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      I lost track of time. Amazing how time no longer existed the moment you decided to not care about anything anymore. When your mind was vacant and your body numb, time lost its hold on you. Not even the tick of the clock could keep you anchored, stopping you from drifting away into the void of nothingness, a place where minutes felt like seconds, and seconds felt like hours. Days passed without a sun or a moon, without a beginning or an end, just like the hell I had stumbled into. There was no past, no present, and no future. There was only this, a state of mindlessness where nothing mattered anymore.

      It no longer mattered that I had been under the devil’s spell for so long.

      It no longer mattered that I allowed the devil to seduce me.

      It no longer mattered that the devil let a life bleed out because of me.

      Nothing. Mattered.

      Every breath I took no longer mattered.

      Every beat of my heart no longer mattered.

      Nothing. Mattered. Not even him. Especially him.
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      My eyes fluttered, wanting to open, but I willed them not to. The pain was too much. I could feel it burn all the way through my spine, my skin slowly turning to ash.

      I had no idea where I was, and I didn’t care. All I remembered was being scooped up from the floor by the cold arms of the devil, then carried out while the world around me blurred with my own tears.

      I didn’t feel anything. The last time I looked into the green eyes of the devil, it was also the last time I felt something. It was his words that paralyzed me, killing everything I needed to feel human. While he carried me, the icy chill of his presence spread throughout my body. But he no longer scared me. Burning in hell with him no longer frightened me. Maybe I deserved the flames. Maybe I deserved to be turned into nothing but ash. A life was lost because of me, because of the devil’s obsession with me. Maybe my life should have been lost as well, a way to atone for what my existence had caused. It would only be fair.

      But fair no longer mattered.

      My eyelids twitched, and the urge to open them was stronger than before. The flames burning my skin went from searing to raging, and my body felt heavy, as if gravity was trying to pull me toward it, twisting and yanking, yet I couldn’t move.

      Everything ached. There was so much pain I couldn’t pinpoint where it stemmed from. It was everywhere, penetrating deep into the marrow of my bones.

      Something wet trickled from the corner of my eye and down my nose until it disappeared. Was that a tear? Was I crying?

      Finally, the urge to open my eyes proved too strong, so I opened them. At first, everything was blurry, hazy, one bright sight of white. But when I tried to wipe my eyes, I couldn’t move my arm. Every limb felt like dead weight, the pain becoming stronger by the second.

      I moved my lips, wanting to ask where I was, but my mouth was taped shut. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. What the hell was happening? All I managed were a few moaning sounds vibrating up my throat.

      A few blinks later, my vision became clearer, but I still couldn’t figure out what was going on. Then I noticed a bright pool of crimson below me. Blood. My blood. I could see drops dripping down from where I was, joining the pool on the floor.

      Oh, God.

      I lifted my head, but I couldn’t see behind me. Something was keeping me trapped, making it almost impossible to move.

      Desperate to figure out what was going on, I moved my head from side to side. But everything was white. The walls, the floor. The only color was that of the blood on the tiles.

      I wanted to scream but made nothing but muffled noises.

      “There she is.”

      The voice startled me, my body numb except for the pain still burning across my flesh.

      I jerked my head back and forth, trying to find the voice. Something rattled above me, a clanging noise of complaining chains. Jesus Christ. Where the fuck was I?

      “You seem comfortable up there…ballerina girl.”

      Oh, my God. I didn’t recognize the voice. Where was I? Who took me?

      Fear gripped my spine, panic penetrating deep into the pit of my stomach. What did he mean with “up there?” What was happening?

      Desperate and afraid, I turned my head as far as I could…until I caught a glimpse of a glinting chain hanging down from the ceiling right above me. Horror sent a shockwave of agony through my entire body, and I yanked forward, only to be pulled back by the worst pain I had ever experienced in my life. It stabbed into my back, shooting through every nerve as if a flame had been set alight inside me. It was excruciating, and I screamed. But the sound merely slammed against the tape across my mouth.

      “What’s the matter, ballerina girl? You don’t like hanging from the ceiling? I think you look beautiful up there.”

      Tears streamed down my face, dripping off my cheeks to join the pool of blood on the floor. I hung my head, and I could see my arms dangling, streaks of blood trickling down my skin…my hands…my fingers. Jesus, my fingers.

      I moved my hand, opening my palm, and when I saw the gaping hole where my forefinger was supposed to be, terror slammed against my throat, and I couldn’t breathe. The raw ache of open flesh tore up my arm, and I could hear my heartbeat inside my head, throbbing pulses of pain violently zapping through me.

      When my gaze dropped to the floor, I could see my severed finger surrounded by and covered with blood.

      “It’s only fair for you to lose a finger since your friend suffered through the same.”

      Again, I tried to look around, to see where the voice came from. But the more I tried to move, the stronger the pain became.

      “God, you look exquisite up there. Like a swan.” A manic laugh filled the empty hollows in the room. “Swan Lake.”

      The blood in my veins froze.

      Swan Lake.

      Neon.

      “Please,” I tried to beg through my shut lips. “Please stop.”

      It was only instinct for me to try to move, to get away. But as I jerked to the side, my skin exploded with blazing agony.

      “Careful. You don’t want those hooks to tear through your flesh. You’ll never get rid of the scars then.”

      Hooks?

      Flesh?

      Oh, my God. I was hanging from the ceiling with hooks pierced through my flesh…just like her. Like Neon.

      No. No. No. No.

      The fear that dug its claws into my stomach caused bile to rush up my throat and into my mouth. But I couldn’t spit it out. I couldn’t vomit because my lips were taped shut.

      Jesus. I had to swallow it again. I had to swallow my own vomit, and it was vile, bitter and burning as it went back down my throat and up my nose. I could smell the sour stench, and then I felt the warmth of my own urine moving down my legs.

      “Oh, poor ballerina girl. You pissed yourself. Is it scary? Is it horrifying to know you have iron hooks cut through your skin, digging into your flesh?”

      At that moment, all I wanted to do was scream his name. I wanted to call out to him. I wanted to beg him to come and save me.

      Granite. Help me!

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t cry for him to find me, to take away my pain. It made everything a hundred times worse knowing Granite couldn’t come for me. He couldn’t save me.

      Not this time.

      “Tell me, ballerina girl”—movement caught my eye, the figure of a man approaching—“how does that pussy of yours feel?”

      My eyes widened as the man got closer.

      “I have to admit, it was fun.”

      What was fun?

      “It was fun fucking you while your body was limp and unresponsive.”

      Oh, God, no.

      He disappeared from my field of view, and I knew he was behind me. I wanted to move my head. I wanted to be able to see him, to know what he was going to do. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t get my head to move that far without it feeling like my skin was being torn off.

      “A part of me wishes you were conscious so you could remember what it feels like to have my dick inside you. Will this perhaps trigger your memory?” I felt his hand cup between my legs, and I wept while his touch tortured me further. “Or maybe this?” He forced a finger inside me, and I wailed against my shut lips.

      “Please. Stop.” I wanted to beg, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even move my body to try to get away from him. All I could do was remain still while he deviled my body with his touch. It ached. It ached everywhere. The way he so easily slipped his fingers into me, and I had no choice but to let him, was worse than the pain dripping from my body into the pool of blood beneath me.

      “Are those tears for me, ballerina girl?” His finger slipped out of me, and I continued to sob. “I can promise you, you weren’t crying when I fucked you.”

      One final step, and he came close enough for me to see him. But his face was…dear God, his face. It was one horrifying canvas of mutilated flesh. A monster.

      What looked like bloody and raw skin moved into a smile that was fit for the devil.

      “Don’t worry, ballerina girl. I didn’t hurt that sweet pussy of yours. It was already wrecked when I slipped my dick inside you. He already ruined you.”

      I pinched my eyes closed because I couldn’t stand looking at his face. Tears flooded down my cheeks, and the chains clanged as my body shook violently. I trembled while my insides were tightly bound with barbed wire, slicing and cutting everything in its path. I cried, and the muffled sobs echoed from my chest, vibrating up my throat and into my mouth.

      “Aw. Does the pretty ballerina girl want to scream? Here,” he ripped the tape off my mouth with one violent yank, “let me here you scream.”

      And then I did. I screamed. I screamed so loud I was sure it made my ears bleed.

      I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop crying, screeching until I tasted my own blood.

      “Please! Help me!”

      “Granite!”

      The man’s maniacal laugh penetrated my screams, until…

      Until…

      “Alyx?”

      My name sounded like a curse on the devil’s lips. It was him.

      “Alyx?”

      Get away from me.

      “Alyx. Jesus, wake up!”

      I opened my eyes, and for a brief moment, I was still there hanging from the ceiling. All I could do was swing my arms and ball my fists, crying and screaming while desperately trying to fight.

      “Alyx! Stop. Stop. It’s okay.”

      I screamed again.

      “Alyx! It’s me. It’s me…Onyx.”

      I opened my eyes and looked right at the familiar face. Onyx grabbed my wrists and pulled me toward him, wrapping his arms tightly around me.

      “Jesus, Alyx. It’s okay.”

      The relief that flowed over me was indescribable. It was like water over dry sand, and I soaked it all up right before sobs wracked through my body.

      “It’s okay.” He rocked me back and forth while I continued to cry into his shoulder. “It was just a nightmare.”

      The tears kept coming, and I couldn’t stop.

      He weaved his hand through the hair on the back of my neck while clutching me against him. “I got you. It’s okay.”

      His touch was warm against my neck, and the way he held me felt comforting, slowly easing away the horror of what I had just experienced. And as the realization of it only being a nightmare started to sink in, my sobs turned into soft, labored breaths.

      Onyx pulled away an inch to look at me. “You okay?”

      I nodded even though I screamed “no” on the inside.

      He wiped a strand of hair from my face, fingers gently touching my cheek. “You sure?”

      I nodded again, but this time I pulled away from him. “I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Because you scared the bejesus out of me when I heard you scream like that. What the fuck did you dream?”

      I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. “Nothing.”

      He raised a brow. “That sure as fuck didn’t sound like nothing.”

      “I’m fine.” I scooted up, pressing my back against the headboard. “Really. I’m fine.”

      He seemed doubtful as he looked at me. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.” He placed his hands on his knees, suddenly seeming uncomfortable. “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Sugar water? Xanax?”

      I snorted. “If I say Xanax, can you give me ten?” I sniffed.

      “Don’t push it.” He winked, his lips curled up in a half-smile.

      I pulled my knees up to my chest. My heart was still pounding against my ribs, my gut still heavy with fear even though I felt the relief of it all being a nightmare.

      “So, are you going to tell me what it was?”

      I glanced at Onyx. “What do you mean?”

      “What your nightmare was about?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Onyx nodded. “As long as you know you’re safe now.”

      “Am I?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I remained silent and scanned the room. “Where are we?”

      Onyx got up from the bed. “It’s a safe house.”

      “A safe house?”

      “Yeah. We didn’t want to chance it, so we brought you here.”

      I glanced down at the white sheets and softly brushed my palm across it. “Is he here too?”

      “Granite? Yeah, he’s here.”

      Somehow, knowing he was there made the lingering fear of my nightmare disappear a little more. I hated that, though. I hated that his presence still affected me. I didn’t want to feel anything when it came to him. I wanted that part of me he consumed so easily to be nothing but a void of darkness.

      “So,” Onyx walked to the door, “I’m going to go get you something…I dunno, something to eat, maybe?”

      I didn’t answer him. I just watched as my palm moved over the soft sheets.

      “Okay, then.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw him turn to leave, and I took a deep breath. “I was there.”

      He stopped. “Where?”

      “I was there where she was.”

      “Who?”

      “Neon.”

      The expression on his face tightened, his eyes sad yet confused. “What do you mean?”

      “That picture I saw with her hanging from the ceiling. I was there.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Onyx rubbed the back of his neck.

      “It was terrifying, but I’m sure it wasn’t half as bad as it was for her.”

      “Listen, Alyx,” he pulled out a cigarette, “don’t go there. You’ll drive yourself bat-shit crazy.”

      “I think I’m already crazy.” I straightened my legs on the bed and glanced around. The walls were a light gray. Calming. Serene. Yet just another prison.

      Onyx came closer, standing right next to me. “You’re not crazy. You’re just a beautiful ballerina who got caught up in a war between some very bad people.”

      I looked up at him. “Is that what you are? Bad people?”

      His pressed his lips in a straight line and reached out, tucking my hair behind my ear. “We sure ain’t saints.”

      For what felt like the longest time, he kept my gaze. Suddenly, the silence seemed to stretch for miles with him standing so close to me, touching me.

      Onyx cleared his throat and pulled back, like he didn’t mean for that moment to happen. “You sure you’re okay?”

      No. No, I wasn’t okay. I felt rotten on the inside, slowly festering into nothing but filth. But I just nodded.

      “Sure I can’t get you anything? You haven’t eaten for a while.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want anything. Thanks.”

      “I think you should eat,” he pressed, but I ignored him and got underneath the sheets.

      “I’ll bring you something.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Alyx, don’t be stubborn.”

      I let out a sarcastic laugh. “Believe me, I’m a lot of things right now. Stubborn ain’t one of them.”

      I heard him sigh. “I want to help.”

      “Why? Because your brother told you to?

      “Nope. Me being here has nothing to do with him.”

      I closed my eyes. “Wish I could say the same.”

      “Alyx—”

      “Please leave.”

      “Listen. You need to eat and drink something. You’re weak.”

      “I don’t want anything.” I clutched the white blanket tighter then pulled it over my head. “Please leave, Onyx.”

      “Don’t do this to yourself, Alyx. It’s not worth it.”

      Tears burned the back of my eyes, the reason I preferred to be catatonic, to not feel anything. Feeling nothing was better than feeling something that had the power to crack your soul wide open.

      “Leave, Onyx.” I closed my eyes, willing the tears and pain away. Then I heard the door close as Onyx left. But then it opened again, and footsteps followed. I peeked from underneath the sheet.

      Onyx placed a bottle of water on the bedside table then sat on the floor with his back against the wall. “I’ll sit my ass right here until you decide to drink that water and eat those crackers. If you’re hellbent on being malnourished and dehydrated, I’ll join you.”

      I bit my lip. The last thing I needed was a man trying to be a hero by wanting to help me. “I know what you’re doing, Onyx. It won’t work.”

      “What am I doing?”

      I turned halfway and glanced at him over my shoulder. “You’re trying to make me feel guilty by torturing yourself. It won’t work.” I lay back down. “Not when I no longer feel anything.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to shut him out.

      “You still feel. As long as you have a heart, you still feel.”

      This time I let out a soft laugh. “I’m good, then, since your brother tore my heart out of my chest and let it bleed out with her while she hung from that goddamn ceiling with a—” I choked on a painful sob as my words painted the picture I had managed to forget…until now.

      “Stop, Alyx. Okay? Don’t do this to yourself. There’s nothing you could have done.”

      “But there was something your brother could have done. He could have saved her, but he chose not to.” The words left a bitter taste in my mouth.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      Through the tears of guilt, I laughed. “Oh, my God. It seems that’s the only thing anyone can say around here. ‘It’s not that simple.’”

      “Well, it isn’t. For you, everything is black and white. Right or wrong. But you need to open your eyes. Nothing in this entire goddamn world is black and white, and we’re the lucky sons of bitches living in that thick, fucked-up gray area.”

      “She lived in this gray area too.” Tears slipped down my cheek, the saltiness exploding on my tongue, and I wondered if this was what guilt tasted like. “Neon was a part of this world with you, yet you chose to let her die.”

      “Why the hell do you care so much? You hardly knew her.”

      My heart beat a little faster, a sliver of anger starting to thaw the ice in my veins. I sat up and turned toward him. “Is that how it is for you? That you can only mourn someone, feel guilt over hurting someone if you’ve known them for a certain amount of time?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t get why you’re beating yourself up over this. Even if it was as simple as you claim it to be, Granite…we are responsible for what happened to Neon. Not you.”

      “You don’t get it, do you?” I pulled my hair out of my face by weaving my fingers through it. “If it wasn’t for me being my father’s daughter, none of this would have happened. If it wasn’t for me, your brother wouldn’t have needed to choose between me and Neon. If it wasn’t for me, your brother wouldn’t have torn my clothes while he fucked me.” Onyx flinched, but I kept going. “If it wasn’t for me, Neon never would have left to go buy me some new clothes. If. It. Wasn’t. For me. Neon would still be alive.” I cocked my head to the side. “So, tell me, Onyx, what or who is the common denominator in this fucking equation?”

      Pulling his palm down his face, he sighed. “You.”

      “Exactly. So even though your brother refused to save Neon’s life, I’m the goddamn reason this happened to her. And I might not have known her for that long, and I might have met her under these cruel circumstances, but she was nice to me. And she was a fucking human being with a heartbeat. Now, please leave, because my guilt is all the company I can stand right now.”

      I lay back down and pulled the blanket over my ears, trying to cover myself as much as possible. If only there was a way to hide the shame and the pain I felt. Granite seduced me, and I succumbed so fucking easily. If only I had fought harder, tried harder to not give in to the lust and the way my body desired him. Maybe then I wouldn’t have been smothered in shame like I was now. Then I’d merely have the pain and guilt of being partly responsible for a girl losing her life.

      But I didn’t fight hard enough. I caved. I succumbed, and I opened my fucking soul to him, gave him something I could never give someone else. And I’d be forced to live with that shame for the rest of my life. The shame of a naïve ballerina girl. The shame of a girl who thought it was possible for the dark to fall in love with the light. Granite was dark, and I was light…well, at least I used to be. Not anymore.

      Onyx rounded the bed to stand in front of me again. “I’m going to leave, but when I get back, that bottle of water better be fucking empty.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll strap you to that bed and shove a fucking IV in your goddamn arm.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “I’m serious, Alyx. I won’t just stand aside and watch you wither away over something you had no control over. But your wellbeing? That is something you do have control over.”

      Onyx turned and left. The door closed behind him, and I waited for the click of the lock. But there wasn’t any. Was I that far gone in my mind that they didn’t think I’d try to escape? Or was this supposed safe house safe against people getting in, and people trying to get out?

      Closing my eyes again, I took a deep breath. The room smelled new, clean, with a subtle scent of lavender. It was unfamiliar, and it piqued my curiosity. I cursed my inquiring mind making it impossible for me to fall asleep again.

      Frustrated and annoyed, I pushed the blanket off me, placing my hand on my forehead as I stared up at the ceiling. It was white, plain, and looked like every other fucking ceiling. Even the one Neon hung from like a slaughtered pig. The memory made my gut wrench and my chest tighten. It wasn’t an image anyone would easily forget. The look of agony on her face was haunting. The sight of blood dripping off her body was terrifying. I wondered if he thought about it, if Neon’s face plagued him. I hoped it did. I hoped her face wouldn’t allow him to close his fucking eyes at night.

      I sat up and put my legs off the side of the bed. My head spun, a bout of nausea rushing through my stomach and up my throat. It was a sensation I had been very familiar with. The feeling of your body protesting in desperate need of water and food. Lucky for me, it was also something I knew how to ignore. It wasn’t the first time my body had been starved. Dehydrated, yes, but not starved.

      Shutting my eyes tight, I waited for the dizziness to dissipate. It only lasted a few seconds, after which I let my gaze sweep across the room.

      Gray walls. White sheets. Oak laminated flooring. But no windows. It didn’t surprise me, though. It wasn’t like I had a need for a view. There were two closet doors in front of me, and an opening in the wall next to it, leading to the bathroom. There was no bathroom door, and I could see the corner of a bathtub.

      The bottle of water on the bedside table caught my eye. Suddenly, I was hyperaware of how dry my throat was, my tongue feeling like it had been rolling around in fucking sand. But drinking that water would mean I was giving them what they wanted, something I didn’t want to do even if it meant hurting myself. I couldn’t care less about myself, but I did care about not giving them—giving him the satisfaction of obeying. The resentment that swirled in my gut fueled the need to be an insolent prisoner to these bastards.

      Ignoring the bottle for now, I looked down, only to realize I was wearing a shirt about twenty sizes too big for me. The last thing I remembered before waking up here was looking into Granite’s eyes as he told me Neon was dead. And I wasn’t wearing this shirt during that conversation. Someone dressed me. Someone touched me. The thought alone was vile and cruel. For some inexplicable reason, a part of me hoped it was him, and no one else. At least it wouldn’t have been the first time he saw me naked. Touched me. Fucking ruined me.

      I brushed it off, choosing not to fret over something as futile as who the fuck dressed me.

      My legs felt unsteady as I got up, as if my feet weren’t firmly placed on the ground. I grabbed hold of the bedside table, feeling lightheaded. It only took a few seconds for the dizziness to pass.

      While I held the table, my finger touched the cold bottle of water, and it provoked my thirst, igniting the instinct to quench it. I cursed as I stomped toward the bathroom, trying to ignore how fucking parched I was.

      The bathroom walls were the same gray as the bedroom, the floor covered with white and gray checkered tiles.

      I stared at the bathtub. The idea of taking a bath was tempting, wanting to rid my skin of the filthy taint. But I turned and walked back into the room, deciding the bed seemed much more inviting, as I could simply pull the sheets over my head and pretend the world didn’t exist.

      Then the bottle of water taunted me again. Just one sip. One tiny sip to get the sand out of my mouth. And Onyx was right; my mouth did taste like ass.

      Picking up the bottle, my mouth dried even more when I broke the seal and twisted the cap. My throat scratched, and I couldn’t even swallow a tiny bit of spit. As I brought the bottle to my mouth, a tear slipped down my face. My body was my worst enemy. It didn’t allow me to fight the lust Granite stirred in me, making me succumb so easily. And it didn’t allow me to fight these bastards with the only weapon I had…me. I hated my body. I hated it more now than I ever had before.

      One large gulp of water soothed my throat as I swallowed. But it wasn’t enough. It simply teased my body into wanting more. So, I drank more. And more. And more.

      This was all his fault. Things could have been different for us if he had only let me go, saving Neon’s life. But he didn’t. He was too selfish for that. With every mouthful I swallowed, my guilt became heavier, as if the water settled like concrete in my stomach. More tears rolled down my cheeks, my mind flipping between images of Granite’s face while he took my body I offered so willingly, to Neon’s face covered in tears and pain. It was too much. The contradiction, the extreme feeling of bliss bouncing to the punishing shame, was just too damn much.

      I jerked the bottle away from my lips and threw it across the room while a furious scream ripped from my throat.

      How long before the pain would finally consume me whole? How long before the shame would bury me while both their faces haunted me?

      God, I hated him. I hated him for being the reason agony was gnawing at my bones. I hated him for playing my body like a violin. But most of all, I hated that the image of his face still stirred something to life inside me.

      I hated him giving me hope during those moments of ecstasy.

      And I fucking hated him for ruining me.
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      I was standing down the hall when Onyx left her room, walking in the other direction. Fire simmered in my veins, jealousy about two seconds away from ripping through my chest. He had been visiting her a lot since we got here, claiming he was only trying to get her to eat. But I knew my brother well enough to know it was more than that. Onyx wasn’t the type to concern himself with the wellbeing of others if he didn’t have some sort of interest in them. And judging by the way he had been up my ass about Alyx ever since she got here, my guess was he had a real keen interest in her that stretched far beyond mere human compassion. But even though it pissed me off, there was a part of me—the not so selfish part—that was thankful for someone trying to take care of her. But that didn’t mean I liked it. In fact, I hated it. I hated that he could take care of her, or at least try to. I hated that he could walk into her room without feeling crushing guilt. I hated that he could look into her eyes without hating the blood that ran through his veins. Most of all, I hated that he could be there with her when I couldn’t. She hated me. I hated me. It was better that way.

      “You’re creeping.”

      I turned to face Dutch leisurely leaning against the wall while lighting a cigarette. “I’m not creeping.”

      “Yes, you are. You’ve been stalking this hall ever since we got here. It’s creeping.”

      “We only got here two days ago.”

      He blew out a cloud of smoke. “Dude, you’re creeping.”

      “Whatever.” I turned and headed the other way. Knowing Dutch was following me, I talked while I walked. “Surroundings still secure?”

      “Yup. Manic and his squad have been doing runs every hour on the hour. Our absence at the gym hasn’t raised suspicions yet. Not under these circumstances. Word on the street is we’ve gone to do some patch-overs of our own since…you know.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “Our men on the inside still undetected?”

      “Granite, man.” Dutch touched my shoulder, and I turned to face him. “Everything is as secure as it can be. Besides, I’m pretty sure the Pythons will be laying low for a while.”

      “Don’t be so sure.” I clenched my jaw. “We underestimated the fucker not once, but twice. First with my dad, and then with Neon. That fucking devil won’t outsmart me again.”

      “Us.” Dutch pinned his stare on me. “Us, Granite. Not you. Nothing about what happened so far was because of you, or about you. It’s because of us, and it’s about us. The Kings. We all carry the blame in this. Not just you.”

      I pulled my hand through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “Whatever, man. I’m the president. I’m responsible for the safety of the members of this club, and that included Neon. Lot of good it did her.”

      “Stop.” Dutch squared his shoulders, only a few inches shorter than I was. “Stop beating yourself up about it.”

      “Never.” I stepped forward. “I will never stop beating myself up over what happened.” Unable to carry on with this conversation, I turned and walked away.

      “What happened to Neon wasn’t your fault, man. And neither was what happened to Kate,” Dutch called after me, and I stilled for a few seconds.

      “Well, I sure as fuck didn’t help them either.” With that, I left, my shit-kicker boots pounding the concrete as I stomped down the hall and up the stairs. I was suffocating. It was like the flames of hell were burning on my shoulders, the smoke smothering me.

      Luckily, I had become a thick-skinned motherfucker a very long time ago. There had been a whole list of shit I had to brush off in my life, but what happened to Neon wouldn’t be one of them. As the leader, I had no choice but to go on and to continue being the head of this club. There was no other option for me. My duty toward the club had also become my burden, and it was a burden I would carry until the day I took my last breath. But I would never forget, and I would never forgive myself for what happened to Neon. My dad always said we stood together as a unit but carried guilt alone as an individual. And this was the guilt I carried alone.

      Our plan—my plan had failed in the sense that it went in a direction I never anticipated. My selfish needs, my motherfucking greed cost us more than money could ever buy. The damage was done, and right now I wasn’t sure how we’d be able to get back up. But one thing was for sure…I would end the Pythons, and I would cut out Slither’s split tongue and burn it while he fucking watched. I would never stop until I’d carved out his motherfucking heart. After that? Who fucking knew? Maybe this world would have mercy on my soul, and I’d burn right there next to Slither. God knew, I deserved nothing less.

      I exited the basement and stepped inside the house. Our safe house was nestled in Coney Island, a place we only used in extreme emergencies. My dad kept this location top secret, and not all members knew about it. The double-story piece of real estate had been placed in a trust which could not be linked back to the Kings. We managed to keep it with a few zeros slapped on a check and placed in the mail each month. My dad was hellbent on having a safe house with a fully equipped medical room in case shit went wrong. It took him two years to revamp the basement, turning it into a hiding spot for the day shit hit the fan. Well, I’d say the shit had pretty much hit the fan right about now.

      I stepped outside and onto the back porch where I spotted Onyx cleaning his Harley, and I immediately wanted to lose my shit. “Onyx, you know the rules. Motorcycles locked in the garage at all times.” An entire row of Harleys parked in the back yard was a dead giveaway.

      “Relax, would you? It’s almost dark. And besides,” he wiped the side of his face, “one motorcycle won’t alert the fucking cops.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered under my breath. “For once, would you just do as you’re fucking told?”

      “Where would the fun be in that?” The smirk on his face begged to be wiped off with my fist. Onyx cleaned his hands with a white piece of cloth, a cigarette hanging from his lips. “You plan on avoiding me the whole time we’re here?”

      “Maybe.” No use in denying it.

      Onyx swept his hand through his dirty-blond hair. “Avoiding problems won’t solve it.”

      “Is that what you are? A problem?”

      “I dunno. Am I?”

      I slipped my hands into my jean pockets, keeping a safe distance from my brother. There were too many mixed feelings raging inside me when it came to him. And a part of me feared he might smell like her since he’d been spending so much time in her room. If I had to catch her sweet scent of vanilla on him, I’d peel his fucking skin off.

      Leaning back against the wall, I avoided eye contact with Onyx. “How is she?”

      Onyx blew out a cloud of smoke. “If you really want to know, go find out for yourself.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Onyx.”

      “Don’t use me to be your eyes and ears when it comes to her. You want to find out how she’s doing, go see her. Don’t fucking ask me.” He tossed his cigarette onto the dirt before turning his back on me and continuing to clean his bike.

      I exhaled, bending my knee and placing my boot against the wall.

      “So, where did you and Ink disappear to last night?” Onyx didn’t turn to face me as he spoke.

      I plucked out a cigarette and placed it between in my lips. “Just went for a cruise.”

      “Such bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “You two were gone for hours, and not even Dutch knew where you were.”

      “Dutch doesn’t have to know my every move.”

      “Yeah, he kinda does.” Onyx turned in my direction, eyes pinned on me with a scrutinizing glare. “Where were you, Granite?”

      I lit the cigarette, blowing out some smoke. “Got nothing to do with you, little brother.”

      “There was blood on Ink’s boots this morning. Have any idea how it got there?”

      My mind reeled while trying to think of something to say. Goddammit. I told Ink to be careful.

      I shrugged and let my gaze drift to the horizon before finally looking back at him. “I’m not your fucking eyes and ears when it comes to Ink.” I flicked my cigarette and straightened. “Want to find out what’s up with him, ask him yourself.”

      Onyx snorted and continued to clean his motorcycle, seemingly unfazed by my sarcasm. I grabbed my phone and stomped back into the house.

      Ink took his sweet time answering, and I was about to drop the call when his voice came through the receiver.

      “Ink, where are you?”

      “Where do you think?”

      I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Listen, Onyx is like a fucking bloodhound. We need to lay low for a while.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He said the saw blood on your boot this morning. And he has that fucking look in his eyes when he’s trying to get to the bottom of something. We need to cool down a little.”

      “No fucking way, man. I’m going out again tonight.”

      See, I knew Ink wouldn’t play along. The man was consumed with an unhealthy amount of rage. It had been days since he slept. He was living off whiskey, nicotine, and air. But who could blame him? He was a walking hard-on, always trying to get into Neon’s pants because she was the one girl who didn’t fall for his dirty mouth and boyish good looks. Ink had that charisma and confidence women seemed to fall for hook, line, and sinker. I was pretty sure if I had a pussy, I’d probably fall for his dirty mouth. But not Neon, and that drove the guy insane not being able to crack through her hard casing of attitude. And even though he always joked about never stopping until she spread her legs for him, I knew deep down the guy cared for her—more than he ever wanted to admit.

      Now, he was all types of fucked up over her.

      “Listen, Ink. Let’s just be cool for a few days. Besides, you need to get some sleep.”

      “Granite, you’re my bro, man. But I’m going out tonight, with or without you.” And then he hung up.

      I cursed under my breath. It was probably better for us—for him to continue doing what we’d been doing. That fury he carried was like a pressure cooker put on high, and he needed to get rid of some steam. At least what we were doing was better than him shooting it up and getting high. When Ink joined the Kings a few years back, the guy was having a hard time getting off the needle. That was one thing our club didn’t tolerate, the use of hardcore drugs. Weed? Sure. Selling weed was great for our cashflow. But heroin? No way. It took us months to help get the guy clean. My dad refused to give up on him.

      Goddammit. If Ink had to fall off the wagon because of what happened to Neon—because of what I let happen to Neon—that would be the final nail in my fucking coffin. I already felt like a dead man walking, robbing the world of air I didn’t deserve. The only thing that kept me from falling down that metaphorical black hole of nothing was my need for revenge. I would avenge what happened to Neon. I would demand payback for what happened to Alyx. Her mind was fucked because of what I let happen.

      Ruined.

      Corrupted.

      Broken.

      Just like me.
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      There were no more tears left in me to cry. Instead, I just sat there in the corner drawing imaginary circles on the concrete floor with my fingertip. My nails had grown, and they looked terrible. No shape, no pretty round contour. Filing the corners of my nails, keeping them well-manicured was not important. Not anymore. I was no longer that perfect, pretty ballerina girl.

      Ballerina girl.

      God, I hated those words. I hated that he called me that. I hated that I liked it when he called me that. I hated him.

      Around and around, my finger drew circles over the exact same spot. My thoughts were scattered, almost like static, memories zapping through my mind one second at a time. I couldn’t focus. I couldn’t think straight. But it was better that way. If my mind was clear, I’d probably only think of her, her face, her pain, the way Granite easily disregarded her life like it meant nothing.

      Did my life mean nothing to him? If it was so easy for him to let her go, would he throw me to the vultures just as easily once he grew tired of me? Sure, he made it clear he was never letting me go, and for a single space in time he had me believing that. He had me believing he might have cared for me, that his obsession with me wasn’t just toxic, but a part of it might be genuine. Unfortunately, he proved me wrong not long after I opened my legs for him, welcoming him into my body like he was the one.

      God. My mom was right. It wasn’t in me to make the right decisions. That was why I needed someone like her to make the choices for me. I was weak. Too naïve. And if I had to stand on my own two feet, living my own life, I’d fuck up left, right, and center.

      There was a slight knock on the door before Onyx entered. I gave a quick glance his way then turned my attention back to the circles I was drawing. “I didn’t eat the food you brought me, if that’s why you’re here.”

      I heard the door slam shut, the heavy footsteps of his leather boots. He crouched in front of me. “How long are you going to keep this up?”

      I shrugged, not giving him a straight answer.

      “I’m going to ask you this one more time, Alyx. Please eat.”

      I lifted my head and met his eyes. “Isn’t the whole point of eating to give your body what it needs to function? To stay alive?”

      “What’s your point?”

      My hair fell across my shoulder as I leaned my head to the side. “I have no reason to have a body that functions right at this point.” I bit my lower lip. “And since your brother made it clear he had no intention of ever letting me go, I don’t see a reason for me to stay alive either.”

      Onyx pulled his hand through his dirty blond hair as he let out an exasperated breath. “So, what? This is you punishing him? Are you trying to get back at him?”

      “No. Punishing him won’t bring her back.”

      “And neither would starving yourself.”

      “I’m not starving myself to punish him, Onyx. I’m doing it to punish myself.”

      “Why?”

      I crossed my legs and placed my hands on my lap while focusing on him. “If your brother wasn’t so hellbent on keeping me, Neon would be alive right now.”

      “That’s bullshit.” He shook his head, his expression teetering on the edge of anger.

      “Is it?”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      I smiled. “I don’t think so. The Kings might have been at war with the Pythons for years, but I’m the nuclear fucking weapon that made Neon end up as nothing but collateral.”

      Onyx shot up, towering over me. “You need to stop.”

      “Why?” I challenged him. “Why do I need to stop? Besides, you’re the ones who kidnapped me in the first place. It’s not like you were trying to do me a fucking favor, so why the hell do you care whether I starve myself?”

