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For everyone who wants to be worshipped, ruined, loved, and feared . . . in exactly that order by a tall, tattooed biker with a lip ring
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This book is for mature adult readers (18+). Contains talk of parental death, home fires with death mentioned, knife violence, torture (some on-page scenes), primal play, mention of tongue torture, stalking, and general violence.




CHAPTER 1

EVIE

I didn’t want to be here.

Which was ironic, considering Hellfire Bar was exactly my kind of place—loud, sweaty, full of reckless decisions waiting to be made. Normally, I’d be one of them.

Normally, I’d let the bass thrum through my bones, throw back a shot, and pretend my life wasn’t an absolute train wreck of bad decisions wrapped in sarcasm.

But tonight? It all felt grating.

The neon lights flickered too bright, the music pulsed like an irritating mosquito in my skull, and every drunken laugh around me felt like sandpaper against my nerves. Even my drink was wrong—just water, cold and tasteless, reminding me I was a fraud among the truly unhinged.

I leaned against the sticky bar, sipping my water and forcing a smile. People bumped into me, shouting and laughing, throwing back shots like their livers didn’t exist. I was supposed to be one of them. Evie Emberson—the fun one, the wild one. The one who never cared.

Beside me, my boyfriend—or whatever he was about to be—shifted closer. “You’re quiet tonight.” His voice cut through the music, warm and close enough to send his tequila-laced breath straight into my ear. “Starting to feel like I’ve got a different girl here with me.”

I plastered on a sarcastic smile. “Sorry to disappoint. Maybe call your ex? I assume she can fake it better than I can.”

He shrugged, a grin twitching like he had a winning comeback. “No need to drag her into this. She at least knew how to have fun.”

Any other night, I might have let his comment get under my skin.

But not tonight.

I took a long sip of my drink, the cool water doing nothing to settle the gnawing restlessness under my skin. Maybe I was just tired. Maybe I wasn’t faking it as well as I thought. My gaze drifted past him to the pool tables in the far corner.

Or maybe I was already too distracted.

He was all sharp edges and quiet menace—six-foot-four of muscle carved lean, broad shoulders filling the doorway. Ink climbed his arms in deliberate patterns, each line thought out, a story written in skin. His dark-blond hair brushed his temple as he bent forward.

Trouble—beautiful, reckless trouble.

Aiden.

He made a shot and stood, unfurling until he towered over the crowd around him, cue in one hand, his other tucked in his pocket. Watching. His blue eyes scanned the room, sharp and predatory, before locking on to mine.

I hated the way he watched me—like he cared. Like he gave a fuck when I knew he didn’t. Not in the way I wanted.

Aiden was my brother’s best friend. Off-limits. Untouchable. The one I couldn’t have, which only made me want him more.

I dragged my attention back to my boyfriend, his voice blending into the noise, something about fantasy football. I didn’t care if a man had a hobby. Build a birdhouse, collect stamps, role-play as a medieval knight—fine. But forcing me to memorize the rules of fantasy-fucking-football? That was where I drew the line. I had my own hobbies—I didn’t need to add his to the list.

My gaze flicked back to Aiden. Only for a second. Through the crowd, I caught a glimpse—he was leaning in, a girl laughing beside him. They’d been playing pool for more than an hour now, and he hadn’t left her side. She flipped her hair and he smirked. The kind that had no right being on his face while he was with someone else.

Heat crept over my skin.

“Evie,” my boyfriend demanded, setting down his drink. “Are you even listening to me?”

I sighed, cocking my head. “No? I’ve told you, I don’t care.”

His eye roll made me more annoyed. “Do you know how rude that is? You should care about your boyfriend’s hobbies. I care about yours.”

“First,” I paused, taking another sip of my drink, “you do not give two fucks about my hobbies. Do you remember the last time I showed you my computer and you wouldn’t stop checking your phone? Or when I Bedazzled the knife handle? You couldn’t have cared less. Second, there’s a difference between respecting your hobbies and being forced to participate.”

“Oh, so it’s a problem if I do it, but Aiden makes you ride around on his damn motorcycle, and that’s fine?”

“Riding on the back of a bike isn’t a hobby. If Aiden drones on about the endless upgrades he does to his bike, I will literally shut his mouth for him. Maybe even with the Bedazzled knife.”

“Right. I’m sure that’s not the only mouth-related thing you’re doing for him.”

My stomach knotted, anger seeping into every nerve.

“Knock it off,” I said, not wanting to turn the conversation back to Aiden, but my gaze betrayed me. My eyes flickered toward him with another sharp pulse of heat.

“You’re staring at him again.”

I blinked back to him. “What?”

“Aiden,” he spat. “You’re always staring at him. Finding him in the crowd. It’s like you can’t help yourself.”

I laughed, sharp and humorless. “Maybe because he’s not droning on about things I have no interest in right now.”

His eyes sharpened, lips flattening into a hard line. “You’re obsessed with him.”

I opened my mouth to deny it, but immediately snapped it shut. Maybe because, deep down, I knew he wasn’t entirely wrong, but I wasn’t going to let him think he was right.

“And you’re obsessed with your imaginary team of men,” I shot back. “I’d say we’re even.”

My heart dropped at the sight of his face, but I didn’t show my sudden burst of fear.

It was the wrong thing to say.

He hadn’t been overly cruel to me, but I knew he had a temper.

His jaw tightened, and his hand shot out, gripping my arm harder than necessary. “You think this is funny?”

“No,” I said, my voice laced with venom. “But I do think you’re pathetic. You know nothing can happen between Aiden and me.”

“I’m pathetic? Yet you can’t even deny you are obsessed with him. Nothing can happen? Do you hear yourself?” His eyes blazed with anger, and for a second, I thought he might actually say something worthwhile. Instead, he leaned in, his voice dropping to a low, sharp edge. “You know what? I’m done. You’re not even worth the effort. You act like this fun, carefree girl, but you’re actually crazy. And not in a good way.”

