
To all the women who dare to break free from their chains and rewrite their own stories.
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Lucio’s the kind of danger you’d want to run away from...
But we all know you won’t.

Trigger Warnings List

Violence
Physical violence
Sexual abuse
Sexual harassment
Rape
Torture
Violence against women/men
Stalking
Kidnapping
Forced confinement
Honor-based violence
Emotional and Psychological
Emotional/mental abuse
Gaslighting
Manipulation
Anxiety disorders
Panic attacks
Depression
Self-harm
Suicidal thoughts or actions
Trauma
Phobias and Health
Fear of vomiting (emetophobia)
Illness (severe or terminal illness)
Medical procedures
Graphic injuries and blood
Death and dying
Discrimination and Misconduct 
Sexism
Break-ins
Armed robbery
Criminal activities
Hostage situations
Murder
Drug trafficking
Sex work
Human trafficking
Infidelity in relationships
Forced marriage or relationships
Toxic relationships
Explicit Content
Sexually explicit scenes
Alcohol abuse
Drug use (hard drugs and soft drugs)
Gambling addiction
Financial abuse
Conflict and Secrets
War and conflicts
Coercive control
Domestic abuse

Introduction

This book is the words I never got to speak. For years, I carried them in silence, unsure if they would ever find a place in the world. If you’ve ever felt invisible, overlooked, or dismissed, you know how heavy that silence can be. These pages are here to break it, and to remind you that your story matters. Always.

The road that brought me here was an inward one. A search for who I was, beyond fear, doubt, and the limits I’d set for myself. It was a fight I fought quietly, every day, not against the world, but within my own mind. It wasn’t always clear where it would lead, but each step brought me closer to the person I knew I could be.

This book is not just a story; it’s a turning point. A piece of proof that you can face yourself, stand in your own truth, and choose your own path, no matter how uncertain it feels at the start. My hope is that something within these pages sparks the same fire in you. That you find the courage to listen to your own voice, to honour it, and to follow it wherever it leads.

Above all, remember this: believing in yourself is the most powerful thing you can do, and no one can ever take that away from you.
Xo Alyssa Cross
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I've been holding it in for dear life for the past three hours because I don't particularly enjoy using public bathrooms in pubs. I hadn't even planned on going to Bailey's, especially considering Lily and I had already been thrown out of this place multiple times for embarrassing reasons. The last time involved seven shots of tequila and Lily flashing the entire bar like it was Mardi Gras. We're not allowed near the pool table anymore.

But after the day I've had, I just needed to get out. Clear my head. Feel the wind on my face and pretend, even for a few minutes, that I'm someone else. Someone with a normal life. Someone who isn't so fucking tired all the time. I didn't plan on stopping. I was just going to ride until my head went quiet. But somewhere along the way, my bladder decided otherwise, and this shithole happened to be the closest option. Unfortunately, it also happened to be the least appealing.

I weave my way through a crowd of broad-shouldered men, each of them giving me a quick once-over as I make my way toward the toilets. I ignore them. I'm too exhausted to care.

My black fitted T-shirt clings to my skin, and my leather riding trousers feel heavy after hours on the bike. I just want to pee, get back on my bike, and go home. That's it. That's the entire plan.

The thought of all the bacteria multiplying on the toilet seat makes my stomach churn.

Once I reach the door, I pull it open with the hem of my shirt and pause for a few seconds, listening carefully to make sure I don't hear any suspicious sounds coming from inside before stepping in.

I glance around and grimace at the pungent smell of urine hanging in the air.

Lovely.

I pick a stall and work my way out of my riding trousers, which takes longer than I'd like because leather doesn't exactly cooperate. I hover awkwardly over the toilet seat, wondering how many other women do this exact same thing in this exact same pub.

When I'm done, I grab some toilet paper, wipe, and toss it between my legs. I grab another piece and use it as a protective barrier between my hand and the flush button.

For a brief moment, I stand still, thinking I heard something — footsteps, maybe? — while the toilet lets out an unnecessarily loud flush.

Whatever. I'm paranoid. It's been a long day.

I pull my trousers back up and use the same toilet paper to open the stall door before tossing it behind me into the toilet.

As I walk past the stalls toward the sinks, I hear another stall door slam open behind me. I freeze.

The moment I turn around, a large figure dressed entirely in black steps toward me. Blond hair. Broad shoulders. Eyes that lock onto mine like he's been waiting. I instinctively recoil.

"Alaïa," he says, and my blood turns to ice. "You should be more careful with a body that seductive. I'm probably not the only one putting this much effort into getting between your legs."

He knows my name. He knows my fucking name.

