twisted in my stomach, and it only hurt more to know it affected me. “Your stepmother did a better job on you than I had thought. Tell me, child.” Maxwell grimaced, his energy sinking as he took a step backwards. “What is the range of your sight now?”

“Stay still!” I hissed, my fingers fumbling to aim the gun.

“Fifty feet, is it?” he mused, taking another long step backwards. And another.

“Stop!” I hissed, stepping forwards to follow him. My foot slid on a mix of glass and leaves, and I struggled to hold my balance as I trained the gun on him.

I do not have time.

“Sixty?” He stood beside the table and chair, and his hand leaned towards his cane. The visage was blurry, but I could still make out his form. My contacts were struggling, and my hands were shaking with adrenaline as I fought to steady myself once more.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

“INTERPOL! OPEN UP!” bellowed from behind the door as something heavy and loud slammed into the two ivory doors behind me.

The noise was enough of a distraction. My eyes moved a fraction, and Maximus lunged for his cane.

His hands wrapped around his thin neck as I heard the doors open behind me.

I was out of time.

I lifted my pistol as my father lifted his cane, and I glimpsed it—the barrel hiding within its long length. It was a concealed gun.

He raised the cane with ease, and I knew, if he pulled the trigger, he would make the shot.

Time moved slowly as door debris and glass shattered through the air and, for the last time, I stared into those cold dead eyes. Full icy merciless determination, ready to kill me for the last and final time. This was it. This was the end.

I closed my eyes and tightened my finger over the trigger.

At long last, everything was over.

I was free.


BANG.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

LAMB


Five Minutes Earlier…


Iwas drowning.

I was suffocating with an abundance of air around me. Poison sat on my tongue, numb and thick in my mouth, burning with an acrid taste that made me want to spit bile to mask the tang.

With each step I took farther from that door, iron nails tore through the flesh of my feet, desperate to lock me into place, to not leave. To not abandon her.

I kept walking.

My mind was thick and sludgy as we moved down the hallway, but I couldn’t shake the hyper-awareness of the man following behind me. On the outside, I looked calm and unconcerned, and even though a war was razing everything inside of me, I had a task to do.

I had a plan.

The mercenary’s steps were silent. Ghostly. Only my footsteps filled my ears as the darkness loomed behind me. I caught glimpses; tiny flickering snippets of his figure behind me in the reflections of the glass covered paintings hung on the wall. It was like a stop motion. Frame by frame slid by and, with each one, the small gun in his hand raised higher and higher.

The barrel looked too long in the warped reflections—a silencer.

I looked down at the red carpet, wondering if my bloodstain would show in the fibers or if the color would be a perfect match and my death would vanish as if it had never happened at all.

I lifted my hand, my brain working through numbers and calculations as I forced that incensed volcano spilling out of my chest under the surface, letting cold and logic flood to the surface; this was me. This was what I was good at. This was my nature.

A break in the paintings and a row of bare walls started the reaction.

I spun on my heels, my hand fast as lightning, gripping the handle of my gun, yanking it from the back of my shirt, lifting the barrel, finger pressing down on the trigger as I lifted to aim, pointed to kill, and—

The gun leaped from my hands as if it scalded me, clattering to the ground, cushioned by the soft carpet as I stopped myself just in the nick of time.

“Jax?” I snapped, trying to make heads or tails of the mess of bodies tangled behind me.

“What’s up, brother?” Jax smirked, revealing his face from a messy mop of dark hair.

“Hold him properly!” Mint snapped, his limbs wrapped between Jax’s and the mercenary. Mint pressed an elbow to the back of the mercenary’s head, smothering the man’s face into the carpet as he yelled and growled into the cushioned fibers.

“For God’s sake,” Hunter snapped, appearing behind my back. His booted foot cracked hard across the man’s head. His neck snapped at an unfortunate angle, and his body softened beneath my two other brothers.

“How many more of you are there?” I grumbled, rubbing my finger and thumb between the bridge of my nose.

“Just us.” Jax beamed.

I sighed. “You’re an infestation.”