I knew I went overboard with my actions sometimes, but I also knew it was the fastest way to push someone out of my life when they had overstayed their welcome.

I stood up, my stomach dropping at the rejection. As if he could hear my thoughts, Aiden glanced over at us, the sneer on his face not helping tamp down my anger.

I lifted the barely touched drink I still held, tipping the cup until the mix of shots he thought I’d been drinking washed over him. The red hue on his face deepened, his fingers wrapping hard around my arm.

“You bitch.”

“I’m pretty sure crazy bitch would be more correct, according to you.”

I wiggled my arm free enough to reach into my small purse, pulling out a lighter, and tried to flick it on. I hated this. Hated I was the one standing in the middle of a bar with this loser of a man breaking up with me, and worse, I hated that Aiden would see the whole thing. I could feel the wheel of the lighter spin but couldn’t see if the flame took.

A flash of movement stole my attention, followed by a sharp grunt.

Aiden’s arm shoved between us, his elbow driving back and up. My ex stumbled, dabbing at the blood trickling from his nose.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Aiden’s voice was sharp, cold.

My ex laughed, lips curling into something cruel. “Breaking up with the bitch. Funny enough, I did it because she’s obsessed with you. And you’re obsessed with her.”

Aiden’s hand shot out, grabbing my wrist hard enough to make a point.

“I’m obsessed with not letting her set you on fire, you fucking idiot.” His eyes flicked down to my fingers and the lighter still clutched there. “Did you seriously think you could grab her, and she’d politely wait until you were done?”

My ex glanced at me, his eyes wide. “Is he serious?”

I grinned with a shrug. “How lucky are you that the lighter isn’t working?”

“You’re insane,” he said, his face twisting, red and furious.

“And you’re boring.” I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “So let’s call it even.”

He shook his head, wiping at the alcohol dripping down his arms. “I’ve never made such a good decision in my life. We’re done, Evie.”

“Right.” I smiled, too sweet. “Don’t call me tomorrow when you regret it.”

His eyes flashed and he snarled, like he was about to say something truly awful, but one glance at Aiden standing next to me and his mouth snapped shut.

I didn’t even have time to attempt setting him on fire again before he stormed off.

I should’ve felt relief. Instead, something bitter crawled up my throat.

Aiden turned back to me, jaw locked. The glow from the neon lights carved shadows over his face, making him look lethal in his anger.

“What the hell were you thinking?”

I lifted my chin. “That he deserved it? And for the record, I wasn’t actually going to set him on fire . . . probably.”

“Probably?” Aiden repeated, his voice incredulous. “Fuck, Evie. Do you have any self-preservation instincts?”

“Not really, no.”

He raked a hand through his hair, shaking his head. “Let’s go. I’m taking you home.”

“No, you’re not,” I said, planting my feet. “I’m fine. Go back to your cute little game.”

“You’re not fine.” His voice was firm. “You tried to light someone on fire.”

“And he deserved it.”

“Maybe he did,” Aiden said, his tone shifting to something darker. “But you’re not staying here.”

Before I could argue, the girl Aiden had been playing pool with came over, her gaze flicking between us. “Aiden,” she said, her voice soft. “Are you coming back?”

“No.” There was no hesitation in his voice. “I mean, I don’t know. I have to take Evie home.”

The words sent a strange rush of satisfaction through me, but I shoved it down. I wasn’t going to read into this. Not tonight.

“Maybe you should stay here with your date and mind your own business,” I said, pushing off from the bar to head outside. I needed to get out of this suffocating room. I needed to be alone where my shame of being broken up with in front of hundreds of people wouldn’t sting so badly.

I made it outside to the line of bikes before Aiden caught up to me.

“I’m not minding my own business when your date is assaulting you,” he said, coming to my side.

“I don’t need a babysitter or a bodyguard. I can handle myself.”

“Oh, yeah. You were doing a hell of a job. Why are you mad at me when he’s the one who hurt you?”

I spun, my fists balling at my sides. I hated when Aiden made sense. I wasn’t mad he came to help me. I could appreciate that about him. But he didn’t rescue me because he cared—he did it because Rook would be pissed if he didn’t.

There were so many things I loved about Aiden, but his loyalty to my brother wasn’t always one of them.

“Because I don’t need you or my brother treating me like I’m helpless. Maybe I felt a bit helpless when I was younger, but I’m fine now. I can handle one asshole breaking up with me.”

“He seriously broke up with you?”

“Yeah, because of you, apparently.”

“Me? What the hell did I do?”

“Exist? Be around me constantly? Be my brother’s good little right-hand man and follow me everywhere?”

“Rook wants you safe, so I help keep you safe. It’s not like I’m stalking you.”

Stalking me would be better than this.

At least then he’d just be obsessed with me.

“Sure thing, Ace. Keep running around doing whatever my brother tells you.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, curling his lip. “Ace? Who the fuck is Ace?”

“You—my brother can always count on you, can’t he? Mister Second-in-Command, too afraid to do anything that might threaten his position.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“For me? Yeah, it is.”

The pool table girl appeared again, calling for Aiden. He took a step toward her, making my stomach twist.

I hated how bad I wanted him to stay with me.

“I told you I have to take Evie home,” he said, the slightly annoyed tone making me smile.

It wasn’t enough to stop the angry heat filling my chest.

“Oh, don’t worry about me.” I tossed my hair back, my tone so fake I knew he would hear it. “I would rather walk home in heels until my toes bleed before getting a ride from you tonight.”

“Don’t be a fucking brat. You aren’t walking home from here at one in the morning.”

