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Prologue

Amelia

My daddy is gone.

It still feels like some sort of bad dream that I’m going to wake up from. I wish it was a dream I could wake up from.

Anguished sobs wrack my body as I stand in the basement of Dad’s house. Our house. I just haven’t been here as much lately.

Dad and I used to spend hours down here. It was supposed to be his man cave, but it might as well have been my playground when I was little.

My dad was a single father. Mom died when I was seven, so my memories with her are vague and few.

Dad never remarried and instead gave his all to raising me. For a family met with such tragedy, Dad and I were happy.

Dad made me happy.

He stretched himself thin to make sure he was present for me despite his work.

The work that killed him. 

More sobs bubble up in my throat as I remember the solemn expression on the face of the officer who showed up at my aunt’s house.

They wouldn’t give us details of what really happened, so all we know is that Dad was an undercover cop who got caught by the bad guys.

Fresh pain stabs at my heart as I look over at his desk, still cluttered like he’d been there only a while ago.

“What am I going to do without you, Dad?” I can’t stop crying. “How could they take you from me?”

Yes. Dad didn’t leave me. He was taken by some criminals who were still out there, living scot-free.

My pain takes a turn, quickly becoming rage as frustration buzzes at my fingertips.

“They are living scot-free and no one will even tell me who they are!” I yell. I ball my fingers into fists by my side, struggling to control my anger.

“Anger clouds the mind, my love. When you react in anger, you set yourself up to lose.” My dad’s voice comes back to me in my mind, and my shoulders sag with the weight of my sadness.

“But I’ve already lost. Why wouldn’t I be angry?”

I crumple to my knees, holding my chest. As I cry, something catches my eye.

“What’s that?” A frown rumples my forehead as I wipe my tears to get a better look at the wall underneath the table.

Oh! It’s my old treasure hole from when I was little. 

Dad made me a space under his desk where I used to stash things. It was a fun little game we shared that kept me busy.

I feel sentiment tickle my heart at the memories, but I am distracted by something else amiss.

There’s something sticking out of the hole, like it was roughly shoved in there recently.

Did Dad put this here? 

As I take it out for closer inspection, I realize it’s a journal. It’s full of Dad’s handwriting, random scribbles here and there, and disjointed information about the mission he was carrying out for the police.

I piece together the details of the job that got my father killed with wide eyes.

A few hours later, I’m standing over a fire on the kitchen stove, burning away the pages of my dad’s journal and the secrets I’ve just learned.

Sixteen million dollars, a stash only he could locate, and the dangerous motorcycle gang responsible for his death.

I’m in way over my head, and I’m probably being stupid.

But as the flames warm my face and dry my tears, a different fire burns in my chest.

I will have my revenge.


Chapter 1

Amelia

Three years later

“Auntie Rosa, I promise I’m all right. I’m not a kid anymore, you know!”

My blue-green eyes dart over my desk to Ronnie, the senior officer who’s stationed right across from me. I’m taking a call halfway underneath my desk and trying not to get caught.

Ronnie’s got his nose buried in a newspaper and his feet propped up on the table. He looks like he’s not watching, but I know that man is a hawk.

“So, is everything okay at the precinct? I don’t want you doing anything dangerous, you know.” My aunt’s voice over the phone pulls my attention again, and I look away from Ronnie for a moment.

“I’m not doing anything dangerous! In fact, it’s almost boring back here!” I whisper-yell, some of my frustration seeping through.

I’ve been working at the precinct for six months now, and nothing’s happened. Granted, I was a trainee officer for the first month, but this was beginning to grate on my patience.

“Isn’t that a good thing? I still don’t get your sudden passion for the badge—” Aunt Rosa starts off again on one of her worried tirades.

“Auntie, we’ve been over this.” Exasperation colors my voice.

Ever since I chose to join the police force three years ago, my aunt has not stopped voicing her displeasure.

“It’s just, you’re such a bright girl… You could do so well at literally anything else. Why would you want to do such dangerous work? Your father—”

I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to hear what she’s going to say next.

Thankfully, Ronnie’s voice cuts into our conversation. “Put the phone down, Boot. You’re not fooling anyone with whatever you think you’re doing.”

My gaze darts up to the older man as my nose crinkles at the nickname the entire precinct has given me.

Boot. As in, bootcamp. As in rookie.

It’s a subtle reminder of exactly why I’ve been stuck in my boring routine.

“Aren’t you supposed to be finishing up the paperwork for that drunk driver?” Ronnie still hasn’t looked up from his newspaper.

The man really is some kind of hawk.

I turn to my phone one last time. “I gotta go, Auntie. You’ll get me in trouble at this rate. I’ll call you later, okay? Bye. I love you.”

I don’t wait to hear Aunt Rosa’s response before I slip my phone in the pocket of my uniform and offer Ronnie an innocent smile.

“I’m almost done with that paperwork,” I say.

Ronnie just harrumphs. He knows I’m not lying. If there’s one thing my aunt was right about, it was that I’m bright. Photographic memory, quick hands, and whatnot.

My efficiency is a double-edged sword in that the chief has joked one too many times about me being better off behind the desk.

Absolutely not. I can’t be a desk cop. Not that there’s anything wrong with desk cops, but I have to be out in the field if I’m going to catch the men who killed my dad and make them pay.

The smile falls off my face as I return to my work, my thoughts full.

Three years ago, my father was brutally murdered while on an undercover mission, dealing with a vicious motorcycle gang called “Sins of Man”.

At least, that was what I’d pieced together from the journal I’d found hidden in his man cave.

He’d written down three names. Josiah Cane, Tanner Smith, and Rueben Blake.

I’m sure that those three are responsible for his death. My digging revealed that they were the three in charge of the Sins of Man gang, with a ruthlessness that intimidated most. I spent many nights agonizing over how horrible it must have been for Dad to die at their hands.

In some ways, my aunt is right. I’m only here because I’m hungry for revenge. I want to finish what my dad started. He’d reported to this very precinct, and that was why I’d wanted to come here.

Despite the years that have passed, I still miss him. I lived with Dad until I was fourteen. He got an important job opportunity right around the time my aunt Rosa convinced him that the best education a smart kid like me could get was at a preppy private school near her place.

I’m not sure which came first, but I was suddenly bundled off to go live with my aunt. I didn’t mind since my dad came to visit often, and we still spent every holiday together. I excelled in high school, and I truly could have done anything else and succeeded.

Instead, I chose to get a criminal justice degree and go to the police academy. Both of these things I passed with distinctions.

I worked hard to get here in the shortest possible time so I could get on the tails of those murderers.

I finish my work, and my eyes zero in on the chief’s office. It’s almost lunch time, and I know he’s in there. I just have to corner him before he can escape.

Ronnie’s watch beeps, signaling it’s lunch time, and I’m out of my seat like a bolt, speed-walking toward the door. Ronnie sees where I’m headed and rolls his eyes.

He knows what’s happening, because this isn’t the first time I’ve done this. Everyone in the precinct knows I’m “Burke’s kid”. They knew my father, so they weren’t surprised when I began to try to dig into the case of his death right after my first month.

As it turns out, the gang case is about to be closed, since there have been no leads for a while. Keeping it open for three years was the most they could do.

I’ve been trying to get a hold of Chief Noah long enough to have a proper conversation, but he always finds a way to wriggle out of my grasp.

I think they can smell my hunger for revenge, and they’re just letting me down easily by avoiding the topic.

I burst into the office and catch Chief Noah in mid-bite of his sandwich. For a moment, there’s true pain in his eyes as he sees me and realizes he won’t get to enjoy that sandwich after all.

He puts the sandwich down almost mournfully.

“Afternoon Chief! I hope I’m not bothering you. I really wanted a few minutes to talk.” I give him my best smile.

Chief sighs tiredly. “It’s not a great time, Burke junior. I have a meeting to get to very soon.”

Liar. You have no pressing plans.

I’m sure he regrets being friendly when I first arrived, telling me I should feel free to ask him for anything since he knew my dad.

I let the lie slide. “I know you’re busy, Chief, but I just wanted to talk about my dad’s case again.”

He begins to stand up, and I can tell he means to make his escape. “I’ve told you already, Burke. There’s nothing I can do. The case has stretched on for too long, and we haven’t been able to find anything…”

In desperation, I block the door to keep him from leaving. “No, wait! What if I have something?!”

Chief stops in front of me and cocks his head to the side, his expression one of exasperation. I’m fully holding him hostage in his own office now, and I can see that he’s almost at the end of his rope with me.

“Burke…” he begins, but I cut him off.

“I mean, I have something!” I hadn’t wanted to reveal it like this, but no one would even talk to me about it. This could be my only chance.

“You know how in my dad’s case no one could find the goods from the deal?”

Chief Noah frowns at me. “How do you know that? The information from your dad’s case is classified. Ugh, Nancy and her big mouth. Have you been talking to Nancy about this? You need to stop probing for information about this…”

I cut him off again. “No Chief, that’s not it.”

I did find out that part from Nancy, the secretary, but that isn’t the point.

“I’m saying I know where my dad hid it! I found his journal at our old house!”

Chief had been trying to go around me, but he stops at those words. “What? You know where the sixteen-million-dollar stash is?! Do you know what you’re saying?” He lowered his voice and pulled me away from the door, peeping out to make sure no one heard.

“Do you know how big that deal was? If we find it, it’ll be the biggest bust this department has ever seen. And we’re not the only ones looking for it. The gang members have been quieter lately, because everyone is still looking for that!”

I’ve never seen Chief look so serious before.

“Are you sure you know where it is?”

I swallow. “Yes, sir.”

A slow smile spreads on Chief’s face as his eyes light up. “Well, if that’s true, then I think this is more than enough to keep your dad’s case open.”


Chapter 2

Josiah

“Oi! Hand me the wrench, pussy!”

The motorcycle shop is noisy as usual as the boys work together to fix their bikes. We had a bit of a clash yesterday, so there’s quite a bit of damage to repair. Everyone’s still a bit on edge after all the excitement from the night before, but I’m pretty calm. Unlike the others, I found the fight relaxing. It’s been a bit since I was able to bash some heads.

“Who’re you calling a pussy, asshole?”

The insults draw my attention to the guys working near me.

I’m the third in command in our gang, “Sins of Man”. I know all of the men under me and I quickly recognize the two talking as Neil, a veteran fighter with seven grotesque scars from close shaves over the years, and Robin, a clean-skinned, baby-faced newbie.

“Of course I mean you,” Neil continues. “You think I didn’t see you cowering yesterday?”

Neil laughs and bumps the arm of another veteran next to him. “You should have seen the kid last night, Randy. Had his face in his hands, whimpering and everything during the duel.”

Oh…

I understand what they’re talking about now.

Robin’s face and neck go red with shame, and he splutters as he tries to defend himself. “How is that my fault?! I’m not a pussy! You saw me take down five men by myself! I’m not scared… Boss Tanner is just…”

The newbie shivers lightly, as if remembering the fight. “Boss Tanner is a bit too much…and that was my first time!”

He’s not wrong. Things got a bit out of hand last night.

Here’s the thing. Our club is run very strictly. There are three bosses in Sins of Man.

Rueben Blake, the founder and leader.

Tanner Smith, the businessman and second in command.

Then there’s me, Josiah Cane. Third in command, and the muscle.

Especially between Tanner and me, we keep out of each other’s tasks. Whenever there’s a fight, my boys and I are deployed. When it’s something to do with business, we leave it all to Tanner and his team. We both report to and take orders from Rueben, who took us in and gave us purpose.

Yesterday’s excitement came from a smaller gang called “Steelheart”. We’ve been quiet lately since we’ve been busy, and that’s why I haven’t been able to fight much.

I don’t know what possessed those idiots at Steelheart, but they seemed to think that meant we were weaker…?

It’s so dumb. I don’t even want to think about where they could have gotten that idea. They ambushed some of our men around our territory borders and killed two. They sent the rest back with a message that they challenged us.

Anyway, Rueben didn’t let their stupidity slide. We razed through them like a field of grass. I got to bash a lot of heads. It was fun.

Well, it was fun, until the leader thought he was a wise guy and called for a duel instead of an indiscriminate attack. Rueben agreed. It’s a waste to kill all those men when just killing the leader can get the rest of the men to surrender.

See, this is why I can’t be the leader. Those rules are a bit boring for me, even though I know they’re wise. I just like chaos more.

Rueben’s not like me. So he gave that guy a chance. I mean, he was screwed anyway, no matter who he picked, but he fucked up.

The idiot probably thought Tanner couldn’t fight. I mean, I can’t blame him. That sadistic bastard probably does it on purpose. Despite being in a motorcycle gang, the sicko wears suits. He’s the shortest of the three of us, at six foot two. He also has his hair long, in a ponytail that reaches his shoulder blades, and wears glasses he doesn’t even need.

Any idiot would misunderstand and think he’s not a fighter. Big mistake. The newbie is right; Tanner is too much. I’m a sick fuck, but even I know setting Tanner off is not a good idea. He beat the man’s skull into the ground with his bare hands.

“It’s true though. Boss Tanner is a bit…scary,” Randy says, voicing my thoughts and vindicating the newbie.

“See?! It’s not about being a pussy! I’ve just never seen something like that before!” Robin jumps in to defend himself.

Neil is still unimpressed. “Pah, you’re still a pussy. Which one of our bosses isn’t scary? That’s why we follow them.”

All three glance in my direction discreetly. I roll my eyes. So I’m scary now, huh? I hope I’m still scary when you come by to get your allowances this month.

I’m in charge of taking care of the boys under me, so while I know they sort of fear me, they’re also much closer to me than the others in the gang.

“Has anyone actually seen Boss Rueben fight?” Robin asks. He seems genuinely scared.

“The boss? Have you seen the way he looks at people? I don’t think he fights… I think he just reaps souls through prolonged eye contact or something. His kill count is the highest, you know?” Randy answers.

I look away from them so I don’t chuckle. Rueben is an odd one for sure. It takes a lot to unsettle me, but that guy unsettles even Tanner.

He might not actually be human. He’s six feet five inches of lean muscle and pale skin. Every inch of him is covered in black tattoos, right up to his ears and underneath his chin. The only part of him that’s spotless is his face. That’s probably why he appears even paler, but it’s scary. His eyes are black and bottomless. I’ve always been a wild card, but I listen to him without question. He’s not someone to fuck with.

I’ve always thought that if Rueben wanted to run the biggest gang, he could. If he can get Tanner and me under control, there’s no one he can’t subdue.

“Sir Cane?”

The sound of my name being called so strangely draws my attention to the front of the shop. The boys go quiet as well, and we all turn to look at the man in a suit by the door.

Right. That’s one of Tanner’s men. Weird fucks. You’d think he was an intern at some company running errands to a different department. Only Tanner’s men talked proper like that, calling us by our last names.

His eyes light up when he sees me, and he lowers his head slightly in greeting. “Sorry to disturb you, sir. Mr. Smith would like to see you for a meeting. He says it’s about the mission.”

I waste no time getting up. “Lead the way.”

When I get to Tanner’s office, Rueben is already there. “Hey, boss. Tanner. Am I late?”

Both of them seem a little troubled already, so it seems they’d been talking before I arrived.

“A bit,” Tanner mutters. “I’ve got news from the spy I planted in Flames of Hell. The old cop had a daughter. She knows where the stash is.”

I blink once in shock. For the past three years, we’ve been looking for clues. A daughter with information out of nowhere?

“What?”

“That’s not all.” Rueben’s dark eyes rise to mine. “She’s being sold to Flames of Hell as we speak.”


Chapter 3

Amelia

“What do you mean you’ll pay ten thousand dollars?!”

A booming shout pierces my unconscious mind, kick-starting a pounding headache as I begin to drift awake.

Ouch…that hurts so bad…what’s going on?

“This is not what you promised!”

As my thinking faculties come back online, I realize I recognize the voice talking.

Chief?

I crack my eyes open and wince as my headache intensifies. It feels like my whole head is throbbing, but I can also feel a significant sting at the back of my head.

Did someone hit me? 

My vision clears up, and I see that I was right. It is Chief Noah who was speaking. He’s standing with a man I don’t recognize. Both of them are so engrossed in their conversation that they don’t notice me. All I did was open my eyes, so I haven’t done anything to draw attention.

Not that I could… Is that a gag in my mouth?  

Something is stuffed in my mouth, keeping me from opening it. I glance around quickly without turning my head.

Am I in a warehouse?  

I’m also tied down to the chair I’m in. The bindings are tight enough that I can’t even flex my hands and feet.

What’s going on?

Oblivious that I’m listening in, the men continue talking.

“I don’t know what you’re yelling over. I think I’m being generous,” the man I don’t know says.

Chief Noah is practically steaming from the ears. “Generous?! You bastard! I could have just gotten the location from her and taken the stash for myself! I wouldn’t have even needed to work for it, because she trusts me and would have told me easily! Yet you’re giving me ten thousand?!”

The stash? There’s no way.

“Ha. Look at this pig. You should have done that then if it was so easy! Why don’t you admit that you came here submissively, because there was nothing you could do with the stash by yourself?” The man pushes Chief easily with one hand, making him squeal as he falls to the ground.

“What were you going to do? Kill the bitch yourself? Then what? How would you move the cash? What would you do with the drugs? Who would you sell the guns to? The minute you try to make any sales, you’re basically outing yourself.” The man laughs cynically. “Admit it. You can’t handle that stash, and that’s the reason you came to us. One wrong move and you lose your little position as Chief, along with your life.”

I want to deny it, but my ears and eyes can’t be wrong. Did Chief Noah really betray me?

Desperate to come up with some explanation for the situation I now find myself in, I dredge up my memory from my aching brain.

I remember telling Chief Noah about my dad’s journal. He’d asked if I could get him the journal, but I told him how I’d burned it to be safe. He then asked how I could be so sure I’d remember, and I reminded him I have a photographic memory.

That seemed to be enough for him, so I asked him about the Sins of Man gang, and told him my suspicions regarding who could have killed my dad. He agreed that it was probably them.

From my own obsessive research, I knew that they’d been quieter lately. It was hard to catch them in a crime that would give us an excuse to put surveillance on them. Chief let me know that they’d clashed with another gang recently, and it was supposed to be the perfect opportunity to go watch them.

At least, that’s what he told me. The last thing I remember is driving out to do a stakeout with Chief, and then getting hit in the back of the head while I hid.

I feel tears of betrayal stinging the back of my throat, and I bite the gag in my mouth angrily. I’m careful not to make any noise so I don’t draw attention to myself, but it hurts my soul.

So he was the one who hit me. 

Chief swallows loudly, looking up at the man. “But I… I brought it to you instead of doing any of that. Doesn’t that loyalty deserve something more?” His voice is small and pathetic now.

The man laughs like he just heard something funny. “Did you just say loyalty?! What does a pig like you know about loyalty? You didn’t do this for loyalty. You did this because you thought it was your chance to make it big. That’s selfishness, not loyalty.”

Chief’s expression contorts into one of rage. “Then the deal is off! If this is how you’re going to be, then I’m better off reporting this. I could get promoted for such a big bust! You think Flames of Hell was my only option?!”

Flames of Hell?

The man tuts his tongue and casually produces a gun from his back pocket. “See, now why would you go and do that? Why threaten me? Hmm? Did you think paying you was my only option?”

Is he going to kill Chief?! 

My eyes widen as Chief Noah shrieks in fear. I watch in horror as the police chief, who I've respected for months, crawls on the floor in front of the criminal, trying to get away.

“Wait! No wait, please! Don’t kill me! If I’m dead, who will make her talk? I’ll cooperate with you! I’ll get the information from her! You can tie me up! I’ll pretend that I was kidnapped too! She’ll tell me if I ask her! Just please don’t kill me!”

Chief’s pleas are met with cruel laughter.

“Don’t beg me. You look ridiculous when you grovel. I’ll admit your plan is easier. If you could pretend to also be captured and get her to tell you where the stash is, you’d be cutting my work in half,” the man says.

Chief nods desperately. “Yes! Yes! I’ll make her talk very easily. She’s just a rookie. She doesn’t know any better!”

The man grins viciously. “Right… Your way is easier, but I think my way will work pretty well too. We don’t need you. Like you said, she’s a rookie. I wonder how long she’ll last when we start to torture her.”

My eyes widen. Did he just say torture?!

With all the research I’ve done on Sins of Man, I’ve heard all about the dangerous motorcycle gangs and how they tortured and murdered people. My throat goes dry from fear.

Am I going to die here? I haven’t even gotten my revenge! 

Tears well up in my eyes, and I whimper quietly as they begin to roll down my cheeks.

“Please! Please don’t kill me! I’ll take the ten thousand and go! Please!” Chief cries.

“Nah.” The man angles his head to the side. “I don’t want to give you the ten thousand anymore. I think you’ll be more useful when she sees you dead on the ground with a bullet in your head. That will be a warning so she knows we’re serious, don’t you think?”

He raises his gun, pointing it at Chief’s head, but before he can pull the trigger, the side wall explodes inward on us.


Chapter 4

Rueben

“I’ll grab the girl. Keep watch.”

Smoke and debris fill the air as I step over the blown-up wall, my gun pointed downwards, but at the ready.

As it turns out, Tanner’s plan was perfect. Not that I had any doubts. My gang runs smoothly because I let people do what they are good at, and Tanner’s the best when it comes to this.

He’d gotten the location, time, and Flames of Hell’s defense layout from our spy. Since this was supposed to be a quick in-and-out job, we snuck up and set charges on the back wall. It was about the element of surprise, and to make sure they couldn’t react.

The charges weren’t powerful enough to do any real damage to the people inside, but I was still a bit worried about hurting “Captain’s” daughter. Tanner assured me a little injury would be better than what Flames of Hell had in store for her.

“Okay. We have five minutes before their backup shows up and we become compromised. Josiah and some of his boys are keeping the rest of the men busy. I’ll clean up our traces as we go,” Tanner says to me.

I nod. All of us are masked up and in full gear. The idea is to hide our identities as perfectly as possible. It can’t be discovered that we’re the ones who took the girl.

Ever since the man we knew as “Captain” died, our relationship with Flames of Hell has soured. The undercover cop was in charge of the deal. We turned in everything we got to him.

He died without telling them where the stash was.

That’s what they told us. They didn’t care that we had a forty percent stake in the deal. They didn’t apologize. They just said they lost even more than we did, and they expected us to keep our noses to the ground for any sign of the stash, and tell them if we found anything.

Now the police have brought them a lead, but they haven't bothered to inform us. If Tanner didn’t have a spy infiltrating them already, we would never have known. I’m sure they would have gotten the information from her and continued to keep us in the dark without giving us our share.

It’s every gang for itself. 

I spot a redheaded woman on the ground, still strapped to a metal chair.

There she is.

I quicken my pace, swapping my gun for a knife from my holster as I move so I can cut the ties around her. The three inside had been knocked out by the explosion, so she’s unconscious when I get to her.

My heart skips a beat despite myself when I see her face. No amount of debris and cement dust can take away from her beauty. Her red hair falls in waves scattered around her head, a few stray tendrils hanging aesthetically off her high cheekbones. Her straight nose bears a light smattering of freckles, and her half-open lips are full and kissable.

Now is not the time.

I shake my head to clear it. It’s really not the time. I’m shocked at myself for my reaction, but I can't sit around and figure it out right now.

I lift her by the shoulders gently, and dust falls out of her hair. A trickle of blood flows down her forehead, and I realize she’s injured. A frown twists my face, but there’s no time.

I lift her over my shoulder and get back to my feet. I meet Tanner outside.

“Cleaned up?” I ask.

“All cameras wiped. We’re ghosts. Is that the girl?” He looks at her ass next to my head, visible from the way she’s hanging over my shoulder. “That’s a nice ass.”

Right as Tanner says this, our getaway car pulls up in front of us.

“Yeah. It’s the girl.” I ignore his other comment. “Where’s Josiah?”

I’m still speaking when I hear maniacal laughter coming from the earpiece connecting all three of us.

“I can hear you, boss! I’m on my way back!” Josiah says, sounding like he’s having a lot of fun. I can hear several hits and screams in the background.

I turn with a raised eyebrow to Tanner, and he just shrugs and says, “You know how he is.”

I do.

I get in the back of the van and set the girl down, just as Josiah comes barreling around the corner with his men, several enemies at their heels.

“Get to the van, boys! I’ll keep them busy while you take off!” he shouts. His men leave his side as he turns to face the enemies. 

The first unfortunate man is met with Josiah’s fist straight into the bridge of his nose, and blood spurts out. I just know Josiah is grinning like a kid at Christmas underneath his mask as he fights.

The man absolutely loves a brawl. He’s overpowering his attackers with nothing but pure strength, grabbing one’s arm mid-punch and twisting it back while spinning him around to use as a shield from another hit. He dislocates the poor guy’s shoulder before lifting him like a bag of trash and throwing him back against the five men who were still trying to attack.

Josiah’s men are running as fast as they can while he handles the enemies. Finally, they clamber into the truck, and the driver starts it.

“Oi, Josiah. Your men made it in. Get back now,” Tanner says into the earpiece.

But Josiah is too engrossed in his fight. He ignores Tanner, continuing to laugh as one of the attackers charges at him in what looks like it’s supposed to be a spear move. Josiah is a tank at six foot four with all those muscles. He lifts the guy easily and slams him on the ground, causing the man to scream.

“Josiah,” I say calmly. “Let’s go.”

The van is already driving away, but at my words, Josiah spins on his heel and chases us, diving into the back of the van just as we start to pick up speed.

“He only listens to you,” Tanner murmurs as we get up to shut the doors.

“Let’s just get out of here.”


Chapter 5

Amelia

“You really put in a lot of effort taking care of her, boss,” a voice says just as I come to.

I wince as I come to. The voices in the room are too much for my already aching head to bear.

Trying to navigate through the cloudiness in my head to focus on the voices is a little difficult, and I would have given up if it wasn’t for how unfamiliar the voices in the room sounded.

A cool cloth is placed on my forehead, dulling the ache to a degree. A groan escapes my lips as I try to open my eyes.

“Oh, she’s awake,” the voice says again, this time closer.

Wait…how is this happening again?

My brows furrow as I try to piece everything together.

I really need to stop waking up in strange environments. I gasp and sit up as images come flying in, although it still seems like something is missing.

“Ohhh…” I hold my head in pain. That was such a stupid thing to do. The pain in my head has intensified to a whole other level.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Large warm hands touch my forearm, pushing me back down. Despite the unfamiliarity of it all, I lie down without a fight.

“You really shouldn’t sit up so suddenly. Especially not after what happened.”

What happened?

The voice speaking to me is deep and calm. It feels like an endless well and I want to drown in it. The feeling should be uncomfortable, but it isn’t.

I open my eyes slowly, blinking away the brightness that hurts my eyes. I look up just as a figure stands over me, shading me from the bright light.

A man towers over me. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. I’ll admit that he strikes me as a little odd, but his jawline could cut a diamond. The man has a gorgeous bone structure.

He’s very tall, probably around six foot five. Every part of him that I can see is covered in black tattoos except for his face, which makes him look incredibly pale. It’s not just the contrast; he actually does have very pale skin. It’s just that the contrast makes it jarring. He’s like a vampire. His eyes are as black as the ink on his skin…and vacant, like pools of darkness threatening to swallow me up. I can’t get a read on him.

Am I dreaming you up?

The man chuckles.

“No, you’re not dreaming.”

My lips turn down in a frown. Did I say that out loud?

“I think this was meant to be a thought too, but yes, you did.”

Despite myself, my cheeks burn.

What is going on?

I raise a hand to my head. At least my hands and feet aren’t tied, and I didn’t wake up in a strange warehouse like I did the last time. Instead, I’m in a room and on a bed.

I gasp in surprise. What am I wearing?

My clothes have been taken off and I’m wearing a large shirt, with my lower half covered by a blanket.

I look around the room and my eyes widen. I thought I was alone with this handsome guy, but I wasn’t. Two other guys are here with me, both as handsome as this first guy was.

The second guy stares blankly at me. He’s jaw-dropping as well. He’s tall and muscular, with long black hair falling to his shoulders, gray eyes, and full lips set in a straight line.

He’s wearing dress pants and a white button-down shirt with a button left open. He stands with his hands in his pockets, looking slightly out of place with the other guys and their more casual looks. Still, something about him makes him seem right at home.

The third guy looks much like a heavyweight boxer, with huge muscles and very large hands. His blonde hair is close-cropped, with striking blue eyes and a nose that appears to have been broken too many times.

All three men look like handsome devils who could ruin your life…just in different ways.

I bring my knees up to my chest defensively as I size them up. Who are they and what am I doing here?

“Who are you?” I give voice to my thoughts. “Where am I?”

The second guy looks familiar, although I struggle to place him.

“I’m Rueben, and you’re in our house,” the first guy says, drawing my attention back to him. His face is impossibly chiseled and he has a piercing in one ear, all of this adding to his beauty.

“You are Amelia Burke, right?” dress pants guy says as he walks forward. “You’re Captain’s daughter?”

My nose scrunches. “Who?”

“William Burke.”

“How do you know my father?”

My brows crease as I look at them once again. Have I seen them before?

I cover my mouth with my hands, gasping as I connect the dots. Rueben Blake, Tanner Smith, and Josiah Cane.

No wonder he seemed familiar. Tanner’s is a face I’ve seen many times, although he is better-looking in person. He is the best known of the three, considering he is in charge of their businesses. Because of that, he was in more police reports than the others.

The other two beside him must be his lesser-known partners. Although I haven’t seen a clear picture of them before, I somewhat recognize their builds from the few times they had been photographed with Tanner.

“Don’t touch me.”

I smack Rueben’s hand from my shoulder, glaring at him with so much hate.

“Oh…” He retracts his hand from my shoulder just as I see Tanner’s expression going from neutral to very much pissed off.

Clearly, he doesn’t like the way I talked to his boss.

“What did you do to me?” I ask. Although I’m not tied up, it doesn’t change the fact that I’m in a room with the men who killed my father. My heart beats fast in my chest.

“Where are my clothes?” I clench the blanket tightly as I stare at them with wide eyes. “You perverts! Pieces of shit! Where the fuck are my clothes? What did you do?”

“We’re sorry to have startled you. Nobody touched you. You’re fine,” Rueben says, holding his hand in front of me like I’m some startled animal.

His action annoys me. He doesn’t get to act so considerate, like he’s not a terrible excuse for a human.

“Then where are my clothes?” I hope my tone shows my animosity towards them.

“We had to take them off because you were injured and covered in dirt from the explosion,” he explains.

My brows knit in confusion. “The explosion—”

Everything comes flooding back to me. Chief kneeling as he pleads for his life after betraying me, just before the wall explodes.

“Chief! Whe—”

“You were captured. Your police chief tried to sell you to a dangerous gang, but we were able to rescue you.”

“You are Sins of Man,” I say.

“Yes. We got wind of the news quickly enough that we were able to save you before Flames of Hell could get to you.”

I scoff, looking at them with disgust. “Who the fuck asked you guys to save me?”

My disregard for what they consider to help rub Tanner the wrong way. “The fuck?”

He glares at me before turning to the others. “Should we just drag her back there? I’m pretty sure we would have been able to get the information anyway. Maybe she would be a lot more grateful if we let her get a taste of their torture.”

“Tanner, stop it.” Rueben’s displeasure with Tanner’s words is evident.

Josiah, who’s been silent up until now, draws his lips back in an amused expression. He raises his shoulders slightly and leans back against the wall, folding his hand across his chest as he watches the drama unfold.

My jaw ticks, completely pissed off. I’m not some entertainment to be enjoyed.

“You shouldn’t act like saviors when you’re just as bad,” I spit in disgust. “Whatever you claim would have happened to me would not have been as bad as being with the people who killed my dad.”

“I beg your pardon?” Tanner’s face shows his shock as he takes a step in my direction.

You didn’t think I knew, did you?

I won’t give them the satisfaction of pretending to be my saviors even for one second.

“You murderers! You killed my dad!”

My posture is defensive as I glare at them. I would rather die like my father did than keep up this farce for a moment longer.

“I joined the police to make you pay for your crimes, and I intend to do just that,” I almost scream at them; the only thing stopping me is the ache in my head.

Tanner turns to Rueben with disbelief in his eyes.

“We got the right bitch, right?”

“Tanner, don’t be disrespectful.”

Tanner scoffs. “You gotta be kidding… You know what?” He throws a hand up and turns on his feet to leave the room.

Josiah’s amused expression has fizzled out. His lips are pressed into a thin line, and his eyes are hard beneath his drawn-together brows.

I turn my attention to Rueben. Although he’s the one who shut Tanner up, he looks just as upset as Josiah is.

What’s with them? They did kill my father, right?


Chapter 6

Tanner

This bitch is infuriating.

Leaving the room was for her sake and mine, to clear my head before I did or said anything stupid, although it doesn’t seem to be helping.

I’m still very much pissed off, and I doubt it’ll be changing anytime soon. I walk towards my room.

Why the fuck is she so up in arms against us when she knows nothing? She is so uninformed about anything.

When I first saw her, the only thing I could think about was how gorgeous she was. And when she opened those beautiful blue-green eyes, she only became more beautiful.

Her red hair cascaded down her shoulders in bouncy waves, and her full lips had been so perfect as she stared at us in confusion. I was particularly enamored by the smattering of freckles on her nose and her high cheekbones.

Although she’d only just been rescued after an explosion and was injured, she looked so beautiful, much like a movie star.

I’d always found it weird how a movie star could get injured in a movie but always managed to look impeccable. No one should look that good after an accident, and yet, looking at her, I get it.

Maybe super attractive people just get injured differently. They just look like that. Instead of looking ugly as a result of her injuries, she looks like she just had makeup applied to fake being injured.

Maybe that’s part of what pisses me off so much, because she still looks perfect.

All of that attraction, however, went down the drain the moment she opened her mouth. I’ve never met anyone who’s so irritating before. She gets on my nerves and I hate it.

“How could someone be so different from their parent?” I mumble under my breath.

Her dad was nothing like that.

The man we knew as Captain was a kind, gentle, and calm man who always seemed like he had all the answers. He made us feel like little boys in some ways.

I mean, compared to him, we sort of were.

Despite that and the fact that we were opposites, with him being the better one in the eyes of the law, he was never condescending. Instead, he was very friendly and made us want to open up to him, which was strange for us.

I scoff. She’s everything that he was not. She’s abrasive, annoying, and loud. She jumps to conclusions. She’s young, naïve, and stupid.

I rifle through the contents of the drawer, satisfied when I find what I am looking for. It’s a recorder that should hopefully help to clear all this up.

Back when we used to work with Captain, Josiah used to say I was paranoid for recording every interaction we had with him and every other member of Flames of Hell. I wanted to have records of everything so that no one would ever be able to deceive us.

I knew Flames of Hell was shady, and I kept feeling like they would try to cheat us. Even when I felt like I could trust Captain, I didn’t bother stopping the automatic records I’d set up.

It became useful after all…just not in the way any of us expected.

Returning to the room does nothing to soothe my anger. The girl’s eyes flip up to me when I step into the room, and I ignore the feeling tightening in my chest. She’s still angry and glaring at everyone.

“Now listen to this.”

I click the button on the recorder and watch her as it begins to play.

“Rueben…” her dad’s voice crackles through.

“Captain?” Boss’s worried voice follows. “What’s wrong? You don’t sound so good.”

“Who’s that? Is that Captain?” This time, it’s me.

“Yeah.”

Josiah’s voice comes through. “Oh, tell him to get chips when he’s coming back and—”

A sound follows like someone had smacked Josiah to shut him up. It was me. I had smacked him.

Captain laughs. “Sorry boys, there’ll be no chips…and I don’t think I can make it back…ever again.”

Silence ensues for a moment until Rueben speaks again. “Captain, what’s going on? Where are you? We’ll come to you right now.” There is evident worry in his voice. Rueben liked Captain a lot.

Rustling sounds follow, like Captain is sliding down against something. “Don’t. Just don’t. Forget about that. There’s so much I have to tell you.”

“Just tell us where you are. That’s all that matters,” Rueben says once again. This time, the scraping of a chair being pushed back can be heard. Rueben had gotten to his feet.

Keys jingle as they are grabbed off the table. “We’ll come right away. Just tell us who you need us to stomp.” It’s Josiah talking this time. We were ready to jump into action to fight and save him.

“No,” Captain sighs. “You can’t come here… You probably wouldn’t want to come anyway once you hear that I’m a cop.”

The line goes quiet and Captain chuckles weakly.

“Wait, did he just say cop?” I’m the one talking now, sounding further away since I’d been by the door.

“Yeah… I’m sorry. I know this must feel like a huge betrayal to you, but I promise our friendship was real. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to you three,” he says sadly.

“Wait a second. What the fuck are you saying? What do you mean you’re a cop?” My angry voice is closer this time.

“Well, was a cop, I guess,” Captain sighs again, and it comes out as a wet sound, like blood is filling his lungs. “I’ve been betrayed.”

“You don’t work for Flames of Hell?” I query. I’m the only one speaking because the other two are too shocked.

“No… I infiltrated. I was, uh, sent to…to be a double agent. I—have been here for quite a few years. I just happened to…have this big break. It was supposed to be my…biggest bust, but it turns out the police are just as…corrupt as the gangs…if not more.” His voice kept breaking. It was clear he was really hurt. It didn’t seem like the kind of hurt that he could get better from.

“The police?” My voice is cautious.

“Yes. They cut a deal with Flames of Hell…and they weren’t going to…make the bust. Flames of Hell knew handling such a big deal would garner attention and decided to settle with the police. It seems the offer Flames of Hell came up with was too good to pass up…so they told them that I was a—spy. I’ve been shot by my handler—the detective I reported to… Those Flames of Hell bastards came after me. I-I don’t know how long I have, b-but I was able to get away for now.”

“Just tell us where you are and we’ll come get you. We’ll hide you…anything.” Rueben wanted to save him.

Captain groans. “No, boys... It’s too late for me.”

A laugh escapes him. “But they fucked up, you know... I’m the only one who knows where the stash is. I didn’t tell them anything, the fuckers… You know…you should have it instead.”

“The stash? You didn’t turn it over to Flames of Hell or the cops?” My voice is a bit shrill.