“Love you, too,” Hunter grunted, offering an open palm to help Mint off the floor.

Jax sprung to his feet, his dark suit rumpled, and hair freed from whatever gel he’d tried to run through it. Hunter and Mint stood wearing their normal clothes—dark jeans, shirts, and jackets, with wind-ruffled hair and combat expressions. Despite their soft words, they weren’t here to fuck around, and I knew they’d be packing beneath their jackets, too.

I stared down at the man and saw his chest moving ever so slightly beneath the protector vest he wore. Unfortunately, he’d survive.

“So”—Jax leaned forward, clasping a hand on my shoulder—“surprised?”

Jax was dressed in an expensive black tuxedo with a couple buttons undone at the top and his shirt untucked around his waist. If it weren’t for the heavy boots hidden beneath his trouser legs, he’d have looked the part.

“No,” I grumbled, shoving off his shoulder and leaning down to retrieve my gun. I’d have taken the shot if I’d known it would just have been Jax I was hitting. He was like a cockroach one couldn’t kill or shut up. “You’re late.”

“You knew we were coming?” Mint frowned, mirroring the shocked faces of all three brothers.

“No, but I know Wolf.” I sighed, turning and walking back down the hallway. We’d gotten far on our walk from the suite, and with every step closer, that rippling heat threatened to rise again. I clamped it down tight. “There’s no way he’d let me go and not send a babysitter.” I glanced again at the brothers as they fell into step beside me. “Or a few.”

My pace was brisk, but I shied from running. These halls carried noise, and I doubted Maximus Rothwell would have only brought one bodyguard. The less attention we attracted, the better.

I glanced at Jax. “How’d you get in?”

“I smiled at the receptionist, and then she told me where the staff elevator was.”

“That’s it?” I frowned. I was surprised, but thinking back to all the work I’d gone through to make this moment happen made me feel bitter.

Jax shrugged. “You have a habit of overcomplicating things.”

I ignored the unhelpful insight. “So, what’s with the rest of you?”

“If you think we’d let you do this on your own, you need a good old lesson in brotherhood.” Jax laughed, his paw catching my shoulder and giving it a bruising squeeze. “Because if our brothers have our back—”

“Then we have our brothers’ backs,” I cut him off, knowing the club mantra better than any other. They might have been Wolf’s words, but I had been the inspiration, after all.

“So, genius,” Hunter piped up, his deep baritone reverberating down the empty shafts, “what’s the plan?”

“Get Ash. Get out,” I grunted, retracing my steps through the corridor.

“And how are you going to do that?”

I didn’t stop, but my feet felt leaden, and for a moment, that burning speared through my chest, and that taste crawled up the back of my throat, sharp and painful in my nose.

I hadn’t slowed because of Hunter’s words per se but from the resonance within. Hunter brought to air the words I’d dare not speak; the thoughts I’d dared not have.

“I don’t know yet,” I whispered, my muscles burning under the weight of my chest. “There were too many variables, too many gaps in our knowledge. There was no way to make a single infallible plan. We have several backup plans, but—”“Wait, you’re telling me you’re just winging it?” Incredulity filled Hunter’s low whisper over my shoulder. “You never do anything without thinking things through. Ever. It’s the most annoying thing about you.”

Two men dressed head to toe in black and armed with weapons not suited to the bodyguard industry walked past the hallway, a corner from my destination. Maximus’ goons, I assumed. All of us pressed into a vacant hallway, against the wall, disappearing.

“I wouldn’t say the most—” Jax chipped in, his tone low and hushed as he waited for our que to move, but not before Mint hopped on the whispering bandwagon.

“Ash has this habit of making him an idiot,” he grumbled, folding his arms over his chest. Though not as tall or as wide as Hunter, Mint was still a bulky man, and his shoulders stuck out like mountains as he folded his hands into his chest. “Whenever she’s around, his brain stops working.”

I ignored their chittering remarks, not because I didn’t care to argue, but for the first time, Mint was right.