      “It was never our intention to hurt you.” Onyx started pacing. “Everything that happened, and with Neon…that shit wasn’t part of the plan.”

      This time I got up from the floor, straightening. “What was the plan, Onyx? Huh? To me, it seems like the plan you had in mind was something completely different than the plan Granite was trying to execute.”

      Onyx pulled at his hair, a loud growl rolling over his lips. “Jesus Christ! I know, okay? I fucking know.”

      “What? What do you know?”

      He launched at me, and my back hit the wall while his face came within inches of mine. Nostrils flaring, sky-blue eyes dark and menacing. It reminded me of him—of his older brother, a wave of nostalgia crashing over me.

      With his palm flat against the wall above my shoulder, he leaned closer. “I know that you being here was never solely because of the Pythons. I know that even though my brother wanted revenge for our father’s death, this plan he came up with to use you wasn’t just for the club’s gain,” his gaze cut down to my lips, then back up, “but for his own personal reasons as well. No one knows my brother the way I do. And I knew right from the start that all this was less about the Pythons and more about you.”

      Silence ensued while his blue-eyed stare seemed to look straight through me. The measure of intensity that radiated from him was off the charts, and for the first time since all this started, Onyx intimidated me almost as much as his brother.

      He cocked his head. “And here’s the thing, Alyx,” his tongue darted out, wetting his lips, “I don’t blame him. I’d do the exact same thing if I were him. But I’m not him. And the fact of the matter is, you belong to him. I know it. He knows it…you know it.”

      My heart hammered against my ribs, and it felt like the air wasn’t reaching my lungs as I stared at Onyx.

      The corner of his lips curled up slightly. “You know, I’ve never been this tempted to break a club bylaw.”

      “What bylaw is that?” My voice was soft.

      He moved forward, his lips lightly brushing against my earlobe. “Never touch another member’s woman. Ever.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’m no one’s woman.”

      A soft laugh rushed over his lips. “Yes, you are. And you always will be.”

      He pushed himself off the wall and a little farther away from me, yet his gaze remained fixed on mine while he held up his hands and stepped back. “Eat. Don’t eat. I’m out.” Then he left, and I only got a quick glance of the skull framed with the American flag on the back of his cut. The door shut behind him, but I didn’t hear the lock.

      I slid down the wall until my ass hit the floor, legs pushed up against my chest. No matter how much I wished it wasn’t true, it was. Onyx was right. Granite owned me. There was nothing I could do to change that. The second he possessed my body, I surrendered. I gave him the permission he needed to claim me. There was no going back from that. And if I was completely honest with myself, I would admit that deep down I didn’t want to be anyone’s woman but his.

      But the reality was, I would never be able to be with him, to endure his touch, his kiss, the comfort of his body without thinking of her, without being reminded of the selfish choice he made all because he couldn’t let me go. A part of me had wished I could, but I’d never be able to look him in the eye without seeing her face while she was slowly being tortured to death. As long as the image of her pain was in my head haunting me, there was no way I could be with him without being sliced wide open with guilt and resentment.

      Because of the decision he made, I would never be his again. Not willingly.

      Never.
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      A river of crimson flowed across the floor, rounding my boot. It was beautiful, soothing, calming. Knowing it was Python blood freed me of my guilt for a few moments. I chose to savor those moments because soon the peace would be gone, replaced by the suffocating remorse.

      The poor fuck screamed as Ink pressed the scorching hot blade against his cheek. I could hear the sizzle as his flesh seared and melted. When Ink pulled his knife away, the charred skin bubbled with blood and ooze.

      We’d been pulling this man apart for the last two hours. It was easy to lure him here with a whore spitting promises of sucking his dick. But rather than finding pleasure, he strolled right into a fuck-load of pain waiting for him in an abandoned building far away from where anyone could hear him scream. Now he was hanging from the ceiling, wrists tied above his head with chains holding him in place.

      Ink took the blowtorch and heated the knife again. Judging by the malice painted across his skin, Ink was far from done.

      “Fuck it.” Ink tossed the knife aside and rounded to stand behind the Python, who had been weeping. With every tear that crossed his burned flesh, he screamed even harder. Nothing like salt on open wounds.

      “Granite, you got another knife?”

      I plucked one out of the side of my boot and handed it to him.

      “What…please…” the SOB begged, but his voice was barely audible, exhausted as fuck.

      I moved to stand behind Ink, wanting to watch what his evil mind was going to make him do now. It was entertaining as hell, watching his demons give him the strength to torture the shit out of this man. And by shit…I meant shit. He had pissed himself twice, and judging by the putrid smell that clung to the air in the small, confined space we were in, I’d say he shit himself as well.

      Ink took my knife and tore through the guy’s shirt. The Python cried out, a streak of blood running down his spine. Ink didn’t exactly care whether he sliced the fucker’s skin while he tore through the fabric.

      Ink lit the blowtorch, glanced over his shoulder, and winked at me. “Time to get extreme. I’d close my ears if I were you.”

      “Nah. Make him scream me a melody.”

      Ink laughed. “Got it, boss man.”

      The Python tried to look over his shoulder. “Please…what are you—” And then he screamed. No, he fucking wailed and shrieked, the sound reaching a pitch it hadn’t before.

      Ink moved the blowtorch—slowly, torturously—the flame burning the skin of the guy’s back.

      On and on and on the screams went, an unending sonnet of pain and suffering. It was fucking beautiful. Mix those tormented sounds with the horrid stench of burning flesh, and we had ourselves a fucking party.

      Ink laughed manically, consumed by rage and a hunger for torture.

      Abruptly, the screams stopped, the Python’s head lolling to the front.

      Ink looked at me. “Did the fucker pass out? Tell me the fucker didn’t pass out.”

      “Yup. He passed out. Or he’s dead.”

      “Seriously? This was just starting to get fun.” Ink threw the blowtorch down on the ground, annoyed that our little Python voodoo doll decided to check out.

      I walked around, stared at the fucker’s mutilated face, one ear cleanly cut off, an eye shut and still bleeding from my thumb I had forced into his eye socket earlier. I placed a finger to his neck, not caring that he was covered in blood. My hands were already soaked with it.

      “Yup. He’s dead.”

      “Oh, come on!” Ink threw my knife across the room and against the wall. “I still have a list of shit I want to do to this motherfucker.”

      Stepping back around, I stopped beside him and stared at the corpse’s back. “Nice,” I commented, admiring Ink’s handiwork—a giant, distorted K burned into the flesh. A cruel way of engraving our mark on the fucker’s flesh.

      “Symbolic, right?” Ink grinned. “From now on, every one of these fuckers will have this burned into their flesh for what they did to her.”

      “Yeah, I feel ya.” I leaned back against the wall and lit a cigarette, taking the time to soak it all in. Soon, the adrenaline would subside, and guilt would once again take its place, so I appreciated every goddamn second of relief this bloody scene brought me.

      I looked over to where Ink was standing. His face was covered in blood, his eyes wide and unsatisfied. It was safe to assume he wasn’t experiencing these moments of calm. Quiet. The demon raging in him was too strong to be sated by blood and death. It wanted more. It wanted annihilation, war, total chaos.

      I tossed my cigarette in a pool of blood, picked up the severed finger, and placed it in the zip-lock bag I brought along specially for it. Slither would receive yet another package with this little surprise in it. Symbolic for the finger he cut off Neon’s hand. Fucker wanted a finger, well, Ink and I would send him several.

      Taking a seat across from the hanging corpse, I brushed my fingers up and down my beard. “You don’t blame me. Why?”

      Ink didn’t look at me. He was too busy taking mental pictures of the mutilated body and the Python torn into shreds. “I don’t blame you. I blame them.” He nodded toward the corpses.

      “It’s because of me—”

      “It’s because of you and your father that I’m still breathing today. I’ll always be grateful for that.”

      I placed my elbows on my knees and leaned forward. “Even after what happened.”

      “Nah, dude.” He crouched while holding the knife in his hand. “You did what you had to do. You had no other choice, and I respect that. I’m not blaming anyone other than these motherfuckers. Besides,” he leaned his head back against the wall, “you’ve been beating yourself up enough. You don’t need me or anyone else to make it worse.”

      I snorted. “You’re just being nice because I’m helping you sate that bloodlust of yours. I’m the Robin to your fucking Batman.”

      Ink let out a half attempt at a laugh. “Dude, I won’t lie. It feels good slicing my blade across these fuckers’ throats, hearing them gargle and choke on their own fucking blood. But you and I both know you need this just as much as I do, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.” He eyed me pointedly. “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be keeping this a secret from the rest of the club. You’re afraid they won’t agree and end up forcing us to stop by voting against it at church. Especially Dutch.”

      I shrugged. “True. But something tells me we won’t get any shit from the others by doing this. Everyone is hurt because of what happened. Not just us.”

      Ink got up and placed his knife back in his pocket. “Tell them, then. Tell the rest what we’ve been doing the last few nights, and that we’ve buried five Pythons already. Just remember, you’re the president. I’m not. No matter what they vote, I’m not stopping until my blade is jammed in Slither’s spine. I won’t stop, Granite. Even if it means costing me my seat at the goddamn table.”

      I got up and walked over, not in the least bothered by the fact that I was stepping in a dead man’s blood. I placed my hand on his shoulder. “I swear to you that Slither will burn in hell for what he did. And nothing or no one will take your place at the Kings table. You got it?”

      Ink’s lips were pulled in a straight line, and up close it seemed like he had aged years over the last few days. “I want to be the one who does it.”

      “Does what?”

      “I want to be the one who sends that motherfucker to hell. Me. Can you promise me that?” The determination in his eyes, and the way his face remained stone as he stared at me, told me there was only one thing that would ultimately make him able to breathe again. It was the same thing that had been paving this path we had been on for years.

      Revenge.

      At that moment, there wasn’t anything I wanted more than to be the one who drove a knife through that bastard’s black heart. But Ink needed it more than I did, and my guys were more important to me than my need to spill blood.

      “You have my word.”

      He slapped his hand on my shoulder. “Thanks, bro. Just,” he scrunched his nose, “let’s not ever talk about my place in the club like it’s some fucking King Arthur movie, okay? Good God,” he brushed past me, “referring to it as my place at the table sounds all kinds of wrong.”

      I let out a laugh. “You started it.”

      “Yeah, well…I make it sound cool. You just fucked it up when you said it.”

      “Good to know you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      He glanced over his shoulder with a cocked brow. “Sense of humor? Dude, I could not be more serious right now.”

      I smirked. One thing was for sure—our club would not be the same without this man.

      “Yo, Ink.”

      “Yeah?” He turned to face me.

      “I’ll make this right for her. For Neon.”

      He nodded. “Nah, man. You got it wrong. We’ll make it right for her.” With that, he left. I stayed behind, listening as he made the call to send a clean-up crew.

      I glanced down at my hands, blood stuck in the corners of my nails. Like every one of these fuckers we tortured and killed, I had Neon’s blood on my hands as well. And in some poetic way, Alyx’s too.

      For a moment, I closed my eyes, thinking of how it felt to be with her, against her, inside her. It felt better than I ever could have imagined. Being president of one of the biggest motorcycle clubs in New York didn’t make me feel as powerful as it did when she finally surrendered herself to me. For a hardened man like myself, those moments with her, experiencing that euphoria was the closest I’d ever get to feeling the kind of emotion that stemmed from a person’s soul. God! I didn’t want it to fucking end. But it did. Badly.

      Deep down, I had always known the day would come when I’d ruin my pretty ballerina girl. But I took her anyway, corrupted her, then tore her apart. I couldn’t stop myself because I wanted her too much.

      Selfish fucker.

      I took a deep breath while pulling my fingers through my hair. These metaphorical walks down memory lane were crushing me, slowly killing me like some wretched disease without a cure. But I deserved it. I deserved to be haunted and tortured by memories, which was why I’d never let myself forget.

      Ink and I got back to the safe house before dawn. Of course, after silently pushing our motorcycles to the back of the house, Onyx was sitting on the porch waiting for us.

      “Fun night?”

      Ink and I glanced at each other, and I looked back at my brother. “Maybe.”

      “Where’d you go?”

      “Out.”

      I paused in front of Onyx, and Ink casually took a seat next to him, lighting himself a cigarette. “She had to be a lousy lay for you to be up at the crack of dawn.”

      Onyx glared at Ink before turning his attention back to me. “I know what you’re doing.”

      I kicked at the dirt. “Yeah, and what’s that?”

      “You’re fucking up Pythons, aren’t you?”

      “What makes you think that?”

      Onyx turned to face Ink. “Because there’s no way in hell you’d be able to hide your rage if you weren’t purging somehow. So, look me in the eye and tell me you’re not fucking up Pythons.”

      Ink smirked at Onyx. “You bet your motherfucking ass we’re fucking up Pythons.”

      “Ink,” I started, but he held up his hand while still looking Onyx in the eye.

      “You want in?”

      Onyx continued to stare at Ink for a few seconds. “Fuck, yeah.”

      “Great.” Ink got up then turned toward me. “You know where to find me.”

      I nodded, and he went inside the house. Son of a bitch didn’t even think twice about telling Onyx the truth. And within five seconds, Ink managed to get my little brother on board this shit show with us.

      Onyx got up and stepped toward me. “I knew you were hiding something.”

      “I wasn’t hiding it.” I stomped on my cigarette and brushed past him, not in the mood for another argument.

      “Granite.”

      I stopped. “What?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t think I had to.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I turned to face him. “This is not your fight.”

      “Are you serious?” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you for real right now? Of course, this is my fight. This is all of our fight. Especially now.”

      Pressing my fist against my chest, I glared at him. “This is my doing. I caused this, so this is my fight. Not yours.”

      “Then why is Ink on it too? Why are you letting him in?”

      “Because it’s the only way to keep his rage from consuming him.”

      Onyx pulled his hair out of his face, cheeks red and eyes wild. He took a deep breath. “I know you and I have had our differences. And we don’t always see eye to eye. But you are still my brother, Granite. I still love you. And I can’t stand to watch you carry this burden alone.”

      “It’s my burden to carry.”

      “No, it’s not.” He shook his head. “No one blames you. Not even Ink blames you for what happened.”

      “She does.” I bit my lip as the words left my mouth, Onyx’s stone expression softening a little.

      “Only because she doesn’t know. She doesn’t understand. But once you tell her—”

      “No.” I cut him off mid-sentence. “She doesn’t have to know anything.”

      “What? Why? Granite, Alyx is busy killing herself over this.”

      I snorted. “The only reason she’s unhappy is because of me. Because of what I let happen.”

      Onyx let out a laugh that sounded more manic than sincere. “God, you’re fucking clueless. Dude, as much as she blames you, she’s blaming herself for what happened to Neon.”

      I balked. “What?”

      “Yeah.” He raised a brow. “The way Alyx sees it, if it wasn’t for her and this fucking obsession you have with her—”

      I shot him a questioning look.

      “Oh, yeah,” he tapped his finger against his chest, “I know. In fact, everyone fucking knows that your idea to use Alyx was never just about avenging Dad’s death. Rule number one, big brother—never underestimate your team. It’s insulting.”

      I rested my elbows on my knees, rubbing my fists together while avoiding eye contact with Onyx. “None of this is Alyx’s fault. I don’t know why she’d even think that.”

      Onyx stepped forward. “Because she has a heart. She sees things differently than we do. We’re a bunch of thick-skinned, hard-assed criminals who learned how to thrive in a cruel world. But Alyx? She’s part of that little bit of good that’s left in the world, Granite. So, when bad shit happens, it poisons her because she’s…Jesus”—he took a breath—“because she’s…pure.”

      I regarded my brother, watching his face while he spoke about her. I’d be blind not to see it. “You have feelings for her, don’t you?”

      “What?” He froze. “No.”

      I got up and straightened. “Cut the bullshit, Onyx. I’ve seen the way you look at her. I’ve seen you going to her room, checking up on her. As you said, we’re thick-skinned, hard-assed criminals. And we don’t go around caring for people out of the goodness of our hearts. You care for Alyx.”

      His silence was all the answer I needed. In fact, I didn’t need him to say anything. I knew it was true. I knew it even before the shit hit the fan with Neon and Slither. Onyx cared for her the second he pulled the trigger that night, killing the guy holding a gun to her head. Couldn’t say I blamed him. Alyx had this pull to her, like a magnetic field that was too strong to fight. She was this fragile little thing, yet somehow she was bigger than all of us. Onyx knew it. I knew it. Even Neon knew it.

      Onyx bit his lower lip, sucking it into his mouth as if he were trying to stop the words from coming out. Glancing in the other direction, he tucked his hair behind his ears before facing me again. “You’re right. I do care about her, and the man in me hates that she’s hurting because of you.”

      Jesus Christ, I couldn’t even open my mouth because I was too busy fighting the urge to knock his motherfucking teeth out. All I could do without losing my shit was flare my nostrils while slowly tearing him apart with a glare.

      Onyx smirked, as if he knew I was teetering on the edge of turning savage on my own blood. He wiped his palm down his face. “But don’t worry, brother. I’m not going to let history repeat itself. You know why?”

      “Enlighten me,” I gritted out with a clenched jaw.

      “Because this time I’m smart enough to realize she belongs to you. And this time I’m man enough to walk away without resenting you for it.”

      My anger went from boiling to simmering, slowly turning down the heat searing my veins. Onyx and I had history that spread far from being mere brothers.

      We once loved the same girl, and neither of us was willing to let go. It wrecked us both and left scars in our relationship that would probably never go away. But it didn’t destroy the bond we shared—not completely, anyway. Hearing my brother admit he had feelings for Alyx was a hard pill to swallow. But the fact that he would walk away so easily earned him my respect as a brother, and as a man.

      I approached him, holding out my hand for a handshake. He eyed me cautiously before placing his hand in mine, pulling us together for a one-armed hug and a pat on the shoulder.

      I leaned back. “I appreciate that, brother. But this time,” I swallowed hard, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, “this time I’m the one who should be man enough to walk away.”

      As I tried to turn around, Onyx grabbed my elbow. Instinctively, I glared down at where his fingers curled around my arm, his grip tight. Threatening.

      He stepped forward, eyes almost level to mine. “Listen to me, and you better listen good,” he said with a low snarl. “I’ve always walked in your shadow, always stayed one step behind you, letting you do what you thought best even if I disagreed. But not now. Not when it concerns her.” His grip tightened. “You don’t get to walk away, Granite. That girl is your responsibility. You wanted her. Well, now you have her, and you better man up, grow some motherfucking balls, and get over this shitty guilt trip you’re on. Because that girl in there,” he pointed toward the house, “that girl needs you, even if she doesn’t fucking know it yet.” He let go of my arm with a jerk, jaw clenched and eyes determined. “I won’t let you make the same mistake twice by taking the coward’s way out and not doing the right thing.”

      Onyx left, walking into the house. If he was any other man, I would have smashed his skull against the goddamn pavement. But he wasn’t just any other man. He was my brother, and no matter how much I wanted to tell him that he’d been spitting bullshit from his mouth the last five minutes, I couldn’t. Because it wasn’t bullshit. Everything he said was the truth, and it knocked me in the chest, radiating right to the black hole where my heart should have been.

      Onyx was right…but that didn’t mean I’d listen.
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      I stared at the door. Onyx didn’t turn the lock when he left. But unlike the first time they stuck me in a room against my will, I had no desire to open the door and find a way out. What difference would it make whether I was in here or out there? I’d still feel like shit. I’d still be guilt-ridden and rotten. It made no difference where I was. Nothing would change. Besides, if I managed to escape, I’d merely be going from one prison to the next. At home, I’d be confined to the prison my mother created, and she’d hover and smother me like she always did. At least here I was free to wallow in my own despair and sit in a dark pit of my choosing…not hers.

      I thought about what Onyx said, that I’d always belong to Granite. Like a possession, a thing that could be kept and locked up. It was ironic, really, because that was exactly what I was. Kept and locked up. But then I thought about my nightmare where I was hanging from a ceiling like a slaughtered pig, just like Neon did. The fear. The horror. The panic. I felt it all as if it was really happening. I was there, I took her place, and it was the most terrifying thing I’d ever experienced. I could practically still feel my back burning from the iron hooks sliced through my skin. And when I closed my eyes, I still saw the grotesque mutilated face of my tormentor. The sound of his voice. It was so vivid, I had to keep reminding myself it was only a nightmare. But then I remembered how I called out for Granite. How I hoped he would save me. The thought of him rescuing me was like a lifeline for me while I hung from those chains. Why would I feel that? Why would I want Granite to save me, or even think he would? He didn’t save Neon. Why would he save me? Still, he was right there in my mind with the part where I had hope for the torture to end. Was I still connected to him in some sordid, twisted way? Was his name still lingering in my heart even after what he did, what he allowed to happen? How was that possible? How could I still feel for him now that I knew what kind of monster he truly was?

      My stomach griped. I clutched my arms around my abdomen and hunched over while I sat on the bed. The ache was everywhere as the hunger pangs became stronger. The headache throbbing at my temples and above my eyes was getting worse, and my mouth was dry, like I had swallowed sand.

      I glanced at the bottle of water Onyx had left, and the sight alone increased my thirst fourfold. So I reached out, and the sound of the seal breaking as I twisted the cap resonated in the quiet room. I emptied that bottle of water within ten seconds flat. The cold liquid stung my empty stomach but quenched my thirst, and the sandy feeling was gone.

      Placing the empty bottle back on the bedside table, I glanced at the bathroom. There was no door or entry hidden with closet doors. It was just an opening in the wall leading to the bathroom.

      I eyed the tub, which was right across from the entry. It wasn’t nearly as pretty as the bath I had in my other prison cell where they first kept me. It seemed old, smaller, and a little discolored.

      When was the last time I had a bath or a shower? I couldn’t remember. And, frankly, I didn’t care. Since I was rotten on the inside, I might as well be filthy on the outside.

      The door opened behind me, and a rush of heat flooded through me—from the back of my neck right down to my heels.

      It was him. I knew it. I could feel it.

      I closed my eyes. “Go away, Granite.”

      The door closed, but I knew he hadn’t left. My skin was still prickling with his presence.

      Silence filled every open space in the room, yet it was deafening, laden with unspoken words. The longer the silence remained, the harder I had to work at holding back my tears.

      “Please leave.” My voice was soft and held no conviction. In that moment, I was hanging from that ceiling again, hooked to chains and possessed by pain…but relieved because he finally came. He came to save me. He came to take away the pain.

      If only…

      A tear slipped down my cheek. It was amazing how he could trigger these emotions in me merely by being close. He didn’t have to say a word. He didn’t have to touch me. He simply had to stand there and breathe.

      I wiped at my cheek with the back of my hand. “Granite, please leave.” My voice was louder this time, sorrow slowly building my strength.

      Nothing. Not a word.

      I clutched my stomach tighter, heartache spreading everywhere, filling every crack, threatening to shatter me into a million pieces. I didn’t want to break in front of him. Not again. But I couldn’t stop it. This man managed to engrave himself on my soul, penetrating every part of my being, consuming me to a point where breaking was the only way to get a little relief from constantly trying to fight it. To fight him.

      “Please,” I whispered as a tear rolled over my lips and I could taste my own sadness. “It hurts too much to be close to you.”

      Pain built its way through every bone in my body until it finally erupted. I shot up.

      “Please leave!” My voice slammed against the walls, anger echoing from my words. I turned around, ready to lash at him, only to find he wasn’t there. He was gone. He left, and I stood there staring at the closed door. Alone, hurt, and hating myself for being disappointed that he was no longer there.

      My lips quivered, and I finally allowed the sorrow to consume me. It demanded tears. So many tears, I couldn’t stop it. I didn’t want to stop it. I wanted to crack and break in ways that would make it impossible to be put back together. That way I wouldn’t ever have to fight again. I wouldn’t ever have to try to scrape together every ounce of strength in order to survive. I could just give up, and not feel anything ever again. If I didn’t feel, I couldn’t long for something or someone I had lost—that was, if I ever had it in the first place. I’d simply be a void in a world thriving on pain and agony.

      Burying my face in my palms, I continued to sob, the heartache throbbing like an open sore.

      Images of him, of me, of us together flashed through my mind, and the memory of being with him worsened the pain tenfold. It made everything worse because I loved it. I missed it. And I wanted it again. I wanted to be with him, and I hated myself for it. Wanting him still made me weak. It made me pathetic. Most of all, it made me a fucking hypocrite because I longed for the man who tainted me with the blood of another.

      God. How was I going to survive this? Was there ever going to be an ending to all this?

      I wasn’t strong enough.

      I wasn’t strong enough to fight him…or the hold he had on my heart. No matter what kind of devil he was.
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      Leaning against the door, I listened to her cries. Every tear she shed was like a hot knife slicing through my flesh. Every cry, every whimper had me bleeding on the inside, slowly rotting and dying.

      When I walked into the room and my gaze fell on her fragile form, all I wanted to do was take her in my arms and carry her away—far away from all of this. I wanted to soothe her, comfort her, take care of her. But I couldn’t. I was the reason she was broken in the first place. If it wasn’t for me, she wouldn’t have been feeling all that pain right now.

      Even through the thin fabric of the clothes she wore, I could see the bones of her shoulders protruding. Her arms were thin enough for me to wrap my fingers around, and her hair was a mess of dirty strands. She was in hell…because of me.

      I stood inside that room, silently, listening to her soft whimpers, her rapid breaths. Being so close to her yet unable to touch her was the worst kind of agony a man like me had ever felt. I’d taken bullets, survived blades and punches. But her pain was something I wasn’t sure I’d be able to survive. It was too much, so I left, a bigger mess than when I went in.

      “Fuck,” I whispered while leaning my head to the side and closing my eyes.

      “You need to tell her.”

      Startled, I looked around and saw Onyx standing at the end of the hall. “You need to tell her, Granite.”

      “No.” I stomped off in the other direction. Onyx followed.

      “She’s going to kill herself over this. You know that, right?”

      “She won’t. This will all be over soon.”

      “How?” He grabbed my elbow, and this time I swung around, balling my fist, ready to punch him. But I managed to stop myself in time, biting my bottom lip.

      “Stop,” I warned him. “Just…stop.”

      “I’m sorry, brother. But this time I won’t stop until you do the right fucking thing.”

      “Don’t.”

      A threatening grin spread across his face. “Not this time. You tell her, or I will.”

      I lost it. His threat pushed me over the edge, and I grabbed his throat, slamming his back into the wall, digging my fingers into his neck while pinning his shoulder with my other hand. “If you so much as breathe in her direction, I will kill you. I swear to God, I’ll drive my knife through your heart and feel nothing.” My jaw clenched, nostrils flared, anger resonating from every pore.

      “Why the fuck won’t you tell her? She needs to know the truth. How in God’s name can you not see that?”

      I let go of him with a jerk, snarling like a goddamn animal. Rage made it impossible for me to put words together. God knew it took every ounce of self-control I had to stop myself from beating my own brother.

      “Granite, I don’t get it, man. Telling her will end all of this. Why the fuck—” He paused and narrowed his eyes, staring at me like he managed to catch a glimpse inside my head, hearing my every thought. “You’re afraid.” His eyebrows slanted inward. “You’re afraid she’ll forgive you.”

      “What?”

      “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re afraid if she knows the truth, she’ll forgive you. You can’t deal with that thought because you can’t forgive yourself.”

      I wiped my beard with the back of my hand. “Fuck off, Onyx. Get out of my head and mind your own fucking business.”

      “That’s the problem, Granite. It’s not just your fucking business. If it affects the club, it’s all of our business.”

      “Not her,” I retaliated. “She’s no one’s fucking business except mine.” I took a step forward, holding a finger in his face. “Stay away from her. I mean it.”

      I turned and saw Ink standing behind us. But I only glanced at him before brushing past. If I didn’t leave now, I’d end up smashing my brother’s jaw into pieces.

      As I was about to exit the basement, Ink called out, “Onyx is right.”

      I stopped but didn’t turn to face him.

      “Onyx is right. She needs to know.”

      I rolled my shoulders, moving my head side to side to loosen the strain in my neck. The thought of her knowing sent a crawling sensation up my spine that felt all kinds of wrong. “No.” One simple word, and I walked off. But when I got to the top of the stairs, Dutch was waiting for me.

      “I think it’s time for a meeting, don’t you?”

      “Dutch—”

      “Granite. We need to talk about this.” He glanced over my shoulder to Onyx and Ink. “All of us do.”

      My jaw clenched, and I bit my lip. Fuck. I didn’t need a goddamn degree to figure out they were about to vote against me. Even though my word was law, I’d never voted against my entire crew. Neither had my father. Would this be the first?

      “Fine,” I conceded with a growl. “We wait for Manic, then we can have our meeting.” I brushed past Dutch, and Manic chose that exact fucking moment to walk through the front door. Jesus. Was the universe that desperate to fuck me in the ass?

      “What about a meeting?” Manic stared at me questioningly, and then at Dutch. “What’d I miss?”

      Dutch stepped in next to me. “We need to discuss the current situation with Alyx and—”

      “My vote is we tell her,” Manic said, as if it was as obvious as the sun rising in the east.

      “Great.” I held my arms out wide as I spun around. “Seems like you all agree.”

      Dutch nodded. “We do. Listen, Granite. We are all aware of your personal situation with Alyx.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” I snapped.

      “It means we know this is no longer just a war between rival clubs fighting over turf and business. It’s personal now, after what happened with Neon…for all of us.” He stepped up, closer to me. “And it’s personal for you because of Alyx. We get that, and we don’t judge. Right, guys?” he called over his shoulder, and they all agreed firmly.

      “But,” Onyx started, “this has gone on long enough, and Alyx needs to know. The woman is slowly wasting away.”

      “I agree,” Ink chimed in. “Besides. She’s going to find out sooner or later.”

      I let out a sarcastic laugh. “So this is what an ambush feels like.”

      “No. It’s not an ambush.” Onyx lit his cigarette. “But if you’re completely honest with yourself, and push that guilt trip you’re constantly on aside, you’ll realize it’s the right fucking thing to do.”

      Dutch, Onyx, Manic, and Ink all stared at me like they were waiting for me to announce world fucking peace. They were right. I knew that. But besides my own guilt keeping me from doing the right thing, I wasn’t sure if she was ready. I wasn’t sure Alyx was ready to handle the truth—especially since it wasn’t pretty.

      “She’s not ready,” I said simply. “Alyx isn’t ready. She’s too weak.”

      “Don’t underestimate her, Granite.” He blew out some smoke. “I think she’s proven to be much stronger than we all thought.”

      “You said it yourself, Onyx. She’s wasting away. She won’t eat because of what she thinks is the truth. What the fuck do you think will happen when she sees it?”

      “I don’t know, man. But I’m pretty sure it will be ten times better than it is right now.”

      In a bid to avoid eye contact with any of them, I glanced around the room. Leather couches, dark gray walls, and charcoal marbled tiles on the floor. This house was any minimalist’s dream…and currently this situation was a goddamn nightmare—for me. The longer I stood there, the more it felt like the walls were closing in on me. And knowing she was there too, trapped between four walls, suffering…it was suffocating me, squeezing every ounce of breath from my lungs.

      “I can’t think.” I grabbed the keys to my bike from the table next to the front door. “I’m going for a ride. Maybe I’ll be able to fucking think without you fuckers staring at me.”

      They didn’t stop me. They knew better than to try. Fucking with the devil when he was on the edge of exploding was like playing with the lion’s balls. You’d get torn and chewed up within seconds.

      Dutch silently followed me out to the garage. He never let me ride alone. Ever. But that didn’t bother me. He knew me long enough to know not to fucking talk, and to keep his distance while he played bodyguard around me.

      I put my lid on and climbed on my Harley. The start of the engine roared, and it instantly calmed the blood burning in my veins. There was nothing like controlling a beast between your legs, the vibration and sound of pipes singing to your soul while the freedom to soar into the unknown calmed your anger and cleared your mind.

      I looked at Dutch, and he nodded. A silent sign of comradery, respect, and support.

      No matter what I decided.
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      The water felt soft against my skin. Warm and soothing. I couldn’t remember the last time I took a bath. After Granite had disappeared on me earlier, I had to do something to try to settle my mind, my thoughts.

      Looking down at my naked body stretched in the tub, it was visible even to me that I had lost more weight. Mommy dearest would have been proud to see her daughter starve herself, no matter what the reason.

      I banished the thought of her as quickly as it popped into my head. There was no way I’d be able to deal with those demons as well while I fought another devil.

      The hairs on my legs were longer than they’d been in years. Shaving wasn’t exactly a priority while you were kidnapped and held prisoner. Personal grooming was the farthest thing from my mind.

      I turned my leg to the side, looking at the tattoo on my inner thigh. It healed well, the scabs gone, and the skull was perfect…unlike its leader.

      The tattoo made me think of Red. My best friend. She was probably going out of her mind already. How long had it been? How long was it since they took me—since I got plummeted into the darkest corner of the devil’s lair?

      Days? Weeks? Months? Probably not months. But it seemed like forever.

      I closed my eyes, trying to think of my life before all this happened. It was weird, but I couldn’t remember much. All I saw was him. Granite. Everywhere. Even when reaching for the most distant memory, all I saw was him. His face. All I felt was him, his touch, his kiss. It was like he had always been there. As if he had always been the center point in my life. The harder I tried not to think of him, the more he ended up possessing every corner of my mind. Even Neon’s friendly face and blue hair started to retreat to the background, making way for the president of the American Street Kings.

      A ruthless leader.

      A merciless ruler.

      A cruel king.

      I was in love with a man without a heart. I had given my body and my soul to a man who was incapable of feeling anything. How could I have been so stupid? How could I have been so reckless with my heart by giving it to a man who cherished nothing? Not even life.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks. I’d been crying so much I hardly noticed the wet droplets of sorrow anymore.

      I slipped down, pulling my head under the water. For those few seconds, I was numb, water rushing into my ears muffling out the sound of my breathing. Everything felt so far, like the water had the power to distance me from the world. But it didn’t take away the image of his face, and it didn’t numb the way my heart ached for him. Problem was, my heart ached for Neon too. When I was stuck in that nightmare, taking Neon’s place on the hooks, I was terrified. I had never been so scared in my life. I could only imagine what it had been like for her as reality. For her, it wasn’t just a nightmare. It was real.

      Unable to stomach the thought, I pushed myself up and out of the water, wiping my hair back as I dried my face with my palms. When I opened my eyes, I knew he was there.

      “You’re back,” I murmured without looking at him.

      He didn’t say anything. Like earlier, he was just there, his presence taking up every last space in the room.

      I brushed my cheek against my shoulder, closing my eyes again. “Will you say something this time?”

      Silence.

      I let out a breath, trying to relieve a little of the ache that throbbed inside my chest. For a moment, I concentrated on him, his presence, trying to bathe myself in it. Maybe even lose myself in it. All this time, I was nothing but a fool trying to convince myself that I hated him, but the truth was…I hated the thought of never being with him again more.

