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Listen to the playlist while reading Force by clicking here or visiting https://tinyurl.com/54z6bs5k.

 

ABCDEFU – Glass Tides

I Don’t Know What Else You Want From Me – Willyecho

If the World Was Ending (feat. Julia Michaels) – JP Saxe, Julia Michaels

Smokin’ – Boston

Young & Sad – Noah Cyrus

Cover Me – Bruce Springsteen

bad for you – George Barnett

Crazy Train – Ozzy Osbourne

I am not a woman, I’m a god – Halsey

Sour Diesel – ZAYN

Numb – Carlie Hanson

Vertigo – Alice Merton

Do I Wanna Know? – Arctic Monkeys

Wildfire – Cautious Clay

Bad Intentions – Bel Heir

Can’t Stop – Red Hot Chili Peppers

In The Woods Somewhere – Hozier

Play with Fire (feat. Yacht Money) – Sam Tinnesz, Yacht Money

The Next Curse – Slothrust, Lzzy Hale

I Wanna Be Your Slave – Måneskin

Black Roller Coming – Philip Sayce

Can’t Help Falling in Love – Jena Irene
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RYDER

Present day

Studio City, CA

 

“Christ.” Sitting up, I scrub my hands up and down my face and toss the sheet off me. I must have drifted, which should make me happy. My insomnia is bad, so any sort of sleep is good. My gaze drifts to the sleeping woman next to me. This is the one place I shouldn’t be. I drop my hands and look for my bottle of Jack, ignoring the pounding in my temples, even though it feels like someone took a baseball bat to my head.

Fucking timing. Good or bad, it’s everything. Last night I was drunk enough, with one shot too many to do the right thing, and failed to ignore her incessant texts.

Standing, I crack my neck and make my way to her table to retrieve my half-empty bottle. It’s suffocating being surrounded by all of Cindy’s crap. The stuff’s not practical, at least not for me. I’m like a bull in a china shop.

“Jesus,” I growl, battling a giant white orchid to reach for my bottle. The fucking thing has branches and blooms sprouting in all directions. She’s gonna bitch that I broke it, but what the hell?

Unscrewing the lid, I take a deep swig. Her delicate glass bowl of potpourri makes me feel like I’m dead, lying in my coffin. The dried spicy flowers are so pungent and sweet, it’s stifling. I can’t get a good breath in. Add in the smell of sex, and my pulse is throbbing in my temples.

I shouldn’t have come here last night. I’d blame it on lack of sleep and too much booze, but it’s more than that.

Loneliness.

Stings like a bitch. My curse, my hell that I’m destined to live with night after night.

I close my eyes against the pain. The burn of whiskey barely bothers me as I finish the bottle. Her face appears before me, so beautiful and clear.

My obsession.

Doesn’t matter how much pussy and other substances I use as a substitute for her, she’s with me day and night. Owning me. My heart is bound and chained to hers.

Time to finish this with Cindy. This should be easy. I’ve never lied to her. She knew the rules from the first night. Fuck buddies. But that one night turned into two, and things got complicated fast.

And now here I am.

Cindy believes she loves me. She doesn’t. Not sure she can put her issues aside to really love anyone at this point in her life. But that’s not for me to fix, and deep inside she knows it, even if she continues to cling to this toxic relationship we’re submerged in. She’s determined to keep it alive and breathing when it should have died years ago.

“Fuck,” I hiss, kicking aside her discarded clothes and locating my jeans on the floor. Pulling my cigarettes from the pocket, I light up and move to her balcony where I close my tired eyes and inhale deeply. The warmth of the sun and the cigarette lull me into a false sense of peace until I hear her voice, as if she’s here next to me instead of a ghost choosing to haunt.

Mom.

Her tortured face swims in front of me.

She knew.

I prop my hand on the glass door, not able to stop my past from taking another piece of me this morning. My mind is a powerful beast. I should know better than to fight it.

“You killed them,” my mom shrieks at me, clutching the phone. Her black hair is pulled back in a tight bun, and her dark eyes are wild. She shakes the receiver at me.

“Cursed. Diavolo,” she wails.

I back up and shake my head, “No, please, Mamma. This is not my fault!”

“It is.” Her tear-stained face makes her appear older than her age. “You should have been in the car. You were supposed to go, but you did not… and you… you let them go.” She stares at me as if she’s only now seeing me. Her face is filled with disgust and fear. Collapsing to the floor, she weeps and rocks back and forth, her hand wrapped around the crucifix on her neck, her other still holding the phone.

“Mamma, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I walk toward her, but she screams, Italian dripping from her lips so fast I can’t keep up, but I don’t need to. I know what she’s saying.

Because she’s right. I did know, but I never said anything. They wouldn’t have believed me anyway. No one does, especially not my dad or my brother…

“Dead. They’re dead.” She drops the phone to lift her fist, chanting a prayer.

I shake my head and kneel with her to pray. Pray for why I’m cursed, why…

“You’re not my son. You’re not welcome in this house anymore. You’re a murderer. Get out, you Devil.”

Opening my eyes, I look down at my cigarette—it’s burned out. My fingers are stained yellow from too many nights of doing exactly this.

I lean over and put the cigarette butt out in her fucking orchid and stand over her. My pretty Cinderella, mistaking me for a prince. My mother was right; I’m much more the Antichrist than a savior.

Reaching for my jeans, I jerk them on and locate my discarded tee and cut under her pile of clothes.

Cindy stirs, her tan legs wrapped up in her pink sheets. Emotion fills me. I care for her, always will. But I’m not the right man for her.

Her blue eyes blink open, and she watches me cautiously. She knows—deep inside she does—even if she doesn’t want to admit it. I sit next to her and light up a new cigarette.

“I’ve got to go.”

“What time is it?” She props herself up on her elbows, the sheet sliding to her waist. Her big tits, which are always my weakness, wake my cock up.

I ignore him—he makes bad decisions.

“Early. Go back to sleep.” Leaning over, I kiss her forehead. She flops back, her eyes instantly filling with tears.

“You’re leaving, already?”

“Yeah. Shit’s going on.” I inhale, looking around to make sure I’ve got everything. A loud buzzing reminds me to get my phone. She rolls over to grab it from the other nightstand.

“Here.” Tears slide down her cheeks.

“Come on, babe. Let’s not do this again.” I reach for her. She crawls into my lap, her naked body shaking as she silently cries into my chest.

“Cindy, you’re stronger than this,” I soothe her.

She looks up at me, her lips swollen, cheeks pale, eyes glazed. “Can you stay with me today? I need you to stay with me.” Her nails dig into my forearm.

I take a breath. She’s trying to manipulate me with those tears, and now she’s gonna turn ugly, mean, and aggressive. It’s our cycle and, frankly, exhausting. I have too much to deal with already to stay any longer.

“You know I can’t.” Removing her from my lap, I stand.

She stares up at me, her blue eyes full of pain and something else.

“What are you on?” I snap, grabbing her chin and peering at her pupils.

She jerks her chin away and backs up. “Just go, Ryder. You have no right to question anything I do.” She spits it out like there’s venom in her mouth. She’s right. I don’t, but I also don’t need a dramatic overdose on my conscience either.

“Jesus Christ, Cindy, this is getting fucking pathetic.” I walk into her bathroom. Again, my nostrils flare at that fucking potpourri that sits on her sink. I pick up the bowl and toss it into the trash basket, then swing open her medicine cabinet. Numerous bottles line the second rack.

“The fuck?” I grab a bottle. “Xanax, who’s selling these to you?”

“Get out, Ryder.” Cindy barges in. “These are mine. I have a prescription.” Her hands claw at mine and I look at her, really look at her. She’s not the girl I met years ago. Those curves I loved are gone. She’s too thin for her build, and her tits, which have always been my downfall, look like big balloons on a pole rather than on a woman.

“How long has this been going on? No doctor would prescribe this shit to you. You’re getting it on the street.” I reach for another bottle, easily pushing her hands aside.

“Percocet? Dr. Davis? Who’s giving you this?” I grab her thin arm to shake her. I can feel my pulse in my temple. I’m the fucking enforcer, and if one of our guys is selling to her…

“It’s private. All this is private.” She shuts the door to the medicine cabinet with her other hand, her breathing harsh, almost a pant, and looks up at me through the mirror.

“A fucking junkie?” Slinging her arm away, I toss the bottle in the trash can. She’ll get it, like a desperate rat fighting for a piece of food. Brushing past her stunned face, I head toward the door.

“You did this to me. This is all your fault, Ryder,” she shrieks, her voice becoming an echo, a merging of my mother’s angry, hateful words.

“Stop,” I roar, hesitating before I face her. “I’ll get you help. But this delusion you have that we’re together ends now.”

She blinks at me, the dark bags under her eyes more pronounced. “Over.” She jumps even though I didn’t yell, then shakes her head frantically.

“You…” She grabs her hair and glances around the room, her eyes wild. Bolting, she snatches her phone from the nightstand.

“You want over, I’ll give you over, you son of a bitch.” Her hands shake as she brings her phone up taking pictures of me, or maybe filming, whatever. I’m through. After pulling on my boots, I grab my keys.

“Just keep walking, Ryder. I’m sending this to your whore,” she yells.

Ignoring her, I make damn sure I have everything; I’m not coming back.

“Look at me,” she demands. “Tell her. Tell Julianna what we did last night, Ryder.” She tries to move in front of me. Tears stream down her face, but she holds the phone as if it’s a gun. Like that footage could actually bring me down.

“You tell her.” My voice is calm. “And don’t leave anything out.” I nod at her stunned face, turning to open her bedroom door.

“Ryder. Wait.” Her voice cracks, but I keep walking. “Wait. I was joking. I’m tired, that’s all.”

“Send it, Cindy,” I call over my shoulder.

“But… I love you,” she pleads.

That stops me. She can’t really think this is love, can she?

After a pause, I turn to her. “You have no idea what love is.” I let the words hang in the air as she stands, clutching her phone to her chest. “Because it sure as shit isn’t this.”

I don’t wait to hear her screams. Her threats bounce off me. I’ve heard them all before.

A dog barks as I make my way toward the parking lot, the morning sun shining her warmth on me. Straddling my bike, I take a breath and exhale. I don’t believe in chance. I do believe in Karma and destiny. I came here to cut us loose. I used the booze as an excuse, but I came here knowing it’s time.

Leaning forward, I start up my bike and twist the throttle. Exhaust fills the air. The pavement vibrates to life.

I know who I am. Nothing can bring me down.

Nothing.
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JULIANNA

Past

Disciples’ clubhouse

Burbank, CA

 

Biting my lower lip, I try not to chicken out. I can’t. I need to pick up Gia. “What a freakin’ mess,” I mumble, rubbing my forehead as my navigation system tells me to go right, and that the destination is straight ahead.

I take a deep breath, the new-car smell aggravating me. I know people love it, but I’m nervous right now, so it’s making me feel like I can’t breathe. I’m driving my Christmas present from my dad. To say I was shocked is an understatement.

A BMW.

He bought me a freaking BMW; I almost burst into tears. It’s just so… my dad. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I hate driving cars like this. It makes me uncomfortable, like I’m a snob or something. Not to mention, I loved my Prius. But apparently that wasn’t safe enough. And what my dad says goes. No one crosses him. We all learned that at a very young age.

Glancing down at the white leather seats, I roll my eyes. This is the type of car my older brothers or sister would drive if they didn’t already have a driveway full of more expensive ones. It’s embarrassing and I hate it, but it’s not like we can choose our family.

I’m the baby of mine. Also, my dad’s only child with my mom, who happened to be his secretary and broke up his marriage of twenty-plus years with his first wife.

So yeah, my mom is twenty-six years younger than my dad. You can imagine how close I am with my siblings.

My dad doesn’t care though. I love him, but the comments he makes, the snide remarks here and there, are too much. I swear, if my mom wasn’t such a perfect trophy wife, he would easily, and I quote, “trade her in for a newer model.”

Which is disgusting and completely degrading. But it doesn’t seem to bother my mom at all. Either she doesn’t care and is staying with him for the money, or she’s been told it so many times she’s immune to it. Since my mom looks thirty, I have to think she’s in it for the money. She can’t honestly think she loves him… gross.

At seventy-two, my dad rules his massive empire along with all seven of his children as if we were put on this planet to serve him. As if none of us should actually want to have our own lives. But now that I’m considering it, why would he think otherwise? Nobody says no to him, certainly not my brothers and sister. It’s pretty clear that it’s his way or the highway. That’s kind of mean, and he’s not that bad. He’s just… my dad.

I need to make sure my mom is still giving sizable donations to our charities. She tends to slack if I’m not there to remind her. Also, I should volunteer at the homeless shelter this weekend. That will make me feel better. That is, if we make it back by then.

What am I thinking? Of course, we’ll be back by the weekend. I’m picking up Gia and going straight to the dorm.

Glancing around, I blow out some air, which sounds like a small hiss. I have to calm down. But thinking about my dad and what he would do if he had any clue I was pulling into a motorcycle club instead of on my way back to Berkeley makes my head pound and heart race.

Taking another deep breath, I push all thoughts of my dad aside and look around. It seems harmless enough. I mean, come on, there are trees, grass, and a large house looming ahead.

I turn right and slowly drive onto the property, the new tires crunching on the gravel. The smell of dirt filters in through the vents. My eyes shift to the rearview mirror and back. I feel like a crazy person. Gia assured me I’d be safe, but I can’t stop my imagination from taking over.

Frantically, I look around for bikers with guns drawn, ready to shoot me because I’m on their property in this giant, horrible BMW.

Instead, all I see is a dirt road along with dew on the grass reminding me it’s early morning.

“You watch too many movies. Everything is fine,” I whisper, taking in the fact that this property seems huge. One side is open and you can see the house, while the other has a ton of trees… which could definitely hide a car, body, me.

“Stop it.” I exhale, slam on the brakes, and lean my head back on the leather headrest. This is absurd behavior, and encompasses everything I’m not. I pride myself on never judging anyone or anything. It’s the way I am, probably because I grew up with my whole family judging everybody.

But that’s not me.

Plus, Axel invited me. Well, he kind of demanded I come and get his sister out of his room, but whatever, I’m expected. Maybe not this early, but hey, I’m a morning person and, let’s be honest, I want to get this over with.

I groan into my hands, unable to shake the feeling that something is definitely about to happen.

Something big. And maybe not good. Being out of control is not my strong suit. Also, I’m a terrible liar.

I want to strangle Gia. This is all her fault. She knows I don’t do well in this sort of situation. And yeah, I might be a little bit of a rule follower but look at what happens if you’re not.

You end up like Gia. I mean, I love her. She’s my best friend, and I supported her even knowing her plan was a bad idea.

Who jumps on a plane, lies to get on tour with one of the biggest bands in the world, and then seduces the lead singer? Great. I feel like a horrible friend because that was harsh, but I’m stressed. And what’s worse is that I told her this was happening, that she needed to get out. But did she listen? No.

Now she’s locked up in her brother’s room, refusing to come out because her heart is broken. She put herself out there, and it slapped her in the face. I drop my hands with a thud on the buttery soft seat and stare up at the ceiling of the car.

Poor Gia. Thank God that will never be me.

Falling in love is overrated, in my opinion. I’ve zero interest in it. I don’t believe in soulmates, and I don’t believe in marriage. We’re not supposed to be monogamous as a species. Look at our history—hunters and gatherers, for example. You think they had one mate?

No.

I also don’t want kids. I’m basically a loner. Besides Gia, I have no other friends.

My therapist says it’s because of my parents, but I think it’s me. Before Gia came around, friendships were fleeting and rather ugly. Most of the time, school was cruel. Multiply all of it with the fact that I’m smart and my dad is who he is. I hated it. Couldn’t wait to graduate, so I could get as far away from my family as they would allow.

Wow, my brain is all over the place. I get like this in extremely stressful situations.

I need to meditate, like get out of this car and get myself together before I rescue my only friend.

Clearing my throat, I slowly drive the Beamer onto the pine needles to get off the dirt road. After putting it in park, I jerk the visor down to look at myself.

“Perfect. You look terrified,” I grumble at my reflection in the rectangle mirror and lean forward to rub the slight smear of mascara from under my right eye. Grabbing my purse, I search for some lipstick. I need something bold, maybe plum? At least that will make the blue in my eyes pop. I yank down my messy bun. The one thing I do like about me is my hair. It’s long and thick with the right amount of curl. Before I left New York, my stylist put a gloss on it and added some honey-colored strands throughout. My real hair color is almost platinum. But again, I hate that fragile look. I want to be fierce. I should have dyed it black, but I thought my dad would freak and lock me up, so I just had her add some golden highlights; it’s as daring as I got.

Looking as good as I can right now, I open the door. It’s cool, but coming directly from the East Coast, this feels like heaven. Still, I need my jacket. Leaning back into the warm cocoon of the car, I grab it from the passenger seat.

I take a good look around and snuggle into the suede jacket my mom and I couldn’t resist buying the other day. Shopping. It’s how we bond, I guess.

“This is a peaceful place,” I announce to the open air, as if stating this makes it so.

“Perfect, just me and Mother Nature.” I glance at my watch—not even seven yet. I slam the car door, causing a loud flock of birds to fly into the sky and swallowing a loud scream.

So much for being fierce. Whatever. I am what I am. I rub my nose—it’s already freezing. I’ll do some deep breathing exercises, get my nerves under control. Maybe I can do some yoga if I can find a spot that’s not too damp. It’s one of the few things I enjoy. I’ve been doing it for years and have become very flexible, but more than that, it centers me.

As I walk toward the trees, stretching my arms, my boots crunch on the gravel. Focusing on my breathing, I try to ignore that in my wild haste, I left my purse, phone, and keys in the car.

Breathe and clear your mind. Nothing or no one is going to hurt you. You’re all alone. The clubhouse is half a mile down the dirt path. I’m truly all alone.

No one is going to steal my purse… or my car… Wait, could I get that lucky? If a biker took the Beamer, maybe I could get my Prius back.

Focus, Julianna. Concentrating on my boots, I move forward, briefly noticing how they’re sliding on the pine needles that blanket the ground. I center myself and breathe out all my fear. Be calm and one with nature.

I will ignore all the cigarette butts and empty Jack Daniel’s bottles littering the area. I will ignore the nagging anxiety that wants to make me look behind and make sure Jason isn’t standing with his hockey mask and knife pointed at me.

“Stop it.” I exhale then freeze. I heard something. I’m not being dramatic; I seriously heard a moan or a grunt.

I think…

“Oh my God,” I whisper, spinning around, my heart beating so fast I’m breathless. What was that?

My hand goes to my lips as if that can stop them from trembling. I know I heard something.

I stand frozen and wait, yet all I hear is the pounding of my pulse in my ears. I almost call out, but that would be beyond stupid. Even in my utter terror, my brain is working enough to know that. What if I’ve stumbled upon a secret meeting? Or worse, a secret murder? They would kill me because I saw their faces… right?

Nothing.

I hear nothing. I almost sag to my knees in relief. My short hippie dress blows in the slight breeze. The wind snakes its way up my bare legs and I shiver. If my heart wasn’t making me breathless from terror, I’d roll my eyes. Who was I trying to impress with this dress?

Axel? Gia’s brother. The man wouldn’t even look at me twice. I should be in tennis shoes and sweats—so much easier to run in.

“Yeah,” the male voice echoes around me as if it’s a magical spell, then silence. I’m about to run when I hear crying. Maybe a groan… it’s not far away. The blood drains from my face and maybe out of my body as I stand frozen in fear.

Shit, I mouth silently. I’m not one for cursing, but if I’m going to die, maybe I should start. I need to get out of here. This is not my imagination.

Someone is being murdered, and I’m the only witness.

“Don’t move.”

I jump, covering my mouth at the deep, gravelly voice coming from the trees ahead.

I’m done for and I’m only eighteen. I don’t move like the voice said, until I hear the crying again, and I can compute that the voice was not directed at me.

I’m shaking and, I think, sweating. It drips down my neck.

What do I do?

Scream? Run? Fight? Stand still and hope whoever it is doesn’t see me? I can’t do that. I need to get help or try to stop it. Why didn’t I bring my phone? I crouch down and try to look through the bushes and trees. Someone’s definitely crying… and moaning. This is a nightmare.

My fingers dig into the damp dirt and I brace myself. I have to help. I’ll never be able to live with myself if I don’t. Swallowing the nonexistent saliva in my dry mouth, I feel like I’ve been without fluids for days. Glancing around, I look for a weapon, but all I see are pine needles. Where are those bottles? I crawl forward, not even feeling the pebbles that I know have to be digging into my knees. I might faint. Holy God, I see them… him.

A giant man is killing a woman. I knew it. I inch forward. The way she’s naked and limp in his arms makes me think I’m too late.

Bile crawls up my esophagus, but I stop short of heaving. I need to get close enough to see the monster’s face. If I can at least identify the man, I can tell the police.

“You want to come? You think you’ve earned it?” the voice growls. This time I do gasp as the woman who’s supposed to be dead moans and opens her eyes.

Oh my God.

He’s not killing her.

At least not like I thought.

I can’t breathe, can’t move. My whole body seems feverish and sensitive as I watch this man, this fucking beast who dominates this woman… and she likes it, if her loud chanting of “Yes, I’ll do anything” is any indication. His hands, so rough and covered in tattoos, stroke her, pinch her.

Wait. What’s happening? I need to go, back up and leave. This is a private moment. What if they see me?

I’ll die of embarrassment.

Instead, I inch forward. Clearly, I’m deranged because I need to see his face. Only once. I’ll leave if he’ll just look up.

The woman moans, digging her nails into his tattooed forearms. It’s like he’s a giant dark lord, a vampire whose dark hair covers his face. One hand’s wrapped around her throat while the other one… the other hand is roughly rubbing her. He kicks her legs wider apart.

I blink, only because my eyes are getting teary while I stay focused on him and the way his fingers are roughly going in and out of her. I’ve never imagined anything like this, never felt anything like that. The only time I’ve seen sex is when I would sneak onto my older brother’s computer since I knew he downloaded porn.

But that was stupid and not realistic, nothing like this.

This is… my face heats up when I hear him praise her. My pussy pulses with each filthy thing he says. Mortified, completely ashamed, yet I can’t stop myself.

No one will ever know. My eyes remain focused on him while I pull my dress up enough to touch myself.

I moan. I can’t help it. I’m so wet and swollen. Thank God they can’t hear me. The woman is loud, and I guess she’s coming. She throws her head back as if begging his lips to touch hers. Her large breasts are flushed. And all I can think of is what those rough hands would feel like on me, inside me… This is wrong, so bad, and yet I can’t stop watching this man.

My core clenches, and I bite my lip to keep quiet. It feels so good. It can’t be wrong if it feels this good, right?

He pushes her head down and she instantly drops to her knees, waiting for him to tell her what to do. His large, tan hands unbutton his jeans. I’m almost frantic in my masturbating. I need to come and get out of here. Run. Something must be wrong with me. Why would watching him be so arousing?

It’s this man. He looks like a mythical warrior. Strike that. He looks like… Khal Drogo from Game of Thrones. My breathing picks up as I try to move my head. That stupid woman is blocking my view of his…

“Move,” I mumble. My other hand digs into the dirt because I’m close, so close.

I blink. It’s as if he knows that I want to see him, need to see him. He pushes the woman back so my view is not obstructed.

Oh. My. God. He’s huge. My fingers tingle as I rub my clit hard; a small woosh escapes my lips. He grabs his velvety, hard cock and starts to stroke it up and down.

“That’s a good girl. You sit and watch,” he grunts, and for a split second, I think he’s talking to me. But that’s absurd; he’s not. And it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m gone. All rational thought evaporates as I watch him while I come. Hard, fast, wave after wave of pleasure spirals through me as my pussy contracts and pulses.

I bite my bottom lip to stop myself from whimpering at how good it feels. Jesus, I’m dizzy. Off balance. I’ve never had an orgasm like this ever. Sitting back on my heels, trying to steady my breath and myself, I watch his hand jerk his thick cock.

This man will forever be my fantasy, a beast who made me come with only his voice. A secret that will stay with me. I’ll take this to my grave—the one time I let myself go and did something so forbidden, so bad, no one would believe me even if I did tell.

You can’t be ashamed of something if only you know about it, right? My brain tries to rationalize it despite my guilty conscience. Watching him, I take in his strong arms covered in tattoos. They seem to grow larger when he arches his neck, allowing me to see his thick, pulsing veins. My tongue tingles. What I wouldn’t give to trace that strong vein up to his jaw and then to his lips. Would they be soft? Or rough like the rest of him?

He’s quite terrifying. Someone I’d never in a million years end up with, but oh God, what would it feel like to have him touch me just once? My heart pounds as his hand picks up speed, and my eyes greedily watch, then trail up to his beautiful face.

Then the world stops.

And I want to die.

No, strike that, I may in fact actually die. Because I’m not alone anymore with my secret.

I’ve been caught by a biker.
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My eyes lock with the girl’s. Hers are a light sky blue, accompanied by puffy, cherry-stained lips that seem frozen in a small O.

Her chest is almost busting out of her ridiculous dress with the rapid rise and fall of her breasts.

She seems genuinely shocked that I’ve seen her. Either that, or she’s batshit crazy. What the fuck is she doing out here? Pink floods her cheeks as she stumbles up from her crouched position, her eyes darting from my cock to my face.

“What?” Desi looks around, not that I care. I had forgotten about Desi the moment I felt this woman sneak up. I always know what’s happening in my sphere.

“The fuck?” Desi screams and leaps up. I grab her arm, holding her to my side. The last thing I need is a cat fight. Not that it would be much of a fight, if the fragile beauty standing in front of us is any indication.

She’s exquisite, with long, honey-blond hair falling around her shoulders. Her high cheekbones and large cat eyes make her look rather exotic but it’s her lips that have me captivated. Full and pouty…Jesus, my cock almost aches for them.

“Was she watching us?” Desi’s stringy, dark hair hits my chest as she tries to pull away.

I can’t help but grin because she was doing more than watching us, but Desi doesn’t need to know that.

“Nah, relax, Des.” My hand, which was holding hers, loosens as I stroke her cheek, but my eyes stay locked on the little deviant.

“I… I’m so sorry.” The girl shakes her head, as if that can erase that I caught her watching us and getting herself off.

Desi tenses and all my calm stroking is gone. “You’re sorry? What the fuck is wrong with you, bitch?”

And perfect. The girl jumps. Her big blue eyes fill with tears, but instead of crying she starts screaming for someone to help her and bolts toward her car.

“Ryder? What is happening?” Desi turns, hands on hips, her big breasts heaving in anger. Unlike me, Desi has been up partying all night, so I’m not surprised she’s confused. Her trim body is covered head to toe in tattoos. Quickly she grabs hold of my arm.

“Des, she didn’t see anything but my cock and the back of you.” I shake my head at the screech of tires on the gravel and clouds of dirt filling the air.

“Get dressed,” I demand, jerking my jeans up. I need to text Crusher that she’s coming and to stand down. It’s early. The last thing we need is for someone to put a bullet in her head.

“I… what the fuck?” Desi reaches for her Daisy Dukes and red pumps. It doesn’t matter that it’s January. Desi wears the same thing all year round.

“She’s here to pick up Gia, Axel’s baby sister,” I say, bringing my phone out of my pocket.

ME: The girl for Gia is here. DO NOT HURT HER.

I look up at the gray morning, my pulse racing. What the hell is that little freak even doing here this early? I knew Gia was getting picked up, but no one said the girl would be here now. Christ, most of us are just starting to crash from last night. I need Crusher to respond. For some unexplained reason, I don’t want anything happening to her, which is odd, since she is not my responsibility—she’s Axel’s.

“Goddamn it.” I push on Crusher’s number while Desi straightens her white tank top so that her big, erect nipples are even more visible.

“Yeah? What’s up, Ryder?” At least Crusher sounds awake. “Hold on. Someone’s banging on the door.”

“Crusher. Listen, that’s the friend of Gia’s. Let her in… Crusher?” I look at my phone to make sure I haven’t lost him.

“Sorry, Ryder, there’s some crazy-ass chick screaming,” he yells over the loud chorus of voices shouting at him to “Shut that bitch up!”

“Christ. Do. Not. Hurt. Her.” Raising my voice causes Desi to look at me. I grab her hand and start to walk us back to the clubhouse.

“Crusher, you understand? Take her to Axel’s room. You understand?” Again, that weird twist in my gut makes me pick up speed because I still hear screaming.

“Crusher?”

“Wow, this chick is fucking crazy.” He sounds far away, as if he has forgotten he’s on the phone with me. “Dude, let her go. Ryder said he’s coming…”

“Fuck,” I hiss, practically dragging Desi who hiccups, but thankfully is fucked up, so she’s feeling no pain in those heels as she tries to keep up with my fast pace. The taillights of the girl’s silver BMW are on, making me think she didn’t turn off the car, and the driver’s side door is open.

“Bitch, shut up,” Crusher yells, and again that protective, almost possessive feeling makes me bite the inside of my cheek. I’m ready to beat the shit out of my favorite prospect, and none of this is his problem.

Fucking Axel. This is his headache, not mine. I’m exhausted. That’s all this is. It’s been a long couple of days. I’m supposed to be balls deep in Desi’s cunt, not dealing with this shit. Actually, I don’t even know why I’m surprised. Nothing in the last few days has been uncomplicated.

Messy.

And sloppy. I hate that more than anything. You gonna do something, do it right. Hence my aggression. This anger is directed at myself. I never should have engaged with the Russian pigs, but I did, well, we did, and now Axel, Edge, and I are left to hope it doesn’t bite us in the ass. But first, I need to take care of this.

“Crusher, if anything happens to her, I will hold you personally responsible. You understand?” I say, not waiting for a response. Crusher may be a bit of a hothead, but he’s also smart and will obey my wishes. He knows what I say goes.

I’m the enforcer of the club. No one, not even Blade, questions me. I’ve earned it and deserve it.

“I’m so confused. Who’s that girl and why is she here?”

“Axel’s sister’s friend.” I snort as I glance back at her.

Desi is one of my favorites. She’s always available and has great tits that are jiggling so much right now, I actually slow down. I don’t need her to twist an ankle in those heels, which are sinking into the gravel.

“Okay. But why was she watching us?” She pushes a long, dark strand of hair off her face.

“She wasn’t watching,” I grit out as the screaming inside the clubhouse makes me drop Desi’s hand and sprint up the porch steps, only to have the girl torpedo into my arms.

Big blue eyes stare up at me, and for a split second, I know this girl. I don’t know how, but I do. My hands reach to steady her, and I feel her body almost lean into mine as if this is where she belongs. Her scent fills my nose and I hesitate.

I know her.

No, I don’t. There’s no way I would have forgotten this face or the way she smells. I’ve heard of people finding their mates not by anything more than a scent. My cock hardens as I tilt my head slightly to inhale again. Jesus Christ, I’ve never smelled anything like her before: clean, sweet, almost like a slice of apple dipped in lemonade.

“Oh my God. It’s you.” She almost moans it, and my cock responds to her voice. This is fucked. I haven’t met her, and who cares if she makes me want to lick and suck on every spot of her body. I need to get her upstairs so she can take Gia and leave.

“I’m Gia,” she shouts, her eyes growing big. “I mean… I’m Gia’s friend. I’m here to rescue her… not rescue, to help her…” She trails off and I frown. What the hell is happening? I’m almost ready to laugh at her. This one’s a mess.

“I think you’re the one who needs help.” I look over her shoulder at two prospects who are clearly still drunk and high and not even bothering to hide their stares.

“Where the fuck is Axel?” I bark out. The girl jumps and moves closer to me. I almost laugh—if she thinks I’m the safe one, she really is crazy.

“Um, I think he left with Brandy.” Crusher looks at the girl, then me, as if we are from a different planet.

“Find him.”

He nods and I start dragging the princess up the stairs.

“Wait. I mean, I’m Gia… not Gia, I need to find—”

“Stop talking,” I growl.

She stiffens but stays quiet as our boots pound on the stairs. What is it about this one? It’s as though I can feel all of her: my hand is tingling and warm, and I’m not even touching her bare skin. She has a jacket for fuck’s sake.

The sexual tension is thick, and the farther we get from my brothers downstairs, the more it’s like a python wrapping itself around us. She needs to grab her friend and go.

Now.

When I jerk her in front of me, it gives me a prime view of her long legs and gorgeous ass while she takes the last steps.

“There.” I point at Axel’s door. “Third one. Gia’s in there. Get her and go.”

She doesn’t move and stares at me with those big blue eyes as if she’s never been spoken to like that.

Exhausted, I take a breath. Even though my hard cock is distracting me, it doesn’t mean I have to be an ass. She’s picking up her friend and then she’ll be gone.

“Go,” I say, taking the last step and looking down at her. Her cheeks are pink and her lips… Christ, her lips, it’s as if a bee has stung them and I want to suck the stinger out. Jesus, I really am tired. Not moving, I let my eyes caress her face. She’s beautiful, but that’s not enough to make me do something I know will only end badly.

She must see something in my eyes that makes her back away.

Smart.

“I’m sorry.” She takes a breath and her breasts push forward. Inching backward, she raises her hands in front of her— as if that would stop me.

“For what?”

“For earlier.” She waves her hand in front of her face like a conductor.

“Which part?” I cock my head at her and move forward. I should go. The cat-and-mouse game is not my thing, but with her…

“What?” she croaks. Her eyes widen; her cheeks turn red.

“Which part are you sorry for? I’m actually interested.”

She tries to swallow. Her long neck flushes.

“The part where I accidentally stumbled upon you…” Her voice trails off.

“Accidentally?” I snort. “Princess, you got off on watching me finger fuck Desi.”

Her eyes grow wider, if that’s possible, and she shakes her head. “That is not… I thought you were killing her. I should have left—”

Her back hits Edge’s door and I move in.

“But you didn’t.” I’m so close I can see that her blue eyes have a sprinkling of yellow. Placing my hands on either side of the doorframe, I trap her.

“What are you doing?” she whispers, her lips almost begging me to suck on them like a lollipop.

“Please… don’t come any closer.” Her hand grazes my chest, and a small puff of delicious air escapes her lips. I want to taste her. Lick her. See if she’s as delicious as she looks and smells. I’ve caught her, and my cock wants the prize.

“I think you want me to come closer.” I smirk. “I think you want me to—” A loud thud of boots interrupts us. I turn to glare at the person who dares to fucking come near me.

Crusher stops midstep as his eyes widen. “Shit.” Looking at me, then at the girl, he clears his throat. “Uh, Prez is here, and the VP.” He nods. “They want you to bring her to them… when you’re done, of course.” He looks about as uncomfortable as my aching balls feel.

He nods again. Taking a breath, I back up. Either that or I might kill him. This has to be fucking exhaustion. What the hell am I doing?

“I’ll tell them you’re on your way.” Crusher gives me a thumbs-up, then takes off, his loud boots making my head ache.

“Gia?” the girl screams, causing what little patience I had to disintegrate.

“Shh,” I snap harshly.

She bites her bottom lip but stops screaming.

“Christ, what is wrong with you?” She looks at me like I’m the one who’s insane.

“Come on.” I take her hand to drag us back down the stairs, but of course she starts to struggle. What the hell did I do to deserve this fucking day?

When I stop abruptly, she slams into my back. I take a deep breath and turn toward her. “You need to relax. No one is going to hurt you. The Prez and Axel want to see you, so you can either walk or I can carry you, but one way or another, you’re gonna go.”

“I’m here to get Gia. My name is Julianna. I promise that’s all I’m here for. I don’t understand why I would have to meet the Prez.” Her voice is getting louder by the second. I’d start laughing, but clearly she’s scared, and for some reason that bothers me.

I’m gonna kill Axel.

“Julianna.” I frown, liking the way her name rolls off my tongue way too much. Still, I gentle my voice so as to reason with her. She’s taking small gasps again. “No one is going to hurt you. They want to make sure you’re okay since you woke the clubhouse up screaming for help.”

Her eyes shift up to mine, and for a split second I’m uncomfortable. There’s something about this girl.

“Okay?” I have to fight myself not to touch her. What the fuck?

“Okay,” she whispers, straightening her shoulders.

Great, now I’m gonna have to go in with her to make sure nothing goes wrong.

“Good girl.”

Her gaze reveals every single thing I should never see or feel.

She likes it.

We’re fucked.




 

 

 

[image: ]

 

JULIANNA

Past

Disciples’ clubhouse

Burbank, CA

 

“Good girl.” My stomach flips. Something is happening to me, has happened to me, and it’s all I can do to breathe. Warmth floods straight to my core. All I want is to find Gia and get out of here alive. Clearly I’m out of control. I can’t even formulate sentences, much less my thoughts.

With his large, tan hands, he rubs his muscled neck, and I’m struck by his sheer presence. Up close he’s even more beautiful… and huge, with dark, almost-black hair, tan skin, and full lips. He’s a giant-sized man, which should intimidate me, but instead, his size makes me feel strangely secure.

Maybe it’s just him? It has to be. I’ve never felt like this ever. I need to go, but now I have to meet the Prez? That must mean president of the gang, or club I think Gia calls it. Club sounds way better than gang, so I’m sticking with that.

“Come on.” He inclines his head and I nod, following, ignoring this attraction that has made me question my sanity, ignoring all the curious faces that stare at us as I pass.

Though I try to smile, my lips twitch with terror. Surely I look insane, having screamed for help mere moments ago.

If this wasn’t actually happening to me, I wouldn’t believe it. But it’s happening. I’m about to come face to face with a real live president of a biker club. All I can do is trust Khal Drogo.

He stops at a black wooden door and pounds on it while I stare at his broad back. His black leather vest has wings and a dagger on it.

Holy God.

“I can’t do this,” I announce as the door opens and a tall, redheaded man stares at us. He frowns and brings a bottle of Jack to his lips.

“Oh my God. I can’t—”

“You’re fine,” Drogo snaps, placing his hand on the lower part of my back.

My pulse races. I have to stop all this. Despite already having a bad reputation with this guy, I have no reason to be scared or think I’m going to be murdered in this room. Besides, that redheaded, tan guy is freaking hot and won’t move out of the doorway.

I’m doomed. God, I have to stop watching dark, twisted TV shows. That, and my love for horror movies has made me act like a raving lunatic.

“Edge, get the fuck out of the way.” Drogo pushes the redhead back. He smiles as I pass.

What is going on? Glancing around the room, I feel like this is a dream, or I’m in an episode of the Twilight Zone. It’s dark and smells like booze and smoke. Tons of neon beer signs hang on the sad-looking, dull walls along with a giant, beat-up wooden table in the middle.

Axel, Gia’s brother, stands shirtless, feet apart, holding a large purple bong. Thank God it’s dark in here.

“Julianna.” He inhales, then hands the bong to a blond guy sitting at the head of the table with booted feet propped on the edge as he rocks back in his chair.

An hour ago, Axel Fontaine saying my name would have made me tongue-tied and flustered. But after witnessing Drogo and the woman, Axel seems pretty tame. He pulls out a chair, and on an exhale, grunts, “Sit.”

The stink of marijuana instantly replaces all the odors in the large room as Drogo takes my arm and I automatically sit. At this point, I’m rolling with it. The blond guy, who must be the Prez, lets his boots drop with a loud thud and lights up the bong. The loud water sounds like coffee being brewed with all that bubbling and percolating or whatever going on.

When I look up, Drogo’s right there, not sitting and not leaving. Perfect. I’m sure he’s waiting for the signal and then boom, I’m dumped in a shallow grave.

“Ryder, why the fuck is my sister’s best friend screaming that Drogo is going to kill her?” I turn to look at Axel, then back at Drogo who is apparently named Ryder, then over at the blond god of a president sitting at the head of the table.

“I’m so sorry. I’m… that is, I was early.” I clear my throat. The smoke is so thick it’s almost like I’m sitting inside a cloud. Axel raises a dark brow and grins at me, then leans over for a pack of cigarettes. Though I’m trying hard to stay focused on the neon sign over his head, his naked chest is beyond distracting.

Jeez, he’s hot. Not anywhere as magnificent as Drog—Ryder—but to be honest, I’ve never met a man like the one standing behind me. What happened upstairs? Was he trying to scare me or kiss me? Either way, I need to get Gia and leave.

“You’re early.” Axel lights a cigarette, eyes narrowing on me as I squirm in my seat, racking my brain to make sure he didn’t say to show up at a certain time. No, he didn’t. All he told me was to get his sister out of his room as fast as possible.

“I’m a morning person,” I say to the blond president who snorts at this. He pushes out of his seat and stands, and my eyes widen. Granted he’s large, but what makes me stare is the energy, the power that radiates off him.

“I’m tired. Gonna try to get a couple hours of sleep,” he grumbles. “Anything else I need to know?”

“No.” Ryder’s voice makes me shiver. It’s not loud, but it’s almost menacing. I squirm in the chair. If I was religious, I’d pray right now, beg God to get me out of this room and away from this giant who makes me want to allow him to do all sorts of nasty things to me.

The president scans my face and frowns, which makes me more than uncomfortable. All the other guys are drinking and smoking. Why is he looking at me like that?

“I better get Gia before the traffic gets bad.” I vomit out the words so fast and loud that now all eyes do turn to me.

Axel cocks his head. “Did you know?”

I lick my lips, which are dry even though I know I put lipstick on.

“What?” I croak.

“Were you in on her plan?” He laughs, but none of this is funny. “Of course, you were. Is that how she had money?” He leans both hands on the table and I have to fight my gut reaction to run. Instead, I take a breath and shake my head. It’s better than trying to outright lie. I was the one who gave her the loan so that she could fulfill her dream. Unfortunately, it turned out to be a nightmare, but at least she tried.

“Some friend you are.” He snorts, and the sting of his words goes straight to my chest. This is unfair. I’m the very best friend, loyal, supportive. What the–?

Axel straightens and points to the ceiling as he takes a swig from the bottle on the table. “My baby sister lies to me, somehow manages to finagle her way on tour with the Stuffed Pussies, and you don’t think to stop her.”

I can’t even respond because he’s not asking a question.

“She’s upstairs, looking like a fucking zombie because that piece-of-shit Granger broke her heart,” he says.

I open my mouth to defend myself and Gia, but it snaps shut when he kicks a chair across the room. All I can do is watch in horror.

“I told her no.”

“I’m so sorry.” My nails dig into the wooden table waiting for… I don’t even know what I’m waiting for anymore.

His blue eyes pierce me and I shiver. I’ve never been around violence before. I was raised by people who hardly talked, unless it was about money or clothes.

“Let it go, Axel.” The deep, gravelly voice behind me makes my heart leap to my throat.

That, and all the guys turn and stare at the warrior, the beast, who has to be the bravest of all men to stand up to Axel.

What is wrong with me? He’s as scary as Axel, maybe more so, and now I’m going to witness more violence if the narrowing of his dark golden eyes is any indication.

Axel cocks his head and smiles at him, then looks at me. The anger and pain in his eyes makes me want to slither away and melt into the floor.

I’m going to kill Gia.

That is, if I survive today.

“The fuck you doing, Ryder?” His voice is quiet, almost eerie, as the president walks over to stand by Axel’s side. Both of them stare at Ryder, who doesn’t seem fazed at all.

“You okay, Ryder? I know it’s been a long couple of days.” The president frowns at him and I wonder if he ever smiles.

“I’m fine, Blade. Axel needs to back off. He’s worried about Gia. We all are. He doesn’t need to scare her friend.” Again, the room is silent, besides the buzz of the neon sign.

Dangerous energy bounces off the walls, and it’s like I’ve been slapped in the face with it. These men might look beautiful, but they are not to be played with. They’re not good. In fact, I’ve never met someone as scary as any one of them.

Poor Gia. I mean, this is her brother. Poor Granger. He’s lucky he’s still alive. Wait, what am I thinking? Poor me.

I glance around the room. Everyone waits. The smoke dances before my face as the sun filters in through the window.

“He’s right, Axel. Bitch at Gia. Leave the friend alone,” the president says, nodding at me. “Go get Gia. Axel will feel better when she’s back at school.”

I blink at him. Do I say something?

“Go, Julianna.” Ryder’s gravelly voice goes straight to my core. When I peer up at him, his golden eyes almost take my breath away. They are mesmerizing, almost intimate, and for a second, I see my future.

Then I run.
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I ignore the rude comments from the blur of bikers and take the stairs two at a time.

This is it. I will never be so naïve and stupid again. All I’m focusing on is not tripping. I absolutely refuse to humiliate myself further.

Great, which door is Axel’s? It has to be this one. I don’t even bother knocking and pound on it.

Nothing. All I hear are people laughing and yelling downstairs, but no Gia.

“Fantastic.” I rub my knuckles, which are killing me from my violent knocking, and turn to see the redhead shake his head at me as he opens what I assume is his room’s door.

“Excuse me? Is this Gia? I mean is this Axel’s room, where Gia is?” It’s like I can’t form words today and I’m on the verge of tears.

“Yep.” The door slams in my face, which strangely makes me feel better. Clearly these guys are not thinking about me—they’re all self-absorbed. Well, besides Ryder, and that might just be my own hopes and imagination.

“Screw this.” The handle turns easily, and I push the door open, banging it loudly against the wall.

“Fantastic,” I groan, walking into the dark tomb.

“Axel. I swear to God, go away,” Gia screams as a pillow whizzes by my head.

“Oh my God. Are you completely insane? It’s me.” Slamming the door, I lean against it, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.

“Julianna?” Gia sounds confused.

“Yes, it’s me. Stop throwing stuff. I’m freakin’ out enough already.” I push off the door and feel around for a light switch.

“What? I mean, what are you doing here?”

I flip on the light. Gia screams, holding her hands up as if she’s a vampire and I’ve thrown her out in the morning sun.

“Holy fuck. Turn it off, turn it off.” She falls back into the giant black bed and puts a pillow on her head.

“What’s wrong with you?” I snap. To be honest, I’m wiped out and ready to lie down next to her and hide myself, yet self-preservation tells me we need to get out of here while we can. “I left you a message yesterday.”

Glancing around the large room, I notice a long row of guitars. Aside from Gia’s clothes on the floor, Axel’s room looks clean.

“I don’t have my phone anymore,” she mumbles under the pillow.

I snatch it away. “Get up. We need to go. I’ll tell you everything on the way back to—what are you wearing?” I stare at her. She’s in a fetal position in some rag of a T-shirt that doesn’t even cover her butt.

“Gia?” Sitting down next to her I can actually feel her sadness seep into me. And then she starts to weep, or maybe she’s been crying the whole time. All I know is this is not good.

“Are you… can I get you anything?” I go to rub her shoulder, but it’s awkward. Crying and showing emotion are something else I never grew up with. My dad doesn’t show emotion, and my mom is way too self-absorbed to even think I would want or need a hug every once in a while. That’s why I almost scream when her cold hand reaches for mine. She sobs quietly.

“I’m so sorry, Gia. I didn’t know you were this bad.” I blink back my own tears. What has happened to my beautiful friend?

“I can’t get up today,” she stutters and turns her face into the mattress. “Maybe tomorrow, maybe never.” She screams the last part at me.

“I…” This day can’t get any worse. I have zero idea what I’m doing or how to help her, so I say the first thing that comes to mind. “I think your brother would like you to go back to school.”

She turns her head to look at me, and I blink at her appearance. Oh my God. She looks horrible, like beyond horrible. I barely recognize her. Her green eyes are almost swollen shut from what seems to be nonstop crying, her nose is red, and her long dark hair is in a ratty bun that looks as if it hasn’t been brushed out in days.

“Axel doesn’t understand.” She sits up and tries to breathe, but her nose is so stuffed she simply gasps for air. “I can’t think straight right now.” Her eyes search my face for something she must not see, and she shakes her head.

“You don’t understand. I’ll never be the same again. I love him. And he… he destroyed us,” she sputters, tears still trailing down her cheeks as she hits the side of the bed for full effect. A bit dramatic, but that’s Gia. At least I see a little of her spirit. That’s a good thing because this Gia is unnerving.

I nod. What else can I do? This is a delicate situation. Like one wrong word and she’s gonna totally lose it. She puffs out some air and tries to wipe the tears away, then stares at me.

Suddenly I understand Axel’s anger. How dare this happen to Gia! I’m about to suggest a shower might make her feel better when she grabs my hand and starts to tell me everything, the good, bad, and full-on ugly that she’s been through the last seven weeks. Some I had already heard, but a lot she had conveniently edited out of our phone calls. It’s upsetting and awful and right now, I really despise Rhys Granger.

I take a deep breath, wanting to move away from her, shield myself from her heartache. I’ll never be her, never. I don’t know why the combination of her agony and honesty is suddenly making me angry, but it is. I want to scream at her that I told her to be careful. That he was a rock star and might not be everything she was convinced he was. But what good does that do now? She’s a mess. Clearly, we’re not getting on the road today. That weird feeling of anxiety, adrenaline… whatever it is makes me shiver as if someone has walked over my grave.

A dark-haired god covered in tattoos flashes through my mind. Instantly I jump up, rubbing my arms as if it’s freezing in here. Gia blinks at me, and for a moment I think she’s going to ask me what’s wrong. And I would tell her. I want to tell her, need to tell her. Instead, she flops back onto the bed and curls into a ball.

I’m tempted to crawl in with her, but I need to think. They want us out, though no one is getting Gia out until Gia is ready, so there’s that. I take a breath and remove my jacket. It’s not cold at all, and even with the weird goose bumps I keep getting, I’m starting to sweat.

“Can you turn off the light, please?” Gia’s voice is barely a whisper.

After turning off the light, I sit in a chair and lean my head back, trying to form a plan. But all my mind can focus on is him.

He’s everything that I will never have.

Powerful. Intimidating. Exciting… a bad boy to the hundredth degree. God, he might even be a killer.

I can’t have him, don’t want him. But that’s a lie. Deep inside, I know the truth. He made me feel things, and everything is different. And now, I’m scared he might be the only thing in this world I do need.
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“Boris, get to the fucking point.” Blade lights up a cigarette, then tosses the pack to me.

Boris smiles, and his ugly gold tooth might as well have a sign on it saying ‘Kick Me Here’. I look away because I know he knows. We all know he knows, but he has no proof, or we’d be in a war instead of looking at his ugly face.

“I mean no disrespect as I am in your castle.” He looks around our conference room. It’s unlike me to be volatile, but these fucking pigs need to all be lined up and gunned down. We sell them drugs and guns, and even though we all know they’re into human trafficking, it was never obvious before.

Until a week ago.

The one thing you can always count on is A) they have nothing to lose and B) they will fuck up every time when vodka is involved.

That day was supposed to be a simple drop-off of Blade’s drug and guns. Get the cash and go. We never expected to see them bringing in a shipment of girls.

No fucking women. No fucking kids. I didn’t even think. Just put two rounds in each of their heads as Axel and Edge dug the graves.

Messy.

The driver ended up in a grave down the street. Of course, he had to be the brother of a higher-up…hence, Boris sitting in our fucking Church.

“None taken.” Blade props his booted feet on the edge of the table and folds his hands on his stomach.

“You know we search for Alex, Sergei, and poor Ivan… especially Ivan. You see he was the youngest brother of our Brigadier Alexei.” His voice trails off.

“Sucks, man. How can we help?” Blade drops his feet with a loud thud as I look at the piece-of-shit scum stinking up our conference room in their ugly sweatsuits.

They’re big, clearly here to send a message. Unfortunately, I’m bigger and far smarter.

“Well, I had hoped you could maybe help us understand why your men were the last to see them.”

And there it is. Blade slowly stands, and I remain seated. Axel moves forward and the room crackles with an energy that makes my dick hard.

“Say that again?” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes as the sweatsuit scum unzip their jackets.

Boris holds up his hand signaling for them to stop. “Again, I”—he motions to his guys—“we come in respect. We do business a long time with you.” His beady eyes find mine.

My chair scrapes loudly, breaking the silence in the room, and I stand to my full height.

“Then in all due respect,” Blade says, “my men dropped off our shipments, got our money, and left.”

Boris straightens his sleeve, his tattoos peeking through, fucking thug. His dad was high up in the KGB. It’s the only reason he’s gotten as far as he has.

“And you didn’t see a truck, by chance? In passing? Anything that might help us?” He smiles.

“Nah, when we left, Sergei and Alex were laughing and drinking vodka. I offered them a toke, but they declined.” Axel lights up a cigarette, his eyes narrowing on Boris who continues to stay focused on me yet speaks to Axel.

“Ah yes, Alex and Sergei like vodka, but then who doesn’t? Besides pussy and money, what could be better?” He smiles as his group of sweatsuits behind him laugh.

“Unfortunately, we are in somewhat… how do you say?” He looks back at his guys. “In a predicament—that’s the word. See, Sergei, Ivan, and Alex, along with the truck filled with the precious cargo, have vanished. That cargo was worth a lot of money. Also, we worry for our Sergei, Alex, and Ivan. Their families are concerned.” He looks at Blade, then back at me as if that is going to tell him anything.

“We do go way back, Boris. So my advice is to track their asses, not come around here unannounced.”

Boris slowly turns to face Blade, his right eye twitching.

I smile and cross my arms. The thing about the Russians is they let the booze and greed get in their way. Don’t get me wrong; they’re scary motherfuckers. They’ve got nothing to lose, which makes them dangerous. But we’ve got nothing to lose too. That, and we don’t make our money selling and raping women and children.

“It’s late.” Blade leans across the table to grab a bottle of Wild Turkey, the cracking of the seal the only sound in the room.

“You let me know if Misha can’t keep our appointed time next week.” He brings the bottle to his lips as someone knocks on the door. “Enter.” Blade’s eyes stay focused on Boris.

Tracker comes in, the sound of Ozzy Osbourne’s “Crazy Train” spilling into the room.

“You have party?” Boris motions to the door.

Axel snorts. “I’d ask you to stay, but sometimes you get… how do you say… fucking aggressive.” Is it disrespectful? Yeah, but Axel doesn’t care.

Boris looks at him as I move to stand behind him. Smiling, Boris backs away.

“I never remembered you not liking to share, Axel.” He turns and bows at him. “Maybe another time. I just remembered we need to talk to the Chinese.”

“Good idea. You be sure to give our best to V,” Axel says.

Nobody says more as they saunter to the door, then pause dramatically like that’s gonna scare us. I’m ready to put bullets in all their heads and bury them with the other Russians. Tracker shuts the door and I sit and reach for the bottle of Wild Turkey.

“Get Ox,” Blade demands.

Tracker nods as Axel turns on the monitors. I’ve beefed up our security. We have cameras installed almost everywhere. I should be the one making sure they leave, yet all I can think about is that she’s gone. I should be thankful. The clubhouse is not a place for her. Boris and his piece-of-shit posse showing up are just a nice reminder. We’re the most feared and largest MC in the West. Not because we’re lucky, but because we don’t let anything slip. We have no weaknesses.

And that sets you free, makes you powerful. Keeps the rats at bay.

This Russian ordeal was messy, but what little of my soul is left couldn’t let them live. Something in me snapped. That truck wasn’t supposed to be there if the look on Ivan’s face was any indication. I knew what was in the back. It’s not like we don’t know that the Russians are involved in trafficking.

But for some reason, seeing it made me lose my shit. Even with Edge telling me we should walk away. He was right, but as soon as they opened the back of the truck, all of us were done. There were at least twenty women and children bound, scared, and beaten.

I saw red.

Edge called the Feds, leaving an anonymous tip where they could find the truck as Axel and I buried the Russian pigs.

Just more corpses, more ghosts, that will one day come and talk to me in my sleep. But tonight… tonight, I’m gonna get fucked up, purge myself of my sins.

Axel grabs the bottle from me as the room comes into focus. You can feel it. Our combined energy is not good, weighted down, heavy with the last few weeks.

We need to rage, release the poisons. I’m gonna wait for Ox first. No pussy until he’s swept the whole room and property. Then I’ll relax.

Flashes of honey-streaked hair and plump lips that haunt me run through my head. Christ, she’s gone. I need to stop now.

Julianna.

The source of my strange fixation has left. The Russians are a headache but easily dealt with. She, on the other hand, has been a frustration bordering on torture.

It’s Friday. She got here Monday. Every day I waited to hear that she and Gia were gone, and every night she was still here, distracting me with her ridiculous dresses and fucking scent.

That scent. Apples dipped in caramel? Maybe vanilla, with a slight bit of citrus. It lingers in rooms, waiting for me. As if she was put on this earth to tempt only me. Maybe she was. I asked Axel yesterday if he smelled it, and all he said was “What? The coffee?”

I’m a thirty-year-old man, and I can’t seem to stop this need, this force I have for this particular woman.

I motion for Axel to give me the bottle back, biting my tongue not to ask him if they’re definitely gone. Instead, I drown the question down my throat with bourbon.

She’s an unhealthy addiction. Axel said they were leaving, so I’m sure they’re gone. And I don’t need any more of Blade’s looks at me. Ever since the other day when I confronted Axel about them, Blade has been looking at me strangely.

Whatever. I had to say something—for everyone’s sake. They were never gonna leave, and for the first time in my life, I don’t trust myself.

I want her.

If she didn’t get out of here, it would only be a matter of time before I fucked her, and that can’t happen. She needs to go back to school, marry a rich man, and be whatever it is that she was raised to be.

That’s how it’s supposed to be, not hanging out in a bikers’ compound. I bring the bottle to my lips as I see her getting herself off that first day. The way she watched me as she frantically rubbed her cunt until she fucking came, that takes balls.

Goddamn it, now my cock is fucking hard.

This is why I insisted Axel do something. Otherwise, this internal battle I’m having… well, let’s just say I’m getting ready to forfeit. My head can only listen for so long before my dick takes over. Then there’s no going back. She’d be mine.

The door swings open and my eyes dart to Crystal. I take a deep breath, almost grateful for her presence, which only proves how bad this woman has affected me. I’m never happy to see Crystal, with her artificial red hair and giant fake breasts. I have no tolerance for her dramatics.

She was Chuckie’s girl. He actually loved her, so her turning into the club whore and setting her eyes on Blade rubs me the wrong way.

Chuckie was my friend—best friend, really. We met when I was fifteen and doing community service. He was doing it too. I was basically living on friends’ couches, trying to avoid my mother. After that day when she disowned me, I lived in the backyard like a discarded dog until a neighbor called child protective services and my mom was forced to let me back in.

She never got over my brother and father dying in the car accident and blamed me. I couldn’t even walk by her without her chanting a prayer and holding her crucifix up at me as if I were the devil.