Ash made me blind when I needed to see the most. Drove me mad when I needed to stay calm. And made my mind blank when my brain was most required. She undid the seams that had held me so tightly together my entire life, and now she was alone against a man who had brought her to the edge of death with no remorse once before.

It made me uneasy.

The guards vanished from sight.

“Good, let’s go—”

“Wait. Hold up.” Jax grabbed me by the lapel of my jacket, tugging me back out of view. “You came here tonight to do what? Show up, dance a little, and hope you put a bullet through the biggest crime lord in Europe?”

“The plans aren’t for Ash to kill him.”

“Does Ash know that?” Mint interrupted.

I turned to look at him, his piercing mint green eyes having seen more of Ash’s true self than any others. He had seen into her just as much as I had and knew what I knew.

“She’s unarmed,” I answered, as if that was enough.

Mint’s eyes hardened; he knew I was dodging the answer.

“She’s unarmed with him?” Jax repeated like a parrot in helium, his pitch high enough to rattle the glassware on the coffee table. “He’ll kill her. For real, this time.”

There was little I knew about our enemy. With enough information, it was often easy to predict people’s actions. People were driven by self-interest, and with the right leverage, it was possible to guide them however you pleased.

Maximus Rothwell had not even been a shadow. He was like the wind—unseen, unstoppable, and powerful enough to move whatever powers he pleased. The only evidence he left behind was the destruction and carnage in his wake. And it was impossible to predict which way the wind would blow next.

I didn’t know what drove him. Nor what his goal was. I didn’t know what leverage would work against him.

I was powerless.

“That’s why I have to get to her.” I stared hard at Jax and at Mint. “Now, if you’ll stop asking me stupid questions, I have work to—”

“INTERPOL! OPEN UP!”

I froze.

Interpol?

I spun on my heels, and the world disappeared around me. One second, I was talking to my brothers; the next, I was throwing my head around the corner.

Two meaty paws clamped onto my shoulders, the sheer weight tackling me up against the wall. A painting cracked behind my head, but I didn’t care. Couldn’t care.

“Don’t stop me!” I hissed, shoving off the glass.

“That’s Interpol! You’ll get arrested!” Hunter snapped, throwing me forward, my chest pinned between him and the wall.

“I know,” I snapped, shoving at them both, my lack of physical prowess bogging me down. “But they’re not supposed to be here! It was just supposed to be the FBI, not Interpol! That wasn’t the plan. The second Interpol sees her, she’ll be dragged overseas before any of my contacts can stop it. I need to get there. I need to get to her!”

Jax frowned, his brow a tightly knitted line. “What type of plan did you come up with?”

“It doesn’t matter now.” Mint’s expression was fierce. “You go in there now, and you both will get arrested! You won’t be able to help her from the inside.”

“But—”

BANG.

Iwasn’t thinking. I wasn’t breathing. But the world around me moved. Pure instinct took me over as I raced around the corner, toward those pearly white doors, and—

Pain burst across my neck, the wind snatched from my lungs as my body came to an abrupt stop. I was lurched back by my collar, my hand extended as those white doors were yanked away from me. One moment, I was reaching for her; the next, I was pinned flat against the wall, Mint’s forearm braced against my throat.

“Get off of me!” I growled, shoving all my strength into my hands as I lunged for the large bastard.

“Lamb, stop!” Jax growled, joining the effort to hold me down.

“She’s in there!” I snapped, my brain firing every neuron at once in a tangled mess of thoughts all overlapping each other. “I have to get her! My plan—I promised.”

“Lamb!” Hunter growled, his meaty paw grabbing me by the scruff as he easily hauled me back to the corner, his strength outclassing Mint and Jax together. “Look.”

He shoved my head just enough around the edge to see. And see them, I did.

Over four black SWAT tactical units were funneling in through the door. Bold white letters blocked “INTERPOL” across their backs. Dispersing smoke poured through the door in low tidal waves as several disappeared into the fog, a mixture of shouting and commands rising from the air like howling ghosts.