“Yes…hn…my treasure will lead you to the treasure,” Captain says, groaning once again.

“What?” I ask, confused.

“He’s probably losing a lot of blood. He’s not making any sense,” Rueben says.

“Wait, we haven’t gotten the information yet. Where did you say it was?” I ask.

“I-I’m sorry, boys.”

“Captain? Captain... Captain, please say something.”

Quiet on the other end.

“Captain… Captain?”

“Sh-should I get the boys? Should we go out to look for him?” Josiah asks, his voice shaky.

The recording clicks to an end. We all stay still, wearing the same somber expression. Rueben and Josiah both look almost as sad as the day it happened.

We’d all really liked the man we knew as “Captain”. Flames of Hell had introduced him as the one in charge of beating the new recruits into shape, and that was what they called him over there. We went along with calling him that. Even when we later found out he was actually named William Burke, we’d gotten too used to the title.

Amelia’s mouth hangs open, her eyes wide as she struggles to process what she’s heard. It must be difficult for her to realize she’d built her life so far on false information.

I hate people who don’t get facts before they act. Her surprised expression doesn’t even give me any satisfaction that I proved her wrong and made her shut up. She just irritates me more.

“So, who did you say killed your dad again?” I ask, glaring at her. “Dumb fuck.”

I walk out of the room, still feeling her staring after me.


Chapter 7

Amelia

It can’t be...

Josiah follows seconds after Tanner, leaving Rueben alone in the room with me. I can’t look at him, or at anyone else for that matter.

I can’t believe this is happening. My world is crumbling all around me, and I can’t do anything to stop it. Everything I’ve known all along—that I thought to be true—seems to be a lie. Turns out I didn’t know anything after all.

That was very clearly my dad’s voice, and although I find it difficult to accept, it didn’t seem faked. My dad had been speaking to them like he cared for them. Like they were friends.

I swallow the lump in my throat. All I want to do is curl up in a ball and cry. It’s the first time I’ve heard his voice in so long. I’ve missed him so much, and yet, I can’t shake the feeling that I don’t deserve to hear it.

He’d chosen to spend his last moments talking to them, which quite frankly, hurt.

Daddy had left me a text that he loved me, but he hadn’t called me. Maybe he didn’t want to have me distressed during his last moments and was trying to save me from even greater heartache, but he had chosen to speak with them instead of me.

I thought their names being in his journal meant they were his enemies. Thinking about it now, it was a conclusion I came to on my own. I jumped to that conclusion and proceeded to spend the next three years of my life preparing to join the police because of it.

I wasted three years of my life thinking I was going to avenge my father, when I never even knew him at all.

My heart hurts and I can’t stop the jealousy and pain coursing through me. It feels like someone is sitting on my chest.

“Why did you think we killed your dad?” Rueben asks, reminding me of his presence in the room.

I sniffle, blinking away the hurt. “I saw your names in his journal, so I thought that you were the ones responsible for his death.”

I hate how small my voice suddenly is. This revelation has stumped me.

“He didn’t write about Flames of Hell?”

I frown in confusion. I had heard that a few times now. “Who is Flames of Hell?”

Rueben wears a blank expression as he explains. “It’s a bigger gang than ours, and the ones we were doing business with when we met your father. They’re the ones who had the connections and cash to make the deal we were involved in back then happen. They needed us to handle the legwork, because we were better at that sort of thing, and the whole thing was Tanner’s idea. We did have a part in the loot. We invested our money in it as well, so we had a sixty-forty split with Flames of Hell.”

He sits on the sofa, a little way off from me.

“The reason we met your dad was because he was the one in charge of the deal. He was the one who used to meet with us and do business with us. He was the middleman between us and Flames of Hell, basically. Your dad was our supervisor while we carried out the…missions that they needed us to do in order for the deal to be a successful one.”

Rueben chuckles disbelievingly. “He really had us all fooled. Even those bastards seem to have thought he was one of them. I mean, he did infiltrate their gang.”

I nod despite myself. This is a secret part of my dad’s life that I didn’t know about. I drink in all the details greedily.

“We didn’t go into the operation liking him or trusting him much. After all, he was one of them as far as we were concerned, and although we had business to do together, that was all it was. We had expected him to be abrasive and annoying sometimes since they were the bigger gang and often liked to remind us of it.”

I can’t help my watery smile. There was no way dad would have ever been that kind of person. Not even if he hadn’t been a cop.

Rueben continues. “We didn’t expect to become friends with him, but it wasn’t long before we did. He often asked us to join him for lunch to discuss business instead of in an office. Sometimes, we did discuss business. However, most of the time, he really only wanted us to eat with him.”

He is hard to read, but I feel like he is lost in memories as he says, “Soon, he wanted us to have a meeting place. Which we did. We moved into an apartment together, so that whenever we needed to talk about our operation or show him something we had picked up, he would be there. It was more convenient.”

His lips turn upwards and his face brightens as he continues. “He would make us breakfast and take care of us like we were his friends. Before we knew what was happening, we had all sort of become exactly that. Friends.”

It seems like despite Dad’s betrayal, they truly cared for him and saw him as a friend.

“We didn’t see what he did as a betrayal,” he says, as though he read my thoughts and wanted to clarify that. “He must have really seen us as friends, considering he was the one that called us. We didn’t find out about him being a cop from someone else. He’d made sure to tell us himself, no matter how long it’d taken him.”

Rueben regards me with a barely there smile. “He’d even tried to tell us where the stash was. We’ve been looking for the stash since then, but we couldn’t find it. Since those Flames of Hell bastards and the police killed your dad, we also couldn’t let them get their hands on it either. We’ve listened to the recording over and over again, trying to piece together what he meant by his treasure will bring us the treasure, but we simply couldn’t figure it out.”

He shakes his head. “We’d found out his real name, and yet we couldn’t figure it out. It came as a shock when Tanner’s spy told us that the police were bringing his daughter. We finally figured out that he must have told you about it.”

I tense up as he says those words, becoming guarded once again. Now that the word has gotten out that I know the location of the stash, everyone certainly wants me for it.

“I’m so glad we were able to get to you before they touched you,” Rueben says, his hand coming up to touch mine on the bed.

I slap his hand away immediately.

“Don’t try to get all buddy-buddy with me. It doesn’t matter whether you killed my dad or not, you’re still criminals and I hate all gangs. You are a plague on society,” I snap in anger.

I know I’m being rude, and a part of me wishes I could take it all back, but another part of me is satisfied to have put him in his place.

“Okay,” he says, standing as he slips his hands into his pockets. “You trust the cops then? Years back, the people who betrayed your dad were cops. The people who betrayed you were cops as well.”

I glare at him. “Just because there are a few bad cops doesn’t mean all cops are like that.”

He looks at me in silence for a moment, as if he’s letting my words sink in, and then shrugs. “Okay.”

My skin stings with a blush. That sounded so hypocritical. If I say not all cops are bad despite what they’ve done, then shouldn’t that mean I have no right to generalize all gang members as bad men?

I look away from him. It’s like I can hear his voice in my head, telling me not all gang members are bad.

“You should get some rest. You’ve had a very long day, and you were quite injured.”

He points to a side table I hadn’t noticed until now. “You should have those painkillers and try to get some sleep.”

He exits the room, leaving me with my thoughts and messed up emotions.


Chapter 8

Josiah

It’s been two days since the attack on Flames of Hell, and so far, they haven’t figured out that the attack came from us. They probably won’t figure it out if everything continues to go as it should.

I spoon cereal into my mouth. I’m at home for now, which is a little annoying considering I’m only here as a babysitter for our new guest.

I return to the kitchen to refill my bowl with some more cereal, when out of the corner of my eye, as though she’s been summoned by my thoughts, I see a glimpse of red hair.

She comes out of the room, dressed in my shirt, although I doubt she would be happy to know its source.

I raise a brow in surprise. For the past two days, she hasn’t come out of the room. She’s been in bed recovering from her injuries and what seemed to be a fever, although we couldn’t be certain.

It could have been because she had been injured from the kidnapping and explosion; however, the shocking news she’d been delivered after years of nursing hate towards us could’ve also been a factor.

Rueben had been the one taking care of her. I hadn’t really been interested in getting involved in the drama and had stayed on the sidelines, content to simply watch while the others did the speaking.

Despite my reservation, I do think she’s absolutely hot, especially after seeing her body when they got her out of her dirty clothes.

“Help me get these jeans off her,” Rueben says as he tries to get her shirt off. “I think there are injuries on her thighs or something. I see blood on her pants, but no cuts in the fabric.”

Tanner steps up to unbutton the jeans. He slides his hand underneath her as he tries to pull it off. His face is set in concentration, a look that soon turns into a frustrated one when the jeans don’t budge.

“Okay, you know what?”

He walks out of the room and returns with a pair of scissors, tearing into the jeans until he cuts them off her.

Rueben looks at him with disapproval. “You didn’t have to do that.”

Tanner shrugs. “You wanted to get her out of her clothes, right? Well, she’s out.”

“Holy smokes, the legs on her,” he says when he looks her over, his eyes wide in surprise.

Rueben looks down at her as well; however, he says nothing. Instead, he focuses on getting her out of her top, taking the more gentlemanly approach of easing it over her head while trying not to cause her any pain.

“I was right. There’s an injury on her thigh,” Rueben says.

I move closer, curious, although I’m usually not one to end up drooling over a lady. However, even I can’t deny that she’s hot. She’s a tall girl, and judging from the looks of it, all legs.

She’s mesmerizing and completely drool worthy. I look away, clearing my throat softly as I remember whose daughter she is.

Rueben picks up a washcloth and dips it in some cool water, wiping her down methodically, without once looking at her or feeling her up. He also begins to treat her injuries.

“I’d say I’d switch places with you in a heartbeat, but then I’m only going to end up distracted,” Tanner says, grinning as he eyes her.

Rueben levels him with a look of disapproval. “Leave the room if you’re going to be disgusting.”

I laugh, shaking my head at their interaction, although much like Tanner, I’m quite affected by her.      Her milky skin contrasts beautifully with the color of her hair that fell out of its bun when Rueben took off her bloody shirt to get a better view of her injuries.

Her gorgeous breasts stand firm on her chest with pink nipples perked up for our view. Everything about her is a work of art. I’ve never been mesmerized by a belly button, but hers deepens into her belly like a tiny well I’d love to drink from.

I want to see all of her, and yet, a part of me feels guilty for the intrusion of privacy. I’ve always preferred my women willing and very much awake.

Rueben cleans her up quickly and looks at Tanner. “Go get the clothes that we got for her to change into.”

“I’ll take the ones she was wearing. I’ll throw them away since they’re so dirty, plus, we need to dispose of anything thing that would tie her to us     .”

“How do you feel?” I ask her, trying to distract myself from the memory of her body.

“I have a raging ache in my head. It doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to go away,” she says, clutching her head.

I nod at the table. “Rueben left you some painkillers. You should take them.”

She fills a glass with water and does as I say, placing the cool glass to her head. When she’s done, a soft sigh escapes her full lips.

“There’s breakfast for you if you feel up to it.” I point at the plate of eggs and pancakes.

She takes a whiff before turning to me once again. “Who made it?”

What does it matter? “Rueben.”

“You’re all trying so hard to show me that you’re the good guys, aren’t you?” she says in a mocking voice.

I stare at her blankly as she continues.

“Let me guess, you’re only criminals because of some dark, sad secret and not because you’re just awful people,” she says, tossing her hands up mockingly.

I laugh, annoyed by how set she is to see what she wishes to see. This isn’t some movie where the bad guy always has some story to tell.

“Not me. I'm just evil for no reason,” I start with a smile. “I’m just a beast who was born one. There’s nothing special about me. I grew up in a middle-class family with a working dad and a tired mom.”

I watch as she draws her head back slightly, wearing a confused expression, clearly not having expected that.

“What?”

I scoff nonchalantly and smirk at the images of my childhood flashing in my head.

I was standing over Gibson's body in the school's cafeteria with no atom of remorse whatsoever. I had knocked him down with a single punch after he decided to mess with me. I was only fifteen, but he was slightly older.

The look on Mrs. Perkins' face when she saw Gibson lying motionless was priceless. She was the biology teacher and happened to be his aunt. Mrs. Perkins had always covered up for her bully of a nephew who was hated by most of my peers.

I hated bullies because they were too weak to take on someone their own size, so they chose to oppress those they were stronger than.

I never liked Gibson; he was too proud for a weakling such as himself. For months I'd waited patiently for him to be unfortunate enough to cross my path, and my wait proved not to be in vain.

He was bullying a girl named Cassandra, or was it Samantha? I never really knew which one was her name. I watched him without saying a word until the drink he splashed on her face spilled on my shirt. The stain was nothing to make a big fuss out of, but it was the window I needed.

I smirked and rose to my feet, glaring at him. Gibson arrogantly approached me and asked why I was looking at him. I gave him the chance to apologize, even though I knew he was too proud to do that.

He laughed at my request, and so did his friends.

“I won't ask a second time,” I said.

“Are you threatening me? Do you know what I can…”

He hadn't finished talking when his tooth flew out of his mouth, accompanied by some blood.

My fist had connected with his jawbone, and the impact knocked him down to the ground. His friends didn't even bother to attack me; they ran scared.

Mrs. Perkins screamed in fear as she saw her dear nephew lying on the ground with a bloody mouth.

My parents were called in while I sat in the principal's office, unapologetic about what I had done. When the principal asked me why I did what I did, I simply shrugged.

“The bastard deserved it.”

Mrs. Perkins flamed up, saying that I had no manners and that I was not even remorseful. She ordered me to apologize, but I bluntly refused.

“No,” I said. “I will not.”

She started to rant about how she was going to make sure that I got expelled. I just stared at her, smirking like the devil she thought I was.

When my parents arrived, they apologized and promised that I would be on my best behavior after that day, but the school board wouldn't have it. They held on to the fact that I was a danger to the other students since I could knock out a boy twice my size with only a single blow.

They were right. I was dangerous.

As we drove back home, I sat quietly in the back of the car as my parents deliberated over what to do with me.

They thought I was asleep because of my silence and the way I rested my head.

“What do we do with your son, Howard?” I heard my mom ask.

My father laughed and replied, “Oh, so now he's my son, eh?”

“Howard, he knocked out a boy with a single blow,” she emphasized. “A boy twice his size.”

“It's a good thing, Elizabeth.” My father laughed.

“A good thing?” She couldn't believe her ears. “Don't encourage him, please.” She sighed. “He's been in and out of three schools already, all because he loves to fight.”

I slightly opened my eyes just in time to see her glancing back at me.

“What did we do wrong, Howard? When did he become so evil?”

“Hey, don't talk about our kid like he's some demon, all right?”

“He's scaring me.” She glanced back at me again. “I think there's something wrong with him. It's not just about the fights he constantly gets into. It's about how unapologetic he is, every time.”

“There's nothing wrong with him, Eliza. He's just a little misguided, that's all.”

Mom sighed heavily as she watched my father, who didn't take his eyes off the road.

“I'm tired, Howard.”

“Don't worry. I think I know how we can channel his rage into something more productive.”

My father's plan was to enroll me in a boxing school downtown, and he did.

On my first day, I knocked down three of the opponents that Coach Max asked to brawl with me. And they were all the best in my peer group.

I struck down each of them in the first round; however, the last guy was stronger than the others. Faster. I only beat him down because he got sloppy at one point. He lasted five rounds, which was longer than the others.

“You're strong, Josiah,” Coach Max said to me after training. “But you lack restraint. When your opponent is down, you back off, you don't keep hitting them. That's barbaric.”

“But where’s the fun in that?”

“Fun? This isn’t fun, boy,” he said, cutting me off. “Here we have rules and we abide by those rules. Do you understand?”

I frowned, hating the fact that this was yet another prison like my former school.

“Do you understand me, young man?” he reiterated, and I nodded.

When my father came to pick me up in the evening, he asked, “Do you like it here?”

I shrugged my shoulders and replied, “I'll get bored soon unless they continue to give me worthy opponents.”

My father, who was normally unfazed by my behavior, was suddenly perplexed. He looked like he was starting to be just as confused and worried about me as my mom was.

As time went on, my skills became sharper, and I was getting better by the day. I was a beast, crushing anyone in my path, big or small. I rose to fame quite quickly and was on my way to becoming a big star when things took a different turn.

At twenty-two, Coach Max introduced me to some investors who had been pushing me to become better and were the reason for most of my recent wins.

Things changed swiftly when Coach Max told me that the investors required me to lose the next match, a match I had been preparing for and dreaming about. They wanted me to lose for their own personal interest.

I refused, telling Coach Max that I had been training for this match for months, and winning it was my ticket to stardom, fame, and being among the elite.

He reminded me that these investors had been in the game longer than I had, and that they wouldn't take no for an answer. I told him that I didn't care.

“It's this arrogance that will be the end of you, Josiah,” Coach Max said to me.

“I can't lose, Coach,” I reply. “I simply can’t.”

Coach Max sighed and asked me to come with him. We left the gym and headed to a fancy restaurant where we met with the sponsors, the investors all dressed in suits.

We sat at their table, and I was forced to listen to their political words about the money that could be made from my defeat.

“My career as a professional boxer is tied to my winning this fight,” I said, catching the eyes of the only woman in their midst.

She was casting a flirtatious grin at me, however subtle, and sizing up the muscles threatening to burst out of my suit. She was sexy. Slender, with her red dress revealing the contours of her body. I knew she was older than I was, but still. She was hot. She wasn't even paying attention to the deal, as all her focus was on me.

I tried not to make it so obvious that I was into her, but she was making it seem impossible. I felt her feet gently climbing up my legs from underneath the table between us.

Coach Max noticed the subtle and covert signals. He stole a glance at me with a hidden grin.

“Your career is tied to us, young man,” one of them replied, drawing my attention back to the issue at hand. “You will do as we say.”

I felt rage swelling up inside me, and Coach Max, knowing that I was unstable in the head and could decide to do something very stupid, caught my eyes and signaled me to stay calm.

“You will lose this fight, or else we will make sure you never become a professional boxer. And you can kiss that precious career goodbye. Do you understand?”

I hesitated, controlling my anger by balling my fists in both hands. He was threatening me, and I hated it when people threatened me, when they thought that they had power over me. These men obviously thought that I was a puppet that they could use and control at will. They had no idea.

“Do you understand, Josiah?”

“Yes, sir.” I faked a smile.

The ring was ready, and the crowd was cheering after the announcer had introduced us, the current heavyweight champion and me.

The bell rang and the fight began. The champion was pretty good; he had strong punches and was fast. He fought like the legendary Muhammad Ali, while my moves resembled those of Mike Tyson.

Our fight was intense, with each of us displaying our skills and agility. Neither wanted to back down. I was supposed to give up and be bested in the fourth round, but I refused.

I got back up and increased the intensity of my fighting. My moves were faster than the champion could catch. I'd studied his style during the first three rounds and figured out his weakness.

With a couple of jabs here and there, I weakened his defenses. I threw dangerous punches at his head until he staggered aimlessly.

I could see the annoyance on the investors’ faces as they angrily sat in the front row, warning me with their eyes.

A smirk lined my lips as I dodged a weightless swing and retaliated with an uppercut. The blow was so powerful that blood spewed out of his mouth and he fell backward. His body bounced off the foam as the crowd went crazy, cheering and chanting my name.

The referee counted to ten as the champion's fans hoped that he would get back up. But he never did.

The final bell rang, and I was announced as the winner of the fight. The new champion. As the ring announcer held my hand up with the belt over my shoulder, I stole a glance at the investors as they walked out of the hall in anger.

I knew they would try something to get back at me. They were going to make their move and destroy my career as they had threatened, but I didn't care.

Coach Max asked me to watch my back, warning me that they would definitely come after me but he wasn't sure when, where, or in what form.

“You've sealed your fate, kid,” he'd said to me after the match.

“They came after me all right. Turned out it was a gang in charge of fixing the boxing matches. Coach was powerless when it came to them. They tried to kill me and well…let’s just say I had a lot of fun killing a man for the first time. Just so happened to be Rueben’s rival, and he arrived right in time to find me at the crime scene.”

I watch Amelia’s face go pale, and I grin.

“Rueben picked me up after that. Took me in along with some of the boxers under the guys I killed, who’d been used in fixed matches. I had already entered this world after murdering those guys, so I followed the guy who was strong enough. There’s no sad story, love. I was just born a monster.”

Amelia gulps when I advance towards her. “How’s that for being a good guy with a redemptive story?”

“How are you okay with all that?” she asks in shock.

My smile drops. “I have no excuse for my behavior and I’ve never needed one. I’m quite fine being the way I am.”

I stand very close to her until I can see the vein jumping in her neck and feel the tension in the air.

“Now, eat your fucking breakfast.”

I walk away, and it takes all of my self-control not to look back at her.

Why am I so attracted to her? She’s got a mouth on her and a holier-than-thou attitude I do not care for. It’s been a while since I fucked…could that be it?

“I clearly need to find someone to bed,” I murmur.


Chapter 9

Amelia

What the hell is happening?

The wetness in my panties is a testament to something I don’t wish to acknowledge, and yet I must.

That’s the first time I’ve ever spoken to Josiah, and it’s also the first time I’ve ever reacted to a man like that. One who’s unapologetically him and unapologetically male.

I’ve never been one to take orders or listen as someone speaks to me in the way he has, and yet, my body is quaking from listening to him speak.

I’d been so tense as he stood next to me, worried that he would smell the effect he had on me. My face burns in slight disgust. It would have been so embarrassing if that had happened.

I know I was being a bitch to them, especially after all that they’ve done and are still doing, considering that they saved me and were being surprisingly gracious to me despite my snarky attitude.

It would take nothing to be a little nicer to them, but I’m just so angry. So angry at them, at the police for betraying my dad, and at myself for not knowing the truth until only two days ago. I almost ruined all that my dad had worked for.

My brows shoot up as I take a bite of the eggs. Somehow, I hadn’t expected it to taste as good as it does, as much as I hate to admit it.

My stomach grumbles and I’m suddenly ravenous after just one bite of the delicious food. I gobble it down, glad that none of the guys are here to see it.

The door opens and Tanner walks in, sweaty, with a band on his head and his hair tied into a ponytail.

Morning run, perhaps?

“JFC, just my fucking luck,” Tanner says, his eyes rolling to the back of his head at the sight of me.

My jaw ticks as I bristle, annoyed at his reaction to me. “I’m not happy to see you either.”

“Get out,” he says sharply as he grabs a bottle of water from the fridge. He takes a long gulp before glaring at me once again.

“I don’t have enough patience to be alone with you.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have brought me here in the first place. I didn’t ask for it. Besides, why am I even in your apartment of all places?”

He caps the bottle, taking his time before he replies. “It’s our sort of safe house.”

“So, how am I supposed to leave? Do I call an Uber or something?” I ask.

Tanner stares at me incredulously before bursting into a fit of laughter that makes me feel like I’ve said something stupid. I glare at him in anger.

“Where do you think you’re going and what do you think will happen if you leave here? You’re as good as dead if you go out there. We’re around so we can protect you, and you have to be with at least one of us at a time,” he says, not even looking at me.

“The only reason you’re keeping me here and doing all of this is because you want the stash for yourselves,” I spit. “And I would rather die before I hand it over to you guys.”

Tanner points at the door without a second thought. “We should have left you with them for a day before saving you. You would have been crippled and with a broken mind by now. Maybe that would have made you quieter.”

He looks me up and down, smirking. “That’s if you even lasted a day of their torture.”

I try not to let his words get to me, allowing my anger to shield me from whatever fear and hurt I should have felt.

“You know nothing about me. You have no idea how determined my rage has made me.” I point at him.

“I know all I have to know,” he scoffs, batting my anger away like it’s nothing. “You’re just a naïve little girl who will crumble in the face of real danger.”

He comes up to me. “I mean, just how stupid were you to trust your police chief so easily? You are a coward and an incompetent police officer. You know nothing about how the world you are trying to delve into works. These are dangerous people out here. You’ve deluded yourself into thinking that just because you’re a police officer, that gives you some sort of superpower and you can just waltz in, in all your overprotected glory, and actually avenge your father alone.”

His words pierce through the armor of hate and anger that I’ve protected myself with and go straight into my core.

Maybe he's right after all. I thought that all I needed was to join the police force and I would be on my way to finding my father’s murderers and bringing them to justice, but it didn’t turn out that way.

In a moment of desperation, I’d thought I was making the right decision by telling the chief about knowing where the stash was, but even that was wrong.

He studies my face for a moment before turning away, leaving me alone in the company of my miserable thoughts.

I rub my ears to take away the sting as tears prick my eyes, but it's not enough. I shouldn’t have let his words affect me so much, and even worse, I shouldn’t have allowed him to see it.

I place the plate in the kitchen sink, abandoning what was left of the beautiful breakfast. After what just happened, there’s no way I can enjoy it any further.

Sniffling, I walk off in the opposite direction of Tanner. I know this isn’t a good time to shower, given my injuries, but I’m mostly healed now, and I’m tired of washing with a washcloth.

I head in search of a shower to wash away the icky feeling that’s overtaken me, but I can’t help the yelp that escapes my lips as I open the bathroom door.


Chapter 10

Rueben

I swipe the water out of my face with my hands as it cascades down from the shower head. There’s only one thought in my head and I can’t seem to get it out, no matter how hard I try.

Amelia. Despite only knowing her for a few days, she’s managed to take over my thoughts. Protecting her has become the utmost priority for us, no matter how the guys feel about her refusal to treat us with the same respect we afford her.

I can’t shake feeling responsible for her. Captain was a good man, and he was nice to us when he was alive, so it’s only right that we take care of his treasure.

I scoff. I can’t believe we didn’t figure out what that meant until she practically landed on our laps.

It’s wonderful to see how hard she’s fighting for her dad. It had seemed odd to me that he was constantly with us when he had a daughter, but it must have been a hard decision for him to make, knowing it was the only way to protect her, especially considering what he was doing.

He must have been a wonderful father if she’s willing to do all of this to make sure that she avenges him.

He was definitely a decent man to us. I’ve always had a soft spot for men who are capable of being good dads no matter what else is happening in their lives. It wasn’t something I was blessed to have myself.

I run my hands down my body, heaving a sigh. My hand remembers the softness of her skin as I wiped the cement dust off her body and treated her injuries. Even just the picture of her as she lay there, bare, sticks in my mind.

I shake my head to dispel the thoughts as guilt eats at me. I was only thinking of taking care of her for her dad, and now I’m thinking of her in ways that no father would want anyone to imagine their child.

The sound of a yelp pulls me away from my thoughts. Amelia’s voice is unmistakable, especially since there are no other women here but her.

I turn in time to see her towel drop. The water pouring down my skin is forgotten as I stare at her. I groan.

You’re not helping my desire to please your dad, Amelia.

Her naked form stands there in front of me, her hands by her side as she does nothing to cover herself. My eyes land on her long legs. She’s very sexy. I’ve tried my best to ignore it, but it’s quite difficult when she stands in front of me naked as the day she was born.

“I-I was looking for a bathroom, and this one was outside of my room so I thought it would be empty,” she says, biting her lip as she tries to look everywhere but at me.

“Force of habit. The room you’re currently in is mine.”

Her brows furrow.

“There are only three bedrooms and three bathrooms in this house. We got the place after realizing that the old one we lived in with your dad had been compromised by the police. This bathroom and the bedroom you currently sleep in are mine, but I figured it would be easier for you to sleep in a bed than on a couch in the living room.”

Her face burns in embarrassment. “I-I will leave you be then. I’m sorry I walked in on you.”

“It’s all right. You can stay,” I say before I can stop myself. “I’m almost done anyway.”

I shrug. It truly wasn’t that big a deal that she walked in on me naked. I wasn’t embarrassed.

Her face sets and she walks in to join me. I step away to give her free reign of the shower.

Does she think this is a challenge?

She takes the bar of soap from me, and I turn away to stop my smile. It’s cute how hard she’s trying to be nonchalant.

I observe her as the water cascades down her hair and face. She’s so very beautiful, it’s almost impossible to not watch her.

“What was your relationship with my dad like?” she asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Oh, well, it was great. He was like an elder brother to us. He gave us advice whenever we needed it, and he was always there for us. He taught us so many things. Even taught me how to cook.”

I pause and smile. He truly was a good man. I don’t think there’ll ever be another like him in my life again.

I get back under the shower to rinse off when she steps away. Although my eyes are closed, I can feel her staring at me.

“You’re staring,” I say, and she jumps.

“I was only looking at your tattoos. They are just so elaborate and beautiful.”

Her brows furrow, and she raises her hand to touch my back.

I tense. “Fair warning. Be prepared for what happens next if you put your hands on me.”

She pauses for a moment, as though she’s contemplating her options. “What happens next?”

One corner of my mouth goes up in a small smirk. Her voice holds uncertainty, although she tries not to let it show. She looks up at me questioningly when I don’t respond.

I shut off the shower and stand in front of her, my hair dripping as I tower over her. “Why don’t you touch it and find out for yourself?”

She swallows, looking up at me and back at my tattooed skin. She lifts up a hand and runs it across the wings tattooed on my chest.

My body tenses wherever she touches, and my forehead pinches. I’ve never reacted to a woman like this before.

I lean down and pull her towards me, planting my lips on hers. I savor the taste of her, groaning as it hits me. She tastes delicious, with an undertone of mint.

Not like other women. This is the first time I have ever felt something when I kissed someone. Something other than just basal urges.

I look at her, studying her face. Will you be the one to warm my heart?


Chapter 11

Amelia

Oh my GOD!

My heart is pounding in my chest, echoing the intensity of the kiss we just shared. Rueben's lips were warm against mine, sending electric sparks coursing through my body. But as he pulls away, cool and composed as ever, I'm left grappling with a whirlwind of emotions.    

He steps back from me, his tattoos glistening with droplets of water from the shower. I can't help but admire the intricate patterns that adorn his skin, the raw masculinity that radiates from every inch of him.

God, he's so captivating.

"Amelia." Rueben's voice interrupts my thoughts, pulling me back to reality. "You shouldn't be daring me like that. I don't hold back from temptation."

Temptation? Do I tempt him?

His words hang in the air, leaving me feeling exposed and vulnerable. I try to push down the fluttering sensation in my stomach, the overwhelming desire that threatens to consume me.

What is happening to me?    

The rush of water cascades over us, enveloping us in a cocoon of warmth as Rueben's lips meet mine again in a heated kiss. His hands tangle in my hair, pulling me closer as I melt against him, my body humming with anticipation. His touch sends shivers down my spine, igniting a fire within me that I can't seem to extinguish.

As our lips move in sync, I feel a surge of desire coursing through my veins, overwhelming me with a sense of urgency. But despite the intensity of the moment, Rueben remains cool and composed, his demeanor unchanged as he explores the depths of my mouth with his tongue.

God, this feels amazing! But...but…    

My mind swirls with conflicting emotions. I know I shouldn't be feeling this way, not here, not now, but I can't help myself. Even as my rational thoughts protest, my body betrays me, responding eagerly to Rueben's touch. I cling to him, losing myself in the intoxicating sensation of his lips against mine, the world outside fading away as we drown in each other.

As the kiss deepens, I feel a surge of heat pooling in my belly, my knees growing weak beneath me. Rueben's hands remain tangled in my hair, holding me close as if he never wants to let me go. And for a moment, I allow myself to forget everything else, lost in the blissful oblivion of his touch.

But all too soon, Rueben pulls away again, leaving me breathless and wanting more. His eyes meet mine, dark and unreadable, and he leaves the shower. I'm left alone to wrestle with my thoughts.

I know I should have left the moment I caught myself staring at him for too long. But I couldn't tear my eyes away, couldn't resist the pull he exudes.

I stand there in the shower, the water washing over me as I try to make sense of the tumultuous emotions swirling inside me. He's dangerous, unpredictable, just like the rest of them.

I shouldn't be feeling this way about him.

But even as I try to convince myself to stay away, I can't shake the memory of his lips against mine, the warmth of his touch lingering on my skin. Maybe...maybe I can focus on his more desirable qualities.

Like the huge dick I felt poking my belly.

Lost in my thoughts, I barely register Rueben's return as he passes me a towel, his movements fluid and graceful. I take it from him, wrapping it around myself as I step out of the shower, the steam still swirling around us.

"Thanks," I mumble, my voice barely above a whisper as I try to hide the turmoil raging inside me.

Rueben nods, his expression unreadable as he begins to towel himself dry. The silence stretches between us, thick with unspoken tension, as we both grapple with our own desires and fears.

Finally, unable to bear the weight of the silence any longer, I speak, my voice hesitant as I search for the right words.

"Rueben...about before..." I trail off, unsure of how to continue. "I-I don't know what came over me. It was just...unexpected."

Rueben's gaze meets mine, his eyes dark with intensity as he studies me. For a moment, neither of us speaks, the air heavy with unspoken words and unspoken desires.

And then, with a soft sigh, Rueben breaks the silence, his voice low and gentle as he speaks.

"Amelia," he says, his tone soft and reassuring. "I know this is all new to you. But I want you to know... Whatever happens, I'll be here for you."

His words wash over me, a comforting balm to the storm raging inside me. Maybe there's more to Rueben than meets the eye. Maybe he's not as dangerous as I thought.

But even as I allow myself to hope, a nagging voice in the back of my mind warns me to proceed with caution. They are still gangsters. I can't let myself get too close. Not when there's so much at stake.

The memory of his body against mine sends a shiver down my spine, igniting a fire within me that I can't seem to extinguish. He didn't even seem affected by the kiss. Does he not feel anything?

Or is he just hiding it?

I run a hand through my tangled hair, trying to calm the chaos swirling inside me. But there's no denying the ache that lingers between my legs, the yearning for something more, something I've never experienced before.

This is crazy.

I slap my hands to my face, trying to shake off the intoxicating spell Rueben has cast over me. But deep down, I know there's no escaping the truth. I'm drawn to him, inexplicably drawn to the danger and allure he represents.

I pull on my clothes, each piece of fabric a reminder of the reality I'm trying to escape. With a shaky breath, I nod, my resolve hardening as I steel myself for the challenges that lie ahead. As Rueben's gaze lingers on mine, I know that this is only the beginning.

What does he want? And what do I want from him?


Chapter 12

Tanner

“Please, boss Tanner. I promise I’ll pay it back soon.”

I kick away the crying man and grimace as I look down at my pants. His hand has left a sand print. I frown in annoyance and ball a fist. He sees my rage and swallows hard.

“I don’t think you’ll be able to pay it back even if you were given an extra three months, Burns,” I say, wiping the offending stain with my handkerchief.

He starts to come towards me once again and I glare at him, causing him to pause.

“No, I promise. I will pay you back. Cut off my tongue if I don’t,” he says, a little too confident in himself.

“Why don’t I do that right now?” I grin as I walk towards him maliciously.

He shies away as his eyes fill with fear.

Coward.

“It’s your lucky day, Peter Burns. You get to keep your tongue,” I say in a bored tone. This is turning out to be more boring than I thought it would be.

Why couldn’t Josiah be free today of all days?

Handling this part of the business, having to deal with irresponsible men like Burns, is not how I had hoped to spend my day.

“Please, don’t take my house. It’s all I have left,” he cries as the snot in his nose falls toward his top lip.

My face scrunches in disgust. “Fix yourself up, man. You’re not a child. As for your house, you put it up as collateral. You can't act like this now that the time to collect it is up and you have no money to give to us.”

I turn to him with one last piece of advice, although I know that he won’t be changing any time soon. People like him, so given to addictions, do not change.

“You’ve never had any luck with gambling. Give it up before you lose something even more important.”

His face turns red with anger and I sigh. Just as I expected.

I turn to leave when I hear his heavyset footsteps and his shout in anger. I whirl around just in time to avoid getting stabbed with the knife in his hand. My suit is not so lucky.

My jaw tenses in anger. So much for ending this peacefully.

My men, all properly suited up, exchange glances in disbelief at Burns’ move; they know for sure that he has just signed his death warrant.

Gabriel, my most loyal man, reaches for the gun perfectly tucked in his pants, but he catches my eyes and I signal to him to stand down.

I effortlessly weave around a couple of Burns’ feeble attacks, wondering what exactly gave him the balls to act so carelessly. What we he thinking?

With a precise movement, I seize his hand in mid-air and twist so hard that he wails out in pain.

The sound of his bone cracking at my twist is quite alarming, so much so that Sam, the newbie, drops his jaw in shock.

My leg shoots out as I land a kick to Burns' knee. The satisfying crunch as he falls to the ground is better than anything I’ve heard in a while.

He falls, eyes wide with fear and mouth open as he screams in pain. I don’t let him plead with me or get up before I land another kick on his protruding stomach.

He coughs, folding into himself. “Oh God…”

“Perhaps you should have asked for his help to rid you of this habit.” I grab him by the collar and drill a couple of more punches into his face. My hits are so heavy that with each strike, blood from his bleeding nose and mouth splashes on my face.

I hate doing this, but he has left me with no choice. I'm almost losing control. The more I throw those blows, the more I see flashes of my first time in a fight cage. Even now, I can hear the cheering of gamblers outside the cage and smell the sweat of my opponent.

Because of this idiot, memories that I'd kept buried for a long time are now resurfacing, fueling my fury.

He can feel my wrath; they all can. The heat of my anger is burning hot. I loathe irresponsible people, especially those addicted to a bad habit.

“You had the chance to make things right, but you chose to fight, is that it?” I roar, lifting him up like a water rat. I shake him and fling him toward a wall, against which he rams his back and falls to the ground, groaning and wheezing.

I see the fear in his eyes as I walk toward him like the devil himself coming for his soul. He squirms, pulling himself to the wall so he can rest his back.

I halt before him, savoring the terror in his gaze. He lays there, helpless and at my mercy.

“No, please. Don’t hurt me. I’ll do whatever you want,” he begs amid coughs, holding on to his broken wrist.

“I believe it’s a little too late for that, Burns.” I feel anger charging up within me, clouding my judgments. He had reopened my wounds, forcing me to relive a memory that had plagued me for years.

“You're so tough, aren't you, Burns?”

I take off my suit jacket and fold my sleeves up to my elbow before standing over him. A punch straight to his nose causes another childlike squeal as he tries to bring his hand up to protect himself.