      I heard his footsteps. Slow. Loud. Coming closer. I didn’t dare open my eyes. I was afraid he’d disappear again, and I didn’t want him to leave. I hated that I didn’t want him to leave.

      With my cheek still against my shoulder, legs pressed against my chest, I remained still. “Please say something.”

      Silence…and then…

      “I’m sorry…ballerina girl.”

      Sobs erupted out of nowhere. The sound of his voice was so close, I could feel the warmth of his breath on my wet skin, and it hurt. It hurt so much, it was like the pain tried to break free from my bones.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Water slowly trickled over my shoulder and down my spine. Soft, gentle, as if he was trying to soothe me. Comfort me. Silently washing away my pain.

      I opened my eyes, my sight blurry with sorrow. But when I looked into his eyes, those beautiful green irises with amber specks of strength, I realized how truly lost I was. I was lost within the world of a man who possessed me mind, body, and soul. A cruel man. A ruthless man. A man who led the way to my ruin. Yet here I was, fully aware that no matter how much I wanted to hate him, I didn’t. Resisting him was only temporary—it had always been only temporary.

      After a few deep breaths, I started weeping again. The moment was too powerful for me to even try to stay strong. I couldn’t. Not with him so close, crouched beside the tub and staring right at me. Dark, disheveled curls had been tied in a messy bun. His beard was still as unruly as ever, menace oozing out of every pore even while we found ourselves in such a vulnerable moment. But instead of fearing him like I knew I should, I wanted him. I wanted him to take away the pain, the uncertainty…just like I wanted him to save me in my nightmare.

      “Granite,” I whispered, “it hurts.” I sniffed. “Make it stop…please.”

      More tears poured like a river of agony, but he didn’t say a word. All he did was drip a handful of water down my back, over and over again, like he was trying to wash away every bad thing that had ever happened to me.

      I leaned to the side, reaching for his arm, pulling it closer as I nestled my face into the crook of his elbow, crying. The familiar smell of cedarwood mixed with nicotine was comforting, yet it woke a new kind of ache inside me. And when his fingertips gently traveled down my spine on his way to scoop more water into his palm, my body shivered. His touch took me back to the night when I surrendered, finally embracing the darkness of what I felt for him. I couldn’t say it was light, because it wasn’t. Whatever it was between us, it was dark, dirty, raw…and unstoppable. Not even death could stop it.

      His other hand wrapped around my arm as he pulled me closer, allowing me to cry into his shoulder. My tears stained his cut with my pain. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. Enough had been said. Enough had been done. I simply wanted to be free of all the emotions I was slowly drowning in.

      Silently, he kept pouring water down my back, over my shoulders, while his other hand caressed me. The longer I felt his touch, being so close to him, the more I wanted him to take it all away, even if only for a short while.

      I lifted my head, my cheek brushing against his beard as I exhaled against the skin of his neck. A groan rumbled in the back of his throat, and his fingers dug into the flesh of my arm, pulling me closer, the edge of the tub pressing against my chest like a barrier keeping us apart.

      “Make it go away,” I whispered, and he cursed under his breath. “Make it all go away, Granite.”

      I heard his breathing deepen, his warm breath coating the bare, wet skin of my neck. It was gentle enough to barely feel, yet powerful enough to tip me over the brink of madness, far away from the confusion that tainted everything I felt for this man.

      Easing down the side of my arm, his fingers left a trace of tingling flesh in their wake, continuing all the way until it disappeared beneath the water. I closed my eyes, not even trying to fight the feeling. I was desperate for it to carry me away from here, to be raptured from reality. The soft touch of his fingers against my skin was indescribable, and just like I knew it would, it slowly forced all the bad feelings that were poisoning me to the farthest corner of my soul, too weak to fight the desire he so expertly woke inside me.

      It started out as a sliver of relief, but as he moved his touch to my inner thigh, the relief grew stronger, powerful, and it gently lured me away from the ugliness of this world.

      I sucked in a breath, unable to control the way my body responded to his touch. It was impossible, exactly like the first time he seduced me.

      “Granite—”

      He wrapped his other arm around my shoulder, pushing his cheek hard against mine, finally slipping his hand between my legs.

      I gasped and moaned, and he squeezed my shoulder. Gently, he teased a fingertip along my sensitive folds, exploring while earning soft whimpers from my lips. Greedy and overcome with desire, I opened my legs, giving him access—permission to take me away. Carry me far from here.

      In the midst of all the ugly, his touch felt exquisite, my body no longer consumed by anguish, but rather a raw need to find pleasure. Even if just for a few moments.

      He slipped a finger inside me, and I cried out at the same time he wrapped a hand around my neck, craning my head back, kissing me hard like both our lives depended on it. It was a desperate, firm, and unyielding kiss that took my breath away. The feel of his velvet tongue against mine earned a moan from deep within my chest, and the taste that was uniquely Granite disarmed me completely. The rhythm of his finger easing in and out of me was exquisite, yet torture at the same time, and I wanted more. I didn’t want it to ever end.

      Peeling his lips from mine, I felt the top of his nose travel below my ear, inhaling like he was trying to get high on my scent. My body was instantly consumed with the need to be burned alive. I wanted his touch to incinerate me and leave nothing but ashes behind.

      The pad of his thumb found that little sensitive bud and played it to the sweet rhythm of the euphoria I craved so much. Fingers dug into the flesh beneath my jaw, and I couldn’t stop myself from moving my hips. Searching. Wanting. Needing more. I was desperately searching for the edge, hopelessly in need of that last push to finally fall.

      Warm lips kissed the hollow between my shoulder and neck. “I’m sorry, ballerina girl,” he whispered against my skin, and that was all I needed.

      I fell—catapulted over the edge. His finger slipped in and out of me, carrying me through the rush of pleasure that swept through my body like an electric current. It was powerful, deep, and for those few blissful moments, I was free, no longer feeling anything but the ecstasy of release.

      My body shuddered, and I pressed my cheek tightly against him, nestling into his shoulder.

      As the last tremors of pleasure rippled through me, he eased his finger out of me before weaving both hands through my hair at the back of my head. My breaths came out rapidly, and I loved being in his embrace.

      I hated that I loved it.

      He pressed a hard and desperate kiss against my temple then dropped his lips to my ear.

      “She’s alive.”

      I froze. “What?”

      He tightened his hold at the back of my head, gripping my hair tight. “Neon. She’s alive.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Alyx

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Naked and cold, I stood in the corner of the bathroom glaring at Granite, his big frame occupying the doorway. “Could you…um…could you say that again?”

      Granite tossed me a towel. “Get dressed. Then we talk.”

      “Is Neon alive?” I caught the towel, but I didn’t have it in me to care that I was naked.

      “First clothes. Then talk.”

      I locked my jaw, my chest rising and falling as anger and confusion poisoned every breath. “Did I hear you correctly, Granite? Is Neon alive?”

      “Get—”

      “Goddammit, Granite,” I snapped. “Just tell me!”

      Granite roughed his hand through his hair before stretching his arms, holding his hands against the doorframe, head downcast. “Yes, Alyx. Neon is alive.”

      “Dear God.” My legs shook, and I grabbed the side of the tub, steadying myself as I sat on the edge. “Neon is alive? How…how is that possible?”

      Granite brushed his fingers across his forehead then finally managed to look me in the eye. “Neon isn’t dead, Alyx.” He visibly took a deep breath. “I lied.”

      “What?”

      Two simple words, yet I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “You lied?”

      He placed his hands on his side, the leather of his cut creaking with the movement. “Yeah. I lied.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why? Why would you—”

      “I had my reasons.”

      “Like what?”

      Granite stared at me from underneath his lashes, watching me like he was waiting for me to break at any moment. “What they did to her, Alyx, it was—”

      “It couldn’t have been worse than killing her.”

      He snorted and shook his head. “Believe me. I think she’d rather be dead.”

      A sudden fit of rage swept through me, and I launched myself at him, fists balled and ready. My fists slammed against his chest, and I kept screaming. Cursing and beating him, I wanted to hurt him like he had hurt me.

      “You son of a bitch! You lied to me!”

      He didn’t even try to fight me. He just stood there, allowing me to punch him, taking every hit and facing my anger.

      I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop from wanting to hurt him. All I saw was him, her, the lie. It was slamming against my ribcage, clawing at my insides, shredding me into nothing but slivers of rage.

      “You lied!”

      “I had to.”

      “You fucking lied!”

      “Alyx, stop.” He took a step forward and grabbed my arms, keeping me from hitting him again.

      “Why?” I yelled, not realizing I was crying until I tasted the salt on my lips. “Why did you lie?”

      “I did what I needed to do.”

      “Bullshit!”

      Granite let go of my arms, and I managed to slap him across the face, his head jerking to the side. I gasped and swallowed hard after I realized what I had done.

      Granite pulled his lips in a thin line, jaw clenched. “I guess I deserved that.” A glimmer of anger flashed across his green irises, and a chill ran up my spine. “But that is the last time you ever hit me. Do you understand me?”

      “You lied to me, you mo—”

      “Do you. Understand me?”

      I refused to respond to his demand of obedience. Who the fuck did he think he was, telling me what I could and could not do after he just dropped the biggest fucking bomb on me? “I can’t believe you lied to me.”

      “I did. But I’m telling you the truth now.”

      “After you let me grieve for fuck knows how long.”

      Granite moved to the other side of the bathroom, leaning against the wall.

      I was frozen on the spot, unable to move. “She’s really alive?”

      “Yes, Alyx.” He leaned his head back, staring at the roof. “Neon is alive.”

      “Oh, my God.” I wiped at the tears with the back of my hand. “I can’t believe it. How? Where?” I shook my head. “When did you find her?”

      Granite shifted against the wall and rubbed the back of his neck. “We found her that same day.”

      “You what?”

      He stared at me with that goddamn pity in his eyes, like I was some stupid girl who got fooled so easily.

      My skin went ice cold, my palms damp. “You knew all along.” It wasn’t a question. “When you told me she was dead, you knew.”

      He remained silent, standing against the wall and watching me like I was about to break apart.

      I sat back down on the edge of the tub. “Why in God’s name would you lie to me about this?”

      He shrugged, eyes never leaving mine. “I knew you’d want to see her if you knew she was alive, and I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “Why not?”

      “Jesus, Alyx. Those Pythons really did a number on her. You couldn’t even handle a simple goddamn picture of her. How the fuck would you have handled seeing her after we found her beaten up and left for dead, huh? We didn’t even think she’d fucking make it.”

      I stood and finally gathered the strength to wrap a towel around me. “And you thought letting me think she was dead would make me feel, what? Better?” I narrowed my eyes at him in disbelief. “You really thought you were doing me a fucking favor by letting me think she’s dead?”

      “Believe me. I did.”

      “Fuck you.” The words darted out of my mouth without me even thinking it. “Fuck you, Granite.”

      He snickered, a sarcastic edge to the sound. “Guess I deserved that too.”

      I gritted my teeth. “You deserve so much more than that.”

      “Don’t I know it.” He pushed himself off the wall and stomped out to the bedroom.

      I followed him. “I want to see her.”

      “See,” he spun around, “this is exactly why I didn’t tell you.”

      “What? Because I want to see her?”

      “Yes,” he snapped, wild eyes glaring at me. “Trust me when I say you can’t handle it, Alyx.”

      “Don’t you dare tell me what I can and can’t handle. Not after everything you’ve put me through.” The accusation was loud and clear, the blame dripping from my words. Yes, I blamed him. I blamed him for everything—especially now.

      “I want to see her, Granite.”

      “No.” His jaw ticked, his piercing stare slicing right through me.

      “Granite—”

      “I said no.”

      “And you also said Neon was dead. As of right now, not a single word you say means anything to me. Nothing.” I spat out the words like burning coals, then brushed past him, but he grabbed my elbow.

      “Stop, Alyx. We need to talk about this.”

      “Oh, now you want to talk.” I jerked my arm free. “Well, now I don’t want to talk to you. I want to see Neon.”

      He shook his head, but his denying me this only fueled my defiance. “You owe me that. After everything you’ve put me through, you fucking owe me at least this.”

      His gaze cut to mine, and in that moment I saw the blame, the remorse…the pain. It was right there, all of it. I could practically feel it, the air around us laden with it—his guilt. But my anger didn’t allow me to give a damn.

      He sighed. “Get dressed, Alyx.”

      “Will you let me see her?”

      He leaned his head back, rolling his shoulders. “Get dressed, and I’ll take you to her.”

      If I wasn’t so angry, I would have thanked him. But I hated him too much to give him even a tiny bit of gratitude.

      Relieved, I rushed over to the pile of clothes that had been placed on the chair in the corner. It had been there ever since I woke up in this room the first time. I grabbed the first shirt and pants I could find and pulled them on. Granite watched me; I felt it. But I didn’t care. I also didn’t care that his gaze moved across every contour of my body, all the way down, and back up again.

      Pulling my wet hair out from underneath the shirt, I looked at him. “Let’s go. Which hospital is she in?”

      Granite’s expression remained stone. “She’s not in a hospital.”

      “What? Then where is she?”

      “Come on.” He opened the door and stood to the side, allowing me to walk out first.

      I shot him a cautious look. “Granite?”

      He nodded toward the door. “Go on.”

      I kept my eyes on him as I took slow, hesitant steps. My mind was one huge vortex of confusion, and it scared me since I couldn’t make sense of what the fuck was happening.

      I walked out, and Granite followed. “Walk straight down the hall, then to your right.”

      I glanced at him over my shoulder. “Where are we going?”

      “Just walk, ballerina girl.”

      The hall was dimly lit, and I glanced up at the roof, noticing all the air vents. Slowly, I took one step at a time, glancing from the roof to the walls to the floor. Every now and then I glanced over my shoulder at Granite, making sure he was still there. My pulse raced, my skin clammy. I wondered if this was what it felt like to be on death row, walking straight to my own demise.

      Hesitantly, I turned to the right at the end of the hall and saw Onyx standing in front of a door. The look on his face was unnerving—something between worry and pity as he watched me walk closer.

      “Onyx?” My voice was barely audible.

      He smiled, but it failed at reassuring me. “It’s okay, Alyx.”

      “What is going on?” I stopped in front of him. “You knew?”

      He nodded, a half-smile on his face. “I did.”

      I glanced back at Granite. “Everyone knew?”

      Granite stared at me without fucking blinking.

      Onyx placed his hands on my shoulders. “I need you to forget everything you think you know.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m sure you have a picture inside your head of what you’re about to see.” The expression on his face fell, his eyes saddened. “Forget that picture.”

      “Onyx, what are you trying to say?” My heart started to thump hard against my chest, fear slowly smothering my anger.

      “What I’m saying is that whatever you think you’re about to see, it’s far worse.”

      “Oh, God.” I brought my palm to my mouth, and I clenched my jaw so I wouldn’t start crying again. “She’s here?”

      He nodded. “She’s here.”

      I turned to Granite. “Why isn’t she in the hospital?”

      “We couldn’t chance it. Being in a hospital would make her an easy target. So we brought her here—both of you.”

      “Where is here?”

      Granite wiped at his nose, and I could see he was getting agitated, frustrated. “Do you want to see her or not?” The sharp edge in his words sliced through my chest, but I ignored it and looked back at Onyx.

      “What did they do to her?”

      He shook his head. “No. No details. Come on.” He took my hand then opened the door.

      The slow creak of the hinges resonated around us, my heart beating wildly. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to go in. Not knowing what waited for me inside that room was eating away my courage little by little. The grim looks on Onyx’s and Granite’s faces didn’t help either. I was scared.

      And in that moment, I sought a little encouragement, and without thinking, I turned to look at Granite, searching for my strength in his face, his eyes. And when our gazes locked, I could see he didn’t want me to go in there either. He didn’t want me to do this. Then why was he allowing it?

      Onyx tugged at my hand, urging me to walk, so I turned away from Granite, my eyes downcast as I took one step in front of the other. My feet stopped at the entrance, and I hesitated for a second.

      Whatever you think you’re about to see, it’s far worse.

      A shudder moved from my shoulders down my spine. But I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath in a bid to prepare me for what I was about to see.

      As I stepped into the room and opened my eyes, I saw Ink standing beside a bed with the frame of someone tucked underneath the sheets, back turned toward me.

      A man I didn’t recognize stood to the side, wearing a stethoscope around his neck, busy arranging medical equipment on a tray. He looked up at me, his expression as grim as the rest.

      The sharp smell of surgical antiseptic assaulted my senses, and the familiar sound of a beeping heart monitor resounded in the room. It was every bit like a hospital, but it wasn’t.

      Ink bent down, whispering something, and the sheets moved. I held my breath as I slowly followed Onyx, rounding the bed.

      I glanced up at Granite, who was now standing in the door, worried eyes set on me. A part of me wanted him to stand beside me. I wanted him to be the one to hold my hand, to carry me through whatever this was. But he kept his distance while he never took his eyes off me.

      Ink stood to the side, making way for me, and when I glanced down, I saw her.

      Neon.

      “Oh, my God.” It was her. It was really her. It was really, really her.

      “Neon?” I moved closer, but dear God, Onyx was right. I couldn’t have pictured the sight in front of me.

      I gasped. “Neon?” The part of her face that wasn’t wrapped with bandages was a grotesque blue-black frame of bruises. Round, open sores with what looked like burnt flesh covered her cheek, all the way down her neck. “Jesus. Neon?”

      Her one eye opened, swollen and bruised, while the other was covered with bandages. “Hey, Swan Lake.” Her voice was soft, like she was exhausted.

      I placed my hand in front of my mouth. “Neon?”

      “Yeah. I don’t look exactly myself, do I?”

      “Oh, my God.” It was all I could say before I rushed to her side, my hands hovering over her, shaking, wanting to touch her, but not sure where. “It’s really you?”

      “Yup.” She moved, then cringed, and the movement of her hand caught my eye. Bandages stained with blood were wrapped around her fingers, and it was obvious one was missing.

      “Jesus.” I snapped my gaze to Granite. “What the hell did they do to her?”

      He didn’t say a word. All he did was stand there, watching me while I soaked up the horror of the sight in front of me.

      Neon’s small frame was covered in white sheets, and I hardly recognized her. A catheter bag hung from the side of the bed, halfway filled with urine. Suddenly, I wanted to search every part of her body to see every wound. I wanted to know exactly what the hell happened to her.

      “Neon, what did they do to you?”

      She tried to move but groaned, and Ink almost knocked me out of the way to help her. Gently, he removed the sheet as he helped her ease up a bit on her pillow. Her right arm was wrapped in a cast from shoulder to wrist, bent at the elbow.

      “Jesus Christ. Neon?”

      “It’s okay, Swan Lake. They didn’t do anything I couldn’t handle.” Her voice quivered, and I knew she was trying to be brave, but failed miserably.

      She groaned out in pain as Ink tried to help her move.

      I rushed around the bed to the other side. “She needs to lay on her back with that arm in a cast.” I reached out to help when Ink grabbed my hand.

      “Stop.”

      “What? I want to help.”

      His pained expression almost slammed me to the ground. “She can’t lie on her back, Alyx.”

      “What? Why?” I glanced down at her, and that was when I saw the bandages on her back. “What is this?”

      Onyx stepped in next to me. “She has third-degree burns on her back, Alyx.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “They burned—”

      “Onyx, no,” Neon snapped, her voice soft yet stern. “Shut the fuck up, would you?”

      I cut my gaze from Onyx to Ink. “Will someone tell me what the fuck those monsters did to her?”

      “Swan Lake, stop.” Neon’s voice was almost a whisper. “It’s not important.”

      I rounded the bed again, wanting to see her face. “What do you mean, it’s not important? Jesus, Neon.”

      Her eye closed for a few seconds and opened again. “I’m fine. Doc, here, is working his magic. The shit he’s giving me ain’t making me feel a thing. I’m okay.”

      “No,” I shook my head, “you’re not okay. You’re far from okay.”

      “I’m alive. So that means I’m okay.”

      I looked back up at the door, but Granite was gone. He left, and I had no clue when.

      The doctor injected something into her IV which stood on the other side of the bed, and in that moment it was like all the grief and pain I’d felt ever since I was told she was dead came rushing back, and I closed my eyes as tears rushed down my cheeks.

      “Don’t cry, Swan Lake. I’ll be fit as fuck in no time.”

      A laugh mixed through my sobs. It was typical Neon, trying to play down the seriousness of what had happened to her.

      “I’m so sorry, Neon. I’m so sorry they did this to you.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “But it is. It is my fault. It’s because of me that they hurt you.”

      “No.” She tried to shake her head but cringed instead. “It’s not your fault.”

      I started to sob, the skin on my cheeks feeling raw from wiping it with the back of my hand. “If Granite had just given me—”

      “Stop, Alyx.”

      Her using my real name made me swallow my words.

      “Stop, would you? It’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault.”

      I bit into my lip so hard I tasted the blood. “If he had just given me up—”

      “It wouldn’t have changed a thing.”

      “How can you say that? If he wasn’t such a selfish bastard—”

      “Stop!” Neon coughed and winced from the pain.

      Ink stepped up. “That’s enough. She needs to rest.” He grabbed my shoulders to get me to move, but I pushed back.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “Yeah, you are. You’re upsetting her.”

      I noticed the tattoos covering his entire neck. Red roses with thorns stretched along his throat, and two crosses ran down the edges of his face where the sides of his beard should have been. Clearly, this man had no problem with needles. His glare burned holes in my forehead.

      “Please,” I begged.

      “Leave.” His grip on my shoulders tightened, and then from out of nowhere, Granite came storming into the room, his heavy footsteps echoing around us.

      “Let go of her.”

      Ink didn’t look his way. “She needs to leave.”

      “I said let go of her.” Granite grabbed Ink’s hands and ripped them away from my shoulders, forcing his way between me and Ink. “Touch her again, and I will end you.”

      The dark atmosphere was palpable as Granite and Ink continued to glare at each other. Ink didn’t back down, not even an inch. And neither did Granite. It was like two gods standing tall, ready to obliterate each other. Menace oozed from Granite’s pores, while Ink made it obvious he wouldn’t stop protecting what was his. And, clearly, Neon was his.

      “Ink, back down, would ya?” Neon murmured. “Wait at least until I’m able to watch you kill each other with both eyes.”

      Ink’s shoulders remained squared. “Your girl is upsetting mine,” he said to Granite, and Neon snorted.

      “What-fucking-ever, man. I’m not your girl.”

      “Neon, we spoke about this.”

      “Bullshit. You spoke about it. I’m not your girl.”

      Ink cut his gaze from Granite down to her. “Stop fighting it, Neon. Just admit you’ve wanted me ever since you first laid eyes on me.”

      “Fuck you. I wouldn’t want your dick even if it was the last one on Earth.”

      “You’re not fooling anyone, Neon.” Ink turned to face her. “I’ve featured in every wet dream you’ve ever had.”

      Neon attempted to laugh and closed her eye. “Sorry, dude. I’ve never had a wet dream about a walking STD.”

      Onyx was first to laugh before everyone else erupted in laughter. Even me. It was truly her. Not even pain and torture could stop her sense of humor. But as I laughed, tears joined, and my laughter slowly turned into soft cries.

      “Ink, move your ass back so Swan Lake can move up.”

      Ink glanced from her, to me, to Granite—then back to her as he slowly stepped back. “There you go.” Neon smiled. “Now, sit in the corner like the good little watchdog you are.”

      Ink shot her a cocky grin. “The only dog you’ll get from me is with you bent forward, sweet cheeks.”

      “Gross.”

      I let out another chuckle and moved closer. “Neon—”

      “It’s okay, Swan Lake. I’m fine. You, on the other hand,” she took a breath and closed her eye briefly, “you look like shit.” Her words came out with shallow breaths. She was exhausted. “Let me guess, you’re on another hunger strike?”

      I didn’t say anything. I simply stood there, still trying to accept the fact that she was alive and breathing. It was really her.

      “Do me a favor, would ya? Don’t hate the boss man.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She closed her eye and took a breath. “I made Granite promise me he wouldn’t tell you.”

      “What? Why?” I leaned with my elbow on the bed, lightly touching her arm with my fingers.

      She smiled half-heartedly. “You’re too fragile for this world, Swan Lake. You were already tearing at the seams. I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

      “Neon—”

      “I’m serious, Alyx. Believe me, if I had my way, you wouldn’t be here right now. But these assholes overruled me.” She rolled her eyes. “Plus, Onyx told me you weren’t eating, so I figured I’d let Granite off the hook and tell you.”

      I reached out to gently touch the side of her face, but thought better of it, afraid I might hurt her. “He promised you, huh?”

      “Yup.” She let out a breath, and I could hear she was tired.

      I glanced up at Granite. “So, he was just doing what needed to be done.”

      “Exactly. He might be a pain in the ass, Swan Lake, but his word is solid.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed while keeping my gaze on him for a second longer, starting to see the bigger picture of what was going on.

      “Listen,” Neon started, “I’m about to crash. Just,” she opened her eye, staring at me for a moment, “eat something, would you? No one likes a bony ass.”

      I chuckled. “Only if you promise to get better soon.”

      “Deal. Now, leave. You assholes are giving me a headache. That includes you, Ink.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Jesus. What does a person have to do to get you to leave? Die?”

      Ink crossed his arms. “Not even then.”

      “Fuck,” she cursed. “Asshole.”

      I smiled. “Neon, you have no idea how happy I am to know you’re alive.”

      “Yeah, you and me both, Swan Lake.” Her words slurred, and within seconds, her breath found a slow rhythm as she fell asleep.

      A hand wrapped around my elbow, and I knew it was Granite by the way my skin tingled underneath his touch. “Come on.”

      I met his eyes. “Promise me I can come see her again.”

      “Alyx—”

      “Promise me.”

      He let out a breath then answered me with a simple nod. But I took a moment to look at him, my heart aching, and a gnawing pain slowly tearing at my insides. Granite was tearing me apart…little by little.

      I brushed past him and out of the room. By the heavy footsteps that followed, I knew he was behind me, and the second I heard the door shut, I spun around. He was so tall I had to crane my neck in order to look him in the eye.

      “What exactly did they do to her?”

      “Alyx—”

      “Tell me. And don’t you dare sugar-coat it.”

      Granite pulled out a cigarette, cursing under his breath. “They broke her arm.”

      “That’s obvious.”

      He indicated with his finger to his cheek. “Those wounds on her face. It’s cigarette burns.”

      My stomach turned. “What else?”

      “Don’t do this to yourself. What’s done is done. No one can change the past, so it doesn’t matter now.”

      I stepped closer. “It matters to me. I want to know what those monsters did to her. Did they…” I couldn’t say it. “Did they…”

      “Rape her?” He finished my question, taking a deep drag of his cigarette then tossing it to the ground. “Yeah, Alyx. They did.” Suddenly, his face turned as hard as stone, his expression cruel and menacing. “They raped her repeatedly in every way they could think of. And not just with their dicks.”

      I stumbled back. “What?”

      “That’s right, Alyx. Believe me when I say you don’t have the stomach to deal with what they did to her.”

      “Tell me.

      “No.”

      “Granite.”

      “See, this is exactly why I fucking lied to you. I knew you’d push. I knew you wouldn’t be happy with just knowing she’s alive. Goddammit, Alyx. Isn’t it enough, the fact she’s still fucking breathing?”

      “No!” I shouted. “No. It’s not enough. It’s not fucking enough. I want to know every little thing that happened to her because I want to carry the burden with her. Maybe if I knew what kind of hell she’d been through, she wouldn’t have to deal alone.”

      Granite cocked his head, and his eyes flashed with awareness. “And then you’d feel less guilty.”

      I stood there staring at him, unable to say anything further. He was right. Maybe if I was halfway into the same hell as she was, I’d feel less…guilty.

      Granite loomed over me, his dark brows drawn together. “There is no place for guilt in our world. Feeling guilt makes you weak. And weakness will get you killed.”

      I didn’t back down, squaring my shoulders, not giving a damn that he could crush me if he wanted to. “Feeling guilt makes me human. Feeling anything makes me human.” My anger turned to courage, and my voice grew louder with every word. “Being human, feeling things, might make me weak in your eyes, but I don’t give a shit. I’d rather feel something and die than live without feeling anything. This world you’re in—the world you forced me into, it’s hell.”

      “You’re damn fucking right it’s hell.” Granite’s eyes darkened, the vein in his neck pulsing. “You wanna know what they did to her? You wanna know exactly what evil shit goes down here in hell, ballerina girl?” His words were laced with intentions to hurt while he towered over me, intimidating me. “They raped her with more than just their filthy cocks. They did things to her body that go beyond the most fucked-up thing you can ever imagine, and I bet she begged them to shove their penises up her ass rather than do to her what they did.” He took a step closer. “They beat her, Alyx. They made her bleed. They made her scream. And those third degree burns on her back, wanna know how she got those?”

      I retreated more, the look in his eyes scaring me. It was like evil possessed him, and his words became malignant as he spat them out one by one.

      “Granite, stop.” My back hit the wall.

      “You wanted to know, so I’m telling you. Ask me, Alyx. Ask me how she got those motherfucking third-degree burns.”

      I shook my head, no longer convinced I wanted to know.

      Granite slammed his fist against the wall behind me. “Ask me!” His voice rumbled, and it shook me to the core, causing me to whimper, closing my eyes from fear.

      He grabbed my chin, and I yelped as his fingers pressed painfully into my jaw. Looming closer, his face was inches from mine. “Ask. Me.”

      A shudder wracked down my spine straight to every limb, the wild look in his eyes forcing fear deep inside my chest. “How?”

      “A fucking blowtorch.” He said it like it amused him. “They marked her by melting the skin off her back in the shape of a fucking S.” He leaned his head to the side, his eyes dark and merciless. “When we found her, there wasn’t a single inch of her that wasn’t bruised or broken. Her eye is so damaged from a beating, the doc thinks she might be blind in the one eye.”

      “Granite—”

      “The skin on her thighs had been cut, shredded in so many places it looks like fucking spider webs sliced across her flesh.”

      I swallowed hard. “Stop, please.”

      He scowled at me while I tried to make myself as small as possible between him and the wall. “Those fuckers raped her in so many ways, she had to have surgery so they could repair internal damage.”

      I gasped.

      “That’s right, Alyx. They fucked her so bad, they tore her apart.”

      “Stop!”

      But he tightened his hold on my jaw while forcing me to look him in the eye. “So, tell me, ballerina girl. Tell me which is better. Thinking she’s dead…or knowing exactly how they tortured her?”

      My lips quivered, and I desperately tried to swallow my tears. I had never felt so haunted before in my life. Haunted by the knowledge of what Neon had been through. The pain. The fear. All I had was the memory of my own nightmare. She lived through it. She experienced it. My nightmare was her reality. The thought alone had me wanting to break down and turn into nothing but a heap of sobs.

      I closed my eyes, no longer able to keep the tears from falling. His thumb wiped at the side of my mouth, his grip on my jaw loosening a little.

      “They hurt her, ballerina girl.” The cold tone is his voice dissipated. “They fucking hurt her so bad, and there was nothing I could do.”

      I opened my eyes, and the look on his face took me completely by surprise, almost knocking me off my feet. His expression was no longer stone, but rather burdened. He too was hurt and haunted.

      “I was too late.” His jaw tightened. “I was too fucking late, and I couldn’t stop them.”

      Jesus. The look in his eyes was nothing short of guilt, remorse…blame. I would have been a fool if I didn’t see it. For the first time, I could see past the hard exterior he wore so well, and I saw a man who hated himself. Blamed himself. God knew, I blamed him too. While I thought she was dead, I blamed him, while I blamed myself as well. But now, right here in this moment, my heart broke. Not for Neon. Not for me. But for him.

      “How did you find her?” I never took my eyes off him, but he abruptly let go of me and stepped back.

      “They tossed her outside the club doors.”

      “What?” I narrowed my eyes, confused. “Why? You didn’t give me up, so why did they give her back?”

      Suddenly, Granite seemed off kilter, shifting from one leg to the other. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course, it does. It doesn’t make sense that they would just give her back without you keeping to your end of the bargain.”

      Granite’s jaw ticked, his eyes wild and dark. “It doesn’t. Fucking. Matter. Okay? Can’t you just accept that she’s alive, and move the fuck on?”

      “What? No.”

      He roughly raked his fingers through his hair. “That’s it. I’m done. You’re going back to your room.”

      “Wait.” I grabbed his hand. “How did you manage to get her back, Granite?”

      A sarcastic grin spread along his face even though a cruel glint remained in his eyes. “You’re not the only one who can bargain with the devil, ballerina girl.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      He pulled his palm down his face. “Nothing. Now, get back in your room.”

      “Granite, stop. You’re avoiding my question.”

      He snorted. “I can promise you it’s not the only thing I’m avoiding when it comes to you.”

      “Granite. Just answer my goddamn question.”

      “He made a deal with the Pythons.” Onyx’s voice came from behind me, and I turned to face him.

      “Stay out of this, little brother,” Granite warned.

      Onyx shrugged. “Why? It doesn’t seem like you’re going to tell her the truth, so I’m going to.”

      “Mind your own damn business, Onyx.”

      Onyx smirked turning his attention to me. “Granite offered them the one thing they’ve always wanted ever since they came riding onto our turf.”

      I glanced from Onyx to Granite. “What did you give them?”

      Granite kept on glaring at Onyx, lips curled, animosity pulsing off him.

      Onyx ignored his brother. “Granite offered them the business with the Sixes in exchange for Neon’s life.”

      “Who are the Sixes?”

      “Our biggest client. Was our biggest client.”

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head, “I’m not sure I understand.”

      Onyx walked closer. “Let’s simplify it, then. Without the Sixes, the Kings are nothing. The Sixes were our bread and butter. It’s because of them that our business thrived. Now that we handed the reins to the Pythons, we’re basically…what’s the word?” He feigned a look of confusion. “Oh, yeah…fucked.”

      I frowned at Granite. “Is that true?”

      “Of course, it is,” Onyx answered for him. “But my big brother has this huge guilt trip happening, so he doesn’t really want you to know.”

      “Okay.” I held out my hands, pointing to both in each direction, standing right in the middle of them. “I’m starting to feel dizzy.”

      “It’s easy, Alyx,” Onyx continued. “Granite is so stuck on that guilt trip he’s currently on, he doesn’t want you to know that he basically cut the throats of our crew in order to save Neon’s life.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

      Onyx shrugged. “He doesn’t want you to forgive him,” Onyx studied his brother, “because he can’t forgive himself.”

      “Fuck you, Onyx,” Granite spat.

      The smirk remained on Onyx’s face. “You’re welcome, brother.” He turned and left, as if he didn’t just drop this huge bomb on us—on me.

      I was frozen on the spot. “Is it true?”

      “My brother doesn’t know when to shut up.”