“Brat? Are you serious? My boyfriend broke up with me because of you, and what happens to you now? You’re going to sleep with her and have a great night. You’re the damn brat. Leave me alone, Aiden.”

Aiden locked his jaw. “You really think I care more about going back inside than getting you home safe?”

I looked at him—really looked—and for a second, it felt like one of those movie moments. If this were one of my favorite rom-coms, this would be when the guy finally figures it out, grabs the girl, and kisses her like the world’s about to end.

But spoiler alert to me, this wasn’t one of those movie moments.

My life wasn’t the fluffy rom-com I secretly love where those moments actually happen. Mine was a drama—a horror-filled drama—with fast bikes and torture, and men who were so loyal to their friends they were blind to anything else.

There would never be a moment Aiden realized I was the love of his life. More like, there would be a moment he realized he couldn’t stand another second of me and rode off into the sunset alone.

Because no matter what I did to entice Aiden, his loyalty to my brother would always come first, and it’s the only reason he was standing here worried about me getting home safely.

I hated that I cared. Hated that I wanted to make him care.

A reckless idea bloomed in my mind. A stupid, dangerous, Evie-shaped idea.

I lifted my heel, pressing it against the closest motorcycle and pushed.

The first bike tipped and fell onto the next one. Then onto the next with a deafening crash.

Aiden’s head snapped toward me. “Evie—what the hell? Stop!”

I gave him one satisfied grin. “Aiden! Watch what you’re doing! Oh my god, what did you do?”

A loud round of gasps echoed around us as everyone outside turned to look at us, a roar of yells already starting.

Aiden’s face twisted, something between pure frustration and hatred. His jaw clenched, but I caught the flicker of amusement before he covered it.

At least our horror-drama movie wasn’t boring.

I waited long enough to see him grab the first of the fallen bikes before I slipped into the crowd.

Let him deal with the fallout.

I walked away, pulse steadying with every step that carried me out of the chaos.

But I felt his gaze on me—hot, heavy, and impossible to ignore.

I could run. I could hide. I could swear I didn’t care.

It wouldn’t matter.

Because Aiden would always be there.

And the worst part? I wanted him to be.




CHAPTER 2

AIDEN

Rule #1: Don’t get distracted while riding at high speeds.

Some days, Evie was the best thing in my entire life.

Other days, she was my own walking nightmare, a force of nature designed to ruin me.

I don’t know what type of horrifying shit I did in my past lives to deserve the wrath of Evie, but I must have been some kind of asshole because this was hell on earth.

After forty-five minutes of dealing with pissed-off bikers, I’d had enough. The girl who’d waited inside? She was long gone. Not that it mattered, she had only been someone I could look at instead of staring at Evie all night.

Evie, tall and impossible to ignore, long blonde hair catching the light, those dark blue eyes sparking with something feral. Beautiful, cunning, wild enough to earn the name Psycho—and wear it like it belonged to her.

I needed something to keep my eyes—and mind—off her.

And really, the only thing I cared about now would be getting home to yell at Evie and finally get some sleep.

After working forty-eight hours straight, I only wanted a carefree night out, but Evie wasn’t about to let it happen.

I parked in the garage and stalked inside, keeping my pace measured. Anger simmered under the surface, but I wasn’t about to let it get the best of me. Not tonight. She’d be in her room—she always retreated when her chaos caught up to her. Evie rarely felt shame, but even she would lie low after getting dumped in front of a packed bar. She usually called the shots, ending things when she felt like it, and this one had dragged out long enough for me to wonder if she actually liked him.

“Evie,” I called out, my voice sharp as I climbed the stairs and turned down the hallway. The Fletcher Mansion was ours now—even if we’d acquired it by less than honest means. The previous owner was dead and, thanks to Evie’s hacking skills, in his will the place was left to Regan—Rook’s girlfriend—who didn’t mind when we all moved in. We’d been debating a name change for weeks, but nothing had stuck.

“Evie,” I called again, as I made it to a hallway full of bedrooms. Three of us had rooms down this one—Evie, Zack, and I—with Hero, Rook, and Mason down another, and Kane downstairs off the living room. I gave one hard knock on the door—it took everything in me not to kick it down—but my conscience got the best of me, and I held back. When she didn’t answer, I gave her one more second before throwing it open.

She lay sprawled on the bed, her phone raised in one hand, the glow of the TV flickering in the dark. She didn’t even bother to look at me, as if I hadn’t dealt with her latest disaster for the better part of an hour.

“Evie,” I said, the words scraped out, low and tense. “What the fuck is your problem?”

She shifted her gaze from her phone, one eyebrow raised in mock innocence. “Oh, we’re doing this now? Okay. What’s my problem?” she asked, every word dripping with annoyance. “You, apparently.”

I leaned over the bed, her legs pinned beneath me. My hands shook from the urge to wrap them around her damn throat. I thought the drive home would cool me off, she’d wrecked my whole night, and seeing her now—relaxed and somehow annoyed with me—only sharpened the fury I’d tried to bury.

Evie always found a way to rule my days and nights, and I never could quite figure out how she did it so effortlessly.

“Me? What the fuck does that mean?” I demanded.

“It means, you’re the only problem in my life currently. You made my boyfriend break up with me.”

“I did not. It’s not my fault he felt threatened by me having to be around.”

It’s not like it was always my choice. Somewhere in our ten years of friendship, Rook had decided I was the best person to handle Evie. It had started from me doing anything for him—and her—and quickly turned into me offering to watch over her. We lived a dangerous enough life, it wasn’t suspicious she would need some sort of protection. Rook trusted me and Evie listened to me, it was a logical job for me to take on—until I was watching her too much, hanging around her when I didn’t need to, making her ride with me even if there were other open bikes.