“Get up,” I say to him. “You wanna fight, don't you?”

He shakes his head, but I ignore his fear.

“You're a gangster, aren't you? Get up and fight!” I bark, and he sluggishly attempts to rise to his feet.

“I'm in so much pain, boss.” He whimpers like a child, infuriating me even more.

Thirteen-year-old me was a lot braver than this scumbag. I’m pissed at him right now because everything he does is a reminder of how and why I am what I am today.

I can perceive that Gabriel is trying to catch my eyes again, probably to try and pacify my anger, but I'm just too pissed off. Burns has gotten the message to never mess with me ever again, but I'm acting based on the flashes of my past. The more images I see in my head, the angrier I become.

“Please, Mr. Smith. I'm in pain.” From the sound of his voice, it's evident that he is indeed hurting, but I couldn't care less.

“Pain?” My eyes squint with displeasure as I step toward him. In that moment, I hear the newbie say softly, “Uh-oh. He's struck a nerve.”

Eyes blazing red, I strike his face and he staggers a bit before he hits the ground. I grab his broken wrist and a wail escapes him.

“You call this pain?” I say as I twist, enjoying his whimpers and screams. “You have no idea what true pain is like. But I guarantee you…you will.” The slight pause comes as I let go and knock him out with an uppercut to the jaw.

Such a weakling of a man.

I feel the gaze of my men as I stand over his body with my bloody hands. I’m struggling to beat back the images flashing in my head.

As I stand there, the noise from the fight club clouds my mind, taking me back to my first cage fight.

I glance at Sam, the newbie, as he shakes subtly, standing beside the veteran, Gabriel. He looks innocent, but this job isn't for the innocent or the weak. He needs to toughen up.

I stretch out a hand and Gabriel places a white handkerchief in it. Shutting my eyes, I shoot my head up and let out a sigh, suppressing the demons of my past.

I wipe his blood off my face and hands. There is a red stain on part of the collar of my white undershirt. I wipe that too.

“Get him out of my sight,” I spit, directing the instruction at Sam.

“M-me?” he stutters, and I glare at him. I see him shaking as he summons the courage to take a step closer.

If he is going to be one of my men, he must learn to be strong. He must learn our ways.

Sam looks at Gabriel as if to ask what he should do, and the latter nods at him encouragingly. Sam inhales and exhales sharply as he walks over to Burns’ motionless body.

He bends over and pulls the body by the legs, grunting lightly at Burns’ weight. I signal Gabriel, and he immediately renders his assistance in moving the body.

He gets to escape with his life just this once. He knows not to cross my path again. He will disappear into the gutters like they always do.

The drive back to the safe house goes by more slowly than I expected. I hate it, because now I'm stuck with my demons reminding me of everything I've managed to keep in check all this while. I’ve never liked having to fight, but people never seem to understand that just because I’m quiet doesn’t mean I’m the weak link they can so easily disobey or try to hurt when I’m alone.

The fact that I can walk alone should be enough to have them quaking in fear.

As I drive, the battle in my mind is growing stronger. It's like the more I resist, the more impossible it becomes to keep the memories down.

I groan at the pain my resistance is inflicting on me. The same images overlap in my head: my mother, the drugs, the underground fight club. Each time the latter image flashes, it’s accompanied by the noise of the crowd of spectators and gamblers.

With a deep breath, I finally stop fighting and let the memories return as I drift away into the dark corners of my mind.

Two huge men grabbed me by the neck and threw me into the cage. I fell in the dirt and my palm splashed into a puddle of blood. I glanced at my reflection in it and rushed to the bars, struggling against them as a man locked the gate from the outside.

“Since you're so stubborn, Slim Tee says you'll learn the hard way.”

Thirteen-year-old me continued to shake the bars as some men from the crowd hit the cage with grimy hands, laughing at me, a little shrimp who was about to be used for dessert.

The air was thick with sweat, mixed with the smell of blood. Saliva and blood stained the floors, adding to the horrible ambiance of the cage.

“Kill this little fucker!” someone from the crowd shouted as they cheered on my opponent.

I slowly turned and faced the man who seemed to be my imminent doom. He wasn’t huge, about five foot nine maybe. But he had a funny physique. From his waist upward, he was big, with a broad stance. However, from his waist downward, he was slim with thin legs.

I thought to myself that he looked like an improper fraction, and under different circumstances, I'd have burst out laughing. But this circumstance was nothing to laugh about, at least not for me, anyway.

I felt a sudden dryness in my throat, and I swallowed hard as he roared, marching toward me.

He would have to be sick in the head if he was truly going to hurt me, a little boy, defenseless with no combat training except for the few moves Slim Tee had been showing me.

The crowd was even sicker for cheering him on. This was inhumane; all those people must have had screws loose in their heads.

Fear overwhelmed me, especially as I watched him crack his neck and knuckles. The man was really serious.

“Are you really going to fight a child?” I whimpered, hoping to speak to his conscience, but he clearly didn't have one.

“There are no kids in the ring, boy. If Slim Tee put you in here, it means you're a fighter,” he replied with a raucous voice.

“But…but I'm not a fighter.” I cringed as he advanced. I felt my back hit the bars of the cage.

“There's nowhere else to run, kid,” he said. He swung a punch at me and I hit the ground faster than I could blink.

His voice and those of the crowd suddenly became indistinct as the blow almost deafened me. There was a loud ringing in my ears that affected my ability to hear.

“Get up! Get up, kid!” he barked, violently straining his muscles. “Are you a pussy or a fighter?” He paced around me. “Don't you have something worth fighting for? Don't you have something that annoys you?”

I frowned as I recalled all of the bad things that had happened to me. I frowned as I remembered my mother and what she did to me.

“Focus on that rage, kid. Release the demon in you. Don't fight it.”

For some reason, his words were gradually charging me up. I wasn't sure whether or not this was another training session, because why else would he be telling me how to defend myself? Maybe there was no honor in killing a defenseless child, so he was trying to arm me with a mental weapon.

I struggled for a while until I was back on my feet again. Doing as he said, I was fuming, seething seriously as I focused my attention on the negativities in my life. I glared at him with eyes full of hate and rage.

“There he is,” he smirked. “There's the killer.”

He roared and charged at me, throwing punches, all of which I weaved and dodged around with a rapid blur of movement.

I struck him as hard as I could, but my fists weren't strong enough to inflict any pain. They just bounced off his thick flesh. One swing of his hand, and the back of it knocked me away.

I flew across the cage and crashed dangerously, bleeding from my nose. Groaning, I got back to my feet and spat out blood.

My opponent beat me until my face was swollen and my knees were quaking. My whole body was aching, my nose and lips were bleeding, and my flesh was covered in bruises, wounds, and blisters, but I just wouldn't give up.

He clearly underestimated my ability to take a beating.

“You got heart, kid. I'll give you that.” He stared at me. “But it's time you stayed down!” He rushed at me, and a second later his fist connected with my jawbone.

I felt as light as a feather, the world around me was swirling, and the cheering of the crowd was slowly becoming distant. I felt the impact of the hard ground as I fell down weightlessly.

Every muscle, every bone in my body was weary and aching. My eyes were shutting and I could barely see through the swollen flesh hindering my vision. I was too weak to get up, I just couldn't take it anymore, but I wasn't going to give up.

My opponent turned his back on me with his hands raised in the air as he enjoyed the praise of the crowd.

Against my quaking knees and cracking bones, I pushed myself to get back up. I could hear the amazement in the gasps of the crowd as I grunted and finally stood on my shaky feet, taking a boxing stance.

He observed the murmurs of astonishment and slowly turned back around. His shoulders dropped.

“You just don't know when to give up, do you?”

I could hear the exhaustion in his voice.

“No,” I replied, balling my fists in readiness. “No, I don't.” My voice was shaking and my breath was hard to catch. “I can do this all day.”

He frowned and lunged at me with all his might. What he didn't know was that I had been watching his moves, learning them, studying his attacks.

He had a pattern of fighting, a specific angle he loved to throw his punches from, and unfortunately for him, I had studied him very well.

I ducked away from an attack and retaliated with a kick to his groin. The kick was so powerful that every man there felt his pain.

“Ooh…!”

His hands unconsciously reached for his balls as he strained and dropped to his knees.

This was my window, my opportunity, and I was going to take it. I rushed at him and swiftly climbed up to his neck. Before he could make any moves, I sank my thumbs into his sockets, ignoring his painful wails. He screamed so loudly, struggling against my arms, but I didn't let go.

I could see the veins lining his forehead as he strained, clearly in tremendous pain. He rose to his feet, staggering, with my arms still clasped around his neck. He slammed me against the bars of the cage, but I still didn't stop. I pushed my thumbs deeper and deeper until his eyes literally popped. Blood splashed, and the crowd went silent as his now-limp body thudded to the ground.

Seconds later, they cheered again. This time, it was me that was receiving the praise. I looked up at Slim Tee's office above the cage, and our eyes locked. He was standing behind his glass window, beaming with something that resembled pride.

I dropped to my knees and stared at my bloody hands, then at the body lying motionless beside me. The sight of him, with his popped eyeballs covered in blood, made me nauseous and I immediately puked, ignoring the crowd chanting in my favor.

My demons soon leave me after I take the time to relive that moment. I let out a sigh and massage my eyeballs as I focus on the road. I definitely need a drink. A cucumber juice would do just fine. I have one stashed somewhere at home already.

On getting to the safe house, I bring the car to a halt and step out. I lock it and head inside.

I hurry into the bathroom, not wanting our resident princess to see me coated in blood.

It’s been a week since we rescued Amelia, and in that time, I have been trying to make sure that we were safe.

Keeping my ears open in case there’s news of anything being linked to us has been the only thing that’s assured me of our safety. The Flames of Hell bastards have been out searching for her, but they haven’t tried looking in our direction even once.

Not that it would be easy even if they tried, since Josiah, Rueben, and I are the only ones who know of her location.

I discard my ruined suit and put on some clean joggers and a shirt. My lips turn down as I open my fridge. I had been hoping to slice up a quick salad to help me calm down, as I usually do when I deal with annoying days like these. I’ve found that mindful practices help to ground me.

A half-eaten cucumber lays where two used to be.

You know that moment when you are already having a bad day and then there is just one minor inconvenience that tips you over the edge? Yeah, this is it.

Amelia…

There is no one else in this house who would touch stuff that doesn’t belong to them. I have lived with Rueben and Josiah for over a year with my stuff never being touched. It’s not hard to point the accusing finger at the only thing that has changed so far: Amelia’s presence.

I march to Rueben’s room, where I know she is, and push the door open, my mouth open and ready to complain, but the sight in front of me shocks me into silence.

She’s naked and kneeling on the bed in a doggy position as she tries to shove the very cucumber I was about to complain about into her pussy. She grinds against it, moaning with her eyes closed and head on her pillow.

Heat surges south, stirring my cock into hardness, and all my previous anger melts away, disarming me.

“You sure are something,” I say, trying to distract myself from how hard the sight of her with my cucumber in her pussy makes me.

Amelia gets up immediately and whirls around, dislodging the cucumber from her folds as her stunned gaze finds mine.

I raise my eyebrows as I watch her process the horror of being caught in the act.

She shrieks and lays down, trying to cover herself up as the cucumber rolls to the edge of the bed. It’s so ridiculously comical.

“Given the situation you’re in, hiding for your life and constantly needing to be protected by one of your mortal enemies at all times, I can’t believe you still think about cumming,” I tease.

Her pale face turns a bright red that flows down her neck, down to her bare chest.

Interesting.

“What was I supposed to do? There’s nothing to do here, and you guys haven’t thought to provide me with any entertainment,” she says, jutting her lower lip in defiance as she loses her embarrassment. “I was bored and horny.”

I chuckle, slightly shocked.

“Well then, maybe you should have asked for help. We would have obliged.”


Chapter 13

Amelia

“Why are you even in here?”

I am aware that my barely covered body is exposed for his viewing pleasure, and yet, my shock holds me captive, stopping me from moving even if I wish to run away.

I stare at him, my mouth open wide in mortification and my face scrunched in confusion as he advances toward me.

The teasing smile on his face and his words do nothing to clear up my confusion.

The past few days have been nothing but torture for me. All I have are men who either try not to say too much to me or are ever so gentle for fear of offending me, and a phone I can’t use for fear of it getting traced.

I remember how quick Josiah had been to snatch it from my hand when I tried to turn it on to play a game a few days ago, and the disapproving look that followed immediately after.

My face burns in shame. I should have known better. I’m the damn police.

I’d just been so bored out of my mind, especially since the guys only cared about making sure I didn’t leave and not really about my need for entertainment.

I doubt they’ve even given it any thought.

The only one who’s ever tried to be entertaining is Rueben. He’s answered the questions I asked and been quick to tell me what I needed to know, although even that had its limits.

I can’t be unfair to them though. They’ve made sure I’m fed whenever I’m hungry, and they bought me the clothes I wanted when I grew tired of wearing theirs.

However, that was all there was to it for them. Every day, I watch them go out and do as they please, while I remain cooped up here and unable to leave even if I want to.

Coupled with the fact that my lust for my protectors grows by the day, my growing restlessness and boredom have made it harder for me to ignore my desires.

It’s been a while since I saw Tanner, and even when I do, he’s usually out of the house in a hurry to attend to some business or another. Our mutual distaste for each other doesn’t help matters, and I suffer through the silence when it’s his turn to watch me.

Ugh… Even thinking it makes me feel like a child with three grown babysitters.

Of course, his idea of watching me, when he’s not sitting in silence, often involves antagonizing me until we’re at loggerheads, a situation which continues until someone else intervenes and puts an end to the situation since neither of us ever wishes to back down.

Despite that, there were times when a soft brush of his hands against my skin or the odd moments when he laughs or smiles at me makes me burn for him.

Gosh… What is this feeling? Am I a masochist now?

There are so many things I’ve begun to discover about myself in the short time that I’ve been cooped up with the boys, and if one of them turns out to be that I get turned on by sadism, I will not be shocked.

I’d seen the cucumbers for the first time a few days ago, but had ignored them because I knew they belonged to Tanner. However, with today being one of the rare occasions when they were all busy and could not watch me, I had decided to eat it as my stomach growled in hunger.

My pussy had throbbed as my hands moved up and down the length of the cucumber and my mouth wrapped around it. A moan had escaped my lips as I imagined those hands wrapped around a cock as I sucked on it instead.

I’d quickly returned to my room with the cucumber in hand, and had only just begun rocking against it as I prepared to slowly ease it into my waiting pussy and ride it until it satisfied my ache and throbbing as I imagined the guys taking me, one after the other.

“Well then, maybe you should have asked for help. We would have obliged you.”

Tanner’s words ring in my head as I stare at him, waiting patiently for me to say the words he needed to hear before he took me.

I am trembling in both embarrassment and lust. How could he look so inviting, standing there and mocking me with his eyes? His gray orbs hold my green ones, crinkled at the corners from his amusement as he smirks, but also clouded over with arousal.

I can tell he wants me… Wants to toy with me… I have never known myself to enjoy degradation, but I feel like a dirty little whore who deserves punishment in this moment.

“So. What’s it gonna be, princess?” Tanner prompts, his husky voice wetting my already slippery folds with fresh juices.

I struggle with myself, but I know it is a losing battle.

“Make me cum,” I say, letting go of my shame. “Please.”

“Your wish is my command.”

He slowly moves the sheet that barely conceals any part of me and pulls me to the edge of the bed. He kneels in front of me and looks up with a grin, spreading me apart with his warm fingers.

My God, it's happening! 

“So pretty.”

A strangled gasp escapes my lips from his words and hands as I throw my head back in desperate need. My breath becomes harder to catch by the second, and I find myself biting erotically on my lower lip.

He slides a finger inside me, gradually pushing deeper, easing it in until there’s no more to take. He looks up at me with a teasing glance.

“Maybe I should use two fingers, since you were ready to impale yourself on my cucumber only seconds ago.” He licks his lips. “Besides, you're so slippery already.”

“Oh, fuck you, Tanner.” I glare at him, struggling to keep my cool and hide my shuddering voice, but my words cut off in a moan as he slides in a second finger and curls it, slowly pushing it in and out of me. My eyes slowly roll back in ecstasy as pleasure bursts from my core, weakening my spine and making my legs weak.

His pace increases as his countenance sets in concentration.

My hands tighten around the sheets, my teeth set as I refuse to moan his name. The longer his fingers remain inside me, gliding in my wetness, the more difficult it is to stay composed. My defenses are breaking. I can feel the pleasure he brings like poison, slowly moving through my system. I shut my eyes in a bid to hold in the loud moan that is threatening to burst out of me.

“You can let go now,” he says, without taking his eyes off my face. The words came out as though he actually read my mind. It is palpable that he enjoys the expression I wear while struggling not to scream out.

That shit is fucking hot and he obviously likes it. “I know you want to moan until you scream the roof down. No one will know how much of a dirty girl you are.” A grin plays at the corners of his lips.

I roll my eyes, ignoring the teasing glint in his eyes. “Fuck you, Tanner.” I squeeze the sheets tightly.

He smiles wider instead. “I’m sure you wish to do so. Too bad the little princess won’t be getting what she wants today.”

I bite my lower lip. His words shouldn’t bring so much pleasure. But they do.

Despite the crisis welling in me, my clit throbs and pressure builds inside me. I instantly fling a hand to my lips and push back the impending outburst. My legs begin to subtly tremble as his middle finger reaches deep inside me. I can swear that he's doing the beckoning gesture, with his fingertip caressing my G-spot.

“You dirty little slut!” He slaps my left thigh, forcing me to wince pleasurably. His demeaning words sound so hot and sexy right now, and I'm tempted to agree to being what he's calling me.  

I'm going crazy from the way his middle finger beckons my G-spot to cum while simultaneously using his thumb to gently rub my throbbing clit. I'll eventually lose this battle, that's for sure, because I can't hold it any longer. A part of me loves the feeling of keeping it all in; it's euphoric, sensual. Maybe I'm saving it so when I do let go, it'll be worth it. 

“You like that?” he asks, and I didn't realize until now that I had immediately nodded as quickly as the words came out of his mouth. Speaking of, I wish that mouth would be put to better use than talking. I'm yearning for him, and he knows it. 

“Would you like me to stop?” he teases with a smile. Clearly, he enjoys torturing me. 

I shake my head as he increases the speed of the movements of his fingers. 

Don't you fucking stop! I yell in my mind, meaning every word. I can feel that I'm about to cum, the tingling inside me is on the verge of an explosion. Yes, any minute now, if he'll just keep going. 

My legs are shaking, my mouth is covered by one hand while the other is tugging against the sheets. Then he says something that shocks me and at the same time sends me diving into the sea of ecstasy. 

“You wish all three of us were here, don't you?” 

“Huh?” His question catches me off guard, but I am not going to be distracted, not now. 

“You wish you could get fucked by all of us right now.” He isn't asking this time; he's blurting out what he thinks to be true.  

I stare at him and say nothing. Once again, he reads my mind. How does he keep doing that? 

He gets up and leans down on me. For a few seconds, he sucks my breasts, deliciously biting my hard nipples while still fingering me. My body begins to writhe beneath him.  

“I know it's your deepest darkest desire to have us fuck you…me ramming your ass like a beast, Josiah deepthroating you until choke on his cock, and Rueben dominating your body while banging you real good…” 

As he speaks, my mind begins to picture the scenario, and I start to get even wetter than before, more slippery. He wasn't wrong. Fucking them all is my fantasy. Just imagining it is overwhelming. Now I've lost control.  

His fingers inside me, the chill of his tongue on my nipples, together with the thoughts of him and Rueben and Josiah all fucking my brains out at the same time charge my G-spot, bringing me to the verge of sexual explosion. 

“Oh… I’m going to cum,” I finally cry as my hands tighten even harder around the sheets.

He laughs at me and says, “There you are. Yes… Let it out…let it all out,” he eggs, chuckling as my cunt tightens around his fingers and my hips roll of their own accord as I ride out my orgasm, moaning loudly, regardless of who would hear me.

I'm embarrassed at the fact that I came just when he planted the picture of all three of them drilling me mercilessly. But then again, that is exactly what I want.

My back arches, and he waits with his fingers still inside me until I’m released from the effects of the blinding orgasm.

He looks at me as I lay there, panting with shaky legs. My body is still recovering from the height he'd taken me to. The sheets beneath me are now soaked with my juice.

“Now, how about another round?” He smirks and I just can't resist. After what he'd done to me, there’s no way I could say no!

I swallow and give him an approving grin, however subtle. He might be good with his fingers, but he's still a sarcastic bastard.

His fingers flick inside me before I can respond. Tanner makes me hot again until I am gasping for breath. I sit up on the bed at his command, legs spread open, and lean on my hands behind me. He does something to me that makes my ass water. Before now, I didn't even know that was possible. But as he does it to me, I realize what I had been missing. Shortly after, I cum yet again.

“Three orgasms. That’s not a bad start for staving off your boredom, now is it?” he asks much later, when my pussy is swollen from some much-needed relief.

“Fuck you, Tanner,” I repeat.

I should be disappointed with my inability to come up with more tasteful cusses, but my mind and body are too relaxed to care. A sigh escapes me, and I lay flat on my back, trying to catch my breath.

He laughs as he walks out of my room. “Rest well, princess.”


Chapter 14

Josiah

I sigh as I collapse on the sofa, tossing the file I brought in with me to the side. Exhaustion runs side by side with excitement in me.

Today was a very interesting day. The gang and I had been forced to deal with a rival gang encroaching on our turf without paying the proper respect, all the while trying to sabotage our prospects.

The feeling of fists connecting with flesh and the satisfying sound of bones cracking beneath my knuckles is one I will never get over. Fights within gangs differ from those in the boxing ring.

They never get boring, nor are there rules that limit or govern the things you can do to a person. The possibilities are endless, and that is one of the many reasons I like it.

I rest my head on the back of the chair, feeling positively relaxed. Too bad our rivals can’t say that for themselves.

I grin at the thought of all the heads I’d bashed earlier, just as the sounds of moaning reach my ears. My grin fades as I listen in. There’s only one lady in the house with us, so it doesn’t take rocket science to figure out whose voice it is.

The sound is coming from Rueben’s room. My brows raise in surprise. The past couple of days have been exceedingly tense. There has been a lot of sexual tension between us.

After our little moment in the kitchen the first time we talked, I’d gone out to find someone to fuck. I never really struggle to find partners, so it was easy to find a gorgeous blonde to suck my dick that evening.

What was hard, alongside my dick, was getting the picture of that pretty face and those perfect pouty lips out of my mind while I did it. Blonde hair suddenly began to look red in my mind, and somehow I finished even more frustrated than I had been before I started.

Since then, I’d become more aware of her around the house. The way her nipples harden in her shirt when we happen to cross each other in the kitchen in the mornings...that’s how I know she doesn’t wear a bra to bed.

I have wanted to touch her, but I always hold back since she has never directly provoked me since that first day. As long as she did not provoke me, I planned to continue to ignore my desire.

Although Tanner constantly fights with her, he’s made it very clear that he finds her hot. While I’m not one to speak on such things, choosing instead to remain quiet, I’m certain my interest in her has also been quite obvious to the guys.

The only person who hasn’t shown too much interest in her is Rueben. Although, I suppose it makes sense, considering he’s the type to be silent and merely stare. He wouldn’t try to make her uncomfortable by making his feelings known.

I look at the closed door once again. Has to be Rueben.

He’s been quite attentive to her needs, making sure that she’s all right and fixing her breakfast before he heads to work. He’s the type a girl would love to cling to because of how well he treats her.

Besides, I doubt Tanner would be with her in his room.

I sigh once again, managing to maintain a smile even though no one is watching. It’s a little disappointing that she chose someone else instead of me.

I had hoped that when she was finally over her hate for us, I would finally be able to approach her and we could be like two peas in a pod.

I pick up the file and go through it to distract myself. I need to hand it to Tanner since he’s in charge of the business.

Sometimes, I wonder how he does it. Having to sit and think up ideas that will work, while also calculating numbers and so many other things that are needed for the growth of a business.

I only work with my fists, which is why I needed an accountant when I was still a boxer.

The moans stop and the door opens. I look up immediately despite the fact that I’d convinced myself that I wouldn’t be doing that.

What does it matter who comes out of the room? All that matters is that it’s not you.

“Tanner?” I stare at him in shock. Okay, that’s surprising.

“The little princess is bored, and we should all try to entertain her so she doesn’t lose her mind in this safe house. I doubt that’ll benefit anyone. I’ve done my part.”

He grins and winks before heading in the direction of his room. I stare after him, a little surprised.

Could she really have said that? Tanner has always been a bit of an asshole, and while that’s usually funny when it’s just us, things are different now.

Although making her uncomfortable could be fun, especially since she already thinks badly of me, I don’t care to be at loggerheads with her or be screamed at for a misunderstanding.

I look at the closed door once again.

What if he’s telling the truth though?

What if she truly does want us to keep her company so she doesn’t get bored? I’ll be very much obliged to do so if she asks it of me, but will she do that?

Fucking Tanner has gone and put such thoughts in my head.

I run my hand over my head.

I truly hope she hasn’t gotten attached to Tanner just yet and there’s still a chance for me.

Fuck. Look at me acting like a school lad. There’s no way this is me.

I chuckle at the ridiculousness of the situation, and yet, I can't get it out of my head.

Why do I care so much?

I’ve never cared about anything or anyone like this before, and yet, I can’t shake the feeling that this is something special and I would be a fool to let it go without at least trying.


Chapter 15

Amelia

Ugh… What the fuck is going on? Why do I feel this way?

It's been barely two hours since I woke up from the beautiful sleep I fell into after my session with Tanner last night.

How is it possible that I feel both sated and hungry at the same time?

It had been wonderful having the cucumber inside of me to finally quell the horniness that has plagued me all week. However, something about it felt so impersonal, almost like an out-of-body experience.

It was just my luck to have Tanner walk in when he did, even though he was his usual snarky self.

Fuck! He was good. I scream in my head.

However, despite what just happened between us, there is one thing that remains clear to me, and that is that Tanner still annoys me and manages to get under my skin, no matter what I do to stop it.

Unfortunately, my words never manage to cut through whatever solid armor he’s wearing long enough for him to admit defeat.

I shouldn’t be attracted to him, and yet, I am. His fingers had been absolutely wonderful inside of me. That much I can’t deny. The way he toyed with my G-spot and left me wanting more. The way his thumb caressed my clit, stimulating the sexual explosion, still makes my sensitive nub tingle. Hmm.

My mind drifts to Josiah. His muscular arms have been a thing of dreams from the moment I saw him, no matter how pissed I was then.

I want to feel those hands wrapped around me as they lift me up. I want to wrap around him and I want him to do whatever he desires.

“Fucking hell…”

What is going on? Since when have I been so in tune with myself and my sexuality that I imagine getting sexual with all of these men?

Rueben’s body is a work of art that has stayed plastered in my mind from the moment we shared a bathroom, and I want to plaster myself to him and have him invade my body, much like he has done with my mind.

My mouth waters as I picture his big, tattooed cock hardening in my grip. I want to watch as the skin stretches and the image of his tattoo becomes increasingly visible. I want to trace every inch of his cock with my tongue until he cums in my mouth.

I lift my pillow to my face. My thoughts shame me. How is this me? How am I thinking such thoughts?

Am I just lonely?

There has never been a time in my life when I was so focused on my pleasure as I am now, although there’s always been something in the back of my mind for me to fixate on.

I’ve never really had friends since Dad died. The moment I thought I knew who his killers were, I made it my mission to make sure that I grew up to be the type of person that would have the power to make them pay.

That meant focusing on school and the police academy, and avoiding whatever would distract me from what I needed to do, which often meant friends, parties, and a chance at a social life.

I have never regretted any of it, not even now that I've found out that the people I put my trust in were the ones to be wary of, and those I planned to make pay were the ones who truly cared for my dad.

This is my first go at friendship of any sort, and the guys have been pretty much how I imagined friendship would be.

Rueben has been the most caring. He constantly goes out of his way to engage in conversation with me, even when I am snarky or rude towards him.

On days when he’s busy and won't be around much, he makes sure to have my breakfast waiting for me the moment I wake up.

While it pains me to admit it, this period has been one of the best times of my life, when I'm not thinking of how my father’s killer could still be out there.

Rueben manages to make sure that I forget all that plagues me and enjoy myself. Although I still haven't managed to trust them quite yet—I still remember what happened the last time I chose to trust someone—I’m glad for their company.

I close my eyes and try to relax a little, but much like before, my thoughts are plagued by images of Rueben and Josiah in so many different positions that I’m surprised I’m actually able to think some of them up.

What the fuck is all of this?

I toss the pillow overhead, staring at it as it hits the floor in a corner. I don’t go back to retrieve it, content to have let out some steam, although it’s not nearly enough.

“I’ll lose my mind if I stay here.”

I get out of bed and head straight to the kitchen to help myself with some breakfast. Maybe eating will help me relax. But there, a place I thought I could find peace, is where I am met with yet another temptation. I freeze in shock as I set my eyes on him.

He's standing there by the kitchen counter, a cup of freshly brewed coffee in his hand. His gorgeous body, shirtless, is calling out to me, and I find myself gawking at the folds of his muscles and chiseled abs. He's standing like a Greek god with that bare chest, broad and buff, inviting me to come into his warm embrace. 

His pair of tight black boxers reveal the print of his huge cock as he smiles at me. 

Yeah… I'm so fucked! 

“Josiah.” Shock flickers in my gaze. 

“Amelia, hi.” He waves at me and sets the cup gently on the countertop.

“Hi,” I reply and walk into the kitchen, biting my lower lip in embarrassment as my voice comes out airier than I’d hoped. I’m very happy to see him.

“You hungry?” he asks, going over to the pot on the stove. 

I'm hungry for your cock. 

I have no control over my thoughts anymore, and it's alarming, but I don't care. I love the feeling. He's very attractive and I want him. 

“Of course you're hungry!” he says. “I mean you're here…in the kitchen.” He opens the pot and the lid clunks on the concrete counter as he places it there. 

“No… I, err…” I begin stammering all of a sudden as he turns to me. I can feel a strand of sweat on my forehead and hope that he doesn't see it. I'm nervous and hot, wet maybe. I slap my head with a wry laugh and say to him, “I'm not…really…hungry.” The slight pauses come when I try not to focus on the visible print of his boner from within his boxers. 

He senses my discomfort and mistakes it for a sign of illness, because he rushes over and touches my hand and then places the back of his palm on my forehead. He is saying something about my fever coming down, but I'm too distracted by his alluring body to listen. 

He's very close to me; his hand is slowly sliding down my arm, sending volts of electricity surging through me, but I try to stay calm. I can feel his breath on my face. He smells nice, a sweet mix of cologne and the fresh coffee he was sipping when I walked in.  

He reaches up to comb his fingers through my hair when I quickly draw out of his hold, a reflexive move that ends up looking rather embarrassing. “I'm so sorry,” I apologize immediately. 

“Are you all right?” he asks, obviously surprised by my sudden withdrawal. “You're really that averse to my touch—” 

I cut him off immediately, “No, no, it's nothing like—I was just…” 

“Just what?” He heads to the kitchen counter, picks up his cup, and sips his coffee. 

I stare at him in silence, wishing he would yank me off my feet and set me on that countertop and… 

“You know, I was wondering why you'd react this way to my touch when you clearly didn't seem to have a problem with Tanner touching you last night.” 

What the fuck? My head shoots up as I look at him in embarrassment. 

“I… I…” Suddenly, I am speechless. “You heard?” 

He smiles and nods. Josiah walks up to me and says in a rather flirtatious manner, “You know…” He's so close to me now that I can literally feel his boner brushing against my groin. “If you could give it to Tanner…you can give it to me.”

My body trembles as his fingers comb my hair backward. I try to resist, but every fiber of my being wants him.  

Fuck this! I nod, and next thing I know, his lips connect with mine in a heat so hot and passionate that it takes our breaths away. I respond with the same energy, and I can tell by the way he's kissing me that he's wanted to do this long before now. 

He yanks me up and sets me on the countertop, just like I imagined. I smile and giggle as he kisses down my neck while tugging my hair downward behind me. 

“You can't imagine just how long I've been dreaming of doing this with you,” he says, kissing my neck and sucking on the skin.

“Why…haven’t you?” I say between moans, tossing my neck to the side to give him the access he requires.

“Because I didn’t know if it was something you wanted, and I didn’t wish to make you uncomfortable.”

I melt at his words. Despite how he portrays himself as a monster, there’s still a soft side to him that he’s showing me right now.

“Well, now that you have me, perhaps you can show me exactly what you've been imagining.”

My words surprise me. I’ve never been bold like this before. It’s like being with them changes so much about me.

I welcome the change, enjoying the confidence that fills me underneath his stare.

He taps my hands, and I raise them enough for him to take off the shirt I’m wearing. He stares at my naked body and grins.

“You're beautiful. Sexy.” 

I blush. 

He slides his finger down to my slick walls, and a sweet moan escapes me. He immediately seals my lips with a kiss I could never resist. He slips his tongue into my mouth and twirls mine up. My arms wrap around him, traveling down the rigidness of his awesome body. Damn! He's a fucking good kisser. 

I reach for his cock, and I feel the hardness rising within his boxers. He presses his lips on my breast and sucks on them while I moan, basking in the pleasure he's giving. 

“My gosh, you're perfect!” He stares at me for a moment. 

I pull him towards me and plant my lips on his, rewarding him for his words. He comes willingly into my arms, positioning himself as he grinds into my heat.

I throw my head back as I moan against his lips. Somehow, doing that has only managed to make me even hornier.

I’m desperate to take his boxers off and spread my legs as he fucks me, but he seems to have other ideas.

He pulls away from me and runs his fingers up and down the length of my swollen pussy.

“So beautiful. Let me taste you,” he says, just before he bends over and licks a straight line up to my clit.

I groan as my hands tighten on the edges of the concrete countertop. It’s been so long since I've felt anything so good.

Both legs are set on the countertop, spread wide apart, giving him enough room to eat me up so well. I moan at the feeling he is sending through my whole body. His cold and wet tongue is licking me, sucking so good, mixing his saliva and my juice in a perfect blend. I moan harder and harder, my hand pressing his head against my throbbing pussy. 

He sucks my clit into his mouth with a slurping sound as he stares up at my longing eyes.

My hand wraps around his head and I roll my hips into his mouth, craving more.

“More, please more,” I voice my desire, spreading my legs wider apart.

He obeys, slipping a finger inside me just as he licks my clit. His finger follows the pace set, hooking inside me as he brings me closer to my release.

“Take me…please. Take me,” I plead with him. The urge to have him inside me has reached its peak.  

He takes his mouth off my mound and smiles at me. “Thought you'd never ask.” 

I lean on my hands, watching him lustfully as he takes off his boxers, and my jaw drops at the size of his cock. Damn! That thing is huge, long, and veiny. Staring at it makes me hunger for him even more. He comes at me, pulls me to himself, so close that his cock freely enters me and my folds swallow him whole. I moan as he plunges in gently, allowing us both to feel the charge as my slippery entrance accepts his hard cock. 

“So creamy,” he says, looking down at the inward and outward motion going on below. 

I can't get enough. I pull myself closer, scratching his back in sheer pleasure.  

The harder he rams, the higher the chances of me falling off the countertop as a result of the reckless hard fuck he is giving me. My moans are now screams as my body vibrates to the rhythm of his thrusts. My boobs bounce up and down as he fucks the living daylights out of me. I reach out and grab the back of his head to gain balance lest I fall off. 

His cock is reaching places and hitting spots that send sensations to my brain. My eyes have completely rolled back into their sockets by now.  

He pulls out and commands me to go down on my knees. I immediately submit and he sticks out his cock, covered in my juice, right in my face.  

“I wanna fuck your mouth,” he says. “Are you okay with that?”  

I nod and take the cock and slide it into my mouth. He starts out slowly, fucking my mouth like it was my pussy. I can tell that he likes this, and I am beginning to like it too. Seconds later, he increases his speed as my mouth remains open to prevent my teeth from grazing his thick flesh. 

He seizes my hair and presses my head deeper into his groin. I feel his cock deep inside my throat. I gag and wheeze. I can hear him moaning, and soon, he pulls my head away and I gasp loudly for air. He looks down and grins. I know he loves the sight of my face, my mouth covered in saliva and my eyes almost teary. 

I like the rush, the adrenaline, the sensation of choking on his dick and almost passing out. That shit is mad! 

I grab his cock and return it to my mouth. 

“I want you to cum in my mouth,” I dare to say to him. “I want your load on my tongue.” 

He smiles and thrusts deep, then deeper, and deeper into my mouth, with his hands supporting the back of my head. I slip my hand down and start to play with myself, focusing on my clit while he fucks my mouth mercilessly. The feeling was like none I have ever felt. I want to scream, but I can't because his cock is deep in my throat. I know he's about to cum now; his groan is growing deeper and his body is shaking. I'm about to cum as well. Oh, shit… 

Like water from a fountain, a burst of liquid squirts out of me just in time to hear him groan out loud; he too is cumming.  

My mouth is filled with his cum as my entire body trembles from the simultaneous release that is gushing out of me. 

His legs shake as he empties his load in my mouth, and oh, how I love it! 

He sighs and places both hands on the counter while I freely lean against the same, panting. He looks down at me and smiles. We both stare at each other and burst out chuckling. 

“That was amazing,” he says. 


Chapter 16

Rueben

It’s been over two weeks since we rescued Amelia from the bastards of Flames of Hell, and so far, everything has been going as smoothly as one would expect.

Amelia has gotten used to the idea of being around us and having to be in hiding, although I know that she’s been bored. The guys have told me that much.

Although I wish I could be with her and provide her with some much-needed entertainment, no matter how little it is, I’m still the leader of a gang and I can't go MIA.

Being missing in action at this point will only serve to have specific eyes on us, and I can't jeopardize her safety and the location of the stash like that.

The Flames of Hell bastards do not deserve to have a penny from the stash, nor should they ever set their eyes on Amelia ever again.

I swallow as I think of what could happen if they ever get their hands on her again. I shake away the thought and focus on the bike in front of me.