      I spun around. “For once, just cut the crap, Granite. For once, pretend that you’re not this arrogant hard-ass without a heart and tell me the truth, man to woman. No bullshit.”

      Suddenly, a glimmer of hope lit up inside me. Maybe—just maybe all wasn’t lost. God, I was hoping with every fiber of my being that he would be able to give me something—anything that would make it possible for me to forgive him. Now, while I stood there staring at him, I realized that was the worst part. The part where I hated how much I still wanted him even after what I thought he had done. But up until now, I would have rather died than admit it, and deep down, I hated that it wasn’t possible for me to forgive him. It was the one thing that slowly chewed away at my soul because it felt so incredibly wrong to want to forgive the man who, in my eyes, was responsible for Neon’s death.

      I leaned my head to the side. “Please, Granite. Be a man, and not just the president of a biker crew.”

      “Fine,” he stepped forward, “you want me to talk to you as a man, and not a monster.”

      “That’s not what I said. I didn’t say you were a monster.”

      “But you thought it. All the time you spent in that room crying, hurting, grieving—you thought it.”

      “What did you expect? You let me believe a woman who was supposedly family to you was dead, and you did nothing to save her.”

      He shrugged. “You’re right, I lied. But you want the truth, here’s the truth.” He took a step closer, and his eyes darkened. “As a man and not a president of a biker crew, all I can think about is you. All I think about when I lay in bed at night is how it felt to be with you, how it felt to be inside you.”

      My thighs clenched.

      “As a man, all I want is to listen to the soft moans that drip from your lips while I kiss you, touch you,” he stepped right up to me, looking down at me with hungry eyes, “while I fuck you.” Without warning, he placed an arm around me, lifting me easily, and I had no choice but to wrap my legs around him, steadying myself by grabbing his shoulders. This time he was looking straight at me, our eyes the same level. “While you were in there hating me, I hated myself for letting you. There were so many times I wanted to storm inside that room and tell you the truth, to make you want me again.”

      “Then what stopped you?”

      He cupped the back of my head with his palm. “You did. It was easier to let you hate me than it was to have you forgive me when I couldn’t forgive myself. What happened to Neon was my fault because of my obsession with a pretty ballerina girl. If I never came up with this fucked-up plan to justify why I had to take you, she wouldn’t have gotten hurt. You wouldn’t have gotten hurt.”

      I eased my hand across his shoulder, touching the back of his neck. “So, Onyx was right.”

      “Fuck Onyx.”

      My gaze dropped from his eyes to his lips before looking back up. “You should have told me.”

      “You should never have watched me from your damn window, ballerina girl.” His lips crashed against mine, my back hitting the wall as he pinned me between his hard body and the cold concrete. His kiss burned and reverberated through my entire body like rolling thunder. His scent, his taste, everything about him overpowered all my senses, and the world around us disappeared. It was just us.

      No drama.

      No pain.

      No heartache.

      Nothing.

      Just us.

      His lips were hard, rough and demanding. The way his tongue explored my mouth, it was like a man starved for a taste, and he couldn’t get enough. My body hummed, an ache throbbing between my thighs, and I tightened my legs around him.

      A rumbling groan vibrated from his throat, and he moved his tongue deeper into my mouth. It was almost as if he was trying to consume me, and I wanted him to. I wanted to be consumed by him. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than for him to claim me in every way possible.

      He grabbed my hands from the back of his neck and pinned them above my head, pressing me harder against the wall. I moaned the second he moved his hips, thrusting forward grinding his cock between my legs.

      Greedy lips moved down my chin, across my jaw, sucking the soft skin of my neck. “You have no idea what I want to do to you, ballerina girl.” His voice was low and deep, sending shivers up my spine. “If you did, you’d know exactly what kind of monster I really am.”

      I let out a breath as I craned my neck for him. “I can’t fight this anymore, Granite. I can’t fight us anymore.”

      He tore his lips away from my neck, lifted his head, and met my eyes. “And I can’t be the better man here by walking away. I’m not a good man, Alyx. Don’t ever mistake me for a man who would do the right thing if that meant letting you go. Because I can’t, and I won’t.” He leaned closer, nipping my bottom lip between his teeth. “I can’t.” Placing the tip of his nose against mine, he whispered, “No matter how badly I want to be a good man, I’m not. Bad runs through my veins. I’ll destroy you, but not even that can stop me from keeping you.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling his warm breath on my wet lips. “Every decision has its consequences. I watched you from my bedroom window for years, and now I’ve fallen into the arms of the devil.” I gently kissed his lips. “If I was a smarter woman, stronger, I would have fought it—fought you. But I’m not…and I can’t.”

      “That’s good.” The tip of his tongue traced along my bottom lip. “Because no matter how strong you are, you’ll never be strong enough to fight me.”

      He let go of my hands and eased me back down to the ground. With rapid breaths and a wildly beating heart, I stared up at him, his expression unreadable.

      “I’m going to say this again.” He tipped my chin up toward him. “I’m not a good man. Don’t ever make the mistake of forgetting that.”

      He stepped back, and his chest rose and fell, his body rigid and tense. “Go to your room.”

      I opened my mouth, but he narrowed his eyes at me. With one single glance, he managed to make me bite my tongue. It wasn’t in me to fight him. He was right. I’d never be strong enough.

      The second I stepped into the room, he pushed his body hard against my back, and I heard the door shut behind us.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      It wasn’t a request. It was a demand—a demand I was too willing to obey. The skin on my face and neck was hot, yet my fingers were cold as I pulled the shirt over my head.

      Within the silence, the atmosphere screamed with a deafening desire. It crackled between us, coating my skin with promise. And as I slipped off my pants, I felt his eyes on me, raking over me. For a second, my own insecurities over a body I had been so cruel to made me hesitate. And now, while I stood there naked, I wished I had taken better care of it. I wanted to give Granite perfection. But I couldn’t, not when I looked like this.

      “Turn around.” Again, nothing in his voice gave the impression that it was a request.

      I closed my eyes, embarrassment burning my cheeks, yet it wasn’t strong enough to let my desire dissipate.

      When I turned and my eyes met his, I swallowed hard. Dark and beaming irises stared at me. “You want me to cut the bullshit, be straight with you, man to woman.” He slipped his cut off his arms, down his back. “Then let me show you exactly what kind of man I want to be when it comes to you. But a fair warning,” he pulled his shirt over his head, wild curls falling around his broad shoulders, “once I start, I’m not going to stop.”
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      I wasn’t lying when I said I wasn’t a good man. The thought of letting her go had crossed my mind on more than one occasion—to set her free. But that thought always ended with me saying, “Fuck, no,” out loud. I couldn’t stomach the idea of not having her again. I had finally found the best high I had ever been on between her legs. For years, I sat in the shadows desiring her, hidden by the cloak of darkness and dreaming of the day I’d finally taste her. And now that I had found heaven between those thighs, there wasn’t a chance in hell I’d give it up. Never.

      I allowed my gaze to travel down her body, slowly, taking in every inch of her. From the way she shifted from one leg to the other, it was clear she felt uncomfortable under my penetrating stare, but I didn’t give a fuck. In fact, I loved it. I loved her shyness, her innocence—even after I’d already corrupted it once. Her innocence was the kind that couldn’t be destroyed, no matter how many times you tainted it. God knew I was willing to spend the rest of my miserable life trying. Ruining her innocence would be my biggest fucking accomplishment.

      I unbuckled my belt, my gaze pinned on her tiny breasts. Her rosy nipples were hard, the small, rounded flesh begging to be palmed. Her stomach was flat—too flat, almost sinking in just above her hips. Jesus, my ballerina girl was wasting away. It was something I needed to fix once I was done getting my fill of her.

      Dark curls had started to appear around her pussy, her legs slightly parted at the apex of her thighs. She might be underweight, but she still made my dick hard in a way no other woman ever had. And knowing I had been the only man to experience the paradise between her legs had me on the verge of turning savage.

      I cut my gaze to hers, her cheeks a healthy, warm pink. “Ever since the day I took you, you hated me.”

      She bit her lip.

      “Yet you gave yourself to me once.”

      She let go of her lip with a pop. “I once had this friend who called me a masochist.”

      “Smart friend.”

      “Smarter than me, yes. She never would have fallen for you.”

      I slipped my jeans to the floor and stalked toward her. “Have you fallen for me?”

      “Maybe.”

      Her gaze dropped to my cock, bobbing and standing proud. Rock fucking hard for her.

      “Stupid, naïve ballerina girl.”

      Her chin lifted in defiance. “I’ve heard that before.”

      “Yet here you are, naked, and practically dripping for me.”

      “What gives you that idea?”

      I grinned. “Because you smell like sex, and I haven’t even touched you yet.” I reached out, cupped her pussy, and watched as her mouth formed the perfect ‘o.’ She was so wet, I could easily slip a single digit through her inner lips, all the way from her clit to her entrance and back again.

      Her moan was involuntary as a shudder wracked through her.

      “You like that, don’t you? My touch.”

      She didn’t answer me…at least not with her mouth. But her eyes spoke volumes, burning with a hunger I so easily recognized.

      I smiled. “Your friend is right. You are a masochist, liking my touch so much.”

      “I wonder whose fault is that.”

      The sneer in her voice was loud and clear, and I reacted to it by grabbing her chin, forcing her to look up at me. “Do you want to be here?”

      Her eyes searched mine.

      I gripped her jaw tighter. “I asked you a question. Do you want to be here?”

      “I don’t see my answer making any difference.”

      “It will determine whether or not you like what I’m about to do to you.”

      Blue irises gleamed with defiance. “A moment ago, when you slipped a finger between my legs, you were pretty convinced this is what I want.”

      A smirk tugged at the corners of my mouth, and I let go of her jaw, slowly starting to circle her, my gaze traveling over her naked body inch by inch. “Tell me one thing.”

      She glanced at me over her naked shoulder.

      “If I had to set you free…would you run?”

      Her gaze dropped. “Would you if you were me?”

      I pressed my naked front against her back. “In a heartbeat.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re not me.”

      Wrapping my arms around her middle, I picked her up. “My stupid, naïve ballerina girl.” I carried her to the bed, putting her feet on the ground before forcing her to bend forward with my hand pushing down on her spine.

      “Remember the first time? When I told you it was going to hurt?”

      She nodded, already twisting the sheets between her fingers.

      “Well, this is going to hurt more.”

      I licked my fingers, even though I knew she didn’t need it, and slipped my hand between her legs while her pussy bloomed with her ass in the air. I grabbed my cock and squeezed as the head tingled with a need to fuck. Up and down I pumped my length, needing a little relief from the ache. I thrust forward, sliding my cock up her ass cheeks, letting her feel it against her skin. Her hips bucked, pushing backward in search of it. But I denied her by pulling back, this time tracing the tip of my cock against the round flesh of her ass.

      She whimpered, and the sound was like a lightning bolt that struck right down my spine, slamming against my balls. Jesus.

      I wanted to push inside her. I wanted to fill her to the brim, fuck her until my name was a prayer on her lips. But I needed her to want this. I needed her to tell me this was more than just my own selfish needs.

      “Do you want this, ballerina girl? Do you want my cock? Do you want me to fuck you?”

      I leaned over her and cupped one of her breasts, and it earned me another deep moan from her lips.

      “I’m not fucking you unless you tell me this is what you want.”

      Her grip on the sheets tightened, but she refused to say anything.

      I tugged at her nipple. “I’m serious, Alyx. I might be a bad motherfucker, but right now, this is me trying to be a better man.”

      “Why?” Her voice was nothing but a breath. “Why now?”

      I brought the tip of my cock to her entrance but kept it there, not moving another inch. “Because for a woman like you, I’m at least willing to fucking try.”

      Without warning, Alyx reared back and took all of me inside her. A roar tore from my throat, and I dug my fingers into the flesh of her hips.

      “Fuck, Alyx.”

      “Yes, Granite,” she breathed, “I want you. I’ve always wanted you. Ever since I saw you the first time outside my window, I’ve wanted you.”

      I pulled back, only to thrust forward again. “Jesus. You are a masochist.” I slammed into her, gripping her hips tighter. She was so fucking wet, so warm from the inside, it was teetering on the edge of losing control. It was making my legs shake.

      I hit her deep, right at the center of her core, and she shuddered, fine droplets of perspiration forming all along her spine.

      After another hard thrust, she cried out, and I leaned forward with my chest against her back. “I know I’m hurting you, but I can’t stop.”

      “Granite—”

      “Don’t fucking tell me to stop, Alyx. Don’t tell me to stop because I can’t, and that’s one line I do not want to cross with you.” Harder, faster, deeper I pushed inside her. Her body was like a fucking instrument, and together we were one filthy, dirty, perfect melody.

      Alyx let go of the sheets and brought herself up, pressing her back to my chest. Her body was hot, her skin wet and gliding against mine in a rhythm that had us melting into each other.

      Her tiny frame fit perfectly against mine, and I could easily envelop her, wrapping my arms tightly around her small waist.

      Her hips moved with mine, her arms reaching up and folding around my neck as I breathed against her shoulder—warm, rapid, desperate breaths.

      My hand dipped between her legs, my fingertip finding the sensitive, swollen bud. The sweet whimpers that crossed her lips had my self-control hanging on a thread. I couldn’t lose it. Not yet. I needed her to come first. Always first.

      I touched, rubbed, and worked her pussy like my life depended on it. And the way she let go, how she embraced the primal need for pleasure, was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. My pretty ballerina girl, riding my cock like she owned it.

      Per-fucking-fection.

      “Granite,” she whispered. “You need to promise me something.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not letting you go, ballerina girl.”

      “No. Not that.” Her fingers weaved through my hair, clutching tight. “I need you to promise me—”

      I plunged deeper into her, my knees getting weak from crouching. “What is it?”

      She pulled at my hair, and I felt her inner walls close in, throbbing around my cock as she came.

      I reached for her throat, forcing her head back against my shoulder while wrapping my fingers around her neck. I wanted to watch. I wanted to see the look on her face while she came on my dick.

      The glow of pink on her cheeks was beautiful, and her lips parted as she let out rapid breaths. With her eyes closed, sweat starting at her temples with strands of hair falling over her face, she was fucking exquisite. Nothing in this entire goddamn world compared to her. Nothing.

      I wanted to be with this woman for the rest of my life. My cock would never know another pussy again. Only hers. Just her.

      It started at the base of my neck, trickling across my spine, growing in intensity as it made its way down my body. The second it slammed against my groin, shooting through my length to the tip of my cock, my pleasure pulsed deep into her.

      Sex had never been so powerful, so disarming for me. My entire body went weak, my legs shaking as my orgasm peaked.

      “Promise me, Granite.” Her voice broke through the haze.

      “Name it.” I barely had a breath.

      Alyx leaned her head back and to the side, staring up at me from over her shoulder. “Promise me you’ll kill every son of a bitch who laid a hand on Neon.”
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      I’d seen and done a lot of fucked up shit in life, and nothing ever surprised me. I was hardly ever caught off-guard. But right there, while buried balls deep inside the sweetest pussy I’d ever had, the words that came out of her mouth shocked the fuck out of me.

      I pulled my dick out of her and winced, hating that I no longer had her heat wrapped around me. I stepped back, my cock half hard and my mind completely zoned.

      “What did you say?”

      Alyx turned around, not caring in the least that she was naked—that we were both naked. Her blue eyes had become steel, her cheeks no longer having a healthy pink glow. She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I want you to kill them. I want you to make them pay for what they did to Neon.”

      I bit the inside of my mouth, and my eyes narrowed as I tried to figure out how her switch got flipped from naïve ballerina girl to vengeful vixen. I didn’t like it.

      I grabbed my pants off the floor and started to pull them on. “Don’t go there, Alyx.”

      “Go where?”

      I zipped my pants. “Don’t go to that place where the only thing you care about is revenge.”

      “It’s only right for them to pay for what they’ve done to her. So why not?”

      “Because,” I snapped then clenched my jaw, pulling my lips in a straight line. “That’s where I am, and believe me, it’s no place for someone like you.”

      She lifted a brow. “Someone like me?”

      “Yeah, Alyx. Someone like you. Take it from someone who knows. Revenge has the power to eat you alive. It can make you all rotten inside.”

      “That’s what she is, you know?”

      I cut my gaze to her.

      She rubbed her hands up and down her naked arms. “Rotten. That’s what Neon is now, on the inside. Rotten. Broken. Shattered.”

      A single tear slipped down her cheek, and I wondered how many tears this woman had cried because of me—because of what I had done to her, ripping her away from her life and thrusting her into mine. But even though she had cried countless tears, it wasn’t a weak woman standing in front of me now. She was strong, resilient, and the fact that she was still fucking standing proved to me she was more than a petite, underweight ballerina girl.

      She was mine. Her need for blood just solidified it.

      I brushed my fingers through my thick curls and swiped a palm down my beard. “Say you’re mine.”

      She crossed her arms. “Granite, that’s not what we’re talking about here.”

      “Say it.”

      She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, staring at me.

      “Say it, Alyx. Say it right here, right now. Say you’re mine, and everything changes this very minute.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I stalked forward. “Say. It.”

      For the longest time, she remained still, looking up at me, scrutinizing every contour of my face. I could practically hear the wheels turning in her head as she tried to figure me out. But she’d be sadly disappointed once she realized I wasn’t the type of man who could be figured out or puzzled together.

      A few seconds ago, she seemed so determined and strong, but with every step I took toward her, I could see in her eyes how her courage slowly waned. I loved how I intimidated her, how easily I made her lose control. Yesterday she hated me. Today she let me fuck her. God, it thrilled me to the core, never quite knowing what to expect from her. There was nothing as boring and tedious as a predictable woman. Alyx was everything but.

      Still beautifully naked, Alyx stood frozen on the spot, and I reached out and eased the back of my hand down the side of her face. The bruise she had around her eye from the night we took her was gone. No one would ever touch her again or mar her flawless skin. Not while I was breathing.

      I placed my thumb on her lip and dragged it down, her lips smacking together as my fingers traveled down her chin. “Say you’re mine, Alyx.”

      Crystal blue irises stared up at me, filled with so many mixed emotions. Confusion. Attraction. Desire. Lust.

      Her lips parted, and I already felt the buzz starting at the back of my neck, the anticipation of her saying the words I was dying to hear tingling down my spine. But then she closed her mouth, a hint of defiance flashing across her face.

      I gripped her jaw, puckering up her pretty pink lips before claiming them with my own. This wasn’t a kiss. It wasn’t a display of affection or lust. It was an act of possession, of me taking ownership of her.

      My tongue explored every inch of her mouth, and I drowned her soft moans by kissing her harder. I wanted to get drunk on her sweet taste, knowing it was probably the closest a motherfucker like me would ever get to heaven.

      I wrapped an arm around her tiny waist, pulling her against me and casing her petite frame with my own. Feeling her tits against my naked chest made me want to feel the warmth of her pussy around my cock. But this moment was so much more than a fuck. It was about finally sealing our fates.

      As I tore my mouth from hers, I nipped at her bottom lip before looking her straight in the eye. “You need to say you’re mine.”

      She licked her lip like she was savoring my taste, but she didn’t say a fucking word. My defiant ballerina girl.

      I smirked, slightly amused by her clearly not willing to give me what I wanted…yet.

      I wiped my lips with my thumb, still tasting her sweetness. “You’ll be glad to hear I’ve been spilling Python blood ever since we found Neon.”

      Her eyes widened, but it wasn’t fear I saw swirling in those crystal blues. “Promise me you won’t stop until you’ve killed them all.”

      My cock hardened by the stark contrast of her delicate, sweet voice murmuring such deadly words. “I swear to God.”

      She pushed herself up on her toes in search of my lips, and I kissed her once more. Gently. Slowly.

      I was about to rip my pants off and fuck her again when there was a knock at the door. Instantly, annoyance made me ball my fists.

      “What?”

      The door swung open, and I turned to find Ink standing in the doorway, eyes looking straight at Alyx. “Um…”

      “Ink, you better stop looking at my woman if you want to keep your fucking eyeballs.”

      “Oh, fuck. Yeah.” Ink turned around. “Dude, Trick just called. We got a situation.”

      I tossed Alyx my shirt, which she quickly pulled on. “What situation?”

      Ink rubbed the back of his neck and turned back to face me. “Yeah, we should probably talk in private.”

      “Sure. Wait for me outside.”

      Ink glanced over my shoulder at Alyx, and I scowled at him.

      He shrugged as if to say, ‘what?’

      I frowned. “I’ll cut out your eyeballs.”

      “Fine. Just hurry the fuck up, would ya?”

      Ink left, and I turned to face Alyx. “I’ll be back.”

      She nodded, and I kissed her on her forehead before I left.

      I closed the bedroom door behind me and turned to Ink. “What’s going on?”

      Ink seemed restless. “Tanit got roughed up.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, man. She’s fine. Just a few bruises. But Trick says she’s pretty shaken up.”

      “Fuck!” I kicked at the fucking floor. “Pythons?”

      Ink nodded, his entire face contorted with malice.

      “Okay, get Onyx and Dutch. I’ll meet you guys upstairs.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Jesus. The Pythons seemed to have it in for our women. First Neon, and now Tanit. Just showed these fuckers didn’t have a moral bone in their goddamn bodies. We didn’t target women. We didn’t use them as pawns in our rival wars. Women were off-limits. No matter what, you never fucked with women and children.

      Goddammit.

      I stepped inside the room, and Alyx was sitting on the bed, waiting for me.

      “I have to go sort some shit out.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” I made a meek attempt at looking calm. “Everything’s fine. Just something that needs taken care of ASAP.”

      Alyx brushed her hair out of her face. “Does this something have to do with the Pythons?”

      I studied her, contemplating how much she really needed to know about our business with the Pythons. “Yeah.” It was a simple answer, one I would not elaborate on.

      She nodded and rubbed an arm across her shoulder. “Okay, well. You better go, then.”

      “Alyx,” I tilted her face up to mine, “this conversation isn’t done yet. I will make you say it.” I placed a gentle kiss at the corner of her mouth. “Because you and I both know it’s the truth. But I need to hear you say it. Soon.” It wasn’t a threat. It was a vow, a promise, a fucking guarantee that I would not stop until she fucking admitted she was mine. All mine.

      I took a step back and picked up my cut from the floor. “I won’t be locking the door again.”

      Her eyes narrowed, seemingly confused. “You’re not?”

      “You’re free to walk around down here.”

      Her gaze cut to the ceiling then back down. “What do you mean, down here?”

      “We’re at a safe house, and this is like an underground bunker. We needed to make sure you and Neon were safe.” I slipped my cut over my shoulder and walked to the door. “But just know the door leading out of here will be locked at all times. Not to keep you in. To keep the bad guys out.”

      A hint of a smile tugged at the end of her mouth.

      “Are you not one of the bad guys?”

      I shot her a cocky grin. “My sweet ballerina girl, I’m far worse.”
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      The skin on the back of my neck prickled with warning. As I took a drag of my cigarette, the red coal lighting up in the dark, I could feel the malice hanging in the air. Something was coming. It was so fucking close, I could practically reach out and touch it.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Dutch. “Everything is secure at the safe house, right?”

      “Yeah, man. We got Manic and Ink there. You know no one is getting close to Neon with Ink being there.”

      That settled me a little. Ink was like a fucking pit bull when it came to Neon. Fucker even thought he had the balls to challenge me when I warned him about touching Alyx. Amazing what a woman could do to a man. Either they made your balls grow bigger, or they made you lose ’em.

      “We should have gone back to the club to get them ourselves.” I flicked the cigarette onto the road, the coal still flickering for a few seconds before fading.

      Dutch leaned against his Harley, arms crossed. “I told you we can’t risk it. It’s what the Pythons would expect. For all we know, this whole thing with Tanit was a way to lure us out.”

      “He’s right,” Onyx chimed in from the side. “This entire thing reeks of a setup.”

      I pulled the elastic from around my wrist and tied my hair. It was almost spring, the evenings still cold, yet my skin was clammy with unrest. The patches of clouds moving in front of the full moon seemed angry tonight, and that unsettled me more.

      I glanced at my wristwatch. “They should have been here ten minutes ago.”

      “Relax, would you?” Onyx pulled out a smoke. “They’ll be here. They took a little detour to make sure they weren’t followed.”

      “How many Pythons did you kill?” Dutch’s question sliced through the atmosphere like hard fucking ice, but I played it down.

      “No idea what you’re talking about, man.”

      “Cut the crap, Granite. I know what you and Ink have been doing.”

      I jerked my head to the side and snapped my gaze to Onyx.

      Onyx shrugged innocently. “What? I didn’t tell him shit.”

      “Your brother didn’t tell me. Ink did.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered under my breath. “That fucking guy does not know the meaning of ‘don’t tell anyone’!”

      “You thought we wouldn’t agree?”

      I shot him a sideways glance. “I thought you wouldn’t agree.”

      “Got that right.” Dutch didn’t even try to deny it. “Because the last thing we need is to aggravate the beast right now, Granite.”

      “Yeah, well, we aggravated it a fuck-load. And I’d do it again if I could.” I turned my attention back to the road in front of us. “And I’m still not done killing every one of those fuckers.”

      “Here they come.” Onyx waved at the oncoming ape hangers. They slowed and pulled off the side of the road, a black minivan parking behind them.

      Junkyard, a trusted member of the club took off his lid as I approached him. He had worn the Kings cut with pride for the last ten fucking years. With a wife and two kids, the man lived a double life, but so did a few other members.

      “No one followed you here?”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m sure of it. We took one huge fucking detour. And we had guys follow up from a distance to make sure we didn’t have tails.”

      “Good.” I shook his hand, bumped shoulders, and slapped him on the back as I made my way to the minivan. “Hey, Texas,” I greeted the prospect behind the wheel. Poor fucker always seemed to pale whenever I looked his way.

      “Hey, Granite.”

      “Bring the girls here safe?” Just then, Trick and Tanit got out of the minivan.

      “Safe and sound.”

      I slapped him on the arm. “Good job.”

      I walked straight to Tanit and took her chin in my hand, turning her face so I could scrutinize her bruises. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She didn’t look at me, so I made her, my fingers still clutching her jaw.

      “That’s some shiner you got there.” The skin around her eye had already turned a purple blue. At least it wasn’t swollen much. I pulled at her bottom lip, looking at the cut on the side before letting go. “What were you doing out alone?”

      She stepped back next to Trick. “I needed to get out.”

      “You went alone? At a time like this?”

      Tanit licked at the cut on her lip then crossed her arms. “I didn’t think they’d come for me. It’s not like I’m important or anything.”

      “Cut the crap, Tanit.”

      “I’m sorry, okay? I needed to get away for a few hours, so I met up with some friends. That’s it.” Her gaze drifted from mine. “I didn’t think—”

      “You’re damn right, you didn’t think. You can be glad you’re still fucking breathing right now.”

      “Granite,” Onyx called and gave me the stink eye, a silent way of telling me to fucking relax.

      I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm down. It wasn’t Tanit’s fault they got caught up in the middle of this, just like it wasn’t Alyx’s or Neon’s fault. The collateral damage in this war was increasing by the day, and I had to fucking stop it as soon as possible, before someone else got hurt.

      I turned to Trick. It was impossible not to notice the worry lines on her face as she draped her arm around her sister’s shoulder.

      “You okay, Trick?”

      “Yeah.” She flicked her blonde curls over her shoulder. “I’m just glad she managed to get away in time.”

      “How did you manage to get away?” I asked Tanit, scanning her up and down, making sure there weren’t any bruises I missed.

      Her lips curled. “I have a mean-ass right hook. I’m not the only one who’s sporting a bruised eye right now, I can tell you that.”

      “Good.” I placed my hands on my hips. “We’re taking you two to the safe house until things settle down.” Fuck, who was I kidding? Things would never settle down until each and every one of those Pythons ate the dirt of their graves.

      Trick nodded. “Thanks, Granite.”

      “Yeah, don’t mention it. You pack light?”

      “We did. We only had time to grab a few things.”

      “Good. We’re riding from here. Grab your stuff. We need to head out.”

      While Trick and Tanit grabbed their little backpacks from the van, Onyx and I made our way to the bikes.

      “Tanit doesn’t seem too roughed up.” Onyx stated the obvious.

      “Yeah. She looks okay.”

      “She still has the hots for you, though.”

      “Jesus, Onyx.”

      He smirked. “What? You can smell that pussy from a mile away whenever she’s around you.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      Onyx snickered then got on his Harley.

      I grabbed my lid, and from the corner of my eye I saw Tanit walk my way. No matter how roughed up she was, it didn’t stop her from sashaying those hips of hers tightly hugged with a pair of leather pants.

      She pulled the band from her hair, the brown locks falling over her shoulders. “Can I ride—”

      Onyx whistled. “Back here, sweetheart.” He motioned to the back of his bike as he started the engine.

      Tanit regarded me with huge question marks swirling in her eyes, but I played the fool, pretending I didn’t know what she was trying to do.

      She cleared her throat then sauntered to Onyx, getting on behind him.

      With a subtle nod, I thanked my little brother for saving my ass from a very uncomfortable situation. I hated riding with chicks. In fact, no woman had ever had the honor of holding me tight while feeling the power of my Harley between their legs. To me, it was more intimate than fucking. A man’s ride was sacred, and you didn’t invite just anyone along. At least I didn’t. Onyx, on the other hand, really didn’t give a fuck.

      He grinned and winked at me, knowing all too well I owed him a fucking favor. Trick joined Dutch, and our wheels hit the asphalt with a loud roar of engines. There was nothing like the rumble of pistons firing, the thunderous sound echoing through the dead of night. It was my favorite time to ride, when the roads were empty, with no other sound than the powerful engine I controlled.

      A half hour later, we pulled up the driveway of the safe house, parking our motorcycles at the back.

      Tanit got off while Onyx cut the engine, turning toward the house. “Is this ours?”

      I didn’t like her use of the word “ours.” It felt wrong.

      “Yeah. It belongs to the club.” It was a subtle way of letting her know there was no “ours” in this equation.

      Her eyes met mine, her fake lashes so long I could see them through the darkness of early morning.

      I cleared my throat and turned to Dutch. “Help the girls settle in.”

      He nodded and went inside. Trick followed, but Tanit hesitated, keeping her eyes on me. I’d seen that look far more times than I’d care to admit. It was the same look she’d give me while on her knees, eyes tearing up while her mouth was stuffed with my dick. Funny how that thought no longer appealed to me…at all.

      “Go inside, Tanit,” I ordered, not wanting the moment to stretch to the point where it would become uncomfortable.

      The heels of her boots clicked as she walked up the porch and into the house.

      “Yup, she’d still suck your dick, man.”

      I scowled at Onyx. “Shut up.”

      “Just sayin’. That woman is like a bitch in heat around you.” He shot me a cocky grin. “Better sleep with one eye open, or you might wake up with the wrong pussy in your bed.”

      I shoved him with my shoulder. “Shut the fuck up.”

      Fucker was clearly having fun at my expense.

      He stepped inside the house, and I took a deep breath while rolling the aches out of my shoulders. Things could have ended differently for Tanit tonight. She could have ended up looking like Neon, or worse—if that was even possible. But, thank God, she didn’t. This club wouldn’t have been able to handle another goddamn crucifixion.

      After walking inside, I took the stairs down to the basement. Dutch would have Trick and Tanit down there as well. Now that the Pythons knew about Tanit, having her on their radar, we couldn’t chance it. Hiding the girls was our only option.

      Ink approached me when I took the last stair. “One would think it’s the goddamn end of the world with everyone we’re hiding down here.”

      “Yeah, well, we don’t have a choice. I’m not risking any of the girls. Especially after—” I bit my tongue.

      Ink roughed his hand through his hair. “I know, man. It’s just crazy that we need to keep them down here like fucking cattle.”

      “We need to end this war as soon as fucking possible.”

      “And how the fuck do we do that? You know I love slicing Python throats, but you and I”—he gestured between us—“we can’t do this on our own. The more we kill, the more Slither recruits. This could go on for-fucking-ever.”

      My phone vibrated, and I pulled it out of my jeans pocket, wondering who the fuck was calling me at this hour.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      Ink frowned. “Who is it.”

      “It’s the goddamn PC.”

      “Shit.”

      I pulled my hand down my beard, staring at my phone screen. “I can’t deal with this right now.”

      “You have to, man. PC will want to know how close we are to finding Alyx.”

      I glanced at him. “And why his streets are currently soiled with Pythons.”

      “That too.”

      I swiped the screen and answered. “It’s a bit early for business, ain’t it, PC?”

      “It’s been too long, Granite. Where’s my daughter?”

      “Relax. We’re on top of it.”

      “Don’t you tell me to relax.” I pulled the receiver from my ear and shot Ink a worried look. “My daughter goes missing, and suddenly I have a fucking war on my streets.”

      “I told you it was going to get dirty, and you agreed.”

      “That was before you fucking handed the Sixes over to those bastards.”

      My spine chilled, and I bit the side of my cheek.

      “That’s right, Granite. I know about your trade with the Pythons. These are my streets, remember? Nothing happens here without me knowing about it. Question is, what did they give you in return?”

      I balled my fists and ground my teeth, wanting to crack the fucking concrete wall. Ink cleared his throat, distracting me, and pulled a face, telling me to keep my shit together.

      I took a deep breath. “It’s all part of the plan.”

      “What plan?” The PC’s tone was rubbing me the wrong way, and it took every ounce of control I had to not lash back.

      “Just let me do my thing, okay?”

      “You said you’ll get my daughter back,” he bellowed through the receiver.

      “And I will.”

      “We don’t even know if she’s still alive.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. With all the shit that was happening, I was too focused on Alyx and Neon and killing Pythons. I didn’t have time to think how to handle the PC.

      “She’s alive. I guarantee it.”

      “How? How can you guarantee it?”

      Ink pulled out his phone and pointed at the camera before heading down the hall.

      “I got pictures. I’ll get a messenger boy to deliver it in a few hours.”

      “Granite,” the PC’s voice was hard yet laced with concern, “if I don’t get my daughter back—”

      “You’ll get Alyx back. I’ll make sure of it.”

      I hung up, and the urge to crush my phone in my palm was overwhelming. How the fuck did I lose control of everything so goddamn fast?

      “Who was that?”

      Jesus. I spun around, and Alyx stared at me with those innocent blue eyes.

      “Who were talking to?”

      “No one.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      Alyx squared her shoulders, scrutinizing me. “Who was that, Granite? And why did Ink just take pictures of me?”

      “Jesus Christ!” I was on the edge of fucking losing my shit. There was nothing more that could possibly go fucking wrong in one goddamn day.

      “Is that the PC’s daughter?”

      Oh, my God. I got swallowed into a giant vortex of shit only to get spat out in the most fucked up situation ever.

      Tanit leaned against the open doorframe, and I stood there, dumbfounded.

      I bit my lip, suppressing a sentence that consisted solely of f-bombs.