My stomach drops as something cold slithers through me. His voice, there's something familiar about it. Something that makes my skin crawl in a way I can't explain. I don't recognise his face, but my body does. My body wants to run. I force myself to stay composed. Show fear and you're already losing.

"What the fuck? You think I'm going to be intimidated by some random creep in a disgusting toilets?” I snap, keeping my voice steady. "I have no clue who you are, so if you don't mind, I need to wash my hands."

That's a lie.

Some part of me knows exactly what he is. I just can't let myself think about it.

"I thought you'd be a little more generous with me," he says, tilting his head. "Too bad."

Before I can say anything, he grabs me by the throat and drags me toward the sinks. His grip is brutal, practiced. Like he's done this before.

"Turn around for me, little skank. I want to feel how tight you are."

"Get the fuck off me!" I shout, swinging at him, but he dodges easily and catches my arm. He shoves me forward against the sinks, and I feel his hands grabbing at my waist, trying to find the zip on my trousers. "Let go of me!"

"Don't resist, Alaïa," he breathes against my ear, "or I'll have to make sure you stay still."

A violent shiver runs through me. My heart slams against my ribs. The room shrinks, walls pressing in, air thinning, that old familiar panic clawing up my throat. I know this feeling. I know it too well. And I refuse to let it win. While I struggle and he fumbles with my trousers, leather isn't as easy as he expected, my eyes land on a steel soap dispenser through the strands of my copper hair. I feel him shifting behind me, one hand leaving my wrist to deal with his own pants.

Now.

I throw my head back as hard as I can, slamming it into his face. I hear the crack, feel the impact vibrate through my skull. I grab the soap dispenser and spin around, smashing it against the side of his head with everything I have.

"Fuck! You fucking bitch!" he roars, stumbling back.

I bolt toward the door.

"You shouldn't have done that, Alaïa!" he bellows behind me.

I throw the door open and hear him chasing after me, his footsteps heavy and furious.

"Move!" I shout at the crowd of men blocking my path, and they step aside in alarm.

"Got rejected, big guy?" someone calls out behind me, and my stomach lurches because that means he's still coming.

Why the hell was I stupid enough to come to this damn pub alone?

I weave through the crowd, the music pounding through my skull, syncing with the frantic rhythm of my heartbeat until I can't tell which is which. My head spins. I glance over my shoulder and catch sight of him, blond hair, black clothes, shoving through bodies to get to me. I run.

Keys. Where are my keys?

I shove my hand into the zippered pocket on my riding trousers. Got them. I burst through the doors and immediately turn left, trying to disappear into a group of people gathered near the entrance.

Panting, I scan the car park for my bike while fumbling for the right key. Once I reach it, I yank at the padlock and pull the chain through the opening in my helmet. I let the padlock drop to the ground, no time, and swing my leg over the bike. Helmet on. Key in the ignition. My hands are shaking so badly I almost miss the slot.

I see him approaching. Fast. I start my bike and kick off the stand, catching him from the corner of my eye as he breaks into a sprint. I close my visor and twist the throttle just as his hand clamps around my arm. The bike tips violently against my left leg, nearly throwing me. I struggle against his grip while fighting to keep the weight from crushing me.

"Come here, you pathetic little whore," he snarls, "and I'll show you what happens to girls who think they can act tough!"

I lift my left leg and kick as hard as I can into his knee. He buckles forward, and I slam my helmet into his face with everything I have left. I shift into gear, twist the throttle open, and throw my weight forward. I weave through the car park between parked cars and push harder as I speed toward the road. My hands are still shaking. My whole body is shaking. But I'm moving. I'm out.

I head for the motorway, taking the main road that runs past the airport. I turn onto Oak Street and accelerate as the long stretch of empty road opens up in front of me. The wind cools the tears I didn't realise were streaming down my face.

For a moment, I let myself believe it's over. Then bright headlights flood my mirrors. A car. Closing fast. I furrow my brows and glance back. Could be anyone. Could be nothing. It pulls up beside me. Through the window, I see blond hair. That same sick face. My stomach drops. He followed me. He got in his car and followed me. This isn't some opportunistic creep, he's not giving up. I twist the throttle harder, trying to put distance between us. My bike screams beneath me. But instead of falling back, he speeds ahead, cuts in front of me, and slams on his brakes. I swerve hard, barely keeping the bike upright. He tries again. And again. I weave across the road, desperate to shake him, but he matches every move. He knows what he's doing. He's done this before too.

He accelerates one more time, pulls up beside me, and through my visor I catch his face — that sick, satisfied grin. Like he's already won. His steering wheel jerks right. Metal collides with my left side. The impact doesn't register as pain at first, just force, sudden and massive, like being shoved by something impossibly strong.