I’d failed to hear their shouts nor see their presence at my initial start, but even seeing them now, that fire to escape, to run through the fog, consequences be damned, only burned brighter. I’d get arrested the instant they spotted me, and it would take only a few to grab me.

But I couldn’t stop it.

Maggots ate through my stomach as my heart rattled in my ears and a thick lump knotted at the back of my throat. The pain burned in every muscle, nerve, and fiber of my being as the images rolled through my mind. Everything that could have possibly gone wrong, like raining gunfire in my brain.

Ash only had a knife, small and thin, good enough only for close quarter self-defense. So, if someone had shot …

A different man stood in the doorway, the smoke rolling in plumes around his ankles, staring into the dense cloud. He had no gun in his hand, but a large radio blasting through the air. “ALPHA APPREHENDED TARGET. CONFIRM, WE HAVE TARGET IN CUSTODY.”

Someone was arrested.

“BETA CONFIRMING ONE DOWN. I REPEAT ONE DOWN.”

“Beta!” the man yelled back into the radio, his finger tight on the button. “Do we need medical attention?”

A short pause.

“BETA CONFIRMING, TARGET IS DOA. NO MEDICAL ASSISTANCE NECESSARY.”

“No,” I breathed, and even Hunter went rigid behind me. His grip fastened tight like a noose as those words rang over and over in my head.

TARGET IS DOA.

Dead On Arrival.

It felt like nails had been hammered through the soles of my feet, staring at the traveling fog. Noise shifted into the background as my brothers moved in a compound mass around me. I was an immovable rock in a turbulent tide as icy-cold rain hammered against my skin and skies blackened around me. I felt cold. I felt heavy. I felt … wrong.

Ash was dead.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

ASH


Two Weeks Later…


“It was a good move,” Anna said, rounding the metal table, her voice bouncing off the silver-panelled walls, “bargaining your father’s secrets with Interpol.”

Unlike ordinary police rooms, there was no camera, nor a big two-way mirror lining the walls. I could not be confident that there was not some listening device planted somewhere, but it was nice as far as interrogation rooms went.

“I could not keep running from them forever,” I mused, picking at the skin around my nails. “A dam is bound to break eventually. Better to be on my terms than theirs.”

Anna nodded, pulling out the steel chair on the opposite side of the table. She rested a red briefcase by her bloodred dress shoes. Her lawyer attire toed the line of business casual, with a black satin suit and a sinfully red blouse with lace and diamonds studding the collar. As always, she was the beautiful demon, ready to make a devil’s deal to save her client.

Her baby blue eyes, cool and calm, roamed over me from head to toe before settling on the white bandage plastered at the top of my arm. “Are they giving you proper medical care?” she asked, red nails rippling over the steel surface.

I did not look at my arm. The small sting where my father’s final bullet had nicked my skin was healing nicely. “The doctors said that it is not likely to leave a scar,” I mused, feeling the small smile pull on my lips. When the doctors had said I was lucky this time, I could not disagree. My father’s final parting gift to me had missed, and there would not even be a mark to show for it. Even though I would be left with all the marks he had made before, the scars I would never be able to erase, it felt sweet knowing I had never let him mar me again.

“Good,” Anna sighed, reaching down to unzip her briefcase and pulling loose a thick stack of papers. “I only represent the club for free,” she began, unfurling folders, and files, and clipped sheets.

“I know,” I said, watching her nest herself. “I did not call you to represent me.” I had been able to use one phone call for legal aid, and calling her had been my only thought. But it was not to ask for her to be my lawyer. It was to see her again. One last time.

Anna paused, her fingers pressed flat over her growing pile. A manicured blonde brow crooked in my direction, her eyes demanding an explanation.

“I just thought this might be my only chance,” I explained, my eyes searching hers. The familiar blue that transformed like the sky; I had seen them stormy and raging, had seen them sad and raining, and more importantly, had seen them clear and bright. I would miss them. “I wanted to tell you that, once all of this is done, I will fix things. Between us, I mean. Even if things will never be the same as they once were.”

Anna’s blue eyes were still. No weather roiled in their depths, but something shifted, something I could not piece together. Something strange and new. “You’re aware you’re looking at years, right?”