      “Okay,” I held out my hand toward both of them and glared at Tanit, “you get back in your room. And you,” I cut my gaze to Alyx, “that was your father on the phone, and yes, he wants his pretty ballerina girl back. But that’s not going to happen. You can cry, you can scream, you can fucking starve yourself, for all I care, but you are not going back. You are staying here with me, and I am going to get a grip on everything that is going fucking wrong right now, and I am going to make dead fucking sure that not one single person in this entire goddamn house gets hurt again. Ever.”

      My heart beat like a jackhammer against my ribs, my nostrils flaring and head pounding. Anger, frustration, uncertainty—it was all swirling around in me, turning me into a goddamn ticking timebomb.

      Alyx dropped her arms to her side, her expression unreadable. God, I didn’t mean to be an ass.

      “Look, Alyx. I didn’t mean—”

      She stepped right up to me, taking my hand in hers. The different shades of blue in her eyes flickered with something I couldn’t place.

      My heart raced having her so close, the sweet scent of vanilla circling me. As she lifted herself on the tips of her toes, she guided my arm around her waist and reached up to cup my cheek.

      She didn’t say a word. She simply stared at me like she could see something no one else could. Her eyes were soft, gentle, compassionate—things a man like me didn’t deserve. I had been inside this woman twice, but somehow this single moment felt more powerful, the seconds that passed ticking away inside my heart.

      “I am yours,” she murmured. “I was yours since the first time our eyes met through my bedroom window.”

      I closed my eyes and leaned deeper into her touch.

      “Like you said, there’s no use denying it. And I’m done fighting it.”

      I opened my eyes to look at her, and all I saw was warmth in her gaze. No tears. No remorse. No shame. But peace.

      “It’s exhausting fighting this, Granite. Fighting us.”

      I wrapped my other arm around her waist and lifted her feet off the ground. “You’re mine.” It wasn’t a question.

      She looked down at me while I held her. “I am yours.”

      Sweet lips brushed against mine, and I squeezed her tighter against me, wishing I could kiss her for days without end. This woman was everything. After all I had put her through, the lies, the pain, the betrayal, she was still strong enough to accept her fate—a fate I had forced her into. But I didn’t give a fuck. If having her meant I had to do everything all over again, I would, and I still wouldn’t give a fuck about a moral compass I didn’t even fucking have.

      With her soft tongue lapping against mine, feeling her wet lips against my mouth, my cock hardened, and I was two breaths away from tearing through her tights and fucking her against the wall…until someone cleared his throat, interrupting what could have been an epic fuck.

      I groaned, instantly annoyed and ready to break the skull of whoever the fuck it was. Easing Alyx down to the ground, I shot Onyx the kind of glare that could incinerate any grown-ass man.

      “This better be fucking important.”

      “Our crew got ambushed on their way back.”

      My first instinct was to tell him to shut the fuck up until I got Alyx back to her room. We never discussed business in front of women. But the expression on Onyx’s face was downright grim, and it gave me the fucking chills.

      I let go of Alyx’s hand. “What happened?”

      “Texas called.” Onyx paled, his brows knitted and forehead creased. “Junkyard…” His voice trailed off, eyes searching like he was confused. “Junkyard didn’t make it.” Onyx pulled his palm down his face. “They killed him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Alyx

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Through all that had happened, I was sure I had seen Granite at his worst, at his most angry. But I was wrong. The anger reverberated off him in heated waves, and I could practically smell the pungent scent of rage oozing out of him. I stepped back as I watched his face harden, his green eyes nothing but orbs of chaos. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t scare the shit out of me.

      “Where?” The edge in his voice sliced through the silence, and I shuddered.

      Onyx violently pulled his hands through his hair, cursing out loud. “The fuckers ambushed them right outside the gym, man. They were waiting for them, knowing we wouldn’t be there. Fuck!”

      Granite crouched, bending his knees and leaning against the wall, hands cupped in front of his mouth as he stared into space.

      Onyx crossed his arms, rocking from one leg to the other, traumatized and enraged. “What do you want us to do now?”

      Dutch and Ink came rushing toward us, Dutch immediately looking down at Granite. “Manic and I will go back to NYC, see what the fuck is going on.”

      “No.” Granite’s simple yet stern reply silenced everyone. He pulled both palms down his face, sighing. “No one is going back.”

      “What?” Onyx frowned. “We still have half a crew up there. We need to go back and show these bastards we won’t be fucked with.”

      Granite straightened, cheeks red and forehead creased. “Call our crew at the club and tell them to leave. Now.”

      “Granite, what the fuck, man?”

      I took another step back, feeling like I had no right being there. From the corner of my eye, I saw a woman move, and I turned her way. Her face was bruised on one side, and she had a cut down her thick bottom lip. But even with a banged-up face, she was beautiful, with an hourglass shaped body and big breasts. Her perfection made me hyperaware of my imperfections.

      She took her long, dark hair in her hands and tied it high behind her head. I didn’t recognize her, but by the way she stared at me, she clearly recognized me. Had she been there the whole time?

      My attention was forced back to the four men in front of me when Onyx slammed his fist against the wall. A growl ripped from his throat, his body quivering. It was hard to miss the vein in his neck pulsing with anger.

      “You cannot expect us to stay here and do nothing,” he gritted between clenched teeth. “We need to find those fuckers now and end this.”

      Even though Granite seemed calm, I could see in the depths of his eyes how he was struggling to stay in control. “They’re expecting us to rush back and defend our turf. They’ll be waiting for us.”

      “Good,” Onyx snarled. “And we’ll be ready for them.”

      “No!” Granite’s voice boomed down the hall, and I flinched from the roar.

      Granite straightened. Whether it was the fury that raged within him, or the fear that stung inside me, I wasn’t sure. But to me, it seemed like he made himself taller, bigger, his presence filling every goddamn space around us.

      “We made the mistake of underestimating them”—he glanced at the woman standing by the doorway—“twice. But not this time.” He turned back to face Onyx. “Slither won’t fuck us in the ass again. So, we stay right the fuck here.”

      “This is bullshit!”

      For a moment, I half expected Onyx to launch himself at Granite. He was livid, eyes wild and skin flushed all the way from his neck up to his cheeks. “By hiding here, we look like fucking cowards.”

      Granite took a huge step, putting him in Onyx’s face. “If protecting the crew makes us look like cowards, then so be it. There’s a difference between being angry and smart, and being furious and reckless. If you can’t see that, you walk right on back to Neon’s room and look at her goddamn face. Maybe that will remind you of the fucking mistake we made by underestimating these bastards.” Granite brushed past his brother, knocking into his shoulder. “Everyone stays the fuck here. Dutch, make the call. Tell the crew to lay low.”

      Just when I thought some of the tension would dissipate, Onyx spun around. “We’re making a mistake, brother. And if you can’t see that, you go to Junkyard’s wife and kids and tell them he got killed because he wore the Kings cut…and we’re not going to do shit about it.”

      Granite stilled, and my heart was ready to crawl up my throat. The atmosphere was palpable, laden with tension sharp enough to desecrate the silence.

      He looked halfway over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, brother. I’ll go to his wife and kids, tell them how we failed—how I failed. But this time, it’s the last. I won’t fail any of the Kings again.”

      I sucked in a breath as his words cracked my chest wide open, pulling at every ounce of sympathy I had. That was when it hit me, the amount of responsibility this man carried alone. Every man here, every woman connected to the Kings, was his responsibility. His to protect and defend. Yes, he had his crew, but in the end it all came down on him…and him alone.

      Ink placed his hands on his hips, cursing. “I agree with Granite.”

      “Oh, fuck off, would ya?” Onyx blurted. “You just don’t want to go out there because you’re too busy chasing after Neon’s pussy. When the fuck will you realize she doesn’t want you, man? Huh? She doesn’t want to ride your fucking dick.”

      I didn’t see it coming…and neither did Onyx. Ink launched himself at Onyx, swinging his arm, punching him right in the face. Onyx reacted, slamming his shoulder into Ink’s gut, forcing him back and crashing into the wall.

      It happened so fast, and all I could do was flatten myself against the concrete wall behind me, holding my breath while watching two men tear each other apart.

      The sound of bodies colliding and fists swinging, the rush of air as they knocked the wind out of each other, was scary as hell. Terrified and frozen solid, I stood there shocked and unable to take a breath.

      Dutch forced his way between them, trying to tear them away from each other, when I felt two hands grab and pull me to the other side, away from the impending carnage of two savage giants.

      The man shoved me in behind him when I heard Granite’s voice cut through the chaos. “Enough!”

      I peeked around the broad shoulder standing in front of me, Dutch forcing Ink to the side while Granite had Onyx pinned against the wall by his throat.

      “Dutch, get Ink the fuck out of here,” Granite growled, never taking his eyes off his brother. “Manic, take Alyx back to her room. Now.”

      The guy in front of me turned, and I cringed when I saw the grotesque scar on his face, the big, fat line of skin stretching from one eye to the other side of his mouth.

      He winked at me. “Pretty, ain’t it?”

      “Wha…what—”

      “Watching two assholes trying to kill each other.”

      I closed my gaping mouth. But the grin on his face made it clear his question had double meaning.

      “Come on. You heard the man.” He gestured for me to walk the other way, and I glanced at Granite one more time. But as I turned, I noticed the dark-haired woman still standing in the exact same spot, glowering my way, arms crossed and animosity toxic.

      “Who is that?” I asked Manic without looking at him.

      He glanced her way. “Oh, that’s Tanit. Sister of an old lady. Now, go on, before Granite has a hernia.”

      “What’s an old lady?”

      He raised a brow, the scar moving with it. “Do I look like a crew Q and A? Now, hustle. I want to get back in time to see the brothers kill each other.”

      “O…kay.” I blinked, not exactly sure if I should try to say anything else. So, I turned and walked the other way, listening to his footsteps behind me.

      As we got to my bedroom door, I stopped. “Can I go to Neon’s room instead?”

      He crinkled his nose, his lips pouted. He shrugged. “Why the fuck not. Go, go, go.” He rushed by, pushing me farther down the hall.

      What a strange man.

      A little unsure and slightly uncomfortable, I slowly stepped in the direction of Neon’s room. The more steps I took, the faster I began to walk. The entire situation was too unsettling, and I needed to be around someone—someone familiar. And something told me Granite would be occupied for quite a while.

      I gently eased the door open, peeking inside to see whether she was awake. The doctor stood by her bedside talking to her, so I knocked.

      “May I come in?”

      The doctor looked at me then down at Neon, whispering something before approaching me. “Sure. She’s awake. Just don’t stay too long. The more she rests, the better.”

      “Thanks, Doctor.” I smiled and waited for him to leave before making my way around the bed.

      Neon’s eye opened, and the corner of her mouth curved. “Hey, Swan Lake.”

      “Hey.” I pulled up a chair and took a seat next to her. “How you feeling?”

      “Well,” she took a breath, “I have an idea that if I say I feel better than I look, I’ll be lying.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Nah. It’s okay. I can handle it.”

      I reached out, tucking a strand of faded blue hair behind her ear. “When your bandages come off, I think we need to go with a nice bright pink.”

      Neon snorted. “I’d rather be blonde again than color my hair pink.”

      “You’re a blonde?” Somehow, that surprised me.

      “Yes. And just know I’m dying inside from shame.”

      I let out a laugh and sat back in the chair, trying to imagine the wild, pixie-faced Neon with subtle and soft blonde hair. But I couldn’t picture it. Not with her hard and tough exterior. The goth look I’d come to know fit her perfectly. But then again, living with these beasts of men probably did that to a woman. You’d need a thick skin, strong personality, and tough attitude to survive in this world.

      “You good over there, Swan Lake?”

      “Hmm…yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

      “I dunno.” She closed her eye briefly. “With being kidnapped and all, I bet it’s fucking with your head.”

      I pulled my legs up, placing my feet on the chair and pulling my knees to my chest. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

      “Horse crap. First, you’re kidnapped, and now you’re stuck in a basement with a bunch of savages. No one can be fine with such shitty living arrangements.”

      I laughed. God, I loved her and the way she managed to put me at ease with her sarcasm and snarky remarks. Not even a close encounter with death managed to take that light away from her.

      She tried to wriggle a little, and her face scrunched up in pain. “Jesus Christ, what does a woman have to do to be able to move into another goddamn position?”

      “Can I help?” I stood, my hands hovering over her, not sure where or how I would be able to assist.

      Neon cringed and moaned, shifting a little on the bed. “Nah. Forget it. I think I know what a fucking baby feels like now, all wrapped up and unable to move.”

      “Are you in any pain right now?” I sat back down, this immense amount of sympathy sweeping over me, and I had to bite back the tears.

      “Besides my one side being numb? No. Doc has me on some pretty potent shit. Remind me to get the name of that stuff.” She gave me a once-over. “Stop staring at me like you’re about to cry, or I’m about to break.”

      “Neon—”

      “I know. I know. I’m already broken, right?”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Truth was, from where I sat, she sure looked broken. She looked like she had been dragged through hell and back. Like every part of her had been shattered, stepped and spat on. I was convinced had it been someone else, they wouldn’t have survived whatever they had put her through. But it wasn’t her physical wounds that worried me.

      “Neon, I know I’ve asked this before. But are you okay? Like, really okay?”

      She cleared her throat, and I was sure I saw a glimmer of a tear in the corner of her eye, but she blinked it away. “I didn’t die, so there’s that.”

      “It was hell thinking you were dead.”

      “Ah, Swan Lake. It’s good to know someone will miss me if I really had to tap out someday.”

      “I’m serious, Neon. I couldn’t stop blaming myself, blaming him.”

      “Stop. It’s not your fault, and it’s not Granite’s either. When they found me, I asked him not to tell you.”

      “Why? Why didn’t anyone want me to know? God, Neon. It was torture thinking you were dead.”

      She scoffed. “You think it was torture for you?”

      Shame made me look away. “I’m sorry. I have no reason to feel like I’m the one who’s been wronged.”

      “It’s okay.” She took a few labored breaths. “Just…don’t blame Granite. The guy is having a hard enough time blaming himself.”

      I nodded, toying with my cuticles. I didn’t know what to say next. What was left to say after everything that had happened? Words felt so inadequate. Nothing could make any of this better. Maybe only time, something that almost got taken away from her in the cruelest way. And here I was feeling sorry for myself, thinking I had it bad. A mother who didn’t know how to love. A father who didn’t seem to care. And a man who tore me away from my world, made me fall for him, then ripped my heart out by lying to me. By making me think he was the devil. All that had happened to me could not even be compared to what Neon had to have gone through. Yet here she was, trying to play it down by seeing the silver lining—the fact that she didn’t die.

      “So,” she started, “what’s going on out there? I was sure I heard a commotion.”

      “Well, I think I almost witnessed World War Three out there with Onyx and Ink trying to kill each other.”

      “Oh, my God. Are you serious?”

      I nodded.

      “God, Ink is such an asshole. What’d he do?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t think it was Ink’s fault. Onyx was all worked up and pissed at Granite.”

      “About what?”

      It occurred to me that this wasn’t the kind of conversation I should have with Neon right now. “You know what?” I waved it off. “It’s nothing.”

      “Nah-ah. You don’t get to do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Start a conversation, going in one direction, then make a complete U-turn just because you don’t want to upset me. You know what’s going to upset me?”

      I stared at her.

      “You not telling me what you were just about to tell me.”

      Leaning to the side, I looked at her IV. “Is that stuff not supposed to make you sleepy?”

      “Swan Lake, out with it.”

      “Neon—”

      “Don’t make me get up and kick your ass.”

      “Oh, please. A minute ago, you couldn’t move from one position to another.” Neon’s eyebrow snapped down, and I frowned at her. “Okay,” I conceded. “Do you know a guy with the name…I think it was Junkyard?”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s a member of the club. I’ve seen him around at the bar.”

      I hesitated, doubting whether I should continue. Neon picked up on it.

      “Talk, Swan Lake.”

      “Fine. Apparently, this guy Junkyard got killed tonight.”

      “Jesus—”

      “Neon, are you sure you want me to tell you? I don’t even know if I’m telling the right story here. All I know is what I heard.”

      She lightly shook her head, her nose scrunched up. “It’s fine. If I can survive a bunch of sadistic Python fucks, I can survive whatever you’re about to tell me.”

      I sat back. “All I heard was something about an ambush, and that Junkyard got killed. Onyx wanted to go back to NYC…” I paused. “Wait a minute. If we’re not in NYC, then where the hell are we?”

      Neon sighed. “We’re at the safe house in Coney Island. Now can you please just finish the fucking story before I die of old age?”

      “Coney Island?”

      “Swan Lake!”

      “Okay, fine.” I shot my arms up in the air. “Onyx wanted to go back to NYC, and Granite said no.”

      “Why?”

      “Something about it being a setup, and that the Pythons are expecting them to go back.”

      Neon nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “Anyway, so, Granite stomped off, and then Ink said he agreed with Granite.” I eyed Neon with caution. “And then Onyx kinda said some things.”

      Her eye narrowed. “What things?”

      “Things about Ink not wanting to go because he doesn’t want to leave your side.”

      Neon chuckled, her mouth curved at the sides. “I bet Onyx didn’t put it that nicely.”

      I pulled my lips in a thin line, shaking my head.

      “Let me guess,” she cleared her throat, “Ink tried to rip Onyx’s face off?”

      “Yup.”

      “Fucker is as smart as a loaf of bread, I swear to God.”

      “He’s in love with you. You know that, right?”

      Neon snorted. “He’s too in love with himself to love someone else.”

      “I’m serious, Neon.”

      “So am I. Ink is a manwhore who can’t handle the fact that I have no desire to let him fuck me. It’s driving him mental.”

      Even with her bruised face and half-swollen eye, I managed to catch a glimpse of something that seemed a lot like disappointment while she said those words. Like a part of her might have wanted to believe what she said wasn’t true. I was pretty sure if it was me, Neon would have pushed and pushed until I’d admitted it. But I decided to let it go and changed the subject.

      “There’s another woman down here with us.”

      “Really?” Her brow lifted. “Who?”

      “Um…” I couldn’t quite remember her name. “Terri? Tami—”

      “Tanit?”

      “Yes! That’s what the guy with the scar called her.”

      “Manic?”

      “No. Tanit.”

      “No. I mean, the guy with the scar. His name is Manic.”

      I placed my palm on my forehead. “I’m never going to remember everyone’s names around here.”

      “What is Tanit doing here?”

      I shrugged. “I have no clue. But her face is pretty beaten up, so my guess is she had a run-in with the bad guys too.”

      “Not surprising,” Neon scoffed.

      “Why? You don’t like her?”

      “Listen, Swan Lake,” Neon tried to move the hand that had been bandaged, “girls like Tanit, they can’t be trusted. The way she flaunts her breasts at every man willing to look, and swaying those perfectly shaped hips of hers whenever there’s a dick in a room, it screams desperation. A woman that hungry for attention means trouble.”

      I pursed my lips. “What are you saying, exactly?”

      Neon nestled her head deeper into the pillow. “What I’m saying is keep an eye on her. And don’t trust her. If that bitch says go left, you haul that bony ass of yours to the right. Got it?”

      I snickered. “Warning noted.”

      “Good. So, are you and Granite…you know?” Her eye gleamed with mischief.

      “God, Neon. I really don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Are you kidding? Of course, you do. The man kidnapped you, tied you up, and then he takes your virginity. That’s a lot of Oprah shit right there that needs to be talked about.”

      Tucking my hair behind my ears, I glanced around the room. “To answer your question, yes. We are…you know.” My cheeks burned.

      “Fucking?”

      “God!” I laughed. “You have no filter, do you?”

      “Not that I know of, no. Listen,” she started then cleared her throat, “I wanted to ask you something before—” Her voice cut off, and her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. “Before all this happened.”

      I leaned closer. “What is it?”

      “You on some kind of birth control?”

      Slightly uncomfortable with the direction this conversation was going, I drew my lower lip between my teeth before finally responding. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret asking…but why do you want to know?”

      “Because a man like Granite can impregnate you simply by looking you in the eye long enough, I swear to God.”

      I burst out laughing. “Oh, my God.”

      “I’m serious. That man’s semen can penetrate concrete, I’m sure of it.”

      I couldn’t stop laughing. I almost doubled over. Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes, I laughed so hard. “Neon, you’re insane, you know that?”

      She let out a laugh, but then her face scrunched up in pain and she coughed.

      “Shit, you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m good. Just, can you bring that glass of water over here? My throat’s a little dry.”

      “Sure.” I shot up and grabbed the glass of water that stood on the bedside table, holding the straw close to her mouth. She took a few sips, trying her best to keep her head up.

      “Thanks.”

      I placed the glass on the table. “You don’t have to worry about me getting pregnant.”

      “I’m telling you. Hulk semen.”

      I chuckled and sat, pushing my hair out of my face. “My cycles have always been irregular. Sometimes months pass without me, you know…”

      “You ever get that checked out?”

      “No.” I lowered my head and gave a half-shrug. “I guess it’s the whole issue with me being underweight. I dunno.”

      “Damn, Swan Lake. And your mother never thought—”

      “My mother never cared,” I interrupted. “She’s more worried about my weight than my ability to bear children.”

      And just like that, the atmosphere turned grim and black. It was like my mother literally walked into the room and poisoned our conversation with her miserable presence.

      “Okay.” I slapped my hands on my knees and got up. “Doctor said I’m not allowed to stay long, so I’m going to let you get some rest. Need anything before I go?”

      She closed her eye. “No, thanks, Swan Lake. I’m good.”

      I gave her a warm smile. “Try to get some rest.”

      “I’m so sick of resting,” she groaned. “This room is depressing as fuck. There’s no television set, radio, or any fucking color, for that matter. Look at these walls. Gray. It’s fucking gray. How am I supposed to get better when I’m stuck in a room that looks like a fucking morgue?”

      I snorted. “It does not look like a morgue, Neon. It looks like a hospital room, which is exactly where you need to be right now.”

      She pursed her lips. “I’ll say it again, it’s depressing as fuck.”

      I smiled. “Well, if you’re not planning on getting some rest, I can always have Ink keep you company.”

      “God, no. I’ll sleep. For fuck’s sake.”

      I smirked. “That’s what I thought. I’ll come back later to check on you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just go grab a donut or something.”

      With a smile, I reached for the doorknob when Neon called.

      “Swan Lake?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Just…” She paused. “Just…thanks.”

      I nodded with a smile even though she couldn’t see me. “Sure.”

      As I closed the door behind me, I experienced a feeling that swirled around in my chest. Something warm and comforting. Something that felt a lot like…hope.

      Maybe after everything that had happened, we’d all somehow manage to find a sliver of peace.

      Maybe.
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      My fingers dug into Onyx’s throat. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

      “And you need to man up. Let us go kill those fucking sons of bitches.”

      I shook my head and gritted my teeth. “I told you, I’m never underestimating those assholes again. Look at what happened to Neon. What happened to Junkyard. Are you really so fucking selfish you would risk any more lives by rushing into this without a goddamn plan?”

      Onyx grabbed at my hand around his throat. “At least I don’t want to hide like a fucking coward.”

      I shoved him harder into the wall and let him go with a jerk, stepping back. “I don’t give a shit what you think of me, Onyx. You wanna go get yourself killed, then go. I ain’t no fucking babysitter. You do whatever the fuck you want, but you do it on your own.”

      Lifting my hand, I etched my glare on Onyx’s face. “Everyone who thinks we should rush back to NYC now, raise your hands.” I was so confident my crew had my back, I didn’t even turn around. “Everyone who thinks we lay low until we have a solid plan, raise your hand.”

      By the sound of leather cuts creaking, I knew my crew had my back. And judging by the way Onyx’s face fell, he could see that too.

      I crossed my arms. “You have a choice, Onyx. Either you fall in line, or you fuck off.” I turned to face the rest of the guys. “And this is the last fucking time anyone lifts a hand to another crew member. The only person allowed to kick ass around here is me.”

      Onyx straightened his cut with a jerk, those blue orbs of rage glowering at me like I was the fucking son of Satan.

      He clenched his jaw, leaning forward. “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Then it’s my mistake to make.”

      Like a savage, Onyx spat on the ground, making a huge goddamn show of how much he disliked my decision—disliked me. But this was not a fucking popularity contest. This war was real life. And this was real fucking war.

      Onyx stormed out, and I relaxed my shoulders, reaching for my pack of cigarettes.

      “He’ll calm down.” Dutch rubbed his hand over his bald head. “If it’s worth fucking anything, I think you made the right decision.”

      “Yeah, tell him that.”

      “Onyx is young. An adrenaline junky. He still needs to learn control.”

      I snorted. “I don’t think my brother will ever learn control.”

      “We can only hope, man. Yo, Ink,” Dutch looked his way, “you okay over there?”

      Ink leaned against the wall, chest rapidly rising and falling as he wiped his bloody nose with his shirt. “Yeah. I’m good. So, do we have any kind of plan on what the fuck we do next?”

      Dutch crossed his arms. “Well, the police are all over it since they’re treating it like a hijacking gone wrong. Nothing we can do now.”

      I took a long, slow drag from my cigarette before letting the smoke ease out of my mouth. “Okay. Let’s get some rest. Dutch and I will pay a visit to Junkyard’s wife tomorrow morning.”

      Manic darted up the stairs to the main house. “I need a fucking beer first.”

      Ink followed suit, and Dutch gave me a reassuring pat on the shoulder before going the other way.

      With everyone gone, it finally felt like I had space to breathe. My thoughts were a jumbled mess, and the pit of my stomach felt hollow. Tomorrow morning, I needed to look a widow and her kids in the eye while trying to explain to them why they’d be burying a husband. A father. A man who only did what he was told, simply escorting two girls in need of protection. Junkyard wasn’t even directly involved in this war, yet he was the one who took his last breath tonight.

      “You okay?”

      I turned and saw Tanit standing in the doorway to her room. Not even a bruised face could stop her from batting those thick eyelashes and pouting her thick fuck-me lips.

      “I’m good.” It was a simple answer that really didn’t require any kind of response.

      “You seem tense.”

      “I’m fine. Get some rest.”

      She crossed her arms and sashayed toward me. “You need a little comfort tonight, baby?”

      “Jesus, Tanit. Stop.”

      Her hands reached out, fingers slowly dragging down my chest. “I can help you get rid of some of that tension, you know.” Her chocolate brown eyes glanced down to my crotch then back up. “All you have to do is stand there and let me work my magic.”

      “Tanit,” I pulled her hand away from my chest, “stop it. I told you, it’s over.”

      “It doesn’t have to be.”

      I stepped back. “Yeah. It does.”

      She tilted her head to the side, eyes raking all over me. “You can fuck us both, you know.”

      “Jesus Christ.” I let my head fall back, almost laughing at how fucking crazy everything was right now.

      “I don’t mind sharing you with the PC’s daughter.”

      I snapped my glare to her. “Stop. That’s enough. You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

      “I know who she is, Granite. Her face has been plastered on every goddamn television channel ever since she’s gone missing.”

      “Don’t,” I warned, feeling that prickle of warning cross the skin of my neck.

      Tanit reached behind her head and pulled the band from her hair, letting the thick brown locks fall over her shoulders. “All I’m saying is there’s no reason for us to stop fucking simply because you carry a torch for the ballerina.” She reached out and cupped my cock in the palm of her hand. “Besides, it’ll be fun to sneak around again.”

      I let her move right up to me, her eyes hooded with lust. I could practically smell her needy pussy while she kept her hand on my dick.

      I grabbed her jaw between my fingers, forcing her mouth up as I leaned down. Her warm breath smelled like cherries, her mouth forming the perfect fucking “o,” already panting with the need for me to fill her greedy cunt.

      I gripped her chin harder, digging my fingers into her skin as I leaned down, gently easing my lips up her jaw. “Do you like touching my cock?”

      She rubbed her palm over my crotch. “You know I do.”

      Rolling my hips, I pushed my dick harder against her palm, and she let out a whimper, her body already primed and ready for me to fuck.

      My lips brushed against her ear, and I forced her head to the side. “Then you better cop a feel, sweetheart, because this is the last time you’ll ever get to touch my cock.” I pressed my lips against her ear. “I am never. Fucking you. Again.”

      I let go of her, and she stumbled back, the expression on her face a mix of disbelief and humiliation.

      “Fuck you, Granite.”

      “I tried to be nice about it, but it didn’t seem like you understood very well.”

      Her lips pulled in a straight line, eyebrows knotted together. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Ugh!” She stomped to her bedroom and slammed the door. Poor girl. She just didn’t fucking get the fact that we were done. That our little fuck arrangement was over. Playing dirty was the only way to get her to grasp the concept that I would never fuck her again.

      Letting out a long breath, I rolled my shoulders to get some relief from the tension. God, it had been a long fucking a day.

      Walking to the door of Alyx’s bedroom, I softly turned the knob, easing it open. The bedside lamp was on, and when I saw her small silhouette under the sheets, the way her body slowly moved as she breathed, I took a moment to study her. I loved watching her sleep. All those nights I sat in the corner of her bedroom, watching her without her knowing, was the only time I could sort through my thoughts. It was like her presence calmed the chaos in my head, allowing me to think straight. The delicate little moans she made while she slept mixed with the soft sound of her body moving underneath those silk sheets was like a sonnet to me. It sang to my blood. It made me feel something other than this all-consuming anarchy that burned in my veins, never stopping. Only when I watched her.

      Funny. For years, all I thought about was how fucking much I wanted her. How I would commit every mortal sin known to man in order to have her. And now, here she was, and I was suddenly wondering if I fucking deserved her, thinking about what her life would be without the madness of mine. All this time, I was this selfish bastard who didn’t give a fuck who I had to ruin in order to get close to her. My nights were filled with dreams and fantasies of her dancing for me every goddamn night, allowing me to watch her. And my days consisted of thoughts and plans on how I’d make it happen.

      Now, here she was. I made it happen. My fucking dream was right here, and she told me she was mine. Confessed it with her own words, her voice, and now I couldn’t stop thinking about how her life would be without me after years of thinking about how my life would be with her.

      Somehow, I couldn’t stop feeling like this was only temporary, like it wouldn’t last for very long. But fuck it. While it lasted, I would bask in it and soak it all up.

      I closed the door and slipped my cut off, dropping it on the floor, followed by my shirt and jeans.

      Hovering over her, glancing down, it seemed like the light touched her beautiful face. Even the fucking light was drawn to her, just like my darkness.

      The mattress dipped when I got in behind her, and she shifted, giving me more space next to her.

      “You okay?” she asked, her voice soft and sleepy.

      I placed a gentle kiss on her shoulder, inhaling deep, loving the way she smelled, the way she felt next to me. “I’m good.”

      She lifted her head and scooted back, letting me put my arm beneath her head before she nestled back into the pillow. “Hmmm,” she purred. “This feels good.”

      “You have no idea, ballerina girl.” I draped my arm around her waist and pulled her closer, as close as possible, the curve of her ass fitting perfectly against me. “Say it again,” I whispered into the back of her neck. “Tell me again that you’re mine.”

      She weaved her fingers through mine, clutching my hand next to her face. “I’m yours. I’ve always been yours.”

      I closed my eyes, swept away by the most perfect moment I had ever experienced. It amazed me how one petite creature like her could tame the beast that ruled my black heart.

      As I lay there beside her, I felt the need to shoot a silent prayer to whoever the fuck was up there listening, asking—hoping that something good would come from this selfishly inflicted chaos I had brought to her life. That I wouldn’t end up destroying her, because I wasn’t letting her go. No matter what. I’d keep being selfish, keeping her, holding tight to the best fucking thing in my life right now. In such a short while, I had grown addicted to this beautiful change in my dark, hollow world. All because of the pretty ballerina girl sleeping in my arms tonight.

      I nuzzled my nose in her hair, and by God, I prayed I’d be strong enough to keep her, not to let anyone take her away from me. This woman had somehow managed to break through every barrier I had ever built around me, and now I didn’t want to put those walls up again. The deeper she penetrated my soul, the farther I wanted to let her in. This thing we had between us started out as something dark and wicked. But slowly, the blackness was being chipped away, little by little, revealing something that had the potential to be fucking beautiful. And I’d be damned if I allowed anyone to take that away from us…away from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            Alyx

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up, he was gone. The last thing I remembered was him getting into bed, putting his arm around me like it was the most natural thing for him to do. And it felt right. For a man who seemed to be all about chaos, it was strange how him being so close to me was soothing. Calm. Right.

      I didn’t even know how it happened, or when it happened. But the dynamic between us changed overnight, and my head was spinning. Yet my heart felt full. My mind no longer tried to dissect it, tried to understand how I could have had these feelings for him after what he had done to me. It no longer mattered, and now that I had accepted this attraction between us, I didn’t feel so conflicted all the time.

      Now the only thing I struggled with was how it would be possible to make things right for Neon. No amount of justice or revenge would ever be able to erase what they had done to her. But it sure as hell would have made it a little easier.

      I got out of bed when I saw an apple on the bedside table, a white note beneath it saying, ‘eat me.’ I smiled, appreciating his slight nudge to get me to eat something. The Granite I met a few weeks ago practically shoved a bowl of macaroni down my throat. At least now he was trying to be subtle about it.

      I took a bath, got dressed in a clean pair of tights and a shirt before grabbing the apple and heading out the room. From what I could remember of last night, Granite mentioned something about going to see Junkyard’s family. And I wanted to go see Neon.

      It was quiet as I walked down the hall, taking a bite from my apple. It tasted sweet as I bit into it, and I could feel it travel down, settling in my empty stomach.

      I reached the end of the hall, about to turn to Neon’s door, when the woman I saw last night came walking from the other direction. Tanit, I believed was what Neon called her.

      “Um…hi,” I greeted when she passed me.

      She stopped and gave me a once-over. “You’re the PC’s daughter.”

      “Alyx,” I replied. “My name is Alyx.”

      Her dark lashes fanned her cheeks as she scrutinized me top to bottom. The bruise on her face had darkened some since last night.

      A smile curved at the corners of her mouth as she extended a hand. “I’m Tanit. We haven’t been officially introduced.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes, and I wasn’t sure whether it was paranoia from Neon’s warning or a sixth sense—but I caught a slight hint of hostility in her stance and the way her eyes raked over me. I couldn’t quite place it.

      I shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Tanit.”

      “So,” she dropped her arms to her sides, “I saw you on the news. You’re supposed to be missing, or kidnapped, or whatever.”

      I scratched my temple, not exactly sure how I was supposed to respond to that. “It’s a little complicated.”

      “Yeah, I bet. Everything is complicated when the Kings are involved. Talking about Kings,” she glanced up and down the hall, “is Granite here?”

      “No. Um, I think he left early this morning. Not sure where or when he’ll be back.” I lifted a brow. “I don’t really know much about what goes on around here.”

      Tanit grinned. “Oh, neither do I. Women riding with motorcycle clubs usually don’t know shit. We’re here to look pretty and spread our legs when they want us to. That’s all.”