My hands rip from the handlebars. My bike disappears beneath me. I'm airborne. The world tilts. Road below, sky sideways. I have just enough time to think this is going to be bad before I hit. My shoulder takes the first impact and I hear myself scream — raw, involuntary — before the rest of my body follows. My hip slams into the tarmac, then my helmet cracks against the ground so hard the visor shatters.

I roll. Once. Twice. Gravel and road tearing through my clothes, my skin, shredding the sleeve of my T-shirt. I can't tell which way is up anymore. 

I stop in the ditch. For a second, nothing. Just high-pitched endless ringing, like my brain is trying to reboot.

I can't breathe. I claw at my helmet, yanking it off and gasping for air. Grass presses against my cheek. Dirt in my mouth. Then the pain catches up. Shoulder. Ribs. Arm. Everything screaming at once. I try to breathe and it comes out wet and shallow. That's probably not good. I need to get up.

I try to push onto my elbows and white-hot pain shoots through my shoulder. My arms give out. My face hits the dirt again.

Through blurred vision, I see my bike lying on its side about fifty metres away, headlight still on, pointing at nothing.

The car has stopped further up the road. The driver's door opens.

No.

He steps out. Slow. Unhurried. Like he has all the time in the world. Like he knows I can't run. I drag myself forward, fingernails clawing into the dirt. My shoulder isn't working properly. It feels warm and slick, and when I glance at my arm I see blood soaking through the shredded fabric of my sleeve, dark and glistening. That's a lot of blood.

I try again. Roll onto my stomach. Get my hands under me. My vision swims and I have to stop, forehead pressed into the ground, just trying not to pass out.

His footsteps crunch on gravel. Steady. Calm. He reaches me and I try to shrink back, but there's nowhere to go.

"Help!" I scream.

"Nobody's coming to help you, Alaïa," he laughs, grabbing me and flipping me onto my back.

I scream and fight, but my body won't cooperate. Everything hurts. Everything is slow. I'm not strong enough. I was never strong enough.

"Please, stop!" I cry, tears burning my eyes.

"If you stop resisting, it'll be over quickly," he mutters, undoing his trousers with one hand while the other pins me down. He grabs the collar of my shirt and tears it open. The cold air hits my skin and something breaks inside me.

This is it. This is how it happens. On the side of a road, alone, with no one coming.

"Help!" I scream again, but my voice cracks.

Who am I even screaming for?

And then, distant, the sound of a motorcycle.

"Help!"

"Shut up, bitch," he snarls, grabbing at my ruined trousers, yanking at what's left of the fabric.

Through my blurred, tear-filled vision, I see a bright headlight cutting through the darkness. A silhouette. Moving fast.

"Help," I manage, barely a whisper.

I can't breathe. I can't think. My mind is drifting, pulling away from my body like it doesn't want to be here for what comes next.

Shouting. Someone shouting. Panic radiating off the man above me. I feel it shift, feel his weight change. And then —

BANG! BANG! BANG!
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The gunshots echo somewhere far away. Or maybe close. I can't tell anymore. Everything feels muffled, like I'm underwater. I see the man above me jerk — once, twice, three times, before he collapses. His weight crashes onto me for a split second before it's gone, dragged off, and I'm staring up at the night sky.

I should move. I should do something. But my body doesn't respond. My mind is drifting, floating somewhere above me, watching this happen to someone else. Darkness creeps into the edges of my vision, and I let it take me.

"Hey." The voice pulls me back. "Hey, it's okay. You're safe. Are you hurt? Can you move?"

I blink. My eyes sting. Tears are still rolling down my face, but I don't remember crying. There's a figure crouched beside me, helmet on, visor up. I can't answer. My mouth won't form words. He looks at me for a moment, assessing, and then takes off his jacket and drapes it over my body. Over my exposed chest.

Right. My shirt is gone.

I feel the leather settle over my skin, warm from his body, and something in me cracks.

"Come on, let me help you sit up," he says, his voice steady. Not panicked. Not disgusted. Just calm.

He carefully helps me into a sitting position and the world tilts violently. I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the nausea to pass.

When I open them again, I notice the body. It's lying about ten metres away. Motionless. Dark liquid pooling beneath it, spreading slowly across the tarmac. I stare at it. I should feel something. Horror, maybe. Relief. Something. But there's just... nothing. A hollow numbness where a reaction should be. He's dead. The man who tried to— He's dead. And I watched it happen. And I feel nothing.

The shock crashes over me in waves and my body starts trembling, adrenaline flooding through me with nowhere to go. My teeth chatter. I can't make it stop.