The problem was my friends’ parents either felt bad for me, or wanted me out, not that I blame them. I was a big kid, and at fifteen I was already six three. But Chuckie was different. He was also the son of the president of the Disciples and had zero cares. He took me to the clubhouse, and within a week I had packed what little things I owned and moved in, sleeping on the floor or a couch when one was available.

They gave me food, taught me to ride, shoot. The bigger I got, the more they liked it, and soon I was fighting to prove my spot.

I knew this was my family, my only family. Chuckie and the other Disciples became my brothers. It didn’t matter that he drank too much and let pussy rule his brain. I had his back.

Until I didn’t.

“Hey.” Crystal’s voice brings me back to the now as she sits on the edge of the table, smiling.

Blade ignores her as I stand.

“You okay, man?”

His voice reminds me that unlike Chuckie, Blade doesn’t let the pussy and booze rule him.

He brought us back from hell, made us strong. It’s why I followed him and Axel and joined the SEALs. Chuckie passed on me to be his enforcer, and not gonna lie, that was a slap in the face. But that was Chuckie. As much as I loved him, he wasn’t loyal, nor was he a good president.

I grin at Blade. “I’m fine. I’m gonna get a bottle and a bunny,” I say over my shoulder as Ox walks in.

“Oh, Ryder. Please pick Ashley. She’s one of my new girls at the club. She’s kind of shy. I need you to help her loosen up.”

I grunt, which usually does fine as an answer. I don’t listen to Crystal, nor do I have any intention of helping her.

Ox glances around. I stop next to him. He’s a fucking machine, the best cleaner I’ve ever seen.

“Let me know everything.”

“Of course.” He scans the room. We call it “going into Ox world” because he can forget about the entire world while he focuses on his job. One little thing that’s off, a bottle that’s moved, and he remembers where everything goes.

“Ryder, don’t take Caitlyn, you greedy bastard,” Axel calls after me as I make my way down the hall. The music’s so loud it ricochets off the walls, vibrating through my chest as I walk.

The front door is open, and through the screen I see Boris on his phone standing next to his shitty Mercedes. One stupid Russian stands like a statue with the door open for him.

Visions of taking my gun and blowing his head off fill my mind.

Yeah, I’m off.

This is unlike me. Screw Axel. I hadn’t even thought about who I was gonna fuck tonight, but because he’s a dick, and because he’s Axel and the reason I’m in this condition… I’m definitely taking Caitlyn.

The snap of the pool table and smoke drifting in from the bonfire pit make me relax as my eyes find her in the corner. Caitlyn. She can deep throat your cock like a fucking pro, which is why Axel wants her tonight. She grins at me, her bubblegum pink lips so pumped full of collagen they shine all the way across the room. That, and her blond hair, bugs me, but I push those thoughts away.

I smile at the rumble of bikes pulling in and my brothers’ laughter as the screen door bangs open with their entrance.

Yeah, tonight, we’re gonna rage.
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“Um, I guess I’ll go see if I can get us something to eat and drink.” My eyes stray over to Gia who is arguing and crying on the phone with her mom. This has been a disaster. I’m living in a motorcycle clubhouse. I have no words. My dad called asking why my phone’s tracker was off, and why the BMW said I was in Burbank, California instead of Berkeley. So I twisted the truth saying I picked up Gia on the way and that it must be broken. Okay, I lied.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t that hard once I got started. I stare at my friend who hasn’t heard a word I’ve said and try to ignore the loud growling in my stomach. I’m freakin’ starving. We’ve got to get out of here for a bunch of reasons, food being one of them. It’s clear I’m gonna have to tough love her. I mean, Axel came in last night saying we had to go…

Apparently, Gia doesn’t find her brother as scary as I, or others, seem to since she looked at him like he was crazy and burst into tears. He left, mumbling something about killing Granger. I’m really hoping that was just my imagination.

I’m like a fish out of water here. I try to smile and be friendly, but with Ryder being all dark and intense and Axel kicking us out, we need to make our move. I’m already turning into a person I don’t know or recognize. And to be honest, it’s freaking me out.

Glancing over at Gia, I sigh. She’s a mess, although she did take a shower this morning. I want to be mad at her for falling apart like this. She’s the strongest person I know. Freakin’ Granger, he’s ruined her.

“So I’ll be back.” I clear my throat and wave at her as she looks up at the ceiling. I need to get out of the room before I go mad. Maybe I’ll walk around.

“You know what? I’m going to get some—” My voice drops away as Gia holds up her hand and screams about pain and groupies into the phone.

“Perfect.” I nod and slip out the door. Loud music hits me in the face. A bunch of girls in high heels give me a dirty stare as they walk into one of the rooms next to ours. Great, they’re having a party. My stomach drops. I can’t walk around with a party going on. I shouldn’t even be out of the room. My mind instantly goes to Ryder in that wooded area, touching that woman.

“Pull it together,” I whisper, making my body mold to the wall, slowly moving down toward the stairs. I’ll just grab us something from the fridge. Amy was bringing us delicious meals, but I haven’t seen her all day. She must think we’re gone since that was the last thing Axel yelled at us last night. Even a couple of bananas would hold us over till morning. Leaving tonight is not happening. Not with the massive fight Gia’s having with her mom. We’ll be lucky if we’re out of here by Sunday.

Again, my stomach flips and my face heats up. Cautiously I slither down the stairs. I see bikers and a lot of women wearing almost nothing, but so far, no one sees me. Just a few more steps and I’ll bolt to the right and into the safest spot in this whole clubhouse: Amy’s kitchen.

I haven’t been here long, but what I’ve learned is no one, and I mean no one, messes with Amy or her kitchen. Which is funny because she’s my favorite person here so far. Well, that and this shy guy named Dewey. He’s been nice, asking if I’m okay. Other than them, no one else talks to me. I saw Blade, the president, once in passing. His vibe was not friendly. Actually, everyone is scary and rather rude.

Whatever, I’ll just grab us some food and maybe a bottle of something. Axel used to leave a bunch on his bar area, but yesterday a prospect came and took all the alcohol. Not like I’m a big drinker, but it does distract Gia enough to at least stop surfing the web and YouTube and constantly crying over a song. I hope they have vodka and not just whiskey and tequila. Gia seems to have fewer crying jags with vodka. Maybe I can snag some fresh-squeezed orange juice, but I only have two hands, so we get what we get and don’t get upset.

When I get to the darkened kitchen, I hesitate for a moment. I peer over at the living room and pool table area. It’s loud and crowded with bodies and smoke.

No Drogo. I take a breath. I need to stop looking for him and calling him that. He’s not the mythical warlord from TV; he’s a man whom I need to stay away from, I think. I haven’t seen him in days, which should make me relax and try to be positive that getting out of here is really gonna happen.

But I can’t stop thinking about him. “Just stay on task,” I whisper. Preparing to turn on the kitchen light, I wonder if that’s allowed. Every room in this house seems to be alive, and yet no one is anywhere near the kitchen. I wonder if Amy doesn’t allow anyone in when she’s not here.

Well, I’m starving. I’ll write her a polite thank-you note saying I grabbed us a little something to eat and then run back to Axel’s room. I wish I could go outside, but Axel said no, and that’s probably for the best. Look what happened last time I was outside? I don’t think I can handle seeing Ryder with another woman. In my fantasy, he’s all mine—grabbing my neck, bringing my mouth to his. Rough, intense, exciting. My heart speeds up and I’m slightly breathless as I blink at the large, dark kitchen. It smells like lemons and bleach, and for some reason that makes me move fast, though I try not to bruise my leg while stepping around the barstools and heading to the large stainless-steel refrigerator.

Maybe a sandwich would be the best choice, easy and fast. Jeez, this fridge is huge and packed with food. I’m scared to move anything in case it all tumbles out. So much meat and vegetables.

I grab the peanut butter and a couple of ginger ales, figuring that’s better than straight whiskey. Good grief, is there anything else I can take? I scan the dark kitchen in search of a banana, maybe some bread. Cheese and crackers would be perfect. This is stupid. I have to turn on the light at least for a minute. Otherwise, we’re stuck with raw meat or soda.

“You’re new.” The voice makes me drop the ginger ale as I melt back into the coolness of the refrigerator.

A man stands in the doorway. The light behind him conceals his face. All I see is his silhouette. He’s of medium build and wearing a suit. I don’t know if it’s the suit or that his energy is not good. Like, this person is mean, and I inch back farther into the refrigerator. He turns to look behind him as if he’s looking for someone, and I get a glimpse of his profile. He’s older than I thought, and nothing about him seems special besides the fact that he clearly doesn’t belong here.

“What’s your name, my little butterfly?”

His voice is soft and has an accent. Russian? Armenian? All I know is I need to stay away from him. I slide farther away.

He enters the kitchen and I look around the darkened room, wondering if I can bolt to the knives that Amy keeps on the island. I’ve never felt like this in my life, like I’m close to someone who is truly evil. I hear myself pant as he moves closer.

“Ahhh, you’re scared. Don’t be. I just want to see your face.” He almost purrs.

The terror makes my legs shake.

“I knew there was a reason I needed to come here today. A diamond in all this trash.” His breath smells of garlic, and BO clings to his suit. I need to run or maybe scream. Something bad is about to happen.

“Don’t be afraid—”

“Boris, you forget something?” His voice fills the room, stopping the man as I reach behind me to steady myself. He’s here—the most wonderful man in the world. His tall form fills the kitchen and I nearly jump into his arms.

Light floods the room as he leans casually on the doorframe. Holy God, he is everything. Trying to breathe so as not to pass out, I stare at him, the most incredible man, a warrior. He really is Khal Drogo coming to save me.

The hissing sound of one of the ginger ales that I dropped, along with the wetness of the spray, snaps me out of the delusion that Ryder is Drogo. As he pushes off the frame and crosses his arms, I’m forced to acknowledge that he’s way more dangerous than this Boris man, though not creepy.

“How much?” Boris demands as he turns to face Ryder.

“Well, seeing as we don’t buy and sell women, I’ll ignore the question.”

My eyes drift to the area behind him where a couple of guys in sweatsuits are hovering. I open my mouth to say something, but his dark eyes silence me. Instead, I grip the counter.

“Come now, Ryder, everyone has a price.” He smiles. The guy’s odor is terrible. Does he not use deodorant? I almost gag but seem unable to do anything but watch Ryder stare at him in a way that makes every single cell in my body tingle.

“Leave,” Ryder states as if he’s giving a dog a command. I can’t look away from him. The man is that awe-inspiring.

“Interesting.” Boris looks at me, then back at him. “I thought I left my phone.”

“You didn’t.”

He smiles and cocks his head as he brings his hand up holding his phone. “You’re right, I seem to have found it.” He turns to me and I fight back the urge to cover my mouth, but I’m not certain I can move.

“Butterfly.” He winks at me again and I want to run behind Ryder, but the most I seem capable of right now is holding myself up. This man is not right. It’s in his eyes; they’re dead. How does a person get to be like that?

The men in sweatsuits walk away, but my eyes find Ryder’s. He ignores Boris as he passes. I’m going to puke. Thank God I have nothing in my stomach because unlike Boris’s, Ryder’s eyes are not dead.

“The fuck are you still doing here?” he hisses, his laidback attitude gone now that Boris has left.

“I—”

He holds up a finger to silence me and rapidly types on his phone. My stomach was already queasy, but now it’s doing flips. He looks up. I can’t breathe, move, do anything but watch him.

“Are you stupid?” he demands.

I blink at him. Did he just call me stupid?

“What? I’m not stupid.” Hopefully I sound fierce, insulted, because I am. Unfortunately, I’m also fighting terror. Great. He’s way too close…

“Why would you let that animal near you? Do you have any idea what he does to women?”

My head is spinning, like I’m off balance.

“I just came to get some food. Usually Amy—”

“You’re supposed to be gone.”

His fist pounds the cabinets as he cages me in. I don’t know if I just screamed and reached for him in fear, or if I’m freaking out and about to faint. But my one hand clutches his cotton black shirt, and the other is digging into his leather vest.

“I came to get some food,” I repeat. I need to let go. He’s looking at me like he wants to kill me, if his clenched jaw and the narrowing of his eyes are any indication.

“That man is an animal. Why would you just stand there?”

“I didn’t know he was there. I—”

“Julianna.” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Do you not have any… self-preservation?”

I’m starting to shake. I can’t even defend myself because he’s right. What am I doing? Clearly these men are dangerous, and even though they may look hot, they’re still in this club. I have to believe they might be criminals even if Gia doesn’t want to acknowledge it.

“Fuck.” He grabs me and pulls me to his hard chest.

My head falls back as the scent of leather and spice invades my senses, branding me. Am I losing it? My reaction to this man is not normal. I need to run, yet my body is on fire, I’m achy, and all I want is for his lips and hands to touch me.

“Look at me,” he says gruffly.

My eyes pop open, and everything in my world has suddenly changed. Our eyes lock. Then he lowers his head and his mouth claims mine. I’ve been kissed many times, but nothing like this. This… is pure feeling. He’s rough. His lips are demanding. His powerful arms tighten around me. I groan as our tongues touch, tangle, and I realize he tastes like spiced rum.

This is it. Ryder is the one. I knew it the second I saw him.

“Oh shh-it.” I barely register that we are not alone. Who cares? Apparently, Ryder does because he lets go of me as if I have a disease and looks over at the guy I want to strangle. It’s the same one as before. Why is he trying to ruin my life?

I almost scream no when Ryder gently detaches my hands from his shirt.

“Jesus, Ryder. I had no idea… but… Prez needs you.” I can’t even look at the jerk who seems to be the bane of my existence. The moment is gone, over, before it even got started.

“I’m coming. I need to escort Julianna to her room.” It’s curt. His breath kisses my warm cheeks.

“Ox needs to talk to you, too…” His voice trails away, and for the first time in my life, I actually wish bad vibes on this guy. As if that can work and this bad-luck biker will disappear. God, I want to cry, and I never cry.

This was my chance. I had him. I was ready to give him everything. If only I were more experienced in the art of seduction. As it is, after the Russian, and now this, I can barely stand much less try to keep Ryder interested.

“Let’s go.” His voice is an order. When his hand touches my arm, I jump.

“But food.” I sound like a crazy person, or someone who doesn’t speak English.

“Here.” He grabs a bag of chips and pulls me with him.

“Thank you,” I whisper. Why am I thanking him for chips? This is all that biker’s fault, so I give the jerk a death glare, but we’re moving so fast he’s essentially a blur. Everything is—the loud heavy metal music, the mass of people, and the distinct smell of marijuana that instantly makes my eyes water.

“Julianna, I don’t want you to leave Axel’s room. Do you understand me?” Somehow I can hear him, which is a miracle. Moving his grip from my arm to my hand, he pulls me up the stairs.

“I just wanted food. Amy usually brings it—” God, I’m out of breath. As I stare at his broad, muscled back, the leather vest almost seems to mold to him. I blink at the dagger and wings patch.

“I’ll have food brought to you,” he says tightly.

At once, I’m cold, way more scared than when I was faced with the BO-infested Russian. Ryder sounds done, like he regrets what just happened.

“Do you understand?” He swings me around to face him. I blink up at him, my breathing harsh, and it has nothing to do with racing up the stairs, and more to do with the truth that he’s leaving.

“Yes.” I nod, taking in a huge gulp of air, then instantly coughing.

“Christ.”

I’m so mortified that I can’t even look at him. I’ve never been exactly graceful, but I also have never been like this. Swallowing back the need to cough again, I turn toward Axel’s bedroom door.

“Jul…” He reaches for my hand.

Again I want to cry, which of course I won’t, but these feelings I have for him are scaring me.

“What?” I snip, but it sounds more like a wheeze. His warm hand finds my chin, forcing my eyes to look at him.

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m something I’m not. You and Gia need to pack your shit and go. Otherwise, I’m gonna fuck you.” His voice goes straight to my already wet core, and I shiver. He just said everything I’ve been dreaming of.

“What if I want that?” I fire right back.

He arches a dark brow and we stare at each other. This is my chance—I can feel it. He wants me. He’s gonna take me to his room.

Instead, he gives me the bag of chips.

I’m so stunned that I automatically take them as he growls, “Get your ass inside.”
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Ox walks in, grabs a bottle of Jack, and drops into the chair across from me. “We’re clean.”

“How many did you find?” Blade looks over, rubbing the back of his neck.

To say we all look like hell would be putting it nicely. After last night, I proceeded to partake in some of Axel’s latest shit. I have no idea where he gets his weed or hash. Whatever it was made me numb. That and a bottle of Jose Cuervo sealed the deal.

I should have just fucked a bunny. Saved my brain cells and liver, but my cock wants a blonde with big blue eyes and legs to die for… who is still here. Even now, I can smell her, that faint scent of apples and lemons…

“Ryder?” Blade’s voice cuts into my dull mind.

“Yo?” I say, leaning over to grab the bottle from Ox, who arches a brow but doesn’t hand it over.

“What’s going on with you, man?” There’s worry in Blade’s green eyes. He knows I’m off, and to be honest, I don’t care.

“Insomnia,” I respond. What else am I gonna tell him? That I’m fucking concerned I may have a real problem? That I’m obsessed with Julianna—someone I can never have? Especially since I, myself, can’t seem to figure out this strange fixation.

Blade glances at Axel, then they both look at me. Fucking Axel. I have to fight myself from knocking his boots off the table and punching him in his pretty face. I’m not going to though. He’d probably like it.

“Okay. Here’s what’s happening. I’m having Needles and Edge deal with the Russians, starting now,” Blade says, turning to Ox. “And twice a day I want the clubhouse swept. Axel?” He reaches for the pack of cigarettes. “Make sure you alert the girls at the clubs not to be too friendly with any of the Russians until we see how this all plays out.” He lights up and leans back in the chair.

Boris’s face swims in front of me. What the hell was she thinking last night? Had I not been there for her… He’s a fucking predator, a rapist. I should have put a bullet in his head same as I did with the other Russian rapists.

Butterfly.

He called her Butterfly. Yeah, Blade’s smart to remove me from dealing with them. I’d have a trail of graves following me.

Why didn’t she fight? Scream? Do anything? I can’t stop replaying it in my head over and over, the way she simply stood there.

If she really is that naïve, that shit ends today. I stand with so much force my chair falls backward, causing my brothers to stop talking and look at me. I couldn’t care less. The need to go to her trumps everything happening in here.

“The fuck, Ryder?” Axel frowns at me as I walk past him, pushing the large filing cabinet out of my way to get to our safe. Piles of cash, drugs, and expensive alcohol are lined up neatly in here. I push a box of champagne to the side, allowing me to get to our hardware. I need a .40 Glock. It’ll fit her hand better. I grab one, put it in my waistband, take a couple of clips, and slam the safe shut.

A phone rings, making the uneasy silence in the room more pronounced. I smirk, ignoring their stares as I move to the conference table. Blade holds up his hand, stopping any questions as Axel’s eyes narrow on me. He shakes his head as if he’s got it all figured out. I almost laugh. What they’re worried about is all his making…

Axel stands, grabbing the annoying phone, and moves to the corner to take the call.

“Relax.” I look at Blade who looks anything but calm, not that I can really blame him. I reach for the bottle of Jack from Ox, and motion for the pack of smokes off the table.

“Mom.” Axel’s voice cuts through the uncomfortable vibe as Ox tosses the cigarettes to me.

“Yeah, hold on a second—” Axel lowers the phone. “Where the fuck are you going?”

I ignore him and walk out of the conference room. I’m taking matters into my own hands. Gia is his responsibility, but Julianna is mine.

Barely acknowledging anyone, I take the stairs two at a time. We raged hard last night, and Amy’s gonna be pissed when she sees the state of the clubhouse. My brothers are only now starting to rouse themselves. I move straight to Axel’s room, not even fighting this attraction I have with her anymore. Maybe it’s my insomnia. Or maybe I know deep down inside that this woman is different from all the rest.

I pound on Axel’s door at the same time Edge walks out of his. He shoots me a frown, then runs his hands up and down his face and starts down the stairs. He’s been quiet and dark lately, and it has nothing to do with Russians and everything to do with Dolly.

I can’t fix them; I have my own shit to deal with. And I warned Axel to grow a pair and send Gia and Julianna back to Berkeley, but here we are. Edge is miserable, and I’m pounding on Axel’s door. No matter what happens, she will not be a victim. I’m about to pound again when the door opens and Julianna peeks out, her eyes huge. She partially hides herself behind the door. As if that’s okay, like hiding protects her from me or anyone else.

“Jesus Christ.” I stare at her.

“Ryder?” Her voice sounds raspy, as if she just got up. Shooting me a shy smile, she glances down at her bare feet then back up at me. My ears ring slightly, as if I’m in a tunnel. What the fuck?

She stands, dripping wet, clutching a towel. A towel. Tiny droplets of water trail down her body. I’m at war with myself. The need to rip the towel off her, throw her against the wall, and fuck her hard almost takes over.

Almost.

“Why would you answer the door in a towel?” She blinks at me as if my harsh tone has only now alerted her that she’s naked and wet.

“Oh. I… was in the shower, and Gia is on the pho—” She points behind her as her voice trails off.

Gritting my teeth, I watch the water trail down her flushed neck to her breasts, which are barely concealed by her black towel.

“Get dressed,” I snap, causing her to jump and the towel to slip. One juicy tit with a pink, hard nipple stares at me and I almost put my fist through the wall.

“Christ, Julianna.” I force myself to take a deep breath.

“Oh my God,” she groans, her face beet red.

My patience is now officially gone. My cock is so hard it’s painful, and my head is pounding. Still, scaring her will not help either one of us.

“Put some clothes on. You’re coming with me.” It’s an order, and for a moment she stands there staring at me, then nods. She spins around, giving me a prime view of her toned legs and perfect ass. I can hear Gia inside on the phone, arguing with what I assume is her mom.

Bringing the bottle of Jack to my lips, I pound it back, needing its poison to quench this madness that’s taken hold of me. I shouldn’t be here. This is wrong on so many levels. The first being I have zero control around this one. And that makes me dangerous.

“I’m ready for you.” Julianna rushes out of the bathroom wearing a dress that has to be Gia’s—it actually shows off her figure.

“I mean, not ready for you… I’m just read—” I hold up my hand to stop her mad rambling. The more she stumbles and stutters, the more I want her. Her awkwardness calls to me. I want to build her up, unleash the real Julianna.

She uses the wall for support, slips on a pair of white Converse tennis shoes, and straightens.

“Do I need anything?” Her face is still flushed, but at least she’s dry.

“No.” I reach for her.

She looks back at Gia. “I should tell her I’m leaving.” Her voice sounds breathy.

I take another deep breath and try to ignore that I’m acting like a fucking teenager—I’m thirty, for fuck’s sake.

“Gia,” I say. “I’m taking Julianna to learn how to shoot a gun.”

Gia either doesn’t hear or doesn’t care and continues arguing on the phone.

“Wait. What?” Julianna jerks her hand away and that scent of hers, magnified by the shower, is not making me happy. To be honest, nothing has put a smile on my face the last week, but looking at Julianna stare at me like I just asked her to eat dog shit is not improving it.

“I can’t shoot a gun. I’m a pacifist,” she declares, as if everyone is.

“You’re a what?”

“A pacifist.” She raises her chin, eyes defiant, and I can’t help but shake my head and crack a smile. Now she’s not tongue-tied or awkward? “It means I don’t believe in war. I believe in pea—”

“I know what it means,” I grumble, taking her hand as I march us down the stairs.

“Ryder, I’m serious—”

“Julianna, you’re gonna learn how to protect yourself, because all I see when I look at you is victim, not pacifist.”

“But—” She stops talking as we pass Ox fucking Zara on the pool table, his white ass like a flare. A bunch of brothers are watching or getting off on one of the bunnies as they watch. The smell of booze and weed already permeates the air. When I stop to hold the screen door open for her, Julianna almost barrels into my back.

“Oh my God.” She clings to me and I look down into her horrified eyes. Her perfect mouth forms a small O.

“What?” I arch a brow. “You want to watch Ox fuck her in the ass? I’m sure that’s what’s coming next.” It’s a shitty thing to say, when she’s clearly mortified. This kind of behavior is beneath me. But the way her eyes bugged out at seeing my brother fucking pissed me off.

I’m wound up too tight. Lack of sleep and jerking my cock while thinking about her rather than plunging into a wet pussy is to blame.

That stops now. I’ll teach her to shoot, then I’ll escort her back to Gia. Have a prospect send whoever isn’t taken up to my room, fuck, and sleep the rest of the day.

“I… I’m not like that. I haven’t even had—I mean…” Great, she’s back to the awkwardness. I stop at the bottom of the porch steps. A slew of Harleys are lined up outside. Last night’s fire pits are still smoldering. The sun is out, but the morning is still chilly.

I look down at her. She stares at her shoes and I reach for her chin. Her skin is like whipped cream, soft and smooth, and her blue eyes swim with unshed tears.

“Look.” I motion with my head toward the clubhouse. “That’s common. I hardly notice because that’s how we live. I’m sorry. I haven’t been sleeping much, and I wanted to teach you how to protect yourself. But maybe that’s a mistake.”

She sniffs. Her eyes lock with mine and I almost take a step back. I know her. It’s this familiarity that’s been plaguing me, and yet I know I’ve never seen her before…

“I’m not a victim. Just because I don’t know how to—” She’s interrupted by a couple of strippers’ laughter while they smoke and drink coffee on the porch.

“I’m not…” She looks around, frowning, as if she’s so flustered she’s forgotten what she’s saying.

“Enough. You’re gonna learn how to protect yourself.” I grab her hand, which is like a block of ice, and my first instinct is to wrap her in my arms, rub my warm ones on hers.

Protect.

I remove my leather jacket and hold it out for her. She looks at me and bites her bottom lip as she slips one arm and then the other into it. It dwarfs her, but fuck if my cock doesn’t harden when I see her in it. Pulling it tight around her, she buries her nose in it.

“It smells like you.”

Grunting, I move her toward a wooded area where we keep empty bottles lined up on a brick wall. Usually, I come out here fucked up to shoot at them, but for Julianna, this is a perfect spot to start.

I pull out my phone and text a couple of Burbank PD officers that I’ll be firing off some rounds. We have a good portion of them on the take, and our property is huge, but the popping noise upsets a lot of the neighborhood dogs and horses down the road. Rather than deal with unwanted visitors, I give the cops a heads-up and send them extra cash.

“Ryder, I’ve never seen a gun, much less held one…”

I tighten my hand on hers.

“That’s why I’m gonna teach you.” Fuck, I like the way that sounds. Suddenly, all I can think about is her kneeling, trusting me to guide her…

“Julianna?” It comes out harsher than it needs to, but Jesus, I’m only a man. The farther we get away from everyone, the more I feel and smell her. I stop at a couple of picnic tables.

“Yes?” Her body is too close. Her wet hair is starting to curl around her shoulders. Absently, I wonder if she straightens those gold locks. This is far enough. If I take her farther away, I can’t be held responsible for not fucking her up against a tree.

“I need you to listen to me.” Letting go of her hand, I turn to her. She gives me a slow nod. Clearly she’s not on board, but fuck it, she’s gonna learn to shoot.

“This is a .40 Glock.” I bring the gun out from the back of my waistband and place it on the table. Julianna backs up as if I just placed a viper in front of her.

“This is what you are going to learn on.” I bring out the .40 caliber and set it next to mine. “Now, I can tell you’re afraid of them, and you should be, because you don’t ever pull a gun on someone unless you’re gonna shoot to kill. You understand?”

Her blue eyes dart to mine. “Okay.” She takes a breath.

“I’m not kidding. You bring that gun out, you’re doing it because it’s between your life and theirs.”

“I just can’t imagine I’d ever need to know this. When would my life be in danger?” She looks at the guns, then at me, and before I can even comprehend what I’m doing, I push her long curls off her shoulder. The morning light makes her hair look like expensive, bubbling champagne.

“That’s why I’m teaching you. No one will fuck with you.” I reach for her gun to show her how to load the clip, pull back the slide so a round is in the chamber, and explain that the safety is in the trigger.

After unloading the gun, I hand it to her and say, “Take it. Repeat what I just did.”

She takes a breath and reaches for it, frowning as soon as I let go.

“Oh wow. It’s cold and real…” But she repeats the steps quickly and looks at me, a small smile on her lips.

“Good girl. It is real, very real.” I move behind her. Grabbing her hips, I turn her toward a large redwood tree.

“Aim for the middle, breathe, and keep your shoulders relaxed. You’re not gonna get a big kickback, but it is loud,” I murmur into her ear as she bites her lower lip. When she raises her arms, my leather jacket looks like it weighs more than her.

“I just pull the trigger?” Her voice seems needy.

I should move away. Need to move away, but instead, my hand snakes around her flat stomach, pulling her back to my chest.

“Oh God,” she groans, staring straight ahead.

I dip my head so I can hover at her ear. “Wait until I tell you, and then you gently squeeze.” Her breathing comes in small gasps, and my other hand wraps around her small wrist to steady her.

“Now.” The gun fires loudly, and the birds protest, flying into the sky. My cock is so hard it’s painful.

“Again.” I hold her wrist steady as she fires, hitting the middle of the tree like a pro, her eyes wide as she stares almost in shock.

“Good, Julianna,” I praise her as she puffs out some air.

“I’m shaking,” she whispers.

“It’s the adrenaline. You like it, don’t you?” I’m not asking a question because I know she does, just like I know her mind, her body. She’s like me. Why I ever thought I could escape her—this—I don’t know, but I’m done.

“Yes,” she moans.

Moving my hand from her stomach to her breast, I roughly twist a hard nipple. My cock leaks as she hisses.

“Ryder…”

“Shhh.” I trace my tongue along the side of her face. “You don’t move. You don’t do anything until I say so. Let’s see how good of a girl you are.” My hand leaves her tit.

“Spread your legs, Julianna,” I murmur, my hand already inside her panties as we both moan at how fucking wet she is. Her cunt is like dripping honey, and I almost drop to my knees to eat it.

“Yeah, that’s my girl. Look at how this pussy drips for me. You want me to finger fuck you?” I bite her ear, and she tries to lower the gun.

“Did I say move?” As I thrust my middle finger inside her, my nostrils flare at how fucking tight she is, but I don’t move. Her eyes snap open and she focuses on me.

Desperate.

Feverish.

“Did I?” My voice is full of disapproval.

“No. But I need you to… please,” she whimpers.

Not gonna lie—I want her to beg.

“Shoot.” I command. My voice vibrates around us as my finger starts to fuck her deep. She grips the Glock and squeezes the trigger, firing one after another until she’s emptied the clip. My finger keeps fucking her as she continues to shoot, but the loud click is nothing compared to her scream as she comes. Her tight cunt greedily contracts on my finger as I fuck her deep.

“Yeah, that’s it. Come, Julianna. You’re so tight.” I pull my wet finger out to rub her swollen clit. “Stop shooting, baby.”

Her hands are white from clutching the gun so hard. I let go of her wrist to take the Glock away from her and use my other two fingers to rub her swollen clit.

“Look at me.”

Her head falls back, her lips red and swollen, her cheeks flushed. She’s magnificent. She’s also a virgin. Not that I’m upset at that.

“You don’t come until I say so.” Her nails dig into my forearms.

“But… I’m going to come,” she whimpers.

“When, if ever, do you pull your gun out?” My fingers roughly rub her clit.

“Only if I’m gonna shoot to kill,” she screams out frantically, her core already pulsing.

“Very good. Come.”

She sobs out a thank you, her eyes lock with mine, and she orgasms again.

“My room, now.”
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“My room, now,” he says, his voice low and gritty.

It’s hard to catch my breath, much less put one foot in front of the other. I’m floating. Thank goodness for yoga. That and Ryder are propelling me forward.

“Ryder?” I clear my voice. All that comes out is a breathy moan. “I think you should know that I’m—”

“I know.” He nods at a couple of bikers who call out to him. I want to ask him what he knows. That I’m a virgin? That I can’t think, dream, or eat without it all being about him? Maybe all of the above?

Instead I say, “I’ve never done anything like that.”

“You’re gonna do a lot more than that,” he growls, dragging me back inside the clubhouse.

My stomach flips. Holy God, this is happening.

My eyes take in the dark walls as we pass, and I almost smile at all the mayhem. The many bikers, the drinking, and it’s not even ten. The plaster, which is cracking and looks like a fist or two smashed it, suddenly looks so inviting. I have zero idea why I was scared of everyone. If anything, I could see myself staying here.

“Enforcer?” A biker with the word “Prospect” on his vest yells at us while we pass, only Ryder doesn’t respond. All he does is hold up his hand. He’s so powerful people just listen to him and he doesn’t even have to talk.

God, he’s hot.

Bad boy.

No one can compare to him. My heart thuds, and my nerves are on edge—I’ve been waiting to lose my virginity for a while. I’m by far the oldest virgin I know, but to have Ryder be my first… Oh. My. God.

“I don’t want to be disturbed,” he snarls at another biker. Not sure, but I think it might be the guy who was having sex on the pool table.

“Jesus, Ryder. You think this is a good idea?” Biting my bottom lip, I’m almost ready to scream, ‘Mind your own business’, but Ryder squeezes my hand and walks us up the stairs. Though I hear the guy cursing, I don’t look back. All I can think is that no one better stop us.

We speed walk past Axel’s door, stopping two doors down and across from it. He swings it open and immediately, I smell his fresh, spicy scent. I want to take a deep breath, but that would make it obvious that I’m completely in love with this guy.

Because I am. I might not know him that well, but what I do know is he makes me feel everything.

Before I can say anything, his hand is on my neck and he’s tugging my face toward his.

“Strip and kneel, Bellezza.”

My pulse skyrockets. As his thumb strokes my throat, I blink up at him. I’m so wet, so achy, and I need him to make everything right.

He lets go as I instantly obey. In one fast jerk my dress is over my head. I’m not wearing a bra, so I simply kick off my shoes and look up at him.

“Take off your panties.”

My core clenches as I watch him turn and pull out the guns, setting them on his dresser. His shirt follows, and he tosses it next to the weapons.

For a second I falter, taking in the visual. He’s covered in black tattoos. This really is happening. I’m in a room with the enforcer of the Disciples.

His beautiful, golden-brown eyes hold mine as he straightens and unzips his jeans.

Trying to swallow, I slip out of my panties and slide to my knees, watching him.

“Look at you.” As he walks forward and stops in front of me, my breathing becomes harsh.

Gazing up at his muscled abs, I notice he has that V you often see on models. Except, unlike a model, Ryder is very real and most definitely wrapping his hand in my hair.

“Unzip me and take my cock out.” He tightens his grip. It should hurt my head, but instead it feels good. Reaching up, I slide the zipper down, ignoring the fact that my hands are shaking again.

“Oh.” I gasp as his erection springs free. It’s huge, strong, like him.

“Suck.” He guides my head until my mouth is filled with his dick, and when I say filled, I mean that. Instantly, I gag as he thrusts into the back of my throat.

“That’s my girl. Take my cock in your mouth and suck.” He guides my head back and forth. He’s so incredibly thick.

“Breathe, Julianna,” he grunts, his hand tightening in my hair.

As my saliva drips down my breasts, I groan. My eyes are watering, and I can’t stop gagging. I hope I’m doing this right.

“Yeah. That’s it, Julianna,” he says as if he can read my mind. He guides my head to take him deeper. “I know this is the first cock you’ve had in this mouth.” His voice is gravelly. “I like that, Bellezza. I fucking like that a lot.”

When he pulls my head up at last, he jerks me to his mouth, kissing me, then replacing his thick cock with his amazing tongue, and all I can do is hold on. I moan, never wanting this to end, my nails digging into his neck as he deepens the kiss. I’m his, and I’ll never be anyone’s but his. My head spins as he brands my lips with his.

I whimper—at least I think I do. Suddenly he lifts his head and grins at me. I lean up on my tiptoes, waiting for his lips again.

“Get on the bed,” he says gruffly.

Blinking up at him, I peer over his shoulder and take in his room. It’s big, but all I see is his bed. Dark wood and black sheets.

“Now, Julianna.” He kicks off his jeans.

Biting my lip, I crawl onto his bed and turn to look over my shoulder at him.

“What do I…”

“Lie on your back, beautiful.” I do what he says, my fingers digging into the sheet as I close my eyes and wait for what’s about to happen. Gia confessed that she barely remembered the pain when she lost her virginity with Granger, but she was smashed at the time, so that doesn’t mean much.

My eyes bolt open as the bed dips and I stare at him. He can’t be real. No one is this perfect. No one.

“Spread your legs.” He grabs my ankles, and before I can do anything but gasp, his mouth is on my pussy, and I’ve never been more grateful to Gia for insisting we get waxed once a month in case this happened.

His tongue licks and sucks on my clit, and I start to build, climb, so sensitive that I’m almost ready to come.

“Ryder, can I come?” I moan, and he lifts his head, his eyes giving me everything I’ll ever need. He likes me asking for permission.

“Please,” I moan, arching myself up, then want to scream as he moves up to claim my lips, his tongue thrusting into my mouth and tasting like me. Using two fingers, he thrusts them inside me.

“You’re so fucking tight.” His fingers are like magic, rubbing inside me.

I grab hold of his hand. I’m going to come. Can’t stop.

“Yeah, that’s it, baby. You come on my fingers.” I think I scream as wave after wave of pleasure spears through my body. Little black dots dance before my eyes and I hold on to him and let him take me away.

“That’s my girl. You’re so wet, I’m gonna fuck you, and you’re gonna love it,” he murmurs.

“Ryder…” I pant as his thick, hard cock hovers at my entrance, and in one fast thrust, he’s inside me. The pain, no, rather, the burn pulls my mind out of the clouds and I stiffen.

“Relax,” he coaxes.

It’s hard to breathe, only because he’s so big, and this hurt way more than excepted.

“Julianna.” My eyes shift to his. “I like that my cock is inside you and that you’re so tight.” I nod. For some odd reason, that makes me happy.

“Fuck, you feel good.” He pulls out and slowly moves in again, his eyes changing. He’s connected with me.

“Yeah, that’s it. If it didn’t hurt, it wouldn’t be worth it.” His lips touch mine and suddenly, all the pain, my thoughts, everything is gone. The universe could end right now, and I’d be fine as long as Ryder was with me.

I dig my nails into his back and he kisses me, his tongue demanding as he moves in and out and we both moan. I want to scream I love you. Instead, I let this kiss tell him everything. He can have me, my soul… all of it.

He lifts his head and our eyes lock. Lacing his fingers with mine, he tugs my hands above my head.

“Fuck, you’re gonna be my downfall.” He pumps into me, slowly, deeply, the burn a distant memory as my body becomes his.

“This cunt is mine, Julianna.”

All I can do is chant yes, and Ryder and maybe I love you. I don’t even know or care, because somehow the burn has become pleasure and I’m getting ready to soar, climb as he moves in and out.

“That’s my girl. Grab my cock, fucking milk the cum out of me,” he says as I go over, my core pulsing and contracting on his cock.

“Fuck,” he grunts, then pulls out of me, his hand roughly jacking himself off.

“Look at me.” His voice is tight, his beautiful face fierce. He reaches for my throat while his other hand jerks his cock.

“Ryder,” I groan, watching him come undone. Hot sperm covers my breasts, and he lets go of my neck, straightening to empty his seed completely.

Holy God, I had no idea guys came this much. I’m covered with it, can already feel it trickling down my sides. Ryder stares down at me.

Changed. I’m forever his. Gone is the old Julianna. I’m Ryder’s now. No wonder those women wear Property of… I smile at the thought of wearing his leather jacket again. How does he look so unfazed? He’s kind of frowning, in fact. Oh God, what’s happening?

Licking my lips, I watch his eyes dip to my breasts, then farther down, and suddenly I’m self-conscious. If that woman I saw him with days ago is his type, I’m sorely lacking, with my pale skin and real boobs—they seemed fine until now.

He stands and scoops me up easily as he walks us into his bathroom. It’s surprisingly big and super white. The tub, the towels, tile, everything’s so white and clean, it almost sparkles. A faint smell of bleach tickles my nose. I inhale Ryder’s scent instead.

After he sets me down, not saying a word, he turns on the shower. Why isn’t he talking? I bite my bottom lip as I straighten my shoulders and try to keep my legs from visibly shaking.

“Come on, baby.” He holds out his hand for me to enter the shower, his eyes focused on my pussy. I glance down and see the smear of blood on both sides of my thighs, and my face burns.

“Julianna.” I jump. He sounds bored, maybe indifferent, which at this very moment in my life could not be worse. He reaches for me, and I let him. I’m almost too tired, mentally and physically, to do anything but get clean, wash his sperm and the blood off, then run back to Gia and hide under the covers with her.

He grabs the soap, lathering his large, tan hands, and then he washes me. My head is spinning. He doesn’t talk, just gently cleans me and washes himself. It sounds crazy, but I’m mesmerized by the way he moves. The way he’s far rougher on himself than on me. I want to touch him, he’s so beautiful. But he hasn’t said anything, so I’m not sure if that’s allowed. He lathers his chest and the soap trails down his body. My breath stutters as his dick stands hard and thick. And a hunger I didn’t even know I had takes over my body. I’m sore, but so achy and wet from merely looking at his thick, velvety cock. I want to lick the water off it, suck on it until he comes in my mouth.

“Julianna?” The lack of water and his gravelly voice make me realize he’s done and smirking at me.

“Look at my greedy, pretty baby.” And I want to either melt or slither down the drain.

He strokes his cock, then reaches for a towel on the wooden rack.

“I’ll fuck you later. Now we’re going to sleep.” He wraps the towel around me. I hate that I have zero experience, because I want him to fuck me now, not sleep.

He smirks again, and I wonder if I accidentally said that out loud. That would be mortifying.

Stroking my lips with his thumb, he says, “Give me a second to change the sheets.”

I nod, trying to look anywhere other than at his amazing, tight ass as he strips the bed. It’s one large room with a small bar on the side. Large glass windows look out toward the pool. The reflection from the sun twinkles up. A couple of pictures of motorcycles are on the white walls, but other than that, it looks like he could pack up and leave in minutes.

“Come here, Julianna.” My core clenches as I look at him. He’s lying in bed, one arm behind his head, his biceps huge, and my stomach flips with excitement at the way his eyes caress my face.

Screw not having experience—I think he likes me pure. Moving toward him, I let my gut rule me rather than my mind. My towel slips away, and I smirk at the way his eyes darken and how his hand slowly strokes his cock.

Planting one knee on the bed, I crawl toward him.
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RYDER

Past

Disciples’ clubhouse

Burbank, CA

 

I’m dreaming. The familiar bike shop is ahead, the streets have no sounds, and I only hear buzzing. You know, the kind of buzz that a bicycle makes when you’re coasting?

I hesitate, then step into the shop. Morning sun peeks through the dirt-covered windows, casting an eerie glow.

I turn to face the man. He sits on a wooden bench working on a bike. I’ve seen this man many times but don’t know him. My eyes shift to the corner, seeking her, knowing she’s there in the darkness, never the light. Smelling of apple cider, maybe lemonade? I love this smell. It’s what I crave.

Home. Peace. A future.

“You can’t have it all, and you can’t change who you are,” the man says to me, his voice echoing around the crowded room.

“I know who I am.”

He stares at me, his face weathered, more from dirt and grime than age.

“You will love.” He nods, picking up a pipe. “But only once.” He shifts his eyes to the corner where I know she stands. I move forward and hold out my hand, for what I don’t know. The man looks at me, then reaches down to pick up one small piece of a puzzle. He drops it into my hand.

“I love you,” I hear her say. I turn, and because it’s all so clear, the missing piece is finally in place. She steps out and into the light. Julianna is the missing piece.

“Julianna.”

My eyes bolt open. Sitting up, I try not to wake her. “The fuck?” I breathe in and out and look over at my obsession, wondering how I didn’t know. Yet didn’t I? Deep inside, I knew it was her. With a heavy sigh, I try to think.

Christ, my mother is right. I probably am cursed. Or at least insane. With a snort, I reach for my pack of smokes.

It’s been a while since I’ve had that dream, or any dreams where he tells me things. I had started to hope… I light up, leaning back against the cold wooden headboard. Inhaling deeply, I hope the nicotine helps with my head. It aches, always does after one of these dreams.

Julianna sighs and reaches for me. The faint smell of apples lingers on my fingers as I bring the cigarette to my lips.

I shake my head. I should never have touched her but fuck it. Can’t regret it now.

“You can’t have it all, and you can’t change who you are.” His voice still rings in my head, making my temples pound.

Poor Julianna. She let me have her, gave herself to a monster. I reach down to rub my hard cock. I planned to let her sleep, but now… now she needs to go before I make the mistake of keeping her. That can’t happen.

No one, not even I, understands my dreams, only that I’ve had them since I was a child, and they strangely come true.

Julianna doesn’t need this shit. I wouldn’t wish it—or me—on my worst enemy. I take a deep drag off my cigarette as my mind replays earlier. A virgin. Her tight cunt was made for my thick dick. I fucked her raw, not caring that she had to be sore. I needed her.

Someone pounds on the door. I grimace. Julianna’s eyes blink open and I lose myself in her blue orbs—like looking up at heaven. The loud pounding continues, and Julianna sits up, clutching the sheet to her chest.

“Hey, man?” Ox’s voice barrels in. “So Axel and his mom are here. They’re loading up Gia’s and Julianna’s bags and shit… Axel is asking where Julianna is.”

Eyes wide, she shakes her head at me.

“Give me a minute,” I bellow, leaning over to put out my cigarette. She reaches for me, but I stand. This is over, done.

“You will love.” His voice fills the air, but I push it away, lock it up in that fucked-up vault I call my brain.

“I’m not going,” she whispers. “She can have my keys—”

“You’re going,” I say through gritted teeth.

Tears instantly fill her eyes. Shaking her head, she looks back at me, confused.

“Fuck.” I rub the back of my neck. I’m gonna need a bottle or two of Jack to remove her face from my mind. I can do it. Just because the man said I’ll love only once doesn’t mean I’m her destiny.

Only it does… I know it. Same as I knew she was special from the second I felt her spying on me. I hadn’t seen her yet, but I could feel her. Whatever this connection is, this force that I have with her, I know it’s not one-sided.

“Get dressed, and don’t cry.” It comes out harsh when all I want to do is take her in my arms and taste her tears.

“I never cry,” she snaps. “But I… can’t go.”

“You’re going. I’m bad, Julianna.” My voice grows louder. “I’m the enforcer. You have no idea what I do.”

“I know that you’re good and that you want me, need me,” she yells right back, and for a split second I almost falter.

“Only once.” The man’s voice is loud and clear. That may be true, but I don’t have to drag her through hell with me.

“Trust me, I’m not.” I snort.

Shaking her head no, she reaches to touch my chest, fingers tracing my Disciples tattoo. I flinch. I need to get the fuck out of here. Hop on my bike and ride. Leave her and this fucking burn in my chest.

“Why are you doing this?” she cries out, stomping her foot.

“Because I’m the man everyone warned you about,” I hiss.

She stares at me like I’m a liar.

“Christ.” I laugh. “If you only knew what’s going through my head.” That’s as close as I’ve come to telling anyone the truth, besides my parents, and look what happened to them.

“Whatever it is, I want to know,” she fires right back.

My eyes sweep her body. My nostrils flare at the smell of her arousal. She’s turned on. I’m about to fist her hair and bend her over the chair. Thrust my aching cock deep into her wet, hot cunt and let her magical pussy take all my shit away.

Loud pounding on my door makes Julianna scream, then cover her mouth with her hand.

“Dude. I swear to fucking God, Julianna better not be in your room,” Axel’s angry voice booms in. “You know what? I don’t even care.” He sighs as if he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Gia’s ass is finally in the car. Time for them to go, now.” Silence, then the sound of Axel’s boots as he leaves.

“Jesus Christ, Julianna, get dressed,” I order, my head pounding, my cock throbbing, and what’s left of my heart aching. I grab my cut from the chair and jerk it on as I tug the keys to my bike out of the pocket.

I have zero intention of saying goodbye.

Zero.

“Drive carefully. I’ll text you tonight.” I won’t, but she doesn’t need to know that.

“Ryder?” she calls out right as my hand touches the door. I close my eyes, take a breath, and turn to her.

She stands, dressed. Her hair wild, lips swollen, and her eyes… fierce.

“I’d like my gun, please.” She raises her nose in the air, looking me straight in the eyes. She knows I’m fighting myself, that whatever we have is far from done. I arch a dark brow at her but walk to the dresser, quickly loading the clip of her Glock. Then, I pause. “What’s rule number one?”

She holds out her hand to me, her voice traveling straight to my cock.

“Shoot to kill.”

Time stops. Our eyes lock, and her mouth turns up with a hint of sass. My heart burns. I hand her the gun.

“Good girl.”
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JULIANNA

Present

Manhattan, NY

 

“Good morning, Ms. Dutch,” my father’s secretary says when I enter the top floor of his lavish office. She eyes my outfit. “Love that suit.”

Emily is new, and in spite of her politeness, she bothers me. Maybe because she’s a little older than me and has her eyes on my eighty-year-old father. Yeah, that’d be it.

“Thanks.” I smile. “I’ll let myself in.”

She nods as I pass, my vibe anything but friendly. It’s not like I have a say in my father’s life, but another thirty-year-old secretary is getting a bit cliché.

I swing the doors to my dad’s kingdom open, not caring that I’m ten minutes late. I know what they want, and despite how much of a disappointment my ex-husband is, I have no intention of leaking or verifying his homosexuality to the press.

“Morning, sorry I’m late.” All heads turn to eye me. My father sits like the mean old king that you read about as a child, a frown plastered on his face.

“Julianna.” His tone is curt as I walk around his monstrously large desk to give him a kiss. He looks horrified, again, the whole not-showing-affection thing still alive and well with him. But today I don’t care if he’s mortified. I’m trying to throw him and my ex off a little.

I straighten and turn to Matthew. He looks good. Apparently fucking your yoga teacher and your wife’s hairstylist helps. His soft, pudgy stomach appears to be gone, although the right suit can forgive a lot.

He stands and smiles, clearly nervous. “Julianna, you look absolutely stunning.” His eyes travel over my outfit, taking it in. Money can’t buy you happiness, but it can make you look like you have all the happiness in the world.

“So do you.” Smiling, I sit in one of the dark brown leather chairs at the end of a half-circle of lawyers. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know we were supposed to bring our lawyers.”

“You’re taken care of,” my dad says gruffly.

Crossing my legs, I look at my patent leather beige stilettos and smirk. Clearly, they’re desperate. My dad’s humor is a major giveaway.

“We shall see about that.” Dramatically I place my hands on the leather chair’s armrests. A loud slap resonates through the large space.

He frowns but clears his voice. “Sarah? Please inform my daughter what we all think is the best way to proceed.”

I turn to Sarah, keeping the same smile I’ve used since arriving on my lips. She nods and pushes up her designer, black-rimmed glasses. I’d say Sarah’s in her mid-fifties, but with the help of Botox and, I’m assuming, a lot of thread lift, the woman passes for late thirties. She’s also one of my dad’s favorite lawyers, probably because she screams power, money, and bitch.

“Yes, please do, Sarah.”

She doesn’t return my smile. “Julianna.” The aggression in her voice makes my eyes narrow. “With Mr. Berringer’s close connection to you and your father’s business, and with your brother getting ready for his reelection campaign, it’s in everyone’s best interests if the signing of the final divorce papers waits.”

I blink at her. “Excuse me? This definitely sounds like I need my lawyer.” I stand and everyone holds up their hands to calm me.

“Relax.” My lips twitch from forcing myself to smile. “I’m just asking Emily for some coffee.” Everyone, even my dad, let’s out an uncomfortable laugh.

“Anyone else want anything?” I call over my shoulder, trying not to panic. This has to be bad. My dad wouldn’t have the best lawyers in Manhattan in his office otherwise.

I swing the large doors open. Emily’s on the phone, but since I’m in a room with a bunch of vipers, I interrupt her.

“Coffee black, please.” She shoots me a dirty look, but at this point, she’s the least of my worries.

“So,” I say upon returning to my dad’s office, “besides the fact that I don’t have my lawyer, Diana, here, and I won’t do anything without her, maybe they can step outside? I’d like a moment with you.” I sit again and look straight at my father, whose right eye is twitching.

“Julianna,” Sarah hisses as if I’m a bad child in need of discipline. “On your father’s behalf, he’s asked me to mediate. You don’t need Diana for this.” Her voice is dry. She’s trying to intimidate me. A year ago that might have worked, but after you’ve caught your husband getting fucked in the ass by your yoga instructor, and survived the ordeal at Axel and Antoinette’s wedding, people like Sarah don’t really bother you anymore.

The funny thing is, Matthew being gay is of no consequence to me. In all honesty, I knew it. What does make me angry is how my dad manipulated me into marrying Matthew. He knew I was vulnerable, that I didn’t love Matthew, but he insisted anyway.

So I did it, because if you can’t beat them, you might as well join them. I said yes, and my brother got elected to Congress. I said yes, and my dad’s company went global. I said yes, and wasted three years of my life.

All so the man who is frowning at me right now is happy. But no one says no to him. Except my mother, who on their twentieth anniversary handed him her gift.

Divorce papers.

After that, she gave me her divorce lawyer’s card saying, “Call Diane. She won’t allow them to fuck you.” She now spends most of her time on her yacht. I think she’s in the South of France right now.

I snort. “You’re joking, right?” Scanning the room of stunned faces, I go on. “You can’t possibly think I’ll continue living this farce, can you?” I turn to Matthew, who looks uncomfortable and doesn’t make eye contact with me. “Why would you agree to this? You’re gay. This isn’t the 1950s. You don’t have to hide in the closet.”

“Julianna, please,” he implores me. “I was confused. I’m not anymore. I got help and I’d like to try again.”

I’m floored. In all the scenarios I played out in my head, staying together was not one of them. Scanning the faces of people who have zero business being in my life, I shake my head at all of them. My dad must have stuff on him, more than just being gay. Because Matthew was unhappy in our marriage also. Great, now I feel a slight bit of compassion for him. Matthew was probably as much of a pawn as I was.

Jesus. My dad does care only about himself. As long as you do what he wants, you’re part of the family. His way or the highway. I’m stunned. Again, I don’t know why, this is not the first time my dad’s lack of empathy has revealed itself to me. I guess I’m mad at myself for still hoping that one day he’ll be the man I want to call a dad, rather than the person who sits across from me, frowning and glaring at me, demanding I stay married to a man I don’t love.

Obey.

That’s what he expects of me. Unfortunately, there’s only one man I’ve ever wanted to obey. And thinking anything about him, or us, makes my heart hurt. I inhale deeply, my head starting to ache. I’m hoping it’s from lack of caffeine, but who am I kidding? I’m miserable and being in this room isn’t helping.

To be fair, yes, my dad is a shit with serious control issues. But had Ryder not completely crushed me, Matthew would never have happened.

Fucking Ryder.

Visions of his mouth, his hands… Goddamn it, thanks to him I now swear all the time. I blink at my dad’s angry face, bringing him back into focus rather than thinking about the one man I can’t seem to shake. Standing, I grab my purse and pop it under my arm.

“I’m going to save all of you some time. My answer is no.” I hold up my hands as Matthew’s lawyer opens his mouth to speak.

“I’m done with this fake marriage, have been for almost three years. This is absurd. Be professional and contact my lawyer.” I nod at all of them and turn as Emily enters, her heels clicking on my father’s cold Italian marble floor.

“Coffee.” She sets it on the side of my dad’s large desk.

“Thanks, but I have to go.” I smile at her shocked expression.

Matthew leaps up. “Julianna, what has gotten into you?” He looks at me as if I’ve grown horns, and I almost laugh. Was I seriously that pathetic with him? Sleepwalking through the days and drinking too much wine at night?

“Sign the papers, Matthew. You deserve to be happy. Whatever he has on you can’t be that bad.” I head toward the door, my own heels echoing around the room.

“You come back here, young lady. Trust me, you don’t want to lose everything.” My father’s voice almost vibrates with rage. Jeez, first my mom, now me. He must be spinning out of control.

“You know what? I. Don’t. Care. Take it all. The money, all this crap you all cling to so tightly? You can have it. I just want out. I’m done.” I pull the door open and look over my shoulder. “Sign, or my lawyer will be in contact with you.” I look at Matthew, whose face is red, then nod at Sarah who sits expressionless. God, she truly is a miserable bitch. Whatever, let her deal with Diana—she’s the biggest bitch of them all.

“Julianna, you don’t know what you’re doing…”

I close the door on my dad’s threats. He has nothing to bribe or threaten me with. Unlike my siblings, I don’t care anymore. He can keep his money. He’s somehow dragged out finalizing my divorce, and it’s caused nothing but stress. How is it possible that my mom divorced him in six months, but he’s dragged mine out for years? And it has nothing to do with him.

My head throbs. He actually believes he can stop me from getting my money from Matthew. What could he have on him? Ignoring Emily who’s calling my name, I push the elevator button.

“Jesus.” I turn to the right. Screw it, I’ll take the stairs. I need to get out of here… maybe out of New York.

“Julianna?” she calls out. “You’re making a huge mistake. I know things that you don’t. Go back inside and play nice.” Her voice follows me down the stairs. What the hell is happening? Has my dad sent his secretary to threaten me?

“Fuck off, Emily,” I yell up to her, trying not to trip on my heels as I continue to rush down the stairs. At last, I push open the outside door that dumps me into the concrete tomb of the parking garage.

“Fuck.” My heart is beating out of my chest. Gulping air, I try to catch my breath and look up to where the camera is located.

Calm, I need to stay calm. I am not a victim. I grab my purse and walk with purpose, reaching inside it to touch the gun Ryder gave me. I never go anywhere without it. At first because it was from him, but now I like the way it makes me feel.

Strong, powerful, even fierce, like him. I still abhor guns and violence, but I’d be a hypocrite if I lied and said it doesn’t make me feel safe. I push it aside and pull out my cell phone, then nod at the poor security guard in his little room, waiting for him to open the gate.

Slowly inhaling and exhaling, I watch him answer the phone, then nod. Great, this is it. I’m either going to be let out, or they are—

“Have a good day.” He peeks his head out as the gate glides open.

“Thank you.” I swallow and smile back, stepping into the frenzy of Manhattan. It’s like an explosion of noises and smells. Add in the masses of people, and you either love it or can’t wait to get out.

I used to love it. Living in close proximity to so many strangers always gave me an odd sense of security, but today I stop and look at my phone, not caring that I hear loud cursing as people walk past me. I text him. Not that I do this a lot—I’m rarely rewarded with a response, but this morning is different.