From the corner of my eye, blonde hair catches my attention. I stand up straight as I wait for Jared to approach me, the frown on my face showing how unwelcome he is here.

I stare at him, instantly alert as are my men. They watch with wary eyes as he walks into the shop. They don’t need to know what’s happening to know that whenever the second in command of another gang comes into your shop, it’s not to exchange pleasantries. Especially not when it's the second in command of Flames of Hell.

Tanner, Josiah, and I had decided to tell no one about Amelia. They neither know she is with us nor that she is in our safe house. They’ll continue to remain ignorant on that front for as long as we think it important.

While the guys have proven themselves loyal so many times, we can't trust them with information as important as this. After all, the only reason we found Amelia was because Tanner was able to infiltrate the Flames of Hell gang.

It only takes one person to ruin what you have struggled to build for years.

“Jared, to what do I owe this visit?” I ask, maintaining a neutral pitch.

I can’t say that I am surprised to see him. With Amelia snatched from their clutches, I knew it was only a matter of time before they began poking around, trying to see if we know anything.

We already knew this would happen and had talked about how best to handle the situation when it did. Flames of Hell doesn’t know we have Amelia, and they never even told us about finding her. They are in a bit of an awkward position coming to us now, and I have no plans to make it easy.

I wipe my hands on a cloth as I wait for him to speak.

Jared stares at me with a small smile. Although he’s a golden boy with blonde locks and a pretty face, he manages to look like a creep. It’s something about his sleazy eyes.

“Rueben, it’s been so long since we last saw each other. You are happy to see me. Are you not?” he asks.

I frown. “What do you want, Jared?”

“Why so hostile, Rueben?” He laughs. “Chill.” 

“You walk into my shop uninvited; surely you know my reaction is to be expected.” 

“Oh, please, I’m just here to pay you a friendly visit.”  

I scoff at this point.  

Jared is obviously up to something. Maybe he knows about Amelia and suspects that we had something to do with her escape. I need to be smart. He’s playing a game and I must be at least two steps ahead.  

“Damn!” He wolf whistles, admiring the shop and looking impressed. “This is some serious upgrade compared to the last time I was here. I like what you’ve done with the place, I must confess,” he says in praise. 

“Cut to the chase, Jared. What the hell do you want?” 

He takes out a cigar and lights it up. “Tell me, Rueben...” He let the smoke out. “How do you handle traitors among your people?” 

“What’s that supposed to mean, Jared?” 

“It means exactly what I asked.” He stares blankly at me. 

“Well, you know the drill. They fuck up, we fuck them up,” I reply with a rather palpable frown. “Can you tell me now why the fuck you’re here?” 

“Two weeks ago, we had somebody quite important taken from us and believe it was an inside job.” 

“Okay…” I indulge him, tucking both hands in my pockets. “How do you know was an inside job?” 

“It was a quick grab and run, and the operation was carried out in less than five minutes. Those motherfuckers had to be professionals.” 

I’m smiling on the inside. Of course we’re professionals. 

“Did you check the cameras?” I ask. 

“Like I said, ‘professionals’. They wiped everything clean and left no traces for us to follow. They’re ghosts.” He stares at me suspiciously, as if trying to fish something out of me. 

I sigh. “That’s unfortunate, Jared.” 

“Hmm. It is, isn’t it?” He still doesn’t stop looking right at me. 

“Fess up, Jared, and spit it out.” I walk toward him. “Is there something you want to say to me?” I halt before him, unhappy with his assumptions, and my displeasure is evident in my gaze. 

My men notice my countenance, and they all subtly reach for their guns, alert for whatever comes next. Jared glances at them as some crack their knuckles and necks in readiness for a fight. 

Jared laughs lightly and says, “Tell your men to stand down…there won’t be any need for violence.” 

I hesitate for a moment before signaling them, and they lay down their guards. 

“Who did the gang have that was taken?” I ask, feigning ignorance. 

I can see the skepticism in his eyes as he finally says, “Okay… Don’t get mad, though.” 

“And why the fuck would I do that?” 

He sighs. “Well…it was Amelia Burke.” 

“You say her name like I’m supposed to know who she is.” 

“She’s William Burke’s daughter.” 

“You’re kidding, right?” My eyebrows rise as if in disbelief and he shakes his head.  

“And you kept this information from me?!” I burst out angrily. 

“We were going to tell you though…” 

“Oh, really? When?” I cut him off. 

“Look. We were going to tell you. We just needed to be sure about what she knew first.” 

I sigh, massaging my temples. “And were you able to get anything from her?” 

“Unfortunately, no. She was snatched before that,” he says, murmuring that last part.  

I fix him with my dead stare. “Oh. So you know how hard we’ve been working to find the stash, and you find a lead, you don’t tell me, and then you lose the lead.” 

Jared visibly shrinks beneath my gaze. People typically struggle to look into my eyes, and he is no exception. He looks away quickly, taking a step away from me. “It’s a pretty bad situation we’ve got on our hands, you know. For both our gangs. We both need to keep our eyes open for any leads on her whereabouts,” he says. 

I look at him lazily. “Oh. So now you need me, you tell me.” 

He avoids my gaze and starts to back away, ready to leave. “I stopped by to pass you the information. Mission accomplished. Do have a nice day.” 

Jared leaves, and I wait an hour before going back to the safe house. Josiah, Tanner, and Amelia are in the kitchen. Josiah laughs at something as Tanner and Amelia glare at each other.

“Good, you’re all here. I have news.”

“What is it?”

“Jared visited the shop today.”

“What?” Josiah whips around to face me.

“Did anything happen?” Tanner asks calmly.

“No, but there’s only one reason he would visit like that,” I say.

“Amelia.” There’s a realization in Josiah’s voice. “They were trying to feel you out to see if you knew anything about her.”

“I suppose the good news is, we can now rest in the knowledge that they truly don’t know we have her, otherwise they would be out here right now,” Tanner says, and I nod.

I turn to Amelia. “You need to tell us where the stash is.”

“The stash. Of course.” Her tone is sarcastic and her brows furrow in annoyance.

“Come on, Amelia. I think it’s time you let us know where it is. It’s the only way to keep you safe.”

She scoffs. “Do you want to keep me safe or keep the stash safe?”

She storms off before I can say anything more. I watch as she goes.

“Perhaps I should talk to her and see if I can calm her down,” Tanner says, making Josiah scoff.

“What? You don’t think I can do it? You think you can do it better than I can?”

Josiah nods. “Certainly better than you.”

Tanner glares at him, fighting back his laughter.

“I’ll talk to her myself.”

I walk away from them, their argument about who is better following after me.

“Amelia,” I knock, waiting until it opens.

Her lips are turned down in a frown, and her eyes are filled with grief that she’s clearly trying to hide with a blank expression, although she’s not doing a very good job of it. 

“What do you want, Rueben?” she asks, standing by the door.

“Can I come in?”

She remains standing for a moment as if to make up her mind and then nods, pushing the door wide open for me to come in.

“So, there was a bit of confusion during the conversation we just had,” I say, trying to feel her out.

“Confusion?” Her tone is incredulous. “I don’t believe I’m confused. If anything, I have finally begun to understand exactly what is happening here.”

“And what is that, if you don’t mind?”

She regards me in silence for a moment, and I can’t tell if she finds my question annoying and not worthy of an answer.

“You think you can get me to trust you by playing the heroes who saved me from impending torture, so I can tell you where the stash is.”

My lip quivers as it starts to turn up in a smile, but I hold back. The last thing I want is for her to think that I’m mocking her.

“I’m sorry if we've given you any reason to doubt our intentions, but that could not be any further from the truth. You were right to trust us,” I say, moving towards her.

She takes a step back and folds her arms in front of her chest. Her anger deflates, and in the time since she’s been here, it’s the first time I’ve seen that defeated look on her face.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore or who to trust. I’m glad that you saved me, but I've only known you for such a short time, and despite what I might have heard in that video, asking me to trust you blindly seems like a lot.” Her voice is raised slightly, showing her frustration.

I sigh, taking a seat on what used to be my bed. “You’re right. We're no better than strangers you've only just met. Perhaps if you get to know us better, it could help you to see that we're not the bad guys in all of this.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t think there’s anything you could tell me that’ll make it better. I already did my research on you guys after I found your names in Dad’s journal.”

I pause at that. I know that what she’s found could not be pretty. I can’t honestly tell her that she’s wrong about whatever conclusions she’s come to. I usually don't feel the need to explain myself, but somehow, I find myself wanting to tell her. “Your findings are not wrong, but there are things you don’t know.” 

Despite herself, her eyes glow with curiosity, and I tap the space beside me for her to sit. She hesitates, but joins me. 

“What could you possibly have to tell me that could change my mind about you?” she asks. 

“I’m not trying to change your mind,” I explain. “I just want you to understand my reasons a little more.” 

Amelia cocks her head to the side. 

I sigh. This is not a story I enjoy talking about; however, if it’ll help her get to know and trust us better, then I must do what I can. Even if it’s just for her safety and nothing else. 

The words clog my throat for a moment as I struggle to get past the first words that’ll open the dam that has been sealed shut for so long. 

“You know…there’s a part of me that envies you…” I begin, chuckling slightly when her forehead scrunches in confusion.

“Even when I didn’t know Captain’s true identity, I used to think he’d make a great father. It was one of the reasons I respected him so much. Seeing you, and the way you feel about him, I can tell that I was right.” I smile.

Amelia purses her lips, her pupils moving to the side as though she’s wondering what I’m getting at.

“I didn’t have a father like Captain.” My face goes dark as I say those words.

Amelia flinches from the very clear change in my tone. She remains silent, although her eyes show her worry.

“My father was an alcoholic, putting it simply. He would come home drunk and hit my mother and sometimes me. When she was unable to hide me, he would kick me and take the switch or belt to me. Whatever his hands landed on was the weapon of choice, really.” My mind goes far away as I speak, back to a time when I was a weak little boy…before I became a sinner.

“I often begged my mother to run away, but she would shake her head in fear of him finding us and wreaking havoc. She also couldn’t leave the man she loved so much, even though only the memories of him remained.”

She leans in closer, enchanted by my story. I find myself drifting back to that fateful day.

My mother and I were playing chess in the kitchen. She was laughing hard at something I had said after besting her at the game for the first time in my life. We were still talking and laughing when we heard the sound of Dad’s car pulling into the driveway.  

Just like that, our blissful moment swiftly came to an end. I could see the fear in my mother’s eyes as Dad approached the front door. He opened it and barged inside. There was something very scary in the way he glared at us both, something evil that left us frozen. We heard the sound of his boots clicking against the floor as he walked toward us and saw the ominous shadow he cast over us. Mom held me tightly, tugging me behind her. 

He halted before us without a word, even after she greeted him as politely as she could. 

“Rueben,” she said softly, without taking her eyes off the man before her, the man she used to call “husband”. “Go to your room. Now!” 

That instant, I took off and rushed upstairs, heading straight to my special hiding spot. It was an opening in the wooden wall in an empty room just across the hallway. I slipped myself in there, as I did every time his cruelty began. Mom used to think that he was possessed by an evil spirit or a demon. However, I believed that he was the one who actually possessed the demon; he was the real evil spirit. 

As I squeezed in there with heavy breaths, I could hear Mom’s muffled voice, but I couldn’t make out what it was that she was saying. But it sure seemed like she was doing the usual: begging him to please calm down. My heart was racing faster than a galloping horse. 

Soon, they started to argue, their voices growing louder by the second. It was strange because Mom, who rarely stood up to him, was actually arguing and exchanging words. I was impressed by her courage and her bravery, but then again, I knew she had pissed off that demon. 

His voice was thunderous when he roared, “How dare you speak to me like this?” 

What followed sounded like the bursting of a car tire. He had clearly struck her, as he usually did. The next thing that happened was even more surprising. My mom retaliated with the same energy, striking him back with all her might. I knew she had done that when I heard him hollering, “You bitch! You dare hit me? You are so dead!”

For the next few minutes, I heard the muffled noises of their struggle as they ran around the house, from the kitchen to the living room and probably everywhere else in between. I could tell that he was chasing her. 

Soon, the struggles stopped and silence fell. I thought that it was over, but I still waited until a few more minutes had passed before coming out of hiding. Terror struck, I climbed down the steps coldly, unsure of the reason behind the sudden silence. 

My jaw dropped in shock and fear overwhelmed me as I stood on the fourth step, frozen in place. I saw the image that would later haunt me every night. My father was standing over my mom’s body motionless body with a kitchen knife buried in her chest. His hands were bloody as he wiped them with his handkerchief. 

“Mom?” I called out softly with a shaky voice, my lips trembling at the gruesome sight I beheld. 

My father just stood there, flashing an evil smile at me. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Despite being a kid, I knew what it was for someone to be dead, but I didn’t want to believe that Mom was indeed dead. 

“Why isn’t she moving?” I dared to ask him. When he didn’t reply, I roared angrily, “What have you done to her, you bastard?” 

He smirked at me. “So, you’ve grown into a man overnight, huh? Let’s see how you do in a real fight.” He pointed a finger at me and added, “Your bitch mother finally croaked. And you’re joining her.” 

I gasped in fear as he marched toward me. My heart skipped and I ran back upstairs. He quickly caught up with me and grabbed my leg, forcing me down to the steps. I heard my rib crack at that fall. With my foot, I kicked him hard in the groin and used his groan as a window for my escape. I rushed upstairs and hid in my spot. He found the room I’d entered, but couldn’t find me.  

His presence was killing me. Fear was coursing through my veins, but I stayed calm without moving so much as a muscle. He paced around the room, daring me to come out and face him like a man. He checked under the bed, but I wasn’t there. He checked the closet and the bathroom, but still couldn’t find me. 

He looked in my direction as though he had seen me, but I knew he hadn’t. One sound, though, and he would have caught me. I covered my mouth with both my palms and was sure to control my breaths. From the tiny slit in the wall, I could see him roaming the room like a roaring lion seeking to devour me. 

“Okay then, have it your way. Since you’re too scared to face me like the man that you think you are, I am going to burn down this house and you will die like the coward that you are.” 

I didn’t think that he would actually do it, but I was wrong. I heard his retreating footsteps, and barely five minutes later, I started to smell smoke. I was choking and wheezing, and it dawned on me that he was not bluffing. 

By the time I came out of hiding, the curtains in the room were already on fire. In no time, the house began to burn. Smoke filled my lungs, threatening to choke me to death. I could feel the heat around me as flames crackled, destroying everything in their paths. I ran to Mom’s body and tried to pull her out, but I was too weak.  

I knew Mom would want me to save myself, so with a heavy heart, I left her with tears in my eyes. I didn’t even have time to say goodbye. I withdrew the knife from her chest and summoned the courage to run through the flames. In the process, I got burned severely, and I could smell my own skin like a barbecue.  

I screamed at the pain but did not slow down, and with all my might I smashed through a window, its glass shattering in the process. Groaning at my wounds, I managed to get on my feet, holding tightly to the hilt of that knife.  

My father was loading his trunk with some luggage when I crept up behind him. As he slammed it shut and was about to turn, I drove the knife into his back. He groaned as I pulled it out and repeated the same action in the same spot.  

With one swing of his backhand, I was knocked down. But I got back up, determined to end that bastard. I lunged at him after he dropped to his knees, weak and losing blood. The knife pierced through his heart and his eyes widened, with a painful groan escaping his lips. 

I stabbed his heart over and over again, watching the life drain out of him. I wanted my eyes to be the last pair he ever saw as he died, and I made sure of that. 

“Oh, God, Rueben…” Amelia’s voice is tender. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 

“It’s fine,” I say to her. “Don’t feel sorry for me.” 

She reaches out to hold my hand, and despite what I said, the comfort feels nice. 

“No,” she says. “That is horrible. I mean…he was your dad… Maybe he was too drunk.” 

I scoff. “He wasn’t drunk when he killed my mother and tried to do the same to me. He just didn’t care anymore. He fully meant to burn me alive in that house with my mom’s corpse. I got my first tattoo to cover up the burn scars on my back, and I just kept going until I covered every inch of myself.”

“Yeah… Why is only your face bare?” she asks.

“It is so that I can always see it and remind myself of what I am. A sinner. This is the face of a sinner.”

After I killed my dad, everything about me and about how I saw the world changed immediately. The moment that I decided to pick up that knife was the moment I chose my path in life.  

I do not regret killing that monster and I would do it again if given the chance. 


Chapter 17

Amelia

“What are you talking about? You are not a sinner.”

My voice comes out louder than I intended. Rueben’s story is harrowing, something no child should ever go through.

“If anyone is a sinner, it’s your father and not you,” I say, holding his face in my hands.

Rueben smiles at me, but it doesn’t really reach his eyes. “I appreciate your words. Thank you for seeing me as more than a sinner.”

Despite the smile on his face, his eyes hold the truth, and it’s clear that he doesn’t believe me. His expression says that he doesn’t, and there was something in the way he looked at me, like I was only saying those words without actually believing them myself. He stares at me in disbelief, trying to hide his true feelings from me.

I wish I could read him so I can be there for him the way he wants me to, but he’s always been difficult to read.

“Rueben, I mean every word of what I say,” I say convincingly.

Rueben, although he’s been so nice to me and has treated me with the utmost care, has always held himself aloof. I knew nothing about him other than things that truly hold no meaning.

I’ve never felt more connected to him than I do now, and a feeling of inexplicable joy shoots through me.

“See how you defend me when only two weeks ago, you would have been quick to say that I was one of the most terrible curses to ever befall society because I belong to a gang.”

I blush and look away. “Rueben, I only say what I know to be true. I don’t think you’re a sinner for seeking revenge on the man who killed your mother and tried to do the same to you.”

He takes my hand in his. “Thank you.”

My eyes are fixed on his. I shake his hand off mine and sigh.

“Look, I know you want me to trust you, and maybe in time I might, but I just can’t do that right now. The police force I fought so hard to join because I believed they would help to eradicate evil has all but failed me, and you who I’m supposed to hate turn out to be my savior and my father’s friend.”

I sigh, tossing my hands in the air. “Can you see how difficult it is for me to trust you now?”

Rueben takes my hands once again. “I am not asking you to trust me, but I need you to know that we are working hard to protect you, and we’ll make sure that nothing happens to you.”

I cast a loving gaze at him, unable to speak the words that were already on the tip of my tongue. I lean in closer and look into his eyes.

Those eyes that once lay bottomless and bare now show so much emotion. He’s telling the truth when he says they only want to protect me, that much I know.

And just like that, the yearning for him returns, stronger than before.  

I'd been thinking about the sex with Josiah and reminiscing about my time with Tanner. The way each of them made me feel was turning my head. And just before Rueben walked in, I was fantasizing about having him as well, about the things he would do to me. Thinking about that made me want him, crave him, to at least know how it tastes.  

I was in the middle of that when he came knocking on my door, drawing me back to reality. 

Now, the hotness, the lust, and desire I felt as he walked into my room all comes rushing back at once. I won't hold back. I can't even if I wanted to. 

Too timid to make the first move, I rise to my feet, casting a lustful look at him. I shiver, just from staring at his body. He can tell that I want him; my eyes are calling out to him. Rueben rises, pulling me to him. He grabs my hip and grinds on my groin, slowly, like a male stripper dancing on the stage in a club. I like it. I smile, enjoying his hands all over my body. 

I want him to kiss me like he wants me, but he seems to have another plan. He teases me, deliciously biting the nape of my neck. He kisses me everywhere but my lips, knowing full well that I want that enticing pair on mine. The anticipation makes me want him even more.  

I'm wet already, I'm craving to have him inside me if he can just stop torturing me and… 

He plants a fervent kiss on my waiting lips, grabs my hair, and fondles my breasts at the same time. With one hand, he unbuttons the two top buttons on my shirt, just enough to have a teaser of my left breast.  

He runs his tongue over my lower lip as I feel his hand traveling up my thigh. He cocks my head to one side and deepens his kiss. Our tongues twirl passionately in our mouths.  

He plays with my left nipple, softly pinching it to my pleasure. I moan. 

With his other hand between my legs, he shifts my panties to one side and slips in a finger, feeling the warmth of my wet pussy. 

He is kissing me, fingering me, and tuning my nipple at the same time. Fuck! 

In simple terms…he's killing me.  

So gently, so sweetly. 

He takes his hand off my pussy and pulls me close to him again. 

My gasps, a testament to my longing for him, make him harder. I know because I can feel his cock pressing against me. 

He picks me up like I weigh nothing and I wrap my feet around his waist. He takes me over to the wall and pushes my back against it. 

I gasp again, moaning, leaning my chest out so he can suck on my breasts, and he does so without hesitation. He bites my nipple so sweetly, and a mix of pain and pleasure surges through me. 

I set my feet back on the floor and stare deeply into those black eyes that are staring right back at me. 

“How is it possible that you look so gorgeous?” he asks, making me blush. 

“You think so…that I'm gorgeous?” I inquire, wanting to hear him say it. 

“Abso-fucking-lutely!” He kisses me again, sucking on my lips. “They taste so good. I bet you'll taste even better. Hmm.” 

“Why don't you find out?” I bite my lower lip sexily. 

“Ooh… Yes, ma'am.” 

My eyes widen and an abrupt gasp escapes me as he forcefully rips off the buttons of my shirt and they fall, scattering over the floor. I stand there, speechless. I did like that shirt, but fuck it. That was sexy.  

I try to take it off, but he says not to do that because he likes it that way.  

Hmm. Hot. 

He kisses my neck, through to my chest, then my belly button, and now he is on his knees, settling on my cunt. He licks me up slowly, the tip of his tongue gliding up and down my entrance. 

Rueben sucks on my clit, eating my pussy like a hungry lion devouring its prey. I throw one hand up above my head, grinding my pussy, wet and slippery, into his face. With the other hand, I press his mouth harder against me, unable to get enough. 

He lifts my right leg and places it on his shoulder so he can have better access to eating my pussy. He eats me differently. Others use their tongue alone, maybe just the tip only, but not Rueben.  

Rueben covers my whole mound with his mouth, he eats me with his tongue, his lips, and even grazes me with his teeth. His mouth swallows me whole.  

I'm screaming, almost cumming, and I don't want to do it in his mouth, but he just won't stop. My body shudders, my legs are trembling, my pussy is hot and ready to release.  

“Rueben, I’m going to cum!” 

I announce my cumming so he can take his mouth off, but he doesn't. I'm trying to hold back, but I can't. 

“Rueben! I can’t hold it! It’s…something is coming…” He presses me deeper against his face. He wants it. He wants my cum.  

I call out his name and let it all out. I'm shaking from the liquid gushing out of me, but I can still hear his pleasurable groan as he takes my squirt in his face. He loves it. 

He gently takes my leg off his shoulder and rises to look at me, his face covered with my juices.  

“I knew you'd taste so good,” he says to me, and I blush a laugh. “Never tasted anything better.” 

He seizes both my hands and places them above my head. Then he holds them bound by pressing his against them. I look at him, loving the idea that he's taken away my ability to use my own hands.  

He's dominating me. I like it. I surrender my body to him completely. It is different from anything I’ve ever experienced. He is controlling my pleasure, making me cum over and over again. I just finished cumming, but I don't mind cumming again and again and again. 

He unbuckles his belt and tugs down his pants with one hand. Leaning against that wall, I wait impatiently until I feel the weight of his cock against me. Curiously, I look down and there it is, the huge monster that will in a few seconds fuck me to oblivion. 

I moan out loud as he penetrates me so easily, thanks to my wetness. His cock fills me up and his thrusts hit the right places. I'm too excited, I'm moaning and writhing, but I can't use my hands.  

He grinds his waist into mine, each glide more slippery and sweeter than the one before. He grabs my neck and chokes me while increasing his speed on my pussy. I moan, and he soon seals my lips with a hot kiss.  

Now I can't use my hands and I also can't scream out. I try to free myself from his relentless lips and just scream how good it feels, but he's not letting me. At the slightest opportunity, I let it out. 

“Fuck me harder! Yes! Yes! Don't stop, please don't stop! Yesss…!”  

He continues to thrust hard at my request.  

“Faster, go faster, I think I'm cumming!” 

Again, he does it exactly how I want. 

I scream, letting yet another release flow out of me, but he won't stop, he just keeps going on and on and on.  

My eyes turn white with pleasure. He's taking me to cloud nine. I'm swooning in an abyss of passion. My release splashes against our groins as he continues to fuck me. The sound this action produces leaves me shaking, trembling as I force my hands out of his hold. 

All through the time I was cumming, he never pulled out until now. 

I'm breathless, speechless as I look at him, panting but wanting more. 

“You are so beautiful and incredibly sexy,” he says amid kisses, and we chuckle. 

“Fuck!” I say softly, “That was awesome.” 

“No,” he says, kissing my lips. “You are awesome.” 

The door opens and Tanner walks in with Josiah.  

“Hey, err, we wanted to know how…” 

Tanner's words trail off when he sees me and Rueben against the wall.  

“Holy shit!” He looks turned on by the sight of us. Josiah too.  

“We didn't know you guys were…” Josiah says, without taking his eyes off me. Neither of them could. 

I stand there, almost entirely naked; they can clearly see all of my sensitive parts. I'm shocked and embarrassed, especially as a sudden awkwardness falls on us.  

Rueben looks at me, then at his friends, then at me again. He notices that I'm a little ashamed but mostly still turned on, maybe even more turned on now that we're all here. He can tell that I am already considering the possibility of this happening. 

“Damn,” he says and leans in closer to me. “You want them too, don't you?” He whispers in my ear, and I feel my pussy pulsating at the thought of it.  

I look at him, too embarrassed to admit it, but I can tell that he already knows my answer. My heart skips as the other two dare to step forward.

Tanner says, “We'd like to join…” He stares lustfully at me, shifting his gaze across my body.

“That's of course, if you don't mind…” Josiah chips in, rubbing his palms in glee. 

I stand there, completely aroused, but too timid to admit my darkest desire. My nipples are hard, and I'm hot again, wet from the thought of them making me squirt and sweat.  

Tanner with his fingers and the thing he did to my ass, Josiah with his veiny cock and deepthroat fucking skills, and then Rueben with his tender love and care, his mouth, and his dominating attitude. 

I'm dripping wet and they all know it. I walk over to the bed before turning to face them as they stare at me with smirks on their lips. 

I let the shirt fall to my feet, revealing my nakedness. 

“Damn!” Rueben strokes his hard cock, watching me climb up the bed on all fours. 

“You want this pussy?” I ask, throwing my shame out the window. 

“Yeah,” they all replied at the same time, completely transfixed. 

“Then come get it.” 

They all surround me in seconds. 

Tanner rounds the rim of my ass with his finger. He retreats for a moment and wets it with his saliva.

A gasp escapes me as he gently slides his finger into my ass. My butt rises off the bed, but they push me back down, laughing when I whimper.

Rueben adds a second finger and fucks me with them. His face is set into one of concentration.

Josiah kisses me on the lips, swallowing my moan as Tanner’s fingers hit a spot, sending pleasure rolling through my body.

“You like that?” he asks with a grin, and I nod.

“Good girl,” he says, doing it again and again.

Rueben follows suit, grazing my most sensitive area with his fingers. A moan tears through me as I roll my hips into their fingers.

“More… I need more,” I whimper. I want all that they’re willing to give me and then more.

Rueben and Tanner increase their thrust, never stopping even when I squirm underneath their ministrations. I gasp as my body tenses.

I clench around their fingers, sucking them in as they bring me to my release.

“Fuck, you are so perfect,” Josiah says, toying with my hair as I breathe heavily with my men staring down at me with pleased expressions.

I lean forward, taking hold of Rueben’s pants, but he pulls away from me, chuckling.

“You should rest. We can pick up from where we stopped later.”

“But I need more. I want you all inside me,” I say, staring at each of them in the eyes.

“Ugh… Keep saying stuff like that and you really are going to get us inside you,” Tanner groans, but Rueben laughs.

“Don’t encourage her. You’re too tired for anything more, Amelia. You simply are not ready yet, but soon you will be and we will take you in every way you could ever imagine.”

“And then some,” Tanner winks at me.

I pout but nod, suddenly feeling a little self-conscious.

Why am I attracted to these men? I should be wary of them since I don’t fully trust them.

I glance at them as they stand over me, eyes focused on me like I’m the only thing that matters.

I don’t fully trust them, right?


Chapter 18

Tanner

A few days have passed since we all pleasured Amelia together, and so far, it’s all that I can think about. It has been a blissful few days because Amelia is finally coming out of her shell. She had already gotten comfortable with us, but ever since our last encounter together, things have become better between all of us.

We have not yet tried out her deepest darkest desire, to all have her at the same time, because she is not ready, even though she thinks she is. There haven’t been any awkward moments between us nor have there been times we did not enjoy each other’s company. After the incident, we played board games and video games more times than I can count. We’ve spent quality time together these past few days. We now have better conversations and better laughs. Our bond is stronger now.    

She used to suck at the game of Monopoly, but she’s picked it up really fast because she had good teachers to learn from.    

She’s all I can think about. I’ve found her annoying from the very first time she opened her mouth to speak, and nothing has changed. She’s still the most annoying lady ever; however, although she manages to annoy me, she’s also the most exhilarating woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of being with.

There have been so many women before her, and yet, none holds a candle to her. She affects me more than any other woman ever has before.

I’ve never wanted to claim a woman before, but having her is all I can think of.

I hear a gentle knock on my door, and I know instantly that it’s her. I’m already familiar with the way the boys knock, if they remember to do that in the first place. 

I adjust in my bed. “Come on in. It’s open!” 

The door squeaks and opens as she walks in with a white towel wrapped around her. She gently shuts the door and smiles.  

“I, uh…” She softly clears her throat. “I need help with the shower head. I think it’s broken.” 

This is by far the lamest excuse I have ever heard a girl use as justification to enter a guy’s room dripping wet, literally. 

Her hair is soaked, and there are water splashes on her face. As she stands there before me, my eyebrows rise. So does my cock. She looks so sexy and ravishing. 

“You broke the shower head?” I ask, knowing that she did not. 

Her mouth opens as if to say something in her defense, but she sighs and confesses. “Fine, it’s not broken.” She walks over to my bed. “I’m bored. Rueben and Josiah aren’t home, and I want to do something other than just think.”

I rub my jaw in glee. “What do you have in mind?” 

She sits on the bed and says in a rather flirtatious manner, “I don’t know. You tell me.” Amelia bites her lower lip. “What do you have in mind?” 

“I’m thinking of a few things right now,” I reply with the same energy, and I reach out to kiss her, but she slowly pulls away, pressing a hand on my lips. 

“Not so fast, big guy.” She giggles. 

“If you’re going to punish me, at least let me know what I’m being punished for.” I rub my palm over her soft thigh. 

“You naughty boy.” She playfully taps my nose as I pull her to me, and I kiss the nape of her neck while sweet breath escapes her succulent lips. 

“You said that I wasn’t ready.” 

“You’re not,” I reply. “Not yet, at least.” 

“Then make me ready.” She pushes me off her a little and leans in to kiss my chest down to my abs.  

I grin as I kiss her lips before getting out of bed, leaving her wondering where I'm going. I open a drawer and take out a toy I bought for her, and her eyes widen.

“I was going to come give you this later, but I guess we can get started now.” I reveal the object in my hand: an oval-shaped crystal with a small handle. 

“What’s that?” she asks, looking at it weirdly. 

“It’s a butt plug,” I say as I return to the bed. “Come here.”

She crawls towards me on all fours, and the sight is nearly enough to have me on my knees, munching on her ass.

“Strip,” I say, my voice sounding hoarse.

She gets off the bed, loosens the fold of her towel, and lets it fall freely, welling at her feet.    

I lick my lips, admiring the gorgeous naked body standing in front of me. 

“Now, turn around and ass up in the air.”

My voice is strained as she lifts her perfectly formed ass in the air, exposing her beautiful pussy to my gaze.

She does as instructed, and I lean down to kiss her butt cheeks while spanking them. Her moans make me harder, and I lick her up to her waiting hole. I play with her for a while, making her want me. I can tell that her pussy is wet. But her pussy isn’t my target today. 

I lick her butt hole, drooling over it until it became so slippery. Her ass is throbbing, waiting for my next move. 

“I’m about to put it in now.” 

“Please do,” she says amid moans. “I’m ready.” 

Gently, I stick the toy into her ass with caution and precision. She gasps in a mix of pain and pleasure, and though I can't see her eyes, I know that they have bugged out wide as I penetrate her calmly. 

She relaxes before long, and I slowly push the object deeper into her ass as she groans, squeezing against the sheets. 

“Is it all in?” she inquires, struggling with the sweet pain surging through her whole body. 

“Almost there,” I reply, pushing deeper, but with more caution. Soon, it is all in, and she trembles at the shock of its entrance. 

I could feel her pain as her ass parted to accept the toy, but I had to do that in order to prepare her for what is to come. 

With gentle movements, I fuck her ass, and she writhes in ecstasy. I notice her pain, even though she is enjoying it, and decide to take a break for a bit. 

She tries to convince me to keep going, but I win this argument and gently pull out the plug. A heavy sigh of relief and satisfaction comes forth from her lips. 

She lays down on the bed, stares at me, and asks, “I have always wondered. Why are you so irritable and always in the mood to say something abrasive?”

As she says that, memories come flashing back in my mind, and I stare at her emotionlessly. My heart throbs in my chest, and I suddenly feel that rage boiling again, but I can't lose my temper now. No, I can't.

My eyebrows knit in anger. I rise to my feet, combing my fingers through my hair. I see her subtly drooling over my height as she admires my buff body.

The realization of my mood snaps her out of that lust, and she asks, calmly, “Did I upset you? I didn't mean to. I just wanted to know why you act the way you do.” She sits up on the bed and wraps the towel around her again.

“No. You didn't upset me.” I manage to squeeze out a grin, massaging my temples.

She can tell that I am bothered by something, and that it has to do with what she had asked.

“Wanna talk about it?” Concern is evident in her look.

I stare at her in silence, brooding.

“All right. Good talk.” The sarcasm in her voice couldn't be any less subtle. She adds under her breath, “What was I thinking asking you to open up to me?”

“It's not like that,” I say. “You don't understand…”

“Then make me understand.” She rises and holds my hands. “You're obviously hurting, Tanner. Talking about your issues doesn't make you any less of a man.” She stares deeply into my eyes.

I hate this, talking about my issues, but she truly wants to know.

“It's dark inside my cupboard, Amelia.”

“Well…” She smiles broadly. “It's a good thing I have a flashlight.”

I chuckle at her light joke. She is making me too comfortable, and I don't like that…but it doesn't feel bad.

“You might think that you're broken, Tanner. But you're not.”

“How are you so sure?” I try to stall so that I can at least have some time to ready myself for a trip down memory lane.

“Because my father used to say…”

I knew her dad, so I wait patiently to hear which one of his words of wisdom she is about to quote.

“‘Just because something is broken…’”

I remember this quote, and smile as I say it in unison with her.

“‘... doesn't mean it can't be fixed. Just because something is lost, doesn't mean it can't be found.’”

She grins at me. “See? You can be fixed.”

Amelia takes my hand and sits on the bed. Then she taps the space beside her.

“Sit.”

I stay quiet for a moment as I think about it. It’s something I don’t like to talk about, and yet, everything screams at me to tell her all about it.

I sigh and sit beside her on the bed. My mouth opens, but I can't seem to find the right words. My mind suddenly goes blank, which is annoyingly ironic considering that just seconds ago my head was filled with those memories.

Now, I'm grasping for what to say and how to say it. My thoughts are disorganized, and my brain seems to have abandoned me.

“Hey.” Her palm rests on my cheek, and a dose of comfort hits me. “It's okay.” Her smile almost breaks down the wall that I've put up for years.

How is she doing that? I feel my heart melting at her touch, racing at her words, which are now soothing my wounds.

“My mother was a junkie.” I finally speak and a sigh comes forth.

“She constantly swore to give up her terrible habits so that we could be a happy family, but she never managed to do that.” I put my head down and allow my mind to travel through the corridors of time, back to when it all began for me.

I was thirteen.

I woke up that morning with hunger gnawing at the insides of my belly because I hadn't eaten the night before.

Mom had come home late again, past midnight, too tired and wasted. I hadn't made any food, and she yelled at me for being irresponsible. She called me names and blamed me for having to go to bed on an empty stomach…but there hadn’t been any groceries in the house, and there was no money to go to the convenience store.

I tried to tell her that, but she didn't listen. She pushed me out of her way and headed toward the couch in the living room, where she crashed.

I had been angry, and as always, I struggled to push it all down. I couldn't blame her. Right? It always made her awful, but she never stopped taking it. She was obviously high on that white stuff again. I just went upstairs to my room that night, angrily slamming my door shut behind me.

It wasn’t the first time I went to bed hungry.

I lay awake in bed for a while because I did not want to get up, but funny sounds from downstairs made me jump out of bed, worried.

I sneaked down the stairs to find my mom lying on the couch. She was the one making the funny sounds as a man with his pants down, revealing his bare butt, was grinding his waist over hers.

I halted by the staircase and called out softly. “Mom?” I was confused.

“Shit!” The man abruptly jumped off her, pulling up his pants and fixing his belt.

She quickly adjusted her flare skirt and smiled at me, guilt flickering in her gaze.

“Hey there, honey.” She was struggling to catch her breath as she piled her hair up and clipped it above her head.

I wondered when that man had come in, because I was certain that she had come home alone that night.

That wasn't the first time I caught her in one of those awkward positions with different men, all of whom had no regard for her. She was the grown-up and I was the child, but lately, it was beginning to feel like we had swapped places.

Why couldn't she see that these men were only leading her down a path of destruction? They had been giving her all sorts of stuff to take…especially that white stuff.

My mom was lovely…beautiful…and I used to be proud, because everyone called her pretty back when I used to go to school. I always had the best grades because I wanted her to come pick me up and get praised by my teachers more.

But ever since she started taking that white stuff, the only people who called her pretty gave her white stuff after she did disgusting things for them. I also stopped going to school.

I ignored her and that arrogant boyfriend of hers. Looking closely, I recognized him. He was the one she called Gary, the one whom I had witnessed hitting her. I had tried to intervene, but the beast hit me as well. My mom just didn't want to learn. She was addicted.