The biker stands and walks back to his motorcycle. For a brief, irrational moment I think he's leaving, and my chest seizes. But he returns a moment later with a pair of pants and a bottle of water.

He opens it before handing it to me. I can feel my heartbeat pounding through every inch of my body — my throat, my fingertips, my skull.

I take the bottle and immediately feel embarrassed when I notice how badly my hand is shaking. Water splashes over the rim.

"Drink," he says firmly, and I do as he says.

After forcing myself to calm down a little, after my tears finally stop blurring my vision and I wipe my face dry with my sleeve, carefully, because my shoulder screams when I lift my arm, I decide to look at the biker who just saved me. I immediately regret it.

Through his open visor, I stare into the deepest brown eyes I have ever seen, and my traitorous heart decides to skip a beat. His dark eyebrows only make his gaze more intense, and I swallow hard. As I get lost in those piercing eyes, heat creeps into my cheeks as I suddenly remember I'm practically naked from the waist down. My pants are shredded, barely covering anything. Panic starts creeping in again, and just as I feel it threatening to take over, the biker interrupts my spiralling thoughts.

"Come on, let me help you out of this terrible situation," he says as he starts sliding the joggers over my foot. "I'll give you some privacy."

He looks away, and something about that small gesture, the respect in it, the care, makes my throat tighten. I place the bottle on the ground and try to stand, hoping, but failing, to pull the pants up any farther. My legs are scraped to hell and they shake beneath me, refusing to hold my weight.

"Can you help me?" I ask, feeling my cheeks flush again. "I can't get up."

"Sorry, of course," he says, immediately reaching his arm out toward me while still looking the other way. I had never felt so respected in a situation where I had lost every bit of dignity less than five minutes ago.

I pull myself up using his arm, biting back a groan as my shoulder protests violently, and slide the joggers over my legs. They're grey joggers that are far too big, so I tighten them around my waist with clumsy, trembling fingers.

"Thank you," I manage to say quietly.

"Are you okay?" he asks.

No.

"Yes, I'm okay," I lie.

He doesn't push. He just nods, like he understands I need the lie right now.

"Come on, let's take a look at the damage to your bike," he says, helping me forward.

I shuffle behind him, trying to ignore the way my body protests every step. My legs ache, my shoulder throbs, and I can feel blood still seeping through the makeshift pressure of the jacket pressed against my arm. I stumble and suddenly can't move any farther.

The owner of the grey joggers glances at me from the corner of his eye and notices me limping behind him like a lost puppy. He turns around and supports me as we continue toward my bike. His sturdy hand and long fingers settle against my side, carefully avoiding my injured shoulder, and goosebumps spread across my skin as I become painfully aware of his touch.

I try not to think about the body we're walking away from. The one lying in a pool of blood behind us. The one he put there. My bike had slid almost thirty metres after I was thrown from it. My stomach tightens as we get closer and I see that the wrap on my bike is badly damaged. It lies there like a wilted flower on the pavement, and suddenly I feel like crying. Again.

"I hope I can still fix it," I whisper to myself.

As we get closer, I notice that the entire right side is ruined. My right foot peg has snapped off, and even my mirror is nowhere to be found. I feel my heart slowly breaking with every new piece of damage I discover.

"This is going to be an expensive joke," I mutter. "I loved this bike." I groan as I kneel down, slowly, painfully, and run my hands over the scratches and damage.

"I don't think you're going to fix your bike by petting it, pavement princess," the owner of the grey joggers remarks.

"I—... Pavement princess?!" I shout in disbelief.

I whip around and stare at his visor, only to hear him burst out laughing.

Holy hell.

I don't even know what this rude asshole looks like, but that laugh just sent me straight to heaven. A surprised laugh escapes me before I can stop it, and for a second I don't understand why I'm laughing. A man just tried to rape me. Another man just shot him dead. I'm bleeding, half-naked, and my bike is destroyed. And I'm laughing.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

I force myself to focus, narrowing my eyes at him instead.

"Let's not focus on the damage you caused to the pavement, Mr. Pipa."

"Mr... Mr. Pipa?" he asks, furrowing his eyebrows in confusion.

"Pipa," I repeat. "It's Spanish. Means gun." I gesture vaguely toward his hip, where I assume the weapon is. "You just shot a guy. Figured it fits."

He stares at me for a second, and through his visor I watch his confused expression slowly shift into amusement. Something like respect flickers in those brown eyes. My laughter fades as reality crashes back into me and I remember what just happened.

I glance toward the motionless body in the distance. It hasn't moved. Of course it hasn't. Dead things don't move.