“He feels threatened because not only do I have to be around you, you’re always around me. Do you need an example?” she asked, her chest rising faster now. I loved angry Evie. Her nostrils would flare and then her nose would scrunch right before her eyebrows furrowed, the raging fire in her eyes always jumping to life immediately. “What about you barging into my room in the middle of the night without knocking?”

“I knocked,” I said flatly. “You didn’t answer.”

“And you came in anyway. What if I’d been naked? Or with someone?” she asked, throwing me one of her most devious smiles. “Or even getting myself off? Did you think of that? No, you just barged in without a care.”

I bit down, my jaw so tight it already began to ache.

Maybe I should’ve thought it all through. Maybe I did—and still opened the damn door. Maybe part of me even hoped to see one or two of those things.

I tried to shake it off, but the thought sat heavy between us.

The world probably didn’t even like me enough to let me walk in on the beautiful sight of Evie getting off.

Pushing up from the bed, I knew I’d lost this battle—the only chance left was putting distance between us.

“Forget it. Good night, you little psycho.”

“That’s it?” she called after me, making me pause.

“Yeah, that’s it. I’m tired and done for the night. Your psycho antics were taken care of and I came home alone. We obviously aren’t going to get anywhere since you clearly think you did nothing wrong. You got your revenge, so good night.”

She scrambled up on the bed, moving onto her knees and showing off the smallest pair of shorts I had ever seen.

“I mean, you aren’t even going to yell at me? You’re not pissed?” Her voice had a desperate edge I hadn’t expected. “I made you lose money, sex, and hours of your night.”

“And what the fuck did you want from it, Evie? Me angry, or us fighting? I took care of it. I’m home, I’m done.”

She moved closer, shuffling on her knees across the bed until we were only a foot apart. Her lips parted like she had something else to say, but she bit it back. Evie didn’t give anything away if she couldn’t twist it to her advantage.

“What? No way to use this to piss me off more? I get it—you’re mad my presence encouraged your boyfriend to break up with you, but it’s not like I said anything to him. You don’t have to be around me all the time. You can always ride with Mason or Hero. They work with us and live here just like I do.”

It was a lie. I could easily make sure they didn’t take her anywhere. No one in the house would question it if I said Evie was riding with me.

The words I thought would smooth things over seemed to set her off more.

“Wow, so shove me to the side and make me someone else’s problem. Get the hell out of my room.”

The faint scent of vanilla caught me off guard—soft, sweet, and completely at odds with the sharpness of her words. It was a reminder of everything about Evie that got under my skin, the contradictions I couldn’t ignore. How could I spend every day around her and still not build up a tolerance?

“You could at least pretend to care about him breaking up with me in front of everyone,” she said. “Pretend you’re not only some unfeeling robot who does whatever my brother tells him to.”

The jab stung, but I didn’t let it show. “I’m not here to fight with you. And I’m not here to throw a pity party about some stupid guy being a dick to you. Go to bed. Sleep off whatever this fucking attitude is tonight.”

Her lips curved into a mocking smile, but I saw the flicker of hurt behind it. “Sure, Ace. Just keep doing what you’re told. Go be Rook’s perfect little soldier. Was checking to make sure I’m locked up in my room another order for the night?”

I froze, the nickname making my stomach tighten. She always knew how to find the weak spots, but I wasn’t going to let her see she’d hit one.

“Exactly. Now, good night, Evie.” I turned to leave, not wanting to continue this agonizing hell another second.

“Coward,” she muttered behind me, and I stopped in the doorway, my hand tightening on the frame.

I didn’t turn around. If I did, I might not leave at all.

“Good-fucking-night, Psycho,” I said, slamming the door behind me.

She spent every day unknowingly pushing me closer to that line. I knew she didn’t actually want me to cross it, she only liked to push boundaries when she could. She was always thinking of a thousand ways to destroy my life, and the worst part was, I’d let her.

Because the only thing worse than Evie ruining my life would be not having her in it.

I swung off my Ducati, parking at the back of the shop. The black Panigale V4 caught the morning sun, carbon-blue accents flashing perfectly. She was the main love of my life these days.

Not that competition was fierce.

Maverick Moto had been up and running at our new location for two months now—after our last place burned down—and it seemed to be running perfectly.

Up front, during the day, we ran a fully legal, upstanding motorcycle shop.

And the large garage in the back could handle any illegal business at night, uninterrupted.

Our black-market business put us in the orbit of the city’s most dangerous players. We weren’t just investigators—we were the ones they called when they couldn’t go to the cops. A stolen drug shipment? We found it. A rival robbed your chop shop? We tracked them down and made them wish they hadn’t. We were the fixers, the informants, the hunters. Whatever they needed, we handled. It was where we made most of our money—and the one line of work we all agreed we weren’t giving up.

“Hey,” Rook said, weaving through the maze of bikes to me. “Have you had any issues with Cross’s guys the past few days?”

“Cross?” I frowned, shaking my head. Cross, one of the reigning drug lords of Valeport, was definitely not a fan of ours—even less of a fan since Rook killed one of his cousins for touching Regan. “No. I haven’t heard anything from him or his guys. Why? Something happen?”

Rook’s jaw tightened, his eyebrows furrowing. “I had a weird encounter with one of them today. He stopped me and asked if I knew a guy named Anderson.”

“Is that a first name or a last name?”

“Fuck if I know. He didn’t elaborate after I told him it would cost him to know the answer.”

I laughed, walking with him as we headed to the front of the shop. “And he didn’t tell you anything more?”

“I think he got pissed I wasn’t willing to cooperate right away. But I don’t get why they think we owe them any favors. We have no loyalty, no debts—nothing we would owe them in exchange for information.”

“So, what’s the problem? You think they’re up to something?”

“I think it’s an issue if Cross’s guys feel comfortable enough to come right up to me to ask questions.” Rook’s voice was laced with irritation.