“I know.”

When I reached out to Interpol and informed them of my name, my whereabouts, and my plans to hand over both Maximus Rothwell and all the information on his estate and operations, as well as myself, I had expected this.

Lamb had wanted to use the FBI. He would turn over the information he had gathered from his old contact on Maximus’ estates in exchange for asylum for me and Maximus’ permanent arrest. Time had been of the essence, and rather than letting a slow case build, we had to use the party and the conflict between us to pressure them to move and seize an opportunity while they had one. Even orchestrating Lamb’s betrayal had been to lure Maximus to attack and catch him in the act.

But my plans were different.

Contacting Interpol would guarantee my arrest and my extradition back to the United Kingdom where I would be tried and charged with my stepmother’s murder. Lamb would never allow it, but I knew there was no point in removing my father if my stepmother’s ghost would still haunt me. This was what needed to happen. Even if it was not how Lamb, nor I, wanted it to go down.

“It is worthwhile,” I said, my resolve still firm in my chest as I looked at her. “For a clean slate.”

Anna calculated my response. I saw it moving in her mind the way Lamb’s often would. They were alike, the two of them, more than either would care to admit.

It seemed I had a type.

“And killing him?” Anna did not look up. Her blonde hair fell in longer strands around her face as she pulled loose a pen and pursed it between her lips, eyes scanning over a page in front of her.

When I had killed Maximus, I had not felt relief or peace. I had felt joy. A tremendous, euphoric bliss had possessed me. I had been satisfied and happy as my bullet had hit home and he had dropped to the floor. Even if I had not been able to confirm it at first, I knew I had done it. Knew I had killed him.

Sometimes it takes a monster to kill a monster.

I was okay with that. Rather than having been the weak victim I had been all my life, what I had gained from killing my tormentors made me feel strong. Made me powerful.

“It was an accident,” I half-lied. “Self-defence.”

Anna glanced up at me, her eyes flickering between each of mine. No weather roiled in response to my deception, even as she saw straight through it.

Anna nodded, her pen making fast, sharp scratches against the paper, the noise filling the room for a few long, pregnant moments.

“And Lamb?” Anna finally spoke up. Her gaze had hardened now, and I was not looking at my old best friend, but instead, I saw the mother of the club. The queen of her domain.

I paused, feeling a knot tighten in my chest for the first time since Anna had walked in.

“I know I may not come out of this,” I breathed, thinking about those deep hazel eyes and the pained burning that stirred in my chest. “But If I go back to him,” I breathed, dodging saying his name, knowing the weight that would sit on my tongue and the pain it took to swallow it back, “I want to live without a fake name or identity. I do not want to have to hide or to run. I want to move on. I want to be happy. I want to be me.”

It was an indirect answer. But it was honest. If I thought too hard about what I had done to Lamb, what this betrayal had meant for him, my resolve would crack. And if I broke down at the first hurdle, I was not sure how I could cope for the years to come. I was to be tried for murder, and I would not be coming back. Not for a long time. All I could do was what I thought was best, and pray that when I returned, Lamb would be ready to listen to me. Even if he would not wait for me, I understood.

This was my war to fight.

And I would come back victorious.

“Well then, we’ve got a lot of paperwork to get through,” Anna groaned, clicking her pen with an echoing snap, “if we’re gonna shave a few of those years off.”

Confusion riddled my thoughts. I thought the papers had been a guise for my fake phone call, but now that I was looking, I saw all the details of my case splayed across the table.

“Wait. You are going to represent me? But I am not club.”

“No, you’re not,” Anna agreed, her pen pausing, eyes hovering on the edge of the paper, a fight to not let them rise fluttering over her face. “You’ll just have to pay my fees in full.”

Emotions heavier and thicker than any I had experienced before threatened to suffocate me. This was not forgiveness, nor did it fix any of our past.

But it was a start.

Anna looked up, her blue eyes sharp, and her pen poised and ready.

“Let’s get started.”