"What are we going to do about the jerk you just shot?" I ask quietly.
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The tiny sun-kissed girl I had just saved didn't look so sun-kissed anymore after glancing at the body lying lifeless on the side of the road. I hadn't wanted to involve her in the way I chose to save her from creatures like the corpse bleeding out on the pavement. But there wasn't exactly time to get creative. I saw what was happening, and I handled it the way I handle most things.

Three rounds, centre mass. Problem solved.

I'd been heading home through the backroads like I always do. Sunflower Valley sits on the southern outskirts of London, countryside enough to breathe, close enough to handle business in the city when I need to. It isn't far from Oak Street, and the motorways are full of police who ask too many questions. I wasn't expecting to stumble into this. Wasn't expecting her. I had seen the concern in her eyes the moment she asked me what we were going to do about the body. She's not stupid. She knows dead men don't disappear on their own.

"I'll take care of it, don't worry," I say, trying to reassure her.

Mission failed.

"What do you mean, you'll take care of it? What's that even supposed to mean?" she blurts out. "I actually don't know why I trust you, considering you just shot someone. That doesn't exactly make you any better than the idiot lying there."

She's right. I'm not any better. The only difference between me and the corpse on the ground is that I kill the ones who deserve it. At least, that's what I tell myself.

"You'd be stupid to trust me, so I don't expect you to," I say, trying to reassure her for a second time. "All I'm asking is that you let me handle it. You don't have to worry about it anymore."

I've cleaned up worse. It won't be there by morning.

"What exactly do you expect me to do? Hobble my way home along the motorway with an arm that feels like it's about to fall off?" she asks, clearly overwhelmed by everything that just happened.

"I never said you had to go home alone, pavement princess," I tease her.

"And cut it out."

"Cut what out?"

"Pavement princess? Really? Out of all the things you could call me, you choose that?" she asks, sounding offended.

"I'm kidding. I'll take you home. Your bike can be a problem for later. We need to get that arm checked out," I say, nodding toward her shoulder. Blood is still seeping through my jacket where she's got it pressed against the wound.

"I'm fine," she says, looking pale.

"Miss, you are definitely not fine. I'll take you to the hospital, then I'll take you home. That wound is going to get infected if you stay around that corpse for another five minutes."

"Very funny, whatever. I hope you didn't get your driving license with a pack of butter, Mr. Pipa," she says sarcastically.

Despite everything — the blood, the body, the fact that she nearly died tonight — she's still got a mouth on her. I don't know if that's brave or insane. Maybe both.

After she climbs onto the back of my bike and wraps her arms around me, frustration immediately hits me at the way my body reacts to it. Her grip is tight, her chest pressed against my back, and I have to force myself to focus on the road.

Bad timing, idiot. The worst timing.

I keep a steady pace on the way to the hospital because despite her attitude, I don't want to put her through more stress than she's already dealt with tonight. Sometimes I can't imagine what it must be like to be a woman in certain situations. This was one of them.

The waiting room is half-empty and smells like disinfectant and stale coffee. She sits beside me with my jacket still wrapped around her, zipped up over her bare chest because her shirt didn't survive the night, and my grey joggers hanging loose on her hips. She looks ridiculous. She also looks like she's about two minutes from passing out, but she won't admit it.

Stubborn.

"You don't have to stay," she says, not looking at me.

"I know."

I don't move. She glances at me from the corner of her eye, and I catch something flicker across her face. Confusion, maybe. Like she's trying to figure out why a stranger who just killed a man is sitting in a hospital waiting room with her instead of disappearing into the night. I don't have a good answer for her. I'm not sure I have a good answer for myself.

"Do you do this often?" she asks after a while.

"Do what?"

"Kill people. Sit in hospitals. The whole package."

I almost laugh. "Not usually in this order."

She stares at me for a second, then shakes her head and looks away. "You're insane."

"Probably."

When they finally call her name, I stay in the waiting room and stare at the wall. I think about the body still lying in the ditch. I think about what I need to do once she's home safe. I think about the way her arms felt around my waist and how I shouldn't be thinking about that at all.

The doctors check her injuries, the gash on her shoulder that needed stitches, the scrapes on her arms and legs, the bruising that's already starting to bloom across her skin. They bandage her up and give her advice about rest and recovery that clearly goes in one ear and straight out the other.

Once we're done at the hospital, it's time to take her home. My body continues having mixed feelings, reacting far too eagerly every time she clings to me on the back of my bike. Her grip tightens on corners, her fingers pressing into my stomach, and I have to remind myself that she's injured, traumatised, and definitely not thinking about me the way I'm starting to think about her.

On the way to her house, my thoughts drift back to the body in the ditch on Oak Street. Fortunately, it's a road barely anyone uses at night, especially not on an ordinary Thursday. I'll handle it once she's safe inside. I always do.

