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      Beep!

      Beep!

      Beep!

      The steady sound of the heart monitor is the only indication that my Sofia is still with me. She’s finally breathing on her own again. They removed the chest tube the other day. The swelling in her head is better but not yet gone, and her body is ridden with horrific bruising, along with a broken arm and fractured ribs. I can’t ask her what she’s feeling, because she hasn’t opened her eyes for me yet. I’m afraid to touch her; I don’t want to hurt her any more than she already is. She has to come back to me. She must. She will fight because she’s my woman. My strong, tenacious, beautiful woman. Not even all the dark bruises marring her skin can hide her beauty.

      Her hair lacks the luster of her normal light caramel color with hints of lighter blonde strewn throughout. I haven’t seen those milk-chocolate eyes, rich and deep, since the day she slammed the door in my face. She’s lost weight since that day. I don’t like it, and I’m to blame. It’s my fault, all of it. I should have been there to protect her. I failed, again.

      I haven’t left her side since they brought her out of surgery. They repaired the small puncture to her lung, set her ribs, cast her right arm, and tended to all her cuts and scrapes. Her face is swollen. Nothing is broken in her face, but the bastard or bastards had no problem taking a hand to a woman, leaving Sofia with a black eye, now slowly turning purple. They worked her over so bad that when I first saw her, my stomach roiled, ready to vomit at the sight.

      My stomach still churns at the idea of someone ramming their fist into Sofia’s face. My sassy girl, she fought back. She used her nails as talons to get a piece of him. The doctors caught skin under the nails and transferred the evidence to the cops. Orion’s on it, though. He’s already tapping into their system and will get the results I need, knowing they’ll refuse to share their findings with Satan’s Pride. There will be retribution, there will be pain, and whoever did this won’t need a breathing tube, because I will end them.

      “Brother, you got to get some sleep.” Guard places a hand on my shoulder, getting my attention and pulling me out of my thoughts. It’s then that I notice my jaw is so tightly clenched that it aches, and my fists are balled so tight, they’ve turned white. Trying to contain my anger is difficult. I want to scream, yell, punch, but my girl needs me. My time will come to get vengeance.

      “I can’t leave her,” I tell him as I gently curl my fingers around her limp hand.

      “You’re no good to her this way. Sofia’s stable. I vow to you that she’s never left alone. Brother, I am begging you to get some sleep. A couple of hours, a hot shower, a decent meal,” he pleads. He knows what I’m feeling. Ava was hospitalized at one point for injuries she sustained trying to save the club and him. It affected him in a way I’ve never seen. Our leader was so full of anger that he killed the president of the rival club that put her in that position. We tried everything to lure him away from her bedside, for his own good. Who knew then that it would be Guard repeating those same words I once spoke to him?

      “I want her to know I’m here when she opens her eyes,” I explain, kissing her fingertips.

      “The doctor said they’re keeping her sedated for at least another twenty-four hours. The rest will give her body time to heal. At best, she’ll be in and out of it.” Guard squeezes my shoulder a little harder. “A couple of hours. Swear to God, I’ll call you if anything changes.”

      “War is with her?” I push. He’s ruthless and mean as fuck when it’s warranted, especially when someone takes a hand to a woman. Truthfully, we’re all similar kinds of men. But I need Orion to do the research to find this fucker, and Cris is holding down the fort at the garage. Risk is taking apart Sofia’s office, searching for any clues that may have been overlooked and installing an impenetrable new security system. Never again will she be without proper protection. Saint is working alongside Sofia’s doctors to gather information about any rehabilitation that might need to happen.

      “War’s here and I’m here, until you get back. And heads up, they finally located her father. He was out of the country. He’s due back in a couple of days. He took the first flight out. Prepare, man. Seems that he’s a big hotshot criminal lawyer, and he didn’t take the news about Sofia too well.” Guard has been trying to get ahold of Domenic Donati since this happened, and so have the police. I’m not surprised that Guard got to him first.

      “I’m not too happy about him abandoning his daughter,” I scoff. I rise out of the chair, my back aching. “I’ll be back at three.”