ME: I need you.

I start to walk, my feet already killing me, but that pain seems like child’s play rather than the way my heart burns at the mere thought of him.

Instantly my phone vibrates, and I stop breathing for a second.

RYDER: What’s wrong?

ME: Everything. Nothing. I need you.

I press send and instantly want to delete it, but it says Read so… great.

I sigh, glancing up at the gray sky. This is quite a day, and it’s not yet 10 AM I look across the street and spy a Dunkin’ and a Starbucks. Maybe I’ll go crazy and stuff myself full of sugar and caffeine.

I rush across the street and into Dunkin’. It’s been years, if ever, that I’ve been in a doughnut shop. It smells good and everyone seems happy, at least for New Yorkers.

“I can help you,” one of three people behind the counter calls out.

“A dozen chocolate-glazed cake doughnuts, and a large black coffee.”

The three people in front of me leave as I approach the register to pay just as my phone vibrates. My heart races.

“Oh shit,” I whisper, dropping my wallet, trying to look at my phone.

“Really?” The girl at the register shakes her head and looks behind me at the line that’s forming.

Gritting my teeth, I swipe my card, forcing myself to wait until I have my box of doughnuts and coffee before I look.

“You’re kidding?” Because it’s not Ryder; it’s one my brothers.

JORDAN: Stop acting like a child. Go back to Dad’s office and apologize. You’re staying married for the time being. You need to trust Dad.

“I wish I was,” the girl behind the counter rolls her eyes and says dryly. “Next.”

I look up from my phone. Her aggravated, all-around crappy vibe is the last straw, and I almost tell her so, but what’s the point? Ignoring Jordan’s text, I push on Gia’s number and listen to it ring. I glance around at the place and it’s definitely hopping. I’m about to hang up and call again when I hear, “Yeah?”

“Wake up. I need you. I’m completely freaking out.” I start toward the door. “My dad wants me to stay married to Matthew, who says he’s been cured of homosexuality and wants to start over. And I think I’m being followed by my family because I told my dad no.” I take a breath as the guy holding the door open for me arches a brow.

“Thank you,” I say to him, dropping down onto a bench in front of the store. “Gia?” I take a giant sip of coffee. “Oh God.” I blow out hot air. My entire mouth is now scorched.

“Julianna? Wait, what are you talking about?” Her voice sounds all sleepy and content, while I sit here burning the crap out of my mouth, wasting my life, waiting for things to happen.

“Okay. I’m up.” Her voice sounds clearer. “Relax. First, why would your dad want you to stay with dough boy? I thought he just wanted you to get more money.” She yawns but continues before I can speak. “Something’s going down. What do you think it is?”

In the background, I hear Granger mumbling something about 3 AM.

“Rhys, wake up. This is serious. Julianna’s dad is trying to pull some kind of shady shit… Oh my God,” she screams, and I pull the phone away from my ear. Gia can be a little loud when she gets excited.

“Do you think he lost all his money? And that’s why he wants you to stay with pig boy? Don’t do it, Julianna, no matter what. Worst-case scenario, we’ll support you. Right, Rhys?”

I rub my forehead. “Okay, stop. You’re making it worse and I’m already paranoid,” I whisper. “If that happens, I’ll get a job. I have a degree.” Flipping open the doughnut box lid to grab one, I pray the fried dough and sugar calms my nerves and head.

“Mm-hmm, right,” Gia says.

I take a bite and chew loudly into the phone. “Just stop, please.” Unfortunately, my tongue is so burned that the sugar from the chocolate stings, but I keep on eating.

“What are you doing? Are you eating?”

“Yep. A doughnut.” I take another sip of coffee to swallow the fried sweetness down, toss the last half of it back into the box, and stand. “Clearly, you’re not in LA. I was thinking about getting out of New York for a while.”

“Are you okay?” Her voice completely changes from loud to quiet.

“Never better,” I respond, looking around for a homeless person to give my box of doughnuts to.

“Christ.” She sighs dramatically. “Okay, here’s what you’re gonna do. Go to our place in Malibu. Relax, watch movies. I’ll send April over to give you a massage, and we’ll be back in a couple weeks. And… don’t worry. We’ll figure everything out, okay?”

“I’m fine, Gia. Just sick of New York.” I hand the box of doughnuts to a woman, maybe my age, sitting with a blanket, a guitar case next to her.

“I’ll tell Stewart you’re coming and to not shoot you.” Gia snickers. “Kidding, but not really. Our security guards are a bit overzealous. Rhys, anything else she needs to know?” The phone is silent but for a slight gasp. I roll my eyes, ready to give the homeless woman my phone.

Instead, I say, “Okay, Gia, I’m gonna go. Tell whoever I might show up.” And I hang up. Not in the mood for any of it. I adore Gia and am thrilled she’s getting everything she ever wanted, but when you’re not in the same boat, it’s hard to avoid getting depressed.

I look down at the woman. “Here.” I dig in my wallet for a card to one of the homeless shelters I donate to and some cash. She takes it and nods, but her eyes are glazed over as if she’s lost in another world.

I walk away. Yeah, I need to get out of town. That meeting earlier, my dad, Matthew, and the lawyers, plus the fact that I can’t save the world—it’s all too much.

My phone vibrates in my hand. I look down and my pulse races.

RYDER: Go home.

I blink at the screen, then look around. How does he know I’m not home? I take a breath. Again, that strange pull. I can’t shake it, and I’ve tried. I take another sip of coffee, not caring that it’s still hot. My mouth is dead anyway, and I need the caffeine to think. I hold my hand up and a cab pulls right over.

I have zero plan, and strangely that’s freeing as I rattle off my address and settle back. I look out the window, unseeing, and make a mental note to call Diana when my mind is clearer, but not right now. I’m all over the place.

“Hello? You okay?” The cab driver turns to look at me. Confused, I blink at him. He just drove me across town, and I don’t remember any of it.

“Sorry, it’s been a day.” I laugh. “How much?”

“Thirty-eight dollars.”

I lean over. “You know what? Can you wait, please? I need to go upstairs for my bag and need a ride to JFK.”

The driver looks at his phone, then says, “Sorry. Shift change.”

Fucking New Yorkers. I take a breath. Now that I’ve made up my mind, I’m not letting anyone bother me.

“I’ll double your tip.” I smile and slip out. “Five minutes, I promise.” Excitement floods my cheeks. I’m doing this. For the first time in my life, I’m getting on a plane with no destination.

That’s a lie. I know exactly where I’m going.
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RYDER

Present

Hollywood, CA

 

“Look.” Frosty, our club’s hacker, holds up his hands. “I can only do what I can do. What you want is not easy information to get.” He looks at me, then over at Blade. We both sit in the office at The Dolly, Edge’s nightclub.

“Frosty.” Blade runs his hands through his hair. “I can’t have this. Unacceptable. Now hack into whatever system you need to and find the fucking rat.”

“You’re talking about FBI, CIA, and we don’t even know what other initials are involved, Prez. I can only do so much.” He grabs the bottle of tequila from the table and takes a swig, instantly coughing.

“Christ.” I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I think. Who has enough power and money to do this? And why are they singling me out? My phone vibrates as I lean back.

JULIANNA: I need you.

I close my eyes against the pain of everything that comes with her.

“Ryder? You listening?” Blade’s voice is harsh. He’s not happy. None of us are these days.

Opening my eyes, I turn. “What?”

“Brother, this is your ass on the line.” He stares at me.

I stand, needing to move. I’ve gone dark, not sleeping, drinking too much. Not even pussy helps.

I can’t remember the last time I’ve actually slept. That’s the curse of insomnia—a constant reminder that I’ll never have peace.

I hold up a finger.

“Jesus Christ, just go on, Frosty.”

Blade’s voice fades away as I focus on pulling up her location on my phone, trying not to let fear wrap around my heart. If I allow that, it can take me down. My phone says she’s on Madison Avenue in New York City. I take a breath and text:

What’s wrong?

JULIANNA: Everything. Nothing. I need you.

I look up, not really seeing the room. It’s like I’m in the eye of a hurricane, waiting for the sunshine to pull me out.

A ding alerts us someone’s approaching. We all turn to look at the load of monitors surrounding us. Rodney, our lawyer, stands, talking on the phone while Axel stands behind him flipping us off through the camera, holding bags from In-N-Out Burger.

“Let them in,” Blade snarls.

Frosty jumps out of his chair like a teenager who’s been caught fucking his girlfriend in the house.

“I’m doing the best I can,” Frosty says. “These agencies you expect me to hack into…” He opens the door. Rodney motions for Axel to go first.

“And after the Feds and CIA—”

“I have to stop this conversation,” Rodney interrupts, his eyes serious.

Frosty’s eyes widen. He glances at Blade who shakes his head, indicating he should shut up. Rodney goes back to his call. Axel dumps the white bags on the table as Rodney holds up a finger. Blade props both boots on the table and leans back in his chair.

“Anyway, I’ll be here for a while, Judith. I’ll check in when I’m done.” He hangs up, pocketing the phone in his suit jacket as he eyes the many bags of burgers and fries.

“Hungry?” Blade drops his boots, reaching for a bag as Rodney shakes his head and pulls out a chair to sit.

Rodney’s been our club’s lawyer for years. He’s trustworthy and has done his best to keep our guys out of jail, but for the first time, he looks tired.

I look down at my phone. I need to take care of Julianna so I can focus. She’s still on Madison Avenue.

ME: Go home.

Tossing my phone on the large, black lacquered table, I reach for a bag. Axel comes over and sits next to me, cracking the seal on a bottle of Jack. Frosty hesitates but sits, too, eyeing Rodney as he types on his laptop.

Rodney sighs and removes his glasses to clean them with a handkerchief from his suit pocket. It’s amazing the man has stuck with us all these years. He’s not stupid. He knows exactly who we are and what we do, but somehow he and his wife have kind of become part of the Disciples family.

“Okay. Here it is. I don’t want to know what you are having Frosty do. What I can tell you is, I got off the phone with the FBI, and what little they would say, is that there is a witness claiming they can ID Ryder as the killer of the three Russian men who disappeared ten years ago.”

“That’s a lie,” Axel snaps, unwrapping the paper around his Double-Double.

Rodney nods but leans forward. “That may be, but they have someone. I think you all need to prepare for more raids on the business, much like what happened with The Pussycat.”

Axel tosses his burger, as if being reminded about that has made him lose his appetite.

“And Ryder.” Rodney turns to me. “I would get your stuff in order. I don’t know when, but an arrest will be happening.”

“Fuck them.” Blade stands. “Someone is trying to take us down, using my enforcer as bait. I want a name,” he bellows.

I hold up my hand. “I have nothing to hide,” I say to Rodney, who opens his briefcase as the buzzer goes off again.

“Let Edge in.” Blade kicks at Frosty’s chair. Poor Frosty. I haven’t seen Blade this mad in a long time.

“Rodney, what you need to understand is this is all a lie,” Axel grumbles. “I was the—” Rodney stops him as he tosses a file on the table.

“That’s the bodies. Whoever killed them did it with a 9mm Glock, and all from the same gun. So far, no DNA has been found other than the victims’, but they have someone they are protecting.” Edge walks in and reaches for the pack of cigarettes on his desk, saying nothing, jaw tight.

“I have to be honest.” Rodney crosses his hands. “I want to bring in Jett Powers. I’m not going to sugarcoat this. This is the closest the Feds have ever come to actually getting one of you. Ryder’s just the beginning.” His ominous words reverberate through the slick black-and-pink room.

“This shit happened ten years ago,” Blade says as he looks at the file.

“Jason? I need you to trust me. As your attorney, I advise you to let me try getting Jett Powers. We need him. We stand a chance if he takes this case.” He holds up his hands to stop us from talking. “The man is an arrogant prick, but he is the best defense attorney money can buy. He lives and breathes to win.”

“You and I go way back, Rodney.” Blade rubs the back of his neck. “I’m listening.”

“He’ll stop at nothing, Jason. He has connections. He can get Ryder off, and then anything else the Feds have is all circumstantial. Maybe you guys might have some fines.”

The room is quiet. Blade looks over at me. “Get him.” He nods at Rodney.

“Good. Hopefully I’ll hear from him in the next couple of days.” He closes his briefcase and stands, turning to Edge.

“How’s Dolly?”

“Good.” Edge smiles.

It’s so uncomfortable in here you can almost taste the dread in the room.

“She’s convinced this one is a girl, since she feels better than she did with Gunner.” He walks Rodney to the door.

“You be sure to give her our love, and if she needs anything…” His voice trails off. It’s almost as if he’s already bracing himself for us all to end up behind bars as he shuts the door quietly behind him.

“The fuck is happening in here? I’m not going back to jail. Not now, not ever,” Edge says.

“I want the name. Where is the fucking rat right now?” Blade turns his full attention to Frosty.

“How did they find the bodies ten years later? There was no one there that day but us.” Axel flicks his lighter on and off, staring at the flame.

“Unless it’s one of the women in the truck.” Edge’s voice makes us all look at him.

“If that was true, you two would be included, and they were fucking terrified. Half of them were kids and teenagers,” I say, but my head is already at war. Could it be?

“The fact is, until Frosty gets his head out of his ass, we all stay fucking low.” Blade motions for Axel to hand him the bottle.

Frosty pushes his glasses up. “Okay, look. I have an idea.” He looks at all of us. “I know someone who can absolutely hack into all of these agencies and get us what we need.” He licks his lips, and I can already tell the way he’s acting, this is not gonna make any of us happy.

“Yeah, I know that person: you,” Blade snaps. “Get your ass out of here, go to your lair, and get me what I need. Also, I want details on this Powers. Who is he? Likes, dislikes, friends, who he fucks? Wife? Exes? Everything. Don’t leave anything out.”

Frosty nods, his face pale, which is saying something since he lives like a vampire, sleeping in the day and working for the club at night.

“I can easily get the stuff on Powers.” He closes his laptop and starts loading his equipment into his backpack.

“Frosty?” He looks over at me. “If Rodney is right, you need to be careful at all times. The Feds could be watching you too.” I reach for my phone, not even looking at him.

“That’s why I might need help,” he mumbles.

Ignoring him, I pull up Julianna’s location on my phone. She’s at home. When I get back to the clubhouse, I’ll check on her with my cameras.

“Ryder’s right. Pack your shit, Frosty. You’re back at the clubhouse until all this gets resolved,” Blade orders.

Frosty looks up at the ceiling, then at all of us. “You know I have a self-destruct mechanism that I have personally built for all my equipment.”

“I do.” Blade looks at him. “I want you at the clubhouse.”

“Really? I can’t work at the clubhouse. It’s distracting—”

“Put him in my room.” Axel reaches for one of his burner phones. “I’ll let Ox know.”

Frosty sighs, then shakes his head. “Fine. I’ll get packed.”

“Send Floppy to help him with his stuff,” Blade says. “Let’s eat.”

I toss my phone on the table. I need to focus on the club and, apparently, my arrest rather than a pair of blue eyes and lips that were made to wrap around my cock.

I lean forward, my eyes narrowing on Frosty who is looking around as if he’s forgetting something. “I want you to locate everyone who was in that van, Frosty. Names and where they live. Start with that.”

“Fucking perfect.” Edge scowls. “Dolly’s gonna love this. How much of a lockdown are we thinking?”

“We do business as usual until Frosty gets more information,” Blade commands. “Where the fuck is Poet?”

“He’s at the gyno with Charlie, remember?” Edge drops into the chair that Frosty vacated and leans his head back, staring up at the ceiling as he smokes.

“I don’t need to remind you that I’m dealing with Dolly, and you all know how she is when she’s pregnant.” He’s worried, scared of losing what he has.

“Edge, shut up. You’re not the only one being affected,” Axel sneers, tossing his burger down on a napkin.

“Fuck you, Axel—”

“Enough,” Blade roars. “Frosty, bring your stuff to the clubhouse by tonight. And the less Dolly knows, the better—that goes for all of our women.” He looks around the table.

Edge shakes his head and puffs on the cigarette. “This is bad.”

“Edge. They’re after me.” I grab my bag of food. “This is personal to someone.” I look down at my phone, fighting the need to check on her.

Later. Wait until later.

I’m too wound up to taste the burger, and the fries are cold, but I eat them anyway. My mind is detached from the conversation that’s bouncing around the table.

I lean forward and take the bottle of Jack from Axel, who looks concerned. He has no need to be. I’m well aware of what needs to be done. It’s my mistake, my fuckup to fix. My mind drifts.

I see her already, my good girl. She’ll be restless, fighting her need. And I’ll watch, zoom in on her face, so I pinpoint the exact second when she gives up. I can already hear her moan as she spreads her legs, fingers seeking her clit, rubbing it hard, making it pink, slick, and swollen. Her hand will freeze, and she’ll arch up like a cat as she cries out my name.

Fuck. I blink, bringing the bottle to my lips, and drink enough to numb my brain.

Julianna is mine. I’ve sacrificed my happiness to keep her safe from me.

I watch her, protect her. My endless need, my drug that I can’t kick.

Obsession.

A need that grows until all rational thought bleeds away.

She believes the worst of me, thinking that I’ve left her. But I’m always with her.

Day and night.
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Present

Burbank, CA

 

“You sure about this?” My Uber driver looks back at me cautiously as he slowly turns his Chevy Volt onto the dirt road leading to the Disciples’ compound.

“Yes, it’s fine.” I smile. I’d be surprised if the poor kid is nineteen.

“Wait,” I yell.

He slams on the brakes, and I reach out to catch myself from flying forward.

“Sorry,” he says, looking straight ahead, both hands clutching the steering wheel in a death grip.

I take a deep breath and point to the side. “Just pull over and let me text, please.” I’m trying to sound calm since he’s clearly freaking out. Not that I blame him. Memories of my first time driving on this road make me falter. I was convinced a group of wild bikers were going to shoot me. Instead, I discovered Ryder having sex. Oh God, maybe showing up unannounced was not a good idea.

“Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. My face heats up as I grab my phone. The driver keeps looking around, on alert. I roll my eyes, like he’d be able to do anything even if he did see something.

“This is… I mean, we’re allowed in here, right?”

“Yes,” I snap.

The driver’s anxiety is making me second-guess myself. I can’t have that right now. I’m here, for fuck’s sake. Worst-case scenario, I catch Ryder doing something I can’t forgive. No, we’re not together. I need to remember this.

Screw that.

With the mood I’m in, if I catch him having sex with someone else right now, I can’t be sure I won’t shoot him.

“You know what? This is the perfect spot for me to get out.” I toss my phone back into my purse. I’m here. The time to text Ryder was before I got on the plane. Let the chips fall the way they’re supposed to, or something like that. I’m too nervous to think right now.

“Okay…” The Volt is still slowly gliding down the road.

“Um, I could walk faster. Look, I told you to let me out.” Yes, I sound like some asshole New Yorker, but what is he doing?

“Oh shit!” His head swivels toward a Harley driving past us. The wings and dagger on the biker’s vest might as well be a billboard saying “Bad guy.”

“I’m stopping here,” he announces, making me wonder if he’s been so paralyzed with fear the poor guy hasn’t even heard me. The biker looks back at us. I don’t recognize him, but he frowns, then barrels down the driveway. Perfect. I should have texted.

“Thank you. I appreciate the ride.” I hand the kid a hundred dollars. He takes it, eyes wide, not even asking if I need help.

Taking a deep breath, I swing the door open and reach in to jerk my large Louis Vuitton luggage to the ground. A cloud of dry dirt covers my heels. Thankfully my luggage is brown and has wheels, so the dirt won’t show, and it’ll roll. I’ll walk the rest of the way. No big deal. Better than going through this torture with the Uber driver.

“Are you sure? I mean…” He looks to the right. “What is this place?”

“Take the money and go. Forget you were ever here.” I toss my hair off my shoulders and smell the orange trees in bloom. Good grief, I sound like I’m in a movie. Forget you were ever here?

“Okay,” he says again.

Rolling my eyes, I start to walk. I’m still wearing my fabulous suit and stilettos, so I’m going slow, trying not to completely ruin them on the gravel.

I squint, needing my sunglasses, but they’re buried in my purse. Jeez, the clubhouse seemed a lot closer a minute ago.

A loud pop… pop-pop makes me take a deep breath and exhale as I continue pulling my ridiculous luggage. Please, let the biker go around me. Please.

Of course, I can’t be that lucky. He idles loudly next to me. I stop and shoot him my death-slash-bitch glare, ignoring my heart, which feels like it’s pounding out of my chest.

“Hey, baby, want a ride?” The man on the Harley smiles and revs up the bike, making me want to cover my ears. The machine’s exhaust and heat hit my nose, and it’s all I can do not to choke.

“RIP! Goddamn it,” I scream and start laughing as I throw my arms around him.

“Christ, are you completely crazy? Tell me you let Ryder know you’re here?” He holds me as I cling to him. I adore Rip. He was Gia’s weed dealer back when we were at Berkeley. A couple more Harleys go by. I stay glued to Rip.

“I take it that’s a no.” He laughs. “Alright, leave your shit. I’ll send a prospect to get it. Climb on.”

“Thank God, I’m destroying my shoes.” I roll my bag to the side of the road, then grab his shoulders and sling my leg over. The seat is warm, and I’m instantly aware of how close we are. Maybe I should have walked?

Rip looks back and winks. “Grab my waist and hold on.”

“Oh, um, okay.” My hands awkwardly go around his waist. “Maybe I should—” As the massive machine takes off, I lunge into his back, effectively stifling my words. This is so uncomfortable. I try not to let my hands slip down, which is pointless. They slide with every bump. I give up and focus over his shoulder at the clubhouse, pushing away how this must look.

This was not how I saw myself arriving, but then again, what has gone smoothly today?

Seeming unbothered by my horror, Rip pulls into a spot out front and happily grins back at me.

“I should have walked.” I use his shoulder to climb off and peer around at all the faces.

“Nonsense, you would have ruined your outfit.” He winks at me.

“Rip, stop it,” I say, my voice tight.

He throws back his head to laugh and I almost kick him with my heel. “Relax, Jule. He’s not here. Come on.” He grabs my hand and starts to drag me up the porch steps.

“Hey.” He whistles loudly at a group of guys. “Prospect, get her luggage.” One jumps off the porch and heads toward my bag as Rip holds the door for me to enter.

“You want a drink? Or can I interest you in a taste of my latest blend?” He maneuvers us around the pool table and over to the bar area.

“That’s the last thing I need right now, Rip.” I glance around. The place looks the same. Maybe they got a new couch? Not sure.

“I’m sick of New York, and Gia offered me their place in Malibu.” A loud snap of the balls on the pool table makes me jump. There’s only a handful of bikers, so I have no idea why I’m jumpy.

“Darlin’, you’re in Burbank, not Malibu.” He smirks. His tan surfer boy good looks make him look out of place, sort of. I mean, Axel looks like a model… with tattoos. Blade and David look like a mean Thor, and Ryder… Aquaman.

“You okay?” Rip leans over the bar, reaching to grab a bottle of Casamigos tequila.

“Define okay?”

“Perfect, let’s get drunk and you can tell Daddy Rip everything.” He laughs as he offers me his arm.

“Rip. Please don’t refer yourself as my daddy.” I roll my eyes at him, and take his arm as I pretend to ignore any looks we might be getting as we move to sit in the corner.

“Where’s Ryder?”

“Meeting with his lawyer. Shit is going on. He may not be thrilled you’re here, you know.”

My face instantly floods with heat as I dig my fingers into his arm.

“Christ, your nails, Jules.” He frowns at me.

“Is he in trouble?” My legs instantly feel like rubber. I should leave. Go to Malibu before he shows up. Instead, I drop into the chair that Rip pushes me into.

“That’s classified shit,” he responds.

A loud bang, followed by yelling, makes both of us turn to the front door. A tall, dark-haired guy with glasses stands holding the screen open with his foot. In his hands is a giant monitor. He doesn’t look like a biker. More like a professor, but he has the leather vest thing on.

“Now what?” Rip stands. “Here.” He hands me the bottle and goes over to where the commotion’s happening.

I bite my lower lip as I watch. Rip seems to be trying to calm the professor down while helping the other guys bring in numerous boxes. With the amount of electronic stuff they’re carrying upstairs toward the bedrooms, it looks like they robbed a Best Buy.

I glance down at the bottle and up at Rip, who doesn’t look like he’ll be joining me anytime soon.

Screw it, I could use some liquid courage. I need to find my luggage. Maybe I can slip out the back door, get a new Uber driver to actually take me to Malibu. The last thing I want to do is cause problems.

I stand and look around. Aside from the two guys playing pool, everyone else seems to have disappeared. I twist open the bottle and take a sip.

“Oh God.” I almost spit it out, but manage to choke it past my burning tongue and let it slide down my raw throat.

“The hell is she doing here?”

Swinging around, I’m barely able to breathe, let alone talk, as I blink up at him. He’s awe-inspiring. My stomach flips at the thrill of seeing him.

Ryder’s eyes hold mine as he stares at me in disbelief.

Dark, demanding, and dangerous.

I want him.

I’m sure this behavior is unhealthy. I’m basically stalking him, dropping everything to see him. But I don’t even care. The way his eyes are focused on me makes my core pulse. God, my panties are soaked. I think I could come just knowing he’s staring at me.

“What the fuck, Julianna?” Axel asks the air since I literally have to blink him into focus.

“Did you know she was coming?” Blade’s voice alerts me to the fact that he, too, is in the room.

“No.” Ryder’s voice makes me shiver. I grab the back of the chair and hope no one saw it.

In two steps he has my chin. Gone are all thoughts of my burned tongue. All I can do is focus on his strong fingers—it’s like they’re branding me.

His eyes bore into mine as if he’s searching for something he must find. His thumb caresses my lips in approval.

His. I belong with him. I feel it. It’s not merely a need; it’s a force that grows stronger each day. And today, I’ve decided not to fight it anymore.

“What are you doing, Bellezza?” His gravelly voice is so intimate, I don’t care that Blade is sending disapproving juju, or that Axel said what he did.

“Again, what fuck is going on? Is Gia here too?”

Ryder’s lips twitch and his eyes dip to mine. “Don’t disturb me unless someone’s dead,” he calls over his shoulder, taking my hand. His touch is warm, strong, secure. As we take the stairs, I try to breathe.

This is happening. I really am here. My stomach flutters. I’m going to be fucked, hard, by Ryder. I almost moan as I fight the temptation to reach down and touch his thick cock in the middle of the hallway while he unlocks his bedroom door.

“Easy, Bellezza.” His voice… I love it. My swollen pussy seems to contract any time he says Bellezza.

“You’re panting.” He swings the door open and smiles at me. My heart skips, and I’m breathless for a second. Ryder, in general, is magnificent, but if he graces you with a smile, you become invincible.

“Bellezza, you look pretty needy. You want my mouth or my cock?”

God, he’s not lying. I’m taking small, fast breaths. “Everything. I want everything.” My face heats up, but why lie? He knows it.

I go to walk in, but he blocks the entrance with his powerful arm. My eyes dart up to his. It’s like getting lost in a beehive of dark, warm honey.

“Have you been a good girl?”

“Yes.” I rest my back against the doorframe.

“No other cocks have been in this cunt, have they?” He reaches to cup my pussy, and I almost start rubbing myself on his hand. What is wrong with me?

“Words. Use them. Tell me if anyone’s touched what’s mine?”

I lick my lips, my eyes trapped in his dark possessiveness. “I haven’t had sex since Axel’s wedding.” I bite my tongue from adding What about you? But that is going to cause me pain. I know that answer. Right now, I need him to ease this ache in me.

“Good girl,” he whispers into my mouth. “When you touch yourself, who are you thinking about?” He rubs my neck with his other hand.

My pulse surges. “You know it’s you,” I retort. He raises a dark brow at me, and I almost scream, ‘Fuck me’, but that could backfire.

“I know.” His warm hands tighten slightly on my neck. “It’s painful wanting pleasure that bad.”

I close my eyes, trying to get ahold of my emotions. “Go inside. I want you naked on my bed.” My eyes bolt open. Jesus, he’s absolutely filthy.

“Julianna.” His voice is stern. “Go. I need to make a phone call.”

It’s hard to understand, but Ryder makes me feel secure. I kick off my heels while he talks on the phone. I can’t make out what he’s saying, but clearly Rip wasn’t joking. Something is going on.

“On the bed,” he orders, tossing his vest and phone on the chair. I climb onto his giant mattress.

“Spread your legs.” Again, I’m mortified at how my body responds to his nasty mouth. But it does. And I desperately want to please him.

Slowly I open my legs. He moves to stand over me. His eyes rake over my body as he removes his T-shirt. And I’m graced with the enormity that is Ryder. His arms and chest are covered in tattoos. I almost moan out loud; he’s that magnificent.

Breathe, I need to breathe. While I watch his tan hand unbutton his jeans, my pulse might as well be beating out of my chest.

“Eyes.” His voice jerks them up to his.

“But…” My eyes dip down to his hard eight-pack.

“I know, baby, but I want your eyes. You can watch my cock later.”

I blink up at him. Time stops.

The world, noises, everything but us. It’s almost frightening how connected I am with him, as if he truly does own me, mind, body, and soul.

“That’s it. That’s my girl.” He reaches for my legs and jerks me to the edge of the bed. “I was gonna go slow, but fuck that…”

In one hard thrust, his cock is deep inside me. Not sure, but I think I scream. I’m lost, forever chained to him as he fucks me. In and out, his cock impales me, hard and deep.

“Ryder.” My fingers grab the sheet beneath me while he holds the backs of my legs, raising me to fuck me deeper.

“Rub your clit,” he grunts, nostrils flaring.

I bite my bottom lip as I do what he says. I’d hoped he was going to tell me to come. I’m already pulsing, my swollen, slick clit so sensitive.

“Ryder,” I whimper as my finger rubs circles on it. “It… feels so good.” My other hand claws into his forearm.

“Yeah, that’s it, Bellezza, so fucking good. I’m close.” His nostrils flare again, as if the scent of our sex turns him on.

“Rub. I’m gonna fill this cunt up.” All I can do is obey, my body tight, ready to explode while his hips pound into me. That’s when I see it. His eyes change and I’m caught, ruined forever as I watch him come undone, taking me with him.

“Come,” he demands, and I do, pulsing on his cock, soaring, letting him take me to another zone, another realm. The orgasm is so intense, I see black dots as I let myself go. Not sure, but I think I might be chanting his name. All I know is I’m suddenly in his arms.

He kisses my eyes; his voice soothes me. “Shh, I got you.” He kisses the wetness off my cheeks. Blinking at him, I let my hands drift up to his neck.

“I don’t cry.” But I can’t seem to stop. As soon as I speak, it’s like the floodgates have opened, and I’m sobbing, clinging to him. He wipes my tears and licks them with his tongue.

“What’s happening?” I choke out. What the hell is wrong with me? He continues to kiss me. It’s slow and deep, and I never want to move. His tongue slowly twists with mine, and I taste my own tears. Lacing his fingers with mine, he raises my hands above my head as his hips slowly move. Jesus, is he still hard?

“I like you coming apart.” Slowly, he pumps his cock in and out of me.

“I’m mortified…” I gasp as he does one deep, hard thrust. I’m so sensitive and raw that I can only hold on while he sets me free.

“Fuck, that’s it. Give it to me, Julianna.”

My heart skips a beat at his praise. It’s like I’m starved for it.

“That’s my good girl. I feel that greedy cunt ready to come. You wait though,” he rasps into my mouth. Goose bumps scatter across my arms, but my skin feels feverish. I lose sight of everything but his thick cock, sliding in and out.

Suddenly he lets go of my hands and pulls out. Before I can protest, he grips his cock and starts jacking off. It’s hard and rough, his hand easily able to jerk his cock since it’s soaked.

“Fuck. Open your mouth,” he says as hot, milky strands shoot out of the tip onto my face, my mouth. He keeps marking me, emptying the last of himself on my breasts.

“You’re mine.” While he stares at me, his seed drips down my cheeks. I should be horrified that he shot his wad on me. Instead, I like it, a lot.

Licking my lips, I take as much of his seed into my mouth as I can and swallow. I’m done pretending that there is no connection between us. I know it, and so does he, even if he won’t admit it.

A slow smirk graces his lips. Standing, he pulls me to him. His mouth goes straight for my already throbbing pussy. On instinct, I grab his thick, dark hair as he takes over, eating me like he’s starved.

Rough.

Nasty.

Ryder’s a force I can’t live without, and I don’t intend to. When I arch into his mouth, he sucks on my clit like it’s nectar.

“Oh God.” Turning my face to the side, I gaze down at him.

His eyes hold mine while he inserts two fingers to fuck me. His mouth sucks my swollen nub and that’s it—I’m shattered into a million pieces, pulsing against his mouth as his tongue continues to torture me through my orgasm.

Lying there, staring at him, I can barely move. For the first time in years, I want to smile.

When he leans down to pick me up, his muscles flex, and though I’m exhausted, I can’t peel my eyes away. “Shower, then you can sleep,” he murmurs.

Stretching my arms up, I wrap them around his neck. “I needed that,” I whisper. Sighing, I breathe in his delicious warm, spicy scent.

His body instantly tenses and my eyes, which were closing, pop open. He’s distancing himself.

“I’m gonna clean you. Then I have shit I need to take care of.” His voice is dry, as if he’s bored, but he’s not bored. This is his way of telling me that was just sex and now it’s over. All that crap about me being his was so I’d let him shoot his load on my face.

Oh my God. I licked it off and swallowed. My face burns with humiliation, and I want to run and hide. Crying? Jesus, who, cries after an orgasm?

“I can clean myself,” I snap, squirming to get my sore body out of his arms.

“Don’t,” he demands, his arms tightening. I want to scream ‘Why? What’s wrong with you?’ Because something is, or it’s me. Clearly, Ryder’s a master at making you feel that you’re special, but as soon as he’s done fucking you, he’s gone, closed off, saying words that slice your heart.

“Just put me down, Ryder. I should have called, but I figured I was in town, and I really needed someone to get me off. So, thanks for that.” I try to smile, but my lips twitch instead with the ugly words that come dripping out.

“Christ.” He keeps walking, using his elbow to flip on the bathroom light and setting me down.

“Look.” His beautiful face shows me very little besides the storm raging in his eyes. “I can’t give you what you need right now.”

Like a bobblehead, I keep nodding until he grabs my chin. My heart pounds.

“Stop.” He shakes my chin. “I’m nothing but pain.”

I blink at him. That’s what my heart was beating out of my chest for? I jerk my chin away. “You have to do better than that, Ryder. Pain? Who isn’t pain?”

That seems to startle him. He cocks his head at me as if he truly is trying to read my mind, so I make it easy for him.

“I came here… for you.” I shrug. “I had a horrible day, and I needed you. I should have called, but to be honest, I was scared you’d do exactly this.” My voice echoes around the bathroom.

“You don’t know what or who I am.” He shakes his head at me. “But you’re not leaving until I say so.” His voice is flat, and any hope I had of uncovering his real feelings evaporates. I laugh because quite frankly, I’m exhausted.

“I’m going to take a shower… alone.”

His eyes peruse my face as if he’s deciding whether to allow that, but I’m done. I move around him, and step in, not even caring that the water is ice cold. Truth is, I’m too tired to deal with Ryder and me right now. I lift my face to the icy sting. It actually feels good. I’m going to ignore Ryder and sleep, deal with everything in the morning.
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What the fuck am I gonna do with her? I did not prepare for this. My obsession showing up out of the blue, with her big blue eyes and fucking scent, standing there with a bottle of Casamigos tequila in her hand. Taking my breath away with her beauty… yeah, I let my dick take over.

And now, I need to think. Realistically, I should wake her up and drop her off at Granger’s house. Fucking Granger. But that ain’t happening.

I run my hand through my wet hair. I actually slept, only waking at 3 AM to roll over, grab Julianna, and slip my cock into her wet pussy from behind. Making her scream that she loves it. Then passing out again and waking up half an hour ago.

“Christ.” Inhaling deeply, I take a whiff of her: apples and lemons along with the scent of our sex. I adjust my erection, then grab a T-shirt. My phone vibrates on my dresser. Ignoring it, I try to get my mind in the game and as far away from Julianna’s addictive pussy as I can.

I light up a cigarette, deciding not to wake her. All I’ll want is to climb back in bed with her and let her cunt distract me from my day.

Closing my eyes, I inhale, blocking out the ghosts that want to remind me of shit that I don’t want to revisit.

Souls, destiny, some people are made to mate, to love and be together. My eyes narrow as I take another deep inhale on my cancer stick. Maybe in another life, Julianna and I can have that. In this one, if I’m not careful, I’m gonna die in jail.

I grab my phone and look down at a ton of texts and missed calls. Most of them are from Rodney, saying that Jett Powers will meet with us. The last two are from Blade, saying he’ll meet me at O’Malley’s.

Fucking messy. All this shit is piling up, and having Rex, the president of the Sinners, in town is not making me happy. Not that I think he or the Sinners are involved with any of the shit that’s happening with me and the club. But I trust no one besides my core group of brothers.

I crack my neck and pull up the phone numbers and reports on Rex’s kid’s activities. We’ve been keeping a loose eye out on his girl. Mostly because Blade knows that’s where the Sinners go, and nothing but havoc and mayhem follow them.

The kid is Rex’s, but he left her to be cared for by this deadbeat teacher who’s got a gambling problem and is up to his neck with the Triads. They basically own him. Like I said, messy. Blade can do most of the talking. My head hurts already.

I grab my keys. Unable to stop myself, I lean down and caress those lush locks that are spread out on my pillow. So soft, almost as if it’s alive, her hair curls around my fingers.

Her eyes flutter open, and once again I’m lost, sucked into everything that’s her. It’s like we’re in a Shakespearean tragedy, one where we’re doomed, but the forces of nature won’t be denied.

“Go back to sleep, Bellezza. I’m just looking at you.” My voice sounds gravelly to my ears, but not harsh.

My hand moves to caress her cheek, thumb rubbing her lips—they’re red and swollen from my mouth. Straightening, I move to the chair for my cut, dumping my cigarette in a glass on the windowsill.

She groans. It’s raspy, sleepy, and my dick likes it. She snuggles back into my pillow, her long, sooty lashes looking like fans on her creamy skin. I jerk on my cut and pocket my cigarettes, ignoring this pull I have with her. It’s like we have this invisible string attached to us and we can’t break free.

There’s a light knock at the door to my room. Who would dare? No one comes to my door unless it’s bad news. Julianna turns to her side but stays asleep. Frowning, I move to open my door. I need to have a prospect, or maybe even Ox, watch her today until I figure out what I’m doing. I also need to alert Amy she’s here. A large suitcase sits blocking my exit, and I spot Floppy trying to rush down the stairs.

“What the hell is this?” I growl at him.

He sighs and turns. “Sorry, Ryder. Rip told me to bring it to your room. I made a mistake and put it in his.” He starts down the stairs and the adrenaline pumps through my veins.

“How would you make this mistake?” My eyes pin him to his spot on the stairs as he nervously runs a hand through his long hair.

“She was on the back of his bike.” He shrugs, as if that explains it all.

“Julianna was on Rip’s bike?” I shut my door, and in two steps, I’m staring down at him.

“Yeah, I thought she was his… so I brought her luggage to his room.” He pales and slowly takes another step down.

His. He thought Julianna was Rip’s. I take a breath as I talk myself out of putting a bullet in Floppy’s head. “Where’s Rip?”

“Take it easy, Ryder, it was just a misun—”

“Rip. Where. Is. He?” I sneer each word.

“He’s having coffee with Amy.” He spits it out, nodding at me as I pass, visions of Julianna on the back of Rip’s bike, her long hair glistening in the sun as her hands cling to his waist, her breasts with her fucking nipples touching his back.

“Motherfucker.” I burst into the kitchen.

Amy stands at the stove scrambling eggs. Her eyes narrow on me. “Take it outside.” She shakes her head, pointing the spatula at me.

“Relax, Ryder, she’s my friend.” Rip shakes his head at me, then mumbles, “It’s not like she’s your old la—”

“You let her on your bike.” I slam my fist into his chin, sending his coffee mug flying. It hits Amy’s cabinets and smashes into pieces. All I can see is my Julianna on his bike, like a bad song on the radio that’s stuck in your head for days. I don’t even stop to let him defend himself.

“Ryder, outside, I said.” Amy’s voice cuts into my fog, and I slow for a second to witness him smiling at me, fucked-up face and all. I go to attack, but someone restrains me. Like a caged beast that wants more blood, I kick Rip in the ribs with my boot before someone drags me away.

“Fuck, Ryder. It’s Rip, man,” Ox snarls as he and Fosters push me out of the kitchen and toward the front door. I jerk my arms out of their grip and kick the screen door open, causing a couple of bunnies who were laughing and smoking on the porch to scream in surprise.

“Ryder, you okay, brother?” Ox holds up a hand but stays a respectful distance. I take a breath, ignoring him as I open and close my fists.

Fosters clears his throat as I slowly look up at him. He nods and rubs his hand on his beard, holding a phone. “Prez wants to talk.”

“Christ.” Ox shakes his head at him but takes the phone from Fosters, who’s smart enough to back away from me.

“When you’re ready.” Ox holds the phone up like he’s showing me he’s unarmed. I lift my face up to the sun, closing my eyes as I let my head calm. Am I sorry for beating the shit out of Rip? Fuck no. He knows better. Opening my eyes, I hold my hand out for the phone.

“I’m on my way,” I say in a rush.

Silence, then, “You need to get your head on straight. Now I don’t know what the fuck is happening to you, brother, but for the first time ever, I’m worried. Do I need to have Axel with me today for the Sinners?” Blade’s voice is eerily calm, which means he’s pissed, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m pissed too.

“I said I’m on my way.” My voice sounds deadly even to me.

Silence again, besides a siren passing in the background. “I’m here in the parking lot. Rex went in alone.”

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.” I straddle my bike. “I got Rex’s shit on his kid and the stepdad.”

“I’m giving Rex seventy-two hours to finish whatever shit he needs to get done.” Then the line goes dead. I toss the phone back to Ox, who watches me like a mother hen.

“Look, I need you to watch Julianna.” I start up my bike, the loud rumble making me feel better already.

“Are you talking lock her in? Or follow her around without her knowing?” Ox raises his voice over the rumble.

“Fuck.” I check for my gun in my waistband. “I need your Glock, man. I forgot mine.” I say this like it’s not a big deal, even though this has never happened. Never. My Glock is the one thing I always have.

“Ox.” I narrow my eyes. “I’m tracking her. Watch her. If she goes out, let me know.” He stares at me like I’ve grown horns.

“Your Glock.” I hold out my hand.

“You sure you’re o—” My stare makes him stop. Removing his cut, he hands me his holster and gun.

Ox is way more anal about safety than me. I’m tempted to stuff it in the back of my waistband, but this isn’t my only stop today, so a holster probably is best.

“Don’t worry.” I grin, putting the Glock in the holster. “I’ll give it back.”

I twist the throttle, and Ox shakes his head at me. I’m barely out of the compound when I hit slight traffic, which is fine—it’s enough to distract me into being able to think straight.

Blade’s right. My ass is on the line. I’m the one who put the bullets in the fucking scumbags’ heads. This is my mess to clean up, along with dealing with Julianna.

And even though I’m not in the mood for this meeting with Rex, he’s showing respect. I can do the same. Never know when a Sinner can do you a favor.

I probably should send Amy flowers. She’s like a mother to me… Yeah, I definitely need to do that. And fucking Rip… Now that I’m calm, I guess I’ll need to have a conversation, letting him and everyone know that Julianna is mine. She’s staying. Now that she’s here, I can’t be distracted worrying about her while I fix this fuckup. I smirk thinking about tonight. Getting on the back of Rip’s bike? Unacceptable.

Julianna will learn: bad girls get punished.
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A loud yell, followed by bad heavy metal music, wakes me with a start. Sitting up, I glance at his side of the bed.

Empty. He’s gone. I vaguely remember him telling me to go back to sleep early this morning.

My phone vibrates again. Sighing, I throw the sheet off me and try to get my legs to work. I’m full-on shaky. Not sure if it’s from all the sex, or the excitement that comes with waking up in Ryder’s bed. Probably a bit of both.

After grabbing my phone off his nightstand, I notice my bag by the door. I was wondering what happened to it.

It’s like I’m in a fog, sluggish from orgasms and lack of sleep; although, my heart kind of flips thinking that it’s Ryder calling.

It’s not though. It’s my dad. Perfect.

“Hello?”

“I’ve had enough of this behavior, Julianna—”

“Dad, let me stop you right now. I love you, you’re my father, but I’m sorry. You need to mind your own business.”

Dead silence, so much so that I actually look down at my phone to see if he’s hung up. He hasn’t. I guess telling him I love him has rendered him speechless.

Finally, he clears his throat. “I know you’re in Los Angeles. I’ve called a family meeting. It’s important you attend.” I look down at my toes—they’re a cute pale pink. Everything on me is manicured and perfect, from my hair to my toes.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t.” I think I hear someone in the background curse, but strangely I don’t care.

“I suggest you rethink this—”

I cut him off. “Are you sick? If that’s the case, then when the time is right, I’ll come back, but right now, I’m busy.”

“Living with criminals?” he snaps, his voice ugly. “Yes, I know all about him. Do you honestly think I’d allow my child to lower herself by spending time with a biker?”

For a second, I freeze, then look around, which is stupid. If there is one place I know I’m safe, it’s in this room, in this clubhouse. Still, I grab one of Ryder’s shirts to pull over my nakedness.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I am visiting a friend, which, since I’m twenty-eight years old, is none of your business.” I refuse to engage with his entitled snobbery. Trying to correct him won’t make a difference anyway. And really, Ryder is, by his own mouth, a bad guy. Adrenaline fills me as I think about how exciting he is. I don’t care if he’s a criminal; he makes me feel safe. That and he’s fucking hot.

“Don’t make this difficult. Come back. I don’t want this to be any uglier than it has already gotten.” His voice is curt, as if I’m ten and being told that my table conversation was not appropriate.

“I have to go. You do what you think is best. I’ll have my lawyer get in touch with Matthew. You can let him know for me since I hear him cursing in the background.”

“You’re making a mi—” And for the first time in my life, I hang up on someone. Just like that. Done.

I’m finally free.

“Wow.” I slowly sit on the edge of Ryder’s bed. I just severed my relationship with my dad, my siblings, and that whole life, and now that it’s sinking in, the horrible music is rather calming. Now I need to call Diana and give her a heads-up, and I will, but I have to do something I’ve wanted to do for years… something I’ve always let others talk me out of.

Today is the day. I’m free. For a split second, I hesitate. Am I being too hasty?

Screw it, that’s the old Julianna talking. The new one is going after what she wants. I’m gonna be fierce, determined. And that starts with changing my look. I have only myself to make happy: no family or ex-husband dragging me down. Ryder’s made it clear that he can’t be anything more than a dick, so no need to worry about him.

I hop off the bed and groan at how sore my muscles are, but I’ll take some Advil and a quick shower and be good as new. With the adrenaline still pumping, I’m in and out in under ten minutes. I barely need makeup. My cheeks are already flushed from Ryder and the excitement. All I apply is light eye makeup and pale pink lip gloss.

Next, clothes. I drag my Louis Vuitton suitcase to one side of Ryder’s room where there’s nothing but a bookshelf in the corner. It’s filled with all kinds of books, from medical dictionaries to books on dreams and what they mean.

This is like finding a treasure map that leads straight into Ryder’s head, and I’ll have to examine them later. Wondering why these books interest him, I trail my hand over four medical textbooks on the brain, and my heart twists. What’s in his head that makes him seek peace and knowledge?

It’s so strange to feel connected with someone instantly, yet to not even know if he has a family. I see no pictures, other than a black-and-white photo of him riding his bike straight toward the lens. I wonder if Gia took this. It’s an amazing shot of him. Whoever took it captured him perfectly.

A force.

Leaning down, I unzip my luggage and decide I’m going all black today: black panties, bra, racerback turtleneck, and skinny jeans. I wish I had some cute black boots, but my ballet flats will do.

I need to find Rip. He’ll know where Dolly’s salon is. I can’t call Gia. She’ll freak that I’m at the clubhouse rather than staying at her place, and I’m not prepared to answer her questions.

Like what are you doing? I pull my thick hair up in a careless bun and grab my purse, dumping my phone in it, and head down the stairs. The music has now changed to the Black Crows, which is better than whatever was blasting before. Ignoring the stares, I march straight past a cluster of women in leather and into the kitchen.

As soon as I walk in, I know something is wrong. Amy is nowhere, but the faint smell of bacon lingers, and all the bikers sitting at the long picnic table stand and look at me like I have something in my teeth.

“Um. Hi, is Rip around?”

One of the bikers starts to cough, then proceeds to leave through the back door.

“Is Amy here?” I frown but project my voice. They simply stare at me like I carry the plague.

“Amy’s gone to the store. What you need?” I turn to see Ox? Olaf? Something like that. I remember him from Axel’s wedding.

“Oh hi, remember me? I’m friends with Gia—” He rubs the back of his neck, like I’m giving him a headache, which is ridiculous since I just came downstairs.

“I know who you are,” he grumbles, and for a second I’m taken aback at the rudeness. The man is big. Not as tall as Ryder, but he may have more tattoos.

“Um, is Rip here?” I say, holding my shoulders back.

“You’re kidding, right?” He snorts, turning to the other bikers, holding up his hand for them to stay quiet. “Yeah, Rip is busy also.”

“Has something happened?” I demand as dread fills me. Everyone is acting weirder than usual.

“No. Now, what do you need with Rip?”

“I wanted to ask him if he could take me to Dolly’s salon to get my hair styled.” Loud groans and the shuffling of boots fill the kitchen as half the guys leave, all shooting me a death glare.

I frown as they pass. Clearly something is happening. “Can you help me? I’d call a cab, but they seem to get nervous coming here.” I take a breath and look at him.

“Hold on.” He starts to text. “Just some friendly advice.” He looks up from his phone, and I notice he has the bluest eyes. If he’d let his hair grow out, he’d actually look handsome, in a nontraditional way.

“Okay?”

“Never get on anyone’s bike unless it’s Ryder’s.”

“What are you talking about?” Then I remember the debacle of yesterday. Great, I guess they did see us. “Oh, is that what this is all about?” I wave my hand and smile. “Rip’s a good friend…” My voice drifts as he shoots me another death glare.

“Ryder says it’s fine to go to Dolly’s. I’ll get the truck.” And before I can respond, he’s walking past me. What the heck? I have no words. Did he just imply that if Ryder said no, I can’t leave? I refuse to let this bother me. It’s a bit caveman, but maybe that’s the way this guy is.

I rub my hand down my jeans, which are like a second skin, so it looks like I’m nervous. Stopping, I strum my fingers on the marble island top, ignoring the few guys who are still in the kitchen.

“Julianna?” Ox yells from another room. “Let’s go.”
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This might be the most uncomfortable car ride I’ve ever experienced. I’ve tried my best to make pleasant small talk with Ox, but it’s hard when all you get are one-word answers, frowns, and grunts.

I look out the window, fighting my need to pick my nail polish off. It’s a nervous tic I’ve had forever. Usually I’m fine, but this uncomfortable vibe is making me sit on my hands to avoid doing it.

“So, how long have you known Ryder?” I smile as I try one last time, only to have him turn right into a parking lot. The car’s abrupt turn and sudden stop makes my whole body sway.

“I’ll wait,” he grumbles.

Nodding, I grab my purse from the floor. “Thank you.” I sound absurd, but whatever. The man stares straight ahead as if he can’t hear me. I’m starting to feel bad for him. Maybe English isn’t his first language? He certainly doesn’t speak in complete sentences.

The parking lot is full. Seems like there are a bunch of trendy shops on this street. A door opens and a woman with purple hair and white tips on the ends steps out and lights a cigarette. I walk over.

“Hi.”

She arches a plucked brow and inhales deeply, blowing the smoke up into the sky. “Hi.” She waves her other hand at me.

“I don’t have an appointment, but I know Dolly and Dou—”

“Inside, my love,” she says in a rush, nodding at Ox over my shoulder. Good grief, what is up with everyone? I mean, they’re giving New Yorkers a good name.

“Thank you.” I swing the pretty pink-wired door open. Patsy Cline’s “I Fall To Pieces” greets me as I walk down the white hallway and into the bright main salon, which has turquoise-and-gold sofas, and large windows facing the street.

Three chairs on one side with ornate mirrors, and two chairs on the other side—it’s pretty full. I search for Dolly or Doug yet see neither, only a tall guy covered in tattoos and piercings and a woman with large boobs and platinum hair. They look me up and down. The guy smiles.

“You got an appointment, beautiful?”

“Is Dolly or Doug around?” The guy reaches for a blow dryer and motions with his head to another area. I start to head in that direction when both of them walk out. Doug’s carrying a bowl of hair dye and Dolly, well, Dolly is pregnant.

“Oh shit.” Dolly grabs Doug’s arm. He promptly shushes her.

“Sorry.” She shakes her head and comes over to me. “I’m surprised is all. Is Gia here?” She smiles, revealing red, glossy lips.

“No. Just me. I’m sorry. This was a spur-of-the-moment decision.” My face floods with heat. What was I thinking? The last time Dolly saw me, Ryder was fucking me against the wall. And the scene with Cindy afterward was mortifying. I… we ruined Axel and Antoinette’s wedding.

Jesus. I’ve been so preoccupied with Ryder and all my drama, I forgot about Cindy.

Cindy.

This has to be why everyone is acting so weird.

“Stop it, we’re thrilled to see you.” Doug stops me from bolting, which I couldn’t do even if I wanted to. And I do because Dolly is blocking my escape with her hands on her hips and cute belly.

“Congratulations. I didn’t know you were pregnant,” I croak. Of course, I didn’t know she was pregnant—I’m an outsider.

“Yeah, six months.” She waves a hand. “Are you okay?” She looks up at me with big brown eyes—Dolly looks like a perfect porcelain doll. I don’t know her that well, but at the wedding she was the first one to hold Cindy back when she tried to attack me and Ryder.

I sigh and start to laugh. “No, probably not. Look…” My eyes go to her face, then Doug’s.

“I want a change. I need to change. My life’s a train wreck. I left New York yesterday and told my dad off, so I’m sure he’s disowning me.” After vomiting all this out in the middle of the shop, I take a breath. “To be honest,” I finally say, “I don’t care if he does. My ex-husband, who technically won’t sign the final divorce papers, is gay, and now he says he’s not—”

“Jesus.” Doug smiles as he interrupts me. “I love you already. Follow me, beautiful. I can help you change.” He guides me to a couch in the front, right by his station.

“Is Ryder still with Cindy?” I blurt out.

He freezes for a second, then smiles at his current client in the mirror. She’s sitting in the chair closest to me.

“Dolly, you’re up,” he calmly says as he starts to put dye on the woman’s hair. She’s blatantly staring at me. Again, everyone says New Yorkers are rude, but LA is the worst.

“Okay. No, but it’s complicated.”

I blow out the breath I was holding and sink down into the velvety couch.

“You must think I’m either crazy or the worst person or both. I know she’s your friend.” I shake my head, cross my leg, and cover my face. Memories of that day pour in.

“We’re here. Is Gia okay?” Eve looks back at us. I glance over at her. Gia, along with me, must have passed out on the way. God, she looks terrible: mascara on cheek, her hair that we had done earlier a tangled mess in the back. We need to get ourselves together, but they don’t need to know we’ve been drinking for a solid week.

I clear my throat. “Well, you heard about Gia leaving the tour, right? She hasn’t been sleeping much.” It sounds absurd. I guess I’m still a terrible liar.

“Fucking Granger. I’m never downloading another song,” Eve gripes as I look over at the massive property. I should be nervous, yet I’m not. Maybe I’m still intoxicated because I feel like I’ve been waiting for this moment to happen.

“God. I need to get Jason, I mean…” She looks at Rip, then back at Gia who hasn’t moved. “Rip, we can’t have Axel seeing his sister like this on his wedding day. We have enough drama going on,” Eve yells.

“I need to use the restroom.” I open the door and slide out. Neither of them pay me attention as they both argue about what to do with Gia. I shade my eyes and start toward the clubhouse, then stop as I stare, my heart leaping into my throat.

Dark.

Commanding.

Dangerous.

It’s as if all the air has been sucked out of me as my eyes cling to his. At one time, he was my everything.

Now he is my destiny.

In five steps, he stands in front of me. His golden-brown eyes caress my face like he can’t believe I’m real.

And I know. Deep inside I know he is mine. Time, age, none of it matters. He takes my hand and I follow him. I’d follow him anywhere.

I look up at Dolly who is dropping herself down next to me on the couch, her hand rubbing her baby belly. “I have to apologize for that day… the wedding, I did not mean for that to happen,” I say, groaning into my hands.

“Stop. Look at it this way. All of us will always remember it.” She smiles at me, her brown eyes kind. “We can’t help who we love.”

I go to tell her I don’t love Ryder, but that’s a lie, so I don’t say anything.

“Wow, Dougie, this might be serious.” She holds up a hand to stop anything he was going to say. “Now I know this is tricky with the Cindy thing. But ultimately this boils down to the heart. And Ryder has always been waiting…” She cocks her head at me. “I think Ryder has been waiting for you.” She slaps my leg.

“Baby Doll, stay out of it.” Doug sets down the brush he was using to put dye on the woman’s hair and sets a timer. He turns to face me. “Julianna, what are we thinking?”

“I want to dye my hair and cut it.”

He takes off his gloves and takes my hair down, his hands going through its thickness. “Not short. I’ll put some layers in, but I can’t allow you to go short.” Dolly twists to look at me.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but with her complexion and those blue eyes”—she grabs Doug’s arm—“she needs to go red.” She sighs dramatically. “You know how I feel about redheads, but somehow, she can pull this off.”

They both stare at me as if I’m a piece of meat they’re deciding to buy.

“Agreed.” Doug nods. “Fucking fierce. I love it.”

“Do it. She’ll look stunning, fit for our Ryder. I have a soft spot for him.” She winks at me, and I grin back. There’s something about little Dolly that’s kind of amazing. She’s the one who’s fierce.

The girl with blue hair whom I saw outside walks past us, wiping her lips.

Dolly stops and calls out, “OMG, why do you have blowjob lips, Jenny?”

My eyes widen. She does. Her lips are all red and puffy. Before anyone can say anything, Ox walks in, talking on the phone, the pink gated door slamming shut after him.