When we arrive, she struggles once again to get off my bike. I put it on its stand and watch as she limps toward her veranda, still wearing my jacket like it belongs to her.

"You live alone?" I ask out of curiosity.

"Yep," she answers.

"Are you going to be alright by yourself with that arm?"

"I'm a grown woman, don't underestimate me," she says, turning to face me under the veranda light.

"I don't, I just— Whatever."

She narrows her eyebrows and smirks, and something about the expression catches me off guard. Earlier in the evening, out of respect, I hadn't looked at her much. But now, standing beneath the warm glow of the veranda light, I finally notice just how beautiful she is. Her copper locks fall around her face in messy waves, tangled from the helmet and the chaos of the night. A permanent rosy hue warms her cheeks despite how pale she'd been earlier. Her hazel eyes, still filled with defiance even after everything, catch the light and hold it. Her small, pointed nose gives her face a stubborn silhouette that matches her personality. And my jacket zipped up, oversized, half-swallowing her frame, paired with my grey joggers sitting low on her hips... she shouldn't look good. She looks like she raided a lost-and-found bin. But something about seeing her wrapped in my clothes sends a heat through my chest that I wasn't prepared for.

I clear my throat and force myself to look away.

Bad timing. Still bad timing.

I take off my helmet and run a hand through my hair, trying to reset.

"I'll check on your bike tomorrow," I say, because I need to say something that isn't what I'm actually thinking. "Get some rest, pavement princess."
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I catch myself closing my mouth after realising it had fallen open the moment he forcefully pulled off his helmet. My thighs squeeze together as I take him in, and somewhere in the back of my mind a voice whispers that this is insane.

I was almost raped less than three hours ago. My shoulder is held together with stitches. There's a dead man on Oak Street because of me. And here I am, clenching my thighs together like some touch-starved idiot because a man has nice hair.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

But I can't stop looking. His dark hair and freshly cut hairstyle give him a polished look. The sides are shaved close and blend smoothly into the longer layers on top that fall slightly forward. Probably held in place with way too much hairspray, but I have to fight the urge not to run my fingers through it. His shoulders are broad, and his well-groomed appearance somehow makes him more attractive by the second. His arms are muscular, and tattoos peek out from beneath his white T-shirt. My eyes trace the contours of his body, taking in his chest and letting my gaze slowly slide lower over his stomach before my stare suddenly freezes on his—

"Are you scanning me, princess?" he interrupts, and my face immediately turns red.

"I— No, I was... I was wondering what your name was since I wanted to thank you," I stammer.

"That didn't look like guessing my name."

"I'm going inside now. I don't know why I'm still standing here. I'm sorry if I ruined your evening, but I'm really grateful for what you've done for me tonight. I owe you. Go dig a hole for your ragdoll."

I turn around and slide my key into the lock. I can feel his eyes burning into my back, but I decide not to look over my shoulder.

What did he expect me to say? What are you even supposed to say to a stranger who just saved you from a nightmare? That definitely wasn't covered in my secondary school.

"Lucio," I hear behind me.

"What?"

"My name is Lucio. And I'm glad I found you tonight, pavement princess."

"Stop—"

"Calling you that, I know," he interrupts.

I narrow my eyebrows. "It's Alaïa."

"It was my pleasure to save you, Alaïa. I'll make sure your bike is safely parked at the airport car park by tomorrow."

My cheeks flush, and I smile shyly. Butterflies erupt in my stomach, and my eyes drift back to his ridiculously masculine body. I barely know this man. He just killed someone in front of me. And my stupid heart is doing flips like he asked me to prom.

"Time to go inside, Alaïa," he says firmly.

"Thank you. Goodbye, Lucio."

"Goodbye, stranger."

I open the front door and walk inside. The door clicks shut behind me and I lean back against it, letting my head fall against the wood. I stand there for a moment, just breathing, and then my legs give out. I slide down until I'm sitting on the floor with my knees pulled up to my chest. My fingers drift to my shoulder on instinct, brushing against the bandage beneath his jacket. His jacket. I'm still wearing it. It smells like leather and something warm underneath — cologne, maybe, or just him. I should've given it back. Now he has a reason to come back here.

Go dig a hole for your ragdoll.

I press my palms against my eyes and groan.

What the fuck is wrong with me? Who says that? I didn't hear his bike start up. Is he still standing outside?

My stomach tightens, and the warmth I'd been feeling shifts into something colder. I showed him where I live.

Why did I let him bring me home? I should've walked. I should've called a taxi. I should've made him drop me off somewhere else, anywhere else. What if he drives by here more often? What if he decides to check on me uninvited? Worse, what if he finds out what's really going on in my life?