EPILOGUE


Lamb


Three Years Later…

Oregan was hot and humid, and the bonnet of my Lamborghini burned through my thick jeans as I leaned against it. Heatwaves rippled from the surface of the tarmac, the concrete strip and grass wavering in the distance.

“Investigators have been digging at those old forensic files again,” Hound grumbled, the phone line crackling.

“And?” I sighed, sick of hearing this type of report.

“And nothing.” The Reaper’s irritated tone had become an unfortunately familiar constant in my life. “The one that split Maximus’ head in half was never found, so it’d be impossible to match it back to any weapon, as per your request.”

“Then why are you calling me?”

“You were the one who wanted to know when and if anyone started digging around,” Hound snipped.

“And?” I asked. “Was it anyone important?”

“Just your president’s missus again. She’s a real dog with a bone, that one.”

“So long as you did your job correctly, you have nothing to worry about.” I thought of Anna’s tenacity and had to believe in Hound’s thoroughness. Even a single drop of blood would have her on our tail, and despite our rivalry, she was someone I’d never want on my bad side. If Anna even suspected a lie under her nose, she’d dig and dig until she found it.

“I’m not scared of your president’s pint-sized old lady,” Hound scoffed.

You should be.

“Big words from someone who’d been beaten to the trigger,” I retorted, unable to make the sharp bitterness through my words. “Don’t forget it was your president who gave her that gun and put us in this mess, after all. You were supposed to take that shot, not her.”

“I don’t tell Charon what to do. I like my face looking the way it does,” Hound scoffed, an echoing sourness reflecting my own. “And I took that shot. I upheld my end of the bargain. You’re the one who didn’t want to find out who’s hit.”

The tail end of his words was buried beneath the loud rush of the wind as a large, silver-belied plane cut through the sky. I turned my nose up, watching the metallic creature soar and circle the landing strip. The heat from my car burned my skin as I locked in on the wide wings and bellowing engines.

“Why’d you do it?” Hound’s quiet, serious voice drew me back, his oddly curious tone earning my attention. “It’d be easy to have left my bullet at the scene. Say that was the one that killed Maximus. Why hide the evidence? Why let them believe it was her?”

A sharp, slicing screech mixed with the scent of burning rubber traveled like a wave across the earth; warm, humid air like a hot breath across my skin as the wheels touched down.

“It doesn’t matter whose bullet did the job,” I explained. My heart stirred, and my veins vibrated like plucked instrument string. “Ash killed her father. That is her truth. And that will stay the truth.”

A sharp, humorless laugh traveled through the phone. “You really are quite the pair. Both of you went into that hell storm, pretending to follow one plan while you both had your own. You were both lying to each other—the perfect double bluff. So, tell me, you know Ash’s, but when will she find out about yours?”

The plane slowed, losing momentum and velocity as it cruised to the end of the line and began its slow turn back toward me.

“She won’t,” I said, my blood simmering as the brakes engaged and the small carrier plane stopped. There was no one else on this private runway, not even a single marshal, as I waited, alone, for the door to open. “Never.” With that, I hung up the line and let my phone drop into my pocket.

The engines were slowing, their vibrating roar turning to a slow hum as the small side door popped open. A woman engaged a set of stairs built into the door, and as the metal step scrapped on the concrete floor, I saw her.

It’d been three long years. I hadn’t visited Ash in prison, and Ash had never asked me to. I never sent a letter or received a phone call; it had been silence.

Her hair was shorter. It was a strange thing to notice at first, after a long time apart. But her brown hair fell in wild waves around her shoulders, just brushing the light skin of her shoulders. Her tan from wandering had faded, but the brightness of her skin was flush with pink warmth. Bones no longer protruded from her skin, covered in a thick, healthy layer of fat and muscle. She wore a blank tank top, with little spaghetti straps, and as the sun washed over her, they glimmered and gleamed.

She took each step down with confidence until her thick, dusty boots landed on the tarmac, dark sunglasses pointed in my direction. They locked on the second her feet hit American soil, and though I couldn’t see her eyes, the burn in my core began to roil and rage, hotter and fiercer than the sun beating down on my neck.