“Unbelievable.” She throws up her hands. “Please, for the love of God, tell me no one saw you?” She shakes her head.

Ox smirks and lowers the phone. “How much longer?”

“Hours. Go away,” she snaps, grabbing my arm. “We need to get you waxed.”

A phone rings, interrupting the madness that seems to happen in this shop.

“Dolly, it’s Eve,” Jenny states flatly, almost gloating as she reapplies her lipstick using the screen on the laptop for a mirror. “She said she’s been calling your cell. It’s important.”

Dolly glares at Jenny who peeks over the laptop screen and smirks. “You get yourself in all this drama.” She holds out a cell phone to Dolly.

Doug walks over and takes the cell, looking at it. “Text her and tell her that Julianna made a guest appearance.” He hands Dolly her phone.

“You do it,” Dolly says over her shoulder.

“Can’t. I’m Switzerland.” He looks at his client in the mirror.

Dolly rolls her eyes. “Don’t even. You can’t be Switzerland. That’s not how it works.”

“I have to be. Robert and I spend a lot of time with…” His eyes get big and I know they’re talking about Cindy.

After following Doug to the seat in his station, I settle in and look out the window. The best way to handle this is to actually ask Ryder. And if he says that he’s still involved with her, then I’ll decide what to do. After all, I just showed up.

I lean down to grab my phone out of my purse so that I can surf TikTok and ignore their hushed whispering while Jenny dabs oil around my face.

“How long have Doug and Dolly known each other?” I say, glancing up at Jenny who’s chewing gum. Her lips look normal again.

“Years. They’re like brother and sister. This thing with Cindy is stupid. Ryder hasn’t been into her for years, but they are terrified of upsetting her.” She shakes her head. I’m about to ask her more since I’m liking what she’s saying, when Doug walks up carrying the bowl filled with my new color.

“Okay, gorgeous. You ready to be fierce?” His dark eyes search my face as if he’s trying to decide whether I’m up for the task.

I smile back at him in the mirror. “I can’t wait.”
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Not gonna lie, today never got better. Pulling into the clubhouse, I think about the meeting with the president of the Sinners. It went fine. I watched him. Saw every single expression he tried to hide when Blade told him his daughter left a week ago, and that the stepdad was a degenerate gambler. There’s always that moment when you look into a man’s eyes, and you can see if this fucked-up world has sucked the life out of him. They’ll be dead, soulless. Rex’s held pain—that can make him dangerous, another fucking headache. We don’t need the Sinners coming in and tearing up Los Angeles. Although, talking with Rex did solidify my belief that the Sinners are not involved in any of my mess, which should have made me feel better.

It didn’t.

Ox interrupted me three times with texts asking questions about Julianna, the last one letting me know Rip’s nose was broken. I texted back he’s lucky I didn’t put a bullet in his skull. After that, Ox went silent.

All I want is a bottle of Jack and Julianna. Maybe I’ll go easy on her. After all, she had no idea how big a betrayal that is for me. Christ, to be honest, I’m more pissed off that Julianna was on the back of Rip’s bike than when she married the fucking gay guy.

Irrational, yeah, but I’m far from perfect. Thinking about it again makes me angry. I’m not going easy on her.

Julianna broke the rules. She’ll either be a hundred percent on board, or she’ll be gone tomorrow. Either way, we’ll be on the same page. I swing the screen door open, going straight for the bar area.

Ox sits in the corner with Roxy. Fosters and Needles are playing pool, laughing. Most of the other brothers are relaxing and drinking. They nod, giving me my respect as I pass.

I grab a bottle and head toward the kitchen. I need to apologize to Amy. Laughter stops me at the entrance.

“Motherfucker,” I say as my heart pounds. I know that voice. I know both of those voices.

“God, remember, Rip? Gia blamed it on some nonexistent girl who confused everyone so much they ended up dropping everything.” Laughter fills the room as my eyes take in the kitchen. Edge stands, arm slung around Dolly’s neck, as they all laugh at whatever the woman whose back is to me is saying. This woman has long red hair, like a sparkling bag of rubies, and she’s laughing so hard that she grabs Rip’s arm.

“Remember? You were freakin’ thinking Axel was gonna kill you.”

“How could I forget.” He laughs, shaking his head. A huge bouquet of flowers blocks my view for a moment. This must be what I spent four-hundred dollars on. Where the hell is Amy? I didn’t get them to make the kitchen smell nice.

I take a breath, because I’m ready to break Rip’s ribs if Julianna doesn’t stop touching his arm. This must be why Ox went radio silent. He wasn’t about to tell me she changed her hair color.

She must feel me, because she’s the first to turn, her eyes instantly finding mine. And that’s when the world, universe, everything changes for me. This is the moment I allow myself to bleed for everything we might be, but more than likely will never be.

She was beautiful before. Now she’s fucking exquisite. A goddess, my own magical siren, put on this earth to enchant and destroy me. She will be what takes me down, not a Russian or any other thug. It will be this woman whose big blue eyes watch me, clear and open. She shows me her soul, and it’s entwined with mine.

Mine.

Raising her chin, I caress her face with my thumb. So delicate. Her lips are stained like plum-red berries, and I almost dip my head to suck on them knowing they taste as sweet as sugar.

“Ho-ly fuck.” Dolly’s voice shatters my sphere, the one that’s only me and my jewel.

“Where’s Eve when I need her?” Her big brown eyes are bugging out of her head. “I mean, this is… are you guys seeing this?” She points at us.

I arch a dark brow at Julianna and trace her lips with my thumb.

She smiles at me. “Do you like it?” Her voice is raspy, and she bats her long black lashes up at me.

“I do.” My hand trails down to her neck.

Edge clears his throat. I glance over to witness him scooting a reluctant Dolly toward the door.

“Stop watching them.” He laughs as she tries to knock his hand away

“But—”

“Babe, you can tell Eve all about this later. We’re late picking up Gunner.” He keeps moving them out of the kitchen.

“God, I should have filmed that. What was I thinking?” her voice fades as I turn to stare daggers at Rip.

Lighting up a joint, he leans his ass against the counter. “Don’t mind me.” He grins, inhaling deeply and holding it.

“Christ.” My hands drop as I take in his face. He looks like shit. His nose has a butterfly bandage across the arch, and he’s got two black eyes.

“Oh my God, Ryder, did you hear what happened to poor Rip?” Julianna grabs my bicep, and I feel her touch go straight to my cock. I’ve never liked any sort of public affection. In fact, it’s always annoyed me, but a small touch from Julianna makes me feel like the whole world is better.

“He got hit by a car,” she says. Looking down at her, I force myself back into the room with Rip, unfortunately.

“I hope you got the license plate number.”

“Actually…” He exhales the residual smoke. “It was a truck, Jule.” He grins. “I got taken down by a truck.” He lets out a laugh.

“Yeah, you’re lucky you lived.” Reaching out, I caress Julianna’s red strands and dip my head to smell her. Like apples dipped in caramel.

“Have you eaten?” I pet her.

She nods, licking her lips.

Jesus Christ, I’m like the Big Bad Wolf in Little Red Riding Hood. I can’t wait to eat her.

“Go ice your nose,” I growl over my shoulder, placing my hand on Julianna’s lower back and guiding her out.

“Nah. Don’t worry about me. I’m big and strong. Just need a little tender loving care from some special woman,” he calls after us.

Fucking Rip. I shake my head. As if I’m gonna let this go with him. He’s lucky Edge and Dolly were in the kitchen. Two minutes ago, I might have tossed him out the glass patio door. On the way upstairs, I drop my hand to Julianna’s ass—it’s perfect, round, and fucking ripe.

She gasps and looks down at me, then over my shoulder to see if anyone is watching us.

“Ryder,” she whispers, her cheeks turning pink, but I’m done.

Grabbing her hand, I pull her into my clean room, the faint smell of Lysol still lingering. Amy must have cleaned it while we were gone. I slam the door shut, and Julianna’s eyes move to mine. Pulling off my cut and T-shirt, I toss them to the floor.

“Is everything, I mean, did some… Oh God.” Her eyes widen as I kick off my boots and jeans.

“Strip,” I demand, dropping into my chair and unscrewing the lid of the Jack Daniel’s bottle.

She bites her lip but pulls off her top.

“Faster,” I hiss.

She jumps, squinting her eyes. “What’s happened?” Raising a foot, she gracefully removes her ballet flat with one hand.

“Did I say you can talk?” My eyes hold hers, and she blinks at me, then shakes her head, dropping the shoe. Her hands move to her jeans and she unzips them. I take a deep swig of the whiskey and spread my legs. My cock reaches up to my abs, and I slowly stroke it while watching her strip out of her clothes.

“Leave the panties on,” I snap.

Her hands drop as she cocks her head at me.

“You look confused. I’m gonna tell you how this goes with us.” I watch the play of emotions on her face as she tries to breathe. She’s aroused yet trying her hardest to remain calm while she waits. Her fucking nipples stand erect, taunting me to come suck on them, but that can wait.

“Did you get on the back of Rip’s bike?” I take another swig of the burning whiskey, watching her frown.

“Speak,” I order.

She jumps, then snaps, “Yes.”

My eyes narrow.

“Rip is an old friend of mine. And he gave me a ride yesterday to protect my heels…” Her eyes grow wide. “Holy shit. You’re the truck.” She shakes her head, her hands inching up to cover her breasts.

“I’m the fucking enforcer! Rip’s lucky that’s all I did. He knows better.” I set the bottle down. Her eyes lock with mine as she digests this.

“I abhor violence,” she whispers.

I cock my head at her. “Well, baby, I’m nothing but violence.”

When I stand, she takes a step back, her eyes widening as if she’s only now starting to understand who and what I am.

“Kneel,” I say.

She hesitates, which makes my cock throb. She can fight, doesn’t matter.

“And crawl to me.”

Her eyes narrow, and her breathing is harsh. She stands straight and tall. So fucking stunning. Hair like fire spilling around her shoulders, puffy lips slightly open like she’s trying to decide whether she should obey or bolt. But it’s pointless. I own her body, and her mind craves my attention. This pull I have inside me is the same for her, like a junkie in need of a fix.

“This is who I am. Now, crawl to me.”

She drops her hands to her sides, her eyes shooting daggers at me. I’m gonna take her to the edge. Julianna’s drawn to the darkness in me. She may abhor violence, but her cunt tells me a different story. I wait and watch her every move. Her smell fills me, and I reach for my hard cock to stroke it. Her eyes shift downward to watch.

Seconds tick by, and I wait for what will inevitably be her downfall. She’s cursed to love me. I should walk away, like I’ve done all the other times, but that’s the thing about curses. They have a way of playing themselves out no matter how much you try to avoid them.

Slowly she drops to her knees.

“That’s it.” I inhale. “Fuck.” My cock jerks, ready to go off simply from watching her.

Superhuman. The closer she gets, the more adrenaline floods through my blood. My nostrils flare as I watch her ass. Stopping at my feet, she doesn’t look up. Julianna was born for this. She’s so in tune with me, her trust almost makes me soften.

But not tonight. No, my jewel needs to learn there are consequences for all decisions. Her choice to get on Rip’s bike is one of them.

“Look at me.” I sit in the chair again, my legs spread, my cock already leaking. She sits back on her heels, eyes focused on my cock, and I smirk.

“Take your panties off now.”

Goose bumps appear on her arms. She stands up, her beautiful long legs wedged in between my legs as I gaze at her.

“Such a good girl,” I praise her.

She shimmies the lace off, letting the panties fall to her feet.

“Fuck.” I stare at her freshly waxed pussy.

“Dolly said you would want it all waxed.” She swallows, looking at me.

“Go to the nightstand and bring me the lube.”

A puff of air escapes her lips as she pants out, “Why?”

“Because it’s what I want.” My voice rings through the room.

I’m so fucking wound up, I need to remind myself to go slow. I let go of my erection—I’ll never last if I don’t. She walks over and slowly opens the drawer.

“Oh God,” she whispers.

I know it’s from seeing my two Glocks and my knife.

“Now, Julianna.”

She grabs the lube and brings it to me. Her chest is flushed with fear and excitement.

“Why are you getting punished?” I demand, needing to know she understands.

“Because I got on Rip’s bike.” She licks her lips. “But I had no idea—”

“You did,” I growl, reaching for her wrist to bring her ass to my lap, my dick almost knowing that it’s all his tonight. I spread her legs with mine and my hand goes to her neck, bringing her back tightly to my chest.

“Let me make it easy for you. Anytime you feel like Ryder might not like this…” My mouth is at her ear. “That means don’t do it.” I bite her lobe, then suck on it.

She gasps.

“Do you understand?” My other hand roughly caresses her firm tits, pinching one of her nipples.

“Yes,” she moans, sounding almost frantic.

“Good,” I grunt, trailing my hand down her stomach to cup her wet cunt. “So wet.” My fingers circle her slick, swollen clit. She’s intoxicating, her scent, her moans, all of her fills my head. She’s a drug I don’t intend on quitting, but I know the rules.

“Ryder…” she whines, arching her head back.

Our eyes lock. Placing my hand on her neck, I hold her still while I fuck her with my fingers.

“You want my cock to fuck your ass tonight?”

Though I caress her lips gently with mine, my fingers fuck her rough. She’s chanting my name while her greedy pussy grabs ahold of my fingers.

I smile at her. “Bad girls get nothing,” I say darkly.

When I remove my fingers, she screams, “No,” her nails digging into my wrist, her eyes almost wild. Like a feral cat, she pants as I push her off my lap to the floor. Standing, I grab the back of her hair tight.

“Suck.” I shove my dick straight down her throat. She gags, her eyes like sapphires, and she tries to relax enough to take more of me.

“Breathe through your nose,” I say, watching her mouth suck and gag on me. Her nipples are rock hard as she moves her hand to touch herself.

I grin at her, letting her fucking mouth erase all my demons, my leg muscles tightening as the fucking ecstasy builds.

“Yeah, it feels good, doesn’t it?” I grunt, shoving her head up and down on me, my fists tightening in her hair. She reaches up to grab the arm of the chair and looks up at me.

Her eyes are wet, mascara smudged under both eyes. She relaxes, her throat taking in more than half of me. I go blank, my mind filled with her mouth, her scent, as I guide her head.

“Swallow.” I go over, freezing for a split second, the pleasure making my eyes roll back and my cock jerk. Next I’m shooting my seed straight down her throat.

“Fuck.” I hold her head tight while she sucks and swallows like I’m a delicious Popsicle that she’s enjoying on a hot day. My hands loosen in her hair. My eyes come back into focus. She rubs her own clit, her tongue still swirling and sucking the tip of my cock.

“Look at me.” I jerk her head off me.

Her breathing comes in short gasps. Frantically she tries to come.

Our eyes connect and I smile. She’s my voodoo goddess, and our fate is sealed. Good or bad, neither of us can walk away. That being said, she still hasn’t gotten it. I reach down and take her wrist.

Her eyes, which were seconds away from finding relief, turn black. “Ryder,” she whispers, “please, please let me come.” In desperation, she reaches to touch herself with her other hand.

Easily I take that wrist also and she kneels, breasts heaving, arms on top of her head, her eyes filled with tears, which she blinks away.

“What did you do wrong?” I demand, my fingers tightening on her wrists.

“I didn’t listen to my gut. I should never have gotten on Rip’s bike.” Her voice cracks as she spits it out.

I cock my head to look at her and smile. “Ah, Bellezza, you just want to come.”

She nods. “Please. I’m sorry.” She’d say anything right now, which is why spanking her, scaring her, is nothing but foreplay. No, the real way to punish Julianna has nothing to do with her body and everything to do with her mind.

I let go of her wrists and her hands fall to her sides. Cupping her chin, I trace her lips with my thumb. She cuddles her face against my hand, nudging me like a cat wanting to be petted. Her blue eyes silently beg for my touch—because I am her weakness, her sickness, a monster doling out death and order.

I drop my hand, my eyes turning cold. She shakes her head.

“You’ll learn, Julianna, and you will obey.” I move around her, leaving her alone on the floor.




 

 

 

[image: ]

 

JULIANNA

Present

Disciples’ clubhouse

Burbank, CA

 

What just happened? I almost lean forward to ease the ache in my chest. Instead, I stare, frozen in place as he walks away from me.

His voice is lodged deep in my chest like a flu you can’t seem to shake. Obey, learn. The loud slam of the bathroom door makes me jump and my brain finally starts to work. Reaching for the arm of the chair, I stand.

“What the hell?” I say to the emptiness. He’s gone, rejecting me, not only physically but mentally. The pulsing throb between my legs is nothing compared to the confusing pain of my heart. I clear my throat and look around, vaguely hearing the shower running.

Alone.

I shouldn’t be this crushed. I’m a twenty-eight-year pro at being ignored, for fuck’s sake. My parents have been doing it since the day I was born. Throw in a husband who never once included me in anything. But none of those rejections seem to have mattered; at least they never felt like this. This stings, burns. I drop into his chair—it’s still warm from him, and for a second I want to curl into a ball and close my eyes.

“Okay.” I rub my forehead. I’m definitely punished, in fact, scarred might be the right word, and I need to pull my shit together.

My hand reaches to touch my swollen lips, his taste still in my mouth. The shower turns off as I wait.

The door opens and I sit up.

Power.

He’s like a mythical warrior. I can almost see him carrying a sword, cutting mortals down as they cross his path. Water droplets trail down his broad back. I wish I could lick them off him.

Christ, I’m losing it. I need sleep. My body feels like someone drugged me. Moving seems like a chore. I walk to the bathroom, watching as he completely ignores me, not even a glance as he stands there, texting. This is absurd. I turn on the bathroom light and lean against the shut door. I said I was sorry—that needs to be enough for him. Rip is a friend. Why am I justifying my actions to myself?

Because he’s right. Only in the fact that the moment I got on the back of Rip’s bike, it felt wrong. Now, did I know it was this bad? No. But, I’m learning. We’re worlds apart, yet when I’m with him, I feel alive. He takes away my worries, gives me security. Ryder makes me feel beautiful, special, with a mere look or a touch. He can also take all those feelings away because I’ve given him that power willingly.

He wants to mindfuck me? Fine, it worked. My heart feels like the tip of a knife has pierced it—enough to make me bleed, but not enough to kill me.

I go to grab the soap, only to realize I’ve already washed myself, maybe twice if my hands, which are pruning, are any indication of how long I’ve been in here. Turning off the shower, I grab a towel and roughly dry myself.

God, it wasn’t easy to show up here, do something completely foreign from anything I’ve ever done. Give up my control and…

Holy fuck. That’s what he wants. He has to know he has it. I mean, Ryder is smart and cunning. I quickly brush my teeth and open the door, only to be greeted with a dark room and Ryder’s back.

Perfect. I’ll never sleep. Not only is he shunning me, but my body needs him. I should have gotten myself off in the shower, but what’s the point? I want him, not my own fingers. I march over to his dresser and grab his pack of cigarettes. Though I quit a couple months ago, now that my life is in a total state of flux, I’m having one.

Trust.

It rings in my head. That’s what we both need. He wants me to trust him, but how can I do that if it’s all one-sided? I light the cigarette and turn off the bathroom light, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness. Moving to the window, I pull open the blackout curtains enough to look out at the night sky.

What did I think was gonna happen between us? Everything, nothing… That’s not true. I’m here because it’s time. I’m done with New York. My family is making it real easy to not even feel bad about that. But I do need to consider what my next step is.

Guess I thought Ryder would help me with that, or at least distract me long enough until life works itself out.

The sound of the lighter makes me turn. With his head propped up against the pillows, he takes a drag of his own cigarette. Moonlight fills the room, so I leave the curtains open.

“I know what you want, Ryder.” I walk toward him. Stopping at the chair, I gracefully sit.

“You don’t.” His eyes narrow on me like I’m some kind of creature he’s not quite sure what to do with.

Nodding, I take another deep inhale. When I cross my legs, he watches me, but his eyes show nothing.

“Trust.” I blow smoke at the ceiling. “You want me to give it to you.”

He inhales deeply on the cigarette but remains silent.

“The thing is, I gave it to you. I want you to have it, but since you’re so closed off, you can’t see it.” I’m grateful we’re in the dark with only the moonlight spilling in because I’m sure my face is on fire. This is a bold move, calling him out. But, let’s be honest. I can’t be tiptoeing around him. He wants my trust, he’s got it.

He sits up. “Trust isn’t only about sex, Julianna.” He leans over and puts out the cigarette. The sheet falls to his hips and he leans back, propping a hand behind his head, his bicep looking like the size of my head.

“I know that,” I retort.

He raises an eyebrow. “Do you?” We both watch each other, his whole being changing, and for a second, I wonder if he’s going to hurt me. Hurt me like the kind you don’t recover from. The kind that I swore I’d never ever let myself feel. Because I don’t play games, never have been able to pull it off, yet he seems like a master at it.

“Put the cigarette out and come here,” he demands. My heart flipflops. I want him. I came here to get him, so he’s calling me out, maybe even testing me. Whatever, it’s better than being ignored.

I stand and walk to him. He says nothing and watches as I lean over and put the cigarette out next to his.

“Straddle me.” It’s a command, nothing intimate about it, and my heart sinks. He’s still punishing me.

“What? I thought you trusted me?”

He props the pillow behind his neck some more to watch me.

“You’re making it hard.”

“Nah, it should be easy if you really did,” he fires right back. Oh my God, I’m stunned. He really is a master at the mindfuck—I walked right into that one. I take a breath and place one knee on the bed. Before I can move the other to the bed, he’s lifted me like a sack of potatoes and turned me so my ass and back are facing him. His strong fingers dig into my thighs while he holds me still.

“Trust.” He rubs a hand up and down my ass. “Isn’t just a word.” He scoots down so that I’m straddling his face.

“Oh God.” I lean forward, my hands braced on his thick thighs.

“It’s about fully giving yourself to someone, letting them guide you, and knowing that it’s the right thing to do.” His mouth is right there. I feel his breath and shiver, mortified but turned on.

“Now, let’s see how much you really trust me.” Reaching up, he rubs my breasts and hard nipples. “Lower that cunt on my face.”

Checkmate. He’s called me out and somehow managed to escape having to even pretend he trusts me. I lick my lips and lower myself on his lips.

“Oh fuck.” The pleasure zings straight to my breasts as he licks and sucks.

“Can I come?” I need to. I was ready to come an hour ago. Now I’m not sure I can stop with the way I’m positioned on his face.

“You can come as much as you want as long as you fuck my face.” It’s like he’s a dark wizard and he’s just said the magic words. Digging my nails into his thighs, I rub my pussy on his mouth. His tongue thrusts into my wet core. Holding on to him, I go off, pulsing, orgasming so hard, I see nothing but tiny white dots.

“Yeah, that’s a good girl.” With one hand he holds my hip while he reaches for the back of my neck with the other, tugging me forward.

“You like being in control, Bellezza? Fucking my face?” His warm breath on my wet, sensitive core makes me shiver, and goose bumps pebble across my skin.

“Yes,” I whisper, lowering my head to his knee, as if that can hide me from the embarrassment: his nastiness turns me on. He lets go of my neck and trails his hand down my back.

Sitting up, I try to move away, only to be pulled tighter.

“Don’t you dare. You said you trusted me. Now give me this ass.”

I freeze as his tongue, which was sucking on my clit moments ago, is now licking… “Ryder,” I moan, mortified, mostly at how incredible it feels.

“Goddamn, I want this ass.” His voice is low, gravelly.

I stiffen. In an instant, his mouth is gone and again, he’s lifting me, positioning himself back on the pillow. He leans over to open the nightstand, and I watch as he brings out another bottle of lube. I almost scream, ‘Why do you have lube? How many women’s asses have you fucked?’ But I stop myself.

Ryder is connected right now. He’s stopped punishing me, and now is with me, body and mind.

With his large hands, he rubs a huge dollop of lube on his giant cock, which looks rather alive. Its giant mushroom head has to be thicker than earlier. Then he looks at me expectantly. The moonlight has cast her glow on us, and I let go.

I trust him.

He stops rubbing his cock as he either feels my change or can see it in my eyes, but he reaches for me.

“Straddle me again. This time, face me.” His voice has changed, and like the junkie I am when it comes to him, I love it. My core clenches as I do what he says. Maybe it’s the moon casting a spell on us, but everything is about to change.

Rubbing my clit with his thumb, he watches my face.

“I want your words, want you to tell me everything you feel, you understand?” He sounds almost hoarse, as if he’s in pain.

Power snakes up my spine. “I understand,” I whisper.

“Now kiss me,” he demands. I lean forward, and everything but him disappears. Our tongues twist and explore. His thumb is gone from my clit, but I feel his fingers rubbing my hole as he gently eases one finger in.

I moan into his mouth as he slowly goes in and out. “Ryder…”

“Yeah, baby, I’m here.” His mouth is on mine, and I start to climb, reaching for something I might not be able to handle.

“You’re ready. Get on all fours.” His fingers leave my ass. Lifting me, he turns me around.

“What do I do?” I whimper, looking over my shoulder at him. When he puts more lube on his cock, I falter for a moment. Eyeing his dick, I let out a groan. “Is this gonna hurt?”

He grins and I’m almost breathless. “No, beautiful, you’re gonna love it.” He grabs my hips and I bite my lower lip.

“Breathe, Julianna.” He spreads me open, slowly easing the tip of his dick in, then out. “Breathe.” He swats one of my ass cheeks, causing me to exhale, and pushes his giant cock in.

“Oh fuck.” I grab the sheets.

He stays still, letting me adjust to him. “So good. Breathe again, I’m barely in.”

I almost scream, what with my head spinning and feeling so full. He slaps my ass again and pushes in farther. I gulp for breath.

“Talk,” he commands.

“It kind of burns.”

He pulls out and I almost scream. When I look back at him, he’s applying more lube.

“Now let’s see if I can make you scream how much you love my cock in your ass.” And before I can respond, his dick is pushing inside. One easy thrust, and it’s like my body decided he’s allowed in.

I think I scream because no amount of lube, or preparation, can do this justice. Forbidden, nasty, and all I can do is try to stay focused as he moves slowly, in and out.

“Fuck. I’m not gonna last long. You’re too tight. I fucking love it,” he grunts.

“Rub your clit hard, Bellezza.” And I do.

“I’m so full, Ryder.” I gasp as my clit instantly starts to pulse and contract.

“Fuck.” His voice is tight. “I feel it.” And then the world explodes, my body jerks, and it’s Ryder and me, floating, soaring.

“Easy, baby, I got you.”

I must be screaming, chanting, but right now, I’m done caring. I feel him freeze, then his body jerks as he comes. Hot spurts fill me up as we both let ourselves have this. Everything is perfect, in sync, nothing but us… drifting.

“Julianna.”

My eyes blink open and he grins down at me.

“Yeah?” I smile back at him—can’t stop myself.

“Come on, babe. Let’s take a shower.”

He brushes the hair off my face, and I almost tell him I love him. That I have from the moment I set eyes on him. Instead, I nuzzle my nose in his neck. Picking me up, he carries me to the shower.

For now, I let him take care of me because I’m emotionally drained. That was intimate, and I’m not sure either of us needs to speak the words.

This feeling that’s wrapped around us is enough. Right now, it’s more than enough.
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“Ryder? You alive?” Loud pounding on my door makes me instinctively tighten my arms around Julianna.

Protect. It’s like an alarm going off in my brain. I almost bolt up and drag her with me.

“Christ.” I scan the room, making sure we’re okay.

“Sorry, Ryder. Prez is waiting.” It’s a prospect, not a threat.

“Minute,” I bark out as Julianna groans. My lips brush the top of her head, and I breathe in her scent. Fuck, my heart is racing. I reach for my phone. That can’t say 10 AM, I haven’t slept this late in years, if ever.

“I’ve got to go, babe.” Untangling Julianna’s arms from around me, I stare down at her.

“No, not yet.” Her eyes flutter open, and I let myself get lost in her for a moment.

“I’m late.” I grin at her. I feel light, as if a huge weight has been lifted. Swinging my legs around, I grab my cigarettes. I fucking slept.

“I’d offer to make you breakfast, but that’s Amy’s domain.” Her voice is all sleepy and satisfied, making my cock jerk. I ignore him—can’t fuck right now.

Grinning, I stand and light up a cigarette, trying to get my head in the game. It’d be a good start if I’d stop smiling like I’m a fucking teenager who just lost his virginity.

Julianna stretches and smiles back at me. What in the ever-loving fuck is going on?

I’m the enforcer. I’ve got the douchebag lawyer Jett Powers showing up in an hour. I’ve got Frosty digging into everyone’s past so that I can fucking eliminate them. And all I’m thinking about is locking my door so I can tie Julianna to my bed and play with her.

As I step into the bathroom, I grin. I really am a sick fuck. Taking one last deep inhale on my cancer stick, I toss it into the toilet while I piss.

If I was smart I’d send her to Granger’s, have her hang with Gia. That’s what I’ve done with every other woman: send them away.

I roll my neck, hearing it crack. Yeah, she should go. It’s gonna get bloody soon.

Instead, I flush and bark out, “You don’t go anywhere today.” I’m a selfish prick. Julianna stays until she catches on to the fact that in this life, I’m the bad guy.

“Ryder, your phone is vibrating,” she calls out as I splash cold water on my face, then grab a towel.

Walking out, I retrieve it.

“Did you hear me? Nowhere without me,” I growl, tossing the towel away and taking a good look at her.

She lounges, with pillows propped behind her, legs crossed, one bobbing up and down while she scrolls on her phone, smoking a cigarette.

This is the moment I know I might be fucked.

“That’s fine.” She brings the cigarette to her lips swollen from my mouth, and I almost reach for that human organ they call a heart.

Instead, I grab my phone.

Tons of texts from Axel, Edge, Rip, and one from Blade saying I missed Church and he was sending a prospect to see if I’m dead.

Fucking perfect.

I pull on some black jeans, a T-shirt, and my boots, then text Frosty to see if he has the information I asked for yesterday.

Pocketing my phone, I look down at my jewel. “I don’t know what time I’ll be back.” I take her cigarette.

She sighs and tosses her phone aside. “Well, I’m swamped. I need to sunbathe, get ahold of my lawyer. Maybe block my ex and my dad.”

Her eyes twinkle like the clearest blue of a cloudless day. My mouth twitches. Inhaling, I taste her: smoke, apples, and citrus, my favorite things. I reach for my cut and pull it on while I look down at her, unable to resist rubbing her lips with my thumb.

“Be good today.”

She nods up at me. Her nipples are hard and her neck is flushed.

My nostrils flare. “You’re not allowed to touch yourself.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” She bites her lip playfully.

I cock my head and gaze at her. She’s everything that can make me complete, but twenty years too late.

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m something I’m not, Bellezza.” My hand trails down her neck. Her coyness instantly fades as she sits up and jerks her head free.

“Don’t worry. You constantly remind me.” She reaches for her cigarette.

Quite frankly I don’t know if I like her smoking, but I don’t have time to get into it with her.

“I’ll be back later.” Not looking back, I grab my keys off the dresser and head out. Would I like to pretend that I’m a normal man? Sure, but that’s not fair to her. Julianna is good and pure. It sucks she’s getting tarnished with all my darkness.

But I have no intention of letting her go, not until they cart me off in a body bag or to jail. I’m not right. Somewhere I lost my empathy, got twisted. I can smile and have a beer with you, then slice your throat if that’s what’s needed.

No women.

No kids.

No animals.

Other than that, I’m completely at peace to enforce. And, if it looks like this hotshot lawyer can’t get me off, and the club or my brothers are at risk of going down for my fuckup… I will take the fall.

Because at the end of the day, the Disciples is who I am, first and last.
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“Hey, brother.” Rip breaks into my dark thoughts as I shut the door to my room. He stands, legs crossed, leaning against his door and holding two cups of 7-Eleven coffee.

I shake my head and walk past him.

“I got you a peace offering.” He shoves the coffee at me. “Just the way you like it.” He grins, his eyes looking way worse than yesterday.

“Rip.” I stop and take a breath. “I’m done. I got it out yesterday. Don’t piss me off by sniffing around Julianna and we’re fine.” I start to go downstairs and say over my shoulder, “And stop being a dick.”

He laughs, then stops. “Listen, you’re my brother and the enforcer, but if you fuck with her, I’m gonna have a problem.”

I look back at him. Rip’s got balls, always has, but he’s not allowed to tell me shit, especially not about Julianna.

“If you have a brain in your head, Rip, you’ll back the fuck away.”

He shakes his head and takes a sip of one of the coffees. “Nah, I need to get this out. Julianna’s my friend. She knows nothing of this life. And for some fucked-up reason, she’s in love with you.”

I’m two seconds from laying him out. This is none of his business. “You’re getting dangerously close to making me become someone you won’t like. Now move out of my way.” My forehead almost tingles with the need to headbutt him.

“Sensitive subject?” He takes another sip, and I wonder if he’s suicidal.

“Look. All I want to say is”—he brings the coffee to his chest—“I hope you have enough respect for her to cut her loose if you can’t give her what she came here to find.”

He then walks around me, kicking the conference room door to alert them we’re here. “And you’re welcome.” He looks straight ahead but shoves the coffee at my chest.

A prospect opens the door, saving Rip from getting a fist in the gut. Loud voices explode from inside as brothers hang out, smoking and talking, as we enter.

Poet throws me a death glare, then gives me his back while he continues talking on his phone.

I drop into my chair on Blade’s left. He takes a breath and leans forward for the pack of cigarettes.

“Everyone out but my officers,” he barks, lighting up.

Chairs scrape the floor and the brothers grab their crap and file out. Axel and Ox seem to be ignoring me. Edge sits flicking a lighter on and off.

Fuck. For just one day, I’d like to get up and not have this vibe in the room. One day when my head doesn’t pound with the knowledge that bad shit is ready to go down.

I grab my phone and start scrolling through the many messages, trying to get caught up. I glance over at our monitors, which show my brothers laughing and smoking. The sound is off, but they don’t look too tense.

Poet cuts into my thoughts as he stops pacing to look up at the ceiling. “I know, beautiful, I’ll take care of it. What I need you to do is stay calm.” Listening, he takes a deep breath and says, “Then leave Cindy in charge… Where the fuck is she? You know what? Fire her ass. I’m done, Charlie.”

I look over at Blade and Axel who sit quietly. Blade smokes; Axel stares at his hands crossed in his lap.

“You fire her, or I will. I’m coming to pick you up now.” Poet hangs up and throws his phone against the far wall, hitting a neon beer sign so both shatter.

“I want names.” I haven’t seen this Poet in years. The new Poet keeps his anger and violence under control, but clearly it’s been percolating, and now he’s ready to explode.

His silver eyes scan all of us in the room. “The Feds just raided my wife’s diner. My wife! She’s hysterical. They threatened her with auditing, health codes, asking for documentation from all her employees.” He runs his hands through his hair.

“Are you getting this? They scared her.” His voice is hoarse, barely holding back his anger. “Charlie’s pregnant. She’s supposed to have zero stress.” He looks at me. “Zero.” He reaches over Axel’s shoulder for a burner phone, since he has four. Axel’s paranoid and carries several phones around at all times.

“Now, I don’t understand how the Feds have gotten this far, but I do know this: I’m not going down for this shit. Find the fucking rat and deal with it, Ryder. If you can’t, I will.” He kicks a chair, making it slam into the wall, and walks out.

Blade takes a deep inhale off his cigarette and drops his boots to the ground with a loud thud. “Out Takes Diner was raided earlier by the Feds, I’m sure you gathered that.” He pulls out his knife and repeatedly stabs the table. It’s littered with marks from all the other times the club’s been fucked and he’s sat there doing exactly the same thing.

“And last night they raided one of Axel and Rip’s dispensaries downtown.”

I look over at Rip, who calmly drinks his coffee, yet much like Poet, when Rip erupts, he’s as deadly as any of us.

“Where’s Frosty?” My voice sounds normal even though my head is pounding. I’ve never missed Church. I’m always the first one up, the one in control. Except for this morning… I almost laugh.

Diavolo.

A devil doesn’t get happily ever afters; a devil gets nothing but pain.

Blade stands and goes to the window to look out. “He’s bringing in a new computer, and Rodney and Jett Powers are on their way. I asked them to come early in light of what’s going on.” His voice is tight as he stares outside.

I clear my throat. I don’t ever apologize—never had to. But missing Church, sleeping through the messages… fucking unacceptable.

The door swings open as Frosty walks in carrying a large monitor under one arm, and a laptop under the other. With his dark hair sticking up, he looks like he hasn’t brushed it in days.

“Okay. I got shit.” He sets the monitor down in front of Axel who’s staring at me like he wants to beat my face in, same as I did to Rip.

Frosty takes a breath, unable to hide his excitement. “I was able to hack the FBI database. Now, they were on it and blocked me fast, but they have a live witness, in protection.”

“Who?” Blade and I both say.

“I couldn’t get the name and location before they shut me down. But you guys are helping the Prez of the Sinners. They can help us.” He walks to the minifridge and grabs a Red Bull.

“Lodestar.” He says this like all of us should understand his ramblings. Frosty’s a genius and a brother, but sometimes I want to strangle him.

“Frosty. The fuck are you saying? What’s a Lodestar?”

He cracks the tab of the can and slugs it like water. “Besides me, probably the best hacker I’ve ever seen.” He looks around at us. “She can get in. Lodestar can get us the name and more.”

“So, Lodestar is the Sinners’ hacker?” Blade looks at him.

“Yeah, kind of. I mean, yeah.”

“Frosty, I’m not happy. You’re suggesting we trust someone who’s not a Disciple?”

“I don’t like it,” I grumble, looking over his head at the monitor that’s focused on the driveway. Roddy is getting out of his silver Lincoln, waiting for a black Maserati to stop.

“And they’re here.” I light up a cigarette and walk over to grab a bottle of Irish whiskey. “Did you get me the information I wanted?” Clamping my teeth on the tip of a cigarette, I dump some coffee out in the trash to make room for a good amount of whiskey in the 7-Eleven cup.

Frosty nods, pushing his black-rimmed glasses up. “Yeah, her dad is in deep financial trouble. He’s lost a big portion of his empire to the Chinese. He’s definitely blackmailing the husband with pictures of him with numerous men so that he’ll stay married to Julianna. Apparently, with her husband’s name and wealth, that will satisfy the Chinese. He also needs money to back his son, who’s up for reelection. Julianna has a lot of vipers in her life, but I don’t see a connection.”

My heart thuds. No wonder she came to me. She knows I’ll never let anyone hurt her. I’d easily die for her. Unfortunately, I’m also probably gonna hurt her, so I can’t decide what’s worse.

“Keep watching all of them. The timing doesn’t sit right.”

“Yeah, but why? We don’t know any of them, besides her.” Frosty downs the rest of the Red Bull and tosses the can in the trash.

“I don’t know, Frosty. It could be many things. Watch them,” I snap.

“The fuck? Are you actually suspecting Julianna?” Rip explodes as Axel stands up to hold him back.

“This is fucked. She loves him, and he’s thinking her family is somehow involved with his fuckup from ten years ago,” he yells over Axel’s shoulder.

“Rip, either you calm your shit, or Axel will remove you,” Blade spits out as he sits looking at me strangely.

“You don’t trust her?” He cocks his head.

“It’s not Julianna I don’t trust. Her showing up needs to be looked at.” Do I feel guilty having Frosty dig and spy on Julianna? Not even a little. I want to know everything he can find on her.

Edge stands to let Roddy and Jett in. He hasn’t said a word, but much like Rip, he lets his emotions rule him. It’s why he spent time in jail.

Blade still looks at me, frowning, but motions for the Irish whiskey as Roddy walks in with a tall man, maybe my age, with dark hair, but that’s where all similarities stop.

Jett Powers is nothing but a fucking pretty boy in an expensive suit. Except this pretty boy reminds me a lot of Axel—they’re smart, and you don’t want to fuck with them.

“Jett, this is Jason McCormick, the president of this fine club.”

Blade arches an eyebrow at Roddy but stands and shakes Jett’s hand. Roddy then turns to me.

“And this is Ryder, he’s the…” He clears his throat. “Well, he’s Ryder.”

Jett grins at Roddy and moves to shake my hand, his blue eyes sharp as if he knows all my secrets, but doesn’t care.

His handshake is firm. Yeah, Roddy was smart to bring him in.

“Over there is Axel Fontaine, the VP.”

“Ah, Axel, I know Rhys Granger, and I’ve been friends with Rafe for years.” Axel gives Rip a reassuring pat on the chest as he walks over, and I almost smirk. Axel despises anyone mentioning Granger, and he really hates Rafe.

“Granger’s my brother-in-law,” he says dryly, shaking his hand.

“So.” Jett flashes us a million-dollar smile. “I’ve been brought in to see if I can help. I’ve looked over all the documents. The way I read everyone’s statements, this did not happen. And therefore, there is no case.” He sits down, unbuttoning his suit, leaning back to look at us.

“Any questions?”

I bring the 7-Eleven coffee to my lips and down it, feeling the warm buzz immediately.

“Yeah, if it’s that easy, why do we need you?”

He looks over at me and smiles. “Because I’m an expert at seeing things the right way and making sure others see it that way also.”

“Okay.” Blade sits. “Either of you want a drink?” He unscrews the cap on the Jameson bottle.

“I’ll have that.” Jett motions at the bottle. “Now, the case they are building is that Ryder”—he looks at me—“shot three helpless Russian men in the head with a 9mm Glock, then buried them.” Edge sets a highball glass in front of him and pours him a generous amount of whiskey.

“Let’s discuss the witness they have. In past cases of mine, when a witness is so important that the whole case is built on them”—he looks down at his tie to straighten it, then back at Blade—“ninety-nine percent of the time those witnesses seem to have a change of heart, or they don’t show up.” He picks up the glass of whiskey. “And since none of this actually happened, I’m sure this witness will understand there is no reason to testify.” He then shoots the whiskey in one quick toss without even a grimace.

“No witness. No case.”

Standing, I reach for the bottle. This is why Roddy brought him in. Roddy doesn’t have the stomach for this kind of dirty, but this man does.

Blade’s eyes narrow. The only sound in the room is Ox coughing as he lights up another cigarette.

“If that doesn’t seem like it will happen, I need to know.” He looks at Blade who watches him indifferently, then nods.

“No. I’m certain the witness will have a change of heart.”

“Good. As for the raids and all the other evidence that they’re trying to put together, it’s not going well for them. Your businesses are legal, and your books are in good shape.” He brings his phone out of his suit pocket to look at it.

“As soon as they arrest Ryder, I’ll go in front of the press, stating that you served your country in Afghanistan as a hero, that you’re an ex-Navy SEAL, and that you’re being targeted unfairly.

“No press,” I interrupt.

“We need them.” He stands. “Plain and simple. The prosecutors are working with the Feds. They will use the media, but I will have gotten to them first. And you need to remember that Axel is famous, and Granger has to be considered as well.”

“I’m not famous,” Axel says, sitting down.

Jett looks at him. “I’m sorry, am I supposed to lie to you? You have a following. Your sister is married to one of the biggest rock stars in the world. Trust me, when this goes down, we’ll have a ton of vultures to deal with.” He says all this calmly, like he’s talking about the weather.

“Look, man, you might be some fucking hot—” I put my hand up to stop Axel from making a scene.

“Powers, if shit goes down, and it looks like my brothers, or my club, will be facing charges, I don’t care what anyone says. I take the stand and I take the fall.”

Jett’s eyes, which were locked on Axel’s, dart to mine. This might be the first real emotion I’ve seen from him and it’s surprise—almost like he’s never surprised and can’t believe it. He recovers quickly though.

“Ryder will not take the fall. That’s why we hired you. You do your job, don’t worry about the rest.” Blade commands the room as all of my brothers stare at me.

Jett looks down at the table, then back at me. With a nod he turns to Blade. “I’m the best at doing my job. Let’s hope the Disciples are the best too.” Again, I hold up my hand to stop Axel from being Axel.

“Okay.” Roddy stands, his face filled with worry. The room is charged with dark energy. “I think we’ve got everything we need to move forward.”

Jett smiles, his perfect mask falling into place as he nods and grabs his phone. “Oh, and one more thing. You should do business as usual. Since you’re all innocent, you have nothing to hide.” He looks at Blade, then nods at me as he passes. Roddy is already holding the door open. They start talking again as it closes behind them, like a tomb being shut.

Final.

Dark.

I hear the explosion of cursing and other derogatory names about Jett Powers coming out of my brothers’ mouths.

Closing my eyes, I focus on the sound of the clock’s second hand ticking over my head.

The storm I’ve been waiting for is almost here.

“Goddamn it,” Blade says. My eyes shift to him. He’s looking out the window. “Why are my wife and Dolly talking to some redhead at the pool?”
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I’m lying back, letting the warm sun take away the paleness of New York, about to let my sore muscles from Ryder and last night melt into the deep cushions on the wooden lawn chairs, when I sense a black shadow over me and blink.

I find Eve staring down at me, along with Dolly.

“Are you kidding me?” Eve says and turns to Dolly, the sunlight suddenly replacing where her head was a moment ago.

“God.” I shade my eyes with my hand.

“I told you. I’m kind of getting insulted that everyone thinks I’m being dramatic because I’m pregnant.” Dolly turns and drags a chair over, sinking into it as I sit up on my elbows.

“Dolly, don’t start. I need to think.” Eve shakes her head and her honey-blond hair, which falls over her shoulders, shadows my face again.

With a sigh, I sit up. Clearly if Eve is here, this can’t be good. And here I just convinced myself not to take what Ryder says personally, that I need to trust my feelings.

“Julianna? I’m trying to stay calm, but what the hell are you doing here?” Eve sits down at the end of my lounger. Her cute summer dress shows off her long legs.

I shift over to give her room. “I wanted to get out of New York, and Gia offered me her place in Malibu.”

Eve stares at me like I’m crazy. She takes a deep breath and turns to Dolly. “What is she talking about? Malibu?”

“What’s wrong?” I look at them. I mean, I get I’m not the favorite, but can Eve be any more cryptic and standoffish?

“Okay.” She crosses her legs and rests her elbow on her knee to rub her forehead as if I’m a giant headache. My eyes go to her, then to Dolly, and my face heats up.

“Look, I’m gonna be straight with you. Charlie, she’s married to Poet.”

“Yes,” I say this because I need her to believe I’m following, when in reality, I’m pretty positive I haven’t met Poet yet. Last time I was here was for Axel’s wedding, and my focus was on Ryder. But I do know Charlie.

“She’s pregnant.” Eve looks at me like she’s waiting for me to jump up and do a cartwheel.

“That’s wonderful.” I smile and glance again at Dolly, who sits with her head back on the cushion, eyes closed, seeming to enjoy the day.

“Yes, we’re very excited,” she announces, which confuses me. She’s making it sound like the baby is hers.

“We”—she motions her head toward Dolly—“are throwing a surprise party tomorrow. It’s going to be here. We’ll be announcing Charlie and David’s news.”

“Wait, I thought you said Poet?”

“Poet is David. God, really?” Eve snips at me.

I jump, almost shocked at her. Gia can be pushy, but Eve is beyond bossy. I clear my throat. If I don’t stand up for myself now, I might as well throw in the towel.

“Look, Eve. I understand that I’m new, and I haven’t gotten everyone’s names yet, but I will, and Gia loves you…” I trail off, not understanding why I’m name-dropping Gia. Maybe it’s because Eve is staring at me like she wants me gone. No, I know she wants me gone.

“Gia’s family.” She frowns. None of this should bother me since I barely know her, but I hate confrontation, so it’s uncomfortable.

Eve, on the other hand, doesn’t care at all and stares at the pool, deep in thought.

“Eve, lighten up.” Dolly finally sits up. “You can’t control everything. I know with all that’s going on this is not ideal, but it’s not Julianna’s fault. Plus, I’m convinced Ryder’s in love with her so…” She looks down at her feet. “Do I look swollen?”

“No,” Eve says, not even looking at Dolly, then sighs and turns to her. “Sorry. I’m being a bitch. You’re right. I’m freaking out about everything.”

Dolly nods at her. “Yes, you’re being a bitch, but I love you anyway. Please focus.” Her eyes widen as she motions to me.

“Okay. Look, you’re new, and I doubt he has, but has Ryder mentioned anything about anything?” Eve’s voice seems deceptively calm.

I shake my head as dread fills me my mind. “I… he had a lot of texts because we slept late.” My cheeks are definitely flushing.

They stare at me as if I need to say more.

“Anything else?”

“Just that I’m not allowed to leave without him.” My cheeks are definitely on fire. This is getting a bit personal.

Dolly stares at me, her big brown eyes huge as she bursts out laughing. “Holy fuck. Sound familiar, Eve?” She slaps her arm causing Eve to frown at her.

“Dolly, please. This is about Charlie and the club. Please remember what’s happening.”

Dolly keeps laughing as she straightens her boobs in her pink halter dress.

“I’m still traumatized by that day. Although, it does go down as one of Edge’s and my best hate fucks.”

Eve cocks her head at her. “Really, Dolly?”

“Sorry, but come on, you have to admit it’s uncanny.”

Eve looks back at me, her eyes taking in my appearance as if she’s only now seeing me. “We’re having a party tomorrow. You should know that Cindy, Ryder’s ex, will be here. She’s Charlie’s best friend.”

“Are you telling me to leave?”

“No. I don’t know, maybe. This is a mess. What do we do, Dolly?”

“I say fuck Cindy. She’s a complete train wreck right now. Besides, if Ryder wants Julianna, then everyone needs to get on board, including Charlie.” She rubs her hand up and down her cute belly and turns to me.

“It’s going to be fine. If Cindy tries to talk to you, ignore her.”

I nod. This is crazy! I’m not going to a party, especially if Charlie already doesn’t like me.

“Look.” I stand, reaching for my phone. “I’ll go to Malibu. I don’t want to cause problems—”

“That’s perfect.” Eve stands, smiling at me.

“Bad idea. This could backfire on you big time, Eve.” Dolly stands too. “If she leaves, and he wants her… Ryder is not with Cindy. Hasn’t been for a long time.”

“What are you talking about? Charlie said Cindy told her he fucked her a month ago.” Eve throws up her hands.

My heart skips a beat. This has gone from uncomfortable to a nightmare. Not that I thought Ryder was a saint, but hearing it makes me want to throw up.

Dolly stares at Eve likes she’s grown another head.

“Okay, great, so I’m crap. But to be honest, I can’t keep doing this. We’re close with Cindy. Ryder led us to believe she was sticking around.”

A plane goes by, and laughter from the front of the clubhouse drifts over to us. Biting my lip, I try not to lose it in front of them.

“Did he? Or did we make more of this than it really was?” Dolly asks. “Because I don’t remember Ryder ever saying Cindy was the one. If anything, they were the most toxic couple I’ve ever seen. And that’s saying something.”

“Christ.” Eve looks at her, then at me.

I want to jump into the pool and stay under until they leave. Instead, I look her straight in the eye.

“I’m doing the best I can for everyone.” She holds up her hand for Dolly to stay silent as she looks at me. “Until I hear otherwise, you’re just a girl he’s sleeping with. If Ryder wants you to be more, or he wants you at the party, please remember it’s about Charlie and Poet.”

I don’t speak. What can I say? This is beyond mortifying. My heart hurts and it shouldn’t. It’s not like we’re exclusive. Though I try to smile, it’s tight and my lips start to twitch. Dolly groans, shaking her head.

“I have to go.” I turn so suddenly I almost stumble on a patch of grass, but at least my legs are moving.

“Eve, I feel awful, you could have handled that better,” Dolly says as I try to walk faster and not humiliate myself further by running.

Not that it matters. They’re only words. But I need to understand they’re all friends with Cindy. Which means no matter what happens, I’ll never fit in here.

As horrible as that was, Eve’s right. Jesus, I can’t even be mad at her because she spelled it out for me. Now, I need to figure out what the hell I’m doing.

When I jerk the heavy glass door open, the air conditioning blasts against my skin. I ignore all the stares they throw at me—probably because I’m basically prancing through the house semi-naked. Yes, I’m in my bikini, but I left that T-shirt of Ryder’s I was wearing earlier by the pool. Or maybe they’re staring because I’m an outsider and they’re all Team Cindy.

It doesn’t matter. I hold my head high and dash up the stairs, slamming the door behind me.

“Breathe, Julianna. This is not personal.” My eyes take in Ryder’s room, as if it can tell me what to do.

It can’t.

I know it can’t, but I feel better being in here. What was it Ryder told me at Axel’s wedding that reassured me Cindy was not an issue? God, it wasn’t much. She was a broken doll who needed someone else, something like that. I actually felt compassion for her. Again, I was preoccupied with him, not worrying about any girl he might have been with. Then she attacked us, but in her defense, he was fucking me, not even stopping as she pounded and clawed at his back.

“So bad,” I whisper, covering my face with my hands, shaking my head. It’s still so fresh, every sound, smell, thrust…

“That’s why everyone’s looking at you, not because you’re in a bikini.” I snort, not caring that I’m talking to myself. I can’t help it. Remembering that day makes me want to cringe, and all I can do is touch myself to ease the throbbing between my legs.

Desperately needing to shower, I jump up and head to the bathroom. I shake my head as if that can make the memories of that day disappear.

“Are you following me?” I turn to see him standing in the doorway. He’s wearing black slacks and a white starched shirt that clings to his muscled chest, and I suddenly have no words to express how magnificent he is.

I turn on the shower and step in, closing my eyes.

“Why are you here? Nothing good can come out of this,” he growls, so different from the man I knew ten years ago.

I take a step back and hit the wall behind me. “Gia needed me.” I sound breathless. He stalks me. I’m trapped. Nothing but a wall and a bed to my other side.

“Don’t come any closer.”

He smiles as he closes the gap. I try to memorize his face. After today, who knows if I’ll ever see him again. He smells like smoke and bourbon, and it makes me want to bury my nose in his neck.

I gasp as he roughly grabs me. His lips hover close to mine.

“Stop, Ryder, you have a girlfriend or something, right?” I snarl, trying to pull away.

He smiles, and time stops as I lose myself in his golden-brown eyes. “Who, Cindy? She’s not mine, just a broken doll.”

My body stiffens. That’s entirely different from what I thought he’d say.

“That’s not what everyone is saying.” I turn my head away from his lips.

He laughs. “Put your claws away. She’s not a threat. You’re the only face and cunt that haunts me,” he hisses in my ear. “Only you, Julianna.”

My eyes pop open as the hot water almost stings my skin. That day was so incredibly wrong, yet I didn’t care. The way he thrust into me, taking me right there, his lips bruising as his mouth bit my neck?

Primal.

I lick my lips as my hands caress my aching breasts, twisting my nipples like he does. I can’t stop myself and moan at how good it feels.

“Fuck you, Ryder,” I say as I close my eyes and spread my legs, arching my face up into the spray of hot water while my fingers find my slick clit.

“Yeah,” I whimper, the echo almost startling me as I frantically rub, my other hand reaching to the glass to brace myself. My pussy instantly contracts and pulses when I orgasm, quick, fast, and needed.

Reaching up, I turn off the water. I open the glass door and reach for a towel, then scream, almost slipping and falling on my ass because I’m not alone.

“Holy God.” As I step out, I hold the towel up to my chin and try to stop my heart from leaping out of my chest.

I’m not alone.

He’s standing, in the doorway, arms crossed, making himself look bigger and scarier than usual. Either that, or I’m so freaked out he might have caught me getting myself off that I’m making this worse than it is.

“God can’t help you on this one, Bellezza.” His voice bounces around the bathroom, and there goes my hope that he didn’t see me.

“What are you doing here?” I almost scream. My hands shake as I try to cover myself.

“I live here. The real question is why can’t you obey?” Ryder’s voice is almost a caress.

I lift my head and glare. This is his fault.

“Eve and Dolly told me that you fucked Cindy, and they’re having a party for Charlie and her husband…” My mind goes blank on what the guy’s name is.

“David? Poet?” he says like he’s being helpful, arching a dark brow at me. I bite my lower lip because he didn’t even flinch at me saying I heard he fucked Cindy.

“Yes, him. They’re having a party here, tomorrow, and Cindy is coming… and you’re with her.” I vomit all this out a bit hysterically, which is uncharacteristic for me.

“They said I’m with Cindy?” Once again, his voice is calm, but his eyes flash.

I hold up my hand. “No. I mean, they said you fucked her not very long ago.”

He reaches up to hold the doorframe as my eyes travel down to the V where his T-shirt’s ridden up.

“I’m not with Cindy.” Sounding bored, he drops his hands to enter the bathroom.

Suddenly I can’t breathe.

“But you know that.”

I bring the towel up to my lips when he stops right in front of me.

“Now, did I tell you not to touch yourself?”

My mind is spinning. He’s a master at twisting everything his way. Otherwise, how has this Cindy thing been discarded so fast?

“I… yes. But I was angry—”

“Shh.” He reaches for my face with both hands. His eyes caress my face, stopping at my lips. “I liked you telling me to fuck off, while you finger fucked yourself.”

“I didn’t know you were there.” Which sounds stupid. Of course, I didn’t know.

Again, he shoots me a smile and my heart squeezes. “Get on the bed and wait for me. I need to let Frosty know I’m gonna be late.”

“Ryder…” He lets go of me and walks out of the bathroom and over to his dresser, texting as he goes, then sets his phone down and looks back at me.

I walk out, drying myself while he waits, then sitting on the edge of the bed. He turns and opens a drawer as my pulse races.

“What’s happening?” I start to scoot back until I feel the cool wood of the headboard.

“I’m gonna tie you up.”
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As soon as Blade saw Eve down at the pool with Julianna and Dolly, he left the conference room, demanding we all be on time for the fucking party tomorrow.

Axel and Rip left with him, claiming they had to go to the dispensary, but the truth is none of them know how to deal with me, so they’re steering clear.

Edge was the only one who stuck around long enough to pat my shoulder and say, “I’ve been their man.” Then he left, shaking his head as if I’m fucked. Instead of waiting for Frosty, I came upstairs to check on Julianna and grab a file.

I barely got my door open when I knew she was getting herself off. Didn’t need my erection to tell me my jewel was disobeying me and masturbating. Christ, I almost pulled her out by the hair and shoved my cock down her throat. Instead, I watched her. Watched her long, graceful neck arch back as she rubbed her clit, cursing me yet caught in her obsession of me.

The Cindy thing is not something I’m participating in right now. One fire at a time. I text Frosty I’m gonna be late.

He doesn’t care. It’s only 2 PM and still early for him.