“Get your brat back to bed and let's get back to it.”

“Who are you calling ‘brat’?” I glared at him.

“Looks like you want some more of that beating, huh?” He marched toward me, pissed.

My mom intervened and begged him not to hit me, that I was only a kid.

He hissed and pushed her away as he stormed out of the house.

She sighed and slapped her forehead in bewilderment.

“I'm hungry,” I blurted out.

She walked up to me and squatted down to my level. “Listen, honey. I know things are bad, but I promise it'll be over soon.”

“You keep saying that. But it only keeps getting worse!” I snapped, almost losing my temper. “It's all because of that white stuff you keep taking. It's messing with you, Mom.”

She put her head down in shame. “I know, buddy.” She hugged me. “I'll try to stop. I'll try.” She sniffled and wiped her finger over her nose as she rose to her feet.

I knew she was too addicted to stop, so I decided that morning to put an end to all of it.

She spent most of the money she had on that stuff, and that was why we were always so broke and couldn’t buy food. It was why she was always sick no matter how much I took care of her. At first, I had been worried and scared because I loved her so much, but these days I was just so angry…

I had to do something. I had to stop it before that stuff made me hate my mom, or worse, took her from me.

Two days after that talk, I ransacked Mom's room in her absence and found all of the white stuff. I gathered it all and flushed it down the toilet.

When she got home and realized that her stuff wasn't where she hid it, she questioned me. I denied it, but she could see right through my lies.

The next couple of days were bad…so bad. Mom started to go mad. She was always on the phone, yelling and begging amid sobs. She was always shivering in a fever, and her hands were constantly shaking. Her skin was so, so pale, and she even ripped her hair out.

All that time, she couldn't even look at me, nor was she speaking to me. I did my best to help her like I used to when I was younger. Nursing her at night, wiping her face with a wet towel…but it was different this time. She was angry. She was going to hurt me.

It came as a shock when she got off a call one of those days and politely asked me to get dressed. It was the first time she had looked at me since that incident. It was the first time she had spoken to me without yelling.

I did as she instructed, unsure of where we were going. I asked her, but she replied that we were going to see a friend.

She parked in front of a weird building and glanced at me with a sheepish smile.

“What is this place?” I inquired, looking at the building.

She ignored me and said, “Come on, let's go.”

We walked inside and were led to some sort of basement by a big, burly man. As we climbed down the stairs, I could hear muffled noises that were gradually becoming louder as we drew closer. We got to a red door and two huge men stopped us.

“I'm here to see Slim Tee,” she said to them.

The men exchanged glances and asked, “Are you here with the merchandise?”

She nodded, and they looked at me as I held on to her hand. With a scoff, one of them opened the door and all that noise, muffled behind the closed door, now blasted my eardrums.

The place reeked of sweat, and the air was loud with cheers of gamblers. There was a cage where two people were fighting, and I watched the weaker one get knocked down. But the other guy didn't stop. He continued to drill punches into his opponent's face until he was no longer moving.

The crowd was cheering him on, chanting his name. I swallowed in fear, wondering what my mom was doing here.

We walked into an office, where we could see the fighting cage through the floor-to-ceiling glass window.

There was a very huge man sitting in his chair behind the table across the office. His bodyguards were equally as huge.

“Miranda,” he called my mom’s name with a cigar in his mouth.

“Slim Tee.” She halted before him.

I wondered why they referred to him as Slim Tee when he was the exact opposite. When the guards outside the red door had mentioned his name, I had thought that he would be a very lanky guy. I was wrong.

“Do you have my money?” she asked impatiently.

“Miranda…” He released a puff of smoke. “Always in a hurry.” Slim Tee got to his feet and went around the table. “I haven't even tested the merchandise yet.” He chuckled.

“I'm telling you, he's everything you want and more,” she said through gritted teeth as she led him away from me.

I watched them converse in private for a while, and it looked like she was trying to convince him to buy something that was selling. But she didn't have anything to sell.

“Look, he might be little, but trust me, he basically runs everything at home. He'll be useful… And look at him…isn’t he pretty? He can be useful for other things too…”

I wondered who it was that my mom was talking about.

Slim Tee frowned and glared at my mother. “He is pretty, but that’s of no use to me at all. Unfortunately for you, I’m not that kind of man. If anything, it’s unfortunate he’s so pretty. Such a face won’t survive here.”

Mom reared back under the intensity of his glare. It seemed her attempt at upselling did not work in her favor. She resorted to begging again.

“Please. I need the money.” Her voice shook. “He’s stronger than he looks…”

My eyes widened when Slim Tee laughed and nodded at one of his men, who immediately opened a briefcase and took out a bundle of cash.

He handed it over to his boss, and the latter counted it as my mom shook, fixing her impatient gaze on the money.

Money was good…but I didn't like what was happening because if he gave Mom the money, she was only going to spend it to get more of that white stuff.

“It's a thousand dollars.” He handed it over to her.

She stretched out to accept it with trembling fingers, but he pulled away.

“Remember, you're not to return.”

“Yes, yes. I understand,” she replied anxiously, without taking her eyes off the cash in his hand.

He handed it to her.

“Thank you, thank you.” She grabbed the money and started counting it herself.

“No, don't give her that! It's too much!” I ran toward them, but Slim Tee’s men held me down.

“Oh, you think you're worth less?” Slim Tee chuckled.

I struggled with the men, throwing kicks in the air. I sank my teeth into the large arm of the man holding me from behind and he winced, cursing as he let go of me.

The second one came at me, but I kicked him in the balls, forcing him to double over in pain. But before I could take another step forward, the previous man seized me by the hair and yanked me up, making me scream as I flailed in the air.

“Hey, easy with the merchandise,” Slim Tee cautioned. He looked impressed by my resilience.

“Merchandise?” I whispered to myself.

“I told you he was useful.” Mom glanced at me, and my heart shattered into a million tiny pieces.

“Mom?” I pleaded with my eyes, unable to comprehend why she would do this.

It all made sense to me now. I realized that she'd sold me to this man for a thousand dollars.

“Mom?” My eyes welled up with tears.

She turned to me and froze as she met my gaze.

The money was still in her hand. She could give it back. I willed her to give it back. It didn’t work.

Mom looked away from me and sniffed, her eyes going back to the money as she shook her head, as though she was getting rid of the idea of taking me back.

She stuffed the money into her purse.

“I believe our business is completed.”

She shuddered and hesitated before saying with a breaking voice, “Yes…”

“Remember, do not come back.”

She swallowed. “I understand, Slim Tee.”

“Mom!” I called out after her as she wiped her tears and walked out of the office.

She stopped by the door and took one last look at me. My tears were already dropping. She sniffled, wiped a hand over her watery eyes, and left me there.

She sold me off like I was a piece of property that she was no longer in need of. I was betrayed by my own mother.

How could she sell me, her only child, just because she couldn't control herself, because of her addiction? It was all so illogical…

I hated people who were illogical…irresponsible…stupid... They had a way of getting under my skin.

Amelia gasps, staring at me with wide eyes.

“I learned how to fight in there, but it wasn’t just the physical fights. People could put you down with their words until you found it difficult to lift a fist,” I explain. “That was me until I decided I couldn’t do that anymore, and so, I developed a thick skin and a sharp mouth, and became the very thing they used to keep me down.”

I sigh. “No one can bring me down anymore, not before I cut you into pieces with my words or with my fists.”

Amelia sniffles and I frown, realizing that she has begun to tear up. For me?

“I didn’t tell you so you could get all sentimental on me,” I grumble, feeling odd.

“I’m so sorry you went through all of that. You deserved so much better,” she says, the sadness very clear in her voice.

“Yes, well,” I go back to my task of loosening her up. “Don’t worry about it.”

“How can I not?” She sounds so sympathetic.

I smack her ass hard, making her yelp and taking away from the moment.

“Tanner!” she yells.

I smile a bit, happy to hear the tinge of anger in her voice. “If you’re that worried about me, focus on loosening your ass so that I can feel better by fucking you.”

She gasps at my crude words and begins to murmur angrily under her breath.

I cough to clear my throat, strangely touched by her concern, even though it happened so long ago.

Careful, or she will warm your cold heart.


Chapter 19

Amelia

My body quakes in excitement. It’s finally time.

Ever since my first experience with my three men, I’ve been burning to have them with me once again, waiting patiently until they decide I'm ready to finally have them.

Tanner has been helping me practice loosening my ass, so it won’t hurt when we finally have sex.

Although I should feel dread or a little bit of fear, I don’t. I’m ready to have them claim all my holes.

There’s very little I’ve ever wanted more than this right here.

Josiah kisses me square on the lips, wrapping his hand loosely around the base of my neck as I stay on my knees in bed.

The men are clothed while I’m naked. I should be shy and self-conscious, but I’m not. I only wish to have them fill me in more ways than one so I can be satisfied.

“See how beautiful you look, waiting for us to take you,” Tanner says, caressing my hair.

My relationship with him has bloomed since he told me about his childhood, although we’ve never spoken about it since then.

I’ve gotten to know the other guys better as well and have spent more time with them individually and together.

It’s wonderful having them with me like this. I smile at Tanner and giggle when he winks at me.

Rueben strokes himself as he watches Josiah and I kiss. Tanner joins in, kissing my neck.

My eyes remain on Rueben as we put on a show for him. I watch as his cock swells, growing longer and harder by the second. It's clear that he will show no mercy once he gets hold of me, and I cannot wait.

My mouth waters at the sight of him. I long to have him inside me and in my mouth. Damn! I can’t wait to have all of them in every way I can.

Tanner circles around my back and sticks his face in my ass, prompting a smile from me. He slaps my butt cheek, and I yelp at the strike. He does it again and caresses my ass, massaging the cheeks, and I let out a satisfactory sigh. I feel my tension easing and my muscles relaxing. 

He's so good at making me comfortable. Those hands traverse my legs with a little pressure, just enough to massage my flesh. He kisses my butt cheeks, carefully biting on them as I roll my waist in ecstasy. His chilly tongue sticks out of his mouth as he settles it on my hole, sweetly and gently. He is preparing me for the penetration that will follow soon. I moan. 

Rueben walks up to me and sexily takes off his shirt.  

Fuck, that's hot! 

He weighs his cock in his hand so I can see how heavy it is, and my eyes widen as he grabs my hair. 

“I want it in my mouth,” I say to him. “Put it in my mouth.” My voice cracks at the pleasure of Tanner's tongue on my ass. He spanks it again. 

Josiah slips under me and licks my pussy for a bit while my body shivers as I take Rueben's cock in my hand. Holding it now, I realize that it is a lot longer than I thought. I'd had him inside me, but this is my first time holding it in my hand. Damn! It's heavy. And huge. 

I kiss the cap of Rueben's cock and roll my tongue around it. 

“So sexy,” he says to me, and I smile. Seconds later, I gasp as I feel Josiah's cock sliding inside my pussy simultaneously with Tanner's thumb penetrating my asshole. 

“You like that shit, don't you?” Tanner asks, and I reply with a deep moan around Rueben's cock. 

“Yes…” 

I stroke his cock as Rueben throws his head back and groans in pleasure. I moan at the slow and steady actions going on in my pussy and my asshole. 

Rueben grabs my head and pushes his cock deeper into my mouth as I groan and choke. He pulls out and I cough. 

“You all right?” He strokes my hair gently, his voice filled with concern as he wipes a tear hanging off my lashes. 

I look up at him and smile, “I'm fine, daddy.” 

It is evident that he loves the way I said what I said. He grins and taps my face. “Good girl.” 

“Fuck my mouth,” I say to him and glance back at Tanner. “Please, fuck my ass. It's all yours.” 

“Hmm.” He spanks that ass and I wince in pleasure. “All right, ma'am.” 

“I want your cock deeper inside me, Josiah,” I say to him. 

“As you wish,” he replies. 

“I want you all to fuck me real good!”  

Rueben pulls my hair back and penetrates my throat, while Josiah thrusts into my pussy with a strong force that makes me jack reflexively. At the same time, I feel the head of Tanner's cock teasing my asshole. He'd greased it with saliva just seconds ago and I know I can take it.  

“Just slid it in, Tanner,” I moan, and put Rueben's cock back in my mouth. 

I choke on his dick as I feel my ass parting and welcoming Tanner's organ, while Josiah's cock travels deep inside me.  

I scream out of pleasure as they begin to fuck all my holes simultaneously. I'm gagging on Rueben's cock, drooling on the sheets, while my titties are bouncing back and forth from the effect of Tanner's actions. Josiah's speed is making my clit pulsate.  

The men switch places. Josiah's organ is now in my mouth, Tanner is beneath me, and Rueben's mouth is working on my hole. 

I have never felt this way before. My inside is burning with desire and I can't get enough.  

Rueben taps Josiah and they both leave me with Tanner. I wonder why they did that, and then Rueben kisses me on the lips. 

“It's freestyle time,” he smiles at me. 

I am pleased to hear that as the two men step back and have their dicks in their hands, enjoying the show with me and Tanner. 

I sit upright on his cock as he reaches to grab my breasts. He tunes my nipples as my hands run over his chest. I grind around his dick, twisting and moaning.  

“Fuck yes!” He spanks my butt. 

I throw my head back and continue to grind, feeling the excitement jolting across my body. I ride faster and faster as I feel my legs vibrating. He fucks me so hard that I soon start to sweat. My breasts are dancing with each slam into me.  

He flips me over, and I lay on my back as he digs into me. My legs dangle in the air, and I'm climbing up to climax. 

He jumps off me, and I feel myself almost being pulled off the bed. I open my eyes and realize it was Josiah. It's his turn now.  

Josiah flips me over and positions me on all fours. He slides inside me, filling me up with his big dick. I moan deeply as he pulls my hair backward. I find myself screaming at the pleasure of his cock shagging me so hard and fast. I bury my face in a pillow as I squeeze tightly against the sheets. He spanks my ass so hard that the sweet pain jolts my brain, prompting an abrupt smile of sheer pleasure.  

“Yes!” I stick out my tongue in ecstasy as he pulls my head out of the pillow. 

I feel him transition through my holes, switching from one to the other. He's killing me.  

He stretches out and wraps his hands around my face from behind. His fingers slip into my mouth and I suck on the makeshift cock. I feel like my mouth is tearing as he tugs his fingers to both sides of my mouth while he's still penetrating me hard. 

I scream, enjoying his actions and the feeling of my nipples brushing against the sheets. He pulls out and my body falls on the bed. I'm panting, struggling to catch my breath, when I swiftly get whisked away from the bed.  

Seconds later, I realize that I'm in Rueben's arms. Immediately, I smile and wrap my legs around his waist. He positions me properly and slides easily into me. Rueben unclasps my legs and spreads them apart as I wrap my arms around his neck for balance. 

He glides into my entrance, and I begin to tighten around his organ. He holds me tightly, very conscious of my safety even in the heat of his passion.  

He rests one leg on a stool so his access to my mound would be easier, and it is. It's like magic, the feeling I feel, a feeling that leaves me smitten and clouds my sense of reasoning.  

I open my mouth to compliment his skills, but the words that come out seem to be a language I don't understand. Obviously, my brain is too busy when I speak.  

The feeling is overwhelming; it's too much. 

Rueben goes harder with his thrusts as I hold on to him tightly. His palms are positioned beneath my butt as he keeps digging into me. He is hitting me differently, reaching my sensitive spots. They all did actually.  

The harder and faster he goes, the closer I am to cumming. I give a loud cry and he sets me down. My legs quake as I drop to my knees, trembling violently. I'm squirting and my entire body is shaking like I'm having a seizure, like I'm being shocked by hundreds of volts of electricity. 

The boys smile as they gather around me. I get myself together seconds later and take Rueben's cock in my mouth again. Then I grab Tanner's and Josiah's at the same time. I'm sucking one cock and stroking the others.  

Their deep groans are pleasing to my ears, encouraging me to continue. I switch between their dicks, giving each the satisfaction of having them in my mouth again. 

I can tell that they are about to cum. My watery mouth around their sensitive organs must have prompted this. The looks on their faces make it obvious that they are contemplating where to shoot their cum.  

It's so hot watching their expressions on the brink of release. Already on my knees in their midst, I shoot my head up and open my mouth in anticipation of their loads. The reluctance and uncertainty in their gazes are evident. 

“Do it,” I say to them. “I want it all.” 

“Good girl!” Rueben grins at me. 

They smile and stroke their cocks with fast movements, and less than a moment later, their deep husky groans mix together as they rain their loads in my mouth. Some sprays on my face, but mostly, it's my mouth that receives it. 

I giggle as a wind of satisfaction blows over my face, making me feel alive, like the woman that I am. They have quenched my hunger and have fulfilled my darkest desire.  

Excited, I let out a sigh, smearing their cum on my breasts. This sex with them made me realize what I've been missing. They've made me understand that I'd been starving all this while.  

“Whew!” Tanner sighs. “That was something! Woo!” he rejoices. 

“You're so sexy!” Josiah says to me as I look up at him, wiping the head of his cock. 

“This is officially the best sex ever!” Rueben says to me as he kisses my forehead. 

I blush uncontrollably and say to them, “I'm glad you liked it, because I loved every bit of it. You guys are the best.” 

Rueben heads to the bathroom and returns with a washcloth, which he uses to clean me up before carrying me in there for a bath. All four of us bathe, with Rueben spending a longer time caring for me while the others change the sheets.

“That was more than I could have ever imagined it to be. You were so good back there,” he says, lifting me bridal style to take me to bed.

They cover me up, each placing kisses on my head as they exit my room. As my eyes close, all I can think is, I like them so much that it scares me a little.


Chapter 20

Amelia

I smile as I stare at myself in the mirror. Rueben bought me a short, flowery dress that is the color of summer. It's yellow with some white flowers printed on it.

My wave of red hair is in a messy ponytail with two braids at the front. I slide the red bracelet he bought with the dress on and smile.

“I know you’ll look beautiful in this… Not that you need any help in that department.”

A blush reddens my cheek, almost matching my hair. His eyes had held so much intensity as he laid the clothes out on the bed.

It meant the world to me. Not only were they showering me with gifts and treating me with so much adoration, but this gift also meant something else. I would be going out with him.

I do a happy dance in front of the mirror. Although the guys were still skeptical about letting me out because the Flames of Hell gang was still looking for me, it was wonderful to see how much they considered my feelings in this matter.

My cheeks color once again. I’ve never had anyone care for me the way that these guys do. I wrap my hands around myself with a bright smile on my face as warmth travels to my core.

Having outing privileges is not something I ever believed I would need to consider, but now, it’s a privilege I’ll never take for granted again.

“Are you ready, Amelia?” Rueben’s deep voice sounds, pulling me from my state of appreciation.

His shadow darkens the hallway before I see him, and I smile at the sight of him from the mirror. He really is such a handsome man.

Much like the tattoos that cover his skin, he’s dressed in a black shirt, pants, and leather jacket.

He steps into the room and holds out his hand to me. I instantly go to him. My heart flutters, having him near me like this.

He pushes my braids behind my ears and searches my face. “You’re more beautiful than I imagined you would be.”

I melt into him as his lips press against mine in a sweet kiss. A moan escapes me as he sweeps my bottom lip with his tongue, seeking permission which I grant.

Rueben groans and pulls his lips from mine. I look up at him, baffled as he groans once again.

“We need to go now, otherwise there’ll be no outing for you today.”

His eyes darken as he pulls away from me completely, but I shake my head.

“Perhaps I won’t mind right now,” I murmur as heat spreads down to my core. I throb as he stares at me with those eyes that are filled with the promise of what he’ll do to me if I let him. I want to let him.

“Don’t tempt me, baby girl. I know you’ve been excited to go out,” he scolds.

I grin, grateful that he’s willing to put his needs aside just so he can grant me mine.

“Here, I brought you this,” he says, handing me the blonde wig I’d completely forgotten about and a pair of sunglasses.

I sigh as I take it from him and tuck my hair underneath a wig cap before sliding the wig on.

I slip on the sunglasses and my cropped leather jacket before taking his hands and following him out the door.

“Have fun,” Josiah calls out, chomping down a bowl of cereal.

I smile and wave until the door closes and I can no longer see him. He’s taken me on several dates recently, although they try not to get too comfortable with the patterns we have developed.

“I feel like I’m undercover every time I wear a wig and glasses,” I say, grinning up at Rueben.

He chuckles. “I’m beginning to think this is part of the fun for you.”

I shrug, giggling. It’s fun to have people who want to have fun and hang out with me. It’s fun to not have to be alone all the time, but even more fun is the fact that they are people who care about me, much like I care about them.

Seeing the fun side of a disguise that has been thrust upon me as a means of keeping me hidden in plain sight is something I choose to do in order to not take away from the happiness I feel.

Rueben fixes a helmet on my head and I climb onto the bike behind him, wrapping my hands tightly around him. The feel of the wind on my legs as he rides is exciting. I’ve never been one for bikes, but I feel safe with him.

“You said you wanted to see where I work,” he says when the bike rolls to a stop.

I nod excitedly, and he smiles.

“Well, we’re here. I work at this tattoo parlor. Maybe Josiah and Tanner can show you their own workplaces sometime.”

I beam at him. “I would like that.”

“Good.”

He takes my hand in his and leads me inside the tattoo shop. There are some men dressed in overalls and showing off tattoo-covered skin, although none of them are anything close to Rueben.

They pause to stare as he walks in, his hands still wrapped around mine.

“Morning, boss,” they greet him collectively.

“Morning.” He pulls me closer to him and smiles before turning to them, wearing a serious expression.

“Hello,” I say with a short wave.

They stare curiously at me for a moment, looking between Rueben and me before smiling in my direction.

“Hello, lady,” they greet.

“Today sure is a wonderful day,” says a man who appears to be in his thirties, with short brown hair and a nose that takes over a huge chunk of his face.

“How so?” another guy asks him.

“Well, boss Rueben has never brought someone here before. We must be in the presence of an angel.” He grins.

I giggle softly as Rueben leads me over to a sort of office, where there’s a desk but also an open wall to the rest of the shop. He pulls me into his lap so that I’m straddling him, facing away from the men, who whistle and laugh among themselves.

“All right. That’s enough fun out of you all. Get back to work,” Rueben says.

The men go back to what they were doing. They don’t seem to have customers, but they are tattooing each other.

“Sorry about them. They can be quite a handful sometimes. I hope they didn’t embarrass you.”

I smile at his care. “No, they didn’t. If anything, I’m glad that they mentioned that you never bring any women here.”

My face burns bright as he laughs and kisses me square on the lips, right in the presence of the gang.

“Getting possessive, are we?” he asks. “Good. You never need to worry about whether or not there is someone else with me, or the others for that matter.”

Rueben kisses me once again and I melt into him, kissing him with as much passion as he gives me. He pulls me closer to him until I’m pressed against him.

Remember there are people around you, Amelia.

I struggle to keep from grinding against him as heat pools at my core. I want to feel him inside of me. I groan and he laughs.

“Don’t worry, love. We’ll be home soon enough, and you can have me however you want.”

My lips part to speak, but I stop and frown when he tenses. I try to pull away from him to see what could have caused it, but his hand on the back of my head stops me. The shop also quietens significantly.

“I see you are here. Good,” a raspy voice says.

“Jared. I don’t think the second in command of a gang should be making it a habit to walk into another gang’s shop, don’t you think?” Rueben asks.

I quickly realize that this is a hostile conversation and I lean into Rueben, trying to seem natural.

“Don’t give me attitude, Rueben! I told you all about the Burke girl, so why the hell aren’t you doing anything to find her? You sit here entertaining whores as if it doesn’t concern you, while others are out doing what you should be doing,” the strange man spits venomously.

Whores? Does he think I’m a whore?

Rueben’s hands tighten around me, and his voice is hard and steely when he speaks. “She has nothing to do with any of this. State your business and leave her out of it.”

“What the fuck?” the man called Jared splutters and laughs. “I can’t believe this. That’s what you got out of that? It seems you would like us to remind you of the power Flames of Hell has. Would you like to join William Burke?”

I bite my lip to refrain from gasping, although my eyes sting from the effort it takes and having to hear my father’s name on the lips of such a person.

It’s him…he’s one of the people responsible for Dad’s death.

Everything in me urges me to look at him and see the face of the man who needs to pay for what they did to my father, but Rueben’s arms around me holding me tight remind me of why that is a terrible idea.

He seems to hate what the man said too. His voice is low when he says, “Are you threatening me now? You did not involve us when you discovered her, so I figured you had it covered when it came to looking for her too.”

Jared scoffs. “Oh…so you’re being petty.”

Rueben shrugs.

Jared slams a hand on the table. “Enough!”

I can’t help but jump slightly. Rueben soothes me. “Watch my table, Jared… You break it, you buy it,” he quips.

“You don’t get to play around on the sidelines anymore, Rueben. You were involved in the deal, so you better be actively searching for the Burke girl if you intend to continue our peaceful relations.” The threat is clear in Jared’s voice. “I expect you will bring her to us if you find her.”

“Simmer down, Jared,” Rueben says in an almost bored tone. “Has my gang ever failed at any task you asked of us?” 

Jared is quiet, but I can tell that he considers Rueben’s statement a fact. 

“We’re working on something…trust me. Our plan is in motion.” 

There is something in the way Rueben just responded that does not sit well with me. 

“It better be,” Jared says, and I hear him start to leave. 

My body shakes in my hands, and Rueben holds me close until I no longer hear Jared’s retreating footsteps.

What the fuck is going on?

Anger, fear, and doubt fill my insides. They had played voice recordings from my dad when I woke up, and after days of taking care of me without once trying to harm me, I had begun to trust them.

But are they trying to deceive me to win my trust?

They had been so eager to show me that they are on my side, but what if they aren’t? What if they are just like the others, and are only doing this to find out what I know before they dispose of me?

Rueben's hand on my back stops me from lifting my head up now that Jared is gone. I want to see his face and read from his eyes that I was not wrong to have trusted him or the others.

What if I hate what I find? What if I find that I have been blinded by lust all along?

“Do you want to leave?” he asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I nod, unable to speak just yet.

“I’m sorry he mentioned your father in such a manner,” he says in a soft voice.

I nod once more and heave a deep sigh. I raise my hand and stare at it as shakes. I’m unable to get it under control.

“Be calm, Amelia. I won’t let anything happen to you,” he whispers soothingly. For my ears only.

My eyes water despite myself.

But what if you’re the one who’s out to betray me?

A part of me is confused. How much about them do I really know? What guarantee do I have that everything they have told me is the truth, and that they’re not trying to use me?

“But what about you? Who’s going to make sure that nothing happens to you, Josiah, and Tanner? I can't lose you guys too.”

I’m unable to hide the pain and fear from my voice. The other part of me is plagued by the what-if. What if he’s telling the truth and they’re only after my safety?

Then that would mean that their lives are in danger, and they could get hurt from protecting me the way that they are.

He sighs and kisses the top of my head, tightening his hands around me.

“You don’t have to worry. We can take care of ourselves. Nothing will happen to us,” he assures me before getting to his feet with me in his arms.

My legs wrap around his waist, and I no longer care about the gang members watching us. Their eyes are on us, although they try not to make it obvious.

They return to their work, but the tension in the air and in their bodies is very visible. Their boss has just been threatened in front of them, and the offender was allowed to walk away.

I slide down his body, and he holds me close until I’m steady on my feet, taking my hand in his and leading me back out to where his bike is parked.

There are so many questions running through my mind that I wish to ask, and yet, I can't think of the right way to phrase them without breaking something between us.

I slip on my helmet and climb on the bike behind him. My hand wraps around him and we peel out of the parking lot, but this time, everything is different.

He’s worried about me, or at least worried that I will find out the truth. His head constantly turns to the mirror, and I can feel his stare despite being unable to see his face under the helmet.

We arrive home and he shuts off the bike. He stays silent for a moment, neither getting down from the bike nor speaking to me. I frown.

“Rueben?”

The question in my voice pulls him away from whatever thoughts plague him, and he sighs. He takes off his helmet, revealing a look of apprehension in his gaze.

It’s one of the few times those dark pools have held emotions.

“I’m sorry for everything that has happened to you, Amelia. I can’t help but think that we played a role in it.”

His words fill me with more doubt, and I’m even more confused by everything. What do I believe? How do I get to the bottom of this without creating enemies for myself?

Our relationships have changed over the past few weeks, and the last thing I want to do is lose that if I can avoid it, especially if it turns out I was right to have trusted them all along.

“Let’s go in.”

“What’s going on? You were parked outside for a long time,” Josiah says the moment we walk in.

The look on my face is enough to confirm his suspicion that something happened.

“Are you okay, Amelia?”

He rushes over to me and looks me over, concern in his gaze.

“Jared visited the bike shop again. He didn’t know she was there, but he wanted us to find her and threatened we would end up like…” Rueben clears his throat, although the words he’s spoken are enough for Josiah to know exactly what he means.

I jump at the loud sound that suddenly fills the quiet room just as Tanner comes in.

“What the fuck, Josiah?”

He looks at Josiah’s fist, which has disappeared into the wall, then at the rest of us.

“What the fuck have I just walked into?”

“I’m going to kill that son of a bitch with my bare hands, just you wait,” Josiah threatens.

His eyes are filled with hate, and he looks like he’s ready to murder someone. After everything I’ve found out about him, I don’t doubt that he’s capable of doing that.

A distressed sound escapes me. None of what I’ve heard or seen makes it seem like they are against me, and yet, I can't know for certain.

“Will someone just tell me what has happened and who Josiah is trying to kill?” Tanner asks.

Josiah fills him in on what has happened, and he turns to me with an incredulous expression before turning to Rueben.

“What are we going to do about all of this? We can't hide her forever.”

Rueben nods, scratching his chin. “You’re right. We can’t. We need to find a way to put an end to this once and for all so that she can go on and live her life without any restrictions.”

Their actions anger me. “You’re speaking about me as if I’m not here.”

My words end in a whimper, and instead of responding to the anger that’s spilled into my words, the guys’ faces take up sad and concerned expressions.

“Amelia.” Rueben comes up to me and takes my hands. He rubs them gently, soothing away the tension in my folded fists until I release them in his palms.

“Today didn’t turn out like you wished it would, did it?” he smiles sadly. “I’m sorry. What was supposed to be a fun day turned out to be a terrible one for you.”

My lips wobble at his words, but I hold back my tears. I’ve tried so hard not to think about how I was betrayed and how my father had experienced the same, but it’s almost impossible not to.

I don't know what I would do if it turned out that they were betraying me as well. He pulls me forward until I’m pressed against him and lifts me up, carrying me to the sofa, where the guys surround me.

Tanner sits at the end, his eyes boring into mine, although he remains silent and allows the others to take care of me.

Josiah’s expression is serious as he pulls off my wig and jacket. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, and I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing.

A chilling realization hits me as I sit there, surrounded by the men who have come to mean so much to me in such a short span of weeks, and yet, they were men who could well be toying with my emotions and could break me.

I’m falling for them. For all of them.


Chapter 21

Amelia

It’s been a few weeks since the unfortunate event at Rueben’s bike shop, and the guys have tried everything they can to make me forget it.

Despite their best efforts, nothing has worked so far. I’m grateful for all they have done to cheer me up; I don’t know what I would have done if I didn’t have them helping me with all of this.

I owe a lot to them. They not only rescued me and put themselves at risk, but they also did a lot to make sure that I was safe, and have been entertaining me so much.

I roll out of bed, exhausted. I hadn’t been able to get much sleep last night and this morning is no better. My head feels about ready to implode, my body aches, and I’m just so irritable.

Nausea hits me just as I stand up, and I sit back down as the lightheaded feeling causes my head to spin.

I muster up the strength to leave my bedroom, taking it as slow as I possibly can. For the past few days, I’ve been hiding my sudden illness from the guys, as it will only make them worry when there’s absolutely no need for any of that.

So far, they have attributed my quietness and lack of energy to the encounter with Jared. I can't say that that hasn’t contributed to my tiredness and sickness, or that it isn’t even the cause of it.

I walk with slow steps to the living room, where I can hear the guys’ voices as they discuss me. I stop and listen. From where I'm standing, I can see them seated.

Rueben is shirtless, revealing his tattooed body as he sharpens the edge of his dagger.

On the couch is Josiah, his broad shoulders bulging out from his white vest.

Leaning against the wall beside them is Tanner, with a Rubik's cube in his hands. He is tactically rolling and adjusting the edges to solve the puzzle. He's wearing a white T-shirt that hugs his skin and exposes his fit frame.

I’m reminded once again just how attractive these men are.

Despite my gratitude for them saving me and doing everything in their power to keep me safe, there’s still a little part of me that remains reserved in my decision to trust them.

“Guys, I know it’s been weeks already, but I can’t get the image of her shaking out of my head, especially not now with all that's happening,” Rueben says, and my heart skips for a moment. What does he mean?

What's happening?

My brows furrow as I wait for them to speak, although a part of me already knows.

“We need to find a way to protect Amelia without giving the Flames of Hell bastards any reason to suspect us,” Tanner says in a strong voice as he takes his eyes off the cube for a while.

“Yes, but what do you suggest we do?” Josiah asks. The couch crunches beneath his weight as he leans forward and says, “If it were up to me, I would love to take out the guy who dared to cause her so much grief, but that might lead back to me and then to her. I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for that.” A mix of anger and resentment is palpable in his voice. “They can't hurt her, guys. I swear I'll kill every last one of them.”

“They won't hurt her, because they won't find her,” Rueben says with confidence, but the others don't seem convinced.

“I get it, man, but these Flames of Hell bastards are asking for results. They're putting a lot of pressure on us,” Josiah states.

“We need to play this cool. We gotta be smart in our moves. Right now, we're two steps ahead, which gives us the upper hand.”

“So, we're supposed to chill?” Tanner asks.

“Yes. For now. Let's do all we can to keep their suspicions off us. It’s the only way to ensure her safety. We're in the search already, at least that's what they believe,” Rueben suggests.

“I suppose it’s a good thing that the men aren’t aware of her presence with us. It makes it easier for them to be serious with their search when we decide to go for it, and there’s no fear of anyone leading Flames of Hell to her,” Tanner says.

“Exactly,” Rueben concurs. “And trust me. The men are really looking, they're searching and sniffing every nook and cranny of the city.”

Tanner pulls himself off the wall and stands upright. He sighs heavily, stretching. His eyes have dark circles around them, like he hasn’t slept in quite a while, which is completely uncharacteristic of him considering how much effort he puts into his appearance.

“In the meantime, my inside man still sends me updates whenever I ask. We’ll know if they ever start to connect the dots and trace her back to us, although our tracks were successfully covered.”

“Good. I’ve received another message from them about our involvement in finding her. I’ll reply and let them know that we’ll be continuing with the search, and we will be sure to leave no stone unturned until she is found,” Rueben says.

Rueben exhales sharply, and I see worry flickering in his gaze, however subtle. “We can't let her get hurt. She has to be protected at all costs, and whoever gets in the way or so much as lays a finger on even a strand of hair on her head will have us to contend with.” It is clear and glaring in his black eyes that he is seeking comfort in the things he would do to those who would attempt to hurt me.

They look at each other and nod as he continues.

“This isn't a sense of responsibility anymore, is it?” Tanner asks.

Rueben looks up at the others. “Everything in me wants to protect her, to keep her safe.”

Josiah and Tanner smile and reply with one voice, “Yeah, we get it.”

“I care too much to let anything bad happen to her.” Rueben rises to his feet and sheaths his blade.

“Nothing bad is going to happen to her,” Josiah assures him.

“Not on our watch.” Tanner twists the Rubik's cube a couple of times and it clicks.

“Ha!” He laughs and turns to Josiah, who is staring in disbelief. “Pay up, buddy.” He stretches his hand out.

“What, like right now?” Josiah asks.

It looks like they had a bet about Tanner solving the puzzle. Now it seems Josiah has lost.

I laugh within myself, full of excitement and relief as their words prove that they actually do care about me.

Rueben chuckles at his friends as they start to argue about the amount they had agreed upon earlier.

“Rueben, come on. Settle this. Tell Josiah to pay up the money he owes me.”

Rueben says nothing.

“C'mon!” Tanner grumbles, “We bet and he lost.”

“Look, I don't wanna get involved in whatever the hell this is. Sort yourselves out.” Rueben walks away, leaving the two as they resume their argument.

Rueben shakes his head, as though the others are acting like children, and he isn't wrong.

It is refreshing watching them fool around a bit.

Their informal meeting seems to have come to an end as Rueben walks away, typing into his phone, likely sending the text that he mentioned.

Although I feel like I’ve been chewed up and spat out, their concern for me is touching, clearing away the tiny shred of doubt still left behind. There’s no way they are trying to trick me. They wouldn’t go out of their way for me like this if that were the case.

My insides warm at their overprotectiveness. It’s nice to have people who care for me enough that they’re willing to risk their own lives to make sure I am okay.

I take the time to appreciate the irony of the turn of events. These are the same individuals that I had planned on taking down at one time.

My heart melts at the affection they have for me. Joy overwhelms my soul, and my mind eases from all the what-ifs that had plagued it.

They are not as bad as I had first labeled them to be. Each of them has their unique trait of kindness, despite the line of business that they're in.

Their need to protect me is not about the stash anymore, and it's not about their lust over my body either. It is way beyond that. It something more, something more affectionate, and these are the same people I used to think were incapable of love, affection, or compassion.

The infatuation or lust between us had been mutual, but even in my cravings for them, I still had doubts about their intentions. Things had even gotten worse after Jared's visit to Rueben's workshop. The conversation and the nature of it had left me in a state of discombobulation.

Before now, I was beginning to question everything they told me, everything I thought I knew, and my suspicion of them had escalated.

However, they had cleared the air now. I'm relieved, because even in my suspicion, I wished deep down that I was wrong. How glad I am now that I realize that indeed, I was wrong.

The implications, however, are not something I wish to consider. The last thing I would ever want is for them to come to any harm because of me.

I watch Rueben go to the guys, who by now have stopped arguing.

“What if this doesn’t help?” Josiah asks, and Rueben casts a puzzled look at him. “What are we supposed to do when they grow restless and start actively looking within?” he adds, although the tone of his voice suggests that he already knows exactly what to do.

I lean in, eager to hear their response.