      I choked on a piece of apple then coughed loudly. “Well,” I cleared my throat some more, “if being pretty is all it takes, you’re pulling that off just fine.”

      It was easy to see the compliment inflated her ego, her hips moving as she rocked from one leg to the other.

      She smiled. “Listen, I hope it’s not going to be weird between us now that you’re with Granite.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She held up her hands. “You know, with the history Granite and I have. It can’t be easy for you seeing me around here. I know I wouldn’t be comfortable with it if I were in your shoes.”

      “I’m sorry,” I shook my head lightly, “I don’t think I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh.” She placed her hand in front of her mouth, seemingly surprised. But her eyes told an entirely different story, chocolate swirls of sheer amusement. “You don’t know, do you?”

      “Know what?”

      “That Granite and I used to fuck.”

      This time I dropped the apple, staggered and speechless.

      “Um”—I picked up my apple and straightened—“thanks for telling me, I guess.” If uncomfortable moments were able to cause physical pain, I’d be hunched up and begging for death right about now.

      She fiddled with one of her gold-hoop earrings. “I’m sorry. I only told you because if I were you, I would have liked to know.”

      “Oh, yeah, sure. Thanks for telling me.” I wanted to take a bite from the apple when I remembered it was on the ground a few seconds earlier, so I nervously moved it from one hand to the other. “So, I, uh…guess I’ll see you around, then?”

      “Yeah. I guess you will.” Her cherry red lips pulled up in a smirk. “Good talk.” She turned on her heel and walked off. I, on the other hand, stood there, shocked and dumbfounded, unable to move because my mind was trying to wrap around what the hell she just said. She blurted out those words like it was a normal conversation fit for the breakfast table.

      “Odd,” I mumbled to myself before walking into Neon’s room. The conversation I had with Tanit clearly had my mind so frazzled that I completely forgot to knock.

      I stepped inside the room just as the doctor removed a bandage from Neon’s back, placing it in a bowl with other bloody and oozy mesh. Ink looked up at me, and he had to have seen the horrified expression on my face.

      “Don’t worry. Doc gave her something to sleep through it. She’s not feeling anything right now.”

      I closed the door and hesitated. “How bad are the burns?”

      The doctor grabbed some new bandages from the tray next to him. “She’s healing pretty quickly. I would have preferred to do some skin grafting, but with our limited resources, treating the burns is the best I can do. Luckily, Ink managed to get his hands on some advanced bandages that won’t require daily changing. So, hopefully, this will be the last time we need to change it, at least for a while.”

      Ink stared down at Neon, watching the doctor work on her, and I could practically feel his heartbeat from across the room. Right now, he wasn’t a hardened criminal, but a man hurting for his woman—even if she wasn’t his woman…yet.

      For a while, I stayed, watching the doctor work. At first, my stomach dropped when I saw the burnt flesh on her back displaying a grotesque S. The thought of the pain she had to have endured while they did that to her was enough to make me sick. But the doctor was gentle, and Ink stood there with his hand on her shoulder the entire time. He never took his eyes off her back, like he was trying to engrave the image into his mind, to make sure he never forgot how grotesque her injuries were. Every second that passed, his face hardened more and more until his irises were a slate gray of hate. It wouldn’t have taken a genius to figure out what was going on inside his head. He was killing Pythons one by one, watching them bleed through his mind’s eye.

      “Uh…” I rubbed my palms together, “Ink, is there a kitchen somewhere down here?”

      He stirred and looked up like I had somehow pulled him from another dimension. “Yeah. In the main house.”’

      “Oh.” I chewed my lip. “Guess I can’t go up there to cook something.”

      “You want to cook?”

      “Yeah. Why? Does that seem strange?”

      For the first time, he lifted his hand off Neon’s shoulder, crossing his arms. “You just don’t…look like the kind of woman who cooks.”

      I puckered a brow. “Because of my weight?”

      “Well…yeah.”

      I pursed my lips then snorted while placing a palm on my forehead. “Yeah, you’re right. I can’t cook. But I do know how to make pancakes.”

      Ink snickered. “Even if I could allow you upstairs, I can guarantee you won’t find shit to make those pancakes with. It’s a house full of dirty bikers. All we have is beer and leftover pizza.”

      Sucking my bottom lip into my mouth, I searched around the room, finding a piece of paper crinkled up and tossed in a bin in the corner.

      “Doctor, you have a pen?”

      He reached into his shirt pocket and held one out to me.

      “Thanks.”

      Grabbing the piece of paper from the bin, I flattened it against my chest to straighten it out a bit.

      “What are you doing?” Ink asked.

      “Writing a list.”

      “Of what?”

      I handed the piece of paper to him. “It’s a list of stuff I’ll need to make pancakes.”

      Ink scowled as he read it. “This is super swell and everything, but there’s not a chance in hell Granite will let you outside this basement-slash-bunker. Whatever the fuck you wanna call it.”

      With a smirk, I walked backward to the door. “You work on getting me those ingredients, and I’ll work on Granite.”

      A mischievous look crossed his face. “And how exactly do you plan on doing that?”

      I gave a half-shrug. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Oh, I do. I really, really do.”

      I laughed. “Just get those things on the list, would you?”

      “Okay, but—”

      I rushed out and slammed the door shut before he could finish his sentence.

      Leaning back against the door, I grinned. Someone recently told me the only reason we were here was to look pretty and spread our legs. And that gave me a plan.
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      I bit my thumbnail, and the courage I had earlier seemed to have left me. What the hell was I thinking? I didn’t have the confidence needed to do this. It was insane to think I could.

      “This was a terrible idea,” I mumbled to myself as I grabbed a sheet and quickly draped it over my naked shoulders.

      “What are you doing?”

      I froze, my back turned to the door. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

      The door slammed shut. “What are you doing?”

      “I, um…” I clutched the sheet tighter. “I, uh…Jesus. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Are you naked beneath that sheet?” His voice was low, deep, and my skin erupted in gooseflesh.

      “Maybe.” My voice, on the other hand, sounded raspy and shaky.

      “Turn around.”

      I hesitated.

      “Turn around, Alyx.”

      Slowly, I turned to face him.

      His eyes bored into mine. “Why are you naked?”

      “I, uh, I thought I could…you know.”

      “No. I don’t know.”

      “Granite—”

      “Tell me,” he insisted. “Tell me why you’re naked.”

      I could practically feel my cheeks turn red with the heat that spread all the way from my chest and up my neck. “I thought I could do this.”

      “Do what?” He stepped closer, eyes scrutinizing me. “What did you want to do?”

      I bit my lip. “I thought—”

      “Alyx.”

      “Fine.” I wiped the hair from my forehead. “I wanted to make pancakes, and Ink said you didn’t have anything in the house but beer and leftover pizza. I asked him to get some ingredients, and he said you would never allow me upstairs to use the kitchen in any case. So, I thought,” I swallowed hard, “I thought I could, you know, seduce you and maybe get you to let me make you some pancakes.” Jesus. If stupid had a sound, my rambling would have been it.

      Granite held up a finger, cocking his head to the side with a frown on his face. “Let me get this straight. You wanted to seduce me so you could make me pancakes?”

      “Oh, God. It sounds stupid, I know. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. I don’t even know if you like pancakes. For all I know, you hate pancakes, and I made a complete—”

      “Shut up.”

      My mouth snapped shut.

      He stalked closer, and with every step it seemed like his presence slowly sucked the air out of the room. “Let go of the sheet, Alyx.”

      “What? No.”

      “Let. Go. Of the fucking sheet.”

      My heart pounded against my ribs, my skin warm and cold at the same time. The way he stared at me, eyes dark and lips wet, I could feel the primal urges bubbling beneath the surface, and I knew what he wanted, what he needed. So, I did as he said and dropped the sheet, letting it pool around my feet.

      Granite sucked on his bottom lip as he allowed his gaze to sweep slowly down my body. “I came here thinking I had the shittiest day. But right now, thinking you have waited here for me, naked, wanting to seduce me,” his eyes snapped up to meet mine, “it makes me feel a whole lot better.”

      Removing his cut, he didn’t take his eyes off me. “So, tell me. While you sat here naked waiting for me, what were you thinking about?”

      I swallowed, my thighs already clenched as I watched him take off his clothes. “I thought about what you might like, what you’d like me to do.”

      A wicked grin spread along his face, and he stood tall and proud, not the least bit shy of being naked in front of me. His cock was already hard, the girth thick and swollen.

      “Come here,” he demanded, and I stepped lightly toward him, my body already primed for him to take me. Knowing the kind of pleasure this man was capable of giving me already had me on the edge, and I was certain it would only take a single touch to push me over.

      “Turn around.”

      I did, closing my eyes, desperately trying to steady my rapid breathing.

      “I’ve watched you dance.” His fingers slowly trickled from the bottom of my spine, all the way up, barely touching me at times. “I know what this body of yours can do. How it can bend and move, how supple and flexible you are.”

      A shudder rang throughout my body, my core heavy and aching for what I knew he could give me.

      Granite stepped closer, and I gasped when I felt his cock press against the hollow of my back, his skin warm against mine.

      “I want you to bend forward for me, as far as you can go without bending your knees.”

      I wasn’t fooled by his softly spoken words. The demand was still there, merely coated with a touch of smoothness.

      His fingers reached the back of my neck and slowly moved back down. But this time he applied a little pressure, urging me down.

      Easing forward, bending my body at the hips, I breathed in deeply as he increased the pressure, his touch traveling down my back.

      “All the way down, baby.”

      My sex started to throb, my skin heated and sensitive.

      I let out a slow breath, closing my eyes as I continued to bend…down…down…all the way down. Having a super flexible body was the most important thing when it came to ballet, and it made it possible for us to reach positions not everyone could.

      “That’s my girl,” he cooed, and it thrilled me to know I pleased him.

      “Touch your toes—just like I’ve watched you do so many times.”

      My fingers reached my feet, legs perfectly straight and spine relaxed. Tension caused stiffness in the body, and in order to pull off the perfect positions in ballet, you needed to learn how to shake tension like it was nothing but dust.

      Granite’s hand reached between us and slowly rubbed the tip of his cock against my ass. “You have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized about this, seeing you bent down and spread wide open just for me.”

      My sex clenched, my insides wound tight with anticipation.

      Up and down, he dragged his cock through the slit of my ass, then dipped lower, brushing it against my sensitive folds, all exposed and swollen with need.

      I moaned, and it was hard to control the overwhelming urge to move my hips in search of him.

      With leisurely circles, he continued to tease my flesh with his cock, nudging at my entrance, taking me to the point where my body would ready itself to take him, but then he would move away, leaving me panting and needy.

      Abruptly, his hands gripped my hips, and he forced me back up, swinging me around to face him.

      I gasped when I met his eyes—dark and wild, almost menacing, like there was nothing but wicked fantasies hidden behind them.

      “Now lean back.” He tightened his hold around my waist and pushed a thigh between my legs, earning a sinful moan from my lips. “Let me see you stretch this beautiful body of yours.”

      I sucked on my lower lip, loving the way his hard body felt against mine. He pressed harder with his thigh against my sex, and my eyes rolled closed.

      Leisurely, I started to lean back. The more I bent backward, the more pressure his thick thigh applied between my legs. It felt so good, my core fluttered while my body craved more friction. More pleasure.

      I let my arms fall to the side, and with a gentle tug, he pulled me up as he came down, taking a hard nipple in his mouth.

      I whimpered and moaned as his tongue lapped and licked. Gently, he moved me up and down, rubbing me up against his thigh, never letting my nipple slip out of his mouth.

      My hips started to join the rhythm, my body too eager, too hungry to find the crescendo of pleasure I knew waited for me.

      “Your pussy is so wet, I can feel it coating my thigh.” His lips clasped over my other nipple, this time sucking harder, nipping with his teeth as he let it go. “You like working that pussy of yours against my leg?”

      I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop rubbing against him, wanting so much more.

      His hand flattened against my back, and he brought me back up, a rush of air escaping my lungs.

      “Get on the bed. On your stomach.”

      “Granite, I need—”

      “Now.” With a violent jerk, he spun me around and pushed me on the bed, my body slamming against the mattress.

      I flipped my hair over my shoulder, trying to look back when he grabbed my hips and pulled me down to the edge of the bed, my legs dangling off the side.

      “I need you to spread those legs of yours, ballerina girl. All the way fucking open.”

      I grabbed hold of the sheet, twisting it between my fingers while he pressed against my inner thighs, splitting my legs open as he pushed them on the bed. “Every fucking time I watched you split these legs, this is what I imagined. Having you face down, legs split, and pussy weeping for me.”

      I pulled at the sheets. My eyes closed while my body hummed with so much sexual tension, I could feel it vibrating all the way to every goddamn bone.

      His hands disappeared from my thighs, and when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw him standing straight, staring down, gripping his cock in the palm of his hand.

      “Granite—”

      “Shhhh. Let me enjoy this fucking moment.” Up and down he pumped his cock, taking his pleasure in his own hands.

      I buried my face in the sheets, squirming on top of the bed. The thought of him pleasuring himself while watching me was intoxicating, and I moved my hips, rubbing myself against the mattress.

      “Look at that,” he murmured. “My pretty ballerina’s pussy seems quite needy. How does that feel, grinding your cunt against the sheets?”

      “Not as good as rubbing it against your thigh.” Breathless and completely possessed with lust, I lost control of myself. The moment was too intense, the air around us palpitating and exhilarating.

      He slipped a finger through my cleft and inside me, twisting his hand as he filled me with a second digit. I cried out, pushing my hips back, wanting it deeper, fuller, faster.

      “Soaking. Fucking. Wet,” he growled, pulling his fingers out of me, leaving me panting and my body aching.

      “This is the most perfect split you’ve ever mastered, I swear to God.”

      His palms grabbed my ass, and he plunged into me. It felt like he tore right through me, impaling me with his length and thick girth. Instinct made me want to close my legs, but he grabbed my thighs and kept them open for him. I pinched my eyes closed, his merciless thrusts making it feel like he was tearing me apart.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Yes.” I let out a breath with heavy exhalation.

      “Good.” He reared back before sinking back into me. “The sooner you get used to this position, the better.” He reached over my back and grabbed a fistful of hair, pulling my head back. “Because I think I prefer you like this, split open, soaking wet, with cries ripping from your throat.”

      The more he delved into me, the more pleasure started to push through the pain.

      “Do not close your legs, do you understand me?”

      I whimpered, and he tugged my hair hard.

      “Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      He let go of my hair, placing his palm on the slit of my ass, spreading them. “Get ready to scream for me, ballerina girl.”

      When I felt his thumb slip down, prodding against my tight opening, I tensed.

      “Relax, beautiful. I promise this will make you feel good.”

      He slowed his rhythm in and out of me, his finger gently nudging, coaxing me into welcoming his intrusion.

      I let my head down, relaxing my body, focusing on the sensation of his touch against a place I never could have imagined letting anyone get near. But the more he played, massaging the pad of his thumb against the hole, the more I liked it—especially with the feel of his slick length filling me over and over again.

      “That’s my girl. Lift your hips for me.”

      Moving his other palm between my body and the bed, his finger found the sensitive pearl that had me crying out instantly.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s it.” He moaned, the sound mixed between arousal and self-satisfaction.

      “Granite, it’s too intense.” My knuckles whitened as I clutched the sheets, my cheek flat against the bed. “I can’t take it.”

      “Yes, you can. And you will.”

      It was sensory overload, and my mind could no longer focus. I felt dizzy, my body shaking as I fought the urge to close my legs. My hips faltered, and I couldn’t hold them up anymore.

      As I trapped his hand between my pussy and the bed, he kept working my clit, his thumb pushing harder against the tightness between my ass cheeks.

      “Now, let me hear you.” The top of his thumb slipped in, and pleasure erupted between my legs, an intense release that caused my entire body to quiver. The climax that ripped through me took complete control, and my hips started riding his cock, pushing back as he slammed into me.

      A cry rolled over my lips, and that was the moment Granite’s own search for pleasure took over.

      He gripped my waist, pulling me back, forcing me to meet him thrust for thrust.

      Our moans crashed together, and I could feel him come inside me.

      Spent and exhausted, he fell on top of me, his chest rapidly rising and falling as his warm breath exhaled onto my sensitive skin. I was completely possessed, and the euphoria so powerful I was certain it would linger within my bones forever.

      He placed a chaste kiss on my spine, the sensation tingling across my flesh.

      “All that for pancakes?”

      I laughed. “Yup. All that for pancakes.”

      He got up, and a crack resounded around us as he slapped my ass. “Then you better go make your man some pancakes.”
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      “How did it go this morning?” Ink slipped into the seat next to me.

      I tore my gaze away from Alyx moving around the kitchen making pancakes.

      I shifted. “Not good.”

      “Yeah, I bet. Guess it’ll be a stupid question if I asked if they were okay.”

      “She kept asking questions. Questions I couldn’t answer.” I took a sip of my strong, black coffee. “She wanted to know if it was the Pythons. If it was club related.”

      Ink leaned closer, glancing at Alyx. “What did you tell her?”

      “That it was an attempted hijacking gone wrong.”

      “Son of bitch,” Ink cursed. “Sucks that we can’t put the blame on the real fuckers. Tell his wife what really happened.”

      “Yeah.”

      Ink tapped his finger on the table in front of us. “They’re gonna need protection.”

      “Already done. Dutch has a crew staying put in the area. Although I doubt they’ll go after Junkyard’s family. They don’t got nothing to do with this.”

      “With the Pythons, you never know. God,” he sighed, “I feel so fucking torn, you know? I wanna get back out there, fuck up more of these assholes.” He shook his head. “But I can’t leave her. Not for long, anyway.”

      I sat back, watching Alyx again. “You love her, don’t you?”

      “I dunno, man. I just feel like I have to make this right for her.”

      “Yeah.” I patted him on the shoulder. “We all feel that way.”

      Dutch and Manic came strolling into the kitchen, and Manic paused when he saw Alyx at the stove. He pointed at her but looked at me. “What she doing?”

      I grinned. “Pancakes.”

      “Hell, yeah. About time we eat something other than fucking pizza.”

      Dutch took a seat across from me, and Manic slipped in next to him.

      Manic shot me a cocky smirk. “Your woman is making pancakes for us.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “I’d say that’s one step closer to her becoming your old lady, huh?”

      “Manic,” I glared at him, “shut up.”

      Dutch folded his palms together and placed his hands on the table. “Where’s Onyx?”

      I took a deep breath. “I dunno. I’m not exactly his favorite person at the moment.”

      “I don’t think you’ve ever been his favorite person,” Manic chimed in, and Dutch knocked him with his shoulder.

      “What? Just saying it as it is, brother.”

      I shook my head, and Alyx came sauntering over with plates. “Just a fair warning, I was, like, ten when I last made pancakes. You might be getting rubber on a plate.”

      The guys laughed, and Manic rubbed his palms together. “Girl, it can’t taste worse than Dutch’s cooking.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Alyx let out a laugh, and at that moment, it was the most beautiful sound in the world. Her face lit up, her smile reaching those amazing sapphire blue eyes. Everything about her was so light, airy, like she didn’t have a care in the world. It was the first time I saw her like that. Even before I took her, she always seemed like she carried the world on her shoulders. Hardly ever smiling. And since she came here, I saw her cry more than I saw her smile. If I had a brick for every goddamn tear this woman cried the last few weeks, my path to hell would be perfectly paved by now.

      Alyx placed the plate with pancakes in front of us. The sweet scent of sugar and cinnamon was tantalizing, and I was pretty sure Manic started to drool.

      Alyx tucked a strand of hair behind her ears. “I hope it tastes okay.” The shy tinge of pink on her cheeks was exquisite, and when her eyes met mine, time stood still. It was there, in her eyes, the confirmation that she was mine. Completely. Wholly.

      Manic was about to grab a pancake when I slapped at his hand and grabbed the plate. With my attention fully focused on her beautiful face, I held the plate out to her. “Ladies first.”

      What was a pink shade on her cheeks had now turned a bright red. She glanced from me to the plate, then back to me like she was searching for courage, or permission in my eyes.

      I simply nodded. “She’s not here anymore, Alyx.”

      Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears. For everyone else, this moment would seem futile and insignificant. But as she reached out, taking a pancake from the plate, I knew it was a huge motherfucking moment in her life. A huge step. No one was forcing her to eat, or not to eat. She was making this decision on her own. No threats. No deals. Only her.

      I gave her a half smile as she took a bite. God knew I wanted to watch her as she ate that motherfucking pancake, every bite one giant ‘fuck you’ for her psychopath mother. But it was a big moment for her, and she was already uncomfortable enough just by eating. She didn’t need me to gawk at her as well, so I played it down and placed the plate back on the table. The guys dug in like savages, eating like they were the ones who had been starved half their lives.

      As I glanced from Alyx, to Ink, to Dutch, to Manic, watching the looks on their faces as they passed the syrup and butter around, eating pancakes. Talking and laughing, they seemed like men without a care in the world. I couldn’t remember the last time the atmosphere around us felt so light, having my brothers seem so relaxed.

      I looked back up at Alyx. “Thank you,” I silently mouthed, and she shot the most heavenly smile that crashed against my chest, ricocheting to my heart. The moment was fucking perfection. It was like her being here managed to make the air not so goddamn heavy. Even Ink smiled, chatting with a mouthful of pancake, like he managed to forget about all the shit that had happened.

      I was about to reach for a pancake when the chatter stopped abruptly, everyone looking toward the back door.

      “Hey, Onyx,” Dutch said, taking another bite. “You want a pancake?”

      I looked at my brother, and our eyes met.

      The despondent look on his face, his eyes glum and uncertain, had me seeing the little boy he used to be years ago. The boy I had to take care of, protect, love. We couldn’t all be the same, and I couldn’t expect Onyx to be like me, think like me, act like me.

      A moment passed with not a single word spoken, yet we said everything we needed to say. He was my brother, and no matter what happened between us, there would always be a place for him at our table.

      “Have a pancake, brother.” I held up a plate, and he came over, removing his gun from his back and placing it on the counter.

      Alyx turned, the warm smile still on her pretty face. “You better grab one before Manic eats it all.”

      Onyx stopped at the side of the table and held out his hand toward Ink. “I’m sorry.”

      Ink chewed, glancing from Onyx down to his hand, and back up. He nodded then shook Onyx’s hand. “Yeah, bro. Me too.”

      Yup. This was turning out to be a pretty fucking good moment. A bunch of dirty bikers laughing and eating pancakes. Go figure.

      Onyx grabbed a chair and sat at the side of the table, reaching for the last pancake.

      Alyx pointed over her shoulder. “I guess I’ll need to make more, then.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Manic exclaimed, a greedy grin on his face.

      Just as Alyx turned, the door blasted inward with a deafening crash, almost torn from its hinges, and chaos erupted. Masked men forcefully rushed in, loud, angry voices shouting, all while pointing guns in every direction. Then there was the sound of glass breaking as Alyx dropped the plates.

      God, it all happened so fucking fast, it was like my mind couldn’t register what the fuck was happening. All I could think of was Alyx.

      “Police! Get your fucking hands up!” the men screamed at us, pointing their guns right at us, the glint of their badges around their necks flickering.

      “Alyx!” I yelled, and for a second she turned to me, the fear on her face slicing through my skin like razors.

      Ink jumped up, flipping the table over, and I launched myself in Alyx’s direction. But someone slammed into my side, knocking me into the wall, the impact ripping the air from my lungs.

      “Get your fucking hands up now!” someone screamed, but I refused to take my eyes off Alyx, the need to get to her shooting adrenaline to every bone in my body.

      Alyx dropped to the ground, arms covering her head, her hands shaking.

      Jesus Christ.

      I reared back and punched the fucker pinning me against the wall right in the face. I slammed my knee in his stomach, pushing him to the ground as he hunched over.

      “Dutch!” I yelled. “Get Alyx!”

      “Granite!” I heard her scream, and I went fucking savage, growling, roaring like a fucking demon as I flung my fists, wanting to tear apart every fucker who stood between me and Alyx.

      It was fucking anarchy with too many faces, making it impossible to fucking focus. All I wanted to do was get to Alyx.

      “Granite!”

      “Alyx!” I yelled, pushing through a goddamn wall of men so I could get to her. But men came from behind and slammed me into the ground. “Onyx!” I cried, and he turned my way after slamming his fist in a cop’s face. “Get Alyx. Get her out of here.”

      Immediately, he started to rush to her when a loud crack erupted, smoke blasting fucking everywhere, and I could no longer see any of them. All I felt were hands and bodies pinning me to the ground. I jerked hard, desperate to push myself up, fighting to get free. But the harder I fought, the more men rushed to hold me down.

      “Alyx!” I narrowed my eyes, desperately trying to see through the gray smoke. My nose burned as I inhaled, the smell of sulfur potent and overwhelming. “Alyx! Fuck!”

      Gunshots fired, bursting through the blinding chaos, and my heart stopped. It fucking stopped.

      “Get her out of here!” I heard someone yell, and then I lost it.

      A roar ripped from my throat, hitting the goddamn roof as adrenaline exploded in my veins. I had no idea where I got the strength, but somehow, I managed to jump up, knocking down the fuckers around me.

      “Granite!” I heard Ink call. “Granite!”

      “I’m here. Ink, where’s Alyx?” The smoke slowly started to dissipate, and I rushed ahead in the direction I saw her last. But she wasn’t there. I searched for her, but she wasn’t fucking there among the masked faces.

      “Ink! Where the fuck is Alyx?” My heart thundered in my throat, my spine numb with fear—the fear of losing her.

      I frantically searched around me and spotted Dutch on the floor clutching his chest as blood oozed through the slits of his fingers. “Jesus Christ! Dutch!”

      “Find her. Find Alyx first,” he ordered as he steadied his back against the wall. “Find her.”

      It was a fucking frenzy of violence and mayhem around us, but I managed to rush out the door, wild with the need to find her.

      I stopped on the back porch, panicked and turbulent as I searched around me.

      “Granite!”

      I heard her. I fucking heard her voice, but I couldn’t find her. For a second, I hesitated while trying to find her when two men crashed into me, and I got a mouthful of fucking grass as my head hit the ground.

      “Alyx!” I bellowed, feeling like panic was about to crack open my motherfucking spine while I fought to get free. “Alyx! Jesus fucking Christ! Alyx.”

      “Stop, or I will shoot you,” the motherfucker behind me yelled while his knee pressed into my spine. He grabbed my wrists and twisted my arms behind my back while another guy pushed my shoulders down. Fighting back proved futile when I felt the cold metal of the cuffs around my wrists.

      “You fuckers are making a mistake!” I growled, and that was when my eye caught movement in front of us, a black van pulling up. It happened so fucking fast, but when I saw Alyx being dragged to the van by more masked men, my heart wanted to jump out of my goddamn throat.

      “Alyx! There. There she is. Go help her!” I thrashed, gritting my teeth, certain they would break at any moment. “Alyx!” No one was listening to me. They weren’t fucking listening.

      “You motherfuckers! She’s right there. Let me fucking go.” A fist slammed into my side, but I was too focused on Alyx to even care about the pain that exploded up my ribcage.

      I bent my knees, and with every ounce of power I had, I pushed myself up, knocking one of the fuckers to the ground. “Go help her!” But it was too late. The van door closed, and I heard the tires speed across the asphalt. “No! Jesus. No!”

      One of the cops moved in front of me, and I reacted by slamming my head against his motherfucking nose. Blood gushed down his face as he fell, and I lurched to the side, stars exploding behind my eyes.

      “You son of a bitch. Where is my daughter?”

      I paused and looked up, right at the PC’s face. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “Where is my daughter, Granite? She was in there a second ago, and now she’s gone.”

      “Someone took her!” I squirmed, feeling like a goddamn rabid dog, ready to tear everyone and everything apart. “Let me fucking go so I can find her.”

      “You’re not fooling me again, Granite. Not this time.”

      Someone jerked me up, and I yanked forward. “Someone took her!”

      “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      “I swear to God!”

      The PC’s face hardened, and he swung his fist, slamming it into my gut, and I tried to launch myself at him as a second pair of hands grabbed my shoulders.

      “All this time, you pretended to look for her, and you had her all along.”

      My breaths came out rapidly, my entire body shaking. “You’re making a fucking mistake.”

      “Take him to the precinct. And search this entire goddamn house!”

      Onyx came running out. “What the fuck, man?”

      “Onyx. You need to find Alyx.” My body shook, panic gripping every bone tight.

      “What the fuck is going on? Let go of my brother.”

      A cop jumped in front of Onyx, and Onyx didn’t hesitate for a second, slamming his fist right in the cop’s jaw and sending him ploughing to the ground. It took all of two-point-three seconds for Onyx to eat dust as two more cops grabbed him, cuffing him as well.

      “You filthy motherfuckers, let me fucking go.” He jerked, and I thrashed. But we were fucking surrounded.

      I didn’t stop fighting, not for a second. It took four men to drag me to the cop car, and as one of them pressed my head down, trying to force me into the back seat, I launched to the side, and they momentarily lost their grip on me. I swung a leg and kicked one of the sons of bitches in the balls and knocked him down with a shoulder. I needed to go find Alyx, and that was all I cared about—getting her back.

      All it took was an unexpected blow to the head, and I staggered to the side before I got shoved face first into the back seat of a cop car.

      My skull was on fire, my mouth dry, and adrenaline burning the inside of my veins. Jesus Christ. What the fuck was happening? Alyx got taken, and I had no idea who it was. Dutch was shot and bleeding inside the house, and Onyx got cuffed as well.

      It was fucking pandemonium…and Alyx was gone. Every second they had me in cuffs was a second she was taken farther away.
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      I slammed my fist against the steel bars. “Let me fucking out of here!”

      Onyx sat on the filthy bench, head leaning against the wall. He was as cool and collected as last week’s marijuana special.

      I snapped my glare at him. “What in the name of ever-loving fuck happened tonight?’

      He shrugged. “My guess is the PC figured out we were bullshitting him.”

      “You think!” It wasn’t a fucking question. “But how? How the fuck did he figure it out, and how in Jesus’s name did they know where we were? No one fucking knew about that safe house.”

      Onyx bent forward, placing his elbow on his knees. “I dunno, man. It doesn’t add up.”

      “And we have no idea where Alyx is. Jesus!” I pulled at my hair, rage threatening to explode inside me.

      “You saw her get into a van?”

      “I saw her getting shoved into a van, man. There’s a difference.”

      “Maybe it was cops getting her out of there.”

      I shook my head and crouched with my back against the bars. “No. No. They weren’t cops. The van was unmarked. And if it was cops, why did the PC keep asking me where Alyx was?”

      Onyx placed his palms together. “I don’t fucking know, man.”

      “And Dutch. Fuck.” I pulled my hand down my face. “He got shot, and we don’t know if he’s okay.”

      “Let’s just hope Manic or Ink got to Neon in time and closed the floor door. If the police find Neon, it’ll raise a lot of fucking questions.”

      We heard a door unlock, and a detective held it open. “You have five minutes.”

      I narrowed my eyes and stood. Manic came walking in wearing a hoody and sunglasses. “Thanks, man.”

      The door closed, and I grabbed the steel bars. “Manic, what the fuck is going on? Did you find Alyx?”

      He pulled the hoody off his head and removed the sunglasses, worry lines creased on his forehead. Even the goddamn scar on his face seemed more prominent than usual.

      “No, dude. Sorry. There’s no goddamn trace of her.”

      “Fuck!” Like a maniac, I slammed my head against the bars. I didn’t even fucking feel the pain. “And Dutch? He okay?”

      Manic rubbed his chin. “He’s fine. While you two made a scene outside, Ink and I managed to get him in the basement. Police searched the house, but they didn’t find us hiding.”

      “Thank God for one thing.”

      “Yeah. The doctor got him sorted. Just a shoulder wound.”  He looked at me, his eyes brimming with remorse. “Listen, man, Ink and I, we’re sorry we couldn’t help you and Onyx.”

      “No.” I held up my hand. “You did the right thing by getting Dutch to safety and keeping them from finding Neon.”

      I pressed my fists against the bars and stretched, letting my head hang down. “Where the fuck is Alyx, man?”

      “We don’t know.” Manic glanced at his wristwatch. “But there’s something else.”

      I snapped my head up. “What?”

      “Tanit. She’s gone too.”

      I shot up, and Onyx stepped in next to me. “Where the fuck is Tanit?”

      Manic shrugged. “We don’t fucking know. But Trick said she hasn’t seen Tanit since this morning.”

      “Maybe the same guys who took Alyx took Tanit?” Onyx looked at me questioningly.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I only saw Alyx. Tanit wasn’t there. Plus, Manic just said Trick hasn’t seen Tanit since this morning.”

      Onyx stared straight in front of him. “Are you sure the police don’t have Alyx? Maybe they took Tanit as well, I dunno”—he shrugged—“maybe to see if they can get some information on us.”

      “No.” I pushed myself away from the bars and started pacing. “They don’t have Alyx. Her father was pretty fucking upset. He didn’t seem like a dad who just found his daughter. No, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the police who took her.”

      Onyx stepped up to the steel bars and held his hand out to Manic. “Dude, gimme a smoke, would you?”

      Manic pulled out a pack and gave Onyx a cigarette before lighting it for him through the bars.

      With arms still dangling over the rails, Onyx let out a long breath of smoke. “Either someone spotted us out here, or we have a snitch.”

      Manic and I stilled. Talking about a snitch was big shit. That wasn’t the kind of accusation one idly flung around. If you went around accusing someone of being a snitch and you were proven wrong, you kissed your motherfucking patch goodbye.

      “A snitch?” I walked closer.

      “Yeah, man. It’s the only thing that makes sense. That, or we were followed to the safe house. How else?”

      I shook my head, rubbing my beard. “No one would have followed us. We never used the same way to the house twice in a row. Plus, Manic had been doing runs, like, ten times a fucking day. No,” I shook my head again, “we couldn’t have been followed.”

      Onyx leaned to the side, facing me. “Then the only other option is we have a snitch.”

      The detective came back in. “Hurry your asses up. We got company coming this way.”

      “Manic.” I pressed against the bars. “Find her.”

      He gave a light nod and pulled the hoody over his head, disappearing out the steel door.

      I hung my head. Alyx was gone. I had no idea where she was. And to make things worse, I was in here, behind bars and unable to do shit about finding her.

      “Do you think the Pythons are behind this?” Onyx went to sit back down on the bunk.

      “It crossed my mind.”

      “But?”

      I bit the inside of my mouth. “I dunno. It just doesn’t seem like the Pythons’ typical MO.”

      “Maybe they decided to be a little less predictable this time. And since you and Ink have been burying and burning dead Pythons, it wouldn’t be surprising if Slither upped his game.”

      I opened my mouth, wanting to respond, when the steel door opened again.

      “PC wants to see you.” It was the same detective who smuggled Manic in here, one of those dirty cops on our payroll.

      I straightened. “Detective Harrison, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      He leaned closer, glancing at the door to make sure we were not overheard. “PC wants his daughter, man.”