Reaching into my drawer, I pull out some soft rope. It’s been years since I’ve tied a woman to my bed. When I was in my early twenties, I used to all the time. It was fun, but now it’s too intimate, requires trust, and to be honest, I haven’t cared enough about anyone to participate in rope play.

“What’s happening?” She scoots back, hitting the headboard.

“I’m gonna tie you up.”

“What?” Wide-eyed, she watches me like I’m exactly what I am.

A killer.

I hold her gaze and walk to the bed. “Hand,” I demand. Her eyes narrow, but she gives me a delicate wrist. I look down at it, so tiny in my large hand, I could snap it in two. Anyone could, and that wave of protectiveness takes over. She shouldn’t be in my life. She wasn’t bred for it.

I rub her wrist—her pulse beats rapidly as that sense of déjà vu takes over.

No matter how hard I try to push her away, it’s a losing battle. Our souls were entwined from the start.

“Ryder?”

Her voice prompts me to look at her, and I almost ask if she feels it too. But I don’t need to. I can sense she does. Maybe not to the extent that I do, but it’s there. I push it aside and tie her wrist to one post.

“How many women have you done this to?” She sounds unsure, like I’ve made her uneasy.

“A lot.” I smirk, reaching for her other hand.

“What?” Clearly that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She looks at her wrist.

Christ, my cock is ready to jet off, and I haven’t even started yet. “If you keep struggling, you’ll get bruises.”

Her eyes shift to mine. I toss my cut and shirt on the chair, then kick off my boots. Panting slightly, she’s clearly nervous yet aroused. Her tight, hard nipples stand erect, waiting for me.

Standing over her, I unbutton my pants and let that feeling take over the room, cocooning us in our own world.

Adrenaline.

Power pumps through my blood as desire takes over, blocking out all reason.

“Open your legs,” I command, looking down at her. She shivers, and tiny goose bumps appear on her arms and legs. I kick off my pants. my hard erection extending past my abdomen.

“Julianna, if you don’t open those legs and show me that wet cunt, I’ll tie your ankles too.”

Her eyes dip to my cock. “Don’t I need a safe word?” Her voice is all breathy.

“No, baby.” I grin. “You’re never safe with me.” Her eyes meet mine and I see the change in them. “Or maybe it’s the opposite. I’m always safe with you.”

Her legs gracefully slide open, like she’s some fucking goddess offering herself to me. I want her like this every day, tied to my bed, waiting for me. Her hands bound, her body flushed.

I kneel on the bed and latch onto a tight, hard nipple, sucking and licking it until she moans and arches into my mouth.

“Ryder.” She pulls at the ties. “I want—”

“It’s good to want, Bellezza.” I blow on her erect bud, then move to the other nipple as she groans loudly. Reaching down, I fucking rub my cock up and down as I suck on her tits.

“I think I’m going to—” Her head arches back and I bite her nipple, then watch her jerk and come undone.

“Ryder,” she screams.

I lean forward to shut her up with my mouth, my tongue thrusting in, twisting with hers as she tries to arch her greedy cunt toward my cock. When I lift my head, her eyes are almost slits.

“I gave you that one, my love. Now the rest is for me.”

“Wait. What does that mean?” Her eyes pop open and she watches me crawl down her body and open her legs wide.

“Don’t come,” I say against her wet, pink lips, giving them a gentle kiss.

“Wait. Please, Ryder.”

I smile at her begging already. Stroking my tongue back and forth across her pink nub, I pull her hips close and, at last, suck on it. My hand moves up and down on the tip of my cock while I keep sucking. She’s greedy and not trained and she’s gonna come. When I pause and lift my head, she screams, “No!”

Standing, I grab the back of her hair.

“Please, I’ll never touch myself again,” she says hoarsely.

“I know you won’t.” She looks at me, almost startled, as I lean forward and shove my cock into her mouth. Instantly she gags and tries to take me. I look down at my thick cock barely halfway in her mouth and tighten my grip on her head, making her take me farther. In and out, I thrust into her as I close my eyes and let the fucking ecstasy take over.

“Yeah, that’s it,” I grunt. My balls and stomach muscles tighten. I’m ready to come, but she won’t get that satisfaction.

I jerk her head off my cock. She screams, her eyes wild, holding tears of frustration. Leaning forward, her red, wet lips open, waiting for my cock again.

“What? Talk to me, Julianna. You want my cock?”

“Yes,” she hisses like a feral animal, arching up.

“Tell me,” I say hoarsely, my body so tight, the need to come almost painful as I jerk my cock.

I look up at the ceiling, trying to breathe, then gaze down at her.

She licks her lips, then says, “I love you.”

My eyes shift to hers, as if those words were what I was waiting for. Wave after wave of pleasure racks my body. My cock pulses and jerks, shooting my seed all over her tits.

“Christ.” I stroke myself one more time. Catching my breath, I lean over to untie her.

“Did you hear me?” She lies there while I rub her wrist where the rope was.

“I did. That wasn’t what you were supposed to learn. Go take a shower.” I turn, needing to get away from her, and pick up my discarded jeans to get my cigarettes.

She sighs and slips off the bed, stretching her arms up, then sashays by me, leaving the bathroom door open. I have to fight my need to grab her and bury my face in her hair, kiss her lips, demand she say those words over and over.

Weakness.

I hate it. After lighting my cigarette, I jerk on my jeans. Goddamn it, why did I even come up to my room? I need to focus, not tie Julianna up and jerk off on her tits.

I grab my phone off the dresser to check my messages. We need no more fuckups. I have a number of texts. None are too important. Only prospects filling me in on shit and Frosty saying he went to get Chinese food.

The shower turns off and her smell envelops me. Closing my eyes, I know I need to get the fuck out of here.

I’m pulling on my boots and a black T-shirt when Julianna walks out, naked, hair brushed off her face. She steps into my closet and emerges wearing pink panties.

“I’m not sorry,” she announces, pulling her hair up in a haphazard bun, red ringlets falling around her face.

“I’ll be back,” I say, pocketing my phone.

“Are you going to pretend that I didn’t say it? And this feeling we have is nothing?”

That stops me and I turn to her, gritting my teeth. By not getting dressed, she’s fucking with me.

Inhaling deeply, I let the warm smoke make its way down my throat. “I told you not to believe I’m something I’m not.”

She shrugs. “I’m sorry.” Her voice is sarcastic. “But we can’t control who we love.”

“Fucking stop. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” I turn to leave.

“I don’t because you don’t tell me.” She darts around me, blocking the door.

“Cute.” I shake my head, glance down at my boots, then up at her face. “Move.”

“Tell me why you don’t believe in love?” Both her hands are propped against the doorframe. Her body smells like candy apples.

I cock my head. “I didn’t say I don’t believe in love.”

Her eyes lock with mine. I’m ready to lift her up and move her until she reaches up to touch my chest, her hand lying on my heart.

“Who hurt you so much that you won’t let me love you?” she fires right back, her words worse than any gut punch I’ve taken. Pain and need make me want to shake her, as if that can wake her up. I should just tell her.

But then she’d leave. Can I stand that?

“I killed my father and brother.” It comes out clear. I watch her, waiting to see the horror in her eyes.

She frowns as if she’s confused, her hand leaving my heart to touch my lips as if that can coax the nightmares out of me.

“How?”

“I have dreams.” I tower over her, yet right now, I feel like a scared boy, wanting to hide, because my head hurts from my dad and brothers yelling at me.

“Christ.” I snort and shake my head. “You don’t want this.” I take another puff of my cigarette and turn to put it out, to get away, put some distance between us before I grab her and never let her go.

“You don’t get to tell me what I want or need, Ryder, unless I allow it.”

I turn and look at her.

Fierce.

Brave. Fuck, ten times braver than me.

“This feeling you have… this thing we have together, that pull?”

She nods.

“I dreamt of you.” Lowering myself into the chair, I smooth my hands over my face and drop them to my knees.

“I dreamt that my dad and brother were going to die in a car accident. I dreamt that Bear’s wife had cancer. It goes on and on.” I look at her, then the wall, as ghosts swirl around my brain, messing with me.

“My head is fucked up, babe.” I hit the side of it, causing her to jump and her eyes to fill with tears.

“Don’t you do that. I don’t want pity.” I sneer. “I’m a fucking lunatic who kills and dreams shit. I’m bad, as bad as they come.”

She shakes her head and covers her mouth with her hand.

“It’s true. My mother hated me. Thought I was possessed because I made the mistake of telling her. My own mother was scared of me. Why aren’t you?”

“Because no matter what you do or have done, I belong here.”

I shake my head—she doesn’t get it. All the dead bodies have a way of changing people.

“I warned my mom that my dad and brother shouldn’t leave, and she called me Diavolo and demanded that I let her whip the devil out of me.”

“Ryder.” She moves toward me, but I hold up my hand to stop her. “I’m only getting started, baby. This is fun, right?”

She shakes her head.

“When I was fifteen, she kicked me out. I had nowhere to go, so I lived outside in our backyard like a dog. Until the neighbors complained, so she got our priest involved.” I stand and move toward her, almost as if I’m willing her to take a step back.

She doesn’t, though. Instead, she stands, shoulders back, her breasts collecting tears from her silent weeping.

“Diavolo means devil in Italian.” I laugh. “Our priest agreed with her but insisted that she let me back in the house. Then I got caught shoplifting… this is when it gets good, Julianna.” I nod at her. “I was homeless, lived on the streets, slept under the freeway. You might have seen me when you were driving by in your fucking BMW.”

“Stop, just stop, Ryder.” She holds up her hand at me.

“Why? We’re sharing.” I sneer. “Had enough?” As my voice gets louder, she shakes her head.

“I never cried before I met you.” Her voice sounds accusatory.

“You’ll get used to it.” I snort. There’s a startled look in her eyes, but she’s still not scared.

“This is getting us nowhere. I have shit going on, Julianna.” I walk around her, heading for the door.

“Don’t wait up for me.” I slam the door behind me.
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The slam of the door doesn’t surprise me. Maybe I’m numb, because none of this seems odd, yet it probably is.

My eyes drift over to his bookshelf. I guess the mystery’s solved on why he has so many medical books: he thinks he’s insane.

I almost laugh. If I don’t, I’ll cry for him. And he doesn’t want my pity. The thing is, I have nothing but pride and admiration for him. Given the same circumstances, I’m pretty certain I wouldn’t be doing as well.

Taking a deep breath, I try to digest his words, but all I can think of is a sweet little boy with dark hair and rosy cheeks, scared because he had a dream, and his mother beating him and calling him a devil.

Diavolo.

My stomach turns. What is wrong with people? She told him he was a monster, so he became one.

Or is he?

Not that it matters. I know what he is to me. Sitting down in his chair, I swear I can smell him: smoke, leather, and a touch of spice. I need a cigarette and alcohol. When was the last time I ate? I rub my forehead. It’s not like I could choke down food anyway. My stomach is in knots.

Walking over to his bar area, I grab a bottle of tequila and a pack of cigarettes, not even bothering to get dressed. Who cares? It’s not like anyone’s gonna see me.

I’ll sit, smoke, and drink. Maybe I can get so smashed I pass out. I light up my cigarette and pull my knees under me as I smoke.

“He’s bruised, but not broken,” I whisper, sniffing and wiping my nose with the back of my hand. Jesus, if my family could see me now… The thing is, the person sitting naked in this chair feels way more alive than the Julianna who wore expensive, conservative dresses and suits and let the world walk by her.

I unscrew the bottle. It’s some brand I’ve never heard of, and I take a swig straight from the bottle. It’s like fire and agave and hard to swallow.

“Oh my God, what the hell is this?” Exhaling fumes, I stare at the bottle. My phone rings, and I jump unsteadily to get it from the bed. I’m already off balance from one swig.

When I grab my phone, I almost want to cry. It’s not Ryder; it’s Gia. If I answer this, I’ll probably lose it, so I decline the call.

I barely get back to the chair when it starts ringing again. I close my eyes. She’s gonna keep calling, so I answer.

“Hey.” My voice cracks as I reach for the horrendous tequila.

“Hey.” Gia’s voice sounds cautious, which means she already knows I’m here.

“I can’t really talk right now.” I bite my bottom lip and look up at the ceiling, refusing to cry. I’ve done enough of that already.

“I got off the phone with Eve a few seconds ago,” she says.

Nodding as if she can see me, I drink from the bottle again, then clear my throat, trying not to cough in her ear. This has to be gasoline marinated in a smoke pit.

“Julianna? I need you to talk to me.” Her voice is calm and very un-Gia.

“How’s Eve?” I snip, wiping under my eyes, which are still watering.

“Stop.” She sighs dramatically. “What the fuck are you doing? Do I need to come home? I’m in Amsterdam, but clearly you need me.”

I snort. “I’m fine.” I relight the cigarette that’s burned out since I never smoked it.

“What has happened?”

“Um… I’m in love with a man who thinks he’s a monster.” I nod to myself. I can’t possibly tell her everything he said.

“Oh-kay. Are you sure you don’t want to go stay at my place?”

“Wait, what?” Because if this has anything to do with Cindy…

“Eve wanted me to talk to you about tomorrow, some party, and that you might—”

“Are you freakin’ kidding me?” I yell. “You’re my best friend. I hope you told her to back off. You know what?” I stand up and start to pace. “Those bitches can fuck off, all of them. I’m not leaving, understand?”

The phone is silent, as in Gia is quiet, but I know she’s still on the phone because I can hear music in the background.

“Are you drinking or doing drugs?” Her voice sounds calm. “Not that I’m judging, but you don’t have that gun you always carry with you, do you?”

I stop pacing and burst out laughing, which quickly morphs into crying, and then tell her everything I can get out without betraying his trust.

“Jesus, Jule, why haven’t you called me? You’ve been there days, and I had to find out through Eve?”

“I didn’t want you to tell me to leave.” I shake my head, rather exhausted now that I’ve finally come clean about Ryder and me.

“Why would I do that? You’ve finally done something for you. I’m proud. Besides the drunken rambling about taking on the old ladies, you’re doing great. By the way, don’t mess with them.”

“I’m not drunk,” I say dryly, taking another sip. This time, I barely feel the sting.

“So I’m a little confused. Are you just going to stay there? And please tell me you still have your IUD, right?”

“Stop it.” I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck. “It’s old as shit, but yes.”

“Fantastic. Only making sure we don’t have any more surprises.” She sounds relieved, and I almost snap that I’m not an idiot, but whatever.

“Go get some sleep and call me tomorrow. Also…” She hesitates. I hate when she does that.

“What?”

“Eve said stuff is going on with the club, so be careful, okay?” Suddenly I’m nauseous with dread, worry. Her words sent everything diving to the pit of my stomach.

“Did she say what’s happening?”

“No, I don’t think she knows. Look, call me tomorrow so I know all is well.”

“Great, now I’m freakin’ out, thank you,” I say dryly.

“Stop it. Get some sleep. Everything will be fine. Love you.” And the line goes dead. I toss the phone on the nightstand.

I’m freezing and probably drunk. As I drop into the inviting bed, slipping under the covers to lay my head on his pillow, I ignore my head, which is swimming with Gia’s words. Instead, I close my eyes to rest them.

“Drink some water, Julianna.” His deep, gravelly voice wakes me. I see nothing but blackness and Ryder moving away, taking off his vest.

“What time is it?” I say groggily. God, whatever I drank is already giving me a terrible headache.

“3 AM” He sounds tired.

I try to focus better and notice he’s opening the nightstand, putting his Glock and I think a knife in the drawer. When I sit up on my elbows, my head is slightly spinning.

“You gonna puke?” He looks down at me.

“I hope not.” Reaching for the water he left for me, I hear the shower turn on. A soft glow of light peeks through the bottom of the bathroom door. I drink the entire glass and decide that water is, without a doubt, the best-tasting thing in the world.

The light blinks off and Ryder comes to the bed. “Here.” He takes my hand and places two pills in it. “I’ll get you more water.”

“Thank you.” I lie back and throw my arm over my forehead.

“Why would you drink Mezcal?” From the tone of his voice, he’s not happy, but I don’t care. He’s here giving me water. That’s got to be positive, right?

“Is that what that was? I hate it.” I pop the pills, assuming it’s Advil, whatever, as long as it makes me feel better.

“Scoot over, baby. I need to be by the door.” I kind of crawl to my side as Ryder slips in and pulls me tightly to his warm, clean chest.

“Everything okay?” My voice is raspy.

He stays silent but tightens his arms around me. Taking a deep breath, I let my body relax into him as the world quiets and it’s only us.

“My name is Leo.” Keeping his voice calm, he rests his chin on top of my head. My eyes blink open. “Leonardo DeLucca. My mom was full Sicilian, and my dad was half-Italian, half-Irish. You can breathe, babe.” I feel his grin as his hand tugs me closer to his warmth.

“I had a brother, two years older, named Paul. We lived in Reseda, and my dad was a plumber. My mom stayed at home, and other than church and walking to the grocery store, she rarely left the house.

I bite my lip. He’s right. I don’t want to move, breathe, anything for fear he’s gonna stop talking.

“My brother was the favorite. I was shy and big. They called me fat. I can’t remember what age I started having the dreams, but I do remember being scared. It’s the one thing that I remember so vividly: always being scared.”

I try turning to look at him, but he holds me tight and continues, “My parents beat me, saying I was bad. Kids made fun of me, saying I was dirty, when it was really bruises.” He pauses, then goes on.

“My head hurt constantly. My brother used to kick me in the head with his shoes on, saying I was evil. And I believed them. I got bigger. Paul did not. He was like my mother, had a small frame. One day when he went to kick me in the head, I hit him, and he cried. It was then that I knew I wasn’t afraid anymore, that nothing anyone could do could hurt me.”

I nod, my eyes filling with tears.

“So I did warn them. They laughed and didn’t listen, and they died. My mom went crazy, and I found that life was easier on the streets. Until I met Chuckie, Blade’s brother. Both of us were doing community service. He was my best friend. Took me to his dad and the club, and I knew I was home.”

“Which one is Chuckie?”

“Chuckie’s dead.”

This time I do turn to look at him. He peers down at me, brushing my hair off my shoulder.

“And I didn’t dream it. The first time I didn’t have a clue. I was in Afghanistan with Blade and Axel, got the news that one of our drug labs blew up killing Chuckie the Prez, Poet’s ex-girlfriend, and Poet’s two-year-old baby girl. And I didn’t see it coming.”

“Ryder, you’re not t—”

“I’m tired.” He stops me, which is fine. My mind’s enveloped in his past—a past that’s littered with pain.

“You’re not a monster,” I whisper fiercely.

His warm hand tightens on my stomach, and he inhales my scent. “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

Silence. I close my eyes against his words. He doesn’t trust me, but that can wait, I let my breathing match his and follow his lead.
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I take a deep drag off my cigarette and look out at the morning sky, one of my favorite things to do. Watching that big orange ball rise makes you feel like all your sins can be absorbed into it and burned away.

I open and close my fists, almost as if I know I’m gonna need them today. My mind again goes over the missing pieces that are slowly filling in.

After leaving Julianna, I spent hours with Frosty going back and forth with this Lodestar. Ultimately, I decided to trust her. I need the name of the rat and where they’re keeping it, and she’s a savvy bitch. She also has no love for human trafficking.

We know the Russians are the ones feeding the Feds their information. What I don’t know is why only me?

My eyes narrow and I inhale deeply. Misha’s finally let the power and greed go to his head. I straighten. He’s gonna be the first one I put a bullet into, and from there it will get bloodier. I tick off the scumbags who are gonna follow.

All the main Russian mob members will go. Then we’ll fill the throne; otherwise, it will be the same shit.

Misha’s nephew is the key. I’ve been watching him. He’s young, smart, and ambitious. He also despises his uncle. I need time to get to him before the FBI moves in.

Time.

Never enough when we seem to need it. Apparently, I’m on borrowed time, if my lawyers are correct. All I need is the name, and then everything will be in motion.

My phone vibrates, bringing me back to the now. I glance over at Julianna who peacefully sleeps on her back, the sheet pulled down enough to show where the sun spills in on her tits. They almost beckon me to suck on them.

“Christ.” I turn away. I fucked her not an hour ago. That’s gonna have to satisfy me till later.

“Prez.” I answer my phone and lean over to snuff out my cigarette.

“You make sure Ox sweeps twice this morning, and I want eyes on everyone today,” Blade orders, his voice tight. It’s hard to be king, even harder that we’re staying one step ahead of everybody.

“Ox is sweeping the clubhouse right now.” I look over at the monitors I have set up in the corner along with several laptops, showing me all the eyes I have around the property.

“Good, look, I need you to talk to Cindy. Eve’s worried about what’s gonna happen today. I’m dropping the kids off at my mom’s. I’ll be there in an hour or so.”

I look up at the ceiling. “Blade, Cindy is not a priority.”

“Agreed, but try to keep her calm. It’s for Charlie, apparently. She’s puking this time around.”

“Why the fuck are we having this party?” I snarl, but he’s hung up. I look out the window. At least it’s gonna be a beautiful day. I sigh. Cindy is the last of my worries, but I don’t want her upsetting Julianna or Charlie.

This party shouldn’t be happening, I can feel it already. Fuck it, I guess we need to put on a show for the Feds and PD.

I crouch down to my safe in the corner to get a new burner phone and exchange my Glock.

Julianna sighs and rolls to her side. I should quietly leave. Instead, like the addicted fuck I am, I go to her. Reaching out, I push her hair off her shoulders and watch her sleep.

I told her my name.

Christ, I told her things no one knows, not even my brothers, and she whispered she loved me. I fucked her this morning.

“Julianna.” I reach down and stroke her cheek. “I’ll be back later.”

She tries to wake up, her eyes fluttering open, her lips curving up in a sleepy smile, and my heart aches.

I clench my jaw. “I’ve got to go, baby.” It comes out harsher than I intended. “Go back to sleep. The party is not for a while.” She sighs and I force myself to move away.

“’Kay.” When she snuggles back into the pillow, I know it shouldn’t make me feel as good as it does. After all, I’m getting ready to take out the Russian mob. Yet knowing she’s here, and mine, makes me feel invincible.

I shut the door as quietly as I can and make my way to the conference room. Axel is already sitting in his spot, boots propped up on the table, clicking the lid of his Zippo lighter open and closed. He takes a deep drag off his joint.

“Nice breakfast.” I snort.

Slowly, he exhales and grins, dropping his boots to the floor.

“Have some, it’s gonna be sunshine and fucking rainbows all day long, and you know why?” After another toke, he holds the joint out for me.

I arch a brow but take it. “Enlighten me.”

“I’ve got this shit figured out.”

I inhale, hold up a finger, then exhale. “Lay it on me.”

“You don’t do anything.”

I almost choke on my next toke and let out the smoke I was holding. “The fuck are you talking about?”

“Too much heat on you. You need to trust that we’ll get it done.” He stands and takes the joint back.

“There’s no way. This is mine to fix.”

“Nah, this is ours to fix.” He looks at me and I stare at him, shaking my head, knowing it’s pointless to argue. Axel’s my brother, way more than my blood brother was. He’s also a pain in my ass with his loyalty.

“Look, I’m trying to protect your stubborn ass. All of you have way more to lose than me, so it doesn’t matter what you say. I’m not letting anything happen to the club.”

“Good thing we’re on the same page,” he growls back.

It’s impossible to argue with him. He’s not listening, and neither will Blade or the others. I shake my head, needing coffee, but a cigarette will have to do. I tug a pack out of my pocket.

“So, I sent Floppy to watch Pavel. We can get to him. You’re right, there’s definitely bad blood with him and his uncle. The rumor is Misha fucked Pavel’s girlfriend, she got pregnant, and Misha slit her throat and dumped her dead body at Pavel’s back door to make sure he knew his place.”

As I light up, my eyes narrow. “Okay, let’s make that work for us. We need to get Pavel in private without anyone seeing.”

“Floppy says he eats at this Russian deli every day, and his only weakness is pussy. I say we send in Roxy or Amanda for food and let him take her back to his place.”

I nod. “That’s good. Let’s do Amanda. She’s got the innocent look going on, he’ll like that. She also can suck cock better than Roxy.”

Axel throws his head back to laugh. “Consider it done.” Taking another toke, he slowly exhales and drops the roach into an empty beer can.

“I’ll send her tomorrow. Pavel lives close to the deli. She can use the bathroom and text us when she’s done. Then we slip in and have a little chat with him.”

I snort. “Yeah, that ought to go over well.”

“I’m letting Amanda get him off before we make our appearance.” He smirks. “Look, it’s what has to happen. He’s a mean son of a bitch, but he hates his Uncle Misha more than us. He’s also not stupid or suicidal, so he’ll go for it.” There’s a knock on the door, and our eyes go straight to the monitors. Amy stands with a carafe of coffee and a platter of bacon with biscuits.

“We do this tomorrow. He’ll go for it. That kind of bad blood is revenge bad blood, and he’s too ambitious not to.” When I open the door, Amy marches in, and I take the platter of pig from her.

“Eve and Antoinette are on their way.” She wipes her hands on her apron. “So if you guys want anything, now is the time to ask. Otherwise, I’m gonna get the food ready for the party.”

“No, we’re good, thank you, Amy.” I kiss the top of her salt-and-pepper head.

She swats at me. “I’m too old to be visiting my boys in jail. Get this taken care of.” Her brown eyes go from me to Axel.

“Don’t worry, we got it handled.”

“I always worry. That’s my job.” She purses her lips. “I’ve seen four different presidents in this club.” She grabs each of us by the arm. “But Blade and you boys are the very best.”

She nods. “Get it done.” Then she turns to leave, shoulders back.

Frosty runs in, his hair standing straight up, like he’s once again stayed up all night running his hands through it.

“Hey, Amy.” Out of breath, he steps aside, waiting for her to leave.

My heart starts to pound.

“Where the fuck is Blade?” he says. “I got it. We got the fucking rat.”
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“Where the fuck is Blade? I got it. We got the fucking rat.”

The rat.

It repeats over and over in my head as I move toward him.

“Who is it?”

“Easy, Ryder. Wait for Blade.” Axel’s already on one of his phones texting. I look at him knowing he’s right, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it. This day is fucked already, and it’s not 10 AM yet.

“Frosty, get Ox in here. I want the room swept again,” I snap.

Control. This is when I thrive. I’m an expert at staying calm, levelheaded, and then striking with a force no one can recover from.

“On it.” He pushes his glasses up but doesn’t look at me when he passes.

“It’s a woman from the truck, isn’t it?” I grab ahold of the chair in front of me, digging my fingers into the wood. It feels just like that day that took us all down, the day we were blindsided by the news that someone had blown up our lab, leaving Chuckie and the others dead.

I should have known, but I didn’t. I hear the wood crack before computing that the sound is coming from my own hands.

I should have known.

Ox enters and goes straight to work with his bug detector and infrared scanner, not even looking at us.

“Blade’s pulling up right now,” Axel announces.

“I kill the rat, you hear me?” My voice is almost hoarse with emotion.

Axel glances at me but continues to text on one of his phones.

“We’re clean,” Ox says, moving into the hall and passing Blade as he walks in.

Green eyes flashing, Blade scans the room. “Get ahold of Poet and Edge.” His voice is eerily calm.

“Edge is almost here. He has Dolly with him.” Axel lights a cigarette.

Blade walks over to the bar for a bottle of Jack. “I know none of us want to deal with a party, but the Feds and LAPD are watching. Burbank PD is sitting this one out, which buys us time.”

I straighten, not trusting myself to speak. There’s too much adrenaline pumping through my bloodstream. A knock prompts us to look at the monitors. Edge and Ox wait patiently at the door.

“Poet texted a few seconds ago. He’ll be here when he can. Charlie’s having bad morning sickness, and they’re waiting for her mom to show up to watch Zack.” Axel tosses his burner on the table and opens the door.

Blade cracks the seal to the bottle. “We’ll fill him in. Ox, get Frosty and Rip.”

My eyes go to Axel’s. Bringing in Rip is big. This means he’s getting ready to be promoted. It’s a smart move, especially if Poet needs to take care of Charlie.

“You want me to call Jett and Roddy?” Edge pulls out his phone.

“No. Not yet.”

Edge lights up a cigarette and grabs a handful of bacon. “Dolly’s here. She’s got decorations and shit.”

Blade sits at the head of the table and takes a swig, then hands me the bottle.

“Edge, this is gonna get bloody, brother. You’ve got a baby on the way. If you need to take a step back—”

Edge glares at Blade and me. “You fuckin’ kidding me?”

Blade holds up his hands. “I’m being honest. There’s no shame if you want to sit this one out.”

Someone knocks on the door and Edge walks to it. “We ain’t going down. And if I need to step back, you’ll know it,” he sneers.

“Anyone else? This is the last time I’m asking.”

The room is silent. Frosty walks in carrying his laptop, followed by Rip.

“What’s wrong?” He looks around the room confused. “This is it. Lodestar came through.” He sets down his stuff, opening his laptop as a picture of a thin woman with pale skin, blue eyes, and long black hair stares back at us on the TV.

“Jesus.” Rip stares at the screen.

“Her name is Daniella Petrov. She’s the rat.”

“Goddamn it.” Blade’s chair falls backward as he stands to look out the window.

Axel scrubs his hands up and down his face. I stay quiet, because all I can see is that day, when we opened the back of that truck. There must have been thirty of them, beaten, filthy, and terrified.

“She was one of the girls in the truck.” It’s not a question, ’cause I know it deep inside. We all do.

“She was. Apparently, she thought it was a modeling contract. She was fourteen.” Frosty looks at me. “Now, here’s the deal with her. Her dad died by suicide six months ago, and the mother and sister are missing.”

Frosty types on his computer. “This is the police report she made. She basically told them that her family was being terrorized by the Volkov mafia and they sent her away. Now she’s being protected by the Feds, she’s ID’d Ryder as the only killer, and they’ve sealed the records of the names of the women on the truck. Lodestar had to dig deep to get this.” A report showing all the names of the victims in the truck appears on the TV.

“There’s her name and age.”

“I knew it.” Edge stares at the screen.

“Where are they holding her?” I look at Frosty, who rolls over in his chair to grab a Red Bull from the minifridge.

“Northridge, 18860 Napa Street. We need to get this done fast. I think the Feds are gonna arrest you and move on to the club.”

“Eve and Antoinette are here.” Rip looks over his shoulder at us. I glance at the monitor. Tons of bikes are parked outside, and music is already thumping through the wall.

“Ryder, I want you to let me and Axel take care of this.” Blade turns to look at me.

“You know I can’t do that.” I smile.

“I know you, I know your code, and that concerns me. My main priority is this club. This is my family.”

I walk over to him. “I already told you, it’s done.” My eyes lock on his.

“You’re my enforcer and my brother.” He crosses his arms. “Axel and I will come with you. We’ll take out the pigs who are guarding the rat.”

“It looks like a minimum of two at all times. They’re not taking chances. They have sensors on the doors and windows,” Frosty says as he brings up a picture of the house. It’s a typical house, nothing special, beige and with a large yard that doesn’t have much grass left.

“Rip, I want you to go stake this place out. I want the times they switch, every single detail on what is happening at this place.”

“On it.”

“Ox, go with him. Find out how many sensors, and any other surprises we need to know about.”

“Yeah, Prez, we’re going back to our roots.” He pounds his chest with his fist. “Fuck yeah, my cock is getting hard.” Ox loves all this shit. He can compartmentalize everything—it’s black or white.

For me it’s never been that easy. I do what I do because it’s what is needed, but make no mistake, I still feel it. Every single grave I’ve dug stays with me, some I want to piss on more than others.

“Poet and Charlie are here.” Edge motions with his head at the monitor.

“Christ.” I rub the back of my neck, looking at Blade.

“Let’s get this fucking party over with,” Blade says through gritted teeth as Frosty packs up his stuff.

“You get Amanda at that deli tomorrow. I want Pavel in place and able to help. This may go down fast,” Blade mutters to me and Axel as he walks past.

“Cindy’s here, Ryder.” Edge looks at me and I almost laugh, because now is not the time.

I should speak with her, but fuck it. Nodding, I point to another monitor that’s a mile away. Two SUVs are parked outside. A cable truck pulls up and it looks like the driver’s going to our neighbors to the right.

“Tell Frosty to run plates on them, and that cable truck is new,” I say as I walk out to talk to a woman whom I have zero patience for.

AC/DC spills from the sound system. I nod at all the brothers who are drinking already, hanging out in the game area. It’s tense, even with all of us trying.

It smells like war. Everyone feels it, even if they don’t know the full extent of what we are really up against.

I make my way to the pool area, where Charlie and the others are sitting. Dolly is smiling at Charlie, who looks exhausted but happy. Eve and Antoinette are whispering together. I scan the area for Cindy.

“Hey, Ryder, you want a beer, man?” A prospect walks up to me. Spotting Cindy, I ignore him.

“Christ.” I walk around him and stare at Cindy, barely recognizing her.

In her string bikini and heels, she looks like a fucking stripper. She grips Doug’s arm for support. Maybe it’s to hold herself up. She’s so frail, it looks like the wind could blow her away. She has to have lost ten pounds. Her curves are pretty much gone. She was thin last time I saw her, but this is ridiculous.

It’s as if the music stops when I approach, though I still hear it. Everyone seems to have decided to watch this fucking freak show.

Ignoring them, I walk over to Charlie first, who gives me a big smile, and I reach down to kiss her cheek.

“Congratulations, you look beautiful.”

She rolls her eyes but keeps smiling. “I feel horrible, look like death, but my doctor says that’s good, so I’m rolling with it.” A breeze moves the umbrella, and she shields her eyes from the sun peeking through.

“You’re gonna be fine.” I straighten and look at Poet who stands protectively next to her. Again, I almost laugh at all of us. This might be the most uncomfortable party we’ve ever thrown, but I guess Charlie seems happy.

“Cindy, can I have a word with you?”

“Oh God,” Dolly groans, looking down at her toes.

Cindy looks over at me, and I’m done already. “Jesus Christ.” I grab her arm, causing her to gasp and Doug to say, “Perfect. Here we go.” Then I drag her to the barbecue area.

“Let go of me, you animal,” Cindy seethes, jerking her arm away, which causes her drink to spill on her. “Oh my God, Ryder.”

“Look, I don’t want a scene. Shit is going on—”

“Shit’s always going on,” she says right back.

Taking a breath, I opt to tell her the truth. Nothing I say is gonna make this day good anyway.

“I have someone.”

She stops trying to wipe the sticky drink off her leg and looks up at me. Her long nails look like a sharp weapon. “What?” Her voice cracks.

“I wanted you to know that there is someone.”

Narrowing her eyes, she looks over my shoulder like I’m not even there. “I don’t care that you’re fucking some whore. It’s not like you haven’t been doing that from the beginning. What I do care is why you would tell me today.”

The hot sun finally makes its appearance. I sigh and my head pounds. “She’s here, and I want her to feel welcome. You and I are not together—”

“Wait.” She holds up her hands again. I can’t help but be shocked at her appearance.

“You have someone you want us…” She turns and motions to all the girls, not even trying to pretend they’re not watching. “You think she’d be welcome?” She snorts.

“Cindy, I thought you should know. Thank you for making this easy.”

Turning, I ignore her loud “Fuck you.”

Walking past all the curious stares and hushed whispers, I go straight into the clubhouse and up the stairs to my beautiful jewel.

Tonight, I’ll probably murder the rat, but today… today I have my jewel, my sparkling light.

And I’m gonna unleash myself on her.
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As I sit looking at my nails, I’m tempted to pick off the polish. Instead, I smooth my already perfect dress.

After Ryder left me, I couldn’t go back to sleep, so I took a shower and got ready.

At the sound of loud screams and splashing, I get up and look outside at the party that appears to be in full force. I can’t see what anyone is wearing, and hope my dress is fine. It’s white and flirty, with a cute black belt, definitely more of a cocktail dress than barbecue attire, but it’s the most casual thing I own. I look down at it with my ballet flats and know I’m overdressed, but whatever. I don’t want to wear jeans—I’ll roast. That, and I don’t have a blouse that would work anyway. I need to go shopping since I’m staying.

“Yes, I’m moving.” I just made up my mind—I’m done with New York. There’s absolutely nothing there for me except bad memories of a person I never want to be. I can do my charities in LA. I can get a nice little house and maybe a dog… I wonder if Ryder likes dogs.

The more I think about this, the more I can’t believe I’ve waited so long. I grab my phone, which was charging, and text Gia.

ME: I’m moving to LA.

My eyes take in Ryder’s room. For some crazy reason, this room feels more comfortable than the multimillion-dollar apartment we had in Manhattan. Although, that was all Matthew. He loved the goth style of the building and turned it into a creepy replica of Versailles. Taking a breath, I push all thoughts of him from my mind. They’ll only make me mad at what a complete idiot I was. Because my dad is my dad. I should have had the confidence to stand up to him. It’s almost like those years happened to another person.

My phone vibrates, and I almost scream, because it’s not Gia, it’s Matthew, which of course makes me paranoid and instantly worried that my phone is bugged. I mean, what are the odds?

MATTHEW: We need to talk. Please don’t make me get on a plane to Los Angeles to get you. We are all very concerned that you are being hurt. Your dad is considering calling the police.

ME: Fuck off.

I take a deep breath. I don’t think I’ve ever actually typed that. He must be in shock because three dots appear, then stop, then appear with his next message:

MATTHEW: I’m starting to worry like your dad. At least we know you’re alive. You have not answered any calls.

ME: My lawyer will be in touch. Sign the papers, Matthew!

Where the heck is Gia? I check my message to her to make sure I pressed send. What the heck? I sent it, so I send another.

ME: Okay, Matthew said my dad wants to call the police. What do I do? RED ALERT!

“What’s wrong?” Ryder’s voice makes me scream and I drop my phone.

“Ryder, you scared me.” I dip down to retrieve it. He looks at me strangely.

“I think my phone is—” Before I can finish he’s upon me, stealing my very soul. Right now, everything and everyone ceases to exist. This is why New York always felt foreign. Ryder is, and always has been, my home, my security, my life.

Warm hands wrap around my face as his lips take mine. I lean into him, and his tongue thrusts deep into my mouth, claiming me.

Branded. That’s what I feel like. It’s the only way I can describe this feeling that consumes me.

“I need to fuck you.” It’s guttural, primal, desperate, and in the back of my mind I know something has happened, but my body is throbbing with need, so the real world can wait.

“Wrap your legs around me.” He lifts me up. My back hits the wall.

“Give me those fucking lips,” his voice rumbles. He unzips his jeans and everything changes.

My life.

This world.

Ruined.

His cock impales me.

“Oh my God.” I groan at the pleasure zinging through me, my head falling back against the wall with a thud.

In and out he pumps into me, fucking me hard against the wall, his mouth demanding as he bites my bottom lip. All I can do is hold on and take everything he’s willing to give. My body starts to climb.

“Ryder, I’m gonna come.” I almost scream it, because, no joke, I can’t stop it. He’s too deep, and the wet string that was my panties seems to be adding friction on my clit.

Animalistic is all I can think of as he ruts in and out, and I never want it to end.

“Fuck, you’re so wet it’s dripping down my balls,” he growls into my mouth.

As I dig my nails into his shoulder and neck, my core starts to pulse.

“Ryder,” I scream.

He pulls my hair, exposing my neck, then latches on and sucks like a vampire. I’m soaring, the orgasm making my eyes roll back in my head as my pussy contracts on him.

“Good girl, fucking come, baby.” Pounding the wall with his fist, he freezes, his whole face looking at peace while his cock jerks inside me.

Undone.

Exquisite. All these words swirl through my head as I ride this amazing wave.

“Fuck, I need you,” he groans. His lips claim mine while he moves in and out of me slowly.

He stays inside me, our breathing in sync as if we really are one. And I know is that this is my heaven. No one, not even he, can take this moment from me.

I raise my head and look at him. He’s still inside me. Reaching for his lips, I kiss him, his mouth, his eyes, loving him the way I know he needs.

Slowly he pulls out of me. My legs drop to the floor, but I hold on to his neck, unsure I can stand yet.

“You okay?” He brushes my hair off my shoulder.

If only I had the ability to freeze time and let us stay like this.

I nod, and for a second I stop breathing. He’s in pain—I can feel it. I want to tell him to let me have it, to share it, but I stay silent. He would tell me if he could, and right now that’s all I can ask for. He gives me what he can.

I reach up, allowing that invisible shield of his to fall over his face. He backs up and I relax, leaning my body against the wall. As I gaze up at the ceiling, I ignore the evidence of what we’ve done that’s sliding down my legs and my soaked, ruined panties. Catching my breath, I give him some space.

“If something happens to me, I need you to stay at Granger’s until I come back.” He zips up his pants and walks over to the window, pulling out a pack of cigarettes. My stomach flips and I think I might throw up.

“What?” My voice sounds way calmer than I feel. All my happiness just flew out the door.

“Exactly what I said.” The flick of his lighter makes me jump.

“Okay.” I push myself off the wall, force my legs to work, and walk into the bathroom. Leaning against the door, I try to catch my breath. What do I do? Clearly things are not good, probably illegal, and I’m completely out of my element.

When I close my eyes, suddenly it’s all clear. I don’t care what happens as long as he stays alive. Anything as long as he comes back to me.

“Okay.” Stepping over to the sink, I slip off my underwear. Though I need a shower, I like his smell on me.

Branded.

I turn on the sink and almost do a double take at the vision that stares back, and it’s not because I haven’t gotten used to the red hair. It’s my eyes. I lean forward and really look at myself.

“Unrecognizable.” I smile. My cheeks are flushed, my neck has a bite mark, and my eyes… my eyes are fearless. For the first time in my life, everything is simple, and all I need is for this man to stay alive.

After washing my hands, I clean myself up and grab some clear lip gloss to slather on. When I walk out, he stands smoking by the window, looking down at whatever is happening.

His arm drapes around me as I approach, bringing me to his chest. Closing my eyes, I let myself have this moment.

All the madness can happen later. This second, it’s all about us and the smoke he inhales wrapping around us like a bow on a present.

“You ready to go down there?” He puts his cigarette to my lips, and I inhale while watching people jump into the pool.

“Why not?” I smirk, looking up at him.

He glances down at me, puts the cigarette back in his mouth, and winks.

Winks.

My heart skips when he takes my hand, and I try to breathe normally. My emotions consume me. As we walk down the stairs, his hand possessively holding mine, I don’t even care what these people think of me anymore. Weaving in and out, he moves us around bikers, until the hot morning sun beats down on us, making me wish I had sunglasses.

Blade and Edge look over at us as we approach but keep talking. The music is loud, and I can smell smoke from the barbecue, but other than the onslaught of noise and black leather with a lot of scantily dressed women, it’s just a party.

“You want something to drink, baby?” And again, there goes my heart fluttering.

Blade glances over at me, then goes back to talking.

I nod. “I can get it if you need to talk to them.” I look over at the bar area. Tons of bikers are hanging around two large kegs and a table loaded with bottles of liquor.

Ryder glances around like he’s scanning all the faces, which makes me look again. “That should be fine. Bring me a bottle of Jack.” His eyes remain locked on the area as he speaks.

“The whole bottle?” I cock my head at him, and he grins.

“Hurry, I don’t want you wandering around.” Turning, I can’t help but smile. Why on earth was I so negative about coming down here? Everyone is smiling and drinking. If you can overlook the lack of clothes on the women, this party looks fun.

“Hey, beautiful.” I turn to see a smiling Doug. He’s holding two drinks and has a bottle of something under his arm.

“You okay? You look lost.” He looks me up and down.

“Well.” I clear my throat. “Do I just grab stuff? Or is this a line?” I motion to the twenty or so people in front of me.

“Oh, fuck no. You need to get aggressive and push your way through. Here, I’ll help. They all hate me anyway.” He snickers and elbows people out of the way.

“Doug.” I laugh at the glares he’s getting, but he gets me to the table. I grab a bottle of Jack and try to decide what I want to drink.

“It all tastes like shit. We didn’t have time to plan. I’d avoid the punch though. God only knows what they spiked it with,” he yells over the loud laughter.

As I’m pushed forward, I reach out to stop myself from crashing into the table.

“What are you drinking?” I look at his two plastic cups.

“The punch, but I’m hoping to get fucked up.” He laughs as I join him.

There’s something truly great about Doug. He knows who he is and he owns it.

“Punch it is.” I grab the ladle, slightly horrified when a biker goes ahead and dips his plastic cup in. Hoping he used a new cup, I try to focus on my own scooping, then follow Doug’s black shirt in the mass of dark shirts, my bottle of Jack in my other hand.

“I love the dress. You look gorgeous. A lone gem in a pile of rocks.”

He smirks when I take a sip and immediately choke.

“Jesus, you’re right,” I shout at his back.

“I know.” He looks back at me and I can’t help but laugh again.

“I meant the punch, Doug.”

He smiles and turns. “You need to come and say hello to the new momma.”

“I have to take this to Ryder.” Holding up the bottle of Jack, I peer over Doug’s shoulder at the pool area. All I see is Dolly talking to some thin blond woman in a fluorescent-pink bikini.

“Stake your claim, Julianna.” When I blink up at him, his dark eyes look serious. He turns before I can respond.

“Wait. It’s probably better if I stay in the shadows,” I call out to his retreating form.

He turns again. “No,” he says. “They”—he motions to the pool area with his head—“need to know what you’re made of. That is, if you want him. If you’re only here to have Ryder get you off, then by all means, stay in the shadows.” He shrugs and turns, on the move again.

“Jesus,” I mumble. “Fine, I’ll say congratulations.”

When we approach the pool area, Eve is laughing with Antoinette, both in cute summer dresses, and I almost sigh in relief. Antoinette is Gia’s sister-in-law, so she has to be nice to me, right?

“Look who I found,” Doug announces as Charlie, who was blocked by Dolly’s tummy, sits up to look at me.

“Oh. Julianna?” Charlie looks completely uncomfortable. “Hi, is Gia here?” She looks around as I bite my lower lip, feeling like all eyes are on me, probably because they are.

“Um, no, she’s in Amsterdam. I wanted to say congratulations. I’m so happy for you and Dav… Poet.” My cheeks are on fire, but I smile and glance at Eve, who looks at me like I’m an alien.

“Julianna, you look so beautiful. I love your hair.” I turn to Antoinette, who looks worried but hugs me, and I hesitate to let go of her.

“Thank you.” I smile at her. “Dolly and Doug did it.” I motion at them.

Dolly looks a bit like Eve—confused—and I wonder if I have something on my face.

Thank God for Eminem and Dr. Dre. Otherwise, this uncomfortable vibe would be beyond humiliating. At least I can drink my punch, though I’m so distracted, I can barely taste how bad it supposedly is, or figure out what they’ve put into it.

“You can’t be serious.” The skinny blonde with huge boobs, which are barely held up by her fluorescent-pink bikini, walks toward me.

“Unbelievable.” She throws her hair back and I get a good look at her face. My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my ears.

“Hello, Cindy.”

“What the fuck? You’re who’s with Ryder?” Her voice becomes louder and tears form in her eyes.

“Take it easy, Cindy. You and Ryder are just friends.” Doug’s voice is almost gentle, as if he’s trying to talk to someone without waking a sleeping baby.

“Shut up,” she shrieks, then points a finger at me. The sun glints off her fluorescent-pink nails.

I inch closer to Antoinette.

“Cindy, do not make a scene. This is not the time or the place.” Eve steps up and presses Cindy’s finger down. “Doug is right. You are not with Ryder—”

“Neither is she.” She looks at Eve, then takes a step toward me.

Dolly tries to heave herself to her feet, but Doug holds up his hand and blocks her way.

“Go drink some water,” Doug says to Cindy.

“I was invited, Doug.” Her eyes narrow. “Charlie is my best friend. This cunt needs to get away from us.”

Between the loud whispering and Doug shaking his head, I have no choice but to glance around for Ryder.

“Who you looking for? Ryder? Can’t fight your own battles? I know bitches like you. I grew up with them, and let me give you some advice…”

A helicopter flies overhead, the sound so close, I wonder whether I can flag its occupants down to save me. Because something is most definitely wrong with Cindy.

“Look.” I hold up my hand. “I’m not here to make anyone uncomfortable. All I wanted was to say congratu—”

“Good. Then get the fuck out of here. Whores belong on the lawn,” she sneers.

“You need to let him go. He doesn’t love you. I’m sorry, but he doesn’t.” I take a sip of this amazing drink and wish that Gia were here. I’m literally standing up for myself.

“What did you say?” she screeches.

Dolly groans and David steps in all of a sudden, briefly looking up at the helicopter, which seems to have returned. His silver eyes focus on me.

“Thank you, Julianna,” he says.

Cindy waves a hand in his face and looks at me. “You dumb bitch. Do you really think Ryder loves you?” She throws her head back to laugh. “He’s insane. He kills people he can’t lo—”

“That’s enough, Cindy.” Ryder’s voice makes me almost burst into tears and jump into his arms.

Cindy turns to him. “Why do you hate me? All I did was love you.” She stares at him, her eyes filled with desperation and something else… manipulation? Whatever it is, all thoughts of pity stop before they even got started, because Cindy knows how to fight dirty. It’s probably how she’s been able to stick around, when she should have been kicked to the curb.

She’s angry and volatile, and I hate the way Ryder’s eyes change when he looks at her. He sees her as broken… and he likes broken. It takes all the focus away from himself.

What did he call her? His broken doll?

“Cindy.” He sighs. “I don’t hate you, but I won’t allow this.”

It’s like a knife has been inserted into my heart. I hate her. Cindy knows exactly what she’s doing.

“Ryder…” Tears spill down her cheeks as people whisper behind us. Their faces seem to swirl around me as my stomach lurches. I might be sick.

The way she responds to his voice… I lift my cup to drink from it, but it’s empty. Doug must realize it because he hands me one of his.

“Thank you,” I say automatically, trying to bury my face in the red plastic cup. Anything but watching Ryder with her. It’s as if I’m witnessing an accident that you can’t look away from, and you can’t ever get it out of your head.

“I told you earlier.” His voice is calm, almost gentle. He has a past with her, clearly a relationship of some sort.

She nods but continues to cry.

Clever bitch.

“David, this is awful. Do something.” Charlie stands and looks at him, then throws me a glare, rushing to hug Cindy who clings to her, sobbing that no matter what, she doesn’t deserve to be humiliated like this.

And I almost start laughing. Humiliated? I’m the one who’s being played. Cindy may be a lot of things, but dumb is not one of them, although I have zero respect for her. She’s gotten attention by playing the damsel in distress.

I’ve never had respect for this type of woman. Maybe because my mom was one of them. Yet my mom turned out to surprise us all, mostly my dad. I learned a long time ago never to underestimate anyone, especially someone who’s desperate enough to hang on when she’s not wanted.

And I’m such an idiot. I played right into her hands, being nice and gracious. Allowing her to manipulate Ryder for even a minute should never have been allowed.

I know her game, and her biggest mistake is thinking my compassion is weakness.

I’m not weak. I’m here for one thing and one thing only.

Ryder.

I take a breath, my face burning as I watch Charlie walk her inside the clubhouse, a trail of old ladies behind them.

“Had to be done.” Doug stands next to me, and I blink at him, then up at the helicopter as I try to calm myself. I despise confrontation. When I look over at the pool, all the women and men are getting out fast.

“Christ.” I hear Doug, but I’m focused on all the chaos surrounding us. People seem to know what’s happening.

“Ryder?” I take a step toward him as people run past me, blocking my path. Once again, I look up at the helicopter.

“What’s happening?” I call out. My hair blows in my face, and I think I hear sirens.

“Let’s go, Julianna.” Doug says, grabbing my hand and trying to move me toward the house. I shake off his grasp—I’m not leaving.

Sirens fill the air now, replacing the music and wild frenzy that’s spinning around me. A fleet of black sedans with dark windows and men in suits infiltrate the back area.

As I stare in shock, these interlopers drive onto the lawn, horns blaring, barely missing people as they run past them. Their red lights swirl around like a red strobe light. My cup slips from my numb fingers, the liquid spilling on my shoes.

Motorcycles rev to life; voices fade. In the midst of it all, Ryder walks toward me, his eyes locked on mine, though the suits try to stop him. They say something, but still he moves forward, like a force that can’t be contained by a mere mortal.

I take a step. He stops, reaching out to touch me. But arms push him back and he doesn’t resist when they cuff him.

His eyes stay locked on mine.

I don’t blink.

I don’t breathe.

All I hear is…

“Leonardo DeLucca, you’re under arrest…”
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“We have no statement.” Jett Powers holds up his hand at the horde of press people waiting outside the courthouse.

Ignoring them, I squint at the blistering sun while we make our exit.

“Leo? Are you part of the one-percenter motorcycle club, the Disciples?”

“Mr. DeLucca, did you kill those men? Was it self-defense?” The parasites keep screaming questions at me, but I walk straight to the large black Lincoln waiting for us. It took forty-eight hours for Jett to convince the judge that I was a war hero, and to let me out on bail for a million dollars.

A man dressed like the fucking Feds steps out of the Lincoln and opens the door for me. As I slide in, my jaw tightens and I slam the door in the reporters’ faces.

“Fuck,” I grumble. I’m filthy, the stink of jail and cigarettes my only friend. I didn’t even get to shower because they held me in a separate chamber while the Feds tried to make me turn rat, or at least incriminate myself.

Fucking pieces of shit. Stupid fucking entitled dicks that hide behind a badge thinking they’re smarter than you.

The other door slams shut, and Jett Powers sinks into the leather bucket seat next to me. He nods to the driver, giving him the go-ahead to get moving.

“Okay. How you holding up?” He looks over at me, pulling out his phone. “I tried to get you out earlier, but the judge is getting serious pressure. He also had to make it look somewhat convincing.” Snorting, he stares down at his phone and types. “Which is fine. I own that fucking judge.” He looks up and smiles as the driver honks again, and I can’t decide if I like Jett or want to punch his pretty boy face.

“So all you did was confuse and frustrate the Feds. Which is exactly what we wanted. Unfortunately, the prosecution was able to move up your case. The judge had to give them something—with this much attention on us, you shouldn’t be out on bail. So now, we’ll be going to trial in two months unless the witness has a change of heart.”

I look out the window, and it’s like any other sunny day in Southern California. Except for me—I have to go kill a woman.

“Do you have a cigarette? I smoked my last one earlier.”

“No, I don’t smoke,” he responds. “Where are we dropping you?” Again, I look out the window as we pull off the 405 freeway.

“The clubhouse.” I rub my head. I’ve only been locked up for two days, but it feels like I’ve been gone for weeks.

“You talk to Blade?”

“Yes. He is very happy you’re out. Apparently, they missed you.”

I arch a brow at the sarcasm in his voice.

“Do I need to go over this whole witness thing again? A couple of months to prepare for a triple-murder trial is absurd.”

I hold up my hand. “Should be easy. You’re the master, remember?” I can’t help it—Powers is a dick.

“You know we’re on the same side, right?” He motions with his hand back and forth.

“I’m taking care of everything.”

“You? You can’t do anything but go out to public places, maybe smile at the press, look like a hero, a Navy SEAL who’s a patriot and happy he’s out.”

“I am a patriot,” I say tightly.

“Perfect, that’s the look you give them. Now, let’s talk about Julianna Dutch.”

This time I do clench my fists. If this was anyone other than him, he’d probably be dead.

“What about her?” I say gruffly.

Powers looks at me, unfazed. “Her father and husband are upset that she’s with you. How do you want me to handle it?” He states everything as if it’s black or white, right or wrong.

“You aren’t doing shit. Julianna is none of anyone’s business, and she’s divorced.”

“Unfortunately, the husband has had a change of heart and is refusing to sign the papers.” He holds up his hand. “Listen, I don’t give a fuck about any of your personal life, except it’s adding heat to this case.”

I stare at him. He’s one of those men who are so fucking smart, so cutthroat that I actually respect him.

Deadly.

But instead of a gun or knife, he uses his brains. Still as powerful, but with fewer graves that need digging.

“Christ.” I rub the back of my neck, needing that cigarette. “Keep her out of it as much as possible.”

“Fine. I will instruct the father’s lawyer to contact Julianna’s lawyer to say we know nothing.” He grins.

Clearly, I’m missing something, but I’m too tired to care. Thank fuck we’re almost at the clubhouse.

“Anything else?” I ask, as the Lincoln turns onto the driveway leading up to the clubhouse, the gravel crunching beneath the tires like an old friend welcoming me home.

“Just be smart, stay low, and I’ll let you know when good things happen.”

“Will do.” I step out and slam the door. “Christ.”

A crowd of brothers forms around me, patting me on the back. When I look up at the porch, Axel’s standing there, smoking a cigarette, watching me.

“You want me to send you Tiffany?” Bear laughs, giving me a bro hug. He’s an old-timer who hasn’t caught on to the fact I’m with Julianna yet. He still rides and somehow keeps up.

I laugh. “Nah, not yet, brother. I’d take a cigarette though.”

He nods and pulls a pack from his pocket. “You know I got your back, Ryder.” He taps my chest with his fist.

“Thank you, brother.” I walk up the steps where Axel waits.

“I need a phone,” I say as I pass him and head toward the conference room, ignoring the cheers as I enter.

“And a fucking shower.” Axel snorts.

Standing, Blade grins and gives me a fist bump. I take in the table where all my brothers sit waiting expectantly.

“What’d I miss?” I drop into my chair and light the cigarette. As I close my eyes, I inhale deeply. “We ready to go tonight?”

Blade lights up and sits back down. Axel sits to his right, and Frosty types frantically on his laptop.

“We’re ready.” He exhales.

“And Pavel? Did you get to Pavel?” I look over at Axel.

He smirks. “Yeah, I got him.”

Rip and Edge shake their heads and everyone laughs.

“What?” I motion for the bottle of Jack. Ox slides it over.

“Axel thought it would be more effective to approach him while Amanda was still choking on his cock.” Rip snickers.

“Yeah, he wasn’t happy to see me,” Axel says. “But we worked it out.” Grinning, he scoops up a huge wad of Amy’s guacamole on a chip.

“So, he’s on board?” I look around the table.

“He’s on board and gave us everything we need.” Blade’s eyes narrow. “He’s ready to move now. He wants the throne. Do I think we can trust him? No. But I think we can trust him to help us get him where he wants to be. He’s smart and fearless. That makes him powerful, and Misha knows it. Which is why I’m sure he did what he did with Pavel’s woman. He made a serious enemy, and Pavel wants to be the one to put the bullet in his head.”

“He can stand in line.” I snort, reaching for a handful of chips, ready to grab the entire bowl. Fucking jail food sucks, and Amy’s guacamole is legendary.