“Yeah, that raises some concerns,” I replied. “What do you want to do about it? Wait it out, or look into who Anderson is?”

“Both. I’ll get Evie to dig around and see if she can find anything on him. If Anderson’s screwing with Cross or any other major player around here, it would be our job to know.”

I hated the way my stomach churned at Evie’s name.

“I’ll ask Evie.” Rook cocked an eyebrow, and I was quick to add more. “I’ve got a few other things I need updates on from her, anyway.”

“Perfect. I have to go pick Regan up. She’s down at Sweet Haven Cafe today.”

“She’s always trying to find somewhere away from you to get her work done. You really should be concerned,” I said, keeping my face straight.

“Ha. Ha. The only reason she needs to get away from me is because she doesn’t get work done when I’m around.” He grinned, heading to his bike. “Why don’t you concern yourself with your own love life?”

I only shook my head. The irony is I was heading right toward his sister, who somehow took over my entire love life without even being a part of it. A love life she couldn’t be a part of because I followed the rules. Rook made the rules we agreed to live by early on, and one of them had been made clear to me—Evie would always be off-limits.

I pushed open the door to Evie’s small office, tucked off to the side of the shop bays. I skipped any polite knocks, and her eyebrow lifted, but she didn’t look up. The office had four real walls—private enough for her—but the top halves were glass. It gave me enough of a view to watch her all day while I worked on bikes.

A blessing and a curse.

“Do you barge in everywhere? Ever heard of privacy?” she said, not looking away from her computer. Her focus stayed on the computer, fingers flying over the keyboard as lines of code scrolled across the screen. For someone who lived to create chaos, she was terrifyingly efficient when it came to anything computer related.

“Ever heard of being at work? I’ve got work-related things to talk about,” I replied, crossing my arms. “I believe that means I can come in here whenever I want.”

“It’s my office,” she shot back, her voice and glare both sharp as hell. “You can still knock.”

“Apparently you don’t pay attention when someone does knock, so what’s the point?”

I picked up a little stuffed opossum. The place looked more like her bedroom than a workspace—a plush black fur rug covered the floor and a large, dark wooden desk stretched along two walls. A mini fridge and a shelf crammed with decorations took up the other side. Disco skulls, a Bedazzled knife, candles—it was all Evie and nothing like the dirty motorcycle shop only steps away.

“I need to know what you’ve found on the guy from last week. He’s still stealing from Dimitri and he won’t stop bothering us about it,” I said, crossing my arms, knowing Dimitri was getting impatient. A respectful client of ours—while he wasn’t as powerful or rich as some of the drug lords around the city, he ran a growing business of stealing high-priced cars and we liked him. We were usually quick to help him, but the guys stealing his cars this time were a little better at staying hidden. “And I need any info you can dig up on someone named Anderson. Apparently, he’s got ties to Cross. Or might, at the very least. We aren’t sure who he’s working with.”

She spun around in her chair, pinning me with those sharp blue eyes. “You think I can find out everything with one random name and a vague connection?”

“Yes.” I met her gaze, unflinching.

“Not happening, Ace. Maybe if you did your job better, you’d find more out before barging in here and asking me to work miracles. As for last week’s guy, I already told Hero and Mason where he’s hanging out. They’re tracking him down now. It might take a day or two to actually pick him up though, because he is a busy man.”

“Great, good work,” I said, the sarcasm in my voice not matching how proud of her I actually was. “Now do all your supersmart computer nerd stuff again and hunt Anderson down. Someone came up to Rook asking about him. We need to know who he is before he ambushes one of us again.”

“And I need more to go on. Is that a last name? I can’t find a ghost.” She huffed, swinging back to her computer, and the same burst of angry, jealous rage clawed at my chest. Not only because she turned back to her computer so quickly—though, yeah, that, too—but because she could shut me out so easily. Not only was I pathetic, I had lost my mind.

“Just please get it done.”

I glanced at the screen in front of her, catching some sort of search engine with a picture of a cult on the homepage. I could only imagine what weird shit Evie searched on the internet, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to ask more about this one.

For all I knew, these candles and disco skulls weren’t decorations, and she was in here learning how to do a séance or some other type of spooky shit. She could tell me it was all the foundation for how she ruins my life so effortlessly and I would believe her.

“If I have time, I’ll look into it.”

“Why? What else do you have going on? Didn’t your boyfriend break up with you last night?” I asked, my lips pursing together in a hard smile.

She spun on me, the blinding hatred painting her face as she screamed, “Get out. You asshole, get out!”

Before I could blink, she grabbed one of the disco skulls and hurled it at me. I ducked just in time, fragments scattering like deadly confetti as it shattered against the door.

A strange mix of guilt and satisfaction settled in my chest. I knew I should stop pushing her, but antagonizing Evie was the only way I knew how to deal with the fact she was all I could think about.

Every moment of the day, I was either fighting with her, laughing with her, or imagining what it would be like to be hers.

So this? This would be the closest I’d ever get to having her.

As I shut the door, I heard her mutter a string of curses, and I couldn’t help the grin tugging at my lips. Maybe I needed to stop, but I didn’t want to.

If this was all I’d ever get of Evie—the fights, the screaming, the chaos—I’d take it. I’d take every last deadly disco skull.




CHAPTER 3

EVIE

The worst thing about Aiden wasn’t that he wrecked my relationships.

Or my days.

Or even my entire perception of men as a species.

No, the worst thing about Aiden was that he could do all of it—turn my life into a frustrating, emotionally chaotic, completely unhinged mess—and never seem to care.

Like, ever.

Even a full day after helping get me dumped, he didn’t care.

No guilty expression. No flicker of remorse. Nothing. Just the occasional glance in my direction to scowl at me like I was the problem.