      Guard nods in acknowledgment. War is outside waiting for me. “Got your back, brother, and hers.” With a nod, he indicates the room where Sofia is lying. I nod back, reluctantly walking down the hall to the elevators. My legs ache from the crappy chair and hard floors as I drag them along. These last few days have been a nightmare and a reminder of how quickly my life can change.
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      After a few hours of sleep, which is all I would allow myself, I make my way to the shower. The water running over my body feels good. Much as I hated to leave Sofia, Guard is right. I needed a bed, and I definitely needed the shower. My sleep was restless at best, but it was something. I’m plagued by the sight of Sofia’s crumpled body on the ground in a fetal position, unconscious. Blood covered her. Her eyes were already swollen shut, but that didn’t stop the moan of pain when I touched her to roll her over and check her breathing. I knew immediately she was in distress. I called the ambulance and cradled her in my arms until help arrived. She whispered my name while I wrapped myself around her. And I wept. That was when I knew how much I almost threw away. My screwed-up past is going to haunt me for eternity, but I’m willing to reveal it all to Sofia if it means she’ll give us a chance. Give me a chance. I’m ready to get back to my girl, so I throw on a pair of clean jeans, a Henley, and my cut, ready to boot it back out to the hospital.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Ava’s motherly voice comes through loud and clear as I walk across the living area in the compound for Satan’s Pride, toward the front door. I don’t respond but give her my where do you think I’m going expression. It’s amazing how much you can say without saying anything at all.

      “You need food and not that hospital cafeteria crap. Hanna and I made a plate for you,” Ava says, and then softens her tone. “Please eat, Demon. We’re worried about you.”

      I can see the concern on her face. Hanna walks in behind her, setting the plate down on the coffee table just a few feet away. “A good solid meal, and then you can face the day,” Hanna says quietly. “Sofia will need you fighting fit.”

      Ava is Guard’s wife. She’s dedicated and a true partner to her man. She’s also a trained dancer and has a studio where she teaches kids the art. Hanna is a sweetheart with a heart of pure gold. Her passion is watching people enjoy her food. She has a bakery in town.

      I sigh deeply and sit down, taking in a whiff of the homemade Tuscan chicken sandwich. It’s a regular on Hanna’s menu board. She makes her own mustard sauce. Of course, there’s a brownie on the side for dessert. I force a wry grin her way. Not even Hanna’s brownies can make me forget what I witnessed when I first saw my girl.

      Romeo, Hanna and Risk’s little guy, lets out a cry from his playpen. Hanna takes a seat beside me, places him on her lap, and immediately, he grabs for my hand. “No, baby, Demon needs to have his lunch,” she coos to him, trying to entice him into a game of peekaboo. He’s not having it. A determined little man, just like his father, he literally throws his body my way. Instinctively, I reach for him and put him on my lap while I finish up. It’s like he knows I need the calmness, because Romeo just snuggles in and doesn’t make another sound.

      “I don’t get it. He’s been cranky all morning. Nothing has settled him down all day, then he sits on your lap and not a peep. That’s just plain mean, Romeo,” Hanna says with a giggle to her little boy. His response is a sleepy smile. He knows he’s won. “You have a way with him, Demon.”

      Little does our Hanna know that Romeo is my confidant. I tell him everything. I smile and whisper in his ear. Romeo thinks it’s a game and giggles. I just needed to let someone know who I really am. Not that Romeo knows what I’m saying, but I can’t tell him what happened to Sofia, because I know I won’t be able to keep the anger and frustration out of my tone. I never want this little one to feel the agony I live with. The best secrets are the ones kept by a three-month-old who doesn’t understand a word, yet loves you unconditionally.

      Sofia should never have been at her office that night, working alone. She should have been with me. My fucked-up pride did this. I pushed her away. I gave her a reason to separate herself from me. She should have been with me, and because I let my frustration and fears fill me, she was nearly beaten to death. What happened to her is all my fault.
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      Six Months Prior…

      Guard was the conduit for Sofia entering Satan’s Pride’s den. He was looking for an attorney to deal with the business contracts and any other legal issues that might arise from our ventures. When Sofia’s name was mentioned by a close friend of his, he decided to give her a try and invited her to attend a meeting as a new business liaison between Orion, his brother Nate, and the club. We were backing the business, whereas Orion and Nate, mainly Nate, would manage the day-to-day.