I didn’t rise from the car. I didn’t move my gaze. I didn’t walk to meet her. Instead, I let that fire tunnel through my arms and legs, my heart dancing across the coals of my soul as she strutted toward me. Gone was the girl who had shied and bore her claws and teeth, walked with an uneven gait, and clung to shadows. Instead, a woman sauntered like she owned the land beneath her feet, her scars exposed, and her steady gaze unshaken. Confidence rolled off her like waves; a hot, bubbling ocean lapping at my feet as I braced for each tide of energy slamming into my chest with each step closer.

I could feel her, taste her on my skin as she closed the distance, drawing out her steps as if we both never wanted this torture to end. I counted her footsteps and carved the sounds into my brain until there were no more.

Ash stopped, my slouch putting us at eye level as those dark, imperceivable shades stared at my face. Time stretched between us, so many words hanging in the pregnant air.

A hand leaped forward, her bare palm extended out at my chest, a small smile curving at her lips. She tapped her finger against a passport peeking out of her pocket. “My name is Ash. Yours?”

I measured the hand. The hand I’d felt in my hair, clawing my back, and wrapped in my own. “Lamb,” I offered, taking it slowly, softly, savoring the way she felt beneath my touch and the hot, electric spark that shot between us.

Ash shivered, the shock hitting her, too.

I smirked, the tension snapping like an elastic band as familiarity flooded me. I tugged at her hand, pulling her a step between my legs as I lifted it to my lips. Ash watched with fascination, close enough now that I could make out the widening of her eyes behind the dark shades.

I nipped at the back of her hand, reveling in the red flush dying her cheeks a deeper, healthier red. Then I leaned forward, hungering at the scent of her and feverish at her burning warmth between my thighs as my jeans began to feel a little too tight.

I took what I wanted.

My fingers pursed the passport from her top pocket, slipping it free just as her lips parted and her eyes began to flutter closed. They widened with a snap as I leaned back enough to breathe and pillaged through the pages.

“Only an American passport? No dual citizenship?” I scoffed, taking masochistic pleasure in the dark arrows being shot out of the corner of my eye. “I guess that means you’re stuck here.”

I flipped open to her photo I.D. page, perusing the small photo I.D., with her short, cropped hair and a secured stare that felt fresh and unfamiliar. And then I saw her name. Legally, she’d changed her first name now to Ash. But that wasn’t what stopped me.

“I was offered dual,” Ash huffed, propping her hand on her hip. “But I did not think I would need it. I plan to be here for a long time, after all.”

“Your name …” I murmured, for once feeling my brain jar to a halt, words unfathomable, thoughts lost, and my chest still.

“Ah, right. That.” Ash’s sass softened as her hips wormed a little closer toward mine. Her hands rested against my belt loops, eyes tracing the movements as a warm, virgin blush rosed her cheeks.

“Why?” I breathed. I looked up from the piece of paper, disbelief stirring a maelstrom as I looked into those beautiful, pastel green eyes. She’d slid her sunglasses up onto her head, and now, even though her eyes were a little clearer with her cornea transplant, the slight fog remained. But that color was bright. Brighter than any star, or moon, or sun as they flickered up with their tentative, nervous flutter to meet mine.

“I lost a bet.” Ash shrugged, tugging on my belt loops. “Besides”—she straightened, that blush burning fiercely now down her throat and blooming over her chest—“I worked hard for that passport. I did not want to have to change it again when I only just got it.”

“So, you took my last name?” I looked down at the small booklet once more.

Black, Ash.

“It is a little corny. But I guess I cannot be picky about my husband’s name. You did not choose it.”

I pressed my hand across her lips. The motion was so fast and so sudden that even Ash jarred a little as my fingers closed over her chin.

I couldn’t help it. I felt hot, and my heart was racing in my chest. The disbelief was fading, and instead, something burning and rapid was rushing through my system, electrifying, and boiling, and caustic all at once. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

“Are you”—Ash pried my fingers from her mouth. Her lips turned into a sharp, curling, saccharine smile—“okay?”