Which, okay, sure. Maybe I was part of the problem. But he had absolutely played a role.

Not that being a hot bodyguard was a crime exactly, but it was easier to blame him.

Still, I had to pretend nothing happened because the pack had decided tonight was movie night, and despite working together, living together, and occasionally wanting to kill each other, we also somehow chose to spend our free time together.

Hero had chosen the movie tonight and, for once, veered off his usual Scream marathon with a new slasher that had come out.

“Why do these idiots always split up? Like, yeah, Becky, you’ll definitely outrun the guy with the chainsaw in your six-inch heels if you head off into the woods alone. Survival of the dumbest, honestly,” Hero said. His dark hair had gotten unruly, longer strands shoved back from his angled face. Strong brows cut sharp lines above his eyes—expressive enough that I always knew whether to keep my distance or risk getting closer.

“As if you could do any better,” Mason added. He always felt like the opposite of Hero.

And he was Hero’s opposite in every way. Where Hero radiated cold detachment, Mason carried warmth. Golden skin, dark features, a grin that felt like sunlight—paired with an easy, happy-go-lucky energy that made him my favorite more often than not.

“In heels or running from a killer with a chainsaw? Let’s say I don’t have to wear the heels—I would kill him first? They always run away, but no one seems to make a solid plan to kill the huge bear of a man who can barely run.”

The girl on the screen died, the killer attacking her as she screamed, thrashing hard until the other people in her group heard her. I didn’t mind slashers, but scary movies in general weren’t my thing. I never knew if it was my attention span or the movie, but my mind drifted away too often to keep up.

“You mock it, but you chose the movie,” I said.

“And I’m loving every second of it. It only makes me feel more sure that if I ever had to run from a psychotic, knife-wielding maniac, I’d be more of a maniac and kill him first.”

Harper met my eye before swinging back to him with an eyebrow cocked. “Are you insinuating you wouldn’t be the knife-wielding maniac?”

Hero grinned, the dim light from the TV casting him in an eerie light. “You’re right. Would you like to take a walk through some dark woods with me, Harper?”

She rolled her eyes, fixing them back on the TV as Hero leaned the slightest bit closer to her. Now it was my turn to roll my eyes. Honestly, Harper was starting to look just as hopeless with Hero as I was with Aiden. I chewed on my bottom lip, a familiar worry stirring in my gut—but I wasn’t sure if it was for her or for myself.

“Are you threatening me?” she asked.

“Don’t you take everything I say as a threat?” Hero asked, not even looking away from the movie.

“Considering you are a legit serial killer, yes, I do.”

He only smiled more, proud as she turned away from him. “Good.”

Another victim screamed on the screen, the endless sound grating on my nerves. I was too tired for this. I also couldn’t stand sitting here keeping my eyes in line with the TV while Aiden was on the couch across from me.

It wouldn’t matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t ignore Aiden when we were in the same room. It’s like my body knew the second we were close, not letting me forget—even if he was right next to me—that I couldn’t reach out and touch him.

Zack threw himself over the back of the couch next to me. I don’t know if he realized how much I noticed him always trying to be near me, but I didn’t show it. He kept trying regardless.

He smiled, but his eyes lingered a beat too long on my face.

“What’s up?” he asked, knocking his shoulder into mine. “You look tired.”

Before I could give him hell, Aiden interrupted. “You should go to bed.”

“Excuse me?”

“If you are tired,” he said slowly, “you should go to bed, because I do not want to deal with your cranky ass tomorrow.”

“Who insinuated you had to deal with me at all?”

His jaw twitched in annoyance, his eyes flicking to Rook, and the anger in my chest burned.

Of course, it would always be because of Rook.

The fact I had to face was Aiden would always be indifferent to me. Sure, I annoyed him sometimes, and sometimes he cared if I stayed alive or not, but past simple friendly care, he was indifferent.

Because he only stayed close to me since Rook told him to. Rook couldn’t watch after me all the time so he handed the job off to his closest friend.

I shifted, taking him out of my line of sight and focusing on the movie until the lull of it all had me drifting off to sleep.

The smell hit me first—sharp chemicals mixed with burning carpet. It wasn’t a good scent, it’s what made me sit up in bed, eyes wide open.

The room was still dark, the faint light under my door was normal. My parents usually stayed up long after I went to bed so it didn’t bother me. I pulled in a deep breath, the air thicker and warmer than it ever had been.

A second passed and I reached for the light on my nightstand, the light flooding the room, making me hiss.

“Evie!” Rook yelled. His room was next to mine—but the sound was too close. Like he was standing right outside my door.

I could see the smoke curling under my door now, the air getting worse as I tried to get my bearings enough to get up.

“Evie, get away from the door, get down,” he yelled.

“Rook!” I yelled, coughing as I tried to say more.

“Just stay back!” he yelled, fear lacing his tone like I had never heard from him before and making me pull the covers over my head.

A fire.

Our house was burning.

Tears welled in my eyes as the banging started. Somewhere in the house, I could hear glass shatter, but Rook continued banging at my door.

“The door handle is too hot, Evie. I need to get inside.”

“Is your room on fire?” I yelled back.

“Yes, and yours is about to be. We have to get outside.”

A loud, painful groan escaped him as he hit the door again. “Evie, it’s about to break, but the fire is bad. You have to get behind your dresser or desk—anything—and cover your face.” He coughed, and I did, too, the smoke growing thicker.

I moved, crouching down behind my desk as the door burst open with a bang. The room went dark with black smoke before the fire erupted, covering every inch with a flash of light.

I stayed down, crying harder now, not hearing another word from Rook. It felt like hours before he was there, screaming as he wrapped his arms around me, dragging me from my now burning hiding spot.