      It blew my fucking mind when a prim, corporate Sofia, dressed in a tailored suit, complete with briefcase and hair pulled back in a tight bun, walked through the door. It was her eyes that drew me in. Those huge doe eyes as our gazes met. Her perfect pink bow lips parted just a little and her cheeks flushed. This right after she told Saint, another brother, that she had zero interest in “engaging in conversation” with him. Her words brought a smile to my lips, because our Casanova was shut down pretty damn quick. It was an immediate turn-on.

      I’ve had women, plenty of them. Never had a problem attracting the opposite sex, and I enjoyed them. But never for a long time. That was my stipulation. Any woman I hooked up with knew what they were getting into. I never hid shit about my intentions. We’re in it for a mutual good time. Sometimes the “relationship” lasted a week, a month, but rarely more than a couple of months. Unfortunately, it didn’t take long before most of the women thought they owned my ass. That shit doesn’t fly with me. That was always my cue to end it and move on.

      That first day I met her, Sofia ignored me, walking right by me, pretending I didn’t exist. That was until Robert Pennerton, Hanna’s ex-father-in-law, decided to make Hanna’s life a living hell. Not only did he persistently undermine Hanna’s bakery business, but the fucker then tried that shit on Satan’s Pride. Hanna belongs to Risk, and therefore, she belongs to us all. That’s when Guard decided to pull Sofia in to hurt Pennerton where it would affect him most and was able to break the current contracts Pennerton’s company held for the delivery of product to our parts shop and our other enterprises.

      I was Sofia’s shadow. I followed her to and from work and stayed with her at her apartment for protection. Guard knew that Pennerton played dirty and convinced Sofia that I was a necessity until the ordeal was over. The first night, she led me to the spare bedroom, handed me an extra blanket, and bid me good night. Even in her apartment, she found ways to avoid me. Sofia worked in her den until late almost every night. I would walk in and set a plate in front of her and walk back out. She followed me out when I first did this. “You don’t need to feed me. But thank you,” she said, then strutted her ass back into the den.

      Once we finished with Pennerton, my job was done. In the parking lot, my sassy girl held out her hand and demanded I give back her house key. Done being ignored, I picked her up and put her in her car, then got on my bike and rode off. The look on her face was priceless. Shocked and infuriated and extraordinarily gorgeous. Sofia was bewitching me, and I couldn’t have that. I decided right there and then that the temptation was too great. I’ve fallen prey to addiction and impulse in the past and vowed that never again would I lose control, not even for a woman. It was time to cut this tie before it started.
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      It was early, early meaning two in the morning. The party at the club was winding down, and a scantily clad blonde was hanging off me, her lips on my neck, rubbing her body against mine like a cat waiting to be petted. She was willing to give me exactly what I wanted, but when her mouth moved to kiss me, I would turn my head. The thought of her mouth on mine turned me cold.

      I extracted myself from Cami, or was it Kandi, damn, I couldn’t even remember her name. Saint was more than willing to take her off my hands. I don’t remember when I made the decision, but I found myself at Sofia’s door. I rang the bell and then pounded on the door. I needed to get this woman out of my system. Sleepy, hazy eyes met mine as she wrenched open the door, dressed in peach silk pajama bottoms and a matching cream tank. Her hair, in utter disarray, fell about her shoulders. She raked one hand through it, and I lost my head.

      I jerked her toward me, plastering our bodies together from thighs to chest, lifting her to her tiptoes. Her hands instinctively reached out to hold on, her head tilting back with fire in her eyes as she prepared to tell me off. I didn’t wait for her to speak. I took her mouth in a passionate kiss. It took but a moment before she softened and kissed me back, her hands in my hair, gripping tight, digging into my scalp. It spurred me on as I grasped her ass, lifting her off her feet, urging her to wrap her long luscious legs around my waist. Fuck me, her mouth tasted so good, and that murmur, that sweet purr, drove me to distraction. I kicked the door shut and barreled through her place, making straight for her bedroom.

      It was frantic sex. I tossed her on the bed, following her down, caging her in with my arms on either side of her head. I kissed her again, taking in more of her scent. Her hands reached under my shirt. I ripped off my cut, my shirt following, and reached to yank off her camisole, baring those succulent breasts. I’d dreamed of seeing those tits. They were perfect, like the rest of her. I popped a nipple in my mouth, teasing her mercilessly, until those fevered pleas escaped her lips. I needed to touch her everywhere. I tugged the pajama bottoms down her legs, uncovering pale blue bikini panties. I tore my mouth from her breast, then spread her thighs and bent her knees, opening her wide. I placed my mouth over her barely covered pussy and licked through the miniscule piece of fabric. Her body arched, bowing off the bed, as she hissed at the intensity of my mouth.