“I want to do this tonight. The sooner the better, after my get-out-of-jail talk from the lawyer.”

Blade nods. “Agreed. Can you get those sensors down, Frosty? Or do I need to have Lodestar?”

Frosty keeps typing on his laptop, smiling, not taking Blade’s bait. “I’ll be there every step of the way.” He pushes his glasses up. “Eight PM is the magic hour. They switch agents at four. By eight, one is sleeping so the other can be up later.”

“Okay. Ox, you drive. Edge you’re our eyes.” Blade stands. “I’m going home to take a nap.”

“I kill the rat,” I state, my eyes locked on Blade’s as he slowly nods, then starts toward the door.

“And Julianna? She’s okay?” The room gets quiet, and my heart starts to race.

“What is it?”

“She’s with Gia,” Axel answers. “That’s where she needs to stay for the time being.” He looks at me like I’m crazy for even asking about her.

I cock my head at him and stand. “Don’t you worry your pretty head about her, Axel.” Then I walk past all of them, looking straight ahead. I need to rub one out, shower, and sleep, in that order.

Focus.

I can retrieve my jewel after this is done.




 

 

 

[image: ]

 

JULIANNA

Present

Malibu, CA

 

“Tell me again what Axel said?” I flip to another news station, but they are doing the weather, so I go back to KTLA 5.

“Julianna.” Gia grabs the remote and says, “Turn off.” Her giant entertainment system goes black.

“What are you doing? We need to watch.” I reach for the remote that she’s hiding behind her back and say, “Turn on,” but nothing happens.

“It only responds to Rhys’s or my voice.” She bursts out laughing, I guess at my expression. “Maybe someday we will let your voice activate things.” Her eyes dance with her own humor.

“Oh, just stop it.” She rolls her eyes. “He said that they had shit to do, and for me to keep you here.” She flops down on her super comfortable couch and grabs my hand.

“It’s going to be okay. Nothing new is on the news.” She motions to the TV with her head.

“Gia.” I turn sideways to look at her. “He hasn’t called me. Do you get that?” I look at her like she’s insane, because if our roles were reversed, I’d be bailing her out of jail.

“I’m sorry. You’re right.” She takes a deep breath and tries to smile supportively. “But that’s just how it goes. Plus, those guys change phones almost daily. Maybe he doesn’t have your number.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” I jump up. “That’s supposed to make me feel better?” She goes to open her mouth, but my phone starts ringing and vibrating on the table.

“Thank God, it’s my lawyer. Finally.” I grab it as Gia leans back, as if she’s waiting for a play to start.

“Diana, I’m so, so—”

“Hold for Ms. Stein,” the receptionist interrupts my tirade. Taking a breath, I motion to Gia for a cigarette. She shakes her head, but leaves to get me one.

“Julianna.” Diana’s raspy voice comes on the line.

“Look, I’m so sorry I insisted you call me this late, but I’m in desperate need of you.”

“I’m always working late, usually later than this. It’s only 7 PM here.” She laughs. “Feel sorry for my staff.”

“Yes, right. Look, Diana, I have a… friend, and he’s in trouble. He’s been arrested unfairly for murder or murders,” I say all this so fast, I’m slightly dizzy as Gia hands me a cigarette and flicks her lighter for me. Diana stays silent.

“Hello?”

“Okay. I’m gonna be frank because that’s who I am. I rarely agree with people, but your father has been calling me, insisting you leave, and I agree. You don’t want to be around this mess.”

“Wait. What?” I inhale. “He’s innocent, and you know about Ryder?”

“I do. And as for being innocent, that’s not for me to determine. That’s up to the jury, but as your attorney I advise you to stay away from that man and that club. Quite frankly, I think you should go somewhere like Hawaii. It’ll look like you’re on vacation.”

“Diana.” I sit again and rub my forehead. “He’s innocent. I was hoping you’d defend him. I’ll pay for it.” I almost scream at her, but that’s not going to help. And did she just tell me to go to Hawaii? Jesus.

“Julianna, the FBI is running this investigation. We don’t fuck with the big boys, my darling. Do you even understand how hard they can make things for you?” I hear her inhale on her own cigarette.

“And as for me defending him… He has Jett Powers as his defense attorney, and as much as it pains me to say this”—she inhales deeply and exhales—“he’s the best. Gorgeous, arrogant, and a prick, but he’s a genius. If your friend has a chance in hell, it’s because of him.” I lean back into the couch and gaze out Gia’s giant windows overlooking the ocean.

“Did Matthew sign yet?” My bitch voice comes out.

“Of course not, and another thing. They’re upset that you’re in the limelight, and threatened to freeze all your money.”

I sigh, wondering how everything got messed up so fast. “Can they do that?”

“Yes, but I convinced them to allow you to keep your American Express Black Card, explaining that if you have no money, you can’t leave.”

It’s so bad I almost laugh at the absurdity of it all: the horror of watching Ryder being arrested by four men in suits who took him away in a dark SUV, leaving me alone. It’s like the whole club knew exactly what to do, except me. So I sat outside under the umbrella until Axel guided me into a car, and had a biker drive me to Gia’s house in Malibu.

“Julianna?” Diana’s voice makes me blink.

“Anything else?” I say.

“No, that’s it. I strongly suggest you leave Los Angeles, at least until things calm down.”

“Thank you, but no. Please focus on getting my divorce finalized.” I press end and toss my phone onto the coffee table in front of me. Crossing my legs, I look straight ahead.

“You okay?” Gia asks cautiously.

“Yep. She thinks he’s guilty. I could tell.” I bounce my leg up and down.

“Well, they don’t have a great reputation.” She sighs.

I turn and look at her. “Gia, your brother is a Disciple.”

“He is.” She stands. “And I love him, but I’m still honest about it—they are who they are.”

I go to defend them and she gives me her hand.

“Hold that thought. Let me get the dinner Maggie made us.” She heads toward her lavish kitchen and my eyes take in the place. It’s incredible, and I’ve lived in extravagant places. God, I’ve been so preoccupied, the only rooms I’ve spent any real amount of time in is this room, the kitchen, and my guest room. I need to be a better friend. I haven’t even seen Gia’s new studio that Rhys surprised her with last month. I need to pull myself together. I should really try and make myself go for a swim after dinner in their giant infinity pool that faces the ocean.

“What does that mean? You think he’s guilty?” I yell.

“No,” she yells back, coming out holding two plates loaded with a delicious-looking kale salad with salmon on top.

“But it doesn’t matter what I think. I’m not in love with Ryder. Do you think he’s guilty?” She sits next to me and hands me my dinner, but I merely stare at it. Her question hurts, and my chest burns.

“Of course, I don’t think he’s guilty,” I snap.

She cocks her head at me, and I close my eyes against this new pain that seems to come in giant spurts, as if I’m on a rollercoaster and can’t get off.

“Where’s the wine?” I lean over to set my plate down, taking one last puff of my cigarette before I snuff it out. I need to quit, but that seems like the least of my worries right now.

“Hold on.” She jumps up, and I look down at my nails. They’re a chipped-up mess. My mind’s going a mile a minute. I want so badly to help, yet I feel like I’m in the way. Case in point, Axel having a prospect dump me here.

“Here, I can’t wait for you to try this wine. I’m obsessed with it.” She carries two large wineglasses and a bottle of red under her arm.

“I hate the waiting,” I grouse as she pours us a generous portion of the dark red wine.

Holding her glass up, she tries to do a toast. “To health?” She trails off like I should jump in.

I don’t. I pick up my glass, clink hers, and take a sip. Gia sits staring at me, frowning.

“You have to know I believe in him.”

“Good.” She nods, digging into her meal.

“Good what?” I can barely take a bite; my stomach is in knots.

She shrugs. “I was worried that you’d be blinded by everything that is Ryder, and everything that comes with the Disciples’ world. I get it. They are exciting and fun, and they make everything seem okay and safe, but they are who they are.”

Lifting my glass of wine, I twirl the long-stemmed glass around. “Is it bad for me to say I don’t care if he’s guilty? That if he killed those men he had a reason?”

She puts down her fork and turns to me. “He may go to jail, Jule. I want you to be okay if he does.”

I stare at the deep red wine, then look at her. “He won’t. I know he won’t.” I take a deep sip, savoring the rich, almost plum, citrusy taste and reach to pour us more.

“I support you. If it was Rhys facing this, I can honestly say it wouldn’t matter.”

“I have this connection with him,” I say, picking up my fork. “It’s almost like déjà vu, but different.” I shake my head. “I can’t describe it, but it’s powerful and I can’t walk away.” Taking a small bite of salmon, I look at her. “We’re completely opposite, but he’s everywhere in me, my heart, my breath, my soul… He’s my home.” I take a deep sip of wine, peeking over the rim to see her expression. She’s absolutely gloating.

“I think you’re in love, Julianna Dutch. With a badass biker. The fucking enforcer.” She starts laughing and takes a quick sip. “Jesus. Julianna, you’re in love with the enforcer.”

Smiling and nodding with her, I take a sip, “I am. Oh my God, I’m in love with the enforcer.” We look at each other, then burst out laughing.

“And can we just talk about that bitch Cindy again?”

“I told you what to do. Stay clear of her. Obviously, she has problems.” Gia takes a bite of salad as if it’s that easy.

“See. This is what’s making me crazy. Everyone thinks she’s sweet, sad Cindy. That’s how she gets her attention. She’s way more calculating than anyone realizes. I saw her manipulate Ryder—it was disgusting.” I point at her as I give up on my food, pouring more wine.

Gia sighs. “I don’t know her that well, but the few times I’ve seen her she looks—”

“That’s what sucks.” I interrupt her. “The fact that everyone loves her, and they look at me like I’m some whore.”

“Stop it. Doug and Dolly love you.” Gia pushes my plate in front of me.

“Do they? I mean, sure, they did my hair, but I was paying them. Eve can’t stand me, and Charlie hates me. I saw it. So—”

“They will all learn to love you, trust me. And Eve doesn’t hate you. She’s being… Eve. As for Charlie, I don’t know her that well, but I love David, so she has to be wonderful.”

I bring the wineglass to my lips. “I mean, the way she played Ryder… I swear to God—”

A loud ringing makes us both jump. “Just relax. You’re getting all fired up. Ryder wants you.” She grabs her phone and frowns but answers.

“Hello?” Her eyes get big, and a smile appears on her perfect face.

“She’s right here.” She points at the phone and hands it to me.

My heart flips. No, my heart dives to the pit of my stomach, then back up. I stand and put the phone to my ear.

“Hello?” Sounding breathless, I clear my throat and walk to the balcony leading to the incredible view of their backyard and the ocean.

“You being a good girl?” His voice is so gravelly and delicious.

Instantly my core becomes wet and slick. My eyes fill with tears.

“Ryder,” I choke out.

“Are you?” he demands.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Good. I have things I need to take care of. I’ll come get you when it’s done.” And then nothing. He’s gone. Glancing down at the screen, I notice a photo of Gia kissing a smiling Granger. I look out at the sunset, which is starting its magical descent, and my body slightly trembles.

Not from the chill of the ocean. I’m trembling that he’s coming for me, and nothing, absolutely, nothing else matters.
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“Good. I have things I need to take care of. I’ll come get you when it’s done,” I tell her, then hang up, pocketing the phone. I shouldn’t have called her, but I needed her voice to give me luck.

I’m superstitious, and what I’m about to do is something that goes against my code.

No women.

No kids.

No animals.

I grab my small duffel bag. It’s been almost fifteen years since Blade, Axel, and I left the military behind. But we’ve never left the brotherhood of the SEALs. I don’t think you ever could really. We were trained to be the best, to survive when others can’t, to do what a normal man doesn’t have the knowledge or stomach for.

We need to strike fast and deadly. In and out in under five minutes.

I take the stairs two at a time. Blade and the others are already waiting for me.

“Ready?” I look at them and smile because as fucked up as shit is right now, there’s a reason I was the best: the SEALs gave me discipline. I needed that—it fine-tuned me as a man and a killer.

“Just like old times.” Blade grins back. “Frosty, you ready?”

Frosty, who’s dressed in all black like the rest of us, carries his silver laptop and a black duffel bag. “Yeah, I’m ready. I can knock those sensors out for as long as we need and scramble the connections, but only if you guys make sure the Feds can’t send an emergency alert.”

We walk outside. The screen door slams with a force that somehow signifies finality.

This is it. Our mission. Ox is already in our large black van, which looks like a mom van rather than a van-van.

“Christ, my dick is hard, and I just had Patty blow me.” Ox grins as we enter.

Frosty sits up front with Ox, who’s pulling all his shit out.

“Okay. They have two agents tonight. Vance Rodrigo is thirty-three and very enthusiastic. He sleeps first, so more than likely he’ll be on the couch when you enter. Ben Asher is the second—he’s forty-two and a piece of shit.” Shaking his head, Frosty pushes his glasses up and looks back at us.

“I was hoping he wouldn’t be on. I think he’s raping her while the other guy sleeps.”

I stiffen but look out the dark window as the scenery goes by. This is not my problem. I can’t save the world—only myself and my brothers.

Edge lights up a cigarette and hands it to me. “In and out, I got all your backs.”

Ox turns off the freeway and makes a right, slowing down when he reaches a residential area. It’s all small houses and nice yards. A couple proceeds slowly down the street, walking their dog, but other than a cat scooting by, that’s it.

“Seems pretty quiet tonight.” Ox looks up ahead.

“Yeah, that’s what we need. Although, that’s the FBI up ahead.” A small white minivan the size of an Amazon truck is parked up the street.

“Anyone in it?” Blade asks as he puts in his earpiece.

Frosty types on his laptop, bringing up a screen that measures temperatures. “Yeah, one guy, I’m scrambling his system. I’ll give him a little distraction.” Frosty smiles when we pass the van, as if we belong in this neighborhood.

“Okay, that’s it, that’s the house.” Ox sounds excited as we pass the beige house. I can’t help but smirk. Fucking Ox loves this shit.

“Pull into this driveway.” Frosty points. “They’re gone for the week.”

Axel looks around. “As long as we don’t have nosy neighbors”—he puts his earpiece in—“we should be fine.”

“What’s happening in the house?” I unzip my duffel bag, handing Blade a suppressor as I screw one onto my Glock.

“Douchebag Ben’s in the rat’s room. Fuck. He’s piece of shit,” Frosty spits out.

“This ain’t our concern, Frosty. Keep it together.” Blade’s voice holds nothing but warning.

His eyes find mine. “No matter what a pig this Fed is, we don’t kill him. I don’t want to have to deal with that shit.” Blade checks his boot for his knife.

I open the side door and step out.

“Let’s do this,” Axel says, and like second nature, we all evaporate into the night.

“A, B, R?” Edge’s voice comes in clear in my ear.

“R,” I state, confirming I can hear him. Axel and Blade say their letters, and that’s it. The less we say, the better.

The lights are on in the house as all three of us go around the back.

“Shit,” Axel whispers when the neighbor’s dog starts barking at us.

“Shut up, Walter.” The door of the neighbor’s house swings open. We all stand still against the fence.

“Come on, boy, let’s go inside. I don’t want you getting sprayed by that fucking skunk again.” The guy whistles. The dog barks again but obeys.

“Talk to me, Frosty,” I order.

“I was gonna say wait, but Ben is in the rat’s room, and Vance is on the couch. Go now.”

I look at Blade and Axel who both nod. Axel motions that he’s going around front, and Blade and I inch toward the back door.

“Okay, sensors are down. All clear, go,” Frosty says.

I bend down and easily break the door handle with a screwdriver. Cheap locks. The Feds are relying on technology to keep them safe.

I hear the TV and see Axel standing with a limp Vance in his arms as he sets him on the couch as if he’s asleep rather than knocked out.

“Which room? And they got cameras, Frosty,” I say as Blade and I stay pressed up against the walls.

“I’ve got it. I’m playing the same footage over and over. You’re good,” Frosty replies. “It’s the last door to the right.”

“That’s it, bitch. Lie there like you’re dead. I like that,” the pig grunts loudly as we get closer.

I don’t wanna look at Blade, don’t wanna see his reaction, because from the loud moans and fuck yeah’s, it’s clear what’s happening. We can’t kill the Fed. We can’t!

Slowly, I open the door to see his white ass pumping up and down while he thrusts into a woman. She lies there, looking at the door, her eyes blank as he rapes her. Not blinking, just in another world. I’ve seen this many times—the mind becomes dethatched to protect itself.

Before I can stop him, Blade walks up and puts a bullet in the back of the man’s head. He slumps forward, and still the woman stays silent. A look of confusion crosses her face as she stares up at us.

“Don’t say a word,” Blade hisses at me.

“I’m just glad that was you,” I say to him and pull the rapist off her body, tossing him to the floor.

Blade tells Edge to get a body bag ready.

Axel walks in and doesn’t even look surprised. Ripping the sheet off, I wrap it around the Fed’s head so he won’t bleed all over when they get rid of him.

“Finish this and let’s get the fuck out of here. We’ll make it look like the Russians did this,” Blade orders.

I look at the woman. She’s pale and already dead—you can see it in her eyes. No resolve. No fear, only pain. That should give me peace, but all it does is bring out the protector in me.

“You know who I am?” I demand.

She nods. I reach down to hand her the dress that lay on the floor, but she doesn’t take it.

Broken. Destroyed. And suddenly rage fills me. She doesn’t deserve to die here, and by my hand no less. She doesn’t deserve any of this, yet here we are.

“It’s okay. I know why you are here and I’m not afraid. It’ll be a blessing. I am nothing.” She says all this calmly, almost as if she really does want the bullet to take her pain away.

“Thank you,” she whispers and at last, a tear trickles down her cheek. “This is the second time you’ve saved me. They made me do this.” Her thin white hands touch the man’s blood on the bed.

My head pounds. What the fuck is wrong with me? I need to get this done fast. No witness, no case.

“Why, Daniella?” My voice is gruff.

She looks at her breasts as if she’s only now seeing the blood.

“I want to die. I deserve it.” She looks up at me, past me, her beautiful mind and body abused too many times to handle this world.

“I watched them kill my father.” Her voice holds a slight accent. “Misha. He came and made him put the gun to his head, telling him that he was saving us.” She laughs. “Then after my dad blew his brains out, Misha raped me while my mother and baby sister watched. He told me I had to name you, or he would rape my mother and sister.” She nods. “He took them and left me bleeding on the floor with my father.”

“How did you know or remember where the bodies were?” I demand.

“I didn’t.” She shakes her head. “Misha knew. He gave me a paper and I showed the FBI. I did it so they wouldn’t kill my mama and sister. You must believe me.” She weeps silently. “But Misha lies.”

I hold up my hand to stop her. “What’re their names? Your mother and sister?”

“Olga and Svetlana.”

“You get that, Frosty?”

“Checking. Yeah, that’s them. She’s telling the truth.”

“Daniella, you’re one hundred percent sure it’s Misha Volkov who came and murdered your father and took your family?”

“Yes, it’s Misha. But it’s pointless. They will kill my mother and sister. That’s what they do: rape, kill, steal.” Her voice echoes through the room. “Nobody can stop them, or they die.”

“We’re ready, Ryder.” That’s Edge’s voice in my ear.

I pull out my Glock. Daniella Petrov looks up at me and closes her eyes, and for the first time in my life I hesitate.

My head is at war with my heart. I need to do this, if not for me, then for the club, but this is wrong.

“It’s okay, do it,” she whispers.

I look at her. Twenty-four and so beaten down, death is her only escape. Fuck that.

Lowering my gun, I take a breath. “I’ll rescue your mother and sister, and in return, you don’t testify.”

“They’ll just kill us later.” She shrugs. “I’m dead, we’re dead, any way you look at it, but I will tell the FBI it wasn’t you. I won’t take the stand.”

I lean down to look at her. She’s too young to be haunted and broken. “They won’t be able to touch you or your family, trust me.”

Her big blue eyes are a deep blue, not a clear blue like my Julianna’s, but a dark blue like the deep part of the ocean.

“When the Feds come in the morning, you say the Russians did this as a warning. Tell them Ben was raping you and you don’t know where they took him, you understand?”

She licks her lips and looks around. “You’re not going to kill me?” Her eyes fill with tears.

“No. I’m trusting you to make this right.”

“How will I know when my mother and sister are safe?”

I glance over at Axel who stands with arms crossed at the doorway.

“You’ll have to trust him,” he says. “You make sure you say you were wrong, confused. I don’t care, but you don’t ID him, or I will personally hunt you down, and I won’t have mercy.” Turning, he walks out.

“Time to go, Ryder.” Frosty’s voice breaks into my fucked-up brain.

“Get up. Let me get these sheets.” She nods and stands, her nakedness barely registering with me.

“Was he the only one raping you?” I jerk the bottom sheet off.

Looking at me, she slowly nods. I’m not sure I believe her, but I can’t do much more right now.

“Thank you for saving my family,” she says softly.

“Someday you will be healthy and happy, and that will be my thank you.”

She looks so tired. Who knows how long this abuse has been going on?

My eyes go over the room. The Feds will know he’s dead, but without a body and no DNA, it’s her word against their gut.

“Daniella?” She turns at the bathroom door. “You tell them to do a rape test, you hear me? You tell them the truth. Don’t take a shower.”

She nods, her nails digging into the molding. “Why would you trust me after everything I’ve done?”

“Everyone needs someone to believe in them,” I say. “You’re worth it.” Granted, I’m putting myself and everyone I love at risk for a broken wing, but even the most damaged can surprise you. Tonight I won’t question my decision. I turn and walk out. The only sounds are my boots moving down the hall, the soft sound of the TV, and the ominous voice in my head telling me that this time I may be wrong.
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When I open my eyes, I can tell immediately—something’s wrong. I turn, looking around the expansive, dark room. A long white curtain gently blows at my balcony doorway; cool air from the ocean filters in. The waves crash loudly. I sigh, listening to them roll in and out. That has to be what woke me. I should get up and close the French doors I left slightly open, but it’s chilly and I’m snuggled in. I turn onto my back and see him. Bolting upright, I tug the white down comforter with me.

“What the hell, Ryder? You scared me.” I try to breathe. Not exactly an easy feat since my pulse is racing.

“What’s happened? How long have you been sitting there?” Sitting up straighter, I watch him stand like a mighty warrior, my mind flashing back to when I thought he was Khal Drogo from Game of Thrones.

“Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.” His voice is deep, gravelly, and I reach to turn on the light.

“No light.”

My hand freezes. Something’s wrong, but my brain isn’t functioning yet. My eyes shift up to him, and I’m spinning. He’s here and so hot, so incredibly beautiful, that I want to leap into his arms.

“Okay.”

He removes his shirt.

“You’re my light.” He jerks the comforter out of my hand and the cool night hits my already feverish body.

My breath stutters as he kicks off his jeans and stands staring down at me, stroking his cock. I lick my lips as I watch, a slight shiver going up my spine.

“How did you get in here?” My voice sounds far away. Swallowing, I watch him stroke himself, slow but rough, and my nipples tingle and harden painfully.

“You been a good girl while I was gone?”

“Ryder, it’s been three days. Why didn’t you call? I’ve been worried.” I try not to focus on that velvety magical rod in his hand.

“Ah, Julianna.” The bed dips as the moon hits his body. His muscles seem larger. He seems larger, as if he’s somehow grown.

My skin pebbles.

“I told you I had shit to do.”

My heart leaps and butterflies flood my stomach as he pushes me back, and his incredible mouth latches on to my nipple.

Hard.

He bites at it and I moan, arching up, forgetting my need to find out what’s happened. “You like pain,” he murmurs, then licks my nipple. Our eyes lock, and he sucks on my other nipple, my brain digesting that it wasn’t a question.

“I despise pain,” I hiss, tugging at his hair to pull his mouth off me. He lets me, and I fight the need not to arch back into his mouth.

“I thought we were beyond trying to be things we’re not.” His voice sounds almost bored, but his eyes tell me everything. It’s like looking into a wild, dark storm.

I take a breath and he lets me see him. All of him.

Pain, blood, death, and lust swirl around his golden-brown orbs, causing my core to pulse and ache. Jesus, what’s wrong with me? I’m turned on, yet he might be a killer. Somehow that excites me even more.

“You’re right. I do like it with you,” I say, my voice raspy.

He cocks his head, and this energy we have wraps around us as he brutally takes my mouth, and I let him. I need it.

Our tongues twist, and he lets out a deep growl while he deepens the kiss, forcing my head back. His hand wraps around my neck, and desire spikes up to my temples, the ache turning into a dull pulse.

“You’re mine.” His hand tightens.

Fear of the unknown makes me grip his hand and try to pull it off.

He tightens again. “Stop fighting.”

I blink, trying to stay focused on him. Reaching down, he smiles and rubs my slick, wet pussy with his fingers.

“Good girl. You scared?” He replaces his fingers with the tip his cock, rubbing his leaking tip back and forth across my swollen clit.

“No.” I try to relax enough to gulp some air.

“We shall see,” he murmurs in my ear.

When he thrusts his thick cock deep inside me, black dots dance before my eyes, even in the dark. He groans his approval.

Pulling out, he pounds into me again and grunts, “I’m gonna take you to the edge, my jewel. It’s up to you if you see God.”

And then the world I know ends as my body becomes his. In and out he penetrates me. My nipples tighten and almost painfully rub against his hard chest, leaving me gasping for air.

Blinking, I see everything differently, sense every exquisite way his cock thrusts into me, relish the smell of his skin, spice, and smoke. In his low and gravelly voice, he praises me while my body becomes his. I’m climbing, almost flying, and I know he’s sucked my soul out of me to keep as his.

Closing my eyes, I can feel only bliss, weightlessness, almost like having a cathartic experience.

“Fuck, baby, that’s my girl.” For some reason, he sounds proud.

Is this what happens after death? This exquisite pleasure is too otherworldly to happen in real life.

“Yeah, you got it, my love. It’s yours—take it.”

And I do. I soar. My body jerks, and my pussy pulses and contracts as I come.

Ecstasy.

Nirvana.

None of these words can describe this. I’m reborn, connected with him in the most primal way. His own body lets go.

“Fuck, Julianna.” He freezes, then jerks, his seed filling me as we ride this ultimate wave, between good and bad, life and death.

I think I’m screaming, “I love you” over and over as he holds me, kissing me while I reluctantly come back to this world.

“Shh, you’re gonna wake up Granger’s piece-of-shit security.” He grins and kisses me, then slowly pulls out, reaching over to grab the comforter.

I settle back into his arms.

“You okay?” He holds me tight.

My head rests against his chest where I can feel his strong heartbeat.

“That was, I can’t explain it, except that everything was heightened, and I went somewhere I’ve never been.” I look up at him.

His eyes are almost calm. The storm has passed.

“You’re fearless,” he says, almost in awe. “I felt it, baby. I was with you.” He kisses my forehead. And though I try to stay awake, I’ve experienced the best orgasm in the world and can’t help but let my eyes close while I listen to his even breathing.

Next thing I know, I hear water running. With a groan, I stretch, my eyes swollen as if I’ve had too much sleep or not enough. I reach for him.

Nothing. I lean up on my elbows and look around the room. It’s morning and the water is coming from the shower. Reaching over, I grab my phone and check the time. Eight thirty is not that early in the morning, so I drag myself up and smile like an idiot thinking about last night. That was… intense, incredible. I don’t even have the adjectives to describe it.

I need coffee, but I grab the remote and the TV slowly rises from the foot of the bed. The morning news is on. It’s become a habit for me to check it whenever I haven’t heard from Ryder, and I still do it on instinct. The shower turns off while the newscaster mentions that graphic pictures may be disturbing. Apparently, a bunch of Russians, assumed to be the Volkov mafia family, were gunned down at their homes last night.

Last night. My eyes shift over to the bathroom door where Ryder stands drying himself with the towel.

“Did you see this?” I point at the large TV with my toe.

He walks over and takes the remote from me, turning it off as he reaches down to kiss me.

“Good morning.” He smells like fresh spice, and for a distracting second, I almost wrap my arms around his neck.

“Ryder, those men were Russian mobsters. Did you do that?”

His eyes caress my face. “I told you last night, ask me no questions and I’ll tell you—”

“Stop.” I reach for his mouth. “Was that you?” I hold my breath, waiting, but he tosses the towel and jerks on his jeans.

“Get up, Julianna. We need to go. I’ve got a lot of stuff to do.”

I simply stare at him. Guess that’s my answer.

Oh my God. That’s my answer, whether he admits it or not. I’m not sure I’m more in shock that I saw that on TV, or the fact that after last night he won’t trust me enough with his secrets.

Tossing the covers off, I stand. “Ryder? You can’t expect me to not ask questions, especially when people are dying—strike that—being murdered.” I put my hands on my hips.

He turns and looks at me. “You can ask as many questions as you want.” His eyes rove over my body.

Taking a step back, I hit the stupid bed and look up at him. “But you’re not gonna answer?” I snip.

The look in his eyes instantly heats my body.

“It depends on my mood.”

He reaches for me and tosses me on the bed. I squeal for an instant and try to stay strong. Maybe it wasn’t him. The news said they had no suspects, but why wouldn’t he deny it if it wasn’t true?

Ryder grabs my ankles and jerks me to the edge, getting on his knees.

“Wait, you can’t just distract me—”

“I’m done talking. Now I’m gonna eat this cunt for breakfast. If you keep asking questions, you can stay here.” He spreads my legs and his tongue goes straight for my clit.”

As I swallow the moan that almost escapes me, he reaches up to my breast, and my treacherous body doesn’t even try playing hard to get.

“Ryder, no. I want to know.” I turn my head so I can look at him.

With his tan, strong hand, he rubs my nipple while he eats me, his golden eyes focused on mine. He inserts two fingers.

“Goddamn it.” This time I do moan, loudly.

Lifting his head, he plunges those fingers deep inside me, rubbing that spot. Instantly, I’m almost ready to come.

“Look at me,” he commands, and my eyes move to his. Laying his other hand on my stomach, he holds me still, his fingers, still inside, urge me on. I try not to scream.

“Holy sh…” I grab ahold of his hand, which is stupid and pointless. He’s a billion times stronger and keeps rubbing till my toes curl.

“Yeah, that’s it, that’s my pretty baby. You’re right there, my love, but I’m not gonna make you squirt all over Gia’s sheets.” He smirks as he stops rubbing, and his mouth replaces his fingers. In a moment, I let go, orgasming into his mouth.

He stands and looks down at me. I can barely move. “What’s it going to be?”

“That’s not fair. You know I’m coming. I want you to trust me like I trust you,” I retort, at least as much as I can since the man has got to be a god with those magical hands and giant, thick dick.

“I trust you, but when I say no, it’s done. There are certain things you’re never going to know.” He looks down at me, and I want to argue, but I’ll save it for when I might have a chance at winning.

“I’m assuming that the mafia types were the bad guys?” I lean up on my elbows.

“No. I’m the bad guy. They were monsters.” He turns and picks up his shirt as I let that sit with me.

“Go take a shower. I need to make some calls and I’ll get you some coffee.” His hand reaches out for mine, and maybe I’m crazy, but I take it. Dragging me into his arms, he presses his nose into my neck and inhales.

“I want you to stay with me—that’s as much as I can give you right now.” And for a split second I stop breathing, waiting to hear those magical words that I’ve never had anyone, not even my parents, say to me.

But he doesn’t. It swirls in the air as I pull back and bite the bottom of my lip.

“I’ll stay until I can find my own place.” My voice is tight as if I want to cry, but that’s absurd. He wants me to stay, and for right now, that should be enough, right?

God. I’m a terrible person—more devastated that Ryder didn’t say I love you than by the real possibility that my boyfriend and his club took out the Russian mafia in Los Angeles.

But the truth is I am. Terrible, that is.
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I know what she wants to hear, but with all the crap going on, this is not the time or place for me to decipher my feelings.

Rubbing the back of my neck, I watch her walk to Granger’s guest bathroom. I step out into the hallway. This is not the first time I’ve been at Granger’s. Glancing at the walls, I eye a selection of Gia’s photographs. Granger’s come a long way from basically living in Axel’s garage to become a fucking rock ’n’ roll legend.

“Morning.” Granger leans against the granite island in the middle of his white, airy kitchen, barefoot and shirtless, drinking a cup of coffee.

I grin at him. As much as we all like to bitch about him, his history with us goes way back. I used to watch him and Axel jam at the seediest dives we could find in Los Angeles.

“What time did you get in?”

He pushes off the counter and opens a large, whitewashed cabinet for a mug. “Probably 1 AM. You see the news?”

I grab the pot of coffee and pour the dark liquid into the mug. “Julianna was mentioning it.” I look over at him and he nods.

“Yeah, so jet-lagged and shit. I’ve had a bunch of phone calls. The press somehow always gets my number. Apparently, there are rumors that the Disciples are behind this mass murder—taking out the Russian mob.”

I take a sip of the bitter, rich brew. Leave it to Granger to have the best coffee. Now all I need is a cigarette.

Raising a brow, I lean against the counter. He lights up a cigarette and tosses the pack to me.

“Which is fucked up because you’re on my security tape. I sent this footage over to Powers and the FBI.” My eyes narrow as I light up my cigarette.

“Play security tape last night, 8:30 PM,” Granger speaks, and the TV screen comes to life. The footage displays every angle of the property. It’s in color and clear, as you see me walk up and enter the house from the back.

“Christ.” I inhale on my cigarette. You can easily see that I’m breaking the lock.

“Yeah, you owe me a new door,” he says dryly. “I’m sure Julianna thought it romantic that you were surprising her.” The camera shows everything: my face, my cut. There is no denying this is me. I wasn’t hiding.

“Little disappointed my security team didn’t notice you, but you’re an ex-Navy SEAL, so maybe I won’t fire their asses.” He takes a sip of coffee. “I thought the FBI should have the original copy as it clearly shows the time you showed up here as 8:33 PM.” He motions with his coffee cup.

How the fuck did Granger change the time stamp?

“I told the FBI I’m a Good Samaritan trying to help them find the real killers.” He looks back at the screen as we both watch me close the door.

“And you don’t come out. I sent them all the footage I have of the whole week, so their experts can see it’s legit.” He takes a drag of his cigarette, inhaling deeply.

“Well, that’s got to piss the Feds off.” It’s all I can think to say.

My mind is spinning at what Granger’s done. He’s given me an alibi, and I can’t say shit—we don’t know if his place is bugged.

“Yeah, Powers said they were disappointed. They really wanted to pin it on you, but my state-of-the-art shit can’t be tampered with, and it’s plain that that’s you. The Russians were taken out around the same time.” He shrugs as a small smile tugs at his lips. “I’m only a musician, but even I know you can’t be in two places at the same time.” He clamps the cigarette with his teeth and pours another cup of coffee.

“Good seeing you, man. Me casa is your casa,” he calls over his shoulder and walks out of the kitchen with that famous grin.

“Thanks, brother.” It’s all I can say, because this is a gift that takes me a moment to recover from. Fucking Granger just saved my ass, all our asses. I blink out at the ocean peacefully rolling forward and back out, my heart pounding.

He didn’t have to do that. He’s putting himself at risk for me, an unselfish act in such a selfish world.

Yet is it? My whole life I’ve let all my brothers have things that I’ve purposely denied myself because deep inside I knew I didn’t deserve it.

But somehow, they believe that I do. Rhys, Blade, all my brothers, my family believe that I’m worthy of all things, love being one of them.

But can the devil truly love?

“Ryder?” Julianna cocks her head at me, wearing flared jeans and a tight, black Stuffed Muffins T-shirt. The morning sun shines behind her, and for a second, I rub that spot nearest my heart.

She’s exquisite, stunning, but it’s her soul that brings me to my knees. She’s kind and giving, beautiful inside and out. And she loves me. Accepts all my flaws, even knowing that I’m fucked up.

And she loves me.

“Come here, baby.”

She glides into my arms. With a smirk, I give her my cup of coffee, watching her pretty hands bring the cup to her puffy lips. As she takes a sip, my cock gets hard.

“It’s cold.” She smirks back at me and again, one smile from her removes that tightness from my chest.

I reach for the pot and pour her a fresh cup. She gazes out the large window.

“You ready to go home?” It sounds crazy and foreign on my lips. Gently, I trail my hand through her soft hair. Her unique scent of apples and lemonade makes me dip my head and inhale.

“Yes, I am,” she whispers, and I feel her smile.

“You don’t mind living in a clubhouse?” I grin as my nose trails up to her cheek.

“I kind of like it,” she rasps.

As I look down at her, she peers up at me, questioning, almost as if she can feel the shift in my psyche.

“Let’s get out of here before we have to deal with the fucking paparazzi.” I take her hand and look down at her. It’s obvious she’s wearing Gia’s clothes.

“You got everything?”

“Yep. Axel threw me in a car and had a prospect drop me off.” She smiles and I smile back, then shake my head at what a dick I am.

What am I doing? Last night I was in a bloodbath of revenge, and today I’m smiling at her like I can actually be normal. I can’t afford to get confused.

Everyone I love dies or gets hurt.

I take her hand and guide her toward the front door where we pass all the platinum albums hanging on the wall.

“Besides Rip, you ever been on a hog?” My voice is laced with sarcasm.

“Ryder, come on,” she snaps right back. “It’s a beautiful day, we’re together, and no, I’ve never been on a…” She points at my large black bike.

“Hog? Lead horse? Chopper?” And just like that, her energy brings me out of my funk. I grin at her nervousness.

“I haven’t been on a motorcycle.” She licks her lips and then looks around as her hands go in her back pockets.

I straddle my old lady, as I like to call my bike, my boot putting the kickstand in place as I shift my weight to balance her. Julianna looks terrified, her big blue eyes blinking at the bike, then me, and I can’t help but start laughing.

“What?” She pulls her hands out of her pockets and crosses her arms, causing her tits to jut out.

“You’re scared about riding on the back of my bike, yet last night you trusted me with breath play?”

“Ryder! Oh my God, what if someone heard that?” She looks around. “Gia says there is always paparazzi, and some neighbor named Melissa who’s a huge fan and likes to walk her dog by at all hours.”

“Babe, this is no different from anything else. You need to trust me and relax.”

She nods but looks unsure.

“Um, when I was on Rip’s bike, we went down the end of the road, and his bike did not look nearly as big as yours.” She stares at my hands as I sit back and wait.

“Look at me,” I demand.

Her eyes dart to mine.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.”

That must convince her. “I know you won’t.” She nods. But I’m distracted watching her tits as she takes a deep breath. How the hell am I gonna make it to Burbank with her nipples and breasts rubbing on my back? I dump my helmet on her head and tighten it. My eyes caress hers as I adjust myself.

“Let’s go.”

I scoot forward, and she gracefully climbs on the back. Instantly, she wraps her hands around me tight.

“Okay, now relax, don’t move, and same as when I’m fucking you, let your body follow mine.” I smile, and she scoots forward.

I push the start button and twist the throttle to wake her up, and she revs to life. Reaching down, I caress Julianna’s thigh, liking everything about her being on the back of my bike.

“Hold on,” I yell as we take off.

She screams but holds on tight. Maneuvering around the cars on the Pacific Coast Highway, or PCH, I stop at a light. Straightening, I take one of her hands and lightly bite her finger. Yeah, this is gonna be torture getting home without fucking her.

The light turns green, and I return her hand. We take off. The wind and sun kiss my face as my mind goes over everything that needs to get done.

The main thing is making sure Olga and Svetlana are found and returned. Pavel ended up putting the bullet in Misha’s head. The transfer of power should be easy after that. Most of the soldiers were already behind him, especially since we helped him take out the rest of the bosses.

One step at a time.

It’s how we survive. It’s how we win.
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“Julianna.”

The sound of his deep voice makes me smile. Stretching, I snuggle back under the covers.

“I thought you were going shopping with Gia.” Warm hands caress my cheek and I open my eyes to look at him. He’s so hot, so everything—sometimes I can’t believe he’s real.

“I got to go. Do you need money?” He stands.

“No.” I sit up and stretch my sore muscles. Sex with Ryder requires flexibility and stamina. “I think my American Express Black Card still works. What time is it?” I ask, flopping back down.

“Nine, and here.” He drops a pile of cash on the nightstand.

Sighing, I roll over. “What do you think I should get them?”

He raises a dark brow at me and pulls on a T-shirt. “Baby shit.” Grabbing his cut, he glances over at me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I sigh again. What am I gonna say? That I’ve been here almost two months and all those girls still hate me? It’s ridiculous. I feel like I’m back in high school and the mean girls are after me.

“What is it?” he demands, lighting a cigarette, which causes my nose to twitch.

“It’s nothing, but I don’t think they like me.” Sitting up again, I blink at his look of confusion.

“Who doesn’t like you?” His eyes narrow.

“All of them.” I bite my lower lip, wishing I’d stayed silent. “It’s absurd, and I have Gia, so I’m sure it will be fine.” I pull my hair up on top of my head, fastening it with the band I keep around my wrist, and wonder if I should have kept it red. I decided last week to have Doug change it back to blond. The upkeep of having to do the roots every three weeks was going to destroy my hair. Plus, I’m still not divorced, so I’m trying not to spend much money. Especially since Matthew and my dad call Diana whenever I use my American Express card.

He inhales deeply. “Why haven’t you mentioned this? I thought you were close with Dolly and Doug.”

“I am, kind of.” I shake my head and drop my hands dramatically to the bed. “I’m being ultrasensitive. They’ve all been… fine.” I force a smile to my lips and, based on his frown, wish I hadn’t said anything.

“Julianna, I have a ton of shit going on. I really don’t want to have to have a discussion with my brothers about this.” After grabbing his phone, he leans down to give me a kiss.

“I said I was fine,” I say curtly. “You asked me what was wrong, and I told you. I think they tolerate me because I’m still here.”

He clenches his teeth around the tip of the cigarette and crosses his arms.

“I think they’re Team Cindy, and until you make some grand announcement that we’re together, I’m just a whore in your bed.” I spit all this out because it’s the truth, and I really don’t want to go tomorrow.

He slowly takes the cigarette out of his mouth and cocks his head. “What’s your idea of a grand announcement? Because you’re in my bed, and I fuck only you. As for anything else, I’m not there yet,” he grits out. “I have to go. I’m late. You’re a big girl, Julianna. Figure this out. You don’t want to go tomorrow, don’t fucking go.”

Looking up at him, I toss the covers off. “So much for communication, Ryder. You asked me what was wrong. I told you and your advice is not to go. Cindy is going to be there. Don’t you get it?” I throw up my hands.

His eyes trail up and down my body and I hate that I instantly get wet and my nipples harden.

“I’m facing triple-murder charges, my love. Jail. So no, Julianna, I don’t give a fuck about Cindy. You don’t want to go…” His eyes lock with mine, and that storm is back in those golden-brown eyes, swirling almost like a hurricane that’s picking up speed. “Don’t go.”

He turns and walks out. Taking a deep breath, I sit down on the edge of the bed.

“Jerk.” I take another deep breath. He doesn’t get it, but in all fairness, this was probably the wrong time to bring it up. He is facing jail time.

Jail.

I jump, refusing to think about that. It won’t happen.

It can’t.

He’s innocent, I chant in my head as I look around our room, forcing my mind to not go there.

What would I do? He’s become my everything, an addiction I couldn’t quit even if I wanted to. God, I even love living in this room with him. It’s somehow become more than a room; it’s a safe space and it’s all ours. He may not say the words, but I know he feels the same way. I glance over at the large, seven-drawer dresser he brought home, saying he was sick of tripping over my suitcase, and to unpack. Then there are the shelves he put in the bathroom so that I have a spot for all my makeup, creams, perfumes. It’s the little things. The way he touches me, the way he makes room for me. These are what matter.

With another sigh, I acknowledge the truth: I’m lying to myself. Those words mean everything to me. It’s as if I’ve protected myself from this very feeling, running from it because I knew it could hurt me. But somewhere along the way, I gave that up.

I love him.

I want to spend every day with him, yet that may not be my destiny. He may go to jail, and then what?

Standing, I reach for my phone, my head pounding already. I text Gia.

ME: Come now.

Tossing it on the bed, I walk to the bathroom and start the shower. He’s right. I freakin’ hate when he’s right. If I don’t want to go, don’t go. It’s so simple and easy. Life’s too short to do stuff you don’t want to do.

I step into the shower with new determination. I’m not going. They won’t care. In fact, I’m sure they’ll be relieved. I close my eyes against the hot sting of the shower, knowing that everyone will think it’s because of Cindy. Which is true…

“Goddamn it.” I grab the soap and quickly wash myself. I hate feeling like this, like I’m waiting for stuff to happen. It’s like I had a month of peace where I didn’t care about anything but being present and fucking Ryder.

But now… now, I need to face the fact that I’m in love with a man who may not be able to be in my future. If he gets convicted, I can’t imagine he’ll be out in six months. I turn off the water and step out, drying myself as I go over everything that I had Diana look into. For one paranoid moment, I thought maybe my dad was somehow involved in this mess. But besides him thinking I’m too good to be with a biker, he’s preoccupied with going bankrupt so that he can build his empire again. Shuffling around his money through Matthew—it’s corrupt, but he’s clean when it comes to anything concerning Ryder.

“Jule, open the door.” I almost scream. I was so in my head I guess I didn’t hear Gia pounding on the door.

“Hold on.” I grab one of Ryder’s T-shirts and open the door to a beautiful Gia. I almost slam it in her face. Oh, how the tables have turned.

“Finally.” She looks me up and down. “Why aren’t you ready?” She walks around me, her vanilla scent following as she flops into Ryder’s chair, crossing her long legs in her skintight black jeans and high-heeled, lace-up boots.

“I just texted you.”

“I know. I was gonna surprise you since I know you’re gonna try to get out of going tomorrow.”

I shoot her a glare. “Look, I talked it over with Ryder and he said I shouldn’t go.” Ignoring her laughter, I slip on some underwear and pull off his T-shirt, replacing it with a bra.

“Why do you try to lie? You know you suck at it.”

I roll my eyes at her as she frowns at my body.

“What?” I snap.

“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “Just get dressed, and wear something normal, please. Maybe instead of getting Dolly and Charlie presents, we should buy you a new wardrobe.”

I’d like to argue with her, but she’s right on this one. Besides a pair of black AG jeans I stole from her, all my clothes are too New Yorker. I open my drawer while she texts on her phone.

“I say we go get some food and a couple of gimlets at the Ivy, then we shop.” She smiles up at me as I slip into the jeans and decide on a pink sleeveless top. At least it’s not black.

“That sounds like heaven.” Stepping into the bathroom, I quickly put my hair in a low bun. It’s still wet, but at least it’s off my face. I grab some pale pink lip gloss, although lately, my cheeks seem to have had a natural pink glow, so I don’t really need makeup. At last, I slip into a pair of black pumps.

“Well?” I put my hands on my hips.

Gia stands. “You look gorgeous. I hate you. Are you even wearing makeup? Your skin is glowing.” She loops her arm through mine and we leave, ignoring the bikers staring at us.

“Hold on.” Rip stops us at the bottom of the stairs. “Where are you two going?”

“To get drunk at the Ivy. Want to come?” Gia smiles at him and he looks genuinely disappointed.

“I can’t. Ryder would kill me, and I have to meet your brother. Isn’t the baby shower thing today?”

“Tomorrow,” I mumble.

He looks down at me and laughs. “Don’t look so excited, Jule.” He rubs his chin, which is covered in a five-o’clock shadow. “You got security?” He looks at Gia.

She rolls her eyes. “Of course.”

“You two look like trouble.” He grins. “Ryder knows you’re leaving, right?”

“Yes, Rip.” I flutter my eyelashes at him.

Grinning, he shakes his head. “Text Ryder, please—for my peace of mind.” He holds the door open for us.

Ace stands waiting next to a slick, black Tesla X.

“Jesus, you’re not kidding. There’s definitely a black cloud over here. I think that’s the first time Rip has not made me get high with him.” Gia and I slide into the vehicle.

“I know. Hey, Ace,” I say.

He nods, but his eyes sweep the compound.

“Yeah, ever since Ryder was able to break in undetected, Ace has become my personal bodyguard, and we have a whole new crew at my house.” She sighs.

I nod, looking out the window as we go over the hill. It’s like I’ve blinked and we’re magically on Robertson Boulevard.

“God, that was fast. It’s amazing what a difference it makes with no traffic,” I say absently.

There’s zero parking and, as usual, the Ivy is busy. Gia frowns at me again.

“What?” I shoot her a look. “Is that paparazzi?” I point across the street at the four guys with long lenses on their cameras.

“What gave it away?” She glares at me, then digs inside her purse. “It doesn’t matter. We’re gonna be recognized anywhere we go.” She hands me a pair of black Chanel sunglasses. “Tommy, drop us off here, please.”

Tommy looks at Ace who simply nods. Gia shakes her head.

“Whatever, let’s get fucked up and shop.” Tommy pulls to the side. The grandness of Ace stepping out in his expensive suit and dark glasses makes the vultures know we’re special.

“It’s Gia Fontaine! See if Granger’s with her,” they scream as we exit, Gia slipping on her own sunglasses.

“Ignore them.” She smiles and waves as we walk into the tiny courtyard area filled with beautiful white and pink flowers. The scent is kind of nauseating, but at least in LA everyone is used to celebrities, so people stare but leave us alone. We grab a table in the corner.

“Can we get some bread and two Ivy Gimlets, please?” Gia smiles at the waiter who instantly appears.

I sit back in the wicker chair.

“Okay, what’s wrong with you? This is more than the baby shower, which you’re going to have to suck it up and go to. It will be really bad if you don’t.” She keeps her sunglasses on, so I follow. After all, we are outside.

“What am I doing wrong?” I sigh, rubbing my pounding forehead. I’m hoping the gimlet will help.

“You’re acting weird, Jule. I carried the whole conversation on the ride over because you were in your own world.”

She stops talking when the waiter comes back, a big smile on his face as he places the gimlets in front of us. His white teeth just scream that he wants to be an actor.

“Here you go, my ladies.” He chuckles. “Are you ready?”

Gia looks at me, then says, “Yes, we need an order of the crab cakes, burrata, and I’ll take the cobb salad with lobster.”

The waiter nods as he writes everything down, then turns his eyes on me.

“I’ll have the cobb salad with lobster, also.” I smile, not caring what I eat. Bread and butter would be fine for all I care.

We hand him the menus. Gia’s smile freezes. She leans over and whispers, “What the hell is going on with you?”

I grab the gimlet—it’s truly one of my favorites—and lick the sugar off the rim.

“I want things that Ryder is not capable of giving me.” I repeat what he said, putting my own twist on it.

“Okay, tell me details, and don’t just do your skimming thing,” she demands, taking a sip of her own drink.

I lick my lips and shrug. “It’s everything piling up, really. He won’t say he loves me. He hasn’t let it be known that I’m ‘his,’” I say, using air quotes. “He’s just… I don’t know what I’m doing, you know? Is he going to…” I glance around. He, and everyone else, has me paranoid, so I lower my voice. “Is he going away?”

She takes a deep breath. “Okay. So, he should tell you he loves you, because he does.” She holds up her hand to stop me from talking.

“As far as him going away, I don’t know what to say. To be honest, I’m surprised it’s gone this far.”

I nod and take another sip. “That’s the thing. I feel like I’m helpless and I hate it. Something is wrong, yet he doesn’t confide in me other than with sex.” I whisper the sex part as my cheeks flush.

She smiles. “Thank God, you’re actually getting orgasms from something other than a vibrator.”

“Gia.” I look around as she waggles her brows.

“Is he pierced? How big is he?”

I throw my head back and laugh, not knowing if it’s the gimlet kicking in, or that I adore Gia, but I do feel better.

“Excuse me?” I stop a busboy passing. “Can you please tell our waiter we need two more of these?” I hold up the gimlet and smile at Gia.
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“I need to understand what’s happening. I was assured we would not be in this situation.” Jett Powers holds up his finger as his leggy secretary walks in and hands him a file.

“Thank you, Rebecca. You can take off. Go enjoy your weekend.” He waits until she shuts the door before he continues.

“So, the witness is obviously going to testify?” He looks at me.

“Apparently.” Blade snorts next to me as Axel looks up at the ceiling trying not to laugh. We’re all about to. I feel like we’re in the principal’s office because this is fucked. I’m two minutes from destroying Jett Powers’s face, so I should remove myself from this situation.

Jett looks at me incredulously, then at Blade and Axel. “Glad I’m amusing you guys. But let me tell you the facts. I was assured I would not have to deal with an eyewitness who says they can ID you for triple first-degree murders. I’m fucking flabbergasted that the only one who seems to have their shit together is Rhys Granger. He fucking saved your asses.” He says all this while remaining calm and cool, but his eyes flash with anger.

Axel sighs and leans over in his chair. “Don’t mention my brother-in-law’s name again.” He glares at Powers who looks like he’s ready to throw us all out. Instead, he stands and pours himself a whiskey, not bothering to share. He downs it and looks out his large windows, then pours another as he turns to face me.

“We go to trial in two weeks.” He sets his drink down, letting his words swirl around his extravagant office that screams I’m better than you.

But he’s not; he’s just as dirty, though he hides behind the law. He’s right, though. I did assure him the witness would not be an issue.

I clear my voice and reach into my pocket for my cigarettes “Have some faith, man.” I light up. Blade has stayed quiet. He’s allowing me to run this shit show, and all I had to do was take the rat out.

No women, no kids rings in my head. I guess that might bite me in the ass, but the club will be fine now that we got rid of fucking Misha and all his thugs. The raids on our businesses have stopped.

According to Frosty and Lodestar, the only thing the prosecution has now is Daniella.

Why hasn’t she come forward?

Who’s gotten to her? She should have retracted her statement and removed herself as a witness as soon as her mother and sister were all over the news, free.

“Faith?” Powers spits out, looking at me. “That’s not a word in my fucking vocabulary. I believe in facts. Facts that I can prove beyond a reasonable doubt. You said you’d get the job done.” He looks at my lit cigarette as if it disgusts him.

“Someone has gotten to her,” I state.

“Or, she fucking played you.” He says the one thing Blade and Axel haven’t voiced yet, but I know they believe it.

I got played.

I shouldn’t have gone, and they knew it. Because they’re my brothers.

Because they know me.

Had I put that bullet in her mouth, this would be over, but I’d be dead inside. Daniella’s ghost would haunt me, destroy me.

My code.

I live by it. It’s how I get up in the morning. But I fucked up. I should have let someone else do the job. Yet it was my mistake to fix.

Faith. Christ, if I were Jett Powers, I’d be looking at me the same way. But maybe this is my fate. This is how it’s supposed to be. It’s why I protect Julianna from knowing the true extent of my feelings for her.

She is my obsession, my life.

She’s also my downfall. As long as my family can go on and thrive… I can live with spending the rest of my days behind bars.

“I’ve had the press talking nonstop about the rescue of Olga and Svetlana,” Jett breaks into my thoughts.

He brings the glass to his lips and shoots it in one swallow.

“I mean, I guess they’ve made my job easier. They were so graphic in the interviews. The FBI is taking credit for taking out the Volkov mafia, because you sure as shit can’t.” He leans his elbows on the table.

“See, you guys are never gonna be the good guys. And now they’ve made it impossible for me to prove that woman is being manipulated, because that evidence is sealed.”

Inhaling, I stand. This is going nowhere. “Powers, spin it any way you want. It’s what we’re paying you to do,” I growl, picking up my phone and keys.

“I don’t lose,” he says.

“Good, I’m banking on it. I guess you’re gonna have to have some faith after all.” I look at him, then nod at Axel and Blade who remain seated.

“Call me if you need me.” Not waiting for any of them to respond, I walk out of his office and check my messages. Most of them are Rip letting me know that Julianna went drinking with Gia.

Julianna.

I start up my bike, toss my cigarette to the pavement, and decide to take Benedict Canyon instead of fighting the idiots on the freeway at this hour. As I maneuver my way in and out of traffic and climb the canyon, the sun starts her descent. My mind replays that night. Daniella was broken, not malicious. She wasn’t playing me—she wanted to die.

The FBI must be holding something over her still, or maybe it has nothing to do with the Feds, and it’s someone we’re overlooking.

I twist the throttle. Should have known that when the Feds took credit for ridding the world of the Volkov mob’s evils, it meant they still had something.

Who got to her?

I’m missing something—a small but important piece to this fucked-up puzzle. This is personal to someone, hence only targeting me.

I pull into the compound, needing a shower, food, and Julianna. My jewel wants a happily ever after, but she’s in love with me, so maybe in another life. I smirk and roll my neck.

The screen door opens and Rip walks out to greet me, smoking a joint. “Everything go okay?” His eyes are alert as they scan the outside area.

“Julianna home?” Needing to take the edge off, I motion for his joint.

“No.”

My eyes dart to his, and I pull up her location on my phone. It looks like they’re stuck in traffic but are on their way back here.

Exhaling out the citrus-tasting weed, I hand the joint back to him.

He shakes his head. “Keep it. You look like you need it.” He looks past me like he’s searching for someone or something.

“You okay?” My eyes narrow on his face. Rip is always the good-natured, positive one. Until he’s not, like now.

“Yeah, just feel off.” He looks at me.

“Me, too, brother.” I nod and enter. Rip might get it more than the others. “I’m gonna order a pizza. You want one?”

“Meat lover,” he answers, staying outside.

“I’m gonna take a shower. Leave it outside my door, man.” I take the stairs two at a time and smell her before I even open my door.

The fuck is happening to me?

I block her out of my head so I can order pizza. Maybe I need to stop smoking Rip’s shit and move to Jack Daniel’s. Kicking off my boots, I turn on the shower and toss my clothes into that hamper she insisted on having.

Shaking my head, I look around at how much she’s become a part of me. All her shampoos and soaps are a constant reminder that I’m fucked.

I definitely need to switch to booze. Turning on the shower, I let the cold water wake me the fuck up and wash quickly. I should get myself off, for her sake. But she can take it. Her wants and needs are the same as mine.

I step out and dry off. I’m in uncharted waters here. Before I had nothing to lose, and therefore my will was my force.

Now, I’m starting to have faith? I snort. That never turns out good for me, or anyone else close to me.

I hear the door open and my cock starts to throb. Yeah, I’m damned, and tonight I’m bringing her with me.
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I walk out of the bathroom, throw my towel to the floor, and pull on a pair of gray sweats as Julianna tosses what looks like ten large shopping bags on my bar island and spins toward me, her face flushed.

Yeah, my little jewel is ready for this tonight. She licks her red puffy lips as I walk toward her.