The people I'm tied to don't take kindly to strangers sniffing around. And Lucio just inserted himself into my night like he belonged there. If anyone finds out a random biker brought me home, if anyone connects him to the body on Oak Street, it won't just be my problem anymore. It'll be his. And something tells me Lucio isn't the type to walk away quietly when things get complicated.

I pull his jacket tighter around me and stare at the door like I'm waiting for something. I don't know if I'm hoping he's still out there or praying that he's gone.
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I wait a few more minutes after she disappears inside. I don't know why. I should be gone already since there's a body cooling on Oak Street and I'm sitting here like an idiot staring at her veranda.

There are flowers everywhere. Hanging baskets, potted plants, something purple climbing up a trellis by the door. It's soft. Unexpected. A woman who tells a stranger to go dig a hole for his ragdoll shouldn't have a veranda that looks like a garden centre exploded on it.

The evening breeze picks up, and I realise I'm cold.

Right. She's still wearing my jacket.

I didn't ask for it back. Didn't want to.

After a while, the veranda lights switch off, and I pull my helmet back over my head. Time to go.

Alaïa.

Her name lingers in my mind as I speed down the motorway at 105 mph. I don't know what it is about her. Maybe the way she held herself together when most people would've fallen apart. Maybe the way she looked at me like she wasn't sure if I was her saviour or her next problem. Maybe the copper hair and the hazel eyes and the way my joggers hung off her hips like they belonged there.

Bad timing, I remind myself. Still bad timing.

As I turn onto Oak Street, the unpleasant reality of tonight settles over me again. Not because of the lifeless body lying on the roadside, I’ve seen enough of those to last a lifetime. But because of what that body had tried to do to Alaïa. Even though he never succeeded in getting what he wanted, he still deserved to end up dead as a doornail. Maybe that sounds hypocritical coming from me. I've killed men for less. But there's a difference between business and whatever that piece of shit was doing to her in a ditch on the side of the road. I saw how broken she looked tonight. I hate seeing people broken. Seeing people sad is one thing, but broken feels irreparable. Something about it makes my chest tight in a way I don't like to think about. Fortunately, she barely showed it. Alaïa seemed made of steel. At times, even ice-cold.

Go dig a hole for your ragdoll.

I laugh quietly at the memory of her absurd comment. Ice-cold. I park my bike on the roadside beside the corpse and take off my helmet. The night air bites at my arms through my T-shirt, but I ignore it. I've worked in worse conditions.

I begin folding his arms across his chest before grabbing him by the legs and dragging him toward his car. I swallow the wave of nausea that rises in my throat. It never gets easier cleaning up the mess. Over time, some of the guys claimed they didn't have a problem with it anymore, but deep down, I knew they all struggled with it in their own ways, even if they never said it out loud. Serial killers don't have a problem with things like that, and while the guys were many things, serial killers weren't one of them.

I throw open the back door of the black SUV and climb inside, pulling the lifeless body in with me. I open the opposite back door and step back out while dragging the corpse farther into the car before slamming the door shut.

I walk around the car and tear a long strip from his shirt. Reluctantly, I open the fuel cap and let the strip of fabric slide into the tank. When I pull it back out, it's soaked in petrol. I throw it over the corpse and step back, checking if there are any traces left behind that need to disappear.

The shredded remains of Alaïa's riding trousers lie in the grass near where I found her. I grab them and shove them inside the car with the rest of the evidence.

As I stare at the SUV, I pull my phone from my pocket and search for Devin's number. While the phone rings, I light a cigarette and take a long drag. The smoke fills my lungs and settles something restless in my chest.

"Luci, what the fuck are you calling me for this late, man?" Devin complains.

"Stop screwing your girlfriend, Dev. I need your help. Oak Street. The roadside near the airport. I'll send you my location," I tell him.

"Be there in five. And for the record, I was sleeping." 

Then he hangs up.

I lock my phone and take another long drag from my cigarette before turning around and tossing it through the open car window. Heat washes over the back of my neck, but I don't look behind me. I walk toward Alaïa's bike, pull it upright, and study the damage while waiting for Devin to show up.

When Devin arrives, his black Audi rolls to a stop behind me and his headlights cut through the smoke rising from the burning SUV. I pull my helmet back over my head and walk toward his car. The moment he opens the door, his eyebrows shoot up in surprise. He's dressed in all black, of course he is, Devin doesn't own a single piece of clothing that isn't black, and his dark hair is messy from sleep. His jaw is tight, eyes scanning the scene like he's already calculating how much of a headache this is going to be.

"What the fuck, Luci?" he says gruffly.