      Her hoarse voice moaned my name. “Demon, condom.”

      I pulled off my jeans while grabbing a condom out of my wallet. She didn’t wait for me, but rolled it over my cock with her hands running over it. I almost came right in her hands. I pulled her panties off and aligned my cock at her entrance and went in hard and fast.

      “God, yes,” Sofia cried out. “Give me more.”

      Thank God. I wasn’t sure I could slow down if I wanted to. It was fast and furious and fucking amazing. Her body spasmed under me as she moaned my name over and over, and I plunged into her until I found my own release.

      That night, we set the rules. We would enjoy each other as long as it made sense for both of us. When one of us decided we were ready to move on, we would stop. Rule #1: No other partners. Rule #2: No commitments. Rule #3: Condoms are a must. Rule #4: Sofia insisted that no one would be aware of our arrangement. She’d either drop us as clients or keep this quiet. Since this was only temporary, I agreed. I gave in to my desire for her, and this became the beginning of a chaotic relationship.

      At first, it was just as simple as we’d planned. I would text her, meet up, and we would explore each other’s bodies for hours, and I would leave. But soon, I was staying for a little longer, until she fell asleep, and locking the door on my way out. One night, I fell asleep with her in my arms, caught myself, and got the fuck out in the early morning hours, before she woke. Then it happened—I couldn’t tear myself away and slept with her all night. Sofia was freaked out too. She was trying to be cool, but I saw her mask slip. I took that as a good sign. We both didn’t want anything more, and we were both going to be careful that this stayed as we agreed: fuck buddies.

      It was like my mind and body had wills of their own, though. When she got home from work, I would show up at her place with pizza or some other kind of fast food, we’d chill on the couch as we ate, then fuck all night. Sofia would chatter about her day, nothing in-depth because that would be unethical and too personal. I would nod, give her a look to show I was listening. Uncomplicated, right? Wrong!

      I’m a man of few words. I find that saying nothing can often be more powerful in getting your point across. I also believed that I was showing Sofia I enjoyed what we had. Actions and all that! When she started asking questions, I would kiss her, distract her, take her to bed until she was too exhausted to talk. In other words, I wasn’t ready or willing to share who I am, not with her, not with anyone.

      Now…

      The only men that know my history are my brothers, and the sole brother who knows it all is Guard. He brought me back from the depths of despair. I’ll never forget the words he uttered to me when I told him to just let me die in peace. “I’m dragging you out of hell whether you like it or not, Lucien. Don’t you dare fucking give up.”

      Hence my road name, Demon. Thrown into hell, named after the devil himself. Fitting, right? That’s the day I stopped making idle chatter about shit that doesn’t even matter. If I have something to say, I find a way of making myself heard, even without words. On the few occasions I find myself conversing, funny enough, it’s usually with the kids. Gabby, Gavin, or Romeo, more so Romeo. Why? Well, babies can’t tell your secrets because they can’t talk yet. But each one of those little people smiles at me like I’m the king of the universe, and for a brief time, life is calm and my insides aren’t twisted.

      I watch Sofia sleeping in the hospital bed, willing her to open her eyes. Her father is due any moment, and I’m not looking forward to that battle. If he thinks he’s going to move her away from me, I’m going to lose my mind. Technically, I have no right to make decisions on Sofia’s behalf. She doesn’t even know I love her.

      This all started off with some fucked-up games filled with stupid rules to compartmentalize our relationship into a casual fuck-buddy system. Well, I’m changing the rules. Sofia’s mine, and I’m not letting her go.
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      My lids feel so heavy, like they’re swollen shut. They hurt. Hell, everything hurts. It’s such a struggle to open them, it’s almost not worth the effort. I feel someone touching my hand, lips on it, maybe. My other hand is so heavy, I can’t lift it. I need water. The dryness in my throat makes it impossible for me to formulate words. I hear whispers. “Please, baby, open your eyes. I need you to wake up now.”