“Come on, Evie. Stay against me. Try to hold your breath. We can still get to the stairs, but you have to hold on to me.” I nodded, crying harder as I wrapped around him. He screamed again but held me as he headed out. I could hear more banging, someone screaming, but I didn’t know if it was me, or Rook, or my parents.

Screaming and more screaming until the world jolted me awake with another scream.

“Evie,” the muffled voice yelled again. “Evie, please—wake the fuck up.”

I bolted up, the world tilting as I reached out, clutching at anything steady like my life depended on it.

“Evie,” Aiden said, softer now. “Breathe before you pass out.”

Cool, fresh air flooded my lungs. There was no smoke, no screaming—I was back in the living room. I gasped, taking another deep breath.

“You’re okay,” he whispered, his warm breath tickling my ear. I clawed my way closer until my legs straddled him, curling into his lap as he held me close.

His hands were warm against my cool, clammy skin, gently soothing in a way he had no right to be able to do so easily. Slowly, he slid his hands up my arms to rest on my shoulders, then cupped my face in his palms.

“You’re okay,” he repeated softly, his eyes locking with mine, anchoring me to this reality.

I listened. Mostly because I didn’t have a choice. The sharp inhale of air burned my lungs, and I shuddered against him, another gasp escaping as I forced myself to calm down.

“It was a dream,” Aiden murmured. “You’re fine now.”

His thumb moved over my jaw, caressing my face with a gentle touch I leaned into.

And that’s when I realized where I was.

Straddling Aiden.

And not just straddling him—pressed against him. The heat of his body burning through my shirt, the tension crackling like an electric wire between us.

He must have realized it, too, because his hands froze.

I shifted—a small, subtle movement—but not subtle enough.

His fingers stilled against my skin. His jaw clenched tight, the muscle twitching like a live grenade. His hips shifted beneath me, and I could read the discomfort across his face as easily as any computer code.

He definitely noticed, too.

I smiled, slow and dangerous, before I sank down farther, the heat growing as we got closer. His sharp inhale made me pause, wondering if he liked this or was already debating how to get out of this.

His fingers dug into my hips harder, and before I could push him further—before I could get one last hit of satisfaction—he lifted me up and threw me off him.

Not gently, either.

I hit the couch, letting out a grunt and blinking up at him as he stood over me. A hand dragged down his face as if he were physically erasing what happened.

He let out a slow, steady exhale. “You were having a nightmare.” As if I didn’t know. “I thought you stopped breathing there for a minute. I didn’t know what to do.”

“And all you came up with if I stopped breathing was to shake me?” I asked with a hint of a smile. “Remind me not to come to you for medical emergencies.”

“Well, you were drooling so mouth-to-mouth wasn’t exactly an option.”

“How sweet. Here I thought you were holding me because you cared.”

“No. I’ve just heard all the stories about people choking on their own spit.”

I laughed, sharp and humorless. “Right. And that’s why you threw me off like I was diseased? Because of the drool?”

He finally turned, but his expression was unreadable. Cold and controlled, he turned right back into the Aiden I knew so well.

“I was trying to make sure you were okay,” he said, his voice tight.

Something inside me twisted hard.

It shouldn’t have hurt. It shouldn’t have bothered me. It’s not like we hadn’t been through this before. Aiden would get close, I would push for more, and he would push me away in whatever way he could.

And yet, it still did.

Because once again, it wasn’t me he cared about—it was keeping his word to Rook.

I shot up from the couch, ignoring the lingering chill in my chest, the way my hands still shook from the dream.

“Goodnight, Ace. I will relieve you of your guard duty of making sure I don’t die tonight and head to bed.”

I left without another word, not waiting for a response from him. I didn’t want to hear the indifferent tone he had toward me anymore.

If one thing ran in our family, it was a need for revenge. Unlike my brother, though, my revenge was on a scale smaller than hunting a man down and killing him.

Okay, never say never, but killing Aiden wasn’t on my to-do list.

I padded my way down the hall, reaching my room without even realizing it.

I could rearrange all his tools—or maybe hide a few—and watch him lose his mind trying to work. Or I could add water to the gas tank of his bike and savor the moment it stalled, maybe even bleach and wait as it destroyed the entire bike. But then I wouldn’t be able to ride with him.

I needed something bigger.

Something to show me whether Aiden was here for me—or if it really was only loyalty to my brother keeping him by my side.

I needed an answer.

Something to crush the glimmer of hope in my chest that he might care about me as more than a duty. Or at least something sharp enough to shatter the patronizing armor he wore whenever I got too close.

I lay down, clicking on one of my favorite romance movies to calm my frayed nerves before drifting off into a fitful sleep where my plan stitched itself together seamlessly.




CHAPTER 4

EVIE

Our redbrick mansion sprawled across the middle of the property. The scorched side, which had burned down months ago, was nothing more than a patch of grass and shrubs now—a quiet marker of the new chapter we’d all started. A better reminder of Rook finally letting go of his obsession with revenge for our parents’ deaths.

I didn’t crave revenge like Rook had. I only wanted answers. Who were my parents before they were killed? What did they do in their free time? And more importantly, why did Cameron target them in the first place?

We knew Cameron Fletcher—Regan’s dad—used our parents’ business to smuggle illegal goods into the country. We knew he destroyed everything they built. But I never understood why he chose them. From everything I remembered, they were quiet, kind, normal people. What made them stand out as targets to someone like Cameron?

Even with Cameron dead, the questions lingered. Letting those questions go didn’t feel fair—not when I survived and my parents didn’t.

I dreamed about them often, but nothing like I had the other night, nothing about their actual deaths. It was getting worse. The guilt always nagging me that I was alive and they weren’t. Their memory nearly wiped from our lives.