      “Yeah. And we were helping him find her.” I was getting sick of playing this game.

      He shook his head. “An anonymous tip came through this morning. Said his daughter was spotted with Kings in Coney Island.”

      I roughed my hand through my hair. “Who gave the tip?”

      He lifted his shoulders. “Fuck me if I know.”

      “Yo, Harrison.” Another guy peeked through the door. “The PC is waiting for him. Hurry the fuck up.”

      Harrison unlocked the cell door and held out a pair of cuffs. I hesitated, thought I’d try to make his head implode with my mind. But he gave me a once-over and lifted a brow. “Don’t make trouble, okay?”

      “You ain’t getting no trouble from me.” I held out my hands, planting my wrists together. The cuffs were cold, and he tightened them a little too fucking tight.

      Two armed officers stood by the door. They were packing heavy security around me. Probably a good thing because I was one threat away from ripping every goddamn person’s heart out in order to find my Alyx.

      They cuffed me to a chair in one of the interrogation rooms. It wasn’t my first rodeo. I’d been in rooms like these more times than I could count.

      One-way mirrors.

      Security cameras.

      Little to no air conditioning. The more you sweated, the more anxious you got, the easier you talked. Usually, I’d be super chilled while waiting in one of these rooms, confident the cops wouldn’t be able to rattle me. But not today. Today was different. There was so much more on the line than telling lies and getting out of trouble. Protecting the crew. It was about Alyx. It was about getting myself out of here so I could go protect the one person who had somehow managed to become the center of my fucking life.

      The PC walked in, the look on his face making his distaste for me known. “You son of a bitch. All this time, you lied to me.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me exactly how it is?” He sat across from me, and I tugged at the cuff keeping me in place in the chair.

      “You need to let me go so I can find your daughter.”

      “Not this time, Lincoln Walker.”

      “Oh,” I snorted, “we on a first name basis now? That puts our relationship on a whole new level, doesn’t it, Timothy Green?”

      “Cut the crap.”

      “Then let me the fuck out. Someone took Alyx when you and your fucking squad decided to be fucking heroes by storming into our motherfucking safe house.”

      “Do you seriously think I’m going to believe you now, after you’ve been spewing me bullshit all along?”

      I lolled my head back, frustration boiling in the pit of my stomach, threatening to fucking burst right out of me. “You got it all wrong, Commissioner.” I glared at him. “Ever consider that the info you received might be bullshit?”

      He clasped his hands, leaning his elbows on the table. “As I’m sure you already fucking know, we got an anonymous tip saying my daughter was being held hostage by the American Street Kings in Coney Island. What kind of father would I be if I didn’t act immediately?”

      I almost fucking laughed in his face. “It’s a little late to start acting like a father, isn’t it?”

      His eyebrows lifted, the creases on his forehead joining his widow’s peak. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I bit into my lower lip, wanting to fucking growl like an animal. “I always knew you didn’t have balls. That’s why you got the Kings to do your dirty work for you, because you couldn’t do it yourself. But the fact that you couldn’t even stand up to your psycho wife, abusing your daughter—”

      “Stop right there, you son of a bitch.”

      I jerked forward, the steel cuffs clanking against the metal frame of my chair. I snarled, wishing I could fucking bash his face in and feel the crack of bone. “You watched while your wife shoved her finger down Alyx’s throat, and you did nothing. Nothing!” I yanked at the cuff again, the adrenaline and rage making it impossible for me to stay in control and remain still. “For years, you watched your daughter wither away, sat on the fucking sideline while her own goddamn mother ruined her. So, do not sit there and pretend you have the moral high ground, you fucking coward.”

      “Fuck you,” he blurted, slamming his fist on the table as he flew up, his chair screeching across the cement floor. “You are nothing but a low-life criminal—”

      “A criminal who you paid to take care of the scum you and your fucking laws couldn’t take off the streets.”

      He gritted his teeth, his cheeks flaming red. “You took my daughter, and then pretended like you were actually helping to find her.”

      I stood, my body awkwardly pulled to the side because of the cuff around my left arm. But I wanted to look the fucker in the eye. “You. Know. Nothing.”

      “Tell me where my daughter is, or I swear to God, I’ll lock you up and make sure no one finds the fucking key.”

      I leaned closer, real close so I could whisper just loud enough for him to hear. “You and I both know I have enough shit on you to make you lose everything. Your job, your home, your holiday mansion in Beverly Hills. And let’s not forget that stunner of a yacht anchored at North Cove Marina.” I inched forward, my jaw clenched. “Do not fuck with me, Commissioner. Do not think because you’re on that side of this goddamn table you have the upper hand here.”

      I noticed his gaze flick from me to the one-way mirror, then back at me.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’d be more than willing to speak a little louder so our audience behind that glass can hear every goddamn word I just said.”

      He sat back in his seat, eyebrows slanted down, his finger nervously tapping on the table.

      I sat back down. “You need to let me go so I can find Alyx.”

      “Not a chance, Granite.”

      “I’m serious. In here, I can’t do shit to find your daughter.”

      He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth. The confidence he had when he strode in here was no longer there, but rather uncertainty. And maybe a little panic since I fucking threatened to make our business arrangement public.

      “Did you take Alyx?”

      “No.” I looked him square in the eye without batting a fucking eyelash. It was only half a lie, anyway, since I technically didn’t take her. The dead Python prospects did. Besides, if I wanted any chance to get out of here, I needed to convince our commissioner that I was still one the good guys.

      He crossed his legs, finger still tapping away on the table. “Are you telling me you didn’t have my daughter? That three of my officers who claimed to see her at the scene are talking bullshit?”

      I almost laughed. “I’m not that fucking stupid, Commissioner. I ain’t fucking talking in here.”

      “You might as well, because you’re not leaving here until I find my daughter.”

      “Goddammit!” I jerked up, the table screeching on the cement floor. “I can’t fucking help her if you have me locked in here. Get that through your thick motherfucking skull.”

      Two uniforms came rushing in, but the commissioner held his hand up. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

      One of the cops scowled at me, holding his gun at the ready.

      “I said I’m fine. Get out,” the PC ordered.

      “Yeah,” I snarled at them. “Get out.”

      “Granite, for God’s sake. Sit the fuck down.”

      I glared at the uniforms until they left, and only sat when the door closed behind them. If it wasn’t for these motherfucking cuffs, I would have gone savage on all of them.

      The PC studied me, and I could fucking hear the wheels turning in his head. “Tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      “I told you, not in here.”

      “I can’t let you go, Granite. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, even I don’t have that kind of power to pull you out of this fucking mess.”

      I cursed, letting my head hang down. “How did you figure out where our safe house is?”

      He shrugged. “It was an anonymous call. Said you had Alyx hidden in a house in Coney Island.”

      I scrunched my nose and tugged at the cuffs again. “You tracked the call?”

      “Yes. We tracked the call two streets from your house.”

      “Fuck.” I let out a breath and leaned my head back, trying to figure out what the actual fuck was happening. Was it a coincidence that the same day the call got logged, cops ransacked our safe house, and Alyx disappeared? I thought not. It had to be the same person—the one who called, and the person who took Alyx. Or it was two different people working together. Jesus, if only I could get these goddamn wheels in my head to stop spinning and start figuring shit out.

      “You know,” he started, “you and I have come a long way, and a part of me really wants to believe you are not the scum behind my daughter’s kidnapping. But currently, everything is pointing right at you, and I can’t ignore that.”

      “Yet you can ignore how your wife is killing your daughter.”

      That shut him right up, and his face went from pale to pink to bright red.

      The commissioner flattened his tie down his chest, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “My personal life is not the issue here.”

      I slanted my head to the side. “Is finding Alyx not personal to you?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “You know what? We could go on all goddamn day, pointing fingers. But that won’t help us find Alyx. So I’m going to say this one more motherfucking time. You need to let me go. In here, I can’t do anything. I need to be out there so I can find her.”

      The commissioner shook his head again, and this time I slammed my free fist on the motherfucking table.

      “Let me fucking go!”

      “Not a chance.” He leaned forward. “Right now, I don’t trust you, so until I figure out what the hell is going on, you’re staying here.”

      That was the moment I decided to play my last fucking card. “I’ll talk, tell you everything you want to know.” I leaned over the table, pulling my lip up in a snarl as I whispered. “But you better make sure those recorders aren’t on and no one else is listening in on us because I will be mentioning our business during this conversation, Commissioner. As collateral. So, if by any chance someone is listening in on us, they’ll find out how dirty you really are, and you’ll end up going down with me.”

      His thick eyebrows curled up. “Are you threatening me?”

      “You bet your fucking ass I am. I’ve never had any problem playing dirty. But with Alyx’s life on the line, I’m willing to go far beyond simply playing dirty. I’ll turn fucking lethal, I swear to God.”

      It was a good thing they had me cuffed, or they’d be arresting me for killing the police commissioner in the next five fucking seconds.

      He stared at me for a few more moments, nothing but my wild heartbeat and rapid breaths cracking through the silence.

      Finally, he stood, fastening the buttons of his suit jacket. He didn’t say a word as he walked out, leaving me behind. I yanked and tugged at the fucking cuffs, but I knew it was pointless. Didn’t stop me from trying, though. “Let me the fuck out of here!”

      I lifted my knee and kicked the table, sending it flying across the goddamn room. I screamed, roared like the fucking devil. My insides were coiled with the flaming chains of hell, my heart on the verge of exploding as desperation to find Alyx consumed every molecule of my being.

      The door opened, and the PC appeared. “I leave you in here for ten fucking seconds and you decide to rearrange the furniture?”

      “Let’s just say I’m feeling a little on edge.”

      As the door slammed shut, he stayed on the other side of the room. “Talk.”

      I raised a brow. “Are we alone?”

      He nodded. “Say whatever the fuck you want about our business. Just tell me what is going on with Alyx.”

      That settled me a little, the fact that he mentioned we had ‘business’ clearly proving our conversation wasn’t being recorded. Alyx might be his daughter, but I knew he wouldn’t risk his reputation for anything…and that included saving his daughter.

      I sniffed and wiped my face on my shoulder. “Alyx was with us, yes.”

      “You son of a bitch.”

      “Calm the fuck down and listen,” I warned. “We found her a few days ago, but I didn’t tell you because the threat hadn’t been eliminated yet.”

      “What threat?”

      “The Pythons. Slither made it clear he would come for her again, so we decided to keep her at our safe house until we managed to take them out. I didn’t wanna chance it by sending her home then letting her end up in Python hands again.” God, the lie sounded so fucking real, even I would have believed it.

      The PC started pacing, rubbing his chin. “So, are you telling me you had her, but you didn’t tell me?”

      I snorted. “Think about, man. If you knew she was safe, if you knew we had her, you would never have been able to pull off the act of a concerned fucking daddy. Slither is sly as fuck, and believe me when I say there’s no bullshitting that asshole. We couldn’t chance it by telling you.” I rolled my neck from side to side. “I wanted to make sure Slither wouldn’t be able to get to her, so I did what I had to, to protect her.”

      He kept pacing, eyes downcast, mind seemingly running in every fucking direction. The tap of his leather dress shoes on the cement floor was starting to fuck with my brain.

      “Can you stop pacing?”

      He turned on his heel, his eyes pinned on mine. “Let’s say I believe you. Where is she now?”

      “Jesus. Do you not think if I knew that I’d fucking tell you?”

      “I need to think.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ. There is no time for you to fucking think!”

      But he rushed out of the room, leaving me behind. I gave another solid pull at the cuffs, the skin around my wrist raw from the strain.

      “Let me out of here!” I yelled, but it was no use behind the soundproof walls. I scratched my forehead. “Where are you, Alyx?” I whispered to myself, and I lolled my head back. “Where the fuck are you?”
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      It was dark with the bag pulled over my face. My heart pounded, and I could almost hear the swooshing of blood inside my veins.

      The rope tied around my wrists behind my back cut into my skin, but I kept twisting my hands with the hope that I might magically be able to free myself. I had no idea where I was, or who I was with. All I knew was when those men came rushing into the house, chaos exploded around me. It was impossible for me to focus with everyone shouting, cursing, and frantically rushing around like maniacs. When smoke erupted around us, I was too disorientated to realize that whoever pulled me out of the house, shoving me into the back of a van, wasn’t trying to save me from the mayhem. The last thing I saw before a bag got pulled over my face was Granite being taken down by a bunch of men, and I heard him scream my name. Calling me.

      I tried to fight blindly against the masked monsters, kicking and screaming, managing to slam my fists into bodies I couldn’t see. There was a slight sting on my arm, and I became groggy, dizzy, my arms and legs getting weaker…until finally everything went black.

      I woke up in this metal chair, feeling the cold spreading through my bones, my wrists and ankles tied. Everything was still black, the rough fabric of the bag over my head scratching my face. My lips quivered, and my body shook like crazy. Not knowing where I was, unable to see anything, only heightened the fear. Intensified the terror. I tried to listen if there were any sounds around me, but all I heard was my frantic heartbeat.

      God, it was like I had a giant neon sign around my neck reading ‘Kidnap me!’

      “You awake, there, princess?”

      I snapped my head to the sound of the familiar voice. “Who are you?”

      “Aw, have you forgotten me already?”

      Dammit. That voice was so familiar. I just couldn’t fucking place it.

      “I’ll tell you what I can’t forget. Your fucking screams while you and Granite fucked like rabbits in the room next to mine.”

      “Tanit?”

      Abruptly, the bag was pulled off my face, and I wiggled my nose as I opened my eyes.

      True as fuck, it was her standing in front of me, cherry red lips pulled in a wicked smirk. “Hello, princess.” She placed a finger over her lips. “Or what is it he calls you? Ballerina girl?”

      “Tanit, what are you doing?”

      She placed her hands on the chair’s armrest, her long black fingernails scratching against the metal. Dark brown irises gleaming with malice studied me, looking me straight in the eye. “I don’t like it when people become thorns in my side, Alyx. And you have become a thorn in my side.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tanit. What the hell is going on?”

      She straightened, flicking her dark hair over her shoulders. “Granite and I had a good thing going until you fucking showed up.” The heels of her black boots clicked across the floor as she started to circle me. “All I needed was a little more time.”

      I pulled at the ropes around my wrists, my shoulders aching and complaining. “Tanit, I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but this is insane. You need to let me go.”

      My scalp stung as she pulled my hair back, craning my neck. “I’ll tell you what the hell is going on here.” She brought her lips close to my ear. “Last night, while I listened to your filthy sex cries, thinking about Granite’s dick fucking pleasure into you, I couldn’t stop thinking about how that used to be me. How it used to be my cries hitting the goddamn roof while he ploughed into me.”

      I shuddered as menace coated her every word.

      “And then I realized there was no chance in hell I’d just stand by and let you take him from me.”

      I swallowed hard, closing my eyes. “Tanit, this is insane.”

      Abruptly, she let go of my hair, shoving my head forward. “Come on, Alyx. I think you’ve been kidnapped enough times to know that sanity rarely has anything to do with it.”

      The black skirt she wore about just covered her ass, her naked thighs firm and rounded. Her shirt had to have been two sizes too small, as her breasts were only one deep breath away from popping out the top.

      She leaned against the wall, looking at me like I was a doll she really wanted to play with…right before she ripped my head off.

      “Have you sucked his dick yet?”

      “What?”

      “I do this thing with my tongue, and then bite down slightly, adding a little pressure. Oh, he would shoot cum down my throat within seconds of me doing that.”

      I cringed, having that image in my head. It made my skin crawl and my stomach turn inside out, thinking of her being with him. “Tanit, stop. You don’t have to do this.”

      A dark brow almost reached her hairline. “You don’t even know what I’m doing yet.”

      “I know you’re making a mistake.”

      She gave me a dismissive wave. “No, you don’t. You’re nothing but an underweight rich bitch. You have no clue what it’s like to have nothing, and the only way you’re guaranteed to have something that resembles a life is by opening your fucking legs.” Her forehead creased, her eyes wide and filled with hostility. “You had everything. You didn’t need to have him too.”

      “It’s not like that.” I shook my head.

      “Becoming Granite’s old lady is the only way for me to have a secure future.” She stalked forward. “And you were on the verge of taking that away from me.” The hate in her eyes intensified, and I could feel it slice through me like razor blades. The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and seeing how much she despised me was enough to make my bones quiver. It wasn’t mere jealousy that fueled her, but the threat of losing her one ticket to a better life.

      “Tanit, you’re a beautiful woman. You can have any guy you want, and there are tons of men out there who would kill to be with you.”

      Her lips curled. “You have no idea how powerful Granite is, do you? If you did, you’d understand why I don’t want just any guy. I want him. I want the president of the American Street Kings.” She stepped closer. “I want the man who brings fear to everyone who knows him. The man who rules the fucking streets of New York. Granite is the kind of man who can own you just by walking into a fucking room.” Her hair draped over her shoulders a she leaned her head to the side. “I’ve been part of the Kings for years, and I’ve had my sights on Granite ever since I first saw him. And that first night he spread my legs,” she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, “God, it was mind-blowing. I knew he was meant to me my man.” Her eyes snapped open, and she glared at me. “Until you came along.”

      Tears prickled the corners of my eyes, but I clenched my jaw in a bid to push them back. “It wasn’t my intention, Tanit. Everything is just so messed up, and—”

      Without warning, she slapped me across the cheek, and my skin instantly lit on fire. This time, a tear did slip down my cheek.

      “You should have stayed in your million-dollar mansion, Alyx. You should have enjoyed your own life instead of fucking with mine.”

      “This isn’t about you!” My voice sliced through the room, anger slowly starting to smother my fear. “It was never about you. I didn’t even know you existed until last night.”

      Tanit’s face screwed up in a pretty mess of hate and resentment before she spat in my face, slimy mucous dripping from my eye and onto my cheek. “Well, now I’m making it about me by wiping your miserable existence from this motherfucking story.”

      I glared her way while trying to blink the spit out of my eye, my cheek still stinging from her open palm slap. It was clear by the expression on her face that she hated me with every ounce of passion she had in her. At first, I thought I might be able to talk her down, make her see reason. But not with the kind of animosity radiating from her, all because she thought I had stolen Granite from her.

      I turned my head, trying to observe my surroundings, to see if I could figure out where we were. But there was nothing that gave me a clue. It was an empty room with a beat-up old desk on the other side, and blue wallpaper that had started to tear and pull away from the wall. It smelled like mold and dust, the floors covered in dirt, and I could practically feel the filth cling to my skin.

      “You’ll never figure it out, pretty.”

      I looked her way, and she shrugged.

      “You’ll never figure out where we are.”

      The hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach gnawed at my insides. “What’s the plan, Tanit? You have me all tied up. What are you going to do with me now? Kill me?”

      Holding her hand up, she admired her freshly painted nails. “I don’t plan on doing anything with you. But just in case you have thoughts about misbehaving…” She pulled a gun from her back and placed it on the desk, the blood in my veins running cold.

      Her dark eyes were glowing with menace, staring at me like I was the one thing she needed to sacrifice on the goddamn altar in order to have world fucking peace.

      She winked. “If you behave, I won’t need to use it, and my job will be done.”

      I didn’t like the creepy feeling tingling across my skin. The look on her face was calm, relaxed, like the fact that she had kidnapped and tied me up didn’t bother her in the least. Like it was just another day in the life and times of Tanit, the local fucking psychopath. I tried to shift in my seat, my body starting to ache all over. “What do you mean, your job is done?”

      The roar of engines came from outside, and hope immediately rushed through my chest like a breath of fresh air. It was motorcycles, a sound I clearly recognized. A sound that managed to dull the panic that currently pulsed up and down my spine.

      “Oh, don’t get excited.” Tanit paced in front of me, arms crossed and hips swaying. “It’s not him. I might not have any further plans for you, but someone else sure does.”

      “Who is out there?” I flattened my lips, biting the inside of my mouth, fearing the answer I was about to get.

      She walked to the door and opened it. “Don’t worry, princess. You’ll like him a lot. I think.”

      My palms started to sweat, my legs cold and numb. A part of me still hoped the motorcycles I heard outside was him. But judging by the evil grin on her face and the satisfied gleam in her eyes, I was sure that whoever was out there didn’t intend to help me.

      The sound of footsteps walking up metal stairs echoed from outside the door. And with every clank of steel, fear vibrated through my bones—all the way from my skull right down to my toes. Whoever it was coming up those stairs brought a whole lot of malevolence with them since I could hardly swallow or take a breath.

      “Just in time.” Tanit smirked. “Our princess is ready and waiting.”

      Oh, God. My stomach was about to tear out of my body, and the sudden urge to pee was overwhelming.

      Tanit stepped aside, and I wished like hell I could have closed my eyes. I wasn’t ready to see what or who was about to walk through that door. But no matter how much I wanted to close my eyes and wish it all away, I couldn’t. This was really fucking happening.

      A man stepped inside. At first, I couldn’t quite see him as he leaned in, placing a kiss on Tanit’s cheek while wrapping an arm around her waist and cupping her ass. “Hmmm, Tanit. You look as fuckable as ever.”

      She plastered a smile on her face. “I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment.”

      “As it is intended,” he replied, nodding at her before finally turning toward me.

      I gasped when I saw his face, a snake inked all the way down on the side and on his neck, disappearing beneath the collar of his cut. Large, black disc earrings stretched his earlobes with big holes, and the scales tattooed on his shaved head just added the finishing touches to make him look like a demon from hell. It was incredibly hard to keep looking at him, as the sight alone made my skin crawl.

      He twitched a brow pierced with a stud. “Pretty face, isn’t it?”

      His tongue darted out of his mouth, and when I saw the two pieces of tentacled flesh twisting and slithering together, I shuddered, my stomach starting to crawl all the way up my throat.

      “Who are you?” My voice was barely audible, because I was sure I already knew who he was.

      “The name’s Slither.”

      “Oh, God.” I choked, and my throat closed, making it impossible to take a breath.

      “Ah. So, you know who I am?”

      “Neon.” I forced my eyes closed, a tear finally falling down my cheek. This was the man who abused Neon. This was the man who tortured her within an inch of her life. This was the man the Kings were at war with…and he was here. For me.

      “Oh, yes,” I heard him start, but I refused to open my eyes. “I remember Neon. Or rather, her screams, that is. I have to say, that is one tough cookie. Bitch refused to die.”

      “Stop,” I whimpered. I didn’t want to hear about Neon and what he did to her. Fear was already suffocating me.

      “How is she doing, by the way?”

      I opened my eyes and swallowed hard. Everything about him was repulsive and disgusting.

      “She okay? You know,” he motioned with his hand around his crotch, “down there? My guys really pulled a number on her. I’ve never seen a woman’s asshole bleed so much.”

      “Jesus,” I cried. It was no longer fear that ran amok in me. It was cold, hard, numbing trepidation that possessed every corner of my body.

      Tanit snickered in the background, and Slither stalked closer to me, little by little. “You know, I was actually thinking about keeping her. I was really tempted to see how much she could take before she died.” His face displayed sheer wonder as he spoke about Neon. “You know, if I remember correctly, she passed out, like, seven times during those few hours she spent with us.”

      “Stop, please,” I began to plead.

      Tears streamed down my face, mixing with snot as it ran down my mouth. Slither crouched in front of me, his eyes level to mine. He placed a hand underneath my chin. “Something tells me you wouldn’t last half the time she did. My men would chew you up and spit you out like a fucking chicken bone.” I sobbed while he forced my face to turn side to side, like he was studying me. “But you are pretty. I can see why he’s so fascinated by you.”

      Tanit cleared her throat, and he let go of my face, glancing at her over his shoulder. “And I can see what has our girl here so jealous.”

      “Cut the crap, Slither.” Tanit sneered. “I did what you asked, so take the bitch and go.”

      He looked back at me and shot me a half-grin. “It’s always the people we love the most who destroy us.”

      “Wha…what does that mean?”

      “Oh, nothing.” He slapped his knees and stood, a smile still stuck on his ugly face. “Man, now I can’t stop thinking of that feisty pixie girl with the blue hair. Or as my crew likes to call her, the girl with the screams of an angel.”

      “You’re a monster.” Somehow, deep down, there was a tiny speck of courage that seemed to grow every time he mentioned Neon.

      His eyes flared like I had just given him a compliment. “Aren’t we all monsters, Miss Green? Some are just,” he shrugged, “better at it than others.” The chains that hung down his side clanked as he circled me. “Tanit did me one hell of a favor when she offered to bring you to me. I was thrilled when she told me this was something she could do.”

      I glared straight at her while focusing on keeping the bile down.

      A violent shudder wracked through my body when he placed his cold hands on my shoulders, leaning down, letting me feel his vile breath against my skin. I heard him inhale, slow and deep. “I must admit, Miss Green, you smell as good as you look.” When I felt the two tips of his split tongue against my neck, I cringed. My body went rigid, and my lips trembled. It was the most disgusting, revolting thing I ever experienced in my life, and I couldn’t move. My skin stung, and I was sure I would piss myself at any second. His lips brushed along my earlobe. “It’s a pity we couldn’t meet under different circumstances, Alyxandria. I would have loved to taste you, to make you bleed.”

      When the two pieces of his tongue flicked into my ear, I squirmed and started to shake violently with the urge to get away.

      “Oh, yes,” he whispered against my ear. “You might not last as long as Neon did, but you’d still be a lot of fun. They say ballerinas can bend their bodies in ways that make for some adventurous fucking. I’d love to see how far we can bend this body of yours while filled with cock in each…and every…hole.”

      “Please stop.” I wept, distraught and afraid. Knowing what he did to Neon was enough to make me die of fear right here, right now.

      “Remember those words, sweetheart.” He stood and patted me on my shoulder. “Those are two words you’ll be repeating a lot once you and I get started. But first,” he walked over to Tanit, “I have someone I need to see before we can get this show on the road.”

      “What?”

      Through teary eyes, I saw Tanit’s face scrunch up in disapproval.

      “Slither, I can’t stay here for much longer. They will get suspicious.”

      “Don’t worry, pretty.” He cupped her face. “I’ll be a half hour, tops. Then we’ll come get the girl, and you can go back and suck Granite’s cock all you like.” He let go of her face and turned to me. “Now, be good. I’ll see you two in a little bit.”

      He winked, and I swore the goddamn snake on his face moved as well.

      “Oh, and Tanit,” he scratched the side of his face, “don’t hurt her. I’d like to be the one doing all the hurting when I get back.”

      All I could do was sit there, bound and terrified out of my mind. I had survived a lot during the past few weeks. But this…him…I didn’t think I stood a chance that I’d ever survive what he had in store for me.
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      I couldn’t stop pacing. The PC didn’t say whether he was letting us go or not, and I had no idea how long it had been. It felt like fucking years while I stared at these walls, wondering where she was, whether she was okay. Whether whoever had her was hurting her. It was the worst fucking torture I had ever experienced in my life. Not knowing. God. The not knowing was the worst part.

      My mind reeled, and my stomach felt like it had been filled with concrete. The fact that I was stuck behind these bars unable to do shit was tearing me the fuck apart.

      “You think he has her?”

      I cut my gaze to Onyx still leaning his head against the wall, staring up at the ceiling.

      “You mean Slither?”

      “Yup.”

      I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to, because I couldn’t stomach the thought of that being the case. But no matter how much I wanted not to think about it, the odds were pretty fucking good that Slither had her. Who else would tip off the cops, only to create a diversion while they snatched Alyx right from under my goddamn nose?

      The steel door creaked open, and Onyx and I looked in that direction. Detective Harrison and the PC came rushing in, the detective unlocking the gates to the cell.

      Confused as fuck, I eyed the PC. “What is going on?”

      The look on his face made the hair in the back of my neck stand up.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “You’re free to go.”

      “What? How?” Not that I was complaining.

      The PC scrubbed his chin with his thumb. “We got a situation.”

      “What situation?”

      The detective closed the steel door to ensure we had privacy, and the PC stepped up to me. “Someone called the station saying they know where Alyx is.”

      “Where is she?” I didn’t care about the who, or the what, or the when. All I cared about was finding her.

      “We don’t know that yet.” The PC started pacing, and the detective leaned against the open gate of the cell.

      I threw my hands in the fucking air and was about to rip someone’s goddamn head off. “Who the fuck do I have to kill to get some answers here?”

      The commissioner stopped, his face pale and eyes worried. “The person said he’ll only talk to you, and no one else.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you. He said to meet him outside the aquarium in thirty minutes. If you don’t show up, he disappears, and we’ll never find Alyx.”

      I was still trying to register what the fuck the PC just said when Onyx burst out laughing like a total maniac. “Oh, this has Slither written all over it.”

      “What the fuck, Onyx?” I warned.

      His eyes beamed with crazed hysteria. “Oh, come on, Granite. Who in his right fucking mind will insist on seeing you face to face before he tells us where Alyx is? No one is that fucking stupid,” he shrugged, “except Slither.”

      I ignored my brother and focused on the detective since the commissioner was standing in the corner as pale as a fucking ghost. “Did you track the call?”

      He shook his head. “We didn’t have enough time.”

      “Give me your phone.”

      Harrison stared at me all bug-eyed.

      “Give me your fucking phone!” I growled, and Harrison didn’t hesitate this time. My hand shook as I dialed the number. Whether it was adrenaline or fear, I didn’t know. All I knew was I needed to get Alyx back.

      “Manic. Listen, get Ink and meet me at the aquarium in twenty. Make sure you’re packing.” I hung up, and Onyx shot me a knowing look. There was a reason I told Manic to make sure they came armed…because I was more and more convinced all of this had Slither’s name slapped on it.

      “Commissioner,” I called, “I’m going to find Alyx. The only way you can stop me is with a motherfucking bullet. Feel me?”

      He straightened and nodded, his face clouded with agony and worry. I didn’t stick around to chit-chat and hauled ass to the door.

      “Granite.”

      I stilled and met the PC’s eyes. A silent moment passed between us. In that moment, he wasn’t the police commissioner, but a father. And me? I wasn’t a criminal or the president of the American Street Kings. I was a man in love. A man who would ransack through hell if that meant finding his heart. And that was what Alyx was. My heart.

      Onyx slapped Harrison on the shoulder. “Guess you’re giving us a ride, man.”

      Harrison rolled his eyes. “Don’t know why I always get caught up in this shit,” he mumbled to himself while stomping to the door.

      All eyes were on us as we made our way out. I didn’t give a flying fuck what everyone else thought, and I was convinced neither did the commissioner.

      We got outside, the sunset painting the sky with its pinks and yellows. If it was any other day, the sight would have been tranquil, peaceful, beautiful. But not today.

      The slight chill in the air felt good against my heated skin but did nothing to quiet the rage or calm the apprehension that had been making it fucking hard to breathe the last few hours.

      I rounded the SUV, wanting to get in on the passenger side, when Onyx grabbed Harrison’s shoulder. “Hold up.”

      “What?”

      With a smirk on his face, Onyx held out his palm. “Gimme the keys?”

      Harrison’s cocked a brow. “What? No.”

      “Come on. We only have twenty minutes to get there. Driving Miss Daisy ain’t an option now.”

      Harrison squared his shoulders. “I’m driving. Or you’re walking.”

      Onyx opened his mouth to talk shit when I slammed my fist on the roof of the SUV. “Get in the fucking car. And Onyx, unless you want to fucking walk, get in the back. Now!”

      We got in the car, and the second I closed my door, it felt all kinds of wrong. I hated being boxed in. Made me feel like I was about to jump out of my own skin at any second.

      Onyx moved in between the two front seats. “So, let’s get this straight. We are about to meet someone at the aquarium, a public place. And this someone might be the one man we really, really want to disembowel before we cut his head off.”

      I rubbed my palms together, staring out the window. “That’s why he chose a public place.”

      “Hold up,” Harrison chimed in. “You guys are convinced this is Slither?”

      Onyx leaned back. “One can only hope.” It was clear in his voice he was already readying himself for battle. Onyx wanted Slither’s blood, just like the rest of us, and was already psyched up about the prospect of that happening. But I, on the other hand, wanted Alyx back with me and safe more than I wanted to see Slither’s blood flow into a ditch.

      “I don’t care who is waiting for us at the aquarium, but no one kills him until we’ve got Alyx.” I turned in my seat and shot Onyx a warning glare. “I mean it. And don’t fuck with me on this, Onyx. This time, you keep that trigger-happy finger of yours on a goddamn leash.”

      Onyx didn’t say anything. Usually, he was full of sarcastic comebacks and arrogant remarks. But today, he knew I was fucking bleeding all sorts of serious.

      The drive felt like it was taking hours. I texted Manic, telling him to meet us at the parking lot across from the aquarium. It was only when I saw Ink pacing next to his Harley that I realized things were about to get a whole lot more complicated.

      “Ink, you need to calm down.” I got out of the SUV and approached him. “I don’t want trouble from you.”

      Ink bit his lower lip, his eyes nothing but wild orbs of turbulent anger. “I’m going to kill him, Granite. I swear to God.”

      “No, you won’t. Not until we have Alyx.” I forced myself right up to him, looking him square in the eye. “Do not make me send you away. If that’s Slither waiting for us, you will keep a handle on yourself until we find Alyx. Do you understand me?”

      Ink placed both hands on his head, growling like a fucking animal. I could practically feel the rage radiating from him, his entire body shaking with adrenaline. “You know what he did to her, man.”

      “Yeah, I do. And believe me, I want this fucker dead as much as you do. But right now, our first priority is getting Alyx back safe and alive. You got that?”

      Ink kicked at the asphalt, arms still in the air as he clutched the sides of his head. His nostrils flared, his mouth pulled in a taut line, and the vein in his neck going apeshit.

      He sucked his lips into his mouth, stepping right up to me, his face inches from mine. “Remember your promise, man.”

      “I do.” I placed my hand on his shoulder. “You will get your revenge, Ink. But not today. Now, give me your gun.”

      “What?” He stared at me, wild-eyed.

      “Give me your gun.” I held out my palm. “Now.”

      Ink snorted, his eyes wide and face red. “If not today, then when?”

      “We don’t even know if it’s him, man. So calm the fuck down, and give me your gun.”

      Manic and Onyx flanked me, and Ink looked from me to them before finally placing his gun in my hand. “Not today, then,” he sneered, but I knew not to make the mistake of trusting he’d be able to keep his cool. But I couldn’t chance it by going in another man short since we were already down by one with Dutch being injured.

      I tucked Ink’s gun in the back of my jeans and pulled my cut over it. “No one does shit until we find out where Alyx is. Understood?” No one responded, so I glared over my shoulder. “Understood?”

      Two ‘yups’ followed, but I didn’t press Ink to voice his understanding of my clear orders.

      Harrison stepped in beside us, and I frowned while simply saying, “No.” There was no argument or debate. I didn’t care how long he’d been on our payroll, no cop would ever be allowed close to inside club business.

      The streets were buzzing even when it was close to nightfall. Around here, most people only came out at night like fucking vampires. It was a smart move using a public place to meet. We might be savages, but killing innocent people wasn’t exactly our forte.