“There’s two boxes of pizza outside,” she rasps, staring straight at my erection, which seems to be trying to rip through the sweats to get to her. Smiling, I grab her hand and bring it my cock.

“Have a good day?”

She arches a brow at me and cups my balls, whispering, “Yes, and you?”

“Pretty shitty, actually.” I walk toward the door. “Get undressed,” I demand.

I open the door and bring the two boxes of pizza in, locking it behind me.

“What happened?” She cocks her head, and my eyes sweep her body up and down, lingering on her full tits.

I toss the pizza next to the bags and turn to look at her. “Get. Undressed.” I’m hungry but that can wait.

She takes a breath and opens her mouth, then shuts it as she kicks her pumps off. I check my phone for any messages, then sit in my chair rubbing a hand up and down my chest as I watch her shimmy out of her jeans.

“Take your hair down,” I command.

Her eyes remain focused on me as she slips off her top and stands looking like a goddess in nothing but her pink G-string and lacy pink bra.

“I’m glad you’re a blonde again.” I watch her every move. She reaches up to pull her hair free, putting the band around her wrist. Golden waves spill like a waterfall of honey over both her shoulders. She runs her hands through her locks.

“Good. I want to make you happy.” Her lips twitch. She thinks this is a game, and sometimes it is.

But not tonight.

“You do. You please me, Julianna. Take your bra and panties off.”

She unsnaps her bra, and her ripe and juicy tits spill out. I have to fight the need not to release my cock and stroke myself as she tosses the bra and steps out of her panties.

“Touch your tits, baby. Tonight is all about you.”

Her eyes meet mine, questioning.

“I’m waiting.”

Reaching up, she squeezes her breasts, and her nipples harden. “Good girl. Now pinch your nipples.” With two fingers, she rubs her nipples, then pinches the hard buds, a low growl escaping her.

“Come here.” My eyes lock with hers as she walks to me, stopping in between my legs to wait.

Her waxed pussy is right there, ready for me to lick, so I grab her ass and jerk her forward. When I trail my tongue over her clit, I taste sugar and mint. She weaves her hands through my hair and leans into me. Smiling, I lift my head.

Her eyes are the color of the sky right before nightfall. She cocks her head to the side, watching me.

“Sit,” I tell her.

She moves forward, but I turn her ass around, pulling her onto my lap. Wrapping my hands around her waist, I pull her in tight to my chest and use my legs to spread hers open.

“Ryder,” she moans, trying to rub her ass on my leaking cock.

Grasping her tits, I inhale her scent.

“Now.” I lightly bite her neck, then suck the spot. “This is going to be intense, and I need you to trust me. You trust me, right?”

She puffs out some air and nods, her eyes closing while she waits for me to make her come. I smile again, wrapping one hand around her neck to hold her head back in place while I dip the other into her wet, slick pussy.

“That’s my Bellezza,” I praise her, my lips at her ear. “So wet. You want to come, don’t you?”

“Yes.” She opens her eyes when I rub two fingers slowly back and forth across her slick pussy.

“You think you can be a good girl and do something that would make me happy?” I bite her lobe again.

“Anything. I love you and trust you.” She pants, like the greedy girl she is, and I smile.

“Good girl,” I growl.

Her eyes pop open.

“What?” She licks her lips.

I keep stroking her, spreading my legs farther, opening her as wide as she can go while I rub her. Her cunt is already swollen and ready to go over, but that’s not what tonight is about.

This is about trust and control.

Slowly, I slide two fingers deep inside her as she moans and chants my name.

“Shh, close your eyes. You trust me?” With every thrust of my fingers, I go deeper, holding her neck so she can’t move.

“I trust you… please,” she begs and my balls tighten.

“You feel my cock at your ass? You want me to fuck you there tonight?”

“Yes,” she screams and I grin.

“Such a nasty girl, but I’m not fucking that tight hole tonight.” My fingers go even deeper, rubbing her spot.

Her eyes open and she bites her lower lip so hard she has to taste blood.

“You’re gonna squirt for me, Bellezza. You think you can do that?”

Her body tenses. “What? No, I can’t.”

“Shh, you can. You want me to be happy, don’t you?”

“Ryder. I can do a lot of things, but not that,” she moans as I continue rubbing her G-spot.

“Because you think it’s bad, right? A good girl doesn’t squirt, right?” My fingers fuck her faster, and her G-spot swells. She’s close.

“Oh my God.” Her nails dig into my forearms.

“Relax, baby.” I kiss her forehead. “I’m gonna make you feel so good you’ll be begging me to make you fucking squirt again and again. Now tell me what a good girl you are. Say it.”

I love the way her slick pussy juices drench my fingers. Her candy-flavored breaths come out so harsh, she sounds like she’s running a marathon.

“Say it.” As I rub and slap her clit, she screams. Dipping my fingers back inside, I rub her G-spot again.

“I’m a good girl.” She moans it out loudly as her body jerks.

“Yes, you are,” I praise her again and keep stroking her. Fuck, she’s magnificent with her legs spread wide open. Her G-spot feels like the pulp of a lemon. Her cunt tightens, and it’s clear she’s ready to release.

“Mine, you’re mine,” I tell her, and she lets go, screaming, eyes rolling back in her head as she ejaculates, her pussy contracting, releasing a spray of juices.

I hold her, kiss her face, loving her through this experience. Gently rubbing her juices on her clit, I watch her in all her glory, her body flushed, her cunt open and dripping, and all I can think about is this is it.

She is my reason to live.

I lift her up and turn her around, jerking my cock out of my sweats as I slam into her wet slickness.

“I’m gonna come again,” she cries out, grabbing hold of the back of the chair, pounding up and down on me, our bodies slapping together.

“That’s it. Fuck me.”

She lifts herself up and down on me, impaling herself on my cock. Wild, feral, she arches her back, her tits bouncing against my face. I grab her ass and jerk her down hard on my cock, holding her still, my stomach muscles clenching as her cunt contracts and pulses on my dick. And that’s all I can take. I unleash, letting her cunt milk the cum out of me.

I’m beyond thinking, soaring with her.

Her fingers claw at my chest, and I relish in the pain as I come undone. She’s fearless. Her trust, her love is all I will ever need. For this moment, I am whole and at peace.

I wrap my arms around her waist, keeping me inside her, feeling her heart race.

Mine.

She’s the one.

My soul. My mate.

My downfall.
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I’ve done my hair, put on makeup, and now I’m stalling—Ryder is ready to take me to the baby shower, and I know Gia will be late. She’s always late.

“Ready, babe?” He leans against the bathroom door, his eyes traveling the length of my body.

After taking a breath, I try choking down a sip of coffee. I nod at him as he crosses his arms. “I told you yesterday, if you don’t want to go, don’t.”

I want to bury my face in his chest, but that would mess up my makeup that took me ten times longer than usual to apply.

“No, I have to go. It’s going to be fun. It’s for Dolly and Charlie, and I got presents.” He takes my hand and drags me out of the bathroom.

“Why don’t you stay here and rest.” He pulls me onto his lap and sits on the bed. “I’ll try to get back early.” As he strokes my hair, I let out a little sigh. I love when he touches me like this. Maybe I should stay home. I mean, my stomach does feel crappy, probably because of the gimlets, but it’s more a nervous stomach, like something’s off.

“No, Gia will kill me, and I’m not about to have Cindy think she scared me off.” I look up at him as his eyes caress my face.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful.” He leans down to kiss me. “Don’t engage with Cindy, okay?”

The hair on my arms and neck stand up.

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. She’s gonna try to mind fuck you. Shut her down, and don’t engage.”

He moves me off his lap, and it’s like someone has tossed cold water on us. After last night, he’s been loving and so tender, and now he’s walking away.

Standing up, I still don’t feel that great. “I’m done with the coffee. We can go.” I grab my new bag, which I bought along with an entirely new wardrobe. I spent a fortune, which means my dad and Matthew will likely be calling Diana. But it’s my money, so they can both jump in a lake.

God, how am I gonna get Matthew to sign? He’s being vindictive now. I smirk at my outfit. He’d completely disapprove, but I love the black leather leggings and white ribbed halter tee.

I also bought two pairs of Jimmy Choo pumps, one in black, the other pink. But the way I’m feeling today, I think I’ll wear my white Converse tennis shoes.

He looks at his phone, then over at me again. “Get my leather jacket on. We’re taking the bike.” And my stomach flutters. I love wearing his leather jacket with the Disciples patches.

“’Kay.” Smiling, I grab his jacket. It dwarfs me but smells like him.

“Do I look badass?” I pose for him.

His eyes darken. God, with just one look, I get wet and achy for him.

“You want to wear it to the baby shower?” He pockets his phone and walks over to me.

“I do.”

As I gaze at his beautiful face, he reaches to rub my lips with his thumb.

“You know what that means, right?”

“Kind of.” Because this whole jacket thing doesn’t seem as monumental as an I love you, but I’ll take what I can right now.

“That’s your grand announcement, other than branding you.” He reaches for my chin and our eyes lock. It’s all there, everything besides the actual words. Why can’t I let it go?

Because I want all of it, same as he wants all of me. Wait, did he say branding? I’m about to question him, but either he can read my mind, or he’s late—his impatience is clear.

“Let’s go.”

Grabbing the bags with the presents, I walk downstairs with him. As usual, the clubhouse is filled with guys drinking, playing pool, or fucking. I tune it out, though, and follow him outside, stopping at his bike. He plants his helmet on me.

“What do I do with these?” I hold up the large bags.

“Christ, what did you get them?” He whistles at some guy. I think his name is Floppy, but with so many club members, it’s hard to remember all the names.

“Prospect. Bring these to Blade and Eve’s house.” He takes my beautifully wrapped bags and tosses them at the guy who thankfully catches them.

“Ryder, they’re fragile.” I hold out my hands as if that can help save my pretty pink and blue tissue paper and bags from being squished. The adorable pacifiers that are swinging from the ribbons probably don’t stand a chance.

Perfect.

“On it, Ryder.” I almost groan as I watch him get onto his bike, crushing the bags.

“Let’s go.” Ryder straddles his bike and looks around.

That sick sensation returns to the pit of my stomach.

Pulling his jacket more tightly around me, I climb on the back and encircle his waist with my arms. He starts up the bike and the rumble goes straight to my sensitive core.

I squeeze him and try to move, because this is… He looks back, with a huge grin, and I die a little. I wish I had Gia’s camera—I could capture him like this.

“What’s wrong?” he asks all innocently as I inch closer to him.

“You know exactly what’s wrong,” I yell over the loud noise.

As he revs it up, I bite my poor lip, which I tore open last night.

We take off and I lean my head on his back, trying to ignore the vibration between my legs. After last night and this morning, it’s a miracle I can walk.

I want to be mortified that he made me squirt, but I’m not. Not gonna lie—it was the best orgasm of my life. Ryder takes me to the very edge, and at that moment when I think I’ll go over, he brings me back and starts once again. No wonder Cindy is obsessed. I mean, I’d like to think I’m the only woman he’s done these things to, but that takes skill, practice. Great. Now I can’t stop wondering if he made Cindy squirt.

The bike pulls up to a gorgeous house at the top of the canyon. Balloons are everywhere. The front door is open.

Ryder pulls up and turns off the bike. Clinging to him, I wonder if Gia’s inside.

“Julianna, this is stupid. I’m taking you home,” he says gruffly.

Taking a deep breath, I let go of him and remove the helmet.

“I’m fine.” With a huff, I jump off the bike and grab his shoulder for support.

He peers around as if he’s looking for someone, but he does this a lot, so I’m starting to get used to it.

Wrapping his hand around the back of my neck, he brings me close to him. “Go have fun, and call me when you’re done.”

“Did you make Cindy squirt?” As soon as I say it, I want to take it back, because if he says yes, I might puke. His eyes narrow as he lets go of my neck.

“Didn’t I tell you before not to ask me any questions?”

I step back, needing to get away from him. It’s not like I’m delusional and don’t know that he’s fucked a lot of women. But last night was different from just sex. That requires trust, and if he had that with Cindy… I look over at the house.

“Don’t worry about picking me up. I’ll have Gia bring me back.”

“Christ.” His voice demands that I look at him. “I did not make Cindy squirt, but it shouldn’t matter.” And this time I have to swallow back the acid coming up.

Thank God.

I nod and try to smile. “You’re right. It shouldn’t matter, but it does.” I turn to walk up the stairs, wanting to find a corner, hoping no one notices me.

“Julianna,” he says.

“What?” I snap, turning to look at him.

“I bring you home, not Gia. Don’t test me on this.” He starts up the bike.

There’s laughter and music playing inside. Reluctantly I turn to go in, absently admiring the desert landscape that covers the front yard as I walk on the cute brick path that leads to the front door. Two giant flowerbeds are on either side, along with a wheelbarrow overflowing with flowers.

“Hey, Dewey.” I smile as I enter.

“Julianna.” He looks at Ryder’s jacket and breaks into a big grin. “All the girls are over there.” He points at the giant glass windows and huge French doors that lead to the porch area, revealing an incredible view of the San Fernando Valley.

“Thank you, Dewey. Is Gia here yet?” Glancing around, I wonder why I thought this was going to be a big party. From what I can see, there are maybe ten of us.

“Nope, not yet.” He smiles again as a pretty woman walks up and takes his hand.

“Julianna, this is my girlfriend Memphis. This is Ryder’s old lady.” He smiles down at her.

“Hi,” is all she says.

Nodding, I step into the house. It’s gorgeous, with shiny hardwood floors and an open floorplan. Sure, her kids’ toys are scattered about, but the furniture and art on the walls are stunning, and no doubt expensive.

Blade has another life. Somehow he’s managed to be the president and have a home. I could see myself living in a house like this.

It’s strange. Up until Ryder, I never cared much about the places where I’ve lived. The house I grew up in was cold and not kid-friendly, or people-friendly, for that matter.

All my apartments were bought for me and decorated by someone else. Even the thought of that apartment Matthew bought us makes me shake my head. He loved it, spent millions hiring interior decorators to turn it into a rip-off of Versailles.

So creepy. I couldn’t wait to give that back to him and leave.

I walk to the left and into the large kitchen. Lush floral arrangements cover the counter, along with lots of champagne, and what looks to be a Bloody Mary bar set up on the marble island, along with an amazing charcuterie board. Tracing the gold vein in the greenish marble on the island with my fingertips, I wonder what it would be like to buy a house that I actually like. Would Ryder even want a house? He seems happy where he is, but Blade used to live at the clubhouse, and now look at this.

With a sigh, I grab a bottle of water from a large brass bucket.

“Julianna.” I turn to see Eve standing in a blue halter dress and adorable cork-heeled sandals, her hair pulled back. She hesitates, seemingly unsure what to say, as her eyes take in Ryder’s jacket. Dolly walks in behind her.

“Oh. My. God.” Dolly almost plows into Eve with her stomach—she’s literally all stomach.

“Holy shit. I told you.” She grabs Eve’s arm.

“Dolly, relax. Let’s not make a scene. Remember, we’re going to have a nice, calm day.”

Eve smiles at me, and Doug enters the room.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he says. He kisses my forehead, giving me a wink as he moves to the cheese platter.

“Doug, do you see what Julianna is wearing?” Dolly says, still wide-eyed.

Eve pours herself more champagne.

Leaning against the counter, eating a cracker, Doug gives me a once-over. “I know. She’s rocking the leather today. Leggings, jacket—” Dolly slaps him as he pulls her in for a hug.

“Your house is beautiful, Eve,” I say awkwardly, ready to kill Gia. Why does she always have to be late? It’d be so much easier if she were here.

Eve looks around. “Thanks. It’s home. Doug, make Dolly sit down. She’s swelling right before our eyes.”

Doug grabs another cracker and takes Dolly’s hand, dragging her toward a couch in what looks like the entertainment area.

Loud laughter makes me look over at a tall, middle-aged woman with long blond hair entering with Cindy and Charlie.

Perfect.

“Can I help you?” I ask Eve, who’s carrying a pink box.

“Um, sure. Can you hand me that cupcake stand?” She motions with her head toward a large, pastel blue-and-pink stacked cupcake stand. As I go to grab it, I notice a quarter-sized tattoo on her neck, right under her ear.

“Here you go.” Though I’m trying not stare, I remember Dolly has the same one on the inside of her wrist.

Eve sighs, looks over at me, then returns to placing the miniature cupcakes on the stand.

“Has he branded you yet?”

“No.” I shake my head, trying to get a better look at it. It’s small, and I’m not an expert, but whoever tattooed this did not do a great job.

“Ryder did it.” She smirks, and for one horrifying second, I wonder if I spoke my thoughts out loud.

“What?” My eyes dart to hers.

“Yep. Long story, but Blade held me as Ryder branded me. I think it was Ryder who did Dolly too.” She looks over at all of them sitting on the couch. “Maybe not.”

I shake my head and start helping her put the cupcakes on the stand. “Are you saying that they… brand you? Like, brand a cow?” I whisper and her lips twitch.

“Yep, but I think it’s called cattle. It’s the Disciple way.” She grabs the bottom of the cupcake stand and walks into the main area, placing it on the table.

I stand there, stunned. What the hell? When he said brand this morning, I thought it was some kind of biker word like cut.

“Julianna, come meet my mother-in-law,” Eve calls for me. Mind racing, I step into the main room, wondering if Gia knows about the branding thing.

“Julianna, I think you know everyone but my mother-in-law, Leah.” She smiles at me, and I instantly see the resemblance to Blade. When I glance at her wrist, I almost choke—there’s the brand on her wrist too.

Catching my breath, I wonder why I didn’t bring that water with me. I have no idea why this is freaking me out, but it is.

“You okay?” Doug stands, frowning at me.

“Sorry, yes, nice to meet you.” I go to shake her hand, trying to avert my eyes from her wrist, but it’s like a car accident. You want to look away, but you can’t.

“Ah, Julianna. Is Gia coming? It’s been years since I’ve seen her.” Leah’s eyes are kind, but I get the feeling Eve has told her everything that’s going on.

“She is. You know, I should call her. She was supposed to be here by now.” I glance around for my purse and notice Cindy standing there, her skirt so short, I almost blush. Her low-cut pink top showcases her incredible breasts.

“About time, beotch.” She dramatically sashays over to Antoinette who has just arrived, carrying a jumbo stuffed giraffe through the door.

“Thanks, Dewey. There’s another one in the back of my car.” She blows a piece of hair out of her face and sets the giraffe down in the middle of the room.

“God. I’m so sorry I’m late, but the twins freaked out because they couldn’t come. It was a whole ordeal. Then they wanted the giraffes.” She tosses her purse on the table, giving Cindy a quick hug. Antoinette is like a thin Marilyn Monroe—she has the beauty mark and everything.

“You’re getting as bad as Gia.” Charlie gets up, smiling at the giraffe. “But I love this.” She wraps her arms around Antoinette as they sway back and forth.

“Get over here, beautiful.” Leah opens her arms to hug Antoinette. “How’s that gorgeous man of yours?”

Antoinette laughs. “Grumpy as ever.”

I look over at Cindy who has moved to sit down with Doug and Dolly, her eyes purposely avoiding mine as if she can’t see me and I don’t exist.

Suddenly it’s so clear, I can’t believe I’m only getting it now. This is what Cindy loves. These people are her family. It’s not so much Ryder as it is this life.

She’s not a threat to me, but I’m a threat to her, or at least that’s what she’s chosen to think.

My eyes zoom around the room. This is a tribe. And she’s not about to let go of it.

“Oh my God, Julianna.” Antoinette pulls me out of my head. She stares at me, then gives me a hug. “I love your jacket.” She winks at me.

Eve walks in carrying two glasses of champagne, handing one to me and the other to Antoinette.

“You need alcohol,” she says before I can say no.

“Actually, I need to use the bathroom.” I walk over to grab my purse so I can call Gia.

She raises an eyebrow at me, but points with her champagne glass toward the hallway. “Second door to the right.”

I make my way down the white, airy hallway and admire all the family photos. Eve and Blade make beautiful babies. I have to fight that ache I seem to get whenever I look at happy families lately.

I’ve never wanted kids. I’ve always thought the world has enough. But lately, I can’t help but think maybe one day?

After closing the bathroom door, I rest against it for a second. Now I understand why everyone tells me to ignore Cindy. They love her. Despite knowing that she’s struggling, they support who they love.

Loyalty.

That’s what the Disciples are; it’s what defines them. I push off the door and go to splash cool water on my face, but a loud noise makes me jump.

“Jesus.” Another loud pop and screaming follows. My heart skips and I grab ahold of the sink.

“Oh my God.” I snatch my purse and all I can hear is screaming and “Fuck you.” I open the door and reach into my purse.

“Which one of you whores is Eve?”

I can’t see how many are in here, but I can see that Dewey is slumped over, bleeding next to the door. Someone is hysterically screaming and the voice yells to shut up. The guy has an accent.

Filled with adrenaline, I take a deep breath and pull out the Glock Ryder gave me years ago.

It’s been my security, my tie to him.

“You never take this out unless you’re gonna use it. What’s rule number one?”

“Shoot to kill.”

“Good girl, now do it.”

I slide close to the wall. Peeking over, I see all of them lined up and the madman screaming in Russian at them, waving his gun. At last, he stops.

“You took everything from me, my money, my life, now I take from you.” He looks at the camera and smiles. “Fuck you, Blade McCormick. They’re dead because of you.” He grabs Eve by the base of her hair and Doug goes to attack him.

Shoot to kill. Shoot now.

One.

Two.

And I pull the trigger.

One shot in the back of the head. The world is suddenly in slow motion. My eyes dart around, and I take everything in.

Every noise, movement, smell. In seconds, moments, my world has lost all color as if the lights have dimmed. The would-be murderer falls to his knees and looks up at me.

I squeeze the trigger and he’s gone, slumping to his side. I take a breath, looking at my hands.

Steady.

Sure.

Eve’s blue eyes lock with mine and she nods. Her face is covered in blood as though she’s a painting and the artist has decided to go from black and white to red.

Blood. Dark and almost syrupy spills toward my white Converse. I take a step back.

Cindy keeps screaming, then slides to the floor, rocking back and forth. Again, my eyes find Eve’s. She stands, moving toward Dewey.

Leah has already gotten a towel and is holding it to his ribs as she calmly asks for someone to get her son.

“Ryder. Call Ryder,” I yell, not letting go of my Glock.

“Julianna saved us.” Dolly sounds far away. I see Doug walk her outside. I smell vomit, and my eyes find Charlie puking as she cries and screams for David.

My ears ring and my fingers tingle. The smell of something burning, or maybe it’s the metallic smoke, is making my eyes water.

Seconds tick by, maybe hours. Time seems not to matter as I stand with the dead.

I’ve never seen death, much less thought I would play God.

I have no regrets.

Shoot to kill. His voice guided me.

“Julianna.” I blink as if he’s still in my head, yet he’s alive—a force that pulls me awake and lets me know everything will be alright.

Ryder’s warm hands hold my face. I look up into his golden-brown eyes, and it’s like looking into my own soul.

“You’re okay?” he says in a low growl.

I nod. “He was going to kill Eve. He was going to kill everyone.” He pulls my head tight to his chest. I can hear his heartbeat, strong, powerful.

“Give me your Glock, Bellezza.” He pulls back, taking it out of my hand and slipping it into the back of his jeans.

I hear no sirens.

“Julianna saved us,” Charlie screams. “He was going to kill us, kill all of us.” She shakes her head. “Thank you for killing him.”

She reaches for me and I hold her. We stand together. This must be what war feels like—a bond that happens when you somehow cheat death.

“Charlie.” David runs in and takes her into his arms as she weeps. The house is filled with Disciples. Blade is yelling, Ox is wrapping the corpse in plastic, Eve spits at it as he drags it away.

Axel takes Antoinette out while Blade holds Eve, his arm slung over her shoulder. She’s panting, probably from the remaining adrenaline, as he barks orders on the phone.

“Ryder, take care of Cindy.” I look over at her. She seems lost, almost as if she’s in another world.

He looks down at me, his eyes searching my face.

“I’m fine.” I nod at him. “She’s not.”

“Sit, I’ll be right back.” For a moment, he touches my cheek, then moves on.

All proof of what just went down is disappearing before my eyes. Almost as if nothing happened. The floors, the walls, all are being scrubbed clean. The smell of bleach makes my lungs and eyes burn.

Ryder walks over to Cindy and crouches down. She responds to his voice. Then he lifts her up and she clings to him as he walks her outside.

Where are the police? I should be scared, worried that I might go to jail, yet I’m not.

Ryder won’t allow it.

I won’t allow it.

“Julianna?” I blink up at David whose silver eyes hold so many painful memories, yet they seem clear right now.

“Is Charlie okay?” I stand.

His eyes mist with tears and his nostrils flare. “I owe you more than I can ever repay.”

I shake my head. “You owe me nothing. Ryder’s who taught me.”

“I owe you everything,” David says. “Thank you.” He turns and walks toward the front door. Passing Ryder, he says something to him.

Ryder’s eyes find mine.

Everything stops, and I shiver. I can feel the rage that lives and breathes like a beast inside him. As he walks toward me, his energy, real and powerful, envelops me.

Consuming is the only word that comes to mind.

He reaches me, holding my face with both hands. Looking at me as if he’s in pain, I know that everything has changed.

There is no going back.
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“We’re on lockdown,” I snarl at Rip. “See to it.”

Not stopping to say more, I move forward. My loyal brothers stand in a line as we pass. Some say, “Thank you”…others stay quiet as they show their respect to me, but mostly to my Julianna.

My fucking jewel.

She looks startled, blinking up at me for guidance. But she needs none. She was born to be worshipped, admired for her kindness and fierce strength.

I let her go up the stairs first, and she nods at them while we pass. When we get to my door, my head pounds. The rage, guilt, and fucking fear have me on autopilot.

Fear.

My greatest tormentor. I don’t allow it because once it’s infiltrated into your bloodstream, you might as well put a bullet in your head. I almost kick my door open, and when we enter, I bolt us in.

“I’m okay,” she says, sensing my energy. Not that I’m trying to hide it. As I pass her and enter the bathroom to turn on the shower, I can’t speak. She watches me, her eyes calm as if she has made peace with her destiny.

I, on the hand, have not. But getting her out of those clothes, and burning her bloodstained tennis shoes, are a step in the right direction.

One step at a time, my mind chants. Reaching for her, I pull her to me and remove her top.

Trust, she trusts me. No matter what, her loyalty and love surround me, nearly bringing me to my knees.

I’ve never had this, felt this. She loves me, yet all of this is my fault.

Damage. It’s what I cause, what I bring. Strong and powerful, it will encase the few I love and take over. I dip my head to rest it on her forehead, breathing in her scent, trying to hold back my emotions.

But they are coming, like a storm that you were told will pass, yet it pounds you with stinging rain.

“Ryder.” She grabs my face. “I. Am. Okay.” Her sweet breath kisses my lips. Her face, which is ever present in my mind, swims before me.

“I’m not.” I reach for the back of her neck and claim her with my mouth, my tongue demanding, as I take and take. Moaning, she moves closer.

And I am undone.

I jerk her leggings down and she kicks off her bloodstained shoes. Our breathing is harsh as we undress each other.

Lifting her, I carry her into the shower, letting the hot water sting and burn my back while I suck on her neck. With my hands on her tits, I push her back against the tiled wall.

Raising my head, I look at her. Her lips are red and swollen, her face flushed, but it’s her eyes… they show me everything.

Love.

It’s there, all there, seeping out of her and into me. And suddenly I feel almost dizzy, as if this weight I’ve been carrying my whole life has been cleansed from me, the sick poison sucked out and spilling down the drain.

An epiphany?

Maybe. Because everything is clear.

She’s real and alive. My missing piece that I’ve been searching for is finally in place. My eyes caress her exquisite face. She feels it, knows it. Fuck, she’s known it all along; she just wasn’t afraid of it.

And I held back because I was. I’ve spent my whole life running from it. Confronting it with my physical strength to avoid my mental pain. I believed that loving Julianna was a weakness.

I was wrong.

Loving her is what gives me strength. I’m not cursed. I’m not the devil. I’m a man, and I can finally accept that. I take a breath and rub her lips back and forth. She looks deep into my eyes.

This woman is mine. Julianna’s not going to bring me down. She is my force, the reason I was put on this earth.

She touches my cheek and feels it, my pain, my agony, and she takes it all. Flashes of our past and our future swirl together, almost like I’m dreaming. Her hair gleaming in the sun, her laughter—always her laughter—healing me, allowing me to step out of the darkness and into the light.

I lower myself to my knees to worship her, acknowledging what I’ve always known: our souls are entwined for eternity.

I lay my head on her flat stomach. She laces her hands through my hair and I let myself love her.

Love.

This emotion I have for her is greater than a word. It’s spiritual, powerful. It’s the truth that my life is nothing without her. It’s being complete.

But to her… that word is everything.

“I love you.” I look up at her and our universe stops. The world could end, and it wouldn’t matter because this is our moment.

Three little words that seem to have changed everything for her. Three words I thought I’d never say easily flow from my mouth and I’m not destroyed.

I’m fucking stronger than ever.

She brings her hand down to trace my lips as if she can coax the words out of them again. Grasping her leg, I lift it over my shoulder so I can suck on her honey cunt.

Her head falls back against the tile while I lick her swollen nub. Looking up, I watch in fascination as her gorgeous nipples turn red and hard. I let go of her wrist so I can insert two fingers deep, watching her.

“Ryder.” Her voice is breathy as her head rolls back and forth. “Ryder?” It’s a plea, a beg.

I don’t answer her. All I want is to watch her go over, splinter into a million pieces.

“I’m going to…” Her greedy pussy contracts, tightening on my fingers.

“That’s it, beautiful,” I praise her. Not letting her recover, I lift her up. Her legs instinctively wrap around my waist while I thrust into her slick walls.

“I love you,” I tell her, my mouth hovering above her lips.

“Again,” she says on a moan, digging her nails into my neck.

“I fucking love you,” I murmur, slamming into her. Pleasure zings through me. She’s mine; the battle is over. My balls are so hard and tight, but I don’t want this to end. Every cell in my body is alive, magnified by life, death, love—it all swirls together.

“Ryder,” Julianna screams and my mouth takes hers, swallowing all her need and making it mine as her cunt latches onto my cock and contracts so hard I soar. My body jerks, as I release my seed into her. Kissing her face, I lick the water from her cheeks. It tastes like tears.

This is real. We are real.

I am complete.

Gradually, I pull out and let her legs find their balance. Her eyes remain fixated on me while I grab the soap.

She remains silent, watching me while I clean her and quickly wash myself. Our breathing returns to normal. I reach over, turn off the water, and grab a towel.

She blinks up at me, and I smile. After drying her and tossing the towel away, I reach for her chin. “I’m gonna brand you.”

She shivers, but nods. “I know.”

I should have done it years ago. I knew the first time I put it together that she was always the one in my dreams.

Who knows what that means. I don’t even try to decipher it all. Maybe it means we’ve been together many times in other lives, if you want to believe in that.

Or maybe it means she is mine, my soul, and I will let it go at that. I’m too fucking tired to dive any deeper. I’ve spent my whole life believing I’m cursed, trying to have some proof or explanation for why I am what I am.

And it doesn’t matter anymore. I can accept that, and in return accept myself.

That is from her, her gift to me.

I step out and grab another towel, wrapping it around my waist. “Sit on the bed.” I walk into my closet and bring out my wooden box, holding the small brands the Disciples have used during the club’s sixty years of existence.

Just thinking about my brand on her makes my cock hard. I’ve done this more than a hundred times. After all, it’s my job to brand the brothers and their women.

But this… this is different.

This is my moment. My woman.

Mine.

Setting the box down next to her, I walk over to grab my cancer sticks and check my phone.

“Choose,” I say, lighting up.

When she licks her lips, I can’t help but smile. She wants it—she has no idea about the pain, but she wants me to brand her to me as much as I want it.

Her hands trace the long brand on the wood, the classic wings and knife. She lifts the lid and my eyes narrow.

“There are so many.” She looks over at me, then picks one up. “Oh wow. This is heavy.”

I grin and look at my phone. “They’re real.” I walk over to the window. Looks like I missed a call from Blade. Other than that, nothing.

We’re on lockdown. What happened today is never supposed to happen. Blade’s house is a safe zone. He’s the president of the fucking Disciples.

Somehow it happened though. If Julianna didn’t have her Glock…

I press on Blade’s number.

“Hey, brother,” Blade answers on the second ring. “Julianna doing okay?” I glance over at my jewel, her legs crossed, towel spilling around her waist, tits almost beckoning me to suck on them as she rummages through the brands.

“Yeah, she’s doing fine. How’s Eve?”

“Pissed off that Julianna got to him first.” He snorts. “She and the kids, along with my mom, are in a safe house for the time being. Ox picked up Pavel. Church in thirty.”

“I’ll be there.” I hang up, knowing this is gonna be an all-nighter, but that can wait.

“Which one, Julianna?” She licks her lips and holds the one I used on Eve.

“This one.”

I hold my hand out as she drops it into it. “I branded Eve with this one, you know.”

She nods.

“Can you make mine look better? Hers needs to be touched up or something.” I pull off my towel as her eyes go to my hard-as-fuck cock.

“It’s a brand, not a tattoo. Where do you want it?” I growl.

She tries to stay focused on my face, but her eyes dip to my cock.

“You choose,” she groans.

I smile. “Will you feel better if I let you suck on him?” I grab ahold of my dick and watch as she slides from the bed to her knees.

“Yeah, you want my thick cock in your mouth, don’t you?”

She nods yes.

“Say it,” I demand, rubbing the tip on her lips.

“Can I please suck on your thick cock?”

I look down at her, power surging through me. “Very good, Bellezza, now suck hard. Then I’m gonna make you mine.”

Her warm mouth wraps around the tip of my cock and she starts to suck. Closing my eyes, I spread my legs and reach for her head.

“Yeah.” I guide her. “That’s it, baby.” Her hand reaches up to massage my balls; she digs her nails into my chest with her other one.

My nostrils flare. I smell her scent and her arousal, see her nipples standing erect, and I shove my cock as far as she can take me. Closing my eyes, I relish in the pleasure her gagging gives me. It’s like her warm, tight cunt when she pulses and comes.

“That’s my girl. I’m gonna fucking come.” I pull her head off and my hand takes over. Straightening to my full height, I jerk on my cock hard and fast.

“Ryder,” she groans. “I love you.” My eyes lock with hers, and I’m gone, soaring, releasing warm, milky strands all over her tits.

“On the bed,” I demand, watching her obey, my cum dripping down all the way to her stomach and onto the sheet.

She lies down. I walk over and grab my lighter.

“I want you to breathe,” I say, grabbing the Neosporin from the bathroom.

“Yes, I’ll breathe.” She takes a deep breath and I gaze down at her and smile. Flicking the lighter on, I start to heat the brand.

Her chest rises and falls. Sitting next to her, I set the brand down for a moment. Her eyes are closed, but they pop open when my rough hands touch her breasts.

I lower my head to suck on one hard nipple and rub my finger back and forth on the other nipple—it’s wet with my cum.

“Oh my God,” she moans and arches.

I bite and suck, deciding where I’m gonna brand her.

Lifting my head, I smirk, then pick up the brand. This time I don’t stop. I let the lighter turn the tip bright orange, ignoring the burning on my fingers. I lower my hand to her neck to hold her still and brand her on her collarbone. The only sound she makes is a small hiss.

Fucking big-ass bikers need a bottle of tequila and scream like fucking babies, and all she did was gasp.

I lean down and cup her face. “I love you.” My voice is almost hoarse because she has no idea what this means to me. This is the closest I’ll come to marriage.

“You’re mine,” I growl, forcing myself to stand. I need to get downstairs.

She blinks at me as I gently rub Neosporin on the red, swollen brand.

“Stay here.” I walk into the bathroom and get some Advil and a wet washcloth to clean her. I don’t want her taking a shower yet.

“Here.” I hand her the Advil as she sits up.

“I need to see it.”

“Later.” I shake my head, pushing her back and cleaning as much of my cum off her as I can. I eye the mark. Because she stayed still, it actually looks pretty good.

“Can I at least get some water?” she says.

Standing, I toss the towel in the hamper and make my way to the dresser. After pulling on a pair of jeans, I slip on a T-shirt and grab a bottle of water for her. “I have to go out. I’ll be back later.” I hand her the bottle. “I want you to sleep.”

She sits up and takes it. “You’re leaving me?” She sounds shocked.

“Babe, I’ll be downstairs in the conference room if you need me, but I want you to sleep. I have things to take care of.”

Wide-eyed, she nods.

“Hey.” I rub her cheek. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ll be back in no time.” After grabbing Julianna’s Glock from the floor where I left it when we came in, I move to my safe, open it, and place the gun inside, removing my knife in the process. I don’t particularly enjoy using the knife, too dramatic for my taste. But if Pavel doesn’t make things right, the knife is exactly what he’ll get.

Blade and I will take turns.

And it won’t be fast.
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When I tap on the conference room door, Rip greets me, moving aside to let me enter and revealing Pavel tied to a chair in the process. Either he’s already dead or knocked out.

“Wake him up.” Blade paces back and forth in the dimly lit room. Ox walks over and pours a bottle of vodka on Pavel’s beaten face.

Instantly, he moans and awakens. Blade jerks his wet hair, forcing him to look in my direction.

“I want to know everything you know about that day ten years ago.”

Pavel can barely turn his neck, and his right eye is swollen shut, but he spits out blood. “I was a kid. I don’t know shit. I told you this earlier.”

Axel walks in carrying a bag of ice. “Got you some ice. What’s it gonna be, man?” He dumps the bag loudly on the table.

“So.” Blade crosses his arms. “I’m gonna show you this. It’s my home, my safe spot, where my fucking wife and kids live.”

He pulls out his knife as Rip leans over and presses play. The large TV shows it all, the piece of shit walking up, taking down the prospect outside, and entering through the front door. My heart pounds as I watch Julianna grab her purse and leave for the bathroom. On screen, Dewey seems distracted by the girls. The Russian starts screaming.

He asks for Eve, and that’s when Dewey puts himself in front of her, taking the bullet in the stomach. As Julianna walks out, she doesn’t hesitate and puts a bullet in the back of the Russian’s head.

Blade freezes the clip. “Who the fuck is that?”

“My second cousin Victor. He hasn’t been around. His father was one of the ones we took out.”

“How did you not know about this?” Blade’s voice drips venom.

“Probably the same as you,” he spits right back, and the room goes silent.

Blade stares at him while we wait to see if he’ll slice Pavel’s throat.

He doesn’t.

He grins, reaches for the bottle of Jack Daniel’s, and takes a swig. “I was your age when I became king. Invincible. That’s how I felt. No fear. My brothers”—he motions at us with the bottle—“we took over and never looked back, and I fucking ruled.”

He kicks the chair Pavel’s tied to. “You’re in charge not even a month, and a fucking Russian pig threatens my wife!” He throws the bottle at the TV, the spicy brown liquid and glass shattering the screen.

“I haven’t seen Victor in years.” Pavel leans over to spit out more blood.

“He came to my house. My house, you fuck. He held a gun to my wife’s head.” Blade’s rage and pain pour out of him.

Today was a fucking wake-up call.

Pavel looks at Blade, then around the room at all of us. He’s beaten, bleeding, but the fight is still in his eyes.

“Victor was a drunken thug and has nothing to do with me or what I’m going to accomplish. I would have shot him in the head years ago if I’d had the chance.”

Again, the only noise in the room is the clink of ice cubes Axel’s dropping into a sock. Blade inches closer. His eyes narrow as he fights his need for blood. Unfortunately, the blood we seek has already spilled out onto his floor.

Pavel is innocent. I can see it, and Blade knows it.

“Cut him loose,” he finally says to Ox. “Fix this, or we’ll take you motherfuckers out.” He grabs another bottle of Jack Daniel’s from the table. Ox moves to Pavel as Axel holds up his hand, stopping him.

“Hi.” Axel stares down at Pavel. “I don’t give a fuck if you knew nothing about it. This is for our women.” He smashes Pavel’s nose with the ice-filled sock, and all of us hear the sound of cartilage breaking. Blood flows like a faucet down into his mouth, saturating his shirt.

Ox smirks and cuts Pavel loose, handing him the bottle of vodka. Pavel drinks almost half of it, then stands, wiping at his nose with his wrist.

“This your woman?” He motions to Julianna, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

I stare at him, not trusting myself. We need him alive right now. That doesn’t mean I won’t slice him up.

Pavel looks at the screen, then at me. “That’s fearless, I admire that.” He drops his hand, blood still bubbling out of his nose as he tries to breathe. “I have a file which, as of now, I had no reason to share. Forgive me if I don’t hand deliver it. I’ll send Kostya. Now, can I go?”

“Get the fuck out of here,” I say, opening and closing my fists.

He straightens and walks to the door.

“Pavel?” Blade’s voice stops him.

“Don’t ever think you’re too big to be taken down. That’s the mistake Misha made, and it’s the mistake my dad and brother made. I know what I am. Let’s hope for your sake you do too.”

He turns to look at Rip. “Drop Pavel back at his place and get the file.”

Pavel looks at him, then at me, and nods. Rip grabs his keys. The door shuts and Blade walks over to the window, looking out at the dark night.

“If you need to get back to your women, you can go.” He brings the bottle to his lips and drinks.

I pull out my chair and reach for a bottle of Southern Comfort. Axel drops into the seat next to mine and removes some weed from his back pocket.

“Let me get a prospect in here to clean up the blood.” Ox breaks the silence.

Axel loads up his pipe and lights it. After inhaling deeply, he hands it to me.

“Wait until later.” Blade looks over his shoulder. “Pavel was right. This was my fuckup.”

“It’s our life, brother. When shit like this happens, we gotta learn from it.” Axel props his boots up on our wooden table.

Blade turns. “That was Eve he held the gun to—”

“He was gonna kill all of them. The Disciples would have crumbled in a second. He could have brought all of us tumbling down. But he didn’t.” Axel takes the pipe back as I hold in the thick, almost heavy-tasting smoke before slowly exhaling.

Blade shakes his head and looks out at the darkness. “I need more security, better security.”

“Agreed, we all do. And I guess we need to teach our ladies to shoot a gun. Thanks for thinking of that, man.” Axel glances at me. His eyes, which always hold such confidence, show his exhaustion.

Beat-up.

Yeah, today brought us all to our knees.

“Fuck, I owe her everything.” Blade takes a swig, looking at me. “She saved them, all of them.” His eyes are a mass of anger, pain, and awe. “Axel’s right. I protected Eve because I believed that I was enough to take care of her.”

He shakes his head and takes another swig, pointing the bottle at me. “I thought my will would be enough. That no one would dare try to touch what I love because I’m me.”

His honesty is humbling. This is what makes Blade McCormick great. It’s what makes him a king.

“You don’t believe that though… you taught Julianna to take care of herself. I think that’s what I can’t forgive myself for.”

“You will, brother. We all will because they need us to.” I stand, resting my hand on his shoulder. “This will never happen again.” My voice vibrates around the large conference room.

“I know.” He looks at the bottle. “Church at 10 AM.”

“I’ll be there,” I say, knowing there’s a real chance I may not be in the near future.

Blade nods, bringing the bottle to his lips. Axel’s boots drop to the floor.

Brotherhood.

This club is my family. It took care of me when no one else would. I’ve fought, fucked, and killed with them.

If, in two weeks, I’m not there to enforce… the Disciples will live on.

I’ll make sure of it.
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“Julianna?” I blink my eyes open to see tan legs along with a pair of dark skinny jeans with holes in the knees. My hand instinctively reaches for Ryder, but the bed is empty, and instead, Eve and Gia stare down at me.

I bolt up.

“What’s wrong?” Bringing the sheet with me, my body jumps into fright mode.

“Um, besides that it’s ten thirty in the morning and you blew a man’s head off yesterday, nothing.” Gia looks at me like I’ve turned blue.

“Gia,” Eve shushes her in a warning tone, then looks at me, her blue eyes full of gratitude. “We’re just checking on you. Making sure you’re okay.” She pats my arm like I’m in the psych ward.

“God.” I sigh. “I thought something bad had happened to Ryder.” Closing my eyes, I swallow back that wave of nausea that’s been rolling around in the pit of my stomach. This constant state of terror is not helping it.

“We tried to wake you when we came in, but you didn’t move, so…” Gia stares down at me, frowning, as if she’s getting ready to check my temperature.

I let out another deep sigh, trying to will the nausea away and get my bearings. “Can you hand me a shirt? Oh, never mind.” I toss the covers off and stand up naked, rolling my eyes at their shocked faces as I make my way into the bathroom.

“What is on her collarbone? Do we need to get Ryder?” Gia hisses at Eve as I pass them, and my brand, which was an annoying throb but has now combusted into a raging inferno now that Gia’s mentioned it.

“I’ll explain la—”

“It’s my brand, Gia. Ryder branded me last night,” I call out as I use the toilet, only to be greeted with silence, followed by whispering.

As I wash my hands, I look in the mirror. The brand looks like a winged scab. I reach for the Neosporin and slather some on.

“Do you want coffee?” Gia yells.

I groan at the thought yet groan at not having it. “Give me a second. I feel terrible.” After splashing some water on my face, I wrap a towel around me, stopping when I see the look on their faces.

“Why are you both looking at me like I’m on suicide watch?”

“Because I’m racked with guilt.” Gia throws her arms around me. “I was late, and oh my God, are you okay?” She pulls back, her arms tight on mine.

“I am, and you need to be grateful you were late. One of the few times it worked in your favor.” I take a breath as the enormity of what Eve and I went through saturates me, like someone turned a hose on and cold water is waking me up.

I killed yesterday. I’m a murderer. My eyes dart to Eve, who must see that it’s only now dawning on me. She steps in and pulls Gia off me.

“Do I need to get Ryder?” She looks me in the eyes, and for a second I almost say yes, but I’m stronger than that. I did what had to be done. It was him or us.

I chose us.

“No, I’m fine. It kind of shocked me for a second.” I shake my head and follow her as she walks me to the bed, and I automatically sit.

“Yes.” Gia nods. “Julianna, you saved everyone, with a gun. I mean, you won’t even kill a spider.” She sits, her lips twitching, and the whole thing’s so surreal we both burst out laughing.

“It’s crazy, because I heard the shots and the screaming, and then I heard Ryder’s voice saying, ‘You never pull out this gun, unless you shoot to kill.’”

“Well, I’d be dead. We all would. You are officially a badass, and I’m your biggest fan.” Eve brushes the hair off my shoulder as she looks at my brand. “Go get dressed. We’re on lockdown, but we can at least have lunch by the pool.”

“Yeah, you have no idea how much begging I had to do to get in here. I’m hoping I can get out,” Gia says, crossing her legs.

Standing, I go to my dresser and grab a cute, matching lime-green underwear and bra set and turn to them.

“Dewey’s okay, right?” I toss the towel and get dressed.

“Yep. Went in and out. He was lucky it didn’t hit any organs.”

“And Dolly? The others? They’re okay?”

Eve nods and looks around the room. “Everyone is fine. Dolly’s resting, and Antoinette rolls with things. Charlie’s kind of pissed that Poet didn’t teach her to shoot a gun, but hey, we all are.” By the tone of her voice, she does not sound happy.

“So.” She shakes it off and smiles, as if that’s not something she wants to get into right now. “Ryder’s been in this room for a long time. Has he mentioned anything about getting a house?”

Jeez, I almost feel bad for Blade, knowing the way Eve is. Instead, I say, “No, he loves it here. I need to figure out what I’m going to do.” I walk into the closet and grab one of my hippie dresses—it has buttons all the way down, so it won’t bother my brand.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I need to get a job at some point.” I walk out, trying my best to shake off this exhaustion. When I swallow back a yawn, my eyes water.

“I have no idea what’s wrong with me. I feel like I need a nap, but I just got up.”

“Wait, what? Julianna, Ryder branded you. What kind of job are you thinking about getting? The Disciples take that brand seriously.” She stands up and goes over to me.

“I’m confused. Because he branded me, I can’t work?” I cock my head at Eve. That’s ridiculous, and I know Ryder doesn’t feel that way.

“No, you can work. But what exactly are you thinking about doing?” She watches me as I pull my thick hair up in a messy bun.

“I don’t know. Charities, volunteering, maybe I can get a building or house for a homeless shelter. I like to give back.” I return to the bathroom for some makeup. Did I brush my teeth yet?

“Julianna’s amazing, Eve. She ran like four different charities in New York, right?” Gia nods at me supportively.

I frown at her while I brush my teeth. Again, they are back to acting weird. I spit and rinse, then slather on some red lip gloss.

“Alright. Gia, what is wrong? Why are you both acting weird?”

She takes a breath. “Have you taken a pregnancy test, Julianna?”

I blink at her, then Eve, and start laughing. “I have an IUD.”

She nods but pulls out a pregnancy test from her purse. “You look pregnant.” She shoves the box at me.

“How would you know?” I hand it back to her and sigh at the hurt look on her face. That was kind of harsh, but my patience level isn’t great this morning.

“Gia, I’m tired. I kind of had a big day yesterday. I don’t know if you get the fact that this”—I motion to the whole room with my hands—“is not the real world. Things like rules don’t seem to apply to them. For fuck’s sake, I killed a man and there were zero cops,” I shout at her as she stares at me.

“You look pregnant,” Eve says flatly, ignoring my outburst. “And I’ve been pregnant twice. You’ve got the glow. Gia did fail to tell me you have an IUD, so you’re probably not.” She looks me up and down.

“Eve, you’re only saying that because you have an IUD,” Gia snaps, then turns to me holding the box.

“You got that IUD at eighteen. It’s over ten years old. Your gyno wanted to put a new one in two years ago. Now, go pee on the stick. I’m already feeling guilty we got drunk the other day, along with what went down yesterday… and now you’re yelling at me, and you never yell.”

I’m stunned, floored, really, because yes, my gynecologist has wanted to take it out and said it was old, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t work.

“Oh, thank God, yeah, I have the progesterone one.” Eve looks at Gia. “Jesus, that scared me for a second. Two kids are enough, especially right now.” She closes her eyes as if the thought is too much.

“Go test.”

“You test,” I snap right back at Gia.

“Julianna?” She looks at me, horrified, and suddenly I want to burst into tears. This can’t be happening.

Not now.

“Wait. Is this why you both came here?” My head pounds.

“I came because I’m your best friend, and I was worried about you. And someone needs to say what we all are thinking.” Her eyes fill with tears.

“Gia, stop for a second.” Eve holds her hand up to silence her. “Gia came because she loves you. I came because what happened yesterday should never have happened. It was horrendous. I owe you my life.” She looks at me and I see why everyone loves her. She is the voice of calm and reason, wise beyond her years, considering I’m pretty sure Gia and I are older.

“Now, that being said, if you are knocked up, the sooner you find out, the better.”

“Fine.” I take a breath and look at Gia. “Come here.” I hug her. “I’m sorry. I’m on edge. That doesn’t mean I have to take it out on you though.” I pull back and hold my hand out for the test.

She drops it into my hand and I rip it open and head to the bathroom. And same as before, I can hear them whispering. Why do they think I can’t hear them?

“She definitely has resentment that I was late, Eve.”

I bite my tongue not to remind them I’m right here, but to be honest, I’m clearly more shaken up than I thought. Was it the right thing to do?

It was the only thing to do.

I take a breath and pee on the stick. While I wait, my mind flashes to the Magic 8-Ball. You ask it a question and wait as that black-green ink seems to take forever before the triangle inside the ball replies with your fate. I roll my neck, then look down as two pink lines instantly appear.

Two lines.

Is two good or bad? I grab the box. Reading the instructions might have been useful

“Well?” Gia yells.

“I’m looking on the box.”

“Two lines is pregnant. One is not.” Eve walks in and takes the stick from me. She sighs, puts it down, and washes her hands, saying nothing. I guess I’ve rendered her speechless, which is saying something, because the more I get to know Eve, the more I know she always has something to say.

“I’ll get Amy to get everything ready, and we can eat a healthy breakfast and relax. Don’t worry. I have the best OB-GYN,” Eve assures me as she walks out to look at Gia. I follow like a zombie.

Pregnant?

“Oh my God.” Gia covers her mouth with her hand, not even trying to hide her horror as she stares at me like she’s a disapproving parent.

And that’s it. My stomach, which has been iffy for days, finally wins. Running into the bathroom, I heave out everything that’s been holding me back. My parents, money, divorce, fear. All of it comes out as I gag and puke up all my issues. Good or bad, my life seems to be on warp speed, and I need to take control or it’ll pull me under.

“What’s rule number one?”

“Shoot to kill.”

Ryder’s voice rings in my head. He believes in me, always has. He was the one to strip away my insecurities and accept me for who I am.

Because he loves me.

He loved me even back then. He thinks he’s cursed and not worthy.

He’s wrong.

Straightening, I take a breath and walk to the sink. I toss the pee stick in the garbage, wash my hands, and brush my teeth.

It’s happened.

I’m pregnant.

I look in the mirror and see everything they were saying earlier. I am glowing, and instead of the horror they seem to be experiencing, there’s a warmth in my stomach and heart.

Am I shocked? Yes.

Am I unhappy…?

I lean closer to the mirror and really look at myself. In the last two months everything in my life has changed. I’ve changed. And I like the person who stares back at me.

I’m not the naïve girl, spying on Ryder and letting the world walk over her. I’ve found my way, and even if others don’t like it, I don’t care. I’m done trying to please the masses; instead, I’m going to please myself.

This is a gift for me and Ryder—a miracle, even if he does go to prison.

So, no. I’m not unhappy.

I’m not unhappy at all.
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“It would definitely be better if we had the fucking agent’s name, but I can spin this in our favor.” Powers looks up at me and back to the printed file we got from Pavel this morning.

Basically, it connected all the dots, except for the name of the actual dirty FBI agent.

Lighting a cigarette, I lean back in my chair, feeling a sense of calm. Everything’s in place.

“Perfect.” He shuts the file. “Anything else I need to know?” Jett looks at us. “Alright, it feels like I’m missing something, but at this point in the game, that’s probably for the best.”

He looks down at his vibrating phone. “I’m late. If you need me, call, but remember I start jury selection tomorrow. Then it’s on, and we fight dirty.” He pockets his phone and looks at each of us sitting around the table.

“Thanks, Jett. We appreciate all the hard work.” Blade stands, holding out his hand. Jett looks down at it and frowns as he shakes it.

“I don’t need to go over the rules, right? No one leaves town, no dead bodies, etcetera.”

I stand up. “You have nothing to worry about. I’m gonna lay low for the next week or so, buy a suit or two, get everything in order.” I nod at him.

He doesn’t look happy and I almost grin. Jett Powers is a lot of things, but trusting is not one of them.

“Christ.” He shakes his head but leaves.

“Are you sure I can’t talk you into letting me go?” Poet looks up from his phone. “If not me, then Axel?”

“No.” I take a deep drag on my cigarette and let it out. “I need to look that motherfucker in the eyes.”

Poet nods. “Fair enough. Reed says you can use one of his G5s. His pilot will be ready in four hours.”

“I’m going with you,” Blade says.

I take my last puff and put the cigarette out. “You can’t and you know it.”

“I don’t like you going alone.” Blade looks like he’s aged ten years the last two days. Not that I look any better. We need sleep.

Someone knocks on the door.

“I’ll behave,” I tell him.

When I open the door, Frosty walks in carrying another laptop.

“Here it is, all of it. I’m beating myself up over this. I completely missed it.” He runs a hand through his already messed-up hair.

“We all did. It wasn’t until I saw in the file that he was writing prescriptions for the Russians that I put it together.”

He shakes his head. “I did that background check on her when you first started fucking her. I mean, we knew she was hiding stuff.” Frosty starts typing, and Cindy’s picture comes up on the monitor. “I didn’t even think about her dad.”

Only, it’s not Cindy. It’s Isabelle Susanne Davis. A young teenager with big blues eyes and blond hair who looks at the camera as if asking for help through the lens.

“Jesus.” Axel scrubs his hands up and down his face.

I motion for Rip to slide over the bottle of Jack.

“This is Cindy’s, aka Isabelle’s parents: Donald Davis and Sueanne Davis. Another picture comes up of the two at what looks like a black-tie event.

“Sueanne apparently died when Isabelle was fourteen. She crashed into the stoplight a few blocks from their Tribeca townhouse. Her blood alcohol level was 0.30, and she had numerous painkillers and sedatives in her system. That appears to be the start of Isabelle’s issues. She got arrested for underage drinking, was in and out of therapy. Until at seventeen, when Donald had her committed. Then she’s gone, disappears, until she gets a job at Out Takes.” Frosty walks over to the fridge for his Red Bull.

“So, for around five years she’s off the grid? How’s that possible?” Poet lights up a cigarette.

“Don’t know. I’ll keep searching.” He sits again and starts typing on his laptop. A picture appears of a tan man with dyed black hair and white teeth, wearing a lab coat and smiling with his arms crossed.

Frosty gestures with the Red Bull can at the screen. “Donald Davis is sixty-two years old. He’s the orthopedic doctor to the stars. He’s made a fortune, but he came from money to begin with. His net worth is over six-hundred-million dollars.”

“Goddamn it.” I open the bottle of Jack, take a swig, and hand it to Blade.

“Yeah, he has enough money to buy whoever he wants. I guess he has taken offense at his daughter ignoring him. That and her attachment to you, Ryder. The money trail does come from him to Misha. He is, was, writing illegal prescriptions for opioids, especially fentanyl, for them to sell.

“All this because he wants his daughter back?” Poet looks at me.

“Something happened to Cindy, but it was never my place to ask or help,” I say.

“And from everything I’ve hacked on her emails and phone conversations, Cindy is not involved. She allows her dad to give her money and pills, but she has no idea he’s setting you up, Ryder.”

Frosty finishes his Red Bull and tosses it. “My honest opinion?” He pushes his glasses up to look at me. I nod.

“He thinks he’s better than us. We’re beneath him, criminals who need to be brought down. He thinks he’s the good guy. He approached the FBI years ago when Cindy first started hooking up with Ryder, and they came around, but we’ve always been one step ahead. It wasn’t until he started supplying the Russians with opioids. That’s when he figured out it was his best way to at least take you down.”

Blade stands and rubs the back of his neck. “Dig up everything on him. I want his weaknesses. Look up his sexual history.”

“Yeah, I did.” He sighs.

I look at him. “What?”

“He has none.”

“What are you talking about?” I say. “Everyone fucks.”