      Is that Demon? It can’t be. We haven’t spoken in over three weeks, and the last time I saw him, I was so angry, I slammed the door in his face. Then I broke down and cried, ate a ton of mint chocolate chip ice cream, and did what I always do, focus on work until I’m too tired to think of anything but my bed. I’ve caught glimpses of him at the compound but have been able to avoid any contact. I’ve even arranged for Guard to meet me at my office for any legal discussions. I was done torturing myself. Seeing Demon just made my heart hurt so damn much.

      “Baby, I need to see your pretty eyes,” I hear faintly. I swear I feel wetness on my hand. Is he crying? It can’t be. I force my eyes to flutter open and tilt my head down toward my hand. Demon has his cheek on my hand and is kissing my palm.

      “Demon,” I manage to croak out. It’s hard to talk, and my body aches all over.

      Demon’s head jolts up. Piercing blue eyes watch me carefully while he calls out, “War, get a nurse. Hurry.” I wince when he yells. My head is pounding. This is the first full sentence I’ve ever heard Demon utter. He stands, bending over me, touching his lips to mine.

      “Wa—water,” I whisper. Immediately, an ice chip is placed on my lips to wet them. I stick my tongue out to lap the moisture. The coolness feels good. A middle-aged, redheaded nurse arrives at my side with a huge smile.

      “Welcome back, Sofia,” she says sweetly. “No talking. Give yourself a moment. I’m going to place a straw in your mouth. Little sips, okay?” I take a couple of sips, feeling the rawness in my throat. I’m so thirsty, but swallowing is painful. “Good girl. Doctor is on his way, sweetie, so you just hang on and stay with us so we can check you out.”

      Her smile beams down on me like a beacon in the night, keeping me engaged until the older, silver-haired doctor makes his way into the room and introduces himself. Dr. Horan isn’t the jolly person that Nurse Jennifer is, but he’s very thorough. I catch Demon standing off to the side, watching the doctor’s every movement.

      I cringe each time the doctor moves his fingers and checks my injuries while Jennifer changes the dressing. By the time he’s done, I’m completely exhausted and am struggling to keep my eyes open once more. “Let sleep take you, Sofia. Your body needs to rest,” I hear the doctor say. “I’ve given her more painkiller. The body heals better when it can properly rest.” He must be speaking with Demon. It isn’t long before sleep takes over. And once again, I feel Demon’s lips touch mine. A blissful, painless darkness envelops me.
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      The room is dim when I awaken again. It must be later in the afternoon, and one very loud voice is booming in the room, while another is using a quiet, calm tone. Dad’s yelling at someone. Why is he yelling? He’s making my head ache.

      “That’s my daughter, and I’ll decide who gets to stay and who leaves. You can go,” he bellows. I open my eyes to see him standing toe to toe with Demon. Guard is at his side, trying to calm the savage beast that is my father.

      “With all due respect, Sofia means something to all of us. Demon found her and hasn’t left her side. We aren’t asking to make decisions, just to be here for her.” Guard’s cool tone is his way of making a point. This can get out of hand pretty quickly.

      “Dad, stop,” I manage to say, breathlessly as the pain hits me harder. Three pairs of eyes turn to me. All look very angry and deeply concerned.

      “Princess,” Dad says, and comes to my side and kisses my forehead. “When I find the bastard that did this to you…”

      “No yelling,” I whisper, begging for silence. A continual pounding in my skull is enough to contend with.

      “I‘m making arrangements to take you home,” Dad says, ignoring my words, as usual.

      “What?” I ask, confused. Am I hearing him right?

      “Once the doctor says that you’re able, I’ll get you on a private plane home,” he starts.

      “No. I’m staying here,” I tell him softly. “Too tired to argue. Just stop.” I can see that he wants to continue to push this issue, but Guard cuts in.

      “Sofia wants to stay here. I swear to you that she’ll have round-the-clock protection.”

      “I have to be in court next week for a trial. I can’t put it off, and I can’t get out of it. She’ll have the best care at home, and I can be with her,” Dad tells Guard.

      “Sofia belongs with me.” Demon’s voice is loud and clear, steely determination in his tone. I turn to face him. I take a breath and decide it’s best to get this over with.

      “I need to talk to Demon. Alone,” I say loudly enough to draw their attention, every word echoing in my head like a sledgehammer. “Please, Dad, give us a minute.”

      Guard walks
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