“Then we go to war,” Rueben says. “I will never give her over, no matter what happens or the problems that come my way. Whoever tries to take her from me must be ready to go through me first.”

“Yeah.” Tanner nods in consent. Josiah does too. That's what they wanted to hear. Going to war is not going to be a problem for them.

As honored as I feel, I still can't bring myself to allow them to endanger their lives for me.

I clap my hands over my mouth to stop the whimper from escaping.

“Rueben is right. I do not care to know who it is. All I know is that whoever tries to get her must go through me first, and I do not intend to be lenient or calm about it,” Josiah adds, standing up.

“Good. That’s all I needed to hear. I’m glad we’re all on the same page,” Tanner adds. “For now, we pretend and see what we can find out that’ll be of help to us.”

This time, I’m unable to stop the lone tear from sliding down my cheeks. There is no doubt about it. I have completely fallen for all of them, and somehow, that doesn’t seem so bad all of a sudden.

“Well, now that that’s sorted, I need to make her breakfast before she wakes up. I’m sure she’ll be ravenous,” Rueben says, groaning as he leaves them again and heads to the kitchen.

The guys follow after him. “What are you making? How about you make some for the rest of us?”

“How about you make something for yourself? I’m sure you can manage that.” He glares at Tanner, who chuckles in return and holds up his hands in mock surrender.

“It seems our lady is the only one who gets to enjoy Rueben’s special treatment. I see how it is.”

Rueben rolls his eyes, and Josiah laughs in his usual fashion, with his arms crossed over his large chest and mouth sealed, choosing to stay out of it.

I watch them, content to stand there and store up memories of my men happy and joking together. It’s such a wonderful sight to see.

“I think it’s best you clear out of the kitchen so I can get to work. That or you help me, if you can manage it.” He smirks at Tanner, and Josiah chuckles.

“I guess I’ll be sticking with vegetables then.” Tanner shrugs as he heads to the fridge to pick out a small cucumber.

He takes a large chunk out of it and grimaces, making Rueben smile.

“Fine. I’ll make breakfast for everyone.”

He turns to the stove and beats the eggs, pouring them in to scramble them, and slides some bread slices into the toaster.

The smell of the eggs frying reaches me, and bile rises up to my throat. I turn away from them and hurry in the direction of the bathroom, just in time to vomit the contents of my stomach into the toilet.

My throat burns as I throw up, and the smell causes me to throw up some more. I keep the sounds to a minimum, although all I want is to call the guys and have them take care of me.

The last thing I want is for them to worry, so I refrain from doing so and stand with shaky legs. I flush the toilet and rinse off my mouth before heading to my room and climbing back into bed.

What’s going on? Why am I suddenly so sick?

I am usually not one to fall ill easily, so it’s a bit of a shock to me that I’m suddenly so sick.

And why does the smell of eggs make me want to hurl?

I close my eyes and press the back of my hand to my head. The coolness does little to help with the sudden raging headache I feel, but there’s only so much I can do.

Perhaps I should rest here for a short while.

I try not to think of the other reason I could be getting so sick and throwing up from the smell of food, although it’s difficult not to think about.

Restless, I go to the bathroom and lie gently on the tiled floor, pulling up my top to reveal my bare belly. I roll over and settle with my stomach on the tiles as the chill bites my skin sweetly.

I feel at ease, much better as I shut my eyes. I toss and turn after a short while as so many different thoughts begin to overlap themselves in my mind. I'm a grown woman; I know my body. I understand myself better than anyone else.

A particular thought has been pushing itself into my mind, but I won't let it in. It can't be true.

I have to get to the bottom of this.


Chapter 22

Tanner

Amelia comes into the kitchen, putting an end to the conversation we’re having. I frown as I look her over, an action that causes the others to turn to her as well.

“Are you all right, Amelia?” Rueben asks worriedly, moving away from the stove.

“Yeah, you don’t look so hot there,” I say. Rueben turns to me with a glare, but pauses when he sees that it is not my usual banter with her. I genuinely am worried for her.

Her eyes are droopy, with dark circles surrounding them. She stands there, one arm folded over her chest, and nods.

“Yes, I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me,” she says, maintaining a distance.

Her words do nothing to stave off the worry that I feel. There’s no way I won’t worry when she looks like she could be ill, and from the looks of the guys, we are clearly all on the same page.

“Did you not get enough sleep last night?” Josiah asks, sitting up.

I walk toward her and pull her towards the kitchen, but her face scrunches up as she looks at the pan.

“Is something the matter?” Rueben asks. “Do you not want eggs? I can make something else for you.”

He moves toward the fridge, but she puts out her arms, stopping him before he can open it.

“No, it’s fine. I mean, I don’t want to have eggs, but you also don’t have to make me anything else,” she says.

“Nonsense. You need to eat. You don’t have to worry about me making you a meal. I’ll make whatever you want. I promise it’s not a problem,” Rueben insists.

“Are you certain you’re all right, Amelia?” Josiah asks once again. He walks up to her and feels her head for her temperature.

“Hmm… I suppose you’re slightly warmer than normal, but you don’t appear to be sick.”

His face still doesn’t let go of its worried expression, not that it’s surprising. She isn’t usually the type to reject her meal.

Amelia brushes his hand off and smiles at him. “That’s because I’m not ill. I just miss having tacos and I want that instead.”

I snort as Rueben finally breaks into a small smile. “Whatever you want.”

“All right, since the others will be busy today, I suppose I could take you. Wouldn’t want our princess to not satisfy her cravings, would we?” I tease, my usual grin back in place now that I know there’s nothing wrong.

She rolls her eyes at me and turns away, going to the room to get dressed, although not before I see the smile on her face.

“Something’s up with her,” I say to the guys, and I can see that they also feel the same way.

“Right?” Josiah asks, casting his gaze at the door to see if he can see her as she heads to her room.

“What do you think it is?” Rueben asks me, and I sigh.

“I can't figure out exactly what it is yet,” I respond, as several thoughts flap through my mind like the pages of a book.

We hear her approaching footsteps, and seconds later, she rounds the corner and rejoins us.

We are quiet by the time she gets back. Amelia looks at us as we look back at her.

“What?” she asks, almost shocked by our stares. It is obvious that the way we are looking at her is a little disturbing. But we're just worried.

Josiah opens his mouth to say something how we all feel like she's not all right, but Rueben immediately pinches his arm right before those words fall out of his mouth.

It was not a good thing, what Rueben did. I think she has made it clear from her actions that she's comfortable with us asking her that question or talking about the issue. We didn't have to risk upsetting her.

“Why are you guys looking at me like this?” she inquires, and we stand speechless before her. “Do I have something on my face? Is my dress torn somewhere—is it too much—is it too casual…?”

The words burst out of her in a nervous rush, so fluent without so much as a stutter as she speaks.

I look at Josiah, and he's subtly smiling. There is something about her fast-paced speech that is just so cute.

“...Is it the wig? It's the wig, right?”

“Hey…” Rueben's soft tone laced with affection punctures the air, and her voice immediately falls silent.

He walks over to her with a smile and takes her hand. “You look beautiful…as always.”

She grins faintly and exhales.

“Is that right, guys?”

“Err…right,” I say, scratching the back of my head.

“Of course,” Josiah chips in.

She heaves a sigh and says, “All right. I’m ready.”

She’s dressed in a simple t-shirt and trousers, with her blonde wig and glasses on to maintain her anonymity.

I smile after taking in her appearance. Rueben is right, and my response was in no way sarcastic. She’s so beautiful, even when she’s dressed so simply.

“Well then, we best be on our way,” I say, heading for the door.

She hurries to the other guys, giving them both a kiss on the lips before following after me.

“Keep her safe, man,” Rueben says to me as I lead her out.

“I will,” I reply, and open the door for her. “After you, ma'am.”

She knits her brows at my sudden gentility.

“That's weird.” She squints and steps out.

“Well, don't get too used to it.” I follow up behind.

She laughs lightly. “Now, that's classic Tanner.”

We head over to my car, and again, I open the front passenger door for her.

“Hmm.” She grins. “You know, I could get used to this.”

“Hey. What did I just say?” I tease, and she laughs as I shut the door.

I circle back to the other side and get in. She's adjusting her shades and looking at the side mirror to check if they do a good job concealing her identity.

I shut the door and start the engine.

“Please don't drive too fast,” she says, turning to look at me like she had just read my mind.

I want to object, but I let it go and do as the lady asks.

The drive to the food truck is short, and I soon park by the sidewalk near a spot I’ve visited a couple of times myself, seeing as they have some of the best tacos I’ve ever had.

“Hmm.” She draws in a deep breath, enjoying the aroma of tacos filling the air. “They smell good.”

“They taste even better.” I unbuckle my seatbelt, and she does too.

“Err… What are you doing?” I ask, because she can't possibly be thinking of coming with me.

“I'm coming with you.” She looks at me.

“Like hell you are.”

“But…”

“No ‘buts’, Amelia.” I sigh, “Look, keeping you safe is our number one priority right now. With Flames of Hell out there looking for you, it's not even safe for you to be outside. So, don't make me regret not asking you to stay at home.”

She looks at me and says, with her arms across her chest, “Well, you wouldn't have been able to keep me down against my will even if you wanted to.”

I snort. “That's beside the point. You're staying right here while I go get them for you,” I say with finality.

She stares at me with raised brows, as though she is reminding me that I am not talking to a child. She obviously doesn't appreciate my tone.

“I didn't hear you say ‘please’.”

“What?” I can't believe my ears. This is someone I'm simply trying to keep out of harm's way. “You're kidding.”

“Do I look like I'm kidding?” She stares at me with a deadly expression.

Yeah, she's not kidding, pal.

It takes all the strength in me to attach the word to the others.

“Please…stay back in the car…”

“I'm sorry, what was that?” She cuts me off and leans closer, as though she didn't hear me the first time.

Now, she's just being a…

I frown and swallow hard.

“I said…please, stay back in the car while I go get you some tacos.” I grit my teeth, trying to stay as calm as I can, but she's loving it. She's loving the way I fight to bury my pride just so she has her way.

“See? That wasn't so hard.” She smiles and clasps her seatbelt back on.

With a very heavy sigh, I leave the car to join the line, cussing silently at what she made me do just to keep her safe in the car.

Thankfully, the line is a short one, and it’s not long before I have tacos for two in my hands.

I head straight to the car to return the favor by asking her if it was hard staying out for only a few minutes. Bending over to her window, I stick the brown bag in.

“Here you g—”

A frown forms on my lips as I check the car for her, and then look around nearby. The seat I left her in is empty, with no trace of her ever being there.

“Shit!” I angrily kick one of the front tires. I toss the bag in through her side of the window.

My hands reach my head faster than my brain can process it. I smooth my hair backward and think for a moment.

My lips open to call out to her, but I stop myself. We hadn’t come up with a name to use in a situation like this, but that was because I never imagined we would be in a situation like this.

Damn it, Amelia. Where have you gone?

My throat tightens as panic swells in my chest. So many questions run through my mind. Questions I never wanted to think of.

What if she’s been spotted and taken?

Do I call the guys and inform them? No. Not yet.

I look around the busy street, trying to at least catch a glimpse of her in the crowd of pedestrians.

“Oh God, Amelia,” I murmur under my breath as I search for the familiar blonde wig and long legs. “Please be all right.”

I'm hit with a dose of confusion, as I don't even know where exactly to start looking.

I pace back and forth by the car, holding out hope that she will soon turn up.

She still hasn't.

“Fuck!” I begin my search for her, conscious not to venture too far in case she returns and looks for me. I haven't stepped too far away from the car when I spot her from behind, amid the crowd on the other side of the road.

“There she is,” I mutter in relief as I cross the road, almost getting knocked down by a vehicle.

“Watch it, asshole!” the driver yells at me, but I ignore him and rush over to her as she walks. I push through the crowd with a fast pace and the closer I get, the more clearly I see her blond wig.

I get to her and grab her arm from behind.

“Hey,” I call out softly.

She stops in her tracks and whirls around to look at me. Shit! It isn't her.

“What the fuck?!” The woman, clearly repulsed by a stranger's touch, snaps at me. But the moment our eyes meet, that attitude of hers flies out the window.

She smiles and pushes some hair strands to the back of her right ear.

“I mean, hi.” Her voice is much calmer now, and her eyelashes are batting at me. She drools over my perfectly framed body.

“Sorry,” I apologize, struggling to keep the mild disgust from my face. “I thought you were someone else.”

“I can be…anything you want. Anyone you want.” She bites her lower lip, her eyes on my groin, probably imagining its size.

Creepy.

I move on and continue my search for Amelia. Why the hell didn't we think of getting her a burner phone? That could have come in handy right now.

My body is tense and alert for any activity that can be construed as suspicious as I keep my eyes peeled for any sign of her.

In the last few minutes, I've spotted a lot of women that looked like her for a split second, or walked like her; however, none of them were her.

I've never been confused and worried at the same time before, especially not over a woman. I stand in the street, scouring the environment for her, but there's still no sign of her.

My heart is racing faster than a galloping horse, my head is on fire, and I'm really sweating.

Rueben had reminded me to keep her safe moments before we left the house. What am I supposed to tell him? We had agreed to protect her at all costs, to not put her in harm's way, not on our watch.

How the hell am I supposed to explain to them that she was in the car when I left? I hate the fact that she's missing, and it was on my watch. It was I who lost her.

I ruffle my hair, blaming myself for letting her come with me. I should have just left her back at the house, where she has been safe all this while.

I can't go back home without her. I shudder to think of what the guys would do if they found out I lost her when I should have been paying close attention to her.

I shut my eyes as pain tears through my chest at the thought of her in the arms of those who have been searching for her, knowing that only torture is meant to follow if she doesn’t give them what they want.

“Come on, Amelia, please be safe,” I say a silent prayer under my breath, even as any hope of finding her begins to wane quickly.

I return to the car in hopes that she is still going to show up. Then a thought hits me: What if while I was away looking for her, she'd actually come back and had met my absence? What if she is out there looking for me too?

“Fuck!” I exclaim. “I swear to God, if I see you, I'm going to…” I speak the words too loudly.

“You're going to what?” A familiar voice speaks from behind me as a tap on my shoulder pulls me away from the terrible thoughts that had begun to cloud my mind. I whirl around sharply, eyes widening when I see Amelia standing there, looking up at me.

“Oh, thank goodness.” A wind of relief blows across my face.

I hug her to me, breathing calmly as I let go of all my worries and embrace her in my arms.

“First, you open the door for me back at the house; then you open the car door for me seconds later, now you're embracing me so tightly,” she says as she giggles. “Who are you and what have you done with Tanner?”

I let go of her and clear my throat, getting my composure back.

“Where were you? Are you hurt? Did anyone come near you?” I throw questions at her, trying to find a solution to whatever it is that might have caused her to disappear.

“I-I took a stroll,” she says in a small voice. Her eyes hold guilt and she looks down.

“You…took a stroll?”

I stare at her incredulously.

She took a stroll.

A short bark of disbelieving laughter escapes me, and she shrinks under the weight of my anger.

I turn away and run my hand down my face in exasperation, trying my best not to explode on her.

“Here I am, looking all around for you and wondering where the fuck you could have gone to or if anyone had taken you captive while I was turned away from you, but you mean to tell me that you were taking a stroll?”

My voice shakes with anger, and I pause to calm myself.

“Have you forgotten what’s at stake? Or do you no longer care for your safety?” My tone is softer this time, although it still holds a residue of anger.

“I’m sorry. I should have let you know before I walked off. It’s just been a while since I could truly walk around without looking behind my back, and I thought I would return before you finished,” she explains, shifting on her feet.

A sigh escapes me. I can’t stay mad at her for long, especially since I understand what she must be going through. It can’t be easy to lose your freedom so quickly with no hope in sight of regaining it.

“It’s dangerous to walk off on your own, no matter how much you desire to be out again. Let’s go. You can have the tacos at home.”

She nods, following me in silence. The car ride is quiet and my eyes drift to her every few minutes. It would have been the perfect end to our outing to go to a movie or have fun, whatever she wanted to do. However, I have a feeling she wishes to return home.

I sigh once again, focusing back on the road.

“I’m sorry for snapping at you. I could have handled the situation better, but I’d thought the worst and it just—” I cut off my words, frustrated by how today had turned out.

She nods and turns to me. “It’s all right. You don’t need to apologize. I should have told you where I was going.”

She smiles at me; however, it doesn’t reach her eyes. She’ll feel better when she gets home and eats.

Her stomach growls, and I smile.

“Good thing we’re already on our way back. You can have your food and get some rest.”

She blushes and holds her stomach before looking out the window.

My attention is drawn to the rearview mirror, and a frown settles on my face. I hadn’t given it much thought as a result of the guilt I felt for snapping at her like that. But I’d seen the black car that was currently behind us before.

Suspicious, I swerve to the right, overtaking a car just ahead of us to see what will happen.

Amelia turns to me with a confused look on her face, obviously wondering why I’d just increased our speed.

“Tanner, I specifically told you, no speeding.”

“Sorry, love. Can’t have you hungry for too long now, can I? I have to make sure the princess is fed, otherwise the others will not be happy with me,” I say, plastering on a smile.

She rolls her eyes at me before turning back to her window to look at the passing cars.

I focus back on the car, and much like I suspected, it drives past the car I overtook, keeping us in sight.

Shit! Shit! Shit! I should’ve known it was a bad idea to continue to indulge her desire to go out.

My hands tighten around the steering wheel. She can’t find out about this. It’ll only make her worry and feel guilty, especially after I just yelled at her about this.

I need to find a way to get us out of this situation before it becomes unavoidable.

“There’s something I need to take care of back home, so I’ll have to drive faster,” I warn her just before increasing my speed.

I weave in and out of traffic, discreetly looking at the mirror to confirm that I have indeed put some distance between us and them.

The headlights of the black car are visible in the mirror when I look back again.

Not enough distance between us.

I can't afford to be cut off by Flames of Hell right now, as that would only put Amelia on the spot, and after what happened at Rueben’s bike shop, I don’t think she’s ready to be near another one of them.

She’ll never be near them if I have my way.

My jaw clenches as I drive faster until I’m finally free of them. I slow down a little to make sure that I lost them before driving in the direction of the safe house.

I must be going crazy, worrying about someone so much that I let it affect my decision making.

In no time, I lose them and get us back home safely.

I look at her as I park the car and she gets out. I have never let myself be so bothered over anyone before, and yet, her safety has been the only thing on my mind.

I follow her into the house, where the guys are sitting on the couch.

“I was beginning to think you had gone missing,” Josiah says with a smirk that quickly drops from his face when Amelia squirms and looks at me before scurrying off to her room.

“What was that about?” Rueben asks.

I bat away their curiosity. Much like me, I doubt they’ll be able to stay angry at her, or even be able to muster the energy to be angry.

“It’s nothing. Something did happen though,” I say, and they sit up straight. “I think Flames of Hell might be on to us.”

Rueben frowns. “Why do you say that?”

I shake my head and collapse on the empty seat. “We were followed.”


Chapter 23

Amelia

I look at the test strip in my hand as I sit on the toilet, waiting for it to tell me what I already believe to be true. The tacos sit forgotten on my bedroom table. That had only been a guise to go out to get the strip.

Although I wish I hadn’t put Tanner through the emotional stress he must have gone through searching for me, I didn’t want to have to scare them in case there was nothing to be worried about.

My heart skips a bit as the two lines begin to turn dark red on the stick. A gasp tears through my closed lips, and the stick shakes in my hand until it falls to the floor, clattering loudly.

How can I be pregnant?

I had sex without protection, but I…

Shit!

I haven’t been on birth control since I ended up here. And that was on me; I was sloppy and I most definitely should have thought about the possibility of getting laid. In my defense, I did not plan this at all.

Although I had been interested in them, it never occurred to me that they would reciprocate my interest, be it one or all of them.

What am I going to do now? How am I to know whose child it is?

I’d had sex with all of them, all at the same time. I get up from the toilet, suddenly feeling extremely exhausted.

What do I do?

I don’t know how long I’ll be here, and with how I've been feeling, it’s only a matter of time before the guys start to suspect that there’s something wrong. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to put them off before they send for a doctor.

Other than the fact that they could find out, I don’t feel good about lying to them in that way. It’ll only lead to problems and distrust between us, the one thing I have been so particular about. I can't be that person.

I flush the toilet and walk out to find the guys, even as my heart threatens to explode in my chest. I have to tell them before I chicken out.

“Hey, Amelia. Are you all right?” Rueben’s voice pulls me out of my trance.

I look at him confused, unsure of how to tell them or even where to start from.

God, I’m such a mess.

“Amelia?” he calls again, and I startle.

“What? Oh, I-I'm fine.”

“Sure there’s nothing wrong? You’ve been acting a little weird all day,” Josiah says, while Tanner merely stares at me.

Has he told them about my disappearing act today?

Somehow, it doesn’t seem like he has, since none of them have mentioned the fact that I disappeared, or tried to remind me of the reasons why I can’t do things like that.

“I, um…” I pause to let out a breath and steady my shaky voice. My hands are behind me so they won’t see how shaky they are.

“I have something to tell you,” I try again, this time managing to get out all the words.

“What is it? Is something wrong?”

I nod and then shake my head, unsure how to say it. There’s no way to know how they’ll feel about this when I tell them. We’ve only known for such a short time, and I can’t picture how they’ll react to it.

My eyes close as I breathe in deeply and say the words that might change the trajectory of things.

“I’m pregnant.”

Silence follows my confession, and I open my eyes slowly, wringing my fingers as I prepare for the shock and horror I’ll find when I look at them.

“You’re pregnant?” Rueben asks. The shock is evident in his voice. I search his face for the answer to the question I’ve been asking myself, but I can't tell how he feels. There’s nothing to read except shock.

“Wow, Amelia, I—” Josiah starts to speak, but Tanner lets out an angry sound.

“All that can wait. There are other time-sensitive matters to deal with,” he says sharply.

I rear back in shock. While Tanner has always been the most abrasive, I never would have imagined that he would speak to me in such a manner. And to think he was such a gentleman earlier on. I thought we had a moment outside.

“What?”

My voice is small. What could be more important than what I’ve just said that he’s willing to push it away?

“Does this not deserve at least a little bit of your time so we can figure things out?” I ask him, and he looks apologetic, but it’s clear that he will not be budging.

I look at the others, both standing there silently. Although there’s a look of disapproval on their faces, they say nothing to him about the manner that he’s choosing to handle things.

What is going on?

My world is about to crumble, and I don’t know how to handle it. I take a step back, unsure of what to do, but Tanner steps towards me and stops me.

“I’m sorry this is not going the way that you expected it to, and I promise we’ll get back to it, but there is something else that we need to handle before it’s too late,” he says.

I remain silent, unsure of what to say as he waits for me to respond.

What does he expect me to say to that?

“Tanner, I don’t think now is the time for that,” Josiah says.

“No, Josiah. There’s no other time. I understand that this is all coming at a bad time, but we need to do this now. It’s now or never.”

“What are you guys talking about? What is so important that the news of my pregnancy doesn’t even deserve any consideration from you?”

My voice comes out louder than I expected it to, and I blink away the sting of unshed tears.

How could I have been so stupid to think that they cared about me and would always be there for me no matter what I threw at them?

“Amelia, I’m sorry, but I need you to calm down,” Tanner says once again. “There’s something we need to ask you.”

I stay silent and wait for him to ask. I can't say another word, as it would only bring about tears.

“Amelia, we’ve given you time to see that we are not the bad guys, and I hope you trust us enough to know that it is the truth. I promise we only care about you and want to protect you,” Tanner says.

My brain is fogged up and confused. What does any of this have to do with what I just told them, and why are they suddenly curious about whether I trust them or not?

Before I can conclude on my own, Tanner looks at the others and turns to me with a sigh.

“Amelia, time is not on our side, and we need to move now. For us to do that, we need you to tell us the location of your dad’s stash,” he says softly, looking into my eyes.

I jerk away from him, pushing his hands from my shoulder as I move back.

“My dad’s stash?” I ask in disbelief. “That’s what’s so important that you couldn’t wait to find out about?”

He takes a deep breath that’s mixed with irritation. “Amelia, you need to understand that if we could wait, we would.”

“I need to understand that? Have you considered how I felt when I thought that I might be pregnant, and how much it’s been eating at me until I confirmed it?” I scoff and shake my head.

“Amelia, please just hear us…” Josiah says to me, but I ignore him and continue.

“Have you thought about how I must have felt, knowing that I was pregnant and it belongs to one of you, yet not knowing who the father is? Or the courage it took me to finally come up here and tell you guys about it, despite being unsure of how you would react to the news?”

My voice is raised now, and I do nothing to control it. I turn to Rueben, who has remained silent in all of this.

“You,” I point a finger at him. “I suppose it's not be so surprising that this would come from Tanner, but how can you merely stand there while this goes on? Do you not care how I feel or how this affects me?”

He sighs and looks away, but not before I see the look of guilt in his eyes.

Good, you should feel guilty.

I turn to Josiah, but I have nothing to say to him. His eyes show his regret, but he never did anything to stop Tanner, so he’s not innocent either.

“I should have known that none of you cared for me. I was a fool to believe that this could have been anything more than it truly was. I was merely a means to satisfy you until you found the stash so you could dispose of me.”

“Please, calm down.”

“Don't ask me to fucking calm down, Josiah!” I lash out at him.

My voice breaks as I speak, and it’s a wonder that I'm able to get all the words out.

“Amelia, that could not be further from the truth. There’s just so much going on right now. We are only trying to protect you,” Rueben says finally, moving towards me.

I scoff and laugh, a derisive sound that has him stopping before he can take another step in my direction.

“You are trying to protect me? Getting me to trust you so you could take my dad’s stash? Batting away the news of my pregnancy like it means nothing? Is that what you call protection?” I rage, and none of them is able to calm me down.

I turn away from them and head towards the room, ready to slam the door shut and forget that any of this has happened, although how that is possible I have no idea.

“Amelia, come on. Can we just talk about this?” Tanner asks.

“Oh, so now you wish to talk after you didn’t get your way?” I whirl around and shoot him a nasty glare. “Stay the hell away from me, Tanner. I hate you. I hate all of you.”

With that, I walk into the room and slam the door shut, not caring that the hinges shake from the force of it.

Barely able to keep myself up anymore, I slide down to the floor and finally let the tears fall. I sob quietly, letting out the anger and pain I feel. I will not give them the satisfaction of hearing me cry.

How could I have been so stupid? I'm a cop, and I should have known better than to trust these lowlife criminals. I let my guard down and got involved in all of that crazy stuff with them, when all this time, all they cared about was the information I had.

I feel so silly right now. My heart is broken because I am actually falling for them, for all of them, and there's a baby about to come into our lives. This was a mistake I'll pay so dearly for.

I begin to put the pieces together to see how I've been a big fool. The thing with Rueben and Jared at his workshop. I remember Rueben's words and they resound in my head.

He had asked Jared if he had known him to be someone who was a traitor, or someone who never got the job done. He had told him so solemnly that he was working on a plan, and that Jared should trust that he knew what he was doing.

Shit! They've been using me all this time.

They had fucked me and gained my trust, made me feel so free and comfortable with them. But it was all just so they could have the stash to themselves.

I think about the time I heard them talking about protecting me at all costs, but all of that was obviously staged. They knew what they were doing. Somehow, they must have known that I was eavesdropping, so they said the things that I wanted to hear them say.

Well played, boys.

All the stories about their pasts, the good sex, the care and affection they'd been showing me had been a part of their plan all along.

You've been used, Amelia.

Tanner's worry about my safety when we went to get those tacos was genuine, because I was their ticket to the location of the stash.

It all made sense now.

Look how causally they dismissed my news. No. They're not worth it. I've forgotten my role in this and have relied so much on people who obviously don't care about me.

I need to complete this on my own. I must remember that first and foremost, I am a cop.

They don’t deserve my tears.

I wipe my face dry with my shirt and clean my eyes. They’ll never get the stash from me. Now that they’ve confirmed my suspicion, there’s nothing for me to do here.

They are just as bad as the cops that betrayed me and the Flames of Hell gang that threatened to torture me until I told them what they needed to know.

At least they didn’t try to win your heart and sleep with you just to get the answer out of you. I laugh, a sound that soon morphs into tears.

Oh Dad, how could they betray you like this? Did they even care about you?

I mourn for my dad, who had been so trusting of people who only care about themselves and no one else. I mourn for myself. I had turned out to be just like my father after all.

Using the wall as support, I push myself up. There’s only one thing I can do, and that is to find the money and take it before any of them can figure out where it’s located.

They can all go to war for all I care.

I take one last look at the room that has been sheltering me for quite a while. I can't deny that there are lots of memories lurking within its four walls.

It was fun having all of them to myself, individually and collectively. Memories of our time together flash in my head one last time, and I sniffle and fight back my tears.

My kid will be better off without them. They would only corrupt that innocent soul and introduce him or her to this life of crime and death. No, my child deserves better. Way better.

I slip into a black jacket and flip the hood over my head as I head to the window. Opening it, I see the height. But I'm trained to overcome challenges like this.

I look outside and see the plumbing system. A pipe runs along the wall, all the way down. At the base, there's an elevated structure that looks like a covered dumpster. Whatever it is, it's a good landing platform for me.

With precise movement, I climb out the window, hopping onto the pipe. My weight pulls it out of the wall; clearly, it is not as strong as it looked.

I almost fall off, but I find myself holding on. The pipe snaps, and I hear the sound as it breaks and I fall freely. Like a cat, I land on the platform and hop off to the ground, where I roll onto my feet.

I stand tall and look at the height from which I'd fallen, unscathed. Pride swells within me as I flip up the hood, which had blown off my head when I fell. I'm impressed by myself.

“You did good, girl,” I say to myself as I walk away.

I run before they can figure out that I’m gone. I know them; they will give me some time to calm down before they come talk to me again. Hopefully that’ll be enough time to put some distance between us.

After a few minutes, I stop running when I can no longer see the house behind me, slowing into a walk.

I walk down the street with both hands in my pockets as I momentarily steal glances over my shoulders. For some reason, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being followed.

Looking to the side, I see a guy walking in the same direction as me, but on the other side of the road. I'd seen him before now, just like I'd seen the one a couple of paces behind me. I adjust my hood and increase my pace.

I feel the steps of the one behind me getting closer; clearly, he's increasing his speed as well. I look at the guy on the other side of the street; he’s now crossing over to my side.

“Shit!” I whisper to myself, knowing I've been spotted.

The first time you leave the house on your own, you get tailed.

I rush into an alley, and soon, the one behind me rounds the corner into the same alley. I hit him straight in the throat, almost breaking his esophagus.

His hands reach for his neck as he wheezes in pain. I throw a punch at his face, and he falls to the ground. The other guy arrives and points his gun at me, but with a speed I didn't know I had, I kick the pistol out of his hand.

His eyes widen, as he obviously didn't see that coming. He swings a punch at me, but I deflect it and trap his hand in mine. With a practiced move, I flip him over to the ground and twist his wrist until I hear the satisfying sound of his bones breaking. He wails as I kick his face into the dirt.

I rush to his gun and arm myself with it as I contemplate putting a bullet in their heads.

“There she is!”

I hear a loud voice from across the street. I raise my head and see a couple of men rushing toward me. I try to pull the trigger, but the damn gun seems to be jammed.

Immediately, I turn and run as fast as my legs can carry me. I get to the other end of the alley and a car screeches to a halt, blocking my exit. Four men alight and stand outside the car.

There's nowhere else I can go. They've cornered me front and back.

One of them walks over to me and takes out his phone to place a call.

“Boss, I had our men follow Tanner.”

Wait, what?

“Our suspicion was right.” He looks at me. “They've been hiding her and lying about it all this time.”

He's quiet, and I can hear the indistinct voice over the phone.

“No. She's alone.”

It hits me there and then I am indeed alone. Everything starts to add up, and I realize that I was mistaken.

Tanner had been a gentleman to me on our way to get the tacos. He practically did everything I asked, even though it didn't sit well with him, but the one thing he went against was my request for him not to speed up.

I drift back to that moment in the car when he was taking me home. I search my memories, and I realize that I had missed the fact that he was jumpy, but trying to keep cool.

He had been constantly looking through the rearview mirror, like someone was following him. He sped up against my will and sheepishly smiled at me with the excuse that he only wanted to make sure I got home to eat.

I had ignored the look of worry hidden in his eyes when he'd made that excuse.

Oh my God. He knew.

Tanner must have known about the men following us but didn't tell me because he was concerned about my well-being.

Shit! I fucked up.

They must have all known about this when I told them about my pregnancy. It makes sense that they had dismissed the information; more like adjourned it to face a more pressing matter.

“All that can wait. There are other time-sensitive matters to deal with.” Tanner's voice resounds in my head as I put the pieces of this puzzle together yet again.

So this is the time-sensitive matter he was talking about. No wonder the others didn't caution him. He was right after all. They were right and I was wrong.

I feel a light pinch on the side of my neck, and I wince at the sting. I pull out a tranquilizer dart, and suddenly the world around me begins to swirl. My head is light and my feet can no longer carry my weight.

I fall freely to the ground as I struggle to no avail to stay conscious. My vision becomes blurry as a pair of Timberland boots approach me.

The voices around me echo as I drift off into an abyss of nothingness.


Chapter 24

Josiah

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

It’s been over thirty minutes since the altercation. Tanner had walked away in anger after she slammed the door, slamming the door to his room as well.

Rueben, on the other hand, looks a mess. To others, he might not look like he cared about what had just transpired, but Tanner and I have known him longer than anyone, and we know how to read him.

He sits heavily on the sofa, placing his head on the headrest and a hand to his face with his eyes closed. His constantly ticking jaw is a testament to his annoyance about how things had gone.

When she’d told us about her pregnancy, I hadn’t known how to react to it at first, and so I had stayed silent, unable to get the right words out when I tried. At least, until Tanner interrupted me and went on to ruin things.

I can't fault him for how he handled things. It’s always been Tanner’s way to be brash and rush into things without thinking about it. While the man is proficient in handling business, he knows nothing about handling a woman.

I should have said something. I should’ve tried to salvage the situation before it got out of hand.

The one thing we hadn’t bothered to do was explain to her exactly why we wanted the stash in the first place, and now, it has cost us and we’ve ended up hurting her when it wasn’t our intention.

“How could she say that we are only after the stash and care nothing about her?” Tanner says, bursting out of his room.

I roll my eyes and look at him.

“Do you read minds now?” I ask him, considering he’s just blurted out exactly what I was thinking.

“What?” He looks at me with irritation. I hold up my hands, shaking my head.

“It’s nothing,” I respond. “But maybe an explanation would have done her some good, instead of simply rushing her through everything and disregarding what she said.”

“But how could I have known that she would react—” He stops when I raise a brow at him. “We didn’t have time for an explanation. We needed to move immediately.”

“And yet, here we are,” Rueben says, joining the conversation. “No time for an explanation, but time enough to wait until she’s no longer angry after the way we handled things.”

I sigh. “It’s been almost an hour. Do you think she’s calmed down enough to speak to us now?”

Rueben shrugs. Tanner looks away, clearly reeling from Rueben’s words.

I shake my head in disbelief. Who would have thought the day would come when I would be the one trying to resolve a situation like this? With a groan, I get up from the couch and head in the direction of her room.

“Amelia, can we talk?” I ask, knocking on her door lightly. “Look, I’m sorry about the way we handled things. I know you must have been scared to tell us in the first place, and our reactions to the news must have come as a shock to you, but please, give us a chance to fix this,” I plead through the door.

My knuckles rap on the door once again, and my lips turn down in a frown. “Amelia?”

Is she sleeping?

I return to the living room, where the guys look up at me expectantly. “She didn’t come out.”

Tanner lets out an anguished sound. “But it’s been so long already. We need to get the stash out and it needs to be done now. It’s the only way we can be assured of her protection.”

Although I don’t agree with his methods, he’s right that this is the only way to protect her. She’ll continue to be a target as long as the stash remains hidden.

“Maybe I should try knocking,” Tanner suggests, getting up.

We look at him with raised brows, and he rolls his eyes. “I promise to be gentle. Besides, I’m the reason she’s in there right now, instead of sitting here with us as we discuss the possibility of our—”

He clears his throat, stopping himself from saying the word. “I’ll be back with her.”

Tanner returns a few moments later without her. His eyes are wide and panicked.

“Guys, I think she’s gone.”

“What?” Rueben jumps to his feet, taking on the exact look on Tanner’s face. “What do you mean she’s gone?”

“I mean she’s not in her room. When I knocked and she didn’t respond, I turned the knob, expecting it to be locked, but it wasn’t. She isn’t there.”

I stand up, and we all hurry to her room to find her. “Did you check the bathroom?”

“No, but I called out to her and she didn’t respond.”

I hurry to the bathroom. I push the door open frantically, ready to apologize and be relieved if I find her, but she isn’t there.

“Could she have left her room while we were in the living room?” I ask, but Rueben shakes his head.

“There’s no way she could have done that without us knowing about it.”

“Fucking hell. Where has she gone now?” Tanner screams, looking extremely worried. He pulls his phone out of his pocket.

I look at her test strip on the ground. She must have tossed it mindlessly when things didn’t go as expected.

“Now’s not the time to be looking at your phone, Tanner. We have to find her now, and unless you planted a microchip in her that you haven’t told us about, I doubt it’s going to be much help, since she doesn’t have a phone you can call,” I say when I see him glued to his phone.

Instead of responding, Tanner's eyes slowly widen in horror as he scrolls through his phone.

“Fucking hell. Shit. This can't be happening right now,” he shouts, tossing his phone on the bed.

“What is it, Tanner?” Rueben asks, while I grab the phone to go through it.

“Fuck. I’ve been so distracted by the argument we had that I haven’t checked my phone for the past hour,” Tanner groans.

“My mole has been sending me urgent messages. There were plans to raid us today. That must be why the car was following us, and I foolishly led them here, thinking that I had lost them.”

Tanner punches the wall, losing his composure. “There can be no other explanation for her absence. They took her and it’s all my fault. I should have been more considerate of her feelings instead of shutting her down.”

“As much as I would love to let you wallow in your grief and guilt, now is not the time for that, Tanner. We need to find out where they’ve taken her and find a way to get her back from them,” I say.