“He doesn’t. At least I can’t find evidence of it. I think he’s in love with his Cindy.” He leans back in the chair.

“I think Cindy, slash Isabelle, left because her father is obsessed with her. Her skeletons might need to stay in her closets for her own mental health. He’s not a good man. I don’t care if he is the best surgeon in the world.”

“So he molested her?” I demand.

“I can’t be sure, but at the very least, we know he wants her back, and she’s doing everything she can not to go there.”

“Besides not taking his money,” I snort. “Look, he needs to know that he’s not above the law and that we can bring him down. Other than that, for the time being, we don’t leave anymore stiffs.” My phone vibrates.

JULIANNA: Please come upstairs when not busy.

I pocket my phone and stand, causing Blade to frown.

“Agreed,” he says. “He doesn’t die until we find how many Feds he has in his pocket. It’d be nice if after tonight he either gets desperate and offs himself, or he goes away.”

“I have to take care of Julianna,” I say.

“Okay.” Axel looks up from one of his phones and announces, “I’ll be joining you tonight.” From the look on his face, he’s daring me to argue.

“The fuck, man? Why are you putting yourself at risk?” I cross my arms and shake my head at him.

“Because Blade can’t go. You’re my brother, and that’s what family does.” He knocks on the wooden conference room table and picks up his phones and keys. “I’ll be back in two hours.”

“You’re staying in the plane,” I call after him.

He flips me off while walking out the door.

“Fucking Axel.” I shake my head and look at Blade, who grins.

“Fucking Axel.”

Things may still not go my way, but at least we know who needs to die if they don’t.

Dr. Davis is right to think we’re bad.

We are, but he’s a sick fuck who thinks he can hide behind his money.

He can’t.
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I sit.

Naked.

Well, almost naked. I’ve put on my new hot pink Jimmy Choos while waiting for him. My heart’s racing. He’s coming—I can feel it.

When the door opens, his golden-brown eyes darken, and he slams the door shut behind him, his mouth twitching. Everything ceases to exist. All of it becomes a distant memory, the baby, our future, everything.

He crosses his arms, and my eyes feast on his large biceps and tattooed arms. The way his black tee showcases his hard eight-pack. God. I’m like a cat in heat as I squirm in the leather chair.

“You texted?” He arches a dark brow at me.

“I did.” I recross my legs, smiling as his nostrils flare.

“How can I help you?” he says.

“Well… I have news. But first…” I uncross my legs, allowing him to see my wet pussy.

His eyes caress my breasts, and my nipples actually ache before his eyes dip lower.

“Did you touch yourself? That cunt looks pretty slick and ready,” he growls. My cheeks heat up. He’s not supposed to know I did anything, and I didn’t make myself come.

“I might have touched myself for a second.” My voice comes out sounding raspy.

His eyes trail back up to mine, ensnaring me, consuming me until I’m ready to beg, and he hasn’t even touched me yet or released his thick cock.

“Well, don’t stop now.” He leans down, both hands on either side of me. “What is it that you want, my love?” His voice is deceptively inviting, and I shiver.

“You.” I cock my head, lifting myself so that my mouth touches his, but he pulls back and straightens, eyes narrowing.

“You touched yourself, Julianna. Without asking me for permission. Is that being a good girl?” He stares at me.

“No.” I lick my lips.

“Exactly.” His eyes dip to my breasts, and for a second, I wonder if he knows. “I do like your heels, so carry on, show me how much you want my cock.”

He backs up and crosses his arms and I hesitate. “Need some help?”

“Yes, please.” My face must show my relief.

He reaches for my ankle, his hand sliding down my leg, hovering right at my pussy and I know now he’s not gonna touch me.

“Such nice manners coming out of that mouth.” He grabs my other leg and slings it over the side of the chair.

“There. Go, touch yourself like the naughty girl you were while I was gone.” I puff out some air because he really is filthy, but he’s actually giving me the go-ahead to touch myself, ease the ache. I know better than to not take advantage of it. My hands start to massage my full, sensitive breasts as I watch him watch me.

“Yeah, that’s it, Bellezza. Now close your eyes, and pretend I’m not here. It’s only you. What are you thinking about?”

My eyes close, and everything becomes more heightened as I rub my nipples. “You. Always you.”

“Feel good? Touching those full tits?”

I groan and whisper, “Yes.”

“Go lower and tell me what you feel.” Suddenly my leg drops, and I go to open my eyes.

“Don’t you dare,” he says, and I hear him move away. There’s the rustle of him undressing. I take a breath, letting my hand travel over my flat stomach, and for a second I caress it.

“Touch your cunt, Julianna.” His voice sounding impatient. I bite my lower lip as my hand slowly inches downward.

“Is that how you were doing it? No wonder you needed to text me.”

“I wanted you to do it.” I hiss.

“I’m right here.” My eyes pop open at his voice.

He looks down at me, then scoops me up and brings me to the bed. Gazing at me as if he’s memorizing my face, he lowers his lips to mine. It’s slow at first, his tongue almost playing with mine, then he deepens it while I cling to him.

Whatever I’m feeling is so pure, so real. Our tongues tangle, and right at this very moment, all I feel is his love.

He lifts his head. Sliding my hands down his muscled chest, I let my fingers worship his body until I reach his velvety cock and start to pump it. The mushroom tip instantly leaks out its approval.

“Jesus,” he grunts while I stroke him.

He rubs my breasts, his mouth hovering over mine. His body tenses, and I slowly jack him off.

“Rub the tip on your clit,” he demands, his voice strained. I groan and obey, taking his thick, giant cock and rubbing it back and forth on my swollen nub.

“Fuck, Julianna,” he growls, pushing my hand away to thrust deep inside me.

I reach for his lips as we moan together and he pulls out, sliding in again. Deep, slow, and exquisite, his mouth claiming mine. I wrap my legs around him. In and out, he moves inside me, and all I can do is hold on. He’s never been this loving and gentle, and my body responds as if it’s starved for it.

“I love you,” I whisper into his mouth, never wanting this to end. I’m climbing, getting ready to soar.

“That’s my girl. Squeeze my cock.” He grabs the backs of my knees, opening me up so his massive cock can hit that magical spot.

“Jesus Christ.” He thrusts in deep, then pulls out and slams in again. My nails dig into his chest as if that can keep me on earth, and I start to go over.

“Fuck, it’s good with us.” He hisses.

“Ryder,” I whimper, my head spinning as I blink away tiny dots.

“Yeah, that’s it, give it to me Bellezza.” He pounds into me hard.

And I’m gone, splintering into a million magical pieces. My pussy contracts and pulses so hard I have to fight the need to close my eyes. But I don’t. I watch him, as his body jerks and he comes in loud, guttural groan.

Our breathing is harsh. He looks down at me tenderly. Reaching up, I caress his hair. Slowly he pulls out of me and rolls to his back, bringing me with him.

“You okay?” He wraps his arm around me tight.

I lean up on one elbow so I can look down at him, my hair falling on his neck. He reaches up and weaves his fingers through the strands.

“What is it?” His eyes caress me.

“I’m pregnant.”

It echoes around the room. He freezes.

“What?”

My heart thuds. What if he doesn’t want kids? I didn’t.

“I’m pregnant. I have an IUD, but it’s old, I guess. I took the test and—” He sits up as if he needs to look at me better. His eyes dip to my breasts and then back to my face.

“Do you want it?” His voice sounds tight; his eyes darken.

“I do.” I lick my lips, my heart beating so hard and fast, I’m positive he can hear it.

A slow smile tugs at his lips. He rolls me over to my back and touches my breasts, his thumb rubbing my swollen nipple back and forth. As he moves his large hand to my stomach, I admire how tan and large his hand is on the flat surface.

“This.” He gazes at me and I smile back. “This makes me very happy.”

I stutter out something that even I don’t understand. Leaning over, he kisses me, and I taste my tears in the kiss. It’s only then that I realize I’m crying.

“I was going to tell you as soon as you came in, but…”

“You needed me to fuck you first?” His eyes look calm.

My heart flutters because he’s not happy; he’s thrilled.

“I did, I really did.” I smile as he lies on his side, his hand bringing me close, holding my stomach.

“Go to sleep, Julianna,” he whispers in my ear.

I want to stay awake, but as Ryder holds me in his warm, secure embrace, I do what he says. I let myself sleep.

“Bellezza?” His hand caresses my cheek.

I blink my eyes open. “Yeah?” I go to wrap my arms around him. “Is it morning?” The room is still dark.

“No, it’s late. I have work to do. I’ll be back later.” He stands, and this time I do open my eyes.

“Right now?” I say, leaning up on my elbows.

“Shh, go back to sleep. You’re tired.” He leans down to kiss me.

The room is dark, and he’s dressed all in black—I can barely see him.

“I love you,” I mumble.

He looks down at me. “I love you more. You’re my life, Julianna,” he whispers, then walks away.

The door closes and the lock engages.

I turn to his side of the bed, my hand caressing it. Cold, I hate that. And why would he be working at night? Dread fills me, but I push it away. Something tells me this is going to be my life from now on.

He said he’d be back later. And I know he will. Grabbing his pillow, I cuddle against it. His fresh scent with a touch of spice drifts up to me.

I’ll never go back to sleep, but I close my eyes to rest them as I wait for his return.
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“Dr. Davis.” The man’s eyes bolt open.

My gloved hand presses down on his neck as he tries to struggle.

“Relax. You and I need to talk.” I look down at the man who’s behind a lot of shit that’s happened in the club the last five years. He’s older than he looks in his picture, almost frail in build, but his eyes hold fear, making me believe Frosty is right: he really thinks I’m beneath him. God, I wish I could take him down.

“I don’t know who you are, but I have money,” he rasps out.

I smile. “We cut all your cameras and the feed to the FBI. Nice touch. You have an impressive setup. Unfortunately for you, ours is better.” Squeezing his neck, I pull out my gun.

“Who’s the dirty Fed working for you?”

He looks around for help as he wheezes and tries to breathe.

“That is not what I asked.” I place the gun in his mouth. “I’m losing patience. Tell me what I want to know.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He gags on the tip, and I glance down to see his sheet is now wet and yellow.

“Dr. Davis, you just pissed yourself,” I state. “Who’s working for you?”

“Please.” His eyes hold fear, which means he does know what he’s doing.

“It’s a simple question.”

“Pearson Madi…” He gags again when I remove the gun.

“I didn’t hear you,” I say.

“Pearson Madison. That’s who I’m paying,” he spits out, his eyes flashing as if he can’t believe he’s in this situation.

“Frosty?”

“Pearson Madison is stationed in LA, and he’s high up,” Frosty says, his voice coming through the device in my ear. “I’m tapping his cell, bank accounts, and emails right now.”

I smile. “Dr. Davis, you’ve had quite a good run hiding all your activities. But that’s over. And now you know we can get to you anytime.”

Wide-eyed, he looks around the room while he waits for his security team to save him.

“They’re not coming.” I shake my head. “It’s just you and me.”

“I want my daughter back.” His voice cracks.

I glare at him in disgust. “That’s up to her. She knows where you are. Call off your man, or next time you won’t be able to.” Swallowing, he looks behind me again, probably hoping for a miracle.

“I took them out. It won’t matter how much security you have, we can get to you. All your illegal distribution of pills, all your money laundering, we know all of it,” I hiss.

His eyes narrow. “You going to kill me? I just want my daughter.”

“No, I’m not gonna kill you.” I lean forward so he can see me fully. His eyes widen. “Death is too good for you. You need to pay for your sins.”

“I’m a doctor. You… you’re the bad one,” he whispers, blinking at me.

“That’s right, Donald. You’re finally getting it.”

“I just want my Isabelle back.”

I have to take a breath. He needs to stop saying her name, or I will put a bullet in the back of his head.

I straighten. “I’ll make a deal with you, Dr. Davis. I don’t go to jail, and you won’t be ruined. Understand?” He nods.

“Yes.”

“I hope you do, because if that jury says guilty, one of my brothers will kill you,” I say.

Axel stands next to me. The doctor tries to swallow, but he sounds like he’s wheezing.

“See, unlike you, my family likes me.” I smile as he starts to weep and beg.

“My daughter. She’s not well.”

“Stop giving her pills.” I seethe, reminding myself I need this bag of bones alive, at least for now.

“Call off Madison or we’ll come back, and next time we’ll bring our knives. And I promise you will finally understand what pain is.” He just nods at me and struggles to breathe.

“Words. Use them,” I demand, done with him. He’ll either do as I say, or he gets what he deserves.

“I’ll make Pearson stop.” He nods, his eyes darting to Axel.

“Scum like you need to be put down. So, even if you are stupid enough to think you can win by putting me in jail, know that you’ve already lost.” I slam the butt of my gun into his temple and he falls to his side, unconscious.

“Fucking piece of shit. Carve this fuck up slowly if I go to jail, will ya?” I stare at him.

“With pleasure,” Axel says. “Frosty, talk to us. Are we all clear?”

“I’m cutting the cameras on the street now.” He says in our ears as we make our way through the sterile townhouse, which looks like a museum. My eyes land on a large glass table with a giant white orchid sitting in the middle of it.

“Cameras down. Go now.” Frosty’s voice pulls me out of my head, and I let my training take over.

In and out.

Either way, Cindy is free. What she does with herself is up to her, but Daddy Davis isn’t gonna be supplying her with drugs anymore.

“Car is coming in three…two…one.” A Town Car pulls up. Axel and I jump in and sit back, staying quiet the whole ride back to the jet. We both passed out on the ride over. Reed Saddington’s jet is better than a five-star hotel.

This time we have the adrenaline pulsing through our veins. We nod at the pilot as we pass him, sitting down in the white leather bucket seats. I take my phone and a pack of cigarettes out.

Reed had asked if we wanted a flight attendant, but the less people who know and see us, the better. Axel grabs a couple highball glasses and a bottle of The Macallan 12, then drops into the chair across from me, grinning.

“What’s so funny?” I light up a cigarette.

He opens the bottle and pours a generous amount. “Just remembering the old days when we didn’t have shit to piss in. We lived at the clubhouse, rode our bikes for days, pissed outside. And now here we are.” He looks around the plane. “Drinking fucking Macallan whiskey on a private jet that has a fucking bedroom and shower.” He snorts in disgust.

“We’ve been through a lot.” I look up at the ceiling, then over at him. “Julianna is pregnant.” I shoot the entire glass as the full flavor of the smooth, single malt scotch slides down my throat.

Axel arches a brow at me and pours me another.

“If I go to jail—”

“I told you numerous times, we’re too fucking old to go to jail.” He shoots his whiskey.

I smirk. “If I do—”

“What, Ryder? You think we won’t care for her like she’s not one of ours?” He scowls.

I hold up my hands as if he has a gun pointed at me.

“Christ.” He shakes his head.

“I’m just getting things in order. Her being pregnant changes things. She’ll have Gia, but her fucking dad will pressure her—”

“Don’t worry. If anything happens to you”—he picks up the bottle—“you have my word she’ll be taken care of.”

“Thank you, brother.”

He shakes his head. “You’re not going to jail from this shit.” He looks at the bottle, then takes a swig. “I can honestly say there’s many things we’ve done that we deserved jail for, but this? Fuck that.”

I grin back at him. “Agreed.”

Axel hands me the bottle. “Christ, remember that time we held up the wrong semi and it was filled with cocaine?” He shakes his head.

“And Chuckie said that it must have been a gift.” I throw my head back and laugh.

“Poor Blade was like, we’re fucked. Nobody gives us a truckload of coke as a gift.” We both start laughing as the memories of all our years start pouring out.

We don’t talk about the future. We just sit and drink, letting ourselves escape back into the past. One story after another, until the bottle is gone and I’m grabbing another. I break the seal and hand it to him as I tell him the truth.

“I love you, man.” I nod at him. “Thanks for always being there for me.”

“Fuck you. Don’t start that I love you shit.” Axel looks at me, then up at the ceiling. “Goddamn it, Ryder.” His gravelly voice sounds all choked up. He takes the bottle from me.

“I love you, too, brother.”
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“You look beautiful.” Ryder squeezes my hand.

Smiling, I look over at him. “No, you do.” And he does look beyond hot in the dark charcoal Brioni suit I picked out for him today. The starched white of the dress shirt makes his tan skin and eyes just pop.

“Yes. You both look magnificent.” Jett Powers looks up from his phone and out at the crowded streets surrounding the courthouse.

We’re on day five of the trial, and today is the day that might change everything. I look down at my pale pink Chanel dress and cross my legs. Otherwise, I’ll start bouncing one up and down, and that would imply I’m nervous.

I am.

But no one, including Ryder, needs to know that. He squeezes my hand again as I bite my lower lip, ready for this day to be over.

The prosecution is putting their star witness on the stand today. Their only real witness. All the others have been forensic and gun experts. I take a deep breath and slowly exhale. As usual, my stomach is terrible nonstop. But the stress of worrying about Ryder going to jail is definitely not helping.

“Okay. Now this witness is going to play the victim. It’s why they’ve kept her off for so long. They want to make it dramatic.” Jett focuses his dark blue eyes on both of us. “Is Granger coming again today?” He looks around because we are literally stopped with all the news trucks and cops directing traffic.

“I don’t know.” My voice sounds raspy, probably because I broke down and sobbed about all my worries last night. Then Ryder took over. He tied me up and fucked me hard while demanding I give him all my control. It helped until now.

“I want you to continue your connection with juror four. She is definitely on our side, along with number five.” He leans forward and pushes the window down to yell at a cop.

“Clear a path and get a handle on all this shit,” he demands. The cop looks completely overwhelmed, but motions for us to drive through.

“I may put you on the stand today. It depends on her testimony, how she holds up, but I might try to diffuse any damage she’s done before the court adjourns for tomorrow.” He says all this as we finally pull up, and he automatically swings the door open.

It’s like we’re celebrities. For some horrific reason, the press has completely made this the trial of the decade to watch. I know it’s because of the way Ryder looks. He’s so beautiful that it’s made everyone fall in love with him.

He’s the bad boy every mother warns you about. Throw in the fact that Blade and David look like Greek gods and Axel is, well, Axel. Not to mention Rhys Granger just happening to be best friends with the Disciples.

It’s a tabloid’s dream. But now we’re so popular that it’s becoming freaking mayhem. The judge allowed the cameras in, and it’s basically taken over daytime TV on most channels.

“Let’s go.” He holds his hand out to me as the cameras roll and yelling starts.

“Julianna, are you divorced yet?”

“Julianna, can you confirm your relationship to the defendant?”

Ryder takes my hand and walks us past them like he’s the coolest man in the world.

Jett walks next to us, wearing the same expression as Ryder. Someone holds the glass doors of the courthouse open, allowing us to enter.

“Can you please get rid of the cameras?” I snap at Powers as he holds up his arms so they can wand him. Thankfully they are taking the security seriously.

“Why would I do that?” He frowns at me. “You just sit and look gorgeous. The paparazzi is obsessed with you.” I glare at him, but it’s my turn to go through security, so I stay quiet.

“Alright. Let’s do this.” Jett looks at me, then Ryder, who has stayed silent this whole morning.

“Give me a second.” He holds up his finger and pulls me to a corner, the sun almost blinding us as it spills in through the windows.

His hands cup my face; his golden-brown eyes focus on me. “This might be rough. You stay right behind me.”

“I won’t move.” My eyes find his. The crowds, courtroom, and everyone else disappear, and we let ourselves have this moment. Because that’s what life is, a series of moments.

“What if I have to puke or pee?” I smirk.

“Then you take one of the girls with you and Rip to wait outside,” he murmurs against my lips, lightly brushing his with mine.

“I love you. Make sure you stay calm and hydrated. I don’t want this upsetting my son.” He grins, knowing that it drives me crazy when he says that.”

I breathe out. “It’s going to be a good day. I can feel it.”

“Okay.” Jett walks up, looking at his Rolex. “No one loves love more than me. But there’s this little thing called a triple-murder trial I need to win…”

Grinning, I nod, then Ryder kisses me quickly, and for a second I hold on to his tailored suit. Ryder was to die for with his wild, sexual energy in jeans and his cut. But clean-shaven, you can see his full lips and chiseled jaw. Not to mention his body clings to the suit as if he were born to wear one. I sigh because as soon as this is over, he’ll never put another on.

“Who’s the dick in the suit?” We turn to see Axel and Antoinette walking into the courthouse. Antoinette shakes her head at us and shushes Axel, pushing him into the courtroom. She’s wearing a slick pair of black slacks and a sheer lavender blouse, while Axel looks like a rock star in his all-black outfit.

None of the brothers are allowed to wear their cuts in the courthouse. Powers told us the less we remind the jury of the Disciples, the better. If anyone has a problem with that, they don’t need to come.

“You ready?”

“I’m ready.” I blow out some air as my heart rate speeds up. It’s like this every time we enter the actual courtroom.

Jett opens the door, and the small group of press people who won the lottery today instantly turn the cameras on while we walk in.

Ryder lets go of my hand. As I slide in next to Blade and Eve, Antoinette slides in next to me, followed by Axel. I turn around to hold my hand out to Dolly who looks so uncomfortable. She still has another month, and insists she needs to be here for Ryder.

“You okay?” I look at her.

Edge shakes his head at me. “No, she’s stubborn as all get-out, insisting on coming today.” He pushes the hair off her shoulders and she smiles mischievously at him. For a moment, my heart aches. Edge and Dolly are so cute together. Their connection is so strong—it’s the bond of knowing and loving someone your whole life.

“How are you doing?” Charlie leans forward to whisper over all the loudness of the courtroom.

“Nervous,” I say honestly.

We all turn to see Gia and Granger walk in, and I can’t help but smile at how freakin’ proud I am of my friend. Gia knew what she wanted, and she got it. If it hadn’t been for their wild love story, I’d never have found Ryder.

She waves at me in her fabulous, skin-tight beige dress. Her hair is up, and she wears matching, beige patent leather, high-heeled stilettos while Granger’s dressed like Axel, in all black, except he sports black sunglasses. He pulls Gia toward the back corner of the room.

“Everyone stand for the Honorable Judge Rosen,” the bailiff announces, and we all stand.

I grab hold of Eve’s hand, and we watch as a middle-aged man enters.

“Good morning.” He nods at us and we take our seats. From the corner of my eye, I notice Cindy. Wearing a dark dress, she sits next to Doug and Robert on my far right. This is the first I’ve seen her in the courtroom; actually, the first time I’ve seen her since the incident, which sounds better than saying “the day I murdered the bad guy.”

When Ryder turns and winks at me, my breath catches, and my heart aches with love for him. The mere thought of losing him makes my eyes fill with tears.

It can’t happen, won’t happen. We just found each other again.

“Mr. Powers and Ms. Bernard, are we ready to proceed?

They both stand and say, “Yes, Your Honor.”

“Very well, please bring the jury in, George.” My eyes stray over to the prosecutors. They have a whole team: four of them sit at the table along with two aides behind them.

We all stand again as the jury enters, and I watch them closely. They seem refreshed. Because this case has received so much media attention, they’ve been sequestered, and are staying in a hotel down the street.

“Good morning. Let me remind you of the cameras.” The judge gives the same speech every morning, and I recross my legs so I don’t stand up and scream, Get on with it!

I look back at Gia, who smiles encouragingly. I wanted her to sit with me, but Jett thinks it’ll cause a distraction.

“Ms. Bernard, please call your witness.”

I puff out some air. My stomach lurches. This is it—this is fucking it.

“Thank you, Your Honor. The prosecution calls Ms. Daniella Lana Sokolov.” The door opens, and a waifish, almost ethereal-looking woman walks up to the stand. She’s petite with long dark hair and red lips. Her cheeks are pale, but she’s quite stunning. I look over at Eve who is frowning at her. And I almost smile. If you want loyalty, get Eve on your side.

“Do you swear to tell the truth and nothing but the truth?” The court clerk finishes swearing her in, and she steps up to the witness stand. She smiles at the judge, who smiles kindly back at her.

Jett leans over to say something to Rodney, as Ryder simply stares at her. She clears her throat and straightens her plain black skirt.

Ms. Bernard, the prosecutor whom the FBI apparently brought in, is good. Not as good as Jett Powers, but good.

She smiles at the jury, then focuses on her witness. “Good morning, Ms. Sokolov.”

“Good morning.” Daniella looks at her, then looks over at Ryder, and Eve takes my hand again.

“I know none of us like to remember things that are so terrible that it’s hard to imagine that a human being can actually commit such atrocities, but unfortunately they do, and you have been witness to not just one, but three cold-blooded murders.” She pauses as if she’s waiting for Jett to object, but all he does is lean back and listen.

“I was.” She nods.

“Your Honor, I’d like to show the witness three pictures of the deceased before Mr. Leo DeLucca brutally—”

“Objection.” Jett stands. His whole vibe is as if this is all so absurd, he can barely believe she would show the witness anything.

“Objection sustained. Watch it, Ms. Bernard. It’s a little early for that kind of behavior.” The judge takes a sip of his coffee and nods for her to continue.

“May I at least show the witness the pictures of the deceased, so as to make sure these were the men she saw murdered?” She looks at the judge.

“I will allow it.”

“Your Honor, I’d like to see those pictures, just to confirm ours are the same.” Jett holds up his pictures. Ms. Bernard smiles sweetly and walks over to him. Jett looks at them and nods.

“Now, Ms. Sokolov, are these the men you saw murdered that day?”

Daniella takes the pictures, her hands slightly shaking as her face turns paler, if that’s possible. It’s clear seeing these men upsets her.

“Yes,” she snaps and hands them back to the prosecutor as if they have poison on them. So much so that Ms. Bernard frowns.

“Do you need some water, Ms. Sokolov?”

Daniella shakes her head and says, “No.”

“Something’s wrong,” Eve whispers. “Holy fuck, she played them.” She stares at Daniella as her nails dig into my hand.

“How can you tell?” I whisper, wanting to tell her to let go, but my heart is racing, and my face is flushed, so who cares if she draws a little blood.

“Because I’m an expert at lying. And even better at conning people.” She says this almost breathily. Blade looks down at her and grins as if he thinks she’s the most amazing thing to walk the planet.

“Again, I know this is painful.” Ms. Bernard’s voice directs my attention back to her.

“But our job, your job, is to remove people who have zero remorse. Get them off the street. They can’t walk among us. You need to put them away so they can no longer be a threat to society.” She walks to the jury, looking at them.

She’s definitely stepped it up a notch. The jury seems enthralled with her dramatics today.

“Ms. Sokolov? Do you see the person who killed these three men sitting in this courtroom today?” She motions to Ryder.

“I’m going to puke,” I lean over and whisper to Eve. She holds up her hand, a small smile on her face, as we both watch Daniella look at Ryder.

“Ms. Sokolov? Is that person sitting in this courtroom?” Ms. Bernard walks toward her.

Daniella speaks loud and clear. “No. I’ve never seen that man before in my life.” She motions to Ryder with her head.

Black dots dance before my eyes. I try to blink them away and breathe. The courtroom explodes with talking. The judge pounds his gavel as Jett frantically talks with Ryder, who sits calmly while the world implodes around him.

“Order,” the judge yells. “I will not say it again.”

Eve leans back and smirks up at Blade, who laughs and kisses the top of her head. “You’re amazing, my queen.”

“I hate to say I told you so, but…”

“You love to say you told me so.” He grins.

“Order.” The judge pounds the gavel again and holds up his hand. “May I please have a word with the prosecution and the defense?”

Jett stands, ready to pounce. He nods at the jurors—they seem somewhat confused.

Ryder turns to look at me, and for a moment, he’s blurry because of my tears.

Our eyes connect.

It’s over.

We won. I can feel it.

Both attorneys talk in hushed voices, but Jett has triumph all over his face. They both thank the judge and walk back to their tables.

“The prosecution has no further questions for this witness.” Ms. Bernard looks down at the table, then up at Daniella.

The judge looks at Jett. “Mr. Powers?”

“Thank you, Your Honor. I’d like to ask Ms. Sokolov a couple of questions.” The judge turns to Daniella, reminding her she’s still under oath as the prosecution frantically texts and papers fall off the table.

“Good morning, Ms. Sokolov. I will make this brief. This man sitting in front of you is not the man you saw murder those three men?”

“No.” She shakes her head, then turns to the jury. “I’ve never seen that man.”

“You sure? You’re under oath.” Jett moves in for the kill.

She nods. “Yes. That man, is not the man ID’d to the prosecution.” She looks at Ms. Bernard, who is clearly flabbergasted, although trying to wear a calm face.

“Your Honor, I motion to dismiss. The prosecution has clearly tried to pin this on an innocent man. But in this country that doesn’t always work.”

“Objection.” Ms. Bernard stands.

“On what? Your key witness is horrified. Look at her. She’s never seen my client. You’re lucky if my client doesn’t sue you for—”

“That’s enough.” The judge bangs his gavel. “Ms. Bernard?” he says. “Does the prosecution have anything else? Or is Ms. Daniella Sokolov’s testimony your only proof?” The judge waits. The room goes silent.

“Just one moment.” She holds up her hand, and my stomach flips as she looks at her phone, then back up, her face flushed. “The prosecution, with all due respect, withdraws its case.” The courtroom explodes again.

The judge looks down at the paperwork on his desk, then pushes his glasses up as the courtroom turns quiet.

“In the matter of the people versus Leonardo DeLucca, the case is dismissed. Mr. DeLucca, you’re free to go.” He slams the gavel down and turns to address the jury. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your service.” He nods and leaves the bench to return to his chambers.

I don’t know when I stand. All I know is he’s free. He turns, and I try to reach for him, but Jett is smiling and laughing as the press moves in on us.

“Ryder,” I scream. Someone pushes me from behind and Blade reaches out, holding a photographer back. And suddenly Ryder grabs me and lifts me over the wooden bench. Setting me down, he cups my face with both hands.

“You.” His eyes are fierce as they zero in on me. “Julianna…” I nod, and the tears flow freely. “Fuck. I love you,” he growls, and I can feel his very strength, passion, and love pour out of him. I wrap my arms around his neck.

“I love you more.”

After wiping my tears away with his thumb, he lowers his head to my mouth, and I feel that pull that is us. I can’t escape it, never want to. It’s stronger than love. It’s as if the very universe has put me here for this man.

Destiny.

“Kiss me.” He smiles, and I’m almost dizzy when his lips take mine. The cameras are filming, and people are screaming questions at us, but all I feel is him.

I moan as his tongue tangles with mine. And I smell his fresh spice and leather scent. I lean closer. Pausing the kiss, he gazes at me, ignoring the insanity that’s swirling around us.

“You’re all I’ll ever need. You’re my gift, my reason that the sun rises and sets.” His gravelly voice sounds strained, as if his emotions are too much for him. We stare into each other’s eyes.

He’s my only love.

He is my forever.
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RYDER

Six months later

 

I lean against the doorframe and do my favorite thing: watch her. She’s wearing her hair up, ringlets escaping as she stands back to look at the fabric swatches Antoinette and Eve hold up against the wall. She shakes her head, and the three of them stare at the swatches some more.

Her skin is glowing. I adjust myself—can’t help it. Something about seeing her with my baby growing inside her has me in a constant state of arousal.

Like I might have a new fetish, which is why as happy as I am that she’s enjoying herself, it’s time for Eve and Antoinette to leave. I watch like a stalker as she rubs her lower back and laughs at something Eve says.

She’s mesmerizing.

Fucking stunning, inside and out, and she’s mine.

We’re entering our seventh month, and she’s going strong. She hasn’t really stopped since I got acquitted. It’s like that was her green light to take the world by storm.

Starting with us taking a little trip to New York, and me having an impromptu chat with her dad and ex-husband. We packed up what little she wanted, and it’s been nonstop ever since.

She got her money, and invested it in a home for battered women and children, then started house hunting.

We bought our first one and she, Eve, and Antoinette started decorating it. That was until they decided it would be fun to have the walls torn down. Snipe’s cousin is a contractor, and in no time they had a team.

Their company, 3 Designing Blondes, was born.

In six months, they’ve flipped our first house, and have redecorated Charlie’s diner and the main area of Gia’s house in Malibu.

I can’t keep up, but according to Axel’s grumbling yesterday, they’ve completed five projects, yet they haven’t finished his kitchen yet. I had to bite my tongue not to snap, At least you had a kitchen at one time. I’m still without one.

But if this makes her happy, I’ll live the rest of my days without one. Needless to say, 3 Designing Blondes is booked solid for the next six months.

I glance around. This is our dream home—we’re making this one ours. They say timing is everything, and with this house, they’re right. One of Eve and Blade’s neighbors decided to cash out and move to Oregon. Julianna got to them before it even went on the market.

We bought it on a Friday. On Monday the 3 Designing Blondes crew was in my house before I’d even poured a cup of coffee.

The view is unbelievable. It’s close to the clubhouse, three houses down from Blade and Eve, six from Poet and Charlie.

“Dude.” Axel walks by me, shaking his head. “Pull it together, man. You look like a dog panting after a bitch in heat.” He shakes his head at me as he enters my house, and I smirk when he grabs Antoinette from behind, causing her to spin around and jump into his arms. Then they all three happily bombard him with swatches and color samples.

I turn and light a cigarette, grinning at Axel’s misery while I wait for Blade. He’s picking up James Dean from football practice and Nicole from soccer, so he’s running late.

Which is good—I need to get myself together anyway. I walk around to my backyard and the view that’s worth the money we spent on this place.

Home.

Such a foreign word to someone like me. I’ve never had one per se. I mean, there’s the clubhouse, but that was just a room where I slept and fucked.

This… this is where I dream, and not a dream with ghosts in it, but one that builds on something. A need inside me.

I’ve been waiting for something. But deep inside I knew, have always known, she’s the one I was waiting for.

Julianna.

My jewel.

I look out at the valley below, going over and over everything. Because if I’ve learned one thing from what happened, it’s that I don’t leave anything to chance.

Control.

It allows me to sleep at night. Pavel is thriving, and as of now, he hasn’t decided to do something stupid, which is good. Makes the club’s life easier.

After Daniella’s testimony exploded, the state and prosecution were not about to go down. An investigation was launched into the dirty agents in the bureau. Not only did Pearson Madison go down, but the FBI also had numerous other agents on the take.

Justice? Maybe for a few.

I take a deep drag off my cancer stick. I don’t claim to be a saint, none of us do, but we sure as shit don’t rape and hide behind a fucking badge while we embezzle money. Not that I think they’re gone. They’ll be back, just with new faces. As members of the Disciples, we’ll always be looking over our shoulders, but that’s okay. That’s our fate, and as long as we ride hard and love fierce, we’ll all be okay.

Blade’s SUV pulls up in his driveway, and Nicole comes running down the street to my house waving at me as she enters.

“Hey, Uncle Ryder?” She’s still in her cleats, which is not gonna go over well.

A chorus of voices scream, “Not on the new floor!”

I glance over to see Axel walking to his car, his arm wrapped around Antoinette’s shoulders.

I drop my cigarette, snuffing it out with my boot.

“Axel, it’s weird. Before we pick up the twins, we need to at least stop by and check on her,” Antoinette says, digging in her purse. Axel opens the door for her to slide into his GTO.

“Babe, aren’t you tired? You know she’s just being Cindy.” He slams the door, looking up at me, like I can help.

This is our latest drama.

Cindy.

She’s apparently disappeared. No phone calls, texts, or email. She’s gone silent.

Even her social media is gone.

Unfortunately, this is not the first time, so it’s hard to take it seriously. She up and left for days after the trial, but the girls are convinced this time is different.

We’ve been keeping an eye on old Dr. Davis. The threat of exposing him for the fraud and sick fuck he is seems to have made him slither away. He’s still practicing medicine, but as for his other activities, they’ve stopped.

“Yo, Ryder, send my daughter and wife home, will you? My son has something he needs to tell his mother,” Blade yells and I have to grin. Thank fuck, we own three of the four properties on this cul-de-sac because we’re not a quiet clan. The nice older couple who live at the end of the street seem happy to see the kids playing.

We’ve also beefed up security. I’ve installed at least a hundred sensors in the hillside, and three-dozen cameras on the street, not including the massive number in our houses.

“Will do,” I bellow back, as both he and James Dean enter his house. Axel’s GTO rumbles to life, and Antoinette rolls down the window.

“Hey, Ryder? Can you tell Eve and Julianna that Jax Saddington has confirmed the meeting next week? This is huge.” She looks at her phone, then at me. “Tell them we might have to push things to make this work.”

She smiles and waves as I hear Axel say, “Finish our kitchen first.”

I walk up our driveway and enter my house. Eve is standing there holding Nicole’s hand and swinging her massive bag on her shoulder.

“I heard him, Ryder. God, all of LA probably heard him.” She rolls her eyes.

“I’m supposed to tell you that Jax Saddington confirmed the meeting next week.” I rattle this off as Eve stops and cocks her head.

“Really? Hm, that is big. But with the baby coming, we really need to focus on finishing your house first.” She reaches for a bunch of blueprints before she leaves. Nicole happily skips next to her mother, telling Eve about her day.

I shut my door and lock it, then look around for my jewel.

“Julianna?” I walk toward our bedroom.

“In the baby’s room.” I stop to enter our son’s room. I knew it was gonna be a boy. I had a dream, and not like the ones I usually have. This dream was different, but just as powerful.

He was maybe ten, with big blue eyes and brown hair. I asked him if I could name him Chuckie after my friend. He said no, that he wanted his name to be Ethan. We talked about things that made no sense but that seemed important to him. Then he got up to leave.

“Remember, Dad, Ethan is my name.”

“Ryder?” Julianna’s hand caresses my face. I haven’t grown my beard back yet. She likes being able to see my face, and I like the feel of her cunt.

“Hey, Bellezza. You feeling okay?” I pull her into my arms.

She looks up at me. “I’m freakin’ tired. Remind me again what I was thinking tearing our house apart when I’m about to have a baby.”

I sigh and lift her up. She squeals about being too heavy, and I walk us into our room. Thank fuck, I had her fix it first. She decided the master bathroom had to be completely redone, and that French doors opening out to a balcony were a must.

The 3 Designing Blondes do amazing work, and our bedroom looks fantastic. It’s also huge, so I fit.

Let’s be honest: I feel complete anywhere with Julianna. I lie her on our bed and start to undress her.

She smiles up at me. “I love you so much.” Her voice makes my already hard dick leak. I toss her tennis shoes off, then she reaches for my cut and we undress each other.

She kicks off her panties, and I groan at how stunning she is. She licks her lips and scoots back as her large, full breasts and hard nipples taunt me. Her hair spills onto the pillow like golden strands of honey.

Lowering myself, I touch her stomach and smile as I feel my son kick. Then I move on to her breasts.

“Ryder, careful. They’re sensitive today…” She moans as I take her nipple in my mouth and suck hard.

“I need a shower, I’m dirty,” she rasps while my tongue flicks back and forth on her hard bud.

“We can take a shower together later.” My mouth latches on to her neck and I suck and lick, tasting her.

“Ryder.” She sighs, wrapping her hands in my hair, almost guiding my lips to her drenched cunt.

I grin. She’s insatiable. She begs me to fuck her at least three times a day, so my cock acting like he’s ready to go off already is bullshit.

“What do you need, baby?” I raise myself to look at her.

“You,” she snips.

I raise a brow at her. “Easy, my love.”

“Ryder, just do it.” She opens her legs farther and I smile and glance down.

“Yes, this is a very pretty pussy.” I lean down and spread her lips, licking her clit until she arches into my mouth.

“What do you need, Julianna?” I demand, looking up at her.

Her eyes darken and narrow. “I need you to eat my cunt and make me come.”

“That’s right, and since you were such a good girl…” When I lower my mouth, her head falls back, and I eat her slick, wet cunt, rubbing my tongue back and forth across her clit.

“Ryder.” Breathing in and out, she grabs our sheets and tenses.

“Yeah, that’s it, my love. Come in my mouth.” I latch on to her and suck as her pretty pussy contracts and pulses in my mouth. After one more suck, I turn her to her side and lie down behind her, reaching for her leg. I open her, grab my cock, and line it up at her entrance, then slide into her slick core.

“Deep,” I hiss, the pleasure making my eyes roll back as I let her adjust to my thick cock. Then I pull her leg up farther as I start to move.

“Ryder,” she groans as my dick hits her spot over and over.

“That’s my good girl. You want to come again?” I growl in her ear, then bite her earlobe.

Her pussy clenches. My cock gets harder. “Yes,” she purrs, “can I come?”

I pull out and slide in again, watching my wet dick plunge in and out of her.

“No. Not yet. Fuck, I love watching my cock going in and out of you.” I grunt as I let go of her leg.

“Ryder…”

She pants and I smile. “Such a greedy girl.” My hips pick up speed and I fuck her deeper, harder. My nostrils flare as my stomach muscles tighten.

“Jesus Christ, you feel good. I can’t get enough.” Reaching over, I rub her clit.

“I’m going to come,” she warns. It’s not needed as I feel her cunt contract on my cock and let the pleasure pull me over. I shoot my hot seed deep inside her and she orgasms, screaming my name, her pussy pulsing.

Over and over, I pound into her. Reaching over, she digs her nails into my hips.

“You came without permission,” I say, grabbing her hair, forcing her head back.

She smiles, trying to catch her breath. “I know. I guess I’m a bad girl.”

Her apple scent invades my nostrils. I stay inside her.

“I guess you are. You know what happens to bad girls, right?” I rasp in her ear.

“I think I need you to show me.” Her head rests back on my chest, and I smile. My heart aches as I kiss her cheek, my hand resting on her stomach. I feel everything.

Her. My child. This force that is us.

She is more than my everything; she is my soul, my very being, and I will love her, protect her, until I no longer breathe air.

“I love you.” She rests her hand on top of mine.

“I love you more,” I say as she turns toward me.

Our eyes lock.

She feels it. I grin and lower my mouth to hers, and everything fades as I give myself to her.
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Dr. Donald Davis

Present

Manhattan, NY

 

“Your knee has healed like a champ,” I say to my patient. “Now, that doesn’t mean go run a marathon.” I chuckle, typing some notes into my computer.

He pulls his dress slacks on, then steps off the examining table, a feat he wouldn’t have managed before the surgery.

“After the farce of the last knee replacement, and what happened beyond that…” His jaw tightens. “I didn’t think I’d ever feel good again. I have you to thank for that.”

Looking up at my patient, I smile. It’s what I do. I’m the best at my job. He’s not my most famous patient—I’m the orthopedic doctor to world-renowned athletes and superstars—but he’s by far the most infamous and dangerous one. I finish my notes and set my computer on the counter to my left.

“How’s your exquisite wife doing? Be sure to say hello from me.” I’ve known Savannah, Aidan’s wife, for years. Her father is one of my patients. Just the mention of his wife makes his handsome face soften.

“She’s good, and I will.”

“It’s crazy how time flies.” I shake my head and snort. “Never could get Dagger to listen to me about jumping off the stage.”

“You should have spoken to Lorelei. You know she’s the only one who can make Dagger Daniels listen.” His lips don’t exactly curve into a grin, but there’s warmth in his eyes. He holds out his hand, and I take it. His fingers clamp down on mine and, with an intensity that has the breath freezing in my chest, tells me, “You need anything, you let me know.” His voice ricochets around the room and settles into my brain. These are the words I’ve been waiting for, painfully coveting from him, and finally, I’m rewarded.

God does love me.

He has sent me someone as powerful as a Disciple, a man who doesn’t need to answer to anyone but himself, a man who has no fear.

Yes, I’m blessed.

I let my eyes mist with tears as I stare at him and clear my throat. “There is something I’m concerned about, actually. Well, I’m terrified, to be frank.”

He’s an impossible man to read, but the skin around his eyes tightens faintly. Relief hits me. For him, that’s the equivalent of a frown. There’s a fine line to getting what you need. I’ve tried using my wealth, but that failed. Now, I will use him.

I don’t believe in chance.

I believe in God and what He tells me.

And Aidan O’Donnelly, the new head of the Five Points Mob, is my angel of darkness. My last chance.

“How can I help?” he asks quietly.

“My daughter.” I sigh and look up at the ceiling. “The reason I dye my hair is because of her.” I sigh again. “She’s like her mother. I barely survived losing her, and I don’t think I can survive another loss. I just can’t lose hope.”

My mind flashes to my beautiful Isabelle, her blond curls dancing around her chubby, rosy cheeks. Always a battle with her weight. My ignorant wife thinking it was fine to feed her anything she desired. Diet is important for children. She didn’t understand that, but she didn’t understand a lot of things. It’s why getting rid of her was a necessity. She was a hindrance to herself and my child, trying to turn Isabelle against me.

“We all deal with grief differently, and Isabelle, that’s my daughter, is delicate. Her mind is fragile, which is why I need her back, so at least I can make sure she takes her medication.”

“You know where she is?” he queries calmly as he slips his hands into his pockets, straightening to his full height because of the surgery I performed on his knee. If it weren’t for me, he’d still be limping, would still be relying on drugs to manage his pain.

He owes me.

But you don’t tell a man this dangerous something like that.

I close my eyes as I send a quick prayer of gratitude that this is it. This man is going to deliver me my daughter. Isabelle will be returned, and I’ll never let her leave again. I need to make sure I get new bars on her windows.

“Dr. Davis?” Aidan’s voice makes my eyes pop open.

“Yes, sorry.”

He frowns, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You know my reputation, Doctor. Family is everything to the O’Donnellys. You don’t need to apologize for worrying about your daughter.”

I nod. “I was going to retire, but to be honest, work has kept me sane.”

He gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Well, I’m grateful you didn’t. Where would I be without you?” His tone shifts. Just a notch. He knows he owes me. “Where is she?”

“She’s gotten caught up with some motorcycle gang in Los Angeles.”

He quirks a brow. “Which club?”

“The Disciples,” I answer, barely able to breathe. My cock, which rarely gets hard anymore, swells, letting me know that indeed, my day is near.

“They’ve been in the press recently,” is all Aidan says.

“I went to the police and the FBI. How could I not? Especially with that one being on trial for triple murder.”

“Ryder. He was acquitted,” he says slowly, watching me with a concerning intensity. I look away, starting to worry that Aidan knows more about the Disciples than he’s letting on. A man like him knows all, hears all…

“And Isabelle is with them?”

For a moment I almost back down. I mean, if he finds out my plans…

“She was. She’s calling herself Cindy now. The sad fact is she’s sick, mentally. She got that from my late wife. I’m convinced they’ve brainwashed her and are forcing her to… My worry is that she’s being…” My eyes well up with tears as if I can say no more.

My unspoken fear, combined with the tears, seem to hook him. As his eyes narrow, he gruffly tells me, “You don’t need to say another word. It’ll be my pleasure to untangle this situation for you.”

My heart starts to pound, and I have to take a deep breath before I can speak. “Thank you. You have no idea what this means.”

He nods once. “Consider it done.”


 

 

I hope you loved Ryder and Julianna’s story as much as I did. If you want to read more about my Disciples, go back to my dirty-talking, unbelievably hot president, Blade McCormick, and his amazing Queen.

Download Lethal

 

LETHAL

 

Curious about Gia? Julianna’s best friend. Meet my Rock God, Rhys Granger, and his forbidden muse. Download Rise.  

 

RISE

 

 

Did you recognize Rex from The Sinners?

Or Aidan O’Donnelly, the new head of the Five Points Mob?

 

I have a SURPRISE!

 

I’m beyond excited to announce that I am co-authoring Filthy Disciple with the incredibly talented Serena Akeroyd!

For all of my loyal fans who worried Cindy wouldn’t get her story…

It’s coming!

 

PREORDER FILTHY DISCIPLE NOW

 

 

Make sure you join my reader group, Robbins Entitled

We have exclusive giveaways, excerpts, and occasional visits from hot men. Plus, you’ll be one of the first to find out what I’m up to.

 

 

FREE BOOKS

 

I have two FREE books for you!

Dive into my naughty world of Axel Fontaine’s and Rhys Granger’s early days!

Sign up for my newsletter HERE and receive Rock God Twins for FREE!

https://dl.bookfunnel.com/j6dlie17py

 

 

Meet Billionaire Jax Saddington in my short story, The Encounter, FREE with Prolific Works when you sign up for my newsletter HERE!

You have the opportunity to grab 29 other freebies as well when you click the link!


 

 

Want to read more by me?

All my books are available in Kindle Unlimited and Audio!

 

 

THE DISCIPLES SERIES

 

LETHAL

Lethal on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Devon Grace

 

ATONE

Atone on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Veronica Parker

 

REPENT

Repent on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Reagan West

 

IGNITE

Ignite on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Sarah Puckett

 

FORCE

Force on audio

 

ROCK GOD SERIES

 

RISE

Rise on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Sarah Puckett

 

The Entitled Duet

THE ENTITLED

The Entitled on audio

Narrated by Liam DiCosimo & Virginia Rose

 

THE ENLIGHTENED

The Enlightened on audio

Narrated by Liam DiCosimo & Virginia Rose

 

THE ENCOUNTER (FREE)

ADD Jax & Ava’s full story to your TBR HERE

 

LETHAL

Lethal on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Devon Grace

 

Blade McCormick is not a nice guy.

He’s pure adrenaline and smells like smoke and leather—the kind of guy you look at and know he’s going to be a combination of nasty and irresistible. The moment I allowed myself to touch his hot skin and kiss his full lips, I. Was. Done.

Like currency, I’ve become part of a transaction. Blade took me to pay off a debt. I try to tell myself, Eve, you should hate him. He’s a bad guy. But then again, I’m not a good girl. Blade’s the president of the Disciples, the notorious motorcycle club. I should be frightened, yet somehow, he doesn’t scare me. If anything, I think I scare him.

It takes a lot of work to become the club’s Queen, but I’ll stop at nothing to have the King!

 

ATONE

Atone on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Veronica Parker

 

I don’t apologize or regret the destruction I’m about to cause. I’m at peace with what I must do… nothing can or will stand in my way. Not even the raven-haired beauty with golden eyes who haunts my dreams.

No one is innocent in the story of my life. Fairy tales don’t exist!

I. Make. No. Excuses.

Everyone needs to atone, and I’m the man who is going to see to it.

 

REPENT

Repent on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Reagan West

 

There are two sides to every story.

I fell in love with a redheaded boy, a boy who was kind and good.

Until he wasn’t.

He broke my heart once, twice… I’ve lost count. Like a dark god, he haunts me. He smells like smoke and cinnamon, with danger seeping from every pore. He is my savior, my lover, exciting and addictive.

I should’ve seen it coming…

Never trust a Disciple. You have to sell your soul to the devil to get one to love you. I would.

I did.

My name is Dolores Dunghart, and I might have done the unforgivable.

I don’t care if you judge me… I’ve judged myself.

But this is how we live.

And this is our love story.

Edge and Dolly forever.

 

IGNITE

Ignite on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Sarah Puckett

 

ANTOINETTE

Axel Fontaine has a giant…

At least that’s what everyone says. Unfortunately, it’s true.

All. Of. It.

He’s dangerous, scary, and addictive. Without a doubt, the last person I should fall for is the VP of the Disciples MC.

I’m out of my league.

He’s a six-foot-four, blue-eyed biker god.

I’m an ex-ballerina turned stripper who should run away.

But how do you escape the one man who ignites your body and consumes your very soul?

Axel doesn’t do relationships. But I’m betting on ME to change his mind.

 

AXEL

I don’t do relationships. I don’t do drama, and I definitely don’t do love.

I’m not Prince Charming. I’m the VP of the Disciples and the club is my family.

The last thing I need is a violet-eyed enchantress who smells like candy and has some sort of voodoo chemistry that’s messing with my mind.

She needs to go.

She’s a distraction… a weakness I can’t have.

Men like me fall in lust, not love.

So, why is she still here?

 

Force

Force on audio

 

I’ve made two impulsive decisions in my life, and both have involved the notorious enforcer of the Disciples MC.

The first, I humiliated myself by spying on him.The second, I decided to throw caution to the wind and show up at probably the worst possible time.He’s dangerous, demanding, and able to consume me with just one look.He’s also on trial for murder, and no one in his club trusts me.You’d think I’d run. I mean, the cards are stacked against us.But I can’t escape my need, this all-consuming pull I have with him.He may be wrong for me, but he’s the very force that brings me to life.

Who’s ready to stage dive into Rhys and Gia’s uncontrollable attraction?

 

RISE

Rise on audio

Narrated by Troy Duran & Sarah Puckett

 

I know what I want.

So when opportunity knocked, I took it. I grabbed my shot, willing to do anything to make it happen.

From the beginning, I knew I was destined to be with the six-foot-four, bourbon-eyed Rock God. Only back in the early days he wasn’t a god.

Rhys Granger was my brother’s friend, the boy next door who wrote verses and played his guitar in our garage. He was talented. Exciting. Damaged. The kind of guy who made all the girls cry…

Except for me. I thought I was special. Turns out I’m not.

And now… I despise him.

He’s the lead singer of the Stuffed Muffins, one of the biggest bands in the world, with dark hair, full lips, and a body to die for.

Unfortunately, he’s a dick.

Not, that I care anymore. I have my own career. I’m successful in my own right. So, when offered another once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, I happily turn it down.

But the universe has other plans, and I’m forced back into the savagely glamorous world of rock ’n’ roll. Thrust into battling his seductive smile, his dangerous kisses, and my own addictive needs.

He might be a Rock God, but he’s also a man. And I’m the woman he never saw coming.

 

Don’t forget to follow THE STUFFED MUFFINS on Instagram for VIP ACCESS!

 

Stalk the naughty bad boys of rock ’n’ roll!

Discover deliciously HOT Reed Saddington! Venture into my angsty billionaire world of The Entitled.

 

The Entitled

The Entitled on audio

Narrated by Liam DiCosimo & Virginia Rose

 

People say you can’t find your soulmate at eight years old. I did.

I found Reed and loved him more than I loved myself.We were young… beautiful… entitled.Money and private schools, our families’ lavish parties and posh, New York City apartments—it was all mere window dressing. What was real was our obsessive love, which grew right along with us as we moved toward adulthood. It consumed me, and only in his arms did I feel wanted and safe.

But I have a secret. It’s big and to some, unforgivable. And it’s why I let Reed destroy me, or maybe I destroyed us. Either way, I’m worse than broke—I’m broken.

Once upon a time, we were happy… Yet privilege has an ugly underside, and in the blink of an eye, my world crashed down around me.

I don’t feel entitled anymore.

The Entitled is first in The Entitled duet. Reed and Tess’s story concludes in The Enlightened.

 

The Enlightened

The Enlightened on audio

Narrated by Liam DiCosimo & Virginia Rose

 

My secret’s out. Reed knows the truth.

The destruction’s done. There’s no taking it back.

Reed took all my firsts like a shiny present. He made promises with silky words I greedily kept as truths. But the moment I faltered, he took away everything.

Now we’re both guilty of sins.

As we come together for Grandfather Ian’s funeral, it’s time to face what I’ve done—what we’ve done. The boy I’ve loved since age eight is now a man, his rage palpable, his turquoise eyes piercing me with an intensity that sets me on fire. Each delicious kiss seems to peel away our ugly past—a past we’re desperate to escape.

They say forgiveness comes from within. Can I trust him to forgive me? Have we both been enlightened?

I used to believe in the fantasy of a happily ever after. Trouble is my life’s not a fairy tale.

 

Meet Reed’s twin brother, Jax Saddington

 

The Encounter (Free)

 

I don’t know her name. All I do know is when she walked by, I felt something…A dark, consuming need.She’s alluring, haunted, and full of secrets.One night is all she’s willing to give me. I’ll take it… and her. I’m Jax Saddington, heir to the Saddington empire, and this elusive temptress is about to discover one thing: the rules don’t apply to me.

Jax & Ava’s full story is coming in 2023! Add it to your TBR.
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First, and always, to my husband and my two beautiful children. Their patience when I’m trying to figure out how to do this self-publishing journey is amazing. I love you guys more than you can imagine.

My brother Chris, my baby brother Duke, and my cousin Jake: I’m so lucky to have you. My dad and Susie, my Minnesota family: thank you for all your support.

To my editor Nikki Busch: You are the best at what you do. You truly make all my stories incredible. Not only are you a wonderful friend, but I would be lost without you.

Michelle Clay and Annette Brignac: What can I say besides you two complete me! I’m beyond honored to be part of our Tribe, but also to call you both my best friends. When I ask for 100 percent, you give me 150 percent, and I love you both so much.

To Candi Kane PR, my master at calm: You’re simply fantastic! Best PR ever! To my incredibly talented cover designer Lori Jackson: You amaze me with how you understand my vision and bring it to life. Thank you. Elaine York: you’re a genius at making the inside of my books look so incredibly beautiful. Betty at Tease Diaries – Ms Betty’s Design Studio, you know my vision and make the most beautiful teasers. Thank you, Michelle Lancaster and Jay Lam for my incredibly hot cover and video!

I have, without a doubt, the best betas: Michelle, Annette, and Rea, thank you from the bottom of my heart.

A very special thank you to Rea Loftis. You’re Magnificent! Not only are you a talented poet…add kick ass photographer to the list. Thank you for capturing the brotherhood of my Disciples, and graciously allowing me to use it in the paperback. You’re such a good friend.

To my incredible team: Without you I could not do this. You’re all so special to me. Megan, Kelly, Teresa, Melinda, Cameel, Heather, Cat, Cindy, Erin, Gladys, Rebecca, Stephanie, Tammy, Jennifer, Robyn, Myen, Chayo, Stracey, Violet, Nichole, Mandy, Melissa, Tiffany, Laura, Lucia, Danielle, Clayr, and Sophie: Any magic that happens to me, just know that all of you are part of it. Your friendships and support mean the world to me. Love you all so much.

To my reader group, Robbins Entitled: I adore all of you, and am honored to be able to get to know you all. It makes my day to get up and talk to you.

Huge thank you to all the amazing bloggers, IG bookstagrammers, and TikTokers who supported this release. I’m beyond grateful for your sharing of Ryder and Julianna.

Last, and most importantly, I thank you, my readers.

You’re what matters most.
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Cassandra




 

 

 

[image: ]

 

Cassandra Robbins is a USA Today, Amazon Top 100, KDP All-Star, and international bestselling author. She threatened to write a romance novel for years, and finally let the voices take over with her debut novel, The Entitled. She’s a self-proclaimed hopeless romantic, driven to create obsessive, angst-filled characters who have to fight for their happily ever after. Cassandra resides in Los Angeles with her hot husband, two beautiful children, and a fluffy Samoyed, Stanley, and Goldendoodle, Fozzie. Her family and friends are her lifeline, but writing is her passion.
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