"I know. I'll explain later. Drive next to me, that bike needs to be moved," I order.

Devin rolls down his window so I can hold onto the frame while sitting on Alaïa's bike. I put it in neutral and nod at him. I guide him toward the airport car park a little farther down the road, where I park her bike.

As I climb into Devin's car afterwards, he gives me an annoyed look.

"Judging by the bright pink stripe on the side, I'm assuming it belongs to a woman."

"I said I'll explain later," I snap.

"Which means never." The tyres spin as he pulls away. "Keep yourself out of trouble. We already have enough shit to deal with. Or did you forget what happened last time you decided to handle things on your own?"

I clench my jaw. He's talking about the client. The one I put a bullet in because he ran his mouth at the wrong moment and I was already pissed off about something else. Turned out he was connected. Made the boss furious. I didn't regret it then and I don't regret it now, but it made my life significantly harder for a few months.

"This is different," I say.

"It always is with you."

He was right, but this was different. This had nothing to do with work.

"Get your nose out of my business, Dev. You know that never ends well for you," I warn him.

He scoffs and tightens his grip on the steering wheel.

Once we're back at my bike, I practically throw myself out of the car because I'm done with this day. Devin rolls down his window and watches me.

"Stay out of trouble, Luci, or I'll make sure you have bigger problems."

"Try me," I tease before twisting the throttle open and disappearing into the night.
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A week after my encounter with Lucio, my shoulder has healed quite a bit. The stitches itch sometimes, pulling tight whenever I move my arm wrong, but the sharp pain has faded to a dull ache. The scrapes on my legs have scabbed over and started to fade. Physically, I'm mostly back on my feet again. Mentally is a different story.

Lucio had told me he would leave my bike at the airport car park, but I still haven't found the time or a way to go pick it up. Besides, I don't have the money to repair it right now anyway. I'll deal with my insurance when the time comes.

I haven't seen Lucio since that night. Part of me expected him to show up, he knows where I live, after all. But he didn't. His jacket still hangs in my wardrobe. I haven't touched it since I took it off that first night, but I haven't thrown it out either. I don't know what I'm waiting for. Maybe nothing. The only thing I still struggle with are the questions surrounding what happened to the body of the guy Lucio shot. I quickly decided to leave it alone since Lucio had told me he would take care of it, and I've learned not to ask questions about things that disappear in the night. I briefly considered reporting it to the police, but considering the fact that Lucio saved me, and my own situation, I decided not to. The police can't help me. They never could. I just hoped it wouldn't somehow come back to bite me.

At 7 a.m., I'm woken by the sound of my doorbell ringing. I stumble out of bed to open the door for whoever had the audacity to wake me up at this ungodly hour. I pull the door open, and when I see a note lying on the ground instead of someone standing there, I immediately know what time it is. My stomach drops. I bend down to pick it up and close the door behind me as I walk back inside. Rubbing my face, I unfold the note.

Be ready at 9 a.m.

That's it. Nothing more. There never is.

I already know what I have to do, and I run my hands through my hair, trying to wake myself up. I head into the kitchen toward the coffee machine. Maybe no coffee on days like this. Caffeine and dread don't mix well.

I decide to make tea instead and shuffle upstairs with my mug to get ready.

In the shower, I let the water run hotter than it should. I always do, on days like this. Like I'm trying to scald off a layer of skin before someone else touches it.

My shoulder stings under the spray, the healing wound protesting, but I don't care. I'll have worse things to worry about in a few hours.

At half past eight, I step onto my veranda with a cigarette and wait for the time to pass until I get picked up.

The morning air is cool, and I pull my sleeves down over my hands. I think about nothing. I've gotten good at that.

Right at nine o'clock, a black Mercedes AMG pulls up in front of my house, and I get up to lock the door behind me. When I turn around, I see Ash watching me. He leans against the car, arms crossed, dark hair falling across his forehead. He's got sharp features, high cheekbones, a narrow jaw, and eyes that always look a little tired, like he's seen too much and stopped being surprised by any of it. His black jacket hangs open over a grey shirt, and he watches me approach with something that might be concern if I didn't know better.

"I see you got my note," he says casually.

"Yeah, about that, what's with this ridiculous time?" I ask arrogantly

"Orders from the boss, sunshine."

"I like you, Ash, even though you drive me straight into a nightmare every week. Again, why am I getting picked up at nine in the morning?" I snap.

"He said there were problems with the guys near the canal. I don't know what's going on, but a lot of clients were upset, Alaïa. I hate saying it, but I have a feeling today might be a bigger nightmare than usual."

"Oh, for fuck's sake, Ash.”

I know, sunshine. I'll make sure you get home in one piece," he says
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