Much like him, I can't imagine the thought of her in the clutches of those Flames of Hell bastards. We had managed to stop them from torturing her once, and we can only be so lucky as to stop it a second time.

“We need to get to her, and we need to do it now. There is no time to spare,” Rueben says.

Tanner pulls himself together and runs out the door. It’s the first time I've ever seen him be so moved by anything, and it’s impressive that he’s managed to get himself under control.

“I’ll have my mole tell me what he knows about her disappearance, and we can start from there,” he says, his eyes pinned to his phone as he heads out the door.

“Tanner, wait!” I pull him back just in time for a bullet to fly past him.

His eyes widen, and he turns to me with a nod of gratitude before slipping his gun from his waist and answering with a shot of his own.

Rueben and I follow suit, unsheathing our guns as we shoot in the direction of the bullets.

“You fucking rat bastards! I should have known you would betray us!” Jared shouts from a distance before shooting at us once again. “I told you what would happen if you do, and now you have to face the consequences of your actions!”

We shoot back at them, not bothering to respond to Jared's jibes. If anyone is the bastard, it is them. They're willing to go to any length, including killing those who stand in their way, just to get money that doesn’t even belong to them.

“It’s no use fighting them,” Rueben shouts over the sound of gunfire. “They don’t have her here with them, and we’re outnumbered. We can't waste time here while they torture her, wherever she is. We need to go.”

I glare at Jared. As much as I want to satiate the anger and bloodlust boiling in me, now is not the time for that. We need to save her before it’s too late.

I nod and motion for them to go. Tanner shoots a final shot, and although I can see in his eyes that he wants to fight back, he follows after an equally angry but more reasonable Rueben.

With them going to fetch a car, I continue shooting until I have just one bullet in my gun. I set off the smoke bomb we have rigged in front of the house. That hopefully affords us the time to escape before they can recover and search for us.

I join the others in the car and Tanner speeds off, going down the back road.

“Those Flames of Hell bastards. How dare they touch her?!” Tanner shouts, hitting the steering wheel as he weaves around the other cars on the road.

“We have to find a way to get her back. Notify the gang that we are on our way. Tell them to prepare for war,” Rueben tells me. I nod, taking out my phone to do as he asks.

With a sadistic grin on my face, I send the message.

“Send a message to the Hellfire Brotherhood, Devourers, and Prowling Tigers. Tell them it’s time to fight. This is the only chance they have of ever being more than small gangs under Flames of Hell’s thumb. Tell them to join us at the bike shop.”

I type quickly as Rueben rattles off instructions, and immediately send them to all the gangs. While they have mostly stayed out of the way of Flames of Hell out of fear, they have often expressed a dislike for their control and wished to be free of them.

Now is the time for them to finally do what it takes to be free of Flames of Hell.

Tanner arrives at the bike shop, where our gang is already waiting for us, ready to go into battle. Moments after we arrive, the other gangs show up. For the first time in a long time, we all work together in a bid to get rid of our collective enemy.

Rueben steps forward to address them. “We have all expressed our displeasure at having to deal with the oppression of Flames of Hell, and not being able to retaliate for fear of what will happen, but all that is about to end now.

“Flames of Hell has gone too far, and it’s only a matter of time before they come for each one of us until they wipe us all out. But we won’t give them that chance, because we are going to war now. No longer will we live under their rule and in fear of them.    

“Today, we will fight until we’ve regained our freedom and taken out every one of them.”

The gangs erupt in war chants as he goes into the shop, returning with weapons for himself, Tanner, and me.

He gets into the car and we peel out of the driveway, heading in the direction of the Flames of Hell headquarters.

We’re coming to get you, Amelia. Be strong for us.


Chapter 25

Amelia

I sputter, spitting out the water that’s gotten into my mouth. This was not the way I thought I would die, and yet, I suppose that’s what I get for leaving in anger.

“I hear that you took down two of our finest men all by yourself. I'm impressed,” a voice says to me as I sit zip-tied to a chair. I figure he has to be the one that those men called before they drugged me.

His footsteps approach me as I struggle to catch my breath.

“If you want to get out of this alive, you’ll tell us what we want to know. Otherwise, be ready to meet your maker,” the guy says as he pulls the hood from my head. I blink at the nasty sting of the lights flashing directly over my eyes.

“Now, are you ready to talk?”

I glare at him, but the lights are hindering my vision of him. I keep my mouth shut.

“You must think I’m stupid. There’s no way I’m getting out alive, even if I tell you what you want,” I say, coughing in between words.

He grins at me, the grills in his teeth making an appearance. “You’re right. But at least you won’t have to drown to death.”

I look away from him. I won’t tell him anything.

“Fine then, have it your way,” he says, clamping his hand tightly on my cheek until my eyes start to water from the pain. “I quite like the idea of torturing you.”

He puts the smelly hood over my head once again and forcefully tilts my head back, laughing when I try to fight back.

“Good. I love it when they put up a fight. Makes it more interesting,” he says, laughing loudly while his companion remains silent.

He pours the water directly over my face, and the fabric sticks to my skin with water seeping through it, choking me.

I try to remain calm and breathe in as slowly as possible, conserving the little air I’d managed to take in and hold in my mouth before he started pouring the water.

As more water pours on me, my mind struggles to grapple with the reality of things.

I’m not drowning. I’m being waterboarded. I won’t die, I can’t die.

Despite my mantra, my body tenses only seconds before it begins to fight for the will to live. I lose hold of the oxygen I’ve kept in hopes of sustaining me for as long as the water continues.

Please, come for me, Tanner, Josiah, and Rueben. I'm sorry I doubted you.

I plead in my mind, tired and exhausted. My eyes expel tears that are quickly washed away by the water that constantly pours over my face in large torrents.

He pauses for a moment. “Ready to give up?”

He doesn’t give me time to draw breath or respond before water falls over my face once again.

I fight against the ropes chafing at my wrists. Please help me. I can’t die here.

Water goes into my nose and up, sending pain into my brain. It hurts so bad that I would scream if my mouth wouldn’t end up filling with water.

I kick his legs in front of me, and the water stops.

“Finally ready to give us the answer, I see?”

He lets out another bark of laughter. The sound grates on my nerves, and I want to push a knife through his throat until his larynx comes out on the other side. But I’m powerless and restrained, unable to do anything but tell him what he wants to know so I can feel relief, even if for a moment.

“Will you give up the coordinates?” he asks, and I nod.

I know they most likely will want to kill me, but I can buy some time if I write the coordinates slightly off. They’ll check it first before killing me, right?

He signals someone, and I am given a pen and book.

“Write it down.”

I accept the writing materials and scribble down the location, all while shuddering from the impact of the torture. I hand it over to the man who had given it to me and then face my torturer.

He laughs again and nods. “I’m disappointed that you came around so quickly. I wish I could have a little more fun with you.”

“Well, you gave me no choice, now did you?” I ask with haphazard breaths.

“I suppose I didn't.”

He shrugs and takes out his gun from behind him. “I guess I should keep my word. After all, you are responsible for how rich we’re about to get.”

He cocks the gun and levels it between my eyes.

What?! He’s killing me so soon?! I thought…

I shut my eyes tight and prepare for the bullet.

My child! I’ll never get to meet my child!

Tears flow down my eyes, and I squeeze them painfully tight when I hear a loud bang. I flinch and my eyes open after a few moments.

I’m not dead?

The sounds of gunshots blazing and men shouting both in pain and terror fills my ears. My hopes rise.

Have they come for me?

“Shit!” the man holding me at gunpoint exclaims. The shots are getting closer. He leaves me there, after a moment of hesitation, and escapes with some of his men.  

I hold back the tears as the gunshots get closer, and only let go when I see Tanner running towards me, a worried look on his face.     

Soon, the others arrive after him, and they quickly loosen me up.

A man immediately spears into Rueben, sending them both crashing to the ground.

About five more men materialize with baseball bats in their hands. Tanner and Josiah tuck their guns back into their pants, and exchange glances with evil smirks before taking fighting stances.

“Come on, boys. Let's see what you got.” Josiah tightens his fists, and soon the other guys launch their attack.

Rueben and the other guy are grunting and exchanging blows in a corner. His opponent seems to be a formidable one. He is just as big as Rueben, and he fights like him as well.

Tanner and Josiah weave through dangerous swings that can take off a person's head with one impact. It is a beautiful sight to behold. All three of them fighting to save my life. Josiah has the muscles and the strength, and his punches are so heavy that whoever is unfortunate enough to receive one always staggers.

Tanner has the speed and skills; he’s shorter but faster than his enemies, which gives him the upper hand. Unlike Josiah, who fights with his fists alone, Tanner fights with both his hands and feet. His flexibility is a thing of marvel. He has a way of seamlessly weaving around advances. His flips and other tactics are unique. His ability to will himself into the air while administering kicks to his opponents’ faces is so hot.

Rueben's kick is caught mid-air, leaving him standing on one leg. A second later, he rises in the air and strikes his opponent's face with the other leg. The man lands on the floor and then arms himself with a baseball bat lying beside a knocked-out man. He swings violently as Rueben turns away from him to face me.

“Rueben, watch out!” I alert him, and he immediately ducks, allowing the bat to swing over his head.

Tactically, he circles around the man and lifts him up from the waist. In a heartbeat, he slams the man down to the ground.

My jaw drops in amazement as he suddenly catches a knife thrown at him without even turning to look at it. I am impressed by his reflexes. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen a fight like this.

The knife aimed at his temple is now in his hand. He glances at the man who threw it, and then throws it back.

It streaks through the air, flipping over and over with a speed his target couldn't catch or dodge. The knife hits the man, burying deep into his heart. He falls down. Dead.

Like a beast, Rueben drags his previous opponent, who had been beneath him all this while. He groans at the man's weight as he spins him around, and then flings him carelessly.

Josiah is so engrossed in drilling his bloody fists into his fallen opponent’s face that he doesn't see the man about to strike him with a bat from behind.

The man Rueben had thrown away like a car tire now crash lands upon the sneaky one. The impact forces Josiah to turn. He looks at Rueben and says, “I had that, you know.”

Rueben says, “You're welcome.”

Tanner lifts his leg. His foot connects with his opponent's jaw in a vicious front kick. The force shatters the man’s jaw, and at the same time snaps his neck.

We all hear it snap, and my eyes flinch at the horrible death. The man Rueben had flung and the one that was crashed into suddenly rise and make a run for the door.

“Are you going to handle that, or should I?” Josiah asks Rueben, and the latter says, “Please, do the honors.”

Josiah grins and pulls out his gun. He pauses with a frown as two precise shots accurately take down his targets, putting bullet holes in the back of their heads.

He looks blankly at Tanner, who has pulled the trigger.

“What?” Tanner smirks, tucking the gun back into his pants.

“You just had to ruin this for me, didn't you?” Josiah scoffs and shakes his head.

Rueben rushes over to me, and the others all follow behind him.

I collapse in his arms as he hugs me tightly, not minding how soaking wet I am.

“I’m so sorry, Amelia. I should never have reacted the way I did. I’m so sorry,” he says over and over again, kissing the side of my head.

He pulls away, only to be replaced by Josiah and immediately after, Tanner. The guys gently help me up.

“Can you walk?” Rueben asks in concern, and I nod.

“They know,” I say. “The location of the stash.”

They nod but don’t say a word.

“Have you not heard what I said? They know where the money is, and you need to go there now if you plan to get it,” I say loudly, frustrated by their refusal to acknowledge what I’ve said.

“We heard you, but we aren’t going anywhere. We should’ve taken better care of you before, but we didn’t. And now that we’ve got you back, nothing is more important to us,” Tanner says.

I choke back a sob as his words wash through me. Still, I can’t let those bastards get it.

“I know you want to stay with me, but I would feel better if they didn’t get the money. They don’t deserve to get any part of it, not after all the disgusting things they’ve done. Not after my dad’s sacrifice.”

The guys look at each other and nod. “Fine, we’ll go together. I don’t think I ever want to let you out of my sight again,” Rueben says.

I fight back the blush. Now’s not the time for any of that.

“Good. I gave them slightly off coordinates so they won’t find it, but it’s only a matter of time before they figure it out. We need to get in, get the stash, and clean it out before Flames of Hell gets there.”

“I'm calling my guys for backup,” Tanner says.

“Good idea,” Rueben replies. “We'll go in two delivery vans. It'll be less conspicuous.”

We look at each other, knowing this is it.


Chapter 26

Rueben

I wrap the blanket tightly over Amelia as Tanner drives to the location she’d mentioned. I pull her to me to warm her up when she shakes.

“I’m so sorry for everything you've been through,” I say, sighing deeply.

She shakes her head. “It’s not your fault. I was angry and I made a terrible decision. I shouldn’t have tried to leave after things turned out the way they did. I do trust you guys, more than I should, considering what little I know about you. I hope you know that.”

I smile at her. “I’m glad to hear that. Also, I want you to know that what happened today wasn’t your fault. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Flames of Hell are a ruthless bunch, and they always make sure to get whoever stands in their way. As far as they were concerned, that was you. They had already found out where we lived.”  

“You’re all right,” Josiah says to her with a wide smile. “That's all that matters.” 

“Yeah,” Tanner chips in without taking his eyes off the road.      

“After we found out you were missing, we hurried out to search for you, but we were ambushed by them. They’d been waiting for us to come out so they could take us out,” I say to her.

“Cowards,” she grumbles, and we smile. She really is perfect.

“Yes, they’re indeed cowards. But I hope you know now that they would have made an attempt on you even if you had remained in your room,” Josiah says.

She nods and rests her head on my shoulder, nuzzling against me.

“I’m sorry the conversation about the baby didn’t go as well as you had hoped it would. I want you to know that we had only been thinking about how to protect you, and that was the only reason we responded that way,” I explain honestly.

“I know that now. I should have asked more questions so that you could have explained to me exactly what was happening, instead of jumping to conclusions,” she says apologetically, but I shake my head.

“No, if anyone should be apologetic or should’ve been clearer, it’s us. We were the ones who should have explained to you why we reacted that way, and why we were more interested in the stash instead of the baby,” Tanner says.

“And now?”

I eye her in confusion. “Now what?”

“The baby. What do you feel?”

Her voice is small, and I can see the damage that our actions caused, even now that we’ve rescued her and tried to make amends. It’s a mistake I’ll atone for until she no longer has any reason to think we don’t care.

“I love you, Amelia. I love you so much that anything that has to do with you will automatically receive the same love.”

She nods, looking a little relieved. She glances at the guys in front, but quickly turns back to me. “I love you too.”

I smile as my heart thumps in my chest. It’s the first time in a long time I’ve cared to give or receive love, and I’m happy.

“We heard that, you know,” Josiah teases, and we all chuckle. 

“So, you’re really pregnant?” I ask, although I already know it to be true. I can’t believe we’ll be welcoming a life together, all four of us.

“I am.” She looks away, and her cheeks turn red in embarrassment. “Although I can’t tell whose child it is.”

I take her small hands in my large ones, smiling at the contrast. “It doesn’t matter whose child it is. What matters is that we love you, and we will never let you or the baby come to harm ever again.”

I press a kiss to her lips, and she reciprocates, wrapping her hand around my arm. “I’m glad. I love you, Rueben.”

Her declaration of love is like music to my ears, and I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing it.

“I love you too.” I repeat the words, meaning them just as much as I did the first time I uttered them. I reach down to her stomach and caress it gently, smiling up at her.    

“You guys do realize that we’re literally right here, right?” Tanner says amid laughs. 

“I love you too, Tanner.” Amelia laughs, “You too, Josiah. I love all of you guys. And I love our baby as well.”  

“We do too. The four of us made life, and we will all take care of it,” I promise. 

The van comes to a stop in front of a small, abandoned house. Tanner’s men don't take long to arrive in an identical van.

I look around and smile. There was no way we would ever have suspected that this was where he hid the cash. It’s a location he’s never mentioned to any of us before, and I suspect he did the same with the police.

“All right, let’s get this quick and try to be out of here as soon as we can. Flames of Hell will be here soon, and we need to make sure that they arrive at an empty house,” I order, walking towards the house.

Cautiously, we look around the surrounding area, making sure there are no surprises waiting for us when we walk inside.

Tanner’s men stand guard to be sure we're not ambushed.

We get in and search around. There are very few places the cash could be, as the house is almost bare of any furniture.

“Perhaps you should stay outside,” I say to Amelia as I sweep away cobwebs with my hands.

She shakes her head. “No way. If my father hid it, I might be able to help find it. A little dust and cobwebs will do me no harm.”

We search through the shelves and underneath the bed, hitting the walls to look for any places that might be hollow, but we come up empty. Just as we are about to give up, we hear Amelia’s excited shout.

We run towards the tiny room that appears to be a study and see her crouched underneath a table. She looks back at us excitedly and pulls up a plank to reveal a small opening.

“Ha! Of course he would think to do that. Such a smart man,” Tanner says excitedly, running towards Amelia to plant a kiss on her lips.

“All right, let’s clean out the place quickly,” I say, getting back to business.

Tanner calls in his men, and they come around with the van to help.

We do it as fast as we can, leaving the space with no trace of our presence, and hurriedly get into the car.

We peel out just as we hear the sounds of bikes in the distance.

You lose, Flames of Hell.


Chapter 27

Amelia

The drive home is filled with celebration, and the air is much lighter than it had been on our way to the place. However, there's a certain feeling in the air I can’t pinpoint, a feeling that says this isn’t the end.

“Will they be coming after us?” I ask, wanting to confirm what I fear.

Although I didn’t have much experience with gangs prior to all of this, I’ve done enough research on them to know that they never let things go. At least, not without a fight.

Looks pass between them, and I’m suddenly uncomfortable. What does this mean for us?

Flames of Hell is the most feared gang around, and there’s a reason why. With more members than any of the others put together and no moral compass whatsoever, they have dominated the others using fear and terror.

“You can tell me. I just want to know what to expect,” I say when they remain silent.

Tanner sighs and looks at Rueben, who nods. “There is a fight coming, and it’s unavoidable. We have to finish what we started if we ever plan to live peacefully.”

“It’s the only way to make sure that we aren’t completely flushed out one after the other. They won’t stop until they destroy us, or at least make sure that those who are left are placed in even worse oppression than before with no means of fighting back. We can’t let them recover before launching another attack,” Rueben says. His face shows that he fully intends to ensure that Flames of Hell never recovers, even if it means putting his life at risk.

I bite back my gasp. I can't picture life without all three of them in it. They have come to mean much more to me than anyone has in many years, and I can’t bear losing them.

Rueben reaches out to me from his seat in front and taps my hand consolingly.

“You have nothing to worry about. We intend to be in your life and the life of our child for as long as you’ll have us. Nothing will stop that from happening. You can bank on that.”

His words offer me very little comfort. I can't be fully comforted until all is done and they return to me.

“Don’t worry. We won’t leave you all alone. Josiah will stay here with you to keep you company, and we will return to you as soon as we’re done.”

Rueben kisses me goodbye and steps out the door. Tanner follows suit with a lingering kiss.

“When I return, there’s something I want to talk to you about. I have so much to apologize for and so much to confess.”

My heart beats quickly at his words as he leaves, throwing me a wink over his shoulder.

What else would he have to confess other than his love for me?

The possibility of a love confession fills me with hope as I stare at the door. I press my hand to my heart in hope.

They will return to me.

Josiah plops down on the sofa beside me. “How do you feel?”

I shrug. “There are so many emotions flowing through me, I don’t know which one to focus on.”

“I understand,” he groans as he spreads his legs, moving lower in the seat. “You’ve been through a lot today, and even now, you can’t rest until you know that they're safe.”

I nod. “That’s exactly it.”

We sit in silence for a moment before he turns to me, staring into my eyes. “Listen. About earlier. I should have spoken up and gotten him to stop. It just felt like the only way to keep you safe, and with the news of the baby, we were more desperate and quite honestly shocked.”

I laugh. “Imagine how I felt when I used the test strip and it turned positive.”

“Speaking of the test strip, how did you manage to get one?”

I blush in guilt. “I bought it when I went out with Tanner to get tacos.”

So, he didn’t tell them after all.

“I see.”

I move to get up. “I’m exhausted. I think I should take a shower and get some rest.”

His hand shoots out and he grabs me. “Wait, before you go, there’s something I want to tell you.”

I frown and sit back. “What is it?”

He scratches the back of his neck and clears his throat before speaking.

“I don’t know how to say this, since it’s not an area I have ever been good at, so I’m just going to spit it out,” he rambles nervously.

“I, erm…” he chokes on his words as he stares into my eyes.

I feel like I know exactly what he wants to say to me, and I suddenly have butterflies in my stomach. He'd said it back in the van, Tanner too, but I guess that was said out of sheer excitement. This time, he's a lot more serious.

“I love you, Amelia,” he says sharply, and my heart skips for a second.

“I can’t say exactly when it began, but I know what I felt the first time I saw you, and every day since then.”

He takes my hand, and I swallow loudly as he combs his fingers through my fiery red hair.

“I know what I feel now, and although I’m not an expert in feelings, I can say that I love you wholeheartedly. I love you, and I promise to protect you every day of my life until the day I take my last breath.” He grins widely, and I find myself blushing.

“That includes the baby, if you’ll both have me in your life. I never want what happened today to ever happen again. I never want to feel so devastated that it feels like I can’t breathe or function properly ever again.”

I gasp. Those were words I never thought I would be hearing from him. I smile a watery smile, fighting back the tears that threaten to ruin the moment. I’ve never felt more love than I do now, and it’s a relief to know that our babies will have such wonderful fathers.

“I love you too, Josiah. Of course, we’ll be honored to have you in our lives.”

I jump into his arms, sighing when he wraps his arms around me and pulls me even closer to himself.

“Oh, and one more thing. All of this we have done and are doing, it’s not only a way to punish Flames of Hell for their crimes, but we’re also doing it to avenge your father. He was a wonderful man and he treated us well. It’d be a shame if his death was in vain.

“Thank you,” I say, hugging him once more. My dad had been right to take them under his wing.


Chapter 28

Tanner

Taking up an operation to destroy a large gang like Flames of Hell isn’t as easy as one might think. However, when you have the proper motivation, such as the love of your life being kidnapped by said gang, it becomes a walk in the park.

And when her father, who turns out to be the most important man in your life, dies to make sure they don’t get away with their crimes, it serves as a lot more motivation, and is likely to make the job much easier than it originally would have been otherwise.

It’s been a long time since we began planning the downfall of Flames of Hell; however, I had taken a special interest in it a long time ago.

Before we left the location of the stash, I'd planted explosives in the building, and they were set to go off moments after we left. This means that most of the Flames of Hell men are either dead or injured.

Planting a mole in the gang had been the first step, and it had made things much easier than they would have been if we were going in blind.

Flames of Hell had been so confident in the strength of their numbers that they never suspected there could ever be someone among them who could ruin them from the inside out.

Taking out the leader of Flames of Hell would have been an almost impossible task if it weren’t for this.

“They’re all out like a light.” I read the text again. Simple, and yet, the one thing I have desired for so long. Now that the leaders of Flames of Hell have been drugged by my mole, it’s only a matter of time before the whole thing crumbles.

“My man on the inside has the Flames of Hell leaders tied up somewhere,” I say to Rueben, beaming with pride.

“How did he manage to pull that off?” Wonder flickers in Rueben's gaze. “Who is he?”

“You'll see,” I say to him, leading the way.

We drive to the location and I park outside. It is an abandoned building.

“This is the place?” he asks, looking at the building, and I nod.

We step out of the car and head straight inside, where we're greeted by Shane Deacon, son of Alfred Deacon, leader of the Flames of Hell gang.

“Are you kidding me?” Rueben looks impressed.

I’m pleased. It’s hard to impress Rueben.

“They were having a meeting. They thought they were getting the stash for sure, so they wanted to celebrate. It was easy to drug the alcohol. They’re all tied up for you, boss Tanner,” Shane explains.

“Mr. Smith,” I correct him. “You’ve done well.”

“That man deserves to die slowly for what he did to me,” Shane says, his anger evident in his voice.

I smile sympathetically, seeing myself in the younger man.

Shane’s mom was also a drug addict. She was a prostitute who Deacon used at will only to throw out once he got bored, not knowing she was pregnant. She also sold Shane to his father for a brick of cocaine.

Only Deacon was such a sadistic bastard that he fed her the entire brick in one go right in front of Shane, and had him stay in the room and watch his mom die. He was little, and he blamed the man for the death of his mother.

Shane was more than willing to put an end to Deacon.

I suddenly remember how my path crossed with Rueben's.

Slim Tee happened to be in the way of Rueben’s territory acquisition, and when Rueben came to clear him out, he put up a fight. As his best fighter at the time, I’d been brought forward to fight Rueben. It was the first time in a long time that I’d known fear.

I had never faced an opponent like Rueben before. His speed, tactics, and strength were really a thing of marvel.

In Slim Tee's office, he beat the living daylights out of me. Rueben had a misunderstanding with Slim Tee, and for some reason, he had come by the office to settle things. But things got heated and a fight ensued.

Slim Tee asked me to fight Rueben because he'd taken out all the other men with his bare hands. I had watched him beat them up without breaking a sweat, so I knew fighting him was suicide, but I attempted it anyway.

Rueben, despite having beaten me black and blue, said that he admired my skills and potential. He offered me a chance to join him.

Without hesitation, I turned on Slim Tee and beat him to death with my bare hands.

Rueben smiles as he walks toward the tied-up leaders of Flames of Hell. They had been drugged in order to be tied up, but are awake now, just unable to move and with their mouths gagged.

“Your biggest mistake was touching Amelia,” he says. He has that blank look in his dark eyes again. I know they’re all going to die painfully.

He lifts Deacon by the collar and slams him hard on the ground before he sits on him and begins to pound his head into the ground.

Fear is written all over the faces of the others as they await their fates. Jared in particular, considering he pisses himself. He’s next up after Deacon, after all.

I want some of the action, and I've got bigger fish to fry: The corrupt police officers that Flames of Hell has been working with all this time. Those responsible for sweeping their atrocities under the rug. They were the ones who the meeting was called for.

I take a chair and set it before them as I sit down with crossed legs.

“Gentlemen. Hello.” I greet them with a devilish grin. “I ask for your attention, although I know you are distracted by what is happening behind me. It's quite disturbing, I know. With any luck, I might ensure that you all don't meet the same fate as those unfortunate people behind me. Well…” I sigh. “That all depends on how you cooperate. Do I have your attention now?”

They nod pathetically.

“Great! Let's discuss.”

..…………

It’s two long days before Rueben and I drive home. He killed all of the leaders of Flames of Hell, making sure they suffered before dying, and I handled all the corrupt cops.

The only cop I ever respected was the one who treated me with the same respect, despite not having a need to.

He had been more like family to me than anyone else has ever been, and I could not thank him enough for that. It’s too bad he’s not present to witness how things have changed.

I struck a deal with the cops. Since Sins of Man is taking over Flames of Hell's territory, we are basically replacing them. So I told the cops to just continue working with us instead.

I even sweetened the deal in exchange for having them accept us killing the guy who shot Captain. The police were happy to just continue. It didn't matter which individuals they were working with if the benefits were the same. They had no loyalty to Flames of Hell, just to the deal.

I worked very hard, and it was all to make sure we can be happy with Amelia. I have never felt so much fear and rage as I did when I saw what they'd done to her. Crazy as it sounds… I fucking love her.

It’s been a grueling two days, knowing that the only thing I want to do is to lay in her arms and confess my love for her, and yet being unable to do so because there were matters to attend to.

I park the car carelessly in the driveway and we get out, hurrying inside. With the shooting at the safe house and no longer having to be in hiding, we have moved to a better place, where we can all be comfortable and begin a new life.

Josiah welcomes Rueben and I. Amelia is in Rueben’s room as usual. I look at them and sigh heavily. They know that I want to confess my feelings, and they both pat my shoulders.

“Tell her, man,” Rueben says to me with an encouraging smile.

I exhale sharply and head to her room. I have never been this scared of losing someone before, and this is proof that truly, I'm falling for her.

“Amelia,” I knock softly on the door and smile when it opens.

She’s wearing Josiah’s shirt and rubbing her eyes sleepily.

“Is it over?” she asks. “Where’s Rueben?”

Amelia rushes into my arms and I catch her.

“It's over,” I say to her as I rub her red hair gently. “Rueben’s back too.”

She sighs with relief and pulls out of my embrace to look at me.

“I’ve been waiting for you so we could have that talk,” she says, smiling up at me.

I return her smile and walk her backward until she’s sitting on the bed. I sit beside her with barely any space between us.

“Firstly, I’m sorry for treating you the way that I did. I can't tell you how much it has bugged me, even if I was doing it to ensure your safety,” I say, mentally facepalming when the words come out slightly defensive.

She smiles despite that. “I’ve forgiven you already. You don’t need to apologize.”

“Thank you, but I did need to. I should never have made you feel that way.”

I feel my heart racing, and my brain is threatening to leave me hanging. My words are gradually failing me, but I fight to stay as focused as possible.

This is by far the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I can battle a whole gang all by myself without stressing over it, but here I am unable to say three little words.

I wonder how Josiah and Rueben were able to do this. Yes, I had told her back when we were driving to the location of the stash, but it was different then. I need to man up and get this done once and for all.

“Also, I…”

She holds my hands, and suddenly everything feels a lot better. Her smile melts my heart. I say the words effortlessly, damning whatever might come after.

“I love you so much, Amelia, and I want to spend the rest of my life taking care of you and making you happy.”

Her eyes light up.

“I promise I’ll never let anyone disturb our peace ever again or put you in a situation where you can't freely do as you please.”

“Thank you, Tanner.”

Her eyes are bright as she smiles at me. It’s the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen on her face, and my lips spread to copy hers.

“I love you too.”


Epilogue

Amelia      

“Welcome home.”

I grin as I take in the large welcome home sign in front of the house and the beautiful smiles on their faces. This is more than I could ever have asked for.

“Thank you.”

“Nonsense. You never have to thank us for anything. It should be us thanking you for coming into our lives and making it complete,” Josiah says, carrying my bags into the house.

I stayed in the hospital for two weeks, although I would’ve much preferred to return earlier. The guys had been so worried and unbending in their decision to have me stay back under the doctor’s watchful eyes after a tiring twelve hours of labor.

I’d agreed to their demands because I didn’t want to worry them. Now that I’m home, I’m happy and excited to be with my men once again, without the curious eyes of the hospital staff watching us in confusion.

Tanner had found it amusing how perplexed they were by our relationship, going out of his way to confuse them even further.

Rueben had been the most reserved of the bunch, constantly asking if I was okay and watching over me in case I needed anything.

Josiah, on the other hand, had been more relaxed and sometimes a mixture of the others.

“Come in, you shouldn’t stay standing for too long,” Rueben says, adjusting Layla’s head on his shoulder as he takes my hand and pulls me towards the sofa.

I roll my eyes as I follow after him, although I must admit that sitting does feel good.

Tanner comes in with Logan, and grins when he sees me slightly dozing off.

“Guess you were tired after all,” he says.

“I admit that I am,” I return his grin and laugh tiredly.

“Come on. You need to go to bed,” he says, leading me to the bedroom.

I follow him and lie on the bed, with the guys sitting close to me.

“Don’t worry yourself and sleep. We will watch over Layla and Logan for you. You can continue being the princess you’ve always been,” Tanner says.

“All right, it’s my turn to carry the twins. You can’t just hoard them,” Josiah says, surprising me with a pout. He turns to me and grins. “Maybe you should have had three so we could each have one.”

Rueben smacks him on the arm before handing Layla over to him. “The kids are all ours, so there’s no need to feel left out. It’s like we decided, we will not get a DNA test because there’s no need for that.”

“Yes, we love our babies just as we love you, and we always will. Nothing else matters as long as we continue to have you all in our lives,” Josiah says.

I smile sleepily. Weeks before my birth and immediately after I gave birth to the twins, I’d asked the guys if they were curious to find out whose babies they were, but they had given me the same answer on both occasions.

“We’ll raise them together without finding out whose they are. We don’t need that to love you or them.” Tanner flashes a smile at me.

True to their word, they’d asked that Burke be written as the babies' last name.

“Thanks, guys. I love you all so much,” I say, yawning.

“All right, that’s our cue.”

The guys place kisses on my head as Rueben herds them out the door, leaving me alone to have a blissful sleep.

The end.
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Chapter One

Liz

I'm so fucked!

The wind blows my blonde hair into my face and I bat my lashes, trying to avoid getting strands in my eyes. I squint, not just because of my hair, but also because of the harshness of the cold wind attacking my eyes.

My phone is held up to my ear and the howling of the wind synchronizes with the beeps in my ear, telling me that my cousin's number is still unavailable.

It was unavailable the first time I called it. It was disconnected the second time as well, but hey, the third time's the charm, right?

Wrong. Obviously not the charm. Still can't reach my cousin.

I think I might have underpacked. It's not like I didn’t check to know that it was snowing. I did, but faced with the situation of my father setting up an engagement party to announce my marriage without my knowledge, it makes sense that I couldn’t pack properly while making a desperate escape and running away from home.

Trying Sophie’s number again doesn’t change the outcome. She’s still unreachable.

“You gotta be kidding me!” I grumble under my breath. This situation is starting to make me worried. What am I supposed to do if I'm not able to reach her?

I sigh softly. I guess this is one of the downsides of being an independent person.

Instinctively, I reach up to brush the snowflakes off of my hair and I feel the icy stings as they melt beneath the warmth of my fingers.

The whistling wind is fierce, howling in my ears as I stand by the sidewalk, alone. I'm not even dressed for the cold. Fuck!

The snow falls in a delicate dance around me, and my breath forms misty clouds in the frosty air. As the numbing cold seeps through my bones, I feel acute regret for my choice of wardrobe. I’m wearing a cute fleece coat over my nice, thigh-length pleated skirt.

At least I have knee-high boots on…

A shiver runs through me as I reflexively pull my coat tightly around my slender frame, seeking refuge from the wind.

My skirt is flailing, dancing to the rhythm of the wind, and my feet are hurting in my boots.

I could have gone to Emily's or Audrey's, but those girls have a really strong influence on me. And not the good kind. I’m prone to making bad choices when I hang out with them.

My parents don't like them and they believe that Audrey and Emily are the reason for my irresponsibility. My mom always says that I lack the ability to think for myself or make my own decisions.

It’s part of the reason why they think they can just sell me off in an arranged marriage for business profit and tell me they’re doing what’s best for me.

Well, they’ve got another think coming.

I don't even know who the guy I’m supposed to marry is. I only know that he's a spoiled rich guy from an affluent family.

I won’t reach out to my friends because this is me trying to turn a new leaf just like my cousin Sophie, who is actually the reason I'm standing out here.

If Sophie could do it, so can I.

Emily and Audrey are party girls and they influenced me into joining the lifestyle. It was fun at first, clubbing, drinking, and dancing away our sadness…living life on the edge.

Recently, though, I have been having the urge to do more with my life, and Sophie was my inspiration. She has left her rich family and is thriving in the city, all by herself without having to depend on her parents for anything.

Now, that's the life I want. A life of independence, a life that commands respect.

I decided to turn over a new leaf, not to impress my parents, but because I realized that I needed to do something better with my time.

I have to prove to everyone and to myself that I can be my own boss. That there's more to me than just partying with friends.

And who is better to teach me than someone who hails from a family like mine and still figured out how to thrive on her own?

“Come on, Sophie,” I mumble to myself, standing under the soft glow of a streetlamp. “I need you now.” I try calling her one more time and still get the same result. “Shit.”

I pick up my small backpack and fling it over my shoulder. With my petite frame, one might mistake me for a high school girl returning from school.

I spot a bar up ahead and decide to go get a drink…just one, of course, just enough to keep me warm.

I push the door open and the wind whistles past my ear one last time before as I walk inside. It is noisy here, people are laughing and talking at different tables.

I let the door close behind me and head up to the bartender at the counter. I pull up a stool and mount it, dropping my backpack at my feet.

“Strawberry-coconut daiquiri, please, and a shot of vodka for warmth,” I say to the bartender and text Sophie seconds after that.

“Hey Sophie, it’s Liz. I’m stranded! Please call me as soon as you get this.”

“Waiting for someone?” A husky voice speaks beside me, and I turn to see who it belongs to.

He's a fine young man, handsome with a dreamy smile. He’s wearing a black jacket over a pair of black pants that look expensive. He has a golden Rolex on as well.

The man places his elbow on the countertop and leans against it, flashing a flirtatious grin at me.

“Please don't tell me he stood you up,” he adds.

“And what makes you think it's a ‘he’?” I ask, trying to frown at him, but he is just too cute to be angry with.

“My bad.” He laughs lightly. “I clearly shouldn't have jumped to conclusions.”

“Yeah, you shouldn't have.” I fake a smile even though deep down, it is genuine.

“So.” He pulls a stool and sits next to me. “The usual, Martin,” he says to the bartender after the man places my order on the countertop in front of me.

He's obviously a regular here.

“Tell me. Why did she stand you up?” He looks right at me.

“I never told you that it was a ‘she’,” I say to him.

“Oh, that's how you want to play this, eh?”

For some reason, I find his response actually funny, and I laugh.

“Hmm. Mhm,” I nod.

“Okay then.” He chuckles. “I'm Liam.” He reaches out for a handshake.

I hesitate for a second before taking his hand. “Elizabeth.”

“Well, Elizabeth. It's nice to meet a beauty such as you.” Liam smirks.

“Does this usually work?” I ask.

“What's that?”

“This line,” I reply. “I bet you've used it on several girls in this very bar.”

He laughs. “Do you want to wager on that?”

I scoff and chug a cup of vodka like it is a cup of orange juice. I see his expression. He’s clearly surprised, but I ignore him.

“Impressive,” he says.

He's impressed me. I was waiting for him to talk about how I'm a lady, and hence society requires me to act in a certain way, especially when it comes to alcohol.

I feel a lot warmer now, and a lot better.

The bartender returns with Liam's order. It’s a regular beer. No wonder he's impressed by what I just did.

“Sure that isn’t going to be too much?” He smiles at me.

“I drink responsibly,” I say to him.