The house thrummed with life as always, a constant mess of voices and movement with seven of us under one roof—plus Harper, Regan’s best friend, who was basically an eighth resident at this point. The familiar noise of Hero and Mason bickering filtered in from the kitchen as I rounded the corner.

“Taste it. What if it’s delicious?” Hero demanded, stirring a dark liquid in the pot.

Mason leaned back, sandwich in hand. “And what if it kills me?”

“I’ll give you twenty bucks.”

“To possibly kill me? Make it thirty.”

Hero’s dead eyes lit up, but he nodded. Mason grinned, dunking the spoon into the pot before dramatically tasting it. His yell rang out, Hero groaning as I slipped past, laughing under my breath. Hero could bake—the formulaic methods were right up his alley—but cooking wasn’t quite a strength for him.

In the living room, Zack and Kane lounged on the couches, beers in hand despite the early hour. Zack’s grin spread wide as his gaze locked on me. “Evie,” he said, his deep voice always making me smile. “You’re looking dangerous as always.”

“Dangerous is the goal,” I shot back, tossing my hair with a dramatic flip of my hand.

“Dangerous? You have enemies in the house or something?” Kane asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Keep your friends close, right? Sometimes your enemies are better company.”

They exchanged a knowing look before Kane broke into a smile. “It’s Aiden, isn’t it? Always the enemy.”

I didn’t answer, only flashed a grin and continued toward the stairs. Rook and Regan passed me, their laughter soft as they headed toward the kitchen together.

The noise faded as I climbed the stairs and reached my room.

The second I passed through the door, the weight of the morning settled over me, thick and unshakable. It had started as a slow simmer—irritation lurking beneath my skin, easy to ignore. But like an ember fed too much fuel, it had grown, and by the time I woke up today, it was an inferno.

I’d been angry at Aiden since the night at Hellfire, but the feeling had sharpened into something colder, more deliberate. At first, I told myself to let it go and any anger I had at what he did—what he was always doing—wasn’t worth the energy. But Aiden knew better than anyone he couldn’t ruin my day, meddle in my life, and walk away like nothing happened.

I didn’t want big revenge like Rook did, but I would do a lot to slowly tear apart someone’s life for my own type of revenge.

My fingers flexed with the restless weight of an idea forming as I paced my room. I wasn’t just going to get back at him. I was going to make him pay.

Maybe not only for the other night at Hellfire, but all the nights he sat around watching me, making me feel something when he was only doing a job.

I could almost see his reaction, the way his jaw would clench, the flicker of something dark and dangerous in his gaze when he realized what I’d done. I loved having the upper hand.

And when I unleashed my own type of hell on him, he’d finally understand what it felt like to lose control. To want something so bad you would risk losing your mind to get it.

Whether what he wanted ended up being me or being as far away from me as possible would be his choice, but I knew I couldn’t keep up with this dynamic we had fallen into.

So I was going to end it.

I adjusted my skirt and set the camera in front of me before sitting on the edge of the bed, ready to set my plan in motion. And then, as if the universe conspired to help me with my plan, Aiden’s shadow crossed my open door.

“Aiden,” I yelled.

He stopped, his broad frame filling the space, casting a shadow over my room, and I didn’t even try to hide the way I stared at him—he was hard not to look at.

I never knew if it was the annoyed way he looked at me, or the tattoos covering his arms, or his steady presence, but I never didn’t stare.

“What?” he asked, his tone clipped.

“I need your help.”

His eyebrows drew together, and I almost hoped it was fear I saw in them. “I don’t have time. I’m heading down to the shop with Mason to meet with a customer in twenty minutes.”

“Well, lucky for you, I know you can get there in less than ten minutes,” I said, smiling, “which means you have time to help me. Plus, after what I just saw, Mason could be puking his guts out right about now. He might need a minute.”

He checked his phone, sighed, and finally looked at me. “Fine. What do you want now, Psycho?”

“What am I doing right now that makes me a psycho?”

“Tell me what you dragged me in here for, and I’ll give you an answer,” he shot back, his lips twitching.

I groaned, turning to the camera. “Fine. You’re going to sit here and take a few pictures with me, then I send them to that asshole and . . . insinuate he’s right about us.”

“Us?” His eyebrows shot up, but he stayed rooted in place.

I groaned again. He hated when I joked about us—like the idea was revolting. I wasn’t ugly, and he really had no reason to be so disgusted at the thought.

The answer always seemed to lead back to him doing this only for Rook’s sake, but I still wanted to know for sure.

“Relax, Aiden. It’s only pictures. Try not to have a heart attack.” Heat crept up my neck. “We’re not actually having sex.”

He hesitated, weighing his options. I knew it wouldn’t take much—he always helped when I needed him, no matter how ridiculous. And right now, I needed a hot guy to piss off my ex for breaking up with me in front of everyone.

With an exasperated sigh, he finally walked over and perched on the edge of the bed, rigid as ever, eyes flicking anywhere but mine.

“Come on,” I teased, leaning in closer. “One picture. If I post a photo with you, he’s going to lose his mind wondering what’s going on between us and he needs some sort of punishment for what he did.”

He messed with his small lip ring, jaw clenching so hard I didn’t know how he wasn’t giving himself a headache.

I lifted my phone, heart hammering against my ribs. If he would sit still for even one photo, I wouldn’t miss the opportunity.

The first flash went off, and I adjusted my hair, keeping my expression steady even as I felt the heat of his gaze on me, heavy and unyielding. Each click made my pulse spike, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted him to move closer or stay just out of reach.

His hand pressed against my side, fingers knotting into the sheets. Heat radiated off him, making my skin prickle, every nerve alive under his gaze. Part of me tried to pretend he wasn’t touching me because he wanted to—but because he was struggling not to.

I leaned in, brushing my lips against his cheek. The jolt that ran through me
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