      We stopped in front of the entrance, the place humming with people talking and children laughing. Talk about collateral damage if things got out of control.

      “Eyes open,” I said to the guys standing around me.

      I glanced at my wristwatch, and it was thirty minutes, exactly. “This better not be bullshit.” I turned in every direction, impatience getting the better of me as I pulled my hand through my hair.

      “Well, well, well. I see you’re one short.”

      My eyes closed when I heard his voice behind me. For some reason, a part of me really fucking hoped it wouldn’t be him, but it was stupid of me thinking the universe wouldn’t use this situation to throw yet another ‘fuck you’ at my face.

      “Slither.” I turned to face him, purposely stepping in front of Ink. “Where is Alyx?”

      He smirked like the filthy demon he was, holding up his hands. “What? No welcoming gestures?”

      “Where is she?”

      Dressed in a pair of jeans, gray shirt, and black baseball cap, it made him less conspicuous among the crowd. His crew who stood scattered behind him was also not so noticeable to anyone else, but I noticed them, just like he noticed the guys behind me.

      He leaned his head to the side, placing his fist in the palm of his other hand. “I know where you girl is.”

      “Good. Then you can tell me.”

      He snickered. “You of all people know everything has a price tag.”

      “Of course, I do.” I took a step closer. “I was just hoping this time around you wouldn’t be dumb enough to fuck with me.”

      “Ah, man, I’m sorry.” His s’s lisped with his split tongue pressing against his teeth. “I don’t fuck men.” He glanced over my shoulder at Ink. “Pretty little blue-haired pixie girls are more my style.”

      “You mother—” Ink tried to launch at Slither, but Manic and Onyx grabbed him, people suddenly jumping out of the way and staring at us with wide, fearful eyes.

      I didn’t move. I kept my glare pinned on Slither, using the image of Alyx’s face as an anchor for my rage. If I didn’t, I’d shoot a bullet through his forehead within a goddamn heartbeat.

      “What do you want?”

      Amusement painted his face like it was the devil’s playground. “Let’s get straight to it, then. Stop killing my men.”

      I shrugged. “What? Don’t like getting severed fingers in the mail?”

      “Nah. As you pretty well know, I have no problem with fingers lying around. I just don’t like recruiting new prospects all the time.” He took a breath and faked a look of exhaustion. “It’s just so damn tiring to promise these troubled young people a sweet reprieve from this fucked up world while silently laughing at their naïve fucking faces.”

      I shifted and placed my hands on my sides when his guys all stiffened behind him, reaching for their guns.

      Onyx snorted next to me. “Tense much?”

      “Tell me where Alyx is.” I didn’t have time for games. I didn’t have the fucking patience for idiotic banter while we stood there trying to prove who had the bigger goddamn balls.

      Slither lifted his chin. “I want a ceasefire.”

      I lifted a brow. “A what?”

      “You heard me. I tell you where Alyx is in exchange for a truce.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” Ink chimed in behind him, and I lifted my hand, silencing him.

      “You want a truce?”

      He licked his lips with his tentacled tongue. “Yeah. You get your girl back, and you stop challenging me on these fucking streets. We forget all about the past and let go of these violent vendettas we have for each other.” He held his arms out wide. “Think of it as your opportunity to help toward world peace.”

      I crossed my arms and straightened my stance while keeping my eyes on him. “If I agree to a truce, you’ll tell me where Alyx is?”

      “Even better,” he smirked, “I’ll take you to her, just to—you know, show you there’s no bullshit.”

      “Granite,” Onyx stepped in next to me, “tell me you’re not actually considering this.”

      I ignored him while contemplating Slither’s offer. Fucker was sly, I’d give him that. It was brilliant, actually. He knew the only way he’d get me to back down was by taking what was most important to me. A man’s heart was his weakness, and Slither used that to his advantage in a very creative fucking way.

      Usually, this kind of decision needed to be discussed at church. Ending a war that had been raging for years was something everyone needed to agree on. But right now, I didn’t give a shit about getting a unanimous decision or adhering to club bylaws. All I cared about was Alyx.

      “You’ll have your ceasefire when I have Alyx—unharmed.”

      “Granite, what the fuck, man?” Ink was on the edge, and I could practically feel his fury leaching onto me.

      “It’s the only way, Ink,” I said without taking my eyes off Slither. “You’d do the same if it was Neon.”

      Slither rubbed his palms together like a predator about to slice through raw skin for dinner. “Remember, Granite. A man’s word is his bond.”

      “Don’t you fucking tell me about a man’s word. My word has more honor than you’ll ever have, you son of a bitch.” This time I stepped right up to him, not caring that his crew was ready to shoot my spine full of fucking holes. “You give me Alyx back, and I give you my word that for as long as I’m president, the Kings will no longer be a threat to you.”

      Slither pinched his eyes closed, pulling his face like he was about to come in his fucking pants. “God, that’s like music to my fucking ears. Who knows, we might even become, I dunno, allies down the line.”

      “Do not mistake my agreement for anything other than giving in to your fucking blackmail.”

      “Nonetheless,” he shrugged, “I look forward to our new arrangement.”

      “Take me to her before I change my mind,” I snarled, practically spitting in the asshole’s face.

      “This can be an ambush, Granite,” Onyx chimed in from behind. “Don’t trust the fucker.”

      I smiled wickedly while still standing up close and in Slither’s face. “Don’t worry, brother. I don’t. That’s why Slither here is going to tell me where Alyx is, and then stay behind with Ink and Manic,” I shrugged, “just in case it’s bullshit.”

      Slither pulled his lips in a straight line. “Fine by me. However you wanna do this, man.”

      I stepped back and lifted my cut up behind my back. “Ink, take your gun. You know, just in case.”

      For a moment, Slither’s confident expression faltered as he watched Ink take the gun and place it behind his back. Ink might be a loose cannon right now, but if Slither was feeding me bullshit, there was no better man to execute the punishment.

      “Now,” I crossed my arms, “where is Alyx?”
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      “Jesus. How much longer?”

      Tanit paced, heels clicking on the concrete. I watched her with weary eyes, observing how agitated and nervous she was getting with every second that passed.

      Every thirty seconds, she would look at her phone, and I noticed the wet fabric of her white shirt along her armpits. She was sweating, worried, no longer as confident as she was before the snake came by.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said in a soft, calm voice. “There’s still time to stop this.”

      “Shut up. God, it’s hot in here.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “Fucking old buildings with no air conditioning.”

      I pressed my lips together, my palms sweaty and wrists burning, still trying to wriggle them free from the rope.

      “I’ll go home, you know. If you free me, I’ll be able to go home. Then you can have Granite for yourself again.”

      Her top lip pulled up, her eyes narrowing at me. “Let’s get this straight, okay? You never had Granite. He was never yours to begin with. You were nothing but a mere distraction, new pussy to fuck until he got bored with you. That’s what they do, you know,” she tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, “fuck women until they grow tired of them, tossing them out like garbage when a new cunt walks in.” She snorted, steadying herself against the desk, looking down at her phone. “We’re nothing but tits and ass for them. All they care about are their stupid bikes, money, beer, and whores. Dirty fucks.”

      “If they’re so bad, why are you doing this?”

      She let out a laugh, throwing her hair back. “I already told you. A woman like me needs a man like Granite if she wants to live a decent life. I don’t have a rich daddy like you do, princess.”

      “Oh, believe me. My life isn’t as perfect as it seems.” I rolled my eyes. Funny how people with no money always thought people with money were happier. It was automatically assumed that happiness came with all those big houses, fancy cars, and designer clothing—things only money could buy.

      Tanit scowled at me, her dainty nose all scrunched up. “I suppose this is where you tell me money can’t buy happiness? Well, let me tell you, that saying was thought up by some poor douche who tried to convince himself he was happy with his miserable poverty-stricken existence.” She pushed herself off the desk. “For people like me, money sure as hell can buy a fuck-load of joy.”

      If only she knew how wrong she was. I would have traded all the luxuries in my life for a single goddamn day where my mother would hug me, saying she was proud of me.

      I smiled halfheartedly at the thought. “I suppose everyone’s burden is the heaviest.”

      “Yeah, well. I look after me, and no one else. Unfortunately for you, you fucked with the wrong girl’s life.”

      The skin around my wrists burned as the rope cut into it, my fingers aching as I tried to pull my hands free.

      Tanit picked up the gun from the desk, holding it like she was inspecting it. “Ever wonder what it feels like to kill someone?”

      My throat closed, and my heart stopped.

      “I’ve seen people die before,” she continued, “and I’ve seen the faces of those who killed them. The adrenaline, exhilaration. Sheer fucking excitement of knowing you had the power to drain another human being of life. In that moment…you’re God.”

      Fear knocked against my chest as she placed her finger on the trigger, turning it from side to side, scrutinizing it. The look on her face was unreadable, almost like she was trapped in her own mind and space in time. Like she lost her grip on reality momentarily. It was fucking terrifying.

      “Tanit, listen to me. You are not a killer.” God, my voice was shaking. Truth was, I didn’t know her well enough to know whether she was a killer or not. But I knew she was desperate, and desperation made people do stupid, stupid things. “Like I said, there is still time to make this right.”

      Tanit spun around and aimed the gun at me, letting out a shrill shriek of a maniacal laugh. “I could shoot you right now, you know.” She stalked toward me. “With one gentle squeeze from my finger, I could take your last breath.”

      “Tanit, please stop this before—”

      “It’s thrilling, don’t you think? To know you hold a person’s life right in the palm of your hand.” She grazed her teeth on her bottom lip, and when she placed the barrel of the gun against my temple. My entire body froze; even my hands no longer fought against the ropes.

      My heart pounded against my ribs like it would break bone at any minute. Every limb was numb, my mind a frenzy of fear and panic. My lips trembled, and tears rushed down my face uncontrollably. “Tanit, stop.”

      “Right now, I can experience firsthand what it feels like to be God. How does that saying go?” She feigned a look of thought. “He giveth, and he taketh away.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the blow. Waiting for the moment I would no longer be here. The moment I would take my last breath.

      “Tanit!”

      Granite’s voice echoed off the walls, and I jolted the same time Tanit jerked around.

      “Granite? What are you—”

      “What are you doing, Tanit?”

      Granite cautiously stepped in, never taking his eyes off her. The relief that swept over me when I saw him was indescribable, yet my heart kept racing. Tanit was a loose cannon, and I knew she could explode at any time. All she needed was one tiny thing to light the fuse. And right now, she was facing Granite, still clutching the gun in her hand. Jesus. She wouldn’t hurt Granite…would she?

      “Granite, t-this is…” she stuttered. “What…what are you doing here?”

      Granite glanced in my direction, eyes wide and alert, then turned his focus back to Tanit. “Put the gun down, Tanit.” He lifted his hands and calmly moved closer, taking one slow, carefully placed step at a time. “What are you doing?”

      She brushed hair out of her face with the back of her hand still clutching the gun. A tear slipped down her face. “I’m sorry, Granite. But I couldn’t just sit on the side and watch her take you away from me.”

      “So, you kidnapped her?”

      I watched silently while desperately trying to stay calm. Granite’s face remained soft, gentle, his eyes not showing the tiniest bit of resentment.

      Tanit wiped at her face. “I didn’t know what else to do, Granite. You rejected me…twice, because of her.” Tanit’s face snapped in my direction, her eyes dark, glowing orbs of hate.

      Granite quickly moved forward. “Tanit, look at me. Look at me.” She turned his way, and he held out his hand. “Give me the gun.”

      A sudden look of bewilderment clouded her face, and she took a step back, narrowing her eyes at him. “You won’t give her up, will you?”

      “Give me the gun, and we can talk about it.”

      Movement by the door caught my eye, and I saw Onyx standing to the side, gun in hand and out of Tanit’s view.

      He noticed me looking at him and placed his finger in front of his lips, telling me to keep quiet. Suddenly, I was back there that night they took me, the night Onyx shot the man who had a gun to my head.

      A shiver ran down my spine, and I was struggling to keep the bile down. The fear I experienced that night did not come close to the terror I was feeling now, knowing Granite was also in danger. That night, I didn’t know him. I didn’t care.

      Today…I cared.

      “Listen, Tanit,” Granite started, and he hunched his shoulders forward slightly in a bid to make himself seem smaller. Less intimidating. “Give me the gun, and I promise we can talk this through. No one needs to get hurt.”

      “I got hurt.” She pressed the muzzle of the gun against her chest. “I got hurt when you brought this slut to your bed and tossed me out like I was nothing. Do you have any idea how that feels? For months, I was your secret midnight fuck.” Tears mixed with snot ran down her mouth and chin. “And then she came along, taking my place in your fucking bed.”

      Granite pinched his eyes closed, biting his lip. “You knew, Tanit. You knew right from the start that what you and I had, it wasn’t serious. You agreed. I was honest with you from the beginning, and you were okay with it.”

      “Because I thought you’d change your mind, that maybe if we spent enough time together, you could love me.”

      I glanced from Tanit’s sorrow-filled face, to Onyx lurking by the door. His aim was on her, but Granite was half-blocking his way. It was like Granite knew his brother was there, and he knew Onyx would shoot if he had the opportunity. Through all this, Granite was trying to protect her. He was trying to protect us both.

      “Tanit, listen,” Granite slowly started to move toward me, “I’m going to untie her and let her go. Then you and I can talk this through. Alone.”

      “Granite,” I whispered, but he shushed me by holding out his hand, not once taking his eyes off Tanit. She seemed confused, frenzied, almost disconnected somehow.

      Granite positioned himself between her and me. “Say okay, Tanit. I’m going to untie Alyx, and I need to hear that you’re okay with that.”

      My heart had started to claw up my throat, my skin damp and cold. Even if he did manage to untie me, I wasn’t sure my weak legs would have been able to carry me.

      Tanit nodded, wiping tears from her cheek. And Granite stepped backward, crouching as he started to untie my legs.

      “As soon as Alyx is out of here, you and I are going to talk calmly about this and see if we can sort something out.” He reached behind me and untied my wrists.

      “Do not run,” he whispered. “Walk slowly to the door, and then you get the hell out of here with Onyx.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to leave him here. Not with her still holding the gun.

      “Do as I say, Alyx.”

      “I’m not leaving you here with her.”

      Tanit’s glare cut to me, her bewildered look replaced with sheer hate. “You’ll never take your claws out of him, will you?” she shouted, the anger in her voice slamming against my chest.

      “Tanit, calm down.” Granite tried to push me out of the way, but she lifted the gun and aimed it straight at me.

      “As long as you fucking breathe, you will never let him go. You will never let me. Have. Him." Her arm shook, and I knew she was about to pull the trigger. I saw it in her eyes, the way they darkened, the bloodlust mixed with her scorn. In her mind, I had to die.

      “Alyx!” Granite called, and I closed my eyes, seconds suddenly turning into hours.

      And then the explosion came, the thunderous crack fracturing the silence. I was expecting the blow, but instead I got slammed into the ground, the wind knocked out of me.

      I opened my eyes, blue irises staring down on me. “You okay?”

      “Onyx.” I tried to push him off me. “Granite. Is Granite okay?” Finally, Onyx gave way, and I saw Granite standing a few feet away, holding a gun.

      I got up to my feet and gasped when I saw Tanit’s body, her back halfway on the desk like she had stumbled back, a blood stain spreading along her white shirt.

      Granite shot her.

      Granite killed Tanit…so he could save me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            Alyx

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I watched as they pushed the gurney out of the abandoned warehouse building. It all seemed too surreal, like it was nothing but a dream playing inside my head. The place was swarming with police and paramedics, like a scene out of a thriller movie.

      Granite hadn’t left my side since he managed to save me, never standing more than two feet away. “You okay?” I rubbed my hands up and down my arms. “Yeah.” I turned to face him. “I saw him. Slither.”

      Granite placed his hand under my chin, lifting my face to his. “Did he hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “But he…God, Granite, I’ve never met anyone that vile. The things he said to me, things they did to Neon,” I choked back a tear, “it was enough to make me sick. And the look he had in his eyes when he talked about her, it was like he was in awe of her because she managed to survive.”

      I could no longer stop the tears from falling, and Granite wiped them away with his thumb. “I swear to you, Slither will never lay a hand on Neon again. And he sure as fuck will never come near you again.”

      “I just don’t get it. Tanit was working with Slither, brought me here to hand me over to him. But then he left, and you showed up.” I took a step back. “How did you find me?”

      He placed his hands on my shoulder. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re safe. And there’s not a chance in hell I’ll let him near you again.”

      I lifted a brow. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Granite let go of me and roughed a hand through his hair. “Listen, Alyx. There’s a lot of shit I can’t tell you about the club and what we do.”

      “Granite—”

      “Let me finish. It’s not because I want to keep secrets or hide things from you. It’s just the way we do things. I’m not going to pretend we’re saints, because we’re not. But we protect what is ours, and you are mine. The less you know, the safer you are, and that’s what’s most important to me. Keeping you safe. You’ve seen what Slither and his Python fuckers did to Neon.”

      A chill ran up my spine just thinking about what they did to her.

      “So you need to be okay with that,” he continued. “You need to be okay with the fact that I can’t share everything about my life in the club with you.” He stepped forward, taking my face in his palms. “But as a man without a cut and a patch, you have me one hundred percent, I fucking swear it.”

      Our eyes remained fixed on one another. The intensity of his stare and the edge in his words were enough to convince me just how important all of this was to him. The club. His brothers. Me.

      I placed my hand over his, still clutching my cheek, and simply nodded before he pulled me closer, wrapping his arms around me. Even though I knew who and what he was, I didn’t think I had ever felt so safe as I did right at that moment, in his arms.  He might have been a cold, hard as stone president of a motorcycle crew, but he had a heart when he needed one.

      I held him tighter. “You tried to stop her without letting her get hurt.”

      He didn’t respond, but I could feel his heart beat faster.

      “You tried, Granite. It’s not your fault.”

      “I know.” He pressed a kiss on my head. “I’m just glad I got here in time, and that you’re safe.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” His voice was low, yet calm.

      I gazed up at him. “I’m sorry you had to kill her in order to save me.”

      He placed a gentle hand below my chin. “I would kill the motherfucking devil for you.”

      “Alyx?”

      Granite let go of me, and I searched around for the familiar voice. “Dad?”

      “Alyx!”

      I turned, and my dad came rushing over, sweeping me up in his arms. “Thank God, you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine, Dad.”

      He placed his palms on my cheek, searching my face like he was looking for any injuries, making double sure I wasn’t hurt. “Jesus. I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m fine, Dad. Really.” I pulled him in for a hug, realizing how much I really had missed him. And then everything came tumbling down like a giant rockslide, hitting me so hard I started weeping uncontrollably. Sob after sob, I cried my heart out while my dad had his arms wrapped around me so tight. Everything that had happened the last few weeks completely overwhelmed me, crushing me to a point where I thought I’d never stop sobbing.

      “It’s okay, baby girl. You’re safe now.” A gentle hand stroked up my back and through my hair. “Shhh. It’s okay. It’s all over now.”

      I didn’t want him to let go. Seeing my dad, hearing his voice, and being able to hug him again was better than I ever could have imagined. The safety I felt, the relief, it was indescribable.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe, baby girl,” he cooed into my hair as he continued to hug me. “If anything had happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      I sniffed, trying to swallow my tears. If I never cried a single tear again in my life, it would be too soon.

      Granite stepped up behind us, his large shadow casting over me. Even among law enforcement authority, Granite still managed to demand all the respect. His presence was too heavy, too dominating to ignore no matter where he went.

      “Granite,” my dad started, taking my hand in his, pulling me in beside him, “thank you.”

      There was a slight hint of animosity hidden within the words of gratitude. By the way Granite lifted a brow, I knew he picked up on it too.

      “I told you I would find your daughter.”

      My dad straightened. “Which wouldn’t have been necessary if she hadn’t been taken in the first place.”

      “Dad, don’t.”

      “Alyx, is he the man who kidnapped you?” My dad didn’t look at me, keeping his eyes on Granite. “Are the American Street Kings responsible for your disappearance in the first place?”

      I chewed my lip, feeling the way his grip tightened on my hand, urging me to speak up. Granite’s dark eyes pinned me to the spot, something thick and powerful passing between us. He knew as well as I did that this was the moment it had all come down to. The moment where I would have to choose—where I was free to choose. All this time I was held captive by Granite, by Tanit, and God knew, by my mom as well, it all brought me here to this moment. Right here, right now, I was able to choose for myself.

      So much had happened in such a short while. The Granite who took me was cruel, selfish…obsessed. But the Granite who stood before me now was different. So different. He was loyal. Brave. Protective. And most of all…he was mine.

      I faced my dad, the realization of what I really wanted making me feel like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. “No,” I answered simply. “It was Tanit, all along. She’s the one who kidnapped me.”

      “Alyx—”

      “That’s what happened, Dad. That’s the real story.”

      He glanced from Granite to me, and back at Granite. The scowl on his face and creases on his forehead were clear indicators he didn’t believe a single word I just said.

      “Dad, it’s okay. Granite saved me.” I moved my face in front of him, forcing him to look at me rather than at Granite. “He saved me, Dad. He really…saved me.”

      “Alyxandria?”

      I stiffened at her voice.

      “Alyxandria, my baby.”

      “Mother,” I whispered without turning to her.

      Hands grabbed my shoulders and spun me around, pulling me against her. The familiar smell of her sweet perfume made my stomach turn, and the first thought that popped into my head was the pancake. The damn pancake I ate before all this happened.

      Stretching her arms out, pushing me away so she could study me, her eyes raked over my body. “Thank God, you’re okay. You look perfect. No broken bones, no fractures, no weight. Oh, thank the Lord. I was so worried about you.”

      She tried to pull me back in for a hug, but I balked, keeping her from hugging me.

      “Alyxandria?” The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes moved as she frowned.

      “No broken bones? No fractures?” I clenched my jaw. “No weight? Really, Mother?”

      “Alyxandria, I was merely saying how glad I am to see you’re not harmed.”

      “You mean, how glad you are to see that I’m still able to dance.”

      “That is not—”

      “Shut up, Meryl,” my father snapped. “Just shut the hell up before you make it worse.”

      Abruptly, she let go of my arms and glared at my father. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

      For the first time in my life, I saw my father square his shoulders while confronting my mother, shaking his head and looking her in the eye. “You’ve done enough damage, don’t you think, Meryl?”

      “Timothy,” she objected, her eyes wide and confused, “I’m merely saying—”

      “We all know what you were merely saying, Meryl. Do us all a favor and shut up.”

      I stepped back and moved in next to Granite. My mom’s eyes grew even wider when she saw the way he draped an arm around my shoulder, making it clear he had staked his claim.

      Granite glanced down, placing a finger below my chin, lifting my face toward him. “This is the part where you choose.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His thumb circled the side of my mouth, a tender touch of affection. “This is where you choose. Your old life, or me.”

      I shook my head lightly. “You said you’re never letting me go.”

      “And if you choose to stay with me now, that’s exactly what will happen. I’ll never let you go. You’ll be a part of the Kings. You’ll be mine. But if you choose to go back home now, I won’t ever interfere with your life again.” His thumb touched my bottom lip. “This is your chance to choose.”

      Honestly, if I had to take a minute, or a day, or a week, in the end my heart would always overrule my head. I could try to fight it, try to deny it. But in the end, my heart would choose him, no matter how dark, how messed up and wicked it all was. It was something I would never be able to change because what we had was something that started years ago. It started the moment our eyes met through my bedroom window the very first time.

      I cupped his cheek, his beard hard and rough against my palm. “Like you said, I never should have watched you through my window. But I did…and it’s something I’ll never regret.” Turning to face my parents, I tucked myself deeper into Granite’s side. “I’m not going home with you. I’m staying here.”

      “Alyxandria—”

      “I’m staying with him, Mom.”

      “You are throwing your entire future away, your ballet—”

      “Your future, Mother. I’m throwing away your future. Not mine.”

      My mom glowered at Granite from beneath those thick, mascara-clumped eyelashes. “You filthy beast. What did you do to my daughter?”

      “Meryl! For God’s sake. For once in your miserable life, stop ruining your daughter’s life and let her make her own goddamn decisions.” My dad’s outburst silenced my mom immediately, her mouth open and expression stunned.

      “Commissioner Green,” a uniform called from behind. “The media is here. You want to handle it?”

      “Yes.” He straightened the lapels of his jacket, brushing his palm over his head to make sure his hair was as neat as it could be. “I’ll handle the media,” he said to Granite. “I’ll make sure the media knows the American Street Kings saved my daughter.” He held out his hand, a gesture of good faith from him to the man I loved.

      Granite shook his hand, and my father smiled my way. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Timothy?” my mom objected, but he grabbed her wrist and dragged her with him, leaving Granite and me behind.

      For the first time in my life, I was free. It was my life, and no longer my mother’s. It was liberating and new. It was going to take some getting used to.

      I placed my hand on Granite’s chest, craning my neck to look up at him with a scowl. “Were you really going to let me go if I said I wanted to go home?”

      His arms draped around my waist, and he lifted my feet off the ground. “Not a chance. Manic is waiting just up the road to haul your ass right back here if you decided to leave. I told you…I’m never letting you go.”
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      There simply wasn’t anything like it.

      The feel of fresh air on your skin. The vibration of power between your legs. Nothing but the open road, and your woman holding on tight. For a man like me, this was perfection.

      It was just before sunset when I turned off the road into a parking lot. It was days like these when spring teased us with the promises of summer nights, and the beaches were becoming increasingly crowded. But our usual spot didn’t attract many people. For most of the time, it was private, just the way I preferred it.

      I switched off the ignition, and Alyx got off, her golden blonde hair blowing in the breeze as she took off her lid. No matter how many times I’d seen her get off my ride, taking off her lid and waving her hair around like on one of those shampoo commercials—it still gave me a fucking hard-on every goddamn time.

      She stared out over the ocean, inhaling deeply as she smelled the fresh ocean breeze. “It’s always so beautiful here.”

      “It sure is.” I leaned forward on my motorcycle, refusing to take my eyes off her. No sunset and no ocean view could be more gorgeous than she was.

      It had been four weeks since everything changed. Four weeks since Alyx decided to stay with me rather than return to her own life. Four weeks of fucking paradise—pun intended. And it amazed me how quickly she adapted to life within in the club as my old lady. After everything that had happened with Slither, and Neon, and Tanit, Alyx managed to breathe new life into the club, and the crew adored her.

      I glanced at my watch. “We’re early. He won’t be here for another half hour.”

      “That’s okay. I love being out here with you.” She leaned in, pushing her body against my leg while I still straddled my bike, and placed her mouth against mine. I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her closer, pressing that sweet pussy of hers against my hard thigh. She moaned, and my cock ached instantly.

      I slipped back on the seat and pulled her over so she straddled both me and the Harley.

      It was obvious she had put on some weight the last few weeks. There was still a long way to go for her, as she continued to struggle with the idea that she no longer had to curb her appetite and could eat whenever she was hungry. It was a psychological thing that only time would be able to heal completely. But she looked good, starting to fill out in all the right places.

      I pushed my palms up her thighs, over her jeans. “You look good, beautiful.”

      She smiled one of those gorgeous smiles that had a direct line to the tip of my dick. “It’s because my man really knows how to take care of me.”

      “Well, he fucking better, or I’ll have to kick his ass.”

      Her fingers weaved through my hair. “I have to warn you, he’s this big, tall, burly, bad guy with a real shitty attitude.”

      I placed my palms on her hips and pulled her closer. “I’d still kick his ass.”

      She chuckled, and I caught her lips with mine. The way she welcomed my tongue, kissing me back like she was starved for my taste, was my undoing. Kissing my woman was something I’d never get tired of.

      I pulled back an inch, keeping my forehead against hers. “You know I love you, ballerina girl.”

      “I love you too. I’ve loved you for years.”

      I closed my eyes, biting my lip. “Is it okay that I get hard every time you say those words?”

      She laughed.

      “I swear to God, I think you have this magical power over my cock because he just keeps wanting to stand at attention around you.”

      “Oh, my God.” She slapped me on the shoulder. “That is the cheesiest line I ever heard.”

      “It’s the fucking truth.” I kissed her again, harder this time, my tongue lapping against hers as it swept through her mouth. Once I started, I couldn’t stop. It was fucking impossible for me to keep my hands off her.

      I traced my tongue around her bottom lip. “Turn around.”

      “What?”

      “Turn around.”

      She studied me, her eyes pulled into slits, yet they sparkled with unsaid desire and excitement. They always did.

      The breeze blew some blonde strands around her face as she got off, only to climb back on, facing the ocean in front of us.

      I wrapped an arm around her, pulled her closer, and her breath hitched. “What are you doing, Granite?”

      I popped the button on her jeans, and her body tensed against mine. “We still have a few minutes to spare before he gets here. I plan on making good use of our time.”

      I slipped my hand inside her jeans and had to suppress a groan when I found she was already wet for me. She never disappointed me, and always made me feel so fucking welcome between her legs. With a single finger, I eased her shirt sleeve to the side, placing my lips on her naked shoulder. She tilted her head, breathing in deep, her chest rising and falling.

      “If you weren’t wearing these jeans, I’d let you ride me on this bike until your pussy gushed for me.”

      Her arm reached back, her fingers grabbing at my hair as I pressed the pad of my finger against her clit. My arm snaked underneath hers to cup her tit in my palm, which earned me a heady moan from her lips. To me, it was obvious that her waist wasn’t the only part of her body which had put on some healthy weight.

      Gently, I kneaded her breast, nipping at the skin of her neck with my teeth. “I’m going to make you come right here, right now. But when we get back home, you’ll go straight to the bedroom and wait for me, naked and on your knees.” I palmed her sex and slipped a single digit inside her. “Then you’ll show me just how thankful you are.”

      She whimpered as I dragged my finger all the way from her opening to her clit, massaging the little bud, causing her body to tremble against mine.

      “Do you understand, ballerina girl?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was a whisper, a rush of air as I continued to work her between her legs. Knowing this woman was mine, and only mine, was a kind of aphrodisiac I’d never experienced before. Probably why I was a walking hard-on around her all the damn time.

      I sucked her earlobe, my fingers stroking her sensitive flesh. Her hips started to move, riding my hand, clenching my bike between her thighs as I guided her to the edge, one finger and one stroke at a time. Feeling her thrust into my palm, her greedy body desperate for release, was fucking intoxicating and addictive. I’d made her come enough times during the last few weeks to know her bottom lip would start to quiver whenever she was about to orgasm.

      When I reached for her throat, craning her neck back and pressing her head into my shoulder, I caught a glimpse of that trembling lower lip and applied a little more pressure between her legs.

      Her body shuddered, and moans rolled over her sweet lips like a fucking ballad. The beautiful sounds that came from her as she orgasmed had my cock aching and my balls tight.

      I felt her pleasure coat my palm. “That’s my girl.”

      “Granite,” she said, out of breath, “you need to—”

      “Oh, here comes your dad.”

      Alyx shot upright. “Jesus, Granite.”

      Her pants were buttoned, and she was off the bike in one-point-two seconds flat. I leaned back leisurely with a giant smirk on my face like I was the one who just came in my pants.

      Alyx scowled at me, her face and neck flushed. “Do you want my father to shoot you?”

      I shrugged, dragging my finger along my nose, smelling her sweetness. “You’re mine, Alyx. I’ll make you come wherever and whenever the fuck I want.”

      “Well, you won’t be able to do that if you’re dead.”

      I laughed then watched as she walked toward her dad coming from the other direction. This was the second time since she decided to stay with me that she met up with her dad. It was safer that way. The less the Kings associated with the PC, the better. And Alyx was part of the Kings now. She was the old lady of the president. But I knew how important it was for her to keep in contact with her father, so I made it happen whenever I could. There was nothing in this fucking world I wouldn’t do for my old lady.

      I focused my gaze on the ocean ahead while waiting for them, giving them the privacy they needed. What she discussed with her dad was between her and him. I had every other aspect of her, so the least I could do was give him these few minutes to have her all to himself.

      “What a show.” Onyx appeared out of nowhere, smiling like a jerk.

      I sat up straight. “How long have you been here?”

      “Long enough to know what that finger of yours smells like.”

      “Wipe that smirk off your face before I cut your balls off.”

      Onyx snickered and pulled his hair out of his face. “Dutch made me follow you. He’s pissed ’cause his arm is still in a sling. Now he has me on fucking protection duty.”

      I shook my head. “It’s going to drive Alyx crazy when Dutch is back on his ride and on my ass.”

      Onyx lit a smoke and nudged his head in Alyx’s direction. “You think it’s a good idea to let her see him?”

      “He’s her dad. I’m not going to keep her away from him.”

      “It’s risky.”

      “I know. Alyx knows it too. That’s why we keep these meetings low profile.”

      Onyx nodded. “Listen, man, we haven’t talked about this since shit went down with Tanit. And with Dutch and Neon still recovering, and your newfound romance with your ballerina, everyone seems a little distracted.”

      I got off my bike. “Yeah. So, what’s up?”

      His blue eyes regarded me with caution. “Are you really going to keep to this truce with Slither?”

      “I gave my word.”

      “Yeah, man. I know. But that’s bullshit. What those fuckers did to Neon, what they almost did to Alyx isn’t something we can let go because of some stupid truce. Plus, they took our business. We can’t sit back and do nothing. Word’s already spreading that the Kings are losing ground while the Pythons keep getting stronger.” He took a long drag from his cigarette. “I know you’re in love and shit, but the club is still priority, and I just can’t see how you can keep to the truce.”

      “Onyx—”

      “I’m serious, Granite. Ink is going to retaliate against the Pythons, whether we stand behind him or not. The only reason he hasn’t done anything yet is because he’s too busy helping Neon.”

      “I know that.”

      He stepped closer, eyes narrowed and face worried. “Are you going to let him do it without the support of the Kings? Without the support of his brothers?”

      I pursed my lips, biting the inside of my cheek. Glancing around us, making sure we were alone, I rubbed the back of my neck and finally looked Onyx in the eye.

      “The day Slither and I agreed on a truce so I could save Alyx, I gave him my word—”

      “I know that, but we can’t just sit around and do—”

      “Onyx,” I snapped, “let me talk.”

      He rolled his eyes, and I could literally feel his frustration.

      I placed my hands on his shoulders, making him look me in the eye. “The day I stepped up as president of the American Street Kings, I took a vow to do what was best for the club. To protect its members and do right by them. Apart from Alyx, this crew is my life.” I settled back, pulling a hand down my beard. “I also promised Ink that he will be the one to slit Slither’s throat, and I plan to fulfill that promise.”

      Onyx blinked a few times, eyebrows raised in confusion. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying my deal with Slither is that as long I am president of the Kings, we will not retaliate or pose a threat to them.” I crossed my arms. “And that is why, little brother, I am stepping down…and you will take my place as the new president of the American Street Kings.”
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