“I wouldn't have it any other way,” he says and takes a swig of beer. “So, what brings you to this part of town? Oh, wait, don't answer that.” He looks at me. “Let me guess. You're out jogging.”

I chortle, he wasn't entirely off track.

“It depends. Am I running away from something or toward something?”

He sighs. “In my experience, it's always both.”

“How so?” I inquire, indulging him since my curiosity is piqued.

“You’re running away from a problem and at the same time, running toward something. It's simple cause and effect.” He smiles. “Plus, everyone in here is running away from something. For instance.” He subtly points in the direction of a very fat man sitting in a corner behind me.

“That's Gary. He always comes here at this time of the day to get away from his wife.” Then he nods toward a slender young woman, probably in her late twenties or early thirties.

“That's Lucy. Got divorced two years ago and lost custody of her two sons, so she comes here every evening to get away from her loneliness.” He pauses, then continues by saying to me, “What are you running away from?”

“You're here too, aren't you?” I raise my brows. “Which means you're running away from something as well. Tell me yours, and I might consider telling you mine.” I sip my drink.

“Quid pro quo, huh?”

I shrug my shoulders.

“If you insist,” he says. “Two months ago, I was supposed to be married…”

Marriage? God, no! Right now, I despise the sound of that word.

He continues, “...but three weeks before the wedding, my fiancée…”

“Let me guess, she was crazy,” I interrupt him sarcastically.

Of course he's going to give me some sad story about how his fiancée broke his heart, blah blah blah. I know his type and I find them repulsive. Tricking naive girls into falling for them with some sob story of how they were hurt in the past, to incite pity just so they could fuck them.

I manage to hide my sudden disgust.

“No,” he replies.

No? What do you mean ‘no’?

He sighs. “She wasn’t crazy. I cheated on her.”

“Okay, I'll be honest. I didn't see that coming,” I confess.

“Yeah. I fucked up. And I did it with my best friend, the one who was supposed to be her maid of honor.”

“What?” Surprise flickers in my gaze. “I never would have thought of that.”

“To make matters worse, she caught us in the act. Red-handed.” He empties the bottle he's holding into his mouth.

“That's cold, man,” I say.

I want to hit him really hard for doing that to his fiancée even though I've not met her. Poor girl. I feel sorry for her. However, I'm impressed by his honesty. It's not every day you meet people who admit to their fuck ups, especially in relationship matters.

“I already feel bad as it is. Can you stop making me feel worse?” he asks. From the look on my face, he can probably tell that I am disappointed.

But I'm also shocked that he was so open about such a grievous act.

He lifts a second bottle and chugs it.

“Ever since she called off the wedding, I've been coming here every evening, drowning my sorrow at the bottom of this bottle.” He massages his eyeballs. “It's like I said; everybody here has something they're running away from.” He turns some more vodka into his cup and empties it down his throat.

He shakes his head at the effect of the drink and noisily sets the cup back on the countertop.

“So…your turn.”

Now, I feel obligated to spill the truth. What do I have to lose? He's a complete stranger anyway.

“I'm running away from my engagement party.”

By the time I spoke, he had already taken a swig of his beer, and he almost choked on it at my response.

“You're kidding,” he says.

“I wish I was,” I reply and sip my drink. “My daddy set up the party to announce my upcoming marriage, and he did it without consulting me. So, I ran.”

Liam laughs a little. “Let's see,” he says. “I'm here drinking because I want to get married, but I can't, and you're here, drinking because you don't want to get married…but you can.”

“In summary…that's our present reality,” I reply.

“Cheers to that.” He raises his bottle, and I do the same.

We clink our drinks and throw back the contents.

“So, who were you texting?” he asks.

“My cousin,” I respond. “I wanted to come stay with her when I left my house. Now, her number is unavailable.” I sip out of my cup.

I didn't want to bother him with the fact that I am currently stranded, so I left out that part of my story.

“Well, do you have a place to stay?” he asks.

What, are you psychic?

Staring blankly at him, I drift off into my thoughts for a minute. I have some cash with me, so my plan was to find a hotel that wasn’t too expensive. It would absolutely wreck me to dip into my funds to stay at a hotel tonight…but what other choice do I have?

“I take it you don't have a place to stay, then.” His voice was calm and tender.

“Actually, I do.” I lie. While he seems harmless, his questions are beginning to make me guarded.

“Oh, you got someone else you know staying around here?” he pushes some more.

“I'm sure there is a place where I can get a room.” I raise a brow at him, a subtle message that I can handle myself. Truthfully, I do need a place to stay tonight. It’s too late to safely go hotel hunting.

Liam smiles. I know he is thinking the same thing. “Of course. There are tons of them.”

I can sense a “but” coming.

“But you won’t find one tonight,” he says what I was already thinking.

My face falls and Liam sighs, “Look, I know we just met, and asking you to come home with me might sound a little creepy, but I assure you… I just want to help out.”

We remain silent for a while as I think about it. I want to be an independent woman, and that means taking care of myself at all times. Accepting his proposal will go against what I want to stand for.

“You're your own woman, I get that,” he says.

I smile inside, liking the sound of that. It does have a nice ring to it.

He continues. “But staying at my place, at least for tonight, doesn't make you any less independent. Besides, it’ll save you the cost of renting a room for the night.” He shrugs his shoulders at the last statement.

He's sweet in his own way and is obviously not going to stop trying to convince me to go with him.

I glance over him. He really doesn’t seem like a bad guy… and I don’t dislike him.

“What's in it for you?” I ask, already buying the idea.

“The fact that I get to help you out is enough for me.” He beams a smile at me.

With a hidden grin, I ask him, “Are you always this persistent?”

“Only when I want to help.”

He's right about saving up the money for rent, anyway. I think for a while before agreeing to go with him.

“Okay,” I say to him even though I know I sound gullible. “I'll be out of your hair by tomorrow morning, I swear.”

He rises to his feet and smiles at me. I take out my purse and try to pay for my drink, but he tells me that he has it under control.

He pays for the drinks in cash and tips the bartender. Liam leads the way and we go over to his ride.

“You sure you’re good to drive?” I can’t help asking. Sure he seems sober, but I’m shying away from that reckless lifestyle.

Liam chuckles as we approach his car and I see the fancy electric model. “I barely had anything. This baby’s gonna be doing most of the work anyway.”

Seeing how dark it is now, I’m glad I stepped inside earlier. Standing on the sidewalk on a winter night when visibility is much lower than usual would have been dangerous. My senses sharpen as I notice subtle movement in the shadows of an alley. Chills run down my spine.

“Liam, I think there's someone over there,” I say, gripping his arm for reassurance.

“It's just your mind, Liz, there's nothing there,” he replies without even looking, taking out his car keys and pressing it, so his headlights come on as the doors unlock.

Suddenly, out of the darkness of the alley, a figure emerges, his face obscured by a mask. My heart skips as he reaches for his waistband and produces a gun. Adrenaline floods my veins, my mind racing to access the situation.

Shit! We're being robbed.

The masked man points his gun menacingly at us and I find myself wishing I hadn’t spent so much time deliberating. If we had been in the car already, we could have zoomed off, even if it was under gunfire.

“Give me your wallets and your phones, now!” our attacker demands with a low but very threatening voice.

Liam panics as he fumbles to comply. His hands shake while trying to reach for his pockets. He pulls out his wallet and the mugger snatches it before he can fully extend his hand. He looks around nervously, keeping a lookout while Liam whimpers at the violent snatch.

My instincts are screaming at me to flee, but I'm frozen in fear. My hands are trembling as I attempt to take off my backpack.

“Hurry the fuck up!” the assailant thunders, prompting my hands to fearfully drop my backpack.

Both myself and the bad guy look down at the bag, and that split second is all Liam needs. He shoves me forward so that I barrel into the mugger, and dashes for his car in the meantime.

“Take her! I can’t go down like this!” he yells as he slams his foot on the gas with his door still open, his car peeling away loudly.

My breath catches in my throat as I watch Liam abandon me, the roar of his car engine sounding further away with each second.

The mugger wastes no time shoving me away from him, and all I can think about was how I would be dead if this guy was trigger-happy. Liam’s push had caused him to stagger as my body fell into him before he pushed me off.

“Did that fucking coward just…” Even the mugger is in disbelief. His gun is trained on me again as I lie on the ground. I’m shaking like a leaf, knowing how close I had just come to an accidental death. What if the push made the mugger shoot me? Liam hadn’t cared.

The mugger shakes his head and turns back to me. “Looks like your luck sucks,” he says.

As he reaches to pick up my backpack, the sudden sound of sirens and a police car’s headlights shining from behind us makes him jump.

Chapter Two

Scott

In the faintly lit patrol car, I sit behind the wheel, scanning the deserted streets as I slowly drive. The occasional streetlamp outside casts a long shadow across the sidewalks.

“I'm telling you, Sarah is into me, man,” Derek says as he bites on a hamburger, sitting in the front passenger seat of the patrol car.

I smile at his obsession over a woman who I know for sure hates his guts, but Derek doesn't want to accept it. He believes that she adores him but is too shy to come to terms with it.

I'm tired of telling him to move on, that there is no future for the two of them. Since he's choosing to be blind, I'll let him learn the hard way.

“Hmm.” He sighs in satisfaction, munching on the burger, as he enjoys the taste of it in his mouth.

Suddenly, the air crackles and a female voice comes through our radio.

“Dispatch to officer McKinley. Come in.”

I reach for the device resting beside me and with practiced precision, I lift it to my lips.

“This is officer McKinley, patrolling sector five. All quiet on my end. Shift ends soon. All clear for handover. Over.”

Derek pauses the at sound of the voice of the woman he has a huge crush on. He swallows hard, suddenly unnerved.

“Copy that, officer McKinley. Over,” Sarah says and adds almost immediately, “Oh, and Derek…”

His eyes widen as he sits up eagerly.

She continues, “stop sending me flowers at work.”

I turn to him, controlling my urge to laugh.

“Okay, but so we're clear, I can send you flowers at home then, right? Got it.”

“No, no…that's not what I meant.” The words burst from her in a rush.

“I’m not going to stop until you accept me, baby.” Derek wiggles his brows with a smile.

I hear her let out a frustrated groan. “You know what? I can't do this with you right now.” She switches back to cop mode. “Officer McKinley, do keep me posted.”

“Will do, dispatch. Over and out.” I laugh lightly, combing my fingers through my crew-cut brown hair.

The call ends and Derek glowers at me.

“See, I told you. She likes me,” Derek says with his mouth full.

I scoff at him as I slowly drive into the next street. My eyes widen when I see a woman lying shuddering on the ground. She’s being held at gunpoint.

“Shit!” Derek exclaims softly.

Knowing my partner, he didn't exclaim because there is a damsel in distress who needed saving. His exclamation is a testament of his displeasure at the fact that he's having to handle trouble when his shift is almost over.

I turn the siren on and speed up to the scene. The mugger looks in our direction and tries to take off.

Derek might be annoying most times, but he is very athletic and fast. He bolts out of the car before I bring it to a halt.

“Freeze!” he commands as I step out of the vehicle. “Don't you fucking move.”

The mugger stops in his tracks at the sound of the gun being cocked.

“Hands where I can see them.” I walk past Derek with my gun ready to shoot should the mugger try anything stupid.

He raises his hands and I see his pistol.

“Drop the gun,” I instruct him, but he is hesitant.

“You heard the man. Drop the fucking gun!” Derek chips in, still pointing his own weapon at the criminal.

He drops it and I add, “Now, kick it away.” He obeys without turning back to look at us.

“Cuff him,” I say to Derek and he carefully walks over to the mugger while I keep him at gunpoint.

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” Derek reads him his rights as he pulls him down to his knees and cuffs his hands behind him.

I walk over to the girl standing coldly by the wall. Her face is concealed by the shadows at the corner of the building.

“Are you all right, ma'am? Are you hurt?” I ask her with a smile.

As she steps out of the shadows and I see her face, my smile becomes something of a surprised expression. She’s so beautiful.

“I’m fine, thank you,” she replies with a grin that reveals her cute little dimples.

She walks up to me and adjusts her jacket. The girl is petite and lightly tanned. Her brown eyes shimmer golden under the streetlights.

“Hey, Scott!” Derek's voice steals my attention as he halts beside us with the mugger in his hold. “What do I do with this guy?”

I forcibly pull the mask off his face and my countenance falls.

“He's just a kid,” Derek declares, as surprised as I am.

The boy is no more than seventeen years old. He has a big build that can make one think he's an adult until they don't see his face.

I sigh and shake my head. “What's your name, kid?”

“Matt…Matt Franklin,” he stutters.

“All right, Matt. You're in trouble now, you know that, right?” I ask, detesting the fact that a kid his age was involved in something like this.

“Oh, man, mom's going kill me,” he grumbles. “I wasn't going to shoot her, I swear. The gun's not even real,” he confesses.

Derek takes the weapon and examines it for a while.

“It's plastic,” he says to me. “Fake.”

“You tried to rob me with a plastic gun? You've got some nerve, kid.” The girl frowns at him and I can tell that she's pissed.

“I'm sorry. I just needed some money,” he pleads.

“Then get a job, asshole.” Derek taps the back of his head.

“Gimme your phone,” I say to him, but he shrugs to remind me that he's cuffed and can't move.

I search him and take out his phone. I hit the power button and the screen lights up, but I don't have access.

“Password,” I request.

“Fuck you.”

“Excuse me?” My brows rise and I almost punch him in the face.

Derek, however, slaps him on the back of his head again.

“That's the password!” he yells, “The password is ‘fuck you’.”

“Oh,” Derek says as I type it in. It opens.

“I'm calling your mother,” I say, scrolling through his contacts and he immediately panics.

“No, please don't. I'm begging you. She'll kill me!”

“Oh, is that so?” Derek is sarcastic. “Then you’ll have to come with us to the precinct.”

“Take him away,” I say and Derek nudges him forward.

“Move your ass, boy.”

“Does this mean you're not going to call my mom?” the kid asks as Derek forces him into the back of the car and slams the door shut.

“Is this the part where you ask me to come with you to the precinct so you can take my statement?” she asks.

I smile. “I'm definitely going to have to take your statement, but coming with us to the precinct is your choice. Do you want to come with us?”

She looks at me and says, “I'm good, thanks.”

“Scott, you coming?” Derek asks me.

“I’ll meet you back at the precinct,” I reply and he circles over to the driver's seat.

I watch him drive away with the red and blue lights flickering in the darkness of the night.

“So, I guess we're doing this now,” she says to me.

She's shivering from the cold and maybe hasn't recovered from the experience, even though she now knows it was a boy that almost made away with her stuff…with a plastic gun.

“Yes, we are. Remember, it was your choice to stay here,” I reply. She probably would have been more comfortable in the warmth of the precinct.

She sighs. “All right. Let's just get this over with.” Her soft brown eyes go to the ground.

“What's your name?” I ask, taking out a notepad.

“Liz… I mean, Elizabeth. Elizabeth Jones. Everyone calls me Liz.”

“Any ID for me to look at?”

She reaches for her purse and takes out her ID before flashing it at me. I glance at the photo on the ID. She looks a bit younger but it’s her all right. I take a moment to look her over. She’s adorable, if I’m being honest. She’s five foot five, lightly tanned, with dimples, and blonde hair that falls in ringlets. Maybe it’s because she’s small, but I feel myself getting a bit protective.

“Okay.” I scribble her full name down on the notepad. “Liz— I can call you Liz, right?”

She squeezes out a smile and I continue.

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Err… I was having a drink at the bar.” She points toward the building. “This guy walks up to me, we talked, and were heading to his car when the incident happened,” she explains.

“This guy you mentioned, where is he now?” I ask.

“He left me and ran away.”

I pause, a bit pissed. “He ran?” I ask, needing to be sure that I heard her correctly.

“Yes.”

“Okay. One last question so you can be on your merry way,” I say to her after noticing that she's freezing and is obviously tired of my questions. “What's your address?”

She goes silent for a moment.

She's thinking about her reply, which means that she's about to either tell a lie or conceal the truth.

“Uhm…” she swipes a hand over her blonde hair and scratches her scalp for a moment.

I've been in the line of work for a long time, and I can tell when someone is stalling.

“I uh…” She swallows. “I’m sort of new in town, so I don't have an address for now. But I'll find a place to stay for tonight.”

“So, you're stranded?” I ask, concern coloring my gaze.

“Yeah…something like that,” she drawls lazily. “I was supposed to stay with my cousin when I got here, but I can’t reach her.” She blows warm air into her palms.

It's freezing out here and she's shivering.

“Do you know where she lives?” I probe.

She looks almost sheepish when she shakes her head. “I know she lives in the city,” she offers.

I hold back from wiping a hand down my face. “Why would you come here without knowing where your cousin lives? What if she couldn’t accommodate you?”

She’s almost pouting with remorse at this point. “I have money. I was going to get a place to stay after tonight.” Her voice is small.

I sigh deeply. I didn’t mean to make her feel worse. “Okay, how about a hotel? The nearest one is still another couple of miles from here, but I can drop you off,” I say to her.

She glances up at me for a second and then looks away. I don’t think she likes my idea. I press my lips together, watching as she shifts from foot to foot nervously.

“Maybe I should have gone to the precinct after all. Homeless people and drunks get to sleep in a cell right? That’s where you put people who’re too drunk to give you info, isn’t it? Maybe you could just pretend I’m one of those folks,” she suggests.

I balk at her words.

“I can’t do that.” Damn.

“Oh, okay,” she mumbles.

“You could crash at my place for the night,” I offer, unable to leave her stranded like this.

I see the hesitation in her eyes after my proposal. It is evident that she wants to come, but I think she's afraid. I guess she has every right to be.

“The last guy that offered me a place for the night ran off on me when that mugger attacked,” she says.

Oh, so that's why she followed him to his car. Makes sense.

I understand now why she's skeptical. She's young and beautiful, and naive too. I can't leave her in the street like this, not in this cold weather. I couldn't live with myself if I did that.

“I'm a cop. You're safe with me,” I promise.

She's wary and hesitant, but I promise that I won’t leave without her.

“It's cold out here, Liz. Let me help you.”

She ponders that for a while before she gives in.

“Okay. But I promise that I'll be out of your hair by tomorrow morning.”

“All right.”

I lead the way and she follows behind me.

“Aren't you supposed to report back to the precinct or something?” she asks.

“Don't worry about that.” I smile at her and take out my phone.

I dial Derek's number and ask him to cover for me with our shift commander because I can't make it back to the precinct tonight.

“See,” I say, hanging up my phone. “All taken care of.”

She smiles faintly.

“You're in luck,” I say to her.

“How so?” she asks.

“My place is just down the street. It’s a couple of blocks from here.”

She grins at me, but I can tell that she's not comfortable. The jacket she's wearing doesn't seem to be shielding her from the cold.

I unzip mine and stop before her, prompting her to look at me suspiciously.

“Relax.” I grin. “It's just my jacket.”

I fix my eyes on her to help calm her down as I gently put the jacket over her shoulders.

“There.” I step away from her and move on.

She slips into the jacket and rushes to catch up with me.

We get to my place and we climb up the short flight of stairs to the penthouse after leaving the elevator. I say to her, “Brace yourself. I live with my brother.

Her eyes widen and I hurry to reassure her. “But don't worry, he's the easygoing one of us. You two will get along just fine.”

My voice bounces back against the walls as I talk.

We get to the door and the moment I open it, we're greeted by the sound of a video game. My brother’s not alone. Our friend and neighbor, Lucas Abenson is with him. They are busy watching the screen with their fingers darting across the controllers.

I call out to them ,but they are too engrossed to hear my voice.

“Guys!” I speak louder and the game immediately pauses this time.

“Hey, bro!” Callum says, turning back to look at me. “Oh shit!” He rises off the couch at the sight of Liz.

Her eyes widen at the sight of him as well and I smile lightly. Yeah… that’s usually the reaction.

My younger brother, Callum McKinley, looks a lot like me. Tall, tan, and wearing my whole face. He’s covered in lean muscle, has long hair, and eyes that are a softer blue than mine. A combination that gets him all the ladies… which is something I don’t share with him.

“Oh. You brought a… friend.” Lucas turns as well, his usual broody expression tinged with slight confusion as he sets eyes on the girl with me. I understand his confusion. Apart from me never bringing women home, she’s quite young. Not exactly up my alley.

Lucas Abenson is equally tall and muscular, but he's lightly tanned with a pair of green eyes and very light blonde hair.

“Guys, this is Liz. Liz, meet my brother, Callum, and our neighbor slash friend, Lucas.”

“Nice to meet you, Liz,” Callum says, friendly as always. He offers her his hand to shake.

When it gets to Lucas, however, he just eyes Liz. “Lucas Abenson. The neighbor,” he says.

Liz balks a bit at Lucas’s frosty introduction.

“And I'm Callum,” my brother says, dramatically sketching a bow. “At your service, ma'am.”

Liz stands there, blushing and smiling. I can tell that she's feeling a bit more at ease now. Callum tends to have that effect.

“Welcome to our humble abode, Liz.” Callum glides over to the couch and settles there.

She smiles at my brother, clearly grateful for the knucklehead’s silly presence.

But there are still a couple of loose ends that I need to tie up.

“What were you doing out there, Liz?” I ask and the smile on her face gradually vanishes.

She stares at me without a reply. Maybe the question had caught her off guard.

“Where are you from?” I ask.

She is quiet for a moment before saying, “A small town up north.”

“Okay. Does your town have a name?”

Again, she's quiet.

“Why are you stranded? What about your parents?”

She still doesn't say a word.

“Okay, Mr. Investigator. Time out.” Callum comes to her rescue. “The lady is clearly tired and needs to rest.”

He's right. I shouldn't be insensitive.

“Eat first, ask questions later.” Callum sits beside her. “What would you like to eat?”

“I thought you said to ask questions later,” I joke dryly.

My brother rolls his eyes at my humor and laughs.

“Anything is fine,” Liz says, a small, tired smile on her face. “My priority had just been a roof over my head and food later.”

Callum raises a brow at me and I fill him in. “Liz here is looking for a place to rent.”

She's a runway. She has to be.

“Oh, there's an empty room if you want to rent it,” Callum says to her, quick to offer help.

“And,” I cut in, narrowing my eyes at my brother, “there's a vacant apartment next door. In case you’re more interested in that.”

“Thank you.” She flashes her dimples at me with a grin that forces me to reciprocate the gesture.

I stare at her as Callum engages her in a conversation without asking any personal questions. She seems to be getting along with him just fine, and he is obviously intrigued by her.

Lucas, on the other hand, seems more cautious.

I can't shake the feeling that I had just opened a new chapter in my life by offering to bring her home.

What have I gotten myself into?

Chapter Three

Liz

A soft groan escapes my lips as my eyelids flutter, before finally opening. My vision is hazy as I catch sight of the spinning fan hanging on the ceiling.

Where am I?

My mind immediately darts to the events of last night and I recall my hosts, Scott, his younger brother, Callum, and the brooding Lucas. I begin to smile. The two men had been wonderful hosts, especially Callum with his funny words and cheerful spirit. Indistinctively, I find myself on the verge of bursting out laughing as I remember one of Callum's jokes.

However, my smile slowly vanishes as I recall the events that led to this moment. A wave of sadness washes over me as the realization that I'm still homeless kicks in.

I stretch and yawn before getting my feet on the lush rug at the base of the bed. This might be a lot more difficult than I thought, but I have to try and get through it because at this point, I really don’t have a choice.

After talking a bit last night, Scott had declared it time to let me rest, and he brought me to the spare room they'd talked about. Callum helped me make the bed and offered one of his duvets along with some soap and clean towels. He was so nice. It gave me butterflies.

Scott had been more reserved with me. Polite, but caring. He asked me to call either him or Callum if I ran into any problems. He’d also said that I could lock the door if that would make me feel safer.

It’s funny how they were so different despite looking so similar. When I first stepped into the apartment, I’d thought Scott had a twin because of how much Callum looked like him. It twisted my brain for a second that they looked like the same person, just in different stages of life.

They were both really tall; maybe six foot four, and they both had blue eyes and brown hair along with almost identical faces. Their skin was even the same shade of tan. The difference is that, where Scott has his hair in a crewcut, Callum wears his long. His thick, luscious hair falls to the base of his neck and frames his face when it’s down.

Scott’s eyes are also a different kind of blue… intense and icy. Callum’s eyes are a dreamy blue that makes you feel like you’re floating on clouds. Their builds are different too. Scott is bulkier, his muscles huge and full like he lifts heavy. Callum is muscular as well, but he’s leaner, like a runner.

They’re both over around ten years older than me, I’m sure, but they’re so hot. I did my best to act normal yesterday, but with Callum’s friendliness and Scott’s care, I felt my body reacting to them.

Stop it, Liz. You don’t even know if they’re single.

I can’t be drooling over these men like that. They were just being nice and most likely didn’t see me that way at all.

One of them wasn’t nice.

I remember the other guy I’d seen… Lucas. He’d barely even acknowledged my presence last night. He was rather mysterious, and I didn’t think he took well to strangers. I mean he didn't seem to be cool with my arrival, anyhow.

Despite all the bad energy he gives off though, he’s so hot too. He's not as tan as the two brothers, but he's just as muscular. He has light blond hair, and the greenest green eyes I’ve ever seen.

Off the streets and surrounded by hot men…my luck really took a turn for the better.

I sigh and rub my hands over my eyes as I stand and take another look at the room. It's so cozy. I like it a lot. Callum said if I decide to rent it, I could decorate it how I want. However, I decided to stand on my own two feet this time. As much as I like the room, I can’t stay here.

I strip and step into the bathroom to shower and start my day. While the water washes over my body, I think about the incident with Liam. That jerk really ran in the face of danger and left me all to myself. He made me believe he was a good guy and I let my guard down with him. His ex is definitely better off without that coward.

I almost burst out laughing when I think about how silly Liam would actually feel if he found out that he was sent running like a scared kitten from a boy, a kid with a plastic gun. It's funny now. However, it wasn't when I thought that he was an actual mugger.

I’m glad Scott helped me out, but I can’t start relying on him too much. That’s why I won’t be taking the room…but I will take the apartment next door. I still get to be close to the hot men, while still being independent.

Hopping out of the shower, I toss on one of my favorite pairs of ripped jeans with a thick jacket to help shield me against the cold. I had considered wearing a crop top, but that would have been a bad idea considering the weather.

Once bitten twice shy.

I catch myself looking a little too long at my reflection in the mirror and smack my forehead. I want to deny it, but I find myself wanting to look good to them.

Stop it!

Chastising myself, I march away from the mirror and leave the room.

The smell of eggs and bacon fills my nostrils the moment I step out the door, and I shut my eyes in bliss as my stomach rumbles to life, suddenly hungry.

I trace the smell to the kitchen and smile subtly when I see Scott, all dressed up in his uniform, flipping eggs on a pan. I stare at him for a moment, almost drooling, and not for the food. Who knew police blue looked good behind a stove?

Scott turns in my direction, and I immediately get a hold of myself.

“Hey!” He smiles softly.

“Hi,” I reply and step into the kitchen. “Good morning, Scott.”

“Morning, Liz,” he says. “Did you sleep well last night?”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure that I would, but I did.

“Yes,” I smile. “Yes, I actually did.”

“Well, that's good to know.” He turns off the griddle. “Breakfast? I make some mean eggs. Want some?”

I can't resist the aroma, and I can’t resist him. Wait, that doesn't sound right…

I nod and he pushes the tines of his fork into the egg. I stare at him as he offers to feed me, and after a moment of hesitation, I lean forward and he gently puts the forkful of egg in my mouth.

I shut my eyes again, lost in the deliciousness of the eggs as I munch on them slowly.

“And?” he asks, anticipating my response.

“This is good,” I say and swallow. “It's really good.”

“Thank you,” he replies with a smile.

“I've never had eggs this good,” I tease as he puts another forkful into my mouth.

“Come on, don't flatter me.”

“I'm not,” I say and we both chuckle. “This is really good.”

He smiles at me and my heart feels a bit warmer. I look into his ice-blue eyes and try so hard not to blush.

The man is gorgeous.

“So…” he says, disrupting what was a potentially awkward moment. “Have you decided yet?”

“On what?” I ask, suddenly going blank.

My brain abandoned me for a second, but luckily I am quick to remember.

“Oh…yeah, um…” I say, clearing my throat. “I've decided to check out the apartment you talked about…the one next door.”

“Oh, awesome,” he says. “Let's finish our breakfast, and we can go together— if, of course, that's okay with you,” he suggests. “I could also just tell you where to go and let you handle it yourself if you would prefer that?”

I smile at how much he is trying not to overstep.

“It's fine,” I say to him. “We can go together. Besides, you live here, I don't.”

“All right then.”

He slides over my plate and also some toast and freshly made coffee.

“Oh, and where’s Callum…and your neighbor slash friend Lucas?” I ask as we dig into our breakfast.

He sips his coffee. “Oh, they're at the gym downstairs.”

“Downstairs? In the building?” I point a finger at the floor.

He chuckles. “Yes. The apartment does have a gym.”

“Nice.” Wow, I really lucked out. Seems to be a pretty good building.

I can feel his stare, however subtle, while we eat… but I'm not entirely sure that he can feel mine. I hope he doesn't.

It turns out I have a weakness for hot men who know their way around a kitchen. The food is so good that I'm tempted to tell him to quit the force and start up a restaurant or something. It should be illegal to look that good and also cook.

He doesn't bring up any more topics to talk about, and a part of me wishes he would. He doesn’t seem like the chatty type. Just says what is necessary and polite.

I eat quickly so that he isn’t waiting on me, and he takes my plate when I’m done to wash it off.

“Such a gentleman,” I tease and he laughs lightly. “I enjoyed the meal. Thank you.”

“I'm glad you did,” he replies. “Come on. Let's go check out the apartment next door. I’ll get the building manager.”

We step out and he goes downstairs to get them while I wait at the door of his apartment.

Scott returns a few minutes later with a key.

When I raise my eyebrows he explains, “The building manager trusts me… and he doesn’t like coming all the way up here.”

He takes me to the apartment and opens the door.

We go inside and I take my time to survey the place. It's nice, but it's a tiny place, with a cramped bathroom and a barely-there kitchen. It would have been better as a studio.

“How much?” I ask, turning to look at him.

“A hundred dollars a week,” he replies, pressing his lips together.

I ponder for a bit. The price is definitely within my budget. I can afford it easily for two months if I struggle to find a job. Besides, I was able to snatch roughly five thousand dollars before leaving the house. Dad is going to be pissed but the deed is done. The apartment needs a bit of work before it can be made ready to house me, but that shouldn't be a problem.

“I can work with that,” I say to him.

“Are you sure?” he asks. “It's a little small isn't it?”

“It is,” I reply. “But I'll take it.”

I'm going to have to get myself a few things to start up with and envision the stuff that I need and where I'm going to position them in the room. I paint a vivid picture of the place in my head and it's not so bad.

All I have to do is that if I get a job, I'll be fine. Although I know getting a job isn't as easy as it seems. It's not just wishful thinking.

“Can I get his number?” I ask. “The guy renting out the studio, I mean.”

“Oh, I don't know about that,” he says, “When I got our place, it was through the landlord directly. This apartment was sold already. Now the guy who bought your apartment wants to rent.”

“So, you rented yours from the original landlord?” I ask, a bit confused.

“No, I bought mine from him,” he explains.

“Oh, I see.”

“Yeah. The guy who bought it uses an agent. According to the building manager, you most likely won’t get to speak to him directly either. I can’t assure you of anything if it’s like that.” There’s concern etched on his face as he speaks.

He’s taking care of me again.

“It's okay, Scott.” I smile at him. His compassion is sweet. “You've done enough already.”

He is hesitant for a second but finally gives in.

“Okay, fine,” he says. “You can stay at our place while you sort yourself out and get ready to move in next door.”

I like how he offers without making me have to ask for that opportunity.

“Thank you. You really have done enough.” I smile.

“Nah…it's nothing,” he says modestly.

I sigh. “I need to get myself a job, though.”

He looks at me and says, “Well, if you need me to help look out for what's available, I can do that.” He glances at his wristwatch. “Oh, shit. I'm running late already. I need to report to the precinct now. Also, I have to check on that kid from last night and find out what's up.”

A little disappointed, but I nod. “Oh…okay.”

“Will you be all right?” he asks and I nod.

“Yes. Yes, I will.”

“Okay…” he takes slow steps backward. “I gotta run now. I'll see you later?”

“Of course.” I nod again as he locks the door and leaves.

………………

After Scott left, I changed my clothes, deciding to work out, since he had mentioned the gym. I stop and check out the information about the building amenities at the front desk.

It turns out the place doesn't just have a gym; it's also got a pool and other cool stuff, all of which I'd like to try. I'm the newest resident so I might as well take my time to get familiar with everything.

I locate the gym relatively easily. I hang my towel around my neck as I walk into the well-equipped space.

I freeze in my tracks when I spot Lucas using the salmon ladder. His muscles are moving to the rhythm of his body movements. He's all sweaty and I feel my heart skip for a moment.

He gets to the top almost too easily and then drops off the metal bar to grab his bottle of water. I watch him open the bottle and gulp the contents down, his throat bobbing sexily. His muscles are all pumped up and sweat adds a seductive glow to his skin.

Lucas sets the bottle aside and starts to stretch, making me swallow nervously. My eyes follow the movements of his body and I shudder as goosebumps rise on my skin.

I take a spot that keeps him in my view and make a show of stretching so that I don’t look like a complete moron just standing there and ogling him.

However, it's not going well. I suck at what I’m doing and I'm certain that I look ridiculous.

My heart skips a beat for a moment when I see him looking at me. It skips more when I notice he's heading toward me.

Shit! Shit! Did he see me looking at him? Fuck!

“I could feel you staring at me,” he says as he stops in front of me. Can he read my mind?

Oh, God no.

“Oh, urm…” I chuckle nervously. “I was just uh…trying to copy your stretches.”

“You’re doing a horrible job,” he deadpans.

Embarrassed, I frown a bit at the blankness of his expression. “I mean… yeah, obviously.”

Lucas regards me for a moment. “I can help you out with that.”

What? No that's not what I meant.

“Oh…s-sure,” I stutter as he circles over to stand behind me.

I can feel his sweaty skin brushing against me and my heart starts to race. He helps me move smoothly, his breath blowing over my neck as he bends me over as part of the routine.

This is insane. It's hot. But it's insane.

His strong arms wrap around me from behind and I almost stop breathing at how close to my ass and his groin had gotten.

I tremble at his touch as he runs his palms over my body while we slowly move our bodies to the rhythm of the routine. The smell of his sweat mixed with his cologne adds to the turn-on for me.

I find myself fantasizing about how his strong arms could lift me right up and how his sweaty skin would feel on my body.

He grabs my waist, and my body tenses, but I get the move immediately and sway as his arms guide me.

I'm beginning to feel hot inside, maybe even wet, because there's something about him that's making me horny.

Everything about the way he's holding me is turning me on.

He bends me over to try and touch my toes, and in that moment, a silly image of him penetrating me in that position flashes in my head.

I try to think straight but I can't. I'm shaking inside. I'm yearning to have him, to feel him.

My eyes widen when his groin settles against my ass while I'm bent over. My heart skips and I think there's no way I'm making it out of here without making a fool of myself.

I'm trying to stay composed and in charge, but the more I try, the more I fail woefully. My mind is telling me to remain calm, but my body is threatening to expose my desires. It's threatening to get me in trouble.

I'm trembling at his touch and hoping that he doesn't notice it. I can't afford for that to happen.

Just as I feel like I might start to hyperventilate, Callum walks in, adding to my predicament with how nice he looks in his gym shorts.

“Hey, man,” he greets Lucas.

“Hey,” Lucas responds, quietly taking his hand off my arm and I feel him pull away.

“Morning, Liz.” Callum halts before me.

“Hi, Callum,” I reply with a smile.

He's shirtless too, just like Lucas, and his build is exposed unlike the first time I saw him. He's so sweaty and hot. His muscles are protruding sexily, and he looks a bit bigger this morning. It’s a testament his time spent with the gym equipment.

Will I really survive this without making a fool of myself?

“How are you today?” he asks.

“I'm okay,” I giggle, trying to mask my nervousness.

“That's good– that's good,” he nods, “So, have you decided about where to stay yet?”

Lucas withdraws from me the moment Callum and I start talking. I squint, trying to hold the conversation with Callum while still subtly eyeing Lucas. It's such a shame that he has to leave now that I'm beginning to feel a little comfortable around him.

I'm disappointed when I see him doing his own thing all by himself. I'd hoped we would have some time to talk, but he clearly only came over to put me out of my misery with the stretches and nothing more.

He doesn't even regard me enough to start and hold a conversation with me.

He turned me on and left me hanging. That's just cruel, even though I know it's not his fault.

Callum's voice brings me back to reality.

“Earth to Liz.”

“What?” I get a hold of myself.

“I asked if you've on where to stay yet,” he reiterates.

“Oh, yeah, um…” I scratch my forehead, trying to stay focused. “I'm taking the apartment next door.”

“Really, that's wonderful!” He beams excitedly. “So, you're going to be our next-door neighbor soon enough.”

I laugh. “Yes, it would seem so.”

“Amazing.”

“What would be more amazing is me getting a job.” The statement falls out of my mouth.

“You need a job?” Callum’s brows raise and he doesn't let me reply before saying, “That can be fixed real quick.”

“Really?” I ask, anticipating a positive response.

“Yeah, there's an opening at the place where I work out if you're interested.”

Without hesitation, I jump at the opportunity.

“Yeah, sure—of course.”

“All right. It's settled then.”

His phone rings and the caller steals him from me. I sigh as leaves to go take the call at a corner.

Maybe this won't be so bad after all.

I've got a really nice place to stay, a place where I'm going to be a neighbor to three hot guys, and now, I've got myself a job. Well, it's not official yet, but it's something.

I take out my phone and text Sophie again.

Hey, I know I said I needed you, but I've found a place, and I think I'm doing good. I’m still worried about you because I still can't reach you. Please let me know when you get this.

I hit the send button and stare at my lit-up screen.

Minutes passed and I still don't get a response. Now, I'm worried sick.

What's wrong with Sophie?

Read the Complete Story Here!
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