I pulled her against my chest until her heart was knocking on mine, our pulses in symphony and our eyes both burning with fire and lust. “Let’s go. Right now.”

“Home?” Ash asked, a little lost for breath.

“Courthouse,” I growled. “I’m marrying you right now.”

“So I do not run away?” Ash laughed, tension seeping from her body the moment she thought I was joking.

“Because I love you. You are mine. You belong by my side, and I will not accept anything less.” I held her tighter. “No matter our plans, leaving you there, at his mercy, was the first and last mistake I will ever make. I won’t leave room for another.”

I saw her soften. Saw the moment she realized the truth. I wasn’t joking.

“You are starting to get this human thing at last.” Ash smiled, a new warm and endless expression I hadn’t seen before, both bottomless, and infinite, and easy. She pushed onto her toes, and for the first time in three years, her lips pressed against mine.

Her taste on my tongue was sweet as butterscotch ice cream, melting and softening against my body, as we savored each other, wishing for it never to end. My jeans grew tighter.

Ash’s hips stiffened against mine as she broke the kiss with laughter. She stared down at the rock-hard boner threatening to tear through the thick fabric of my jeans and bury itself home before we even got in the car.

Ash’s eyes darkened with a light, tempting lick of her tongue over her swollen lips. “I doubt we will make it to the courthouse like this …” she purred, her fingers sliding from the belt loops, over the crotch of my jeans.

“Want to bet on it?” I growled, fighting the urge not to push my dick into her hand.

Ash smiled, not a moment of hesitation as she stared into my eyes with so many words and so many actions left unspoken. But it was okay. Because now we could take our time.

Till death do we part.

“Bet.”


EPILOGUE 2


Lamb


One Year After Ash’s Arrest…

The air was cold and bitter, and winter was rolling in. The cloud over Redwood hung heavy in the sky, full of rain and hail threatening to fall; an ominous sign fit for an ominous day.

A familiar ping on my phone brought up the old but beautiful face of my president, his hair pink and covered in bows from his latest two twin boys’ escapades. I’d paid handsomely for that picture; Anna drove a hard bargain.

Where the fuck are you?

Ghost pain withered in my middle as old memories rushed to the surface. Memories of the choice that had led me to my here and now, standing outside a classic diner in enemy territory.

My fight with Wolf had been one among many, but there had never been and never would be another one like it. Being thrown on my ass, catapulted across the club car park, and slumping at my old lady’s feet had been a bittersweet way to win.

Part of Wolf had been angry that, once again, I’d chosen to use Ash as bait; the one thing that had nearly cost him his old lady and his unborn son, something he vowed never to do again.

But fortunately for him, he didn’t have to make that decision. I already had. A decision that bore heavy consequences and the true ire of Wolf’s fist.

I’d gone behind his back and made moves without his knowledge and consent. He’d hoped to beat some sense into me. Unfortunately, it hadn’t.

The marks had faded many months ago, but the true reality of what I had done, of the choice I had made, had been lurking beneath the surface. Waiting.

Until now.

I thumbed the cold metal in my pocket, the weight in my palm far exceeding that of any ordinary coin. Then again, it didn’t belong to any ordinary person.

I opened the door, and burned coffee, pancakes, and cigarette smoke welcomed me. The bell above the door chimed, but there were no patrons or staff to glance my way. The room was dark, dust floating in the air at the small, dispersed daylight sifting through the blinds.

Two familiar figures were stationed at the counter.

One was standing, shoulders squared, familiar bright blue eyes unimpressed on top of the fierce scowl.

The other lay languished on his stool, legs propped in a wide-spread, elbows resting on the bar behind, with one knuckle raised in the air, a familiar gold coin dancing across his fingers.

“You owe me a favor,” the devil purred, molten gold eyes glowing through the dark.

Even in the dim light of the room, his dark black skin nearly mixed with the shadows gathered and shifting behind him, his white, sharp smile spreading with delight, savoring his next words.

“I’m here to collect.”


